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Abstract

The ideal of the “unified Ummah” is one of the most fundamental Qur’anic concepts in the domain of religious community-building,
grounded in monotheism, fraternity among believers, justice, the rejection of division, and the convergence of the Islamic Ummah.
Nevertheless, the realization of this ideal throughout the history of Islamic thought has consistently encountered serious obstacles. One of
the most significant of these obstacles concerns the ways in which “exegetical narrations” are produced, transmitted, selected, and
employed in understanding Qur’anic verses. On the one hand, exegetical narrations constitute an important means of elucidating Qur’anic
verses, identifying their referents, clarifying the circumstances of revelation, and uncovering the semantic layers of the Qur’an. On the
other hand, when characterized by weak chains of transmission, semantic inconsistency, the predominance of sectarian tendencies, the
incorporation of Isra’iliyyat, or the restriction of the general meanings of verses to particular and potentially contentious referents, they
may become a source of division, exclusivism, and the reproduction of sectarian cleavages. Employing a descriptive—argumentative
approach, this article examines the principal challenges posed by exegetical narrations to the formation of a unified Islamic Ummah and
demonstrates that some of the existing inconsistencies in the collective understanding of the Qur’an arise not from the Qur’anic text itself,
but rather from the manner in which it is approached through narrations. The findings indicate that challenges such as the infiltration of
Isra’liyyat, sectarian-oriented interpretations, insufficient hadith criticism, apparent conflicts between certain narrations and the general
principles of the Qur’an, and the predominance of particularistic readings over purposive approaches constitute some of the most
significant obstacles to achieving a unity-oriented understanding of the Qur’an. Finally, the article emphasizes the necessity of critically
reassessing exegetical narrations, evaluating them against the Qur’an, attending to the overarching objectives of Islamic law (maqasid al-
shari‘ah), and strengthening rapprochement-oriented approaches to Qur’anic exegesis.
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Extended Abstract

The Qur’anic ideal of the unified Ummah constitutes one of the foundational concepts of Islamic social thought
and reflects a comprehensive vision of a community organized around monotheism, justice, religious
fraternity, moral responsibility, and collective commitment to divine guidance. The Qur’an does not portray
Muslims merely as individuals sharing a religious affiliation, but as members of a single community whose
unity is grounded in a common theological and ethical orientation. Verses such as “Indeed, this community of
yours is one community, and I am your Lord, so worship Me” and “Hold firmly to the rope of God all together
and do not become divided” illustrate the close connection between theological unity and social cohesion.
Classical and contemporary exegetes have repeatedly emphasized that Qur’anic unity does not imply the
elimination of intellectual diversity; rather, it requires commitment to shared principles that preserve the
integrity of the Muslim community and prevent disagreement from developing into destructive sectarianism
(2, 3, 17, 21). Historically, however, the distance between this normative Qur’anic ideal and the fragmented
condition of Muslim societies has remained substantial. Although political rivalries, social conflicts, and
historical disputes have significantly contributed to Muslim fragmentation, epistemological and exegetical
factors have also played an important role. Among these factors, exegetical narrations occupy a particularly
significant position because they function as an interpretive intermediary between the revealed text and the
historical understanding of Muslim communities. Narration-based exegesis has contributed greatly to
clarifying occasions of revelation, identifying referents, explaining difficult expressions, elaborating implicit
meanings, and situating Qur’anic verses within their historical contexts. At the same time, the uncritical
transmission, selection, and application of such narrations can restrict the semantic scope of Qur’anic
discourse, reinforce denominational boundaries, and transform verses capable of supporting Muslim unity into
sources of sectarian contestation. Consequently, understanding the relationship between exegetical narrations
and the formation of a unified Ummah requires examining not only the content of the transmitted reports but
also the methodological assumptions governing their authentication, interpretation, and application (9-11).

Exegetical narrations have occupied a central place in the development of Qur’anic interpretation since the
earliest centuries of Islam. Major Sunni and Shi‘i exegetical traditions contain extensive corpora of reports
attributed to the Prophet, the Companions, the Successors, and the Imams of the Ahl al-Bayt, and these reports
have been used to explain linguistic expressions, identify historical circumstances, distinguish general from
particular applications, clarify theological implications, and illuminate ethical and legal dimensions of
Qur’anic verses. Works such as al-Tabari’s Jami‘ al-Bayan, al-Suyuti’s al-Durr al-Manthur, al-Qummi’s
Tafsir al-Qummi, al-Ayyashi’s Tafsir al-Ayyashi, al-Bahrani’s al-Burhan, and al-Huwayzi’s Nur al-Thagalayn
demonstrate the extensive role played by transmitted material in the formation of Islamic exegetical knowledge
(1, 4-8). The epistemic value of these narrations is undeniable when they are approached critically and situated
within the linguistic, theological, and historical framework of the Qur’an. A reliable report can illuminate an
occasion of revelation, identify an exemplary referent without necessarily restricting the general meaning of a
verse, or preserve an interpretive tradition associated with the earliest Muslim community. Nevertheless, the
principal difficulty emerges when narration ceases to function as an explanatory resource and instead becomes
an instrument of semantic monopolization. When a particular narration is used to claim that a universally
formulated Qur’anic verse applies exclusively to one theological school, political group, historical personality,
or sectarian identity, the verse may lose part of its broader capacity to provide common religious meaning.
This problem is especially significant in relation to verses concerning authority, fraternity, loyalty, obedience,
the Ahl al-Bayt, the Companions, and collective religious identity. In such cases, a narration may legitimately
identify a distinguished historical application while still leaving intact the broader semantic and ethical scope
of the verse. Failure to distinguish between interpretation, application, and exclusive restriction may therefore



A o los F 0590

convert an exegetical resource into an epistemological barrier to Muslim rapprochement. The hermeneutical
challenge is thus not the mere existence of different narrations, but the methodological manner in which their
evidentiary status and semantic scope are understood (2, 16, 22).

The present study adopts a descriptive—argumentative approach to examine the principal methodological
challenges associated with exegetical narrations and their implications for the ideal of a unified Islamic
Ummah. The descriptive dimension identifies the major patterns through which narration-based interpretation
has historically contributed to interpretive fragmentation, while the argumentative dimension evaluates these
patterns in light of Qur’anic principles, hadith criticism, contextual interpretation, and the overarching
objectives of Islamic guidance. A central methodological challenge concerns the authentication of transmitted
reports. Many early exegetical compilations were constructed primarily to preserve available interpretive
material rather than to subject every narration to rigorous scrutiny. As a result, authentic reports may appear
alongside weak, disconnected, anomalous, contradictory, or even fabricated material. In some works, several
competing reports are transmitted without decisive adjudication, leaving later exegetes to assess their reliability
and compatibility with the Qur’anic context (1, 4). From the perspective of hadith criticism, the reliability of
an exegetical report requires consideration of the continuity of transmission, the credibility of transmitters, the
absence of hidden defects, and the coherence of the report’s content. The danger becomes more pronounced
when a weak narration carries a sectarian implication that is subsequently incorporated into communal
religious consciousness. In such circumstances, methodological weakness in hadith assessment is no longer
confined to the scholarly domain; it becomes capable of shaping collective identities and inter-sectarian
perceptions. Contemporary scholarship on Qur’anic exegesis has therefore emphasized the need to distinguish
reliable transmitted material from reports that cannot bear significant theological or communal claims (10, 11).
This study accordingly treats the Qur’an itself as the primary criterion for evaluating exegetical narrations:
reports that clearly conflict with established Qur’anic principles, coherent textual context, and fundamental
theological commitments cannot automatically acquire interpretive authority simply because they occur in
classical compilations. Such a methodology does not reject the transmitted heritage; rather, it seeks to preserve
its legitimate interpretive value through critical classification, contextualization, and evaluation.

A particularly consequential challenge identified in the study is the infiltration of Isra’iliyyat and other
insufficiently verified materials into narration-based exegesis. Isra iliyyat generally refers to reports derived
from Jewish and, in some cases, Christian traditions that entered Muslim interpretive literature, particularly in
discussions of prophetic narratives, creation, ancient peoples, and historical details not extensively elaborated
in the Qur’an. Muslim scholars have long recognized that not all such material is necessarily false;
nevertheless, its interpretive use requires caution because many reports were transmitted without sufficient
authentication and sometimes contain legendary, anthropomorphic, morally problematic, or theologically
questionable elements (9, 12, 13). From the perspective of constructing a unified Ummabh, the problem extends
beyond factual reliability. Excessive attention to unverifiable narrative details can divert interpretation from
the ethical, theological, and civilizational purposes of Qur’anic discourse and create unnecessary
disagreements over issues that are peripheral to the Qur’an’s central message. Furthermore, reports that present
prophets in ways incompatible with Qur’anic notions of moral dignity and divine selection can distort shared
Islamic theological commitments. The study therefore argues that narration-based exegesis must be governed
by the principle of presenting transmitted reports to the Qur’an and assessing their compatibility with its
established worldview. This principle has been emphasized, in different forms, within major contemporary
Shi‘i exegetical approaches, particularly those that prioritize the internal coherence of the Qur’an and interpret
narrations within the framework established by its decisive verses (2, 14, 15). The same principle is relevant
to sectarian narrations more generally. When interpretations of verses concerning wilayah, ulu al-amr, the
“rope of God,” fraternity, or communal loyalty are framed in such an exclusive manner that alternative Muslim
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understandings are automatically excluded from the Qur’anic discourse, interpretation may reproduce
precisely the fragmentation that the Qur’an repeatedly condemns. A unity-oriented hermeneutic therefore
requires a distinction between identifying a significant or exemplary referent and claiming that such a referent
exhausts the meaning of the verse.

The findings further indicate that several interconnected hermeneutical problems intensify the divisive
potential of exegetical narrations: the confusion between interpretation, application, and za 'wil; unresolved
semantic conflicts among transmitted reports; the detachment of narrations from textual context; and the
reproduction of competing historical memories through exegetical discourse. Many narrations traditionally
categorized as “interpretive” may more accurately represent applications of a general Qur’anic statement to a
distinguished person, event, or group. Treating such an application as the exclusive meaning of the verse
restricts the Qur’an’s capacity to address subsequent generations and diverse Muslim communities.
Tabatabaei’s interpretive methodology, for example, repeatedly stresses the significance of Qur’anic context
and the internal relationship among verses, thereby resisting the reduction of broad Qur’anic principles to
isolated narrational applications (2). Ibn Ashur similarly emphasizes linguistic, rhetorical, and contextual
features in order to preserve the semantic breadth of Qur’anic discourse (17). Another challenge arises where
multiple narrations appear to conflict with one another or with broader Qur’anic principles. In such cases,
proper adjudication requires established interpretive procedures, including attention to general and particular
expressions, absolute and qualified formulations, chronology, contextual circumstances, transmission
reliability, and compatibility with the Qur’an (23). Without such procedures, contradictory reports can easily
become instruments through which communities construct mutually exclusive religious identities. The issue is
particularly serious when exegetical narrations become vehicles for competing memories of early Islamic
history. Narratives concerning the virtues or faults of particular historical figures, disputes after the Prophet’s
death, political authority, and later sectarian conflicts may shape not only interpretations of individual verses
but also the collective historical consciousness of entire communities. A unity-oriented approach does not
require the suppression of legitimate historical inquiry or theological disagreement. Rather, it requires
preventing disputed historical narratives from becoming the exclusive lens through which universal Qur’anic
guidance is interpreted. Both Shi‘i and Sunni exegetical traditions contain resources for such an approach, as
demonstrated in works that combine respect for transmitted material with attention to the broader theological,
moral, and social purposes of the Qur’an (19, 20, 24, 25).

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that exegetical narrations possess a dual potential within Islamic
intellectual and communal life. When authenticated, contextualized, and interpreted in harmony with the
Qur’an’s overarching principles, they constitute an invaluable component of Islamic exegetical heritage and
can deepen understanding of revelation, illuminate historical circumstances, identify exemplary applications,
and enrich the shared intellectual resources of Muslim communities. When transmitted or applied without
adequate methodological scrutiny, however, the same narrational heritage can contribute to semantic
restriction, sectarian exclusivism, historical polarization, and the reproduction of religious fragmentation. The
formation of a unified Islamic Ummah therefore requires neither the abandonment of narration-based exegesis
nor the homogenization of legitimate theological diversity. Rather, it requires a critical reconstruction of the
relationship between the Qur’an and transmitted interpretation. Such reconstruction depends on rigorous
authentication of reports, careful distinction between general meaning and specific application, differentiation
among interpretation, application, and ta 'wil, contextual reading of verses, critical treatment of Isra iliyyat,
and resistance to the instrumentalization of Qur’anic interpretation for sectarian competition. It also requires
the development of comparative Shi‘i—Sunni exegetical studies capable of identifying shared interpretive
foundations without denying genuine differences. Ultimately, the Qur’anic concept of the unified Ummah
should function as a hermeneutical horizon within which diversity is disciplined by common commitment to
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monotheism, justice, fraternity, moral responsibility, and collective guidance. Under such conditions,
exegetical narrations can be recovered from their occasional role in reinforcing division and reoriented toward
their more constructive function as resources for understanding, ethical formation, and Islamic rapprochement.
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