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Abstract

This study, with a focus on the revelation-based nature of the Qur’an, analyzes and compares the interpretive methodology
of Imam Fakhr al-Din al-Razi in Mafatih al-Ghayb and Allameh Tabataba’i in al-Mizan. The findings indicate that both
exegetes did not confine Qur’anic interpretation to lexical explanation or the mere transmission of narrations, but rather
employed a range of literary, rational, and theological tools; nevertheless, the organizing logic of their interpretive methods
differs. In Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s exegesis, problem-centered analysis, the presentation of objections and possibilities,
together with the defensive and polemical function of reason, plays a central role, and the revelation-based nature of the
Qur’an is explained primarily within the horizon of rational proof and theological defense of the Qur’an’s divine origin. By
contrast, Allameh Tabataba’i, emphasizing the systematic and intratextual character of the verses, regards reason as a
discovery-oriented and explanatory instrument that aids in understanding the interconnectedness of concepts and the
semantic coherence of the Qur’an; accordingly, in al-Mizan, the revelation-based nature of the Qur’an is considered not only
the source of the text’s sacred authority, but also the axis of harmony and coherence within the network of Qur’anic concepts
and guidance-oriented messages. The difference in their approach to transmitted reports is also noteworthy: Fakhr al-Din al-
Razi evaluates transmission in light of reason and theological principles, whereas Tabataba’i, by giving precedence to the
Qur’an over narration, grounds the assessment of transmitted reports in the criterion of the Qur’an itself. Overall, Fakhr al-
Din al-Razi’s approach leads to the expansion of polemical discussions under the verses, whereas Tabataba’i’s approach, by
emphasizing the revelatory coherence of the text, strengthens the possibility of explaining the Qur’an as a coherent and
guidance-oriented system.
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Extended Abstract

The study of Qur’anic exegesis has long demonstrated that interpretive methodologies are deeply shaped by
theological, philosophical, and epistemological presuppositions, and comparative analysis between major exegetes
provides a valuable lens for understanding how these presuppositions structure the reading of revelation. From the
formative centuries of Islam onward, exegetes have sought to articulate the divine message of the Qur’an in ways
responsive to their intellectual contexts, resulting in a plurality of interpretive paradigms that collectively enrich
Qur’anic sciences. Comparative exegetical research, particularly when conducted between influential
representatives of distinct intellectual traditions, functions not only as a descriptive exercise but also as a
methodological inquiry into how reason, transmission, and revelation are hierarchically organized within
interpretive systems. Such studies enable the identification of both convergences and divergences in exegetical
logic, while also clarifying the underlying philosophical assumptions that govern the treatment of the Qur’an as a
revealed text. Within this framework, the present study situates itself in the broader discourse of comparative tafsir
by examining two monumental exegetical works produced in different historical and intellectual settings,
emphasizing how each exegete conceptualizes the revelation-based nature of the Qur’an and integrates it into a
coherent interpretive methodology (1). The importance of this inquiry lies in the fact that revelation (wahy)
constitutes the foundational premise of all Qur’anic sciences, and any variation in its conceptualization inevitably
affects exegetical outcomes, doctrinal interpretations, and the perceived coherence of the Qur’anic message.

Within Islamic intellectual history, Imam Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and Allameh Tabataba’i occupy particularly
prominent positions due to the breadth, depth, and enduring influence of their exegetical projects. Al-Razi, operating
within the Ash‘arite theological tradition and drawing extensively on rational theology, philosophy, linguistics, and
dialectical reasoning, represents a classical Sunni model of exegetical engagement in which the Qur’an becomes a
primary arena for resolving theological disputes and defending doctrinal positions (2). His Mafatih al-Ghayb
reflects a problem-centered approach, characterized by the systematic presentation of objections, counterarguments,
and hypothetical possibilities, all of which are evaluated through a rational and theological lens. In contrast, Allameh
Tabataba’i, writing in a modern Shi‘i context shaped by encounters with contemporary philosophy and modern
epistemological challenges, articulates an interpretive vision centered on the intrinsic coherence of the Qur’an itself,
famously operationalized through the method of “Qur’an interpreting the Qur’an” (3). His al-Mizan seeks to
reconstruct Qur’anic meaning by uncovering internal conceptual linkages across verses and chapters, treating
revelation not merely as a source of authoritative propositions but as an integrated semantic system. The
juxtaposition of these two exegetes therefore offers an analytically rich opportunity to explore how differing
intellectual commitments shape the understanding of revelation and its function within Qur’anic interpretation (4).
The revelation-based nature of the Qur’an occupies a central position in Qur’anic sciences, functioning as the
epistemic foundation upon which interpretation, jurisprudence, theology, and ethics are constructed. Affirming the
divine origin of the Qur’an entails recognizing it as a source of knowledge that transcends ordinary human cognition
and historical contingency, thereby necessitating specific methodological constraints in interpretation. Classical
Qur’anic scholarship consistently treated revelation as the criterion for evaluating interpretive validity, while
simultaneously debating the precise role of reason in accessing revealed meaning (5). Acceptance of the Qur’an as
revelation establishes its normative authority in religious life and legitimizes its function as the primary source of
law and doctrine (6). Consequently, any exegetical methodology implicitly reflects a theory of revelation, whether
through the prioritization of transmitted reports, rational argumentation, or internal textual coherence. In this sense,
the study of revelation is not ancillary but constitutive of exegetical theory itself, shaping how interpreters negotiate
the relationship between divine speech, human understanding, and historical context (77). The present study therefore
treats revelation not merely as a theological datum but as an operative concept that structures interpretive practice.
Imam Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s treatment of revelation reflects his broader commitment to rational theology and
dialectical reasoning, resulting in a multifaceted and expansive conceptualization of wahy. He defines revelation
linguistically as rapid, subtle communication and extends its scope to encompass various modes of divine-human
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interaction, including inspiration, dreams, mediated speech, and angelic transmission (8). This inclusive definition
leads al-Razi to classify prophetic dreams as a form of revelation, a position that introduces significant theological
implications regarding certainty and error. In his analysis of Qur’an 42:51, al-Razi explicitly includes dreams within
the typology of revelation and acknowledges the possibility of initial uncertainty in their interpretation (9). His
discussion of Abraham’s dream concerning the sacrifice of his son illustrates this approach, as he entertains the
possibility that prophetic dreams may require subsequent confirmation through explicit revelation to eliminate doubt
(9). While al-Razi ultimately affirms the divine origin of revelation, his willingness to admit provisional uncertainty
at certain stages reflects a rationalist inclination that prioritizes epistemic scrutiny. Revelation, in his framework,
functions primarily as an object of rational defense and theological validation, with reason serving a polemical role
in safeguarding the Qur’an’s divine status (10). This approach results in an exegetical style marked by extensive
debate, analytical fragmentation, and a strong emphasis on resolving doctrinal tensions.

In contrast, Allameh Tabataba’i presents a markedly different conception of revelation, grounded in certainty,
coherence, and systematic integrity. For Tabataba’i, revelation is a direct, infallible divine communication to the
prophetic consciousness, fully protected from error at every stage of reception, preservation, and transmission (11).
He explicitly rejects any notion of fallibility in revelation, arguing that divine speech must remain immune from
distortion to fulfill its guiding function. Tabataba’i conceptualizes revelation as an act of non-sensory, non-
discursive communication that transcends ordinary cognitive processes, occurring at the level of the human soul
rather than the physical heart (12). His interpretation emphasizes that the Qur’an itself testifies to this infallibility
and that prophetic certainty regarding revelation is intrinsic rather than inferential (13). Methodologically, this
conception underpins his insistence on intratextual coherence, as the unity of revelation necessitates the unity of
meaning across the Qur’an. Reason, in Tabataba’i’s system, functions not as a defensive instrument but as a tool
for uncovering the internal relationships that bind Qur’anic concepts together, thereby revealing the text’s inherent
harmony (14, 15). Revelation thus becomes both the source of authority and the organizing principle of
interpretation.

In conclusion, the comparative analysis demonstrates that while both Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and Allameh Tabataba’i
affirm the divine origin of the Qur’an and employ rational, linguistic, and transmitted tools in interpretation, their
exegetical methodologies diverge significantly in structure and orientation. Al-Razi’s approach is characterized by
problem-centered analysis, dialectical expansion, and a predominantly defensive deployment of reason aimed at
validating revelation within contested theological contexts. Tabataba’i, by contrast, advances a coherence-based
methodology in which revelation operates as the axis of semantic unity, enabling the Qur’an to be understood as an
integrated, guidance-oriented system. These differences result in distinct exegetical outcomes: al-Razi’s tafsir tends
toward analytical proliferation and doctrinal debate, whereas Tabataba’i’s tafsir emphasizes conceptual integration
and systematic harmony. Together, these approaches illustrate the richness of the Islamic exegetical tradition and
underscore the central role of revelation theory in shaping interpretive practice.
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