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The methodology of mystical Quranic exegesis has long faced staunch critics—some
motivated by opposition to the intellectual heritage of the ahl al-ma’rifa (people of
gnosis), and others by unfamiliarity with the foundational principles of this interpretive
tradition. Since Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi stands among the most prominent of
these critics, a systematic examination of his views may help clarify the substantive
dimensions of the issue. An overwhelming preponderance of lacunae over competencies
in al-Dhahabi’s knowledge of Islamic mysticism—encompassing both its doctrines and
the principles, foundations, and methods of mystical exegesis—rendered him confused
in his analysis of mystical interpretations and unsuccessful in adjudicating their validity.
Al-Dhahabt possessed no adequate conception of theoretical mysticism as a discipline;
and despite acknowledging his limited familiarity with the discourse of the mystics, he
treated the invalidity of the mystical doctrine of the unity of being as self-evident. Nor
did he hold an accurate understanding of the definition and constitutive components of
ta’wil in its technical mystical sense. In several instances, his unfamiliarity with the
discourse of the ahl al-ma’rifa led him to impute Batini tendencies to mystical exegeses;
in others, he judged them to be in conflict with the revealed law—whereas the masters of
gnosis explicitly and vigorously rejected Batinism and consistently emphasized that both
exegesis and ta’wil of the Quran are conditional upon their alignment with the substantive
content of the shari’a and the avoidance of exegesis based on personal opinion. Al-
Dhahabi was equally unacquainted with the mystical theory of the spirit of meaning and
its constructive functions within mystical exegesis, just as he was unaware of the
approach of the ahl al-ma’rifa in anagogical exegesis. The cumulative weight of these
deficiencies consistently misled him in his critique of the methodology of mystical
Quranic interpretation. The present study is organized according to a descriptive-
documentary method, with the dual aim of defending the intrinsic legitimacy of a
principled and criterion-governed mystical exegesis and of elucidating the shortcomings

in al-Dhahab1’s treatment of this exegetical approach.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Islamic mysticism has long maintained a distinctive approach to Quranic interpretation, one that moves
beyond the literal surface of the text toward its inner, spiritual dimensions. This interpretive tradition,
known as mystical exegesis or esoteric interpretation, has been practiced and theorized by generations
of Sufi and 'irfani scholars, from al-QushayrT and al-Sarraj to Ibn 'Arabi and Mulla Sadra. Despite its
deep roots in the Islamic intellectual tradition, mystical exegesis has frequently been the subject of
criticism and suspicion, particularly among scholars of classical Quranic sciences who regard it as
methodologically unsound or theologically dangerous.

Among the most influential modern critics of this tradition is the Egyptian scholar Muhammad Husayn
al-Dhahab1 (1915-1977), whose encyclopedic work Al-tafsir wa al-mufassiriin (Exegesis and the
Exegetes) has become a standard reference in the field of Quranic studies. In this work, al-Dhahabi
devotes considerable attention to Sufi and mystical exegesis, subjecting it to sharp criticism on both
methodological and theological grounds. His judgments have been widely cited and have shaped the
reception of mystical exegesis in contemporary academic and seminary discourse.

The present article undertakes a systematic critical examination of al-Dhahab1’s views on mystical
Quranic exegesis as presented in Al-tafsir wa al-mufassirtin. The central argument of the article is that
al-Dhahab1’s criticisms, while articulated with apparent scholarly authority, are fundamentally
undermined by a lack of deep familiarity with the theoretical foundations of Islamic mysticism. The
authors contend that al-Dhahabi’s misreadings are not incidental but structural: they stem from his
failure to engage adequately with key mystical doctrines, interpretive principles, and the epistemological
framework within which mystical exegesis operates. The study employs a descriptive-analytical method,
drawing on primary mystical sources alongside al-Dhahabi’s own text to demonstrate where and how

his critiques fall short.
Research Findings

The article’s findings are organized around several interconnected themes, each corresponding to a

dimension of al-Dhahabt’s critique that the authors identify as flawed or misinformed.

1. Misunderstanding of Wahdat al-Wujud (Unity of Being): One of al-Dhahabi’s most persistent
objections to mystical exegesis concerns its alleged grounding in the doctrine of wahdat al-wujid, which
he treats as a form of pantheism incompatible with orthodox Islamic theology. The authors demonstrate
that al-Dhahab1’s characterization of this doctrine is reductive and inaccurate. Wahdat al-wujid, as
articulated by Ibn 'Arabt and elaborated by later figures such as Sadr al-Din al-Qunaw1 and Mulla Sadra,
is not a crude identification of God with the material world. Rather, it is a sophisticated ontological
position that distinguishes between the absolute reality of divine Being and the derivative, relational
existence of created things. Al-Dhahabi’s failure to engage with this distinction leads him to
misrepresent the metaphysical premises of mystical exegesis and to attribute to it theological
implications that its proponents explicitly reject.
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2. Misreading of Ta’wil (Esoteric Interpretation): A central methodological concept in mystical exegesis
is ta’wil, the practice of returning a Quranic expression to its deeper, spiritual meaning. Al-Dhahabi
treats ta’wil as an arbitrary and subjective procedure that allows interpreters to impose their own ideas
onto the sacred text without constraint. The authors challenge this characterization by showing that
mystical ta’wil operates within a defined set of principles and conditions. Legitimate mystical
interpretation does not negate or contradict the exoteric (zahir) meaning of the text; rather, it seeks to
disclose a further layer of meaning that is consistent with and grounded in the outer sense. The authors
draw on the works of al-Quinaw1, Fayd Kashani, and Imam Khomeini to illustrate the disciplined and
rule-governed nature of this interpretive practice, arguing that al-Dhahabi’s portrayal of it as

hermeneutical anarchy reflects his unfamiliarity with its actual theoretical articulation.

3. The Principle of Riih al-Ma’na (Spirit of Meaning): The article gives particular attention to the
mystical principle of riih al-ma’na (the spirit of meaning), which holds that Quranic words are not merely
posited for their conventional lexical referents but carry a deeper spiritual reality that transcends ordinary
linguistic usage. This principle, developed within the tradition of theoretical mysticism, provides the
philosophical basis for reading Quranic verses as addressing realities beyond their immediate historical
or linguistic context. Al-Dhahab1 dismisses interpretations based on this principle as linguistically
illegitimate and exegetically irresponsible. The authors respond by tracing the theoretical genealogy of
rih al-ma’na through key mystical texts and demonstrating that it rests on a coherent philosophy of
language and revelation. They argue that al-Dhahabi’s dismissal reflects not a principled linguistic
objection but rather an ignorance of the philosophical framework that gives the principle its meaning

and justification.

4. Tafsir AnfusT (Anagogical or Inward Exegesis): Another dimension of mystical exegesis that al-
Dhahabi criticizes is tafsir anfusi, the practice of reading Quranic narratives and injunctions as referring
to inward, spiritual realities within the human soul. Al-Dhahabt regards this approach as a distortion of
the text’s plain meaning and a departure from the communal and historical dimensions of Quranic
revelation. The authors argue that this criticism misunderstands the nature and purpose of tafsir anfusT.
Drawing on the works of Hasan-Zada Amuli and Yazdan-Panah, they show that anagogical exegesis
does not deny the outward, communal meaning of the Quran but rather adds to it a dimension of personal
spiritual significance that is grounded in the Quran’s own self-presentation as a guide for the inner life
of the believer. The authors further note that the Quran itself employs the language of inwardness and
self-reflection (anfus) in ways that invite precisely the kind of interpretive attention that tafsir anfust

provides.

5. Selective and Decontextualized Use of Sources: Beyond these specific doctrinal and methodological
issues, the authors identify a broader pattern in al-Dhahab1’s treatment of mystical exegesis: a tendency
to cite mystical texts selectively and out of context, extracting passages that appear strange or
objectionable without situating them within the broader theoretical framework in which they were
written. This approach, the authors argue, produces a distorted picture of the mystical exegetical
tradition and makes it easy to dismiss positions that, when properly understood, are far more defensible

than al-Dhahab1’s presentation suggests.

Conclusion
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The article concludes that al-Dhahabt’s critique of mystical Quranic exegesis, despite its wide influence,
rests on shaky foundations. His objections are not the product of a deep and sympathetic engagement
with the tradition he criticizes but rather reflect a fundamental unfamiliarity with the theoretical
apparatus of Islamic mysticism. When the key doctrines and principles of 'irfan-i nazari—wahdat al-
wujtd, ta’wil, rith al-ma’na, and tafsir anfusi—are properly understood on their own terms, the force of
al-DhahabT’s criticisms is substantially diminished.

The authors are careful to note that this conclusion does not amount to a blanket endorsement of all
forms of mystical exegesis. They acknowledge that the tradition contains examples of interpretive excess
and that not every claim made under the banner of tafsir 'irfani is equally well-grounded. However, they
insist that a fair and rigorous evaluation of mystical exegesis requires genuine engagement with its

theoretical foundations—an engagement that al-Dhahabi’s work conspicuously lacks.

More broadly, the article calls for a more nuanced and epistemologically informed approach to the study
of mystical Quranic interpretation in contemporary scholarship. Rather than judging this tradition by the
standards of exoteric Quranic science alone, scholars should engage with the distinct epistemological
and ontological commitments that underlie it. Only on this basis can a genuinely critical—rather than
merely dismissive—assessment of mystical exegesis be achieved. The study thus contributes not only
to the specific debate about al-Dhahabi’s work but to the wider conversation about the place of mystical
interpretation within the broader landscape of Islamic hermeneutics.
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