
The Aʾthari Tafsīr in Imami Thought: History, Structure, and 
Epistemological and Methodological Issues

Various schools of Qur'ānic exegesis have emerged over time, one of which relies on 
transmitted reports from the Sunnah, as imparted by the Holy Prophet and the Ahl 
Al-Bāyt.  

The heritage of Ḥadīth-based exegesis has long been present in Imāmi exegetical 
tradition, as well as in their jurisprudential and theological discourse. However, a strong 
movement arose during the Akhbāri period, which sought to make the transmitted 
hadiths the exclusive and the one and only authority for Qur'ānic interpretation, 
arguing that the Qur'ān cannot be understood independently of the Ḥadīth corpus. As 
a result, Atharī exegesis flourished during this time. 

In this paper, I will first explore the historical development of reliance on exegetical 
narrations among the Imāmi Shi'a from the early centuries, revealing that the early 
Shi'as viewed Ḥadīth as one of the sources for understanding the Qur’ān’s meaning, not 
as the sole authority. This trend changed with the rise of the Akhbāri school. Therefore, 
I will examine why this movement leaned toward restricting Qur'ānic interpretation 
to Ḥadīth. What were the epistemological and historical reasons that led to this shift? 
Additionally, I will trace the heated debates between the Akhbāri movement and 
the Uṣūli school, which emerged later and continues to this day. As a result of this 
historical analysis, I will also seek to uncover the influence of the Akhbāri movement 
on contemporary exegetical practices. 

In the second part, I will critique the epistemological and methodological foundations of 
this movement, as well as its rationale for marginalising other sources of interpretation. 
Why did it take a negative stance on the concept of "Exegesis of the Qur'ān by the 
Qur'ān"? Why do its prominent figures today criticise the exegetical approach of 
Muḥammad Ḥusayn Ṭabāṭābaī? Were there doctrinal principles or concerns about 
preserving Shi'a identity that motivated this movement to think in this way? 

In this paper, I will analyse the internal structure of the Atharī movement, present the 
debates surrounding it, and offer a critical examination of the principles upon which it 
is based, along with the potential consequences of its approach. 
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