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The Qur'an, as a foundational text, has been a central focus of scholarly engagement,
yielding diverse interpretative traditions across different eras and theological schools.
This paper contributes to the discourse by examining the Mu'tazilite school of thought's
approach to Isra'iliyat (biblical narratives) within Quranic exegesis, with a particular
focus on the epistemological and theological strategies employed by al-Zamakhshari
(d. 1144) in his seminal commentary, al-Kashshaf.

The Isra'iliyat, identifiable as narratives of biblical origin that entered Islamic
exegetical discourse, have long been a subject of debate among Muslim scholars. While
early exegetes such as al-Tabari (d. 923) incorporated these traditions into their works
as historical material or explanatory supplements to Quranic verses, the Mu'tazilite
exegetes adopted a more critical stance. This paper explores how al-Zamakhshari, a
prominent rationalist scholar and aleading figure of the Mu'tazilite tradition, addressed
Isra'iliyat in his exegetical methodology. His approach was not one of outright rejection
but rather one of categorization and epistemological scrutiny, aimed at delineating the
boundaries between authentic Quranic teachings and extraneous traditions.

The study situates its inquiry within the broader debate on the origins of the term
Isra'iliyat in Islamic scholarship. It examines whether this terminology was used by
the Mu'tazilite exegetes or if they developed alternative frameworks for engaging with
biblical narratives. Scholars often credit Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328) with coining the term
ahadith isra’iliyya to describe biblical traditions in Quranic exegesis while proposing
methods for evaluating their validity. This paper investigates whether Mu'tazilite
exegetes like al-Zamakhshari employed similar classifications or implicitly addressed
these narratives through their rationalist theological commitments.

Through a close reading of al-Kashshaf, this study highlights how al-Zamakhshari
engaged with Isra'iliyat while upholding the Mu'tazilite principles of rationalism and
divine justice (‘adl). It investigates his methods of categorizing Isra'iliyat as either
acceptable or unacceptable, based on their coherence with Quranic hermeneutics and
rational inquiry. By doing so, he created an evaluative framework that engaged with
pre-Islamic traditions without endorsing them as doctrinally binding.

In tracing the historical and theological contours of Isra'iliyat in Mu'tazilite exegesis,
this study contributes to ongoing discussions on the epistemological boundaries of
Quranic interpretation. It underscores how figures like al-Zamakhshari negotiated
complex theological and hermeneutical challenges, offering a model of critical
engagement that remains relevant today.
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