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Extended Abstract
The 55™ verse of Sarat al-Mz’idah (Q 5:55) is

among the Quranic verses central to Shia
exegesis in affirming the immediate succession of
‘Al ibn Abi Tilib (peace be upon him). Known
as the "Ayat al-Wilayah," it has been the subject
of extensive debate and numerous objections.
One of the most significant criticisms raised
concerns the plural form used in the phrase:
“Indeed, your ally is Allah, His Messenger, and
those who believe, those who establish prayer and
give zakah while bowing” (Q 5:55). The term
“those who believe” appears in the plural form,
whereas Shia scholars interpret it as referring
exclusively to a singular individual—Ali ibn Abi
Talib (peace be upon him). This discrepancy has
led to diverging views among both Sunni and
Shi‘a exegetes regarding the specific referent of
“those who believe” in this verse.

Exegetical  interpretations  offer =~ multiple
perspectives on identifying the intended subject,
including views asserting that it refers to ‘Ali ibn
Abi Tilib, Aba Bakr, ‘Ubadah ibn al-Samit, ‘Abd
Allah ibn Salam, all believers, the prominent
companions of the Prophet, or the Muhgjiran
and Ansar. Among these opinions, the first
view—that ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib (peace be upon
him) is the sole referent—is widely accepted by
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Shi‘a scholars. To support their interpretation, they provide various evidences demonstrating
the permissibility of using a plural noun to indicate a singular referent.

The primary research question of this study centers on analyzing the Qur’anic foundations for
the usage of plural expressions to denote singular subjects, particularly in Q 5:55.
Furthermore, the study examines the rhetorical significance of substituting a singular noun
with a plural form in Qur’anic discourse. The research methodology employs a library-based
approach for data collection and a descriptive-analytical framework with an element of
critique. The study reviews Quranic verses, comparing exegetical perspectives from both
Sunni and Shi‘a scholars to provide a comprehensive evaluation. First, Qurianic instances
where plural forms are used for singular referents are systematically identified. Then, various
scholarly viewpoints are analyzed to establish the Qur’anic basis and rhetorical motivations
behind this linguistic phenomenon. A critical approach is applied to assess the validity and
coherence of differing exegetical interpretations.

The use of plural for singular in classical Arabic is not merely a linguistic anomaly but carries
specific rhetorical functions. The study highlights that this practice was prevalent in pre-
Islamic Arabic and Qur’anic discourse alike. Classical scholars have often referred to similar
instances in their works on Qur’anic sciences, tafsir literature, and specialized studies on
wilayah. Through systematic investigation, the research identifies 34 Qur’anic verses in which
plural forms are applied to singular referents.

Two key findings emerge from the analysis: Based on exegetical interpretations across various
schools of thought, the application of plural forms in place of singular occurs in 34 Qur’anic
verses. While exegetes generally identify the referent in such cases, many fail to provide
explicit reasoning for the plural-to-singular substitution. However, in the instances where
explanations are provided, scholars cite rhetorical and contextual justifications such as
reverence for the subject, acknowledgment of contributing factors in performing the action,
functional equivalence to repetition, the subject's authority over the group, or communal
admiration for the individual's deed.

Consequently, this study affirms that the plural-for-singular usage in Q 5:55 aligns with
established Qur’anic precedents and is rhetorically justified. Thus, objections raised against
the Shi‘a interpretation—that the verse’s plural form implies a general reference rather than a
singular subject—are unfounded. In contrast, Sunni scholars who assert that Arabic rhetoric
does not accommodate such a construction overlook established linguistic conventions and
fail to provide substantial counterarguments.

A final critical evaluation addresses Fakhr al-Razi’s objection to Q 5:55, wherein he argues
that applying a plural form to a singular referent is an instance of figurative rather than literal
usage. According to al-Razi, figurative language is unnecessary when a literal alternative exists.
However, this study demonstrates that Q 5:55 exemplifies an actual contextual substitution
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rather than mere figurative usage. Nevertheless, this counterargument does not fully resolve
the exegetical debate regarding the Shi‘a and Sunni interpretations of the verse.

The rhetorical motivations identified in exegetical works regarding Q 5:55 primarily include
three key aspects: emphasis and reverence for the subject, encouragement of righteous deeds
and recognition of virtuous actions, and preservation of the Prophet's (peace be upon him)
dignity. The first aspect—emphasis and reverence—appears frequently in Sunni tafsir
literature alongside the concept of encouraging righteous deeds. Two distinct rhetorical
purposes are associated with plural-to-singular substitutions: magnification of the doer and
magnification of the action itself. With regard to Q 5:55, both rhetorical purposes apply, but
the contextual analysis overwhelmingly favors the magnification of the doer—Ali ibn Abi
Talib (peace be upon him). Nevertheless, the verse’s reference to virtuous actions suggests an
additional layer of rhetorical meaning related to magnification of deeds.

Finally, a key unresolved issue in the Shi‘a-Sunni tafsir debate relates to the concept of

encouragement of righteous deeds. Sunni scholars argue that the plural form suggests a

general command to all believers rather than a reference to ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib (peace be upon

him) alone. This interpretation, however, risks undermining the specificity of the verse’s

subject. Thus, recognizing the rhetorical function of plural usage in Q 5:55 not only

strengthens the Shi‘a interpretation but also aligns with broader Qur’anic linguistic patterns.

Keywords: Ayat al-Wilayah, Plural Forms in Singular References, ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib,

Qur’anic Rhetoric.
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