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Abstract

Muhammad ‘Izzat Darwazah (1888-1984), in his
Quranic commentary al-Tafsir al-Hadith, proposed a
systematic method for validating exegetical narrations.
Moving beyond the traditional emphasis on chain of
transmission  (isnad of padiths) alone, Darwazah
developed a three-tiered model: isnad criticism, textual
criticism, and content criticism. This study, using a
descriptive-critical method and direct analysis of
Darwazah’s own writings, extracts and examines these
three criteria. The first level requires that a narration
be established (¢thabir) from the Prophet or
Companions. The second level examines linguistic
coherence, stylistic harmony with the Qur’an, and
freedom from exaggeration or distortion. The third and
deepest level measures the narration against three
interconnected standards: the Qurian itself, sound
reason (‘agl salim), and established historical facts
(tarikh). Darwazah explicitly states that any narration
lacking witness from these three sources is invalid.
Compared to classical exegetes such as al-Tabari and al-
Suyuti, Darwazah replaces cumulative transmission with
critical evaluation. Compared to modern reformers such
as Rashid Rida, he maintains a balanced synthesis
between transmitted heritage and rationality. The study
concludes that Darwazah’s model provides a theoretical
foundation for refining exegetical sources and bridging
traditional and contemporary approaches to Quranic
interpretation.

Keywords: Isnad Criticism, Textual Criticism, Content
Criticism, Validation of Exegetical Narrations.
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Extended Abstract

The validation of exegetical narrations is a fundamental issue in contemporary Quranic
studies. Classical exegetical tradition, particularly in works such as Jami‘ al-Bayan by
Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabari and al-Durr al-Manthar by al-Suyuti, largely relied on chain
of transmission (sanad) and the abundance of narrations as primary criteria for authenticity.
However, the accumulation of weak narrations, the influence of Isra’iliyyar (biblical and post-
biblical materials that entered Islamic tradition), and the lack of a systematic critical method
led modern scholars to seek new criteria for assessing exegetical reports.

Muhammad Tzzat Darwazah (1888-1984), a modern Syrian-Palestinian Quranic
commentator, attempted to establish a methodical system for criticizing exegetical narrations
in his Quranic commentary al-Tafsir al-Hadith: Tartib al-Suwar Hasab al-Nuzil (arranged
according to the chronological order of revelation). Darwazah, writing from within an Islamic
theological framework and maintaining a critical stance toward both uncritical traditionalism
and purely rationalist approaches, proposed a three-tiered model for narration validation:
isnad criticism (naqd sanadi), textual criticism, and content criticism. This study, using a
descriptive-critical method and direct reference to Darwazah’s own writings, extracts and
analyzes these three criteria.

The first level, isnad criticism, is considered by Darwazah as a necessary but not sufficient
condition. A narration must be established (¢thabit) from the Prophet or the Companions and
should be widely known (mashbar) or transmitted through multiple chains (muzawatir) in
early sources. However, Darwazah explicitly subordinates sanad to meaning: “No report is
reliable—even if its chain is sound—if it contradicts the spirit of the Qur’an or the judgment
of reason”. In practice, he rejects narrations that lack a solid basis or belong to Israiliyyat, as
seen in his discussion of the Talut narrative (Q. 2: 247).

The second level, textual criticism, involves linguistic and stylistic analysis. Darwazah
insists that one should look at the text of a narration in the same way one looks at the text of
a Quranic verse. A valid narration must exhibit internal coherence, conformity with eloquent
Arabic syntax, and avoidance of exaggeration (mubalaghat) or distortion (zabrif). In his view,
grammatical errors or awkward phrasings indicate later tampering by transmitters. Moreover,
the narration must harmonize with the tone and style (uslib) of the Qur'an. Darwazah thus
moves beyond traditional hadith criticism, which focused on irregularities (shudhidh) or
contradictions in wording, toward a broader hermeneutic and literary assessment.

The third and deepest level is content criticism, where a narration is measured against

three interconnected standards: the Qur’an itself, sound reason (‘aql salim), and established
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historical facts (¢arikh). Darwazah states: “Everything that has been narrated and finds no
witness in the Qur’an, reason, or history is rejected and invalid”. The Qur’an serves as the
ultimate arbiter of meaning; any report contradicting its overall purposes (magasid) or the
divine sunnah is void. Reason functions not merely as a tool for understanding but as a
criterion for critique—especially when narrations attribute anthropomorphic qualities to God
or place prophets in morally inappropriate situations, which Darwazah attributes to Isr2’iliyyat
or mystical allegorization. Historical context, including the concrete circumstances of
revelation (asbab al-nuzal), serves as a third witness. Darwazah rejects narrations that
contradict well-established historical realities of Mecca or Medina during the prophetic
mission.

What distinguishes Darwazah from both classical exegetes and modern reformist
commentators is his balanced synthesis. Compared to al-Tabari and al-Suyuti, he moves from
cumulative transmission to critical evaluation: “Abundance does not dispense with criticism,
for among narrations there are the fantasies of exegetes or their Isra’iliyyar”. Compared to
rationalist reformers like Muhammad Rashid Rida or Tantawi Jawhari, who sometimes
prioritized social reform or scientific concordism, Darwazah maintains a middle path. He
explicitly states that he does not prioritize transmitted reports over reason, nor does he
replace transmission with reason; rather, the two are interdependent witnesses. His approach
thus avoids both uncritical traditionalism and wholesale rejection of the hadith heritage.

Darwazah’s originality lies in formulating the first systematic, multi-layered, and replicable
model for exegetical narration validation within a complete Quranic commentary. This model
operates hierarchically: isnad criticism secures the source, textual criticism refines the
wording, and content criticism guarantees coherence with the Qur’an’s overall message,
rationality, and history. By integrating these three levels, Darwazah bridges classical
transmission-based methodology and contemporary critical approaches. His work provides a
theoretical foundation for refining exegetical sources and developing comparative Quranic
studies. The study concludes that Darwazah’s three-criterion system demonstrates that
fidelity to Islamic heritage can be realized alongside the demands of rationality and modern
analytical methods.
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