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Abstract

This study critically evaluates Robert Gleave’s 1998
article “Shiite Exegesis & the Interpretation of Quran
4: 24 which examines the historical development of
Shiite commentary on the muta verse. Gleave argues
that the variable presence of the interpretive addition
“lla ajal musamma” in Shiite sources reflects the
community’s oscillating attitude toward the Quranic
text, driven by polemical needs in disputes with
Sunnism. The present article acknowledges Gleave’s
contribution in offering a historically oriented survey
and in distancing himself from earlier Orientalist claims
of textual corruption. However, it identifies significant
methodological weaknesses: unwarranted generalization
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Extended Abstract

Robert Gleave’s article “Shiite Exegesis & the Interpretation of Qur'an 4: 24,” published in
1998, represents one of the more sustained attempts by a Western scholar to trace the historical
development of Shiite exegetical approaches to a single Quranic verse of considerable legal and
theological significance. The present study offers a critical assessment of Gleave’s methodology
and conclusions. It proceeds from an acknowledgment that engagement with Orientalist
scholarship, when conducted critically, can open new horizons for research and contribute to the
refinement of Islamic self-understanding. The critique here is not aimed at rejecting Gleave’s
work wholesale but at evaluating the soundness of its methodological foundations and the
adequacy of its evidentiary basis.

Gleave’s article focuses on Q. 4:24, a verse that Shiite jurists have long cited as a proof-text for
the legitimacy of temporary marriage (mut‘a). His analysis centers on the exegetical addition “ila
ajal musamma” (“for a specified term”), which appears in certain Shiite traditions as an
interpretive gloss on the phrase “fa-ma stamta‘tum bihi minhunna.” Gleave examines how this
addition has been handled in Shiite exegetical literature from the third/ninth century onward,
drawing on both tradition-based commentaries (such as those attributed to al-Qummi and al-
‘Ayyashi) and rational-ijtihadi works (such as al-Tast's AI-Tibyan and al-Tabarst's Majma“ al-
Bayan). He argues that the variable presence of this addition in Shiite sources reflects a broader
pattern of “oscillation” in Shiite attitudes toward the Quranic text, which he connects to the
community’s polemical needs in its theological disputes with Sunnism.

The study identifies several strengths in Gleave’s work. He offers a historically oriented survey
of Shiite commentaries and attempts to trace methodological shifts across difterent periods. He
distinguishes his position from that of earlier Orientalists such as Schacht, who treated such
additions as evidence of textual corruption, and he acknowledges that the “ila ajal musamma”
phrase is an interpretive accretion rather than a Quranic reading. This more nuanced stance
reflects a willingness to engage Shiite sources on their own terms.

However, the study finds that Gleave’s analysis suffers from several methodological
shortcomings. First, he generalizes from a limited sample of exegetical texts to sweeping
conclusions about the entire Shiite exegetical tradition. The article examines roughly eighteen
commentaries, whereas the corpus of Shiite tafsir comprises well over a hundred works spanning
diverse genres, periods, and purposes. The claim that Shiite exegesis is fundamentally shaped by
“sectarian polemic” cannot be sustained on such a narrow evidentiary base. A more adequate
approach would require comparative analysis across a wider range of commentaries, attending to
variations in genre, audience, and historical context.

Second, Gleave does not adequately distinguish between the inherited exegetical tradition (the
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reports and interpretations transmitted from the Prophet, the Imams, and early authorities), the
compilation of written commentaries (which began in the first and second centuries), and the
emergence of mature exegetical schools with distinct methodological orientations. By locating the
origins of Shiite exegesis in the third/ninth century, he overlooks earlier evidence of exegetical
activity and attributes the tradition’s formation to the polemical needs of that later period. The
historical record, however, indicates that Shiite engagement with Quranic interpretation began
much earlier and developed through multiple stages, shaped by factors beyond inter-sectarian
controversy.

Third, Gleave’s reliance on secondary Orientalist scholarship—particularly works by Gribetz,
Wansbrough, and Burton—leads him to reproduce certain assumptions about the Quranic text
and early Islamic history that are not adequately tested against primary Islamic sources. In several
instances, he cites claims about textual variants or interpretive positions without documenting
them from the original Arabic sources. This reliance on secondary literature, combined with
limited direct engagement with the commentaries themselves, produces errors of interpretation.
For example, he mistranslates a passage from Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah’s Min Wahy
al-Qur’an, reading it as an attempt to respond to those who deny mut‘a’s legitimacy, whereas the
original text explicitly states that social considerations are merely corroborative and not the
juridical basis for the ruling. Similarly, he claims that the addition “ila ajal musamma” appears in
the commentaries of Furat al-Kafi and the Tafsir attributed to Imam al-‘Askari, when in fact
neither work contains a commentary on this verse.

Fourth, Gleave interprets the variable appearance of the “ila ajal musamma” phrase in Shiite
sources as evidence of instability in Shiite attitudes toward the Quranic text. The study argues
that this variation is better explained by differences in the citation practices of exegetes, who
distinguish carefully between the Quranic text (introduced by terms such as “nazalat”) and
interpretive glosses or variant readings (introduced by terms such as “qara’d” or “yuqra”). The
sources themselves demonstrate a clear awareness of the distinction between revelation and
interpretation. Gleave’s failure to attend to these terminological markers leads him to misread the
evidence.

The study concludes that while Gleave’s article represents a serious and in some respects
sympathetic engagement with Shiite exegesis, its central historical claim—that Shiite
interpretation of Q. 4:24 is fundamentally driven by sectarian polemic—rests on an inadequate
evidentiary foundation and insufficient attention to the complexity of the exegetical tradition.
The critique offered here is not intended to deny that polemical elements appear in certain Shiite
commentaries, particularly on legally contested verses. Rather, it argues that such elements must

be understood within a broader framework that recognizes the diversity of exegetical motivations,
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the impact of historical and intellectual developments, and the methodological self-awareness of
Shiite exegetes. The study thus calls for a more granular approach to the history of Shiite tafsir,
one that distinguishes carefully between different genres, periods, and functions of exegetical
writing. The author’s perspective is that of a researcher working within the framework of Islamic
theological commitments, specifically Imami Shiite Islam, and the critique is offered in a spirit of
scholarly engagement rather than polemical refutation. The aim is to contribute to a more
accurate and nuanced understanding of the Shiite exegetical tradition, both for Muslim scholars
and for the wider academic community.
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3. Jettery, Materials for the bistory of the text of the Quran.
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2. Burton, Sources of Islamic low.
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1. A wise judge.
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1. Gribetz, Mut‘at al- nisa and Mut‘at al-Hayj...
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