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Abstract

This study examines the role of reason in the epistemological
system of the Holy Qur’an from the perspective of Allameh
Tabataba’i, with a particular focus on Tafsir al-Mizan. The research
seeks to investigate the position of reason within the conceptual
structure of the Qur’an and its connection with concepts such as
guidance, morality, faith, and knowledge. The Holy Qur’an, as the
Word of God and the revealed scripture of Islam, repeatedly calls
upon humankind to engage in rational reflection, contemplation,
remembrance, and deliberation. Relying on the philosophical
foundations of Transcendent Wisdom (al-hikmah al-muta ‘aliyah)
and adopting a comprehensive Qur’anic perspective, Allameh
Tabataba’i regards reason not merely as an instrument for
understanding religion but as a necessary condition for receiving
the divine message of revelation. From his standpoint, reason is an
internal instrument for the discovery of truth and a complement to
divine revelation. Using a descriptive—analytical method, the
present article explores this view and examines both its strengths
and challenges. The findings of the study indicate that Allameh
Tabataba’i’s approach represents a synthesis of philosophical
reason and Qur’anic reason, which, in an integrated framework,
leads to the unity of reason and revelation. At the same time,
criticisms have been raised regarding the difficulty of the language
and the dominance of philosophical terminology in his works. This
article aims to present an analytical and precise portrayal of
rationalism in the Qur’an, centered on Tafsir al-Mizan.

Keywords: Reason, Qur’an, Rationalism, Allameh Tabataba'i,
Tafsir al-Mizan, Revelation, Rationality
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The relationship between reason and revelation has

long been one of the central concerns of Islamic
intellectual traditions, encompassing domains as
diverse as philosophy, theology, and Qur’anic
exegesis. Within  this  discourse, the
epistemological system of the Qur’an places a
recurring emphasis on rational inquiry,
contemplation, and intellectual reflection, which
has been underscored by numerous exegetes and
thinkers. Among the most prominent interpreters of
the modern era, Allameh Tabatabaei stands out for
the systematic incorporation of reason within his
monumental exegesis, Tafsir al-Mizan. In contrast
to exegetical traditions that prioritize transmitted
reports or rely heavily on purely rhetorical and
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linguistic approaches, Tabatabaei develops a
framework that integrates philosophical reasoning,
particularly inspired by the school of al-hikmah al-
muta ‘aliyah  (Transcendent Philosophy), with
scriptural interpretation. This orientation situates
reason not only as a useful hermeneutical tool but
also as an indispensable “internal proof” (hujjat
batiniyya) alongside revelation, which functions as
the  “external proof” (hujjat  zahiriyya)
(Tabatabaei, 1996). The Qur’an itself, through
verses such as “Do you not reason?” and “Do you
not reflect?” repeatedly affirms the necessity of
intellectual engagement, thereby creating a
foundation for rationalist exegesis. Scholars
preceding Tabatabaei, including Fakhr al-Razi in
Mafatih al-Ghayb (Fakhral-Razi, 1999), or
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classical figures such as al-Tabari (Tabari, 1991)
and modern reformists like Sayyid Qutb (Qutb,
1991), approached the role of reason differently,
with varying emphases on its autonomy or
subordination to revelation. Yet, Tabatabaei’s
innovation lies in formulating a harmonized
epistemology where intellect and revelation are
seen as emanating from the same divine source,
thus incapable of genuine contradiction
(Tabatabaei, 1997).

The Qur’an’s appeal to intellect has often been
interpreted in light of different philosophical
traditions within Islam. Avicenna (lbn Sina), for
instance, classified reason into multiple stages—
potential, actual, acquired, and ultimately the
perfected intellect—offering a developmental
account of human cognition (Ibn Sina). In contrast,
Suhrawardi grounded reason in a metaphysics of
light, tying it to illumination and mystical intuition
(Nasr, 2019; Suhrawardi), while Mulla Sadra
conceived of reason as ontologically inseparable
from being itself, emphasizing its role as the
highest mode of existence (Sadr al-Muta'allihin).
Theological schools also diverged: the Mu‘tazila
elevated reason as independently capable of
discerning moral value (Abd al-Jabbar; Subhani,
2021), while the Ash‘arites subordinated it to
transmitted revelation, with figures such as al-
Bagillani and Fakhr al-Razi restricting its role to
preliminary comprehension (Al-Baqillani;
Fakhral-Razi, 1999). Shi‘a Imami thought,
however, consistently elevated reason as one of the
four foundational sources of jurisprudence,
alongside Qur’an, Sunnah, and consensus, a
position corroborated by narrations such as Imam
Ja‘far al-Sadiq’s statement that reason is the
internal faculty by which God is worshiped and
paradise attained (Qutb, 1982, 1991). In this
broader context, Tabatabaei inherits multiple
strands of Islamic philosophy and theology yet
privileges an epistemic model in which reason and
revelation act as parallel and complementary
sources. His insistence that “the intellect is an
internal proof just as the Prophet is an external
proof” situates him within a long tradition of

Wy

rationalist Shi‘a hermeneutics, while also offering
a distinct synthesis tailored to modern
epistemological concerns (Tabatabaei, 2003).

A distinctive contribution of Tabatabaei lies in his
interpretation of reason as indispensable for the
correct understanding of revelation. For him,
revelation presupposes the human faculty of
rational discernment, without which divine
guidance would not be intelligible. Hence, when
the Qur’an enjoins reflection on creation—such as
in the verses of A/ ‘Imran (3:190-191)—Tabatabaei
interprets this as a methodological directive that
privileges rational engagement (Tabatabaei,
2003). His analysis extends to ethical questions,
where he maintains that the intellect can apprehend
intrinsic values such as justice and injustice,
fidelity and betrayal, or honesty and falsehood
independently of transmitted reports (Tabatabaei,
1983). This view stands in contrast to purely
voluntarist theologies that root morality solely in
divine command, reinforcing instead a model of
moral realism in which rational intuitions are valid
and binding. Moreover, he insists that apparent
contradictions between reason and revelation are
illusory, stemming either from misinterpretations
of transmitted texts or faulty reasoning, since “truth
cannot contradict truth” (Tabatabaei, 1997). His
exegetical method in al-Mizan demonstrates this by
analyzing Qur’anic arguments for monotheism,
resurrection, and prophecy through logical
structures such as conditional syllogisms and
analogical reasoning, thereby showing how the
Qur’an itself employs rational argumentation. One
striking example is his reading of Qur’an 21:22 (“If
there had been in them [the heavens and the earth]
other gods besides Allah, they would have both
been ruined”), which he interprets as a logical
disjunctive syllogism invalidating polytheism
(Tabatabaei, 2003). In this way, Tabatabaei
underscores that revelation itself endorses rational
methods, thus legitimizing their use in theology and
exegesis.

The integration of reason and revelation also
extends to Tabatabaei’s conception of faith.
Contrary to views that treat faith primarily as
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emotional assent or blind acceptance, Tabatabaei
defines true faith as the product of reasoned
conviction. For him, belief must emerge from
careful reflection on Qur’anic arguments and
existential truths, making rational inquiry an
intrinsic part of the path to certitude (Tabatabaei,
1983, 1996). Consequently, he rejects forms of
faith that are uncritical, inherited, or merely
imitative, characterizing them as epistemologically
deficient. In addition, Tabatabaei grounds Qur’anic
ethics in reason: moral injunctions, such as justice
and benevolence (Qur’an 16:90), are understood as
inherently rational and therefore binding even apart
from explicit revelation (Tabatabaei, 2003). He
extends this principle to the socio-political sphere,
where consultation (shura), justice, and communal
welfare are treated as rationally accessible values
affirmed by revelation. This rationalist ethic
reflects the Qur’an’s call to establish a just society
in harmony with human reason, a vision that
Tabatabaei interprets as the basis for political
philosophy in Islam. When compared with
contemporaries like Sayyid Qutb, who emphasized
the emotive and existential appeal of Qur’anic
guidance (Qutb, 1991), Tabatabaei’s stress on
intellectual demonstration reveals his unique
philosophical  orientation.  His  rationalist
hermeneutic not only bridges philosophy and tafsir
but also positions Islamic thought to dialogue with
modern critical rationality.

Nevertheless, Tabatabaei’s approach is not without
challenges. Critics have noted the density and
technicality of his prose, replete with philosophical
terminology drawn from Sadrian metaphysics,
which renders al-Mizan difficult for general
audiences (Tabatabaei, 1996). Others point out the
tension between his rationalist exegesis and the
more narrative-based or tradition-centered tafasir
such as those of al-Tabari or Ibn Kathir, which
prioritize transmitted reports over philosophical
speculation (Tabatabaei, 1997). Moreover, while
Tabatabaei sought to balance reason, revelation,
and mysticism, some scholars argue that his
emphasis tilts too heavily toward philosophical
reasoning, leaving the experiential and mystical
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dimensions of faith underdeveloped (Qutb, 1982).
Questions also remain regarding the precise
epistemic  boundaries between reason and
revelation: for instance, when both are considered
absolute proofs, how should conflicts of
interpretation be adjudicated? Critics suggest that
Tabatabaei does not fully resolve such tensions,
instead reiterating the axiom that genuine truths
cannot conflict. Nonetheless, his defenders argue
that his broader project aims at integrating rational,
textual, and mystical sources of knowledge into a
coherent epistemological system. By framing
reason as both a hujjat batiniyya and a criterion for
interpreting revelation, Tabatabaei lays the
groundwork for a methodology that s
simultaneously faithful to tradition and responsive
to modern demands for rational justification
(Mesbah Yazdi, 2001).

In conclusion, the role of reason in Tabatabaei’s
Qur’anic hermeneutics represents one of the most
ambitious attempts in modern Islamic thought to
harmonize intellect and revelation.  His
philosophical  orientation allows for an
interpretation of the Qur’an that speaks not only to
devotional needs but also to intellectual and ethical
concerns relevant to contemporary societies. By
construing reason as an inner proof, equally
authoritative as revelation in guiding human
beings, he bridges the gap between philosophy and
tafsir, between ethical realism and divine
command, and between traditional scholarship and
modern rational inquiry. This rationalist approach
to the Qur’an, while complex and at times difficult
to access for general audiences, provides a robust
framework for rearticulating the relevance of
Qur’anic teachings in an age characterized by
critical rationality and global intellectual exchange.
Ultimately, Tabatabaei’s synthesis positions
Islamic epistemology as both faithful to its
scriptural sources and capable of addressing the
philosophical challenges of modernity.
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