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Abstract

Undoubtedly, combating jahiliyyah and safeguarding Muslims from pre-
Islamic cultural patterns constitute one of the most fundamental and
foundational concerns of Islam. The Qur’an and the traditions of the
Infallibles (peace be upon them) repeatedly and through various modes
exhort believers to live in accordance with knowledge and rational
reflection. One such instance is the designation of an individual as a‘rabi
when he or she fails to engage in deep reflection and juristic understanding
(tafagquh) of the divine religion. Although substantial and valuable research
has been conducted on the dimensions of tafaqquh fi al-din and the
acquisition of religious knowledge, relatively little attention has been paid
to the rationale behind the use of the term a‘rabi in the teachings of the Ahl
al-Bayt (peace be upon them), particularly in hadith expressions such as
“Whoever among you does not attain juristic understanding, he is an a‘rabi,”
reported from Imam al-Sadiq (peace be upon him). This study employs a
descriptive—analytical method, drawing upon commentaries on these
narrations as well as the perspectives of exegetes and Qur’anic scholars, to
examine the intended equivalence between becoming a ‘rabi and the absence
of juristic understanding of religion, with particular emphasis on the
narration “‘Alaykum bi-l-tafagquh fi din Allah wa 1a takoin@ a‘raban.” An
analysis of Qur’anic and hadith-based data on the subject demonstrates that
the Ahl al-Bayt’s (peace be upon them) use of the term a‘rabi in this context
is, on the one hand, directly related to the ignorance and lack of awareness
characteristic of the Bedouin Arabs, who were largely unfamiliar with sound
religious culture, and, on the other hand, indicative of the principal cause of
this ignorance—namely, the failure to recognize the Prophet and the
Infallible Imams as divinely inspired scholars and bearers of sacred
knowledge. It appears that, through such statements, the Ahl al-Bayt (peace
be upon them) sought not only to emphasize the importance of correct and
methodical juristic understanding of religion, but also to underscore their
own scientific authority and their pivotal role in guiding both individuals
and society toward perfection.

Keywords: a rabi; al-a ‘rab, juristic understanding of religion (tafagquh ft
al-din); narrations (hadith); Ahl al-Bayt (peace be upon them); scientific
authority.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The phenomenon of jahiliyyah among the Arabs

prior to Islam has long been recognized as a
complex cultural, cognitive, and moral condition
rather than merely a historical period. Islamic
revelation confronted this condition by re-orienting
society toward knowledge, rational reflection, and
divinely guided understanding. Within this
epistemic transformation, tafaqquh fi al-din
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(juristic understanding of religion) emerged as a
foundational principle for sustaining faith beyond
outward conformity. The Qur’an and the traditions
of the Prophet and the Ahl al-Bayt consistently
emphasize that authentic religiosity is inseparable
from deep understanding, warning against forms of
belief that remain at the level of habit or imitation.
Classical historical and exegetical sources describe
how Islam dismantled entrenched patterns of tribal
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arrogance, superstition, and intellectual stagnation,
replacing them with an ethic of learning and
reflection (Amin, 1964; Baladhuri, 1996; Ibn Abi
al-Hadid, 1983). Against this background, the
recurring designation of the non-reflective believer
as a‘rabr in certain narrations represents a
deliberate conceptual choice. Rather than denoting
ethnicity or geography, the term functions as a
symbolic marker of epistemic distance from
revealed knowledge and its authoritative
interpreters. The present study situates this usage
within the broader Qur’anic and hadith discourse
on ignorance, guidance, and the conditions of valid
religious understanding, thereby framing tafaqquh
as the decisive criterion separating genuine faith
from residual jahiliyyah.

IKIJ - 391

A review of the Qur’anic portrayal of the a ‘rab
demonstrates that revelation itself establishes a
semantic distinction between Arab identity and
a rabi mentality. Verses such as those in Surat al-
Tawbah associate the «‘rab with heightened
susceptibility to disbelief and hypocrisy due to their
distance from the Prophet and the formative
environment of revelation, while simultaneously
acknowledging that faith and sincerity are possible
among them. Exegetes have consistently
interpreted these verses as indicators of a socio-
epistemic condition rather than an ethnic judgment.
This interpretive trajectory is reinforced in the
hadith corpus, where the Infallibles employ a rabi
to describe individuals who, despite outward Islam,
remain detached from systematic understanding
and from the living sources of divine knowledge.
The famous prophetic tradition identifying figh as
the “pillar of religion” underscores this hierarchy,
asserting that a single jurist is more formidable to
Satan than a multitude of uninformed worshippers
(Kulayni, 1986). Commentators such as
Mazandarani further clarify that knowledge in its
true sense generates recognition (ma rifah) and
moral orientation, whereas its absence leaves
religious practice vulnerable to distortion
(Mazandarani, 2009). Within this conceptual
framework, the label a ‘rabr becomes a diagnostic

AN

term for a state of faith deprived of depth, method,
and authoritative guidance.

Methodologically, the study adopts a descriptive—
analytical approach grounded in classical Shi‘i
hadith collections, Qur’anic exegesis, and the
works of major commentators and jurists. Primary
narrations attributed to Imam al-Sadiq are
examined through both isnad-based discussions
reported in the tradition and content-oriented
analysis, drawing on the assessments of early and
later scholars. Foundational compilations such as
al-Kafi and al-Mahasin provide the textual basis
for evaluating the recurrence and transmission of
the narration “‘Alaykum bi-I-tafaqquh fi din Allah
wa la taklinGi a‘raban,” while later exegetical works
illuminate its reception and application in
jurisprudential and theological discourse (Barqi,
1992; Faydh Kashani, 1986; Kulayni, 1986;
Shahid Thani, 1989). Lexical analyses from
classical Arabic dictionaries and semantic studies
of figh, jahiliyyah, and a‘rab are integrated to
clarify conceptual boundaries (Ibn Mandhur,
1994; Raghib Isfahani, 1993). This multi-layered
method allows the study to move beyond questions
of textual authenticity alone and to focus on the
epistemological and normative implications
embedded in the narration.

Analytically, tafaqquh fi al-din is shown to exceed
the mere acquisition of legal rulings, encompassing
instead a comprehensive, reasoned, and ethically
grounded apprehension of divine intent. Classical
scholars interpret figh as a form of disciplined
insight that unites doctrinal certainty, practical
guidance, and moral discernment. Commentators
such as al-Tabarsi define tafagquh as the active
pursuit of knowledge, while later thinkers
emphasize its gradual, effort-laden character and its
manifestation in conduct (Tabarsi, 1996). In
contrast, a rabr status signifies the absence of this
integrative understanding, resulting in a religiosity
confined to surface compliance. Lexicographical
discussions further reveal that ta ‘arrub ba‘d al-
hijrah—returning to a state of a rabi existence
after guidance—was historically regarded as a
grave moral regression, sometimes equated with
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apostasy in its functional consequences (Ibn al-
Athir, 1965). Within the narration under study,
Imam al-Sadiq’s equation of non-tafaqquh with
a‘rabr identity thus articulates a principle:
disengagement from informed, authoritative
understanding constitutes a relapse into a pre-
guidance condition, regardless of outward
affiliation.

The discussion situates this principle within the
socio-intellectual context of the Imam’s era,
marked by political fragmentation, doctrinal
proliferation, and the emergence of competing
sources of religious authority. In such an
environment, the Imam’s insistence on tafagquh
served both as an epistemic safeguard and as an
affirmation of the Ahl al-Bayt’s scientific
authority. By characterizing uninformed religiosity
as a ‘rabi, the narration functions as a polemical and
pedagogical tool, warning against the substitution
of inherited custom, charismatic claims, or
superficial piety for disciplined learning rooted in
legitimate sources. Later jurists and theologians
drew upon this narration to argue for the obligation
of learning, the necessity of expert guidance, and,
in some cases, the foundations of juridical authority
(Faydh Kashani, 1986). The conceptual linkage
between ignorance, social vulnerability, and moral
decline evident in these discussions resonates with
broader Islamic critiques of “new forms of
jahiliyyah,” in which technological or ritual
sophistication masks epistemic fragility and ethical
disorientation.

In conclusion, the critical examination of Arab
Jjahiliyyah in relation to tafagquh fi al-din, as
articulated through the narration “‘Alaykum bi-I-
tafagquh fi din Allah wa 1a takiini a‘raban,”
demonstrates that the term «a 7abt functions as a
profound epistemological warning rather than a
sociological label. The study shows that, within the
Qur’anic and Imamic worldview, ignorance of
methodical, authoritative religious understanding
constitutes a form of regression that threatens both
individual faith and collective integrity. By
foregrounding tafaqquh as the antidote to enduring
and emergent forms of jahiliyyah, the narration

VY

underscores the enduring necessity of informed
engagement with revelation and its authentic
interpreters as the basis for religious vitality and
social coherence.
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