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Abstract

The identification of the referent of nafs wahida (a single soul) in
the first verse of Surat al-Nisa’ has long been the subject of
scholarly debate among researchers and exegetes, and the findings
of these discussions have been presented in various exegetical
works. The results indicate that many Shia and Sunni exegetes,
while acknowledging the interpretability of this term, have
identified Prophet Adam as its referent. Among them, Rashid Rida,
adhering to a Mu‘tazili approach, has considered the expression
nafs wahida to be ambiguous (mujmal) and uninterpretable. He
argues that there exists no explanatory evidence in the Qur’an or in
prophetic traditions that can resolve this ambiguity or determine the
identity of the referent. Consequently, he maintains that various
segments of society are entitled to interpret this expression based
on their own presuppositions, assigning different referents
accordingly. This study, using descriptive and content-analytical
methodology, aims to critique Rashid Rida’s viewpoint and its
implications. Based on the findings of this research, not only are
there explanatory indicators found in both the Qur’an and Hadith,
but Rida’s position also contradicts certain well-established
theological principles. Moreover, the persistent ambiguity of
Qur’anic verses is incompatible with the Qur’an’s own descriptions
of itself as clear, instructive, and admonitory. Furthermore,
accepting Rida’s view would legitimize multiple interpretations of
ambiguous terms, thereby opening the door to pluralistic readings
of religion itself. This is because any theory regarding the
methodology of interpreting the Qur’an and Sunnah inevitably
influences the nature and interpretation of the religion. Thus, the
term nafs wahida cannot be considered uninterpretable.

Keywords: Nafs wahida, Prophet Adam, Rashid Rida, ambiguous
(mujmal).
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The Qur’anic expression “nafs wahida” (a single
soul) in the opening verse of Strat al-Nisa’ has long
sparked extensive exegetical debate concerning its
referent. While many traditional Sunni and Shia
commentators have identified this term with the
figure of Prophet Adam, Rashid Rida offers a
distinctive Mu‘tazili interpretation, claiming the
phrase is inherently ambiguous (mujmal) and
therefore uninterpretable. According to Rida, the
Qur’an does not provide a clear, direct exegesis—
either within the same verse or across other
verses—that identifies the intended referent.
Likewise, he argues that no prophetic tradition
offers clarification on this ambiguity, leaving
interpretive space for varied understandings across
different social and cultural contexts. For Rida, the
term may take on meanings relative to the
audience: for the Quraysh, it might refer to their
tribal forebear; for broader Arab tribes, to figures
like Yarab or Qahtan; and for humanity in general,
possibly Adam—but not necessarily so. He extends
this pluralism by arguing that the term may
represent different progenitors for various racial
groups, such as the Caucasian, Mongol, and
African lineages (Rashid Reza, 1990). This
position, however, is challenged on several
theological and linguistic grounds, particularly
concerning the fundamental communicative
function of language and the attributes ascribed to
the Qur’an, including its clarity and
comprehensibility. This paper seeks to critique
Rida’s assertion by examining Qur’anic and hadith-
based evidence that arguably dispels ambiguity and
affirms the referent of “nafs wahida” as Adam.

The critiqgue begins with an exploration of the
theological and philosophical implications of
accepting the idea of ambiguous divine speech. In
classical Islamic thought, communication—
particularly divine communication—is considered
purposeful and coherent. If a verse is claimed to be
devoid of clear meaning, such a claim conflicts
with the Qur’anic description of itself as a clear
guidance, light, and instruction for mankind (e.qg.,
al-Bagara 2:2, al-Nahl 16:89). Philosophers and
linguists such as Ibn JinnT have emphasized that the
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core function of language is to signify meanings
through established conventions (Ibn Jani, 2008).
Consequently, applying this principle to the Qur’an
suggests that every term, including “nafs wahida,”
must be open to interpretation through either
internal or external referents. The existence of
terms with unresolved ambiguity would imply
purposelessness in divine discourse—an assertion
incompatible with the theological attribute of
divine wisdom. Moreover, the Qur’an itself asserts
its own clarity and explanatory role, as highlighted
by exegetes such as al-Suyuti and Tabataba’i, who
affirm that the Book elucidates itself through
various linguistic and thematic devices (al-Suyuti,
2000; Tabataba'i, 1996). Therefore, any prima
facie ambiguity in Qur’anic expressions must be
considered temporary and resolvable through
scriptural or prophetic clarification.

One of the key arguments against Rida’s position is
the presence of verses that function as interpretive
keys to the term “nafs wahida.” Among them,
verses like al-Sajda 32:7-9 provide detailed
accounts of human creation: “He began the creation
of man from clay... then made his progeny from an
extract of a humble fluid.” These descriptions
parallel those found in Sdrat al-Nisa’, reinforcing
the interpretation that “nafs wahida” refers to a
primordial human being created from clay—
namely Adam. Furthermore, the usage of terms
such as “bani Adam” (children of Adam)
throughout the Qur’an (e.g., al-A‘raf 7:27)
establishes a genealogical link between Adam and
all human beings. These references not only
support the Adamic interpretation but also
demonstrate the Qur’an’s intent to frame Adam as
a progenitor of humanity, thereby providing the
interpretive specificity that Rida claims is absent.
This interpretive coherence is strengthened by
linguistic analysis of terms like “nasl” (offspring),
which traditionally denotes a biological and
generational linkage stemming from an original
source (Farahidi, 1988; Ibn Manzoor, 1993).
Hence, the consistency of this linguistic and
thematic evidence undermines Rida’s notion of
interpretive indeterminacy.
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In addition to Qur’anic verses, numerous prophetic
traditions offer supplementary clarification of the
term. While there may not be a single hadith
explicitly stating “nafs wahida is Adam,” there are
several narrations that allude to this identification.
For example, certain traditions describe the
creation of Hawwa (Eve) from Adam’s rib,
suggesting an intimate ontological and temporal
connection between the two figures (Bahrani,
1995; Ibn Abi Hatim, 1998). Other hadiths
highlight that the entirety of humanity is descended
from Adam, emphasizing the unity and singular
origin of the human race. Furthermore, Shi‘i
traditions affirm the complementary role of the
Imams in elucidating ambiguous Qur’anic
expressions, as seen in the interpretations offered
by Imam Ja'far al-Sadiq and Imam “Ali, who assert
that the Prophet provided detailed clarification of
difficult verses before his death (Makarem Shirazi,
2008). This exegetical authority is reinforced by
the hadith al-thaqalayn, which binds the Qur’an and
the Ahl al-Bayt in a mutually interpretive
relationship (Ayyashi, 2001). Collectively, these
traditions challenge the claim that “nafs wahida”
remains eternally ambiguous and support the
conclusion that Prophet Adam is indeed its referent.
A further weakness in Rida’s argument lies in his
assertion that the multiplicity of interpretive
possibilities licenses a form of scriptural pluralism.
According to Rida, various groups can project their
own ancestral figures onto “nafs wahida” based on
contextual and cultural presuppositions (Rashid
Reza, 1990). While this perspective may appear
inclusive, it introduces a problematic relativism
into Qur’anic interpretation. If ambiguous terms
are open to unrestricted readings, then the unity and
normative function of the Qur’anic message is
jeopardized. This concern is echoed by scholars
who caution against allowing hermeneutical
subjectivity to override textual integrity
(Qaramlaki, 2000; Vaezi, 2000). Moreover,
Rida’s position risks extending the logic of
ambiguity to broader theological and legal
doctrines, potentially leading to incoherence in
religious practice and belief. Thus, while
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interpretive plurality is a recognized feature of
Islamic thought, it must be grounded in
methodological rigor and anchored in authoritative
sources, rather than left entirely to subjective
projection.

Additionally, the idea that the Qur’an
accommodates varying degrees of meaning based
on the reader’s spiritual and intellectual capacity is
often cited to defend the existence of layered or
esoteric interpretations. This view is reflected in
Shi‘i thought, particularly the doctrine of the
Qur’an’s “butiin” (inner meanings), where verses
may contain multiple valid readings accessible to
people at different spiritual levels (Majlesi, 1982;
Shoairy, 1990). However, as classical
commentators such as Tabataba’i have argued, the
existence of deeper meanings does not negate the
presence of a basic, surface-level clarity that is
accessible to all believers (Tabataba'i, 1996).
Rather than implying ambiguity, this structure
reflects the richness of the Qur’anic text and its
capacity to speak to diverse audiences across
contexts and epochs. Therefore, the idea that “nafs
wahida” possesses layered meanings does not
conflict with identifying Adam as its apparent
referent. On the contrary, such identification
provides a foundation upon which further symbolic
or allegorical readings may be developed without
undermining the integrity of the base meaning.

In conclusion, while Rashid Rida’s Mu‘tazili
perspective on the ambiguity of “nafs wahida”
introduces a novel interpretive angle grounded in
rationalism and contextual relativism, it ultimately
falls short when measured against the broader
hermeneutic and theological framework of Islamic
thought. The Qur’anic verses and prophetic
traditions examined in this study provide sufficient
evidence to assert that the term “nafs wahida” is not
irreducibly ambiguous but is rather a reference to
Prophet Adam, the primordial human. By
maintaining that divine revelation is both
meaningful and accessible, and by appealing to the
principle that the Qur’an explains itself either
directly or through prophetic guidance, this paper
argues for a clear, unified understanding of the
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term. Rida’s view, while stimulating, raises critical
issues regarding scriptural authority, theological
consistency, and interpretive boundaries that
cannot be reconciled with the normative traditions
of Islamic exegesis. As such, the term “nafs
wahida” should be understood not as an open-
ended metaphor, but as a meaningful and integral
part of the Qur’anic account of human origins.
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