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Abstract

Imagination, as a faculty mediating between reason and the senses, is one of the key tools for
grasping meanings beyond the surface level in sacred texts, particularly the Holy Quran. This
study, employing a comparative analytical method, examines the role and methods of utilizing
the element of imagination in two contemporary Quranic commentaries, Min Wahy al-Qur’an
by Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Fadlullah (a Shiite exegete) and al-Tafsir al-Munir by Dr.
Wahbabh al-Zuhayli (a Sunni exegete). The findings indicate that Fadlullah, through a creative
and artistic lens, employs imagination to re-create the psychological, emotional, and social
atmosphere of the Quranic stories, using this faculty to achieve a deeper and more impactful
understanding of the verses. In contrast, al-Zuhayli, adopting a more cautious approach, utilizes
imagination primarily within the frameworks of rational, historical, and didactic analysis. The
study concludes that both exegetes have made balanced use of imagination, though they differ
in the degree, form, and purpose of its use. This article, while explaining the role of imagination
in Quranic exegesis, analyzes and compares the diverse exegetic approaches in its utilization.
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Introduction
The Noble Quran, as the divine word and the everlasting miracle of the Prophet of
Islam (PBUH), is a book revealed not only for guidance and worship, but also as a
source rich with ethical, historical, and artistic teachings. Quranic stories constitute a
significant portion of this heavenly book, offering profound lessons for human
guidance through a concise and allegorical mode of expression. With their concise and
symbolic language, these stories pursue pedagogical and monotheistic aims. Such a
mode of discourse leaves gaps in narrative detail, the filling of which requires tools that
go beyond purely lexical or historical analysis. The element of imagination (khiyal), as
a mediating faculty between the sense and reason, enables the exegete to guide the
audience toward a deeper understanding by re-creating the psychological and
emotional atmosphere of the stories. Nevertheless, the use of this element has always
been accompanied by caution, since there exists a delicate boundary between “guided
imagination” in the service of understanding and “unfounded speculation.”
The central problem of this study is a comparative examination of the manner, extent,
and objectives of employing the element of imagination in two contemporary Quranic
commentaries: Min Wahy al-Qur an by Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Fadlullah (a Shiite
exegete) and al-Tafsir al-Munir by Wahbah al-Zuhayli (a Sunni exegete). The main
questions addressed are: With what approaches have these two exegetes employed
imagination in understanding Quranic stories? What are the fundamental similarities
and differences in their approaches?
A comparative study that specifically focuses on the application of imagination in the
exegesis of Quranic stories from the perspectives of these two exegetes has thus far
been neglected. Although theorists such as Khalafallah, in al-Fann al-Qisast, have
emphasized the literary dimension of the stories, a comparative examination of the
practical application of this concept in Quranic exegeses is necessary. This research
employs a comparative analytical method. Accordingly, selected examples of Quranic
stories in which the two exegetes make use of imagination were extracted and analyzed,
and compared on the basis of criteria such as “type of atmosphere-building” and “the
purpose of employing imagination.” The findings indicate that Fadlullah, adopting a
creative and artistic perspective, makes use of imagination to re-create the
psychological, emotional, and social atmosphere of Quranic stories, and places this
element in the service of a deeper and more impactful understanding of the verses. In
contrast, al-Zuhayli, with a more cautious approach, employs imagination primarily
within the framework of rational, historical, and didactic analyses.

Research Findings
The findings reveal fundamental differences in the approaches of the two exegetes:
Fadlullah’s approach (creative and literary imagination): With an artistic perspective,
he employs imagination to re-create the psychological, emotional, and social
atmosphere of Quranic stories:
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¢ In the story of Bilqis, he depicts the atmosphere of fear and
astonishment within the court of Saba.

¢ In the encounter between Joseph (Yisuf) and Zulaykha, he
reconstructs Joseph’s inner struggles with detailed psychological
nuance.

¢ In the episode of Moses’ sister entering the palace, he visualizes the
scene by describing her intelligence in introducing their mother.

His aim is to generate empathy and an emotional perception in the reader. Although
such interpretive boldness may sometimes be criticized as speculative, it renders his
exegesis dynamic and engaging for contemporary audiences.

Zuhayli’s approach (cautious and rational imagination): In contrast, Zuhayli adopts a
more cautious method. In al-Tafsir al-Munir, the use of imagination is limited and
serves the purposes of rational clarification and moral instruction:

o In the destruction of the people of Thamiid, he provides a brief yet
impactful description of the intensity of the thunderous punishment.

o In the confrontation between Moses and the magicians, he analyzes
the shrewdness of Moses and the arrogance of the magicians through
rational language.

o In the story of Uzayr, he makes the story more tangible by
incorporating historical details.

Zuhayli regards imagination as a supplementary tool and focuses on lexical analysis
and moral messages. This approach offers a reliable interpretation for traditional
audiences, but it does not possess the same literary appeal as Fadlullah’s approach.

Conclusion

The element of imagination, as a bridge between form and meaning, is one of the most
important tools for attaining a deeper understanding of Quranic stories in contemporary
exegeses. A comparative examination of Min Wahy al-Qur’an and al-Tafsir al-Munir
shows that both exegetes are aware of the significance of this element, yet their methods
and scope of its use differ considerably.

Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Fadlullah, with a creative and innovative approach,
employs imagination not merely as a literary device, but as an educational strategy
aimed at enhancing religious understanding and the reader’s empathy with the stories.
His atmospheric depictions, psychological analyses of Quranic characters, and
artistically reconstructed dialogues not only render the stories vivid and tangible but
also revive the Quran’s ethical and monotheistic concepts within a contemporary
temporal and spatial context.

In contrast, Wahbah al-Zuhayli, adhering to the Sunni exegetical tradition, adopts an
analytical, rational, and cautious stance toward imagination. Wherever he does employ
the imagination, he seeks to place it at the service of a clearer explanation of concepts,
historical contexts, and the instructive dimensions of the stories. With this approach,
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Zuhayli offers an intellectually satisfying, reliable exegesis that is acceptable to a broad
traditional audience, even though it does not match Fadlullah’s exegesis in terms of
emotional impact and literary appeal.

The study shows that both exegetes, while remaining committed to the Quranic text,
make use of imagination. Ultimately, it may be said that if the imagination is
accompanied by reason, the text of the Quran, and sound scholarly methods, it is not a
source of deviation; rather, it becomes one of the most effective pathways for accessing
the deeper layers of the Quran. Fadlullah is a representative of the “creative
imagination” that turns the stories into a living experience, whereas Zuhayli is a
representative of the “analytic imagination” that emphasizes conceptual clarification.
These two approaches complement one another: the former responds to the emotional
needs of the contemporary reader, and the latter is necessary to guarantee the scholarly
precision of exegesis. This methodological diversity reflects the richness of the Islamic
exegetical tradition.
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