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Abstract

Criticism of governance and the right to express opinions are among the important components
of Islamic political and social thought, and elucidating their foundations and limits in light of
Qur’anic verses constitutes a significant issue in contemporary exegetical studies. Despite
existing research on freedom of expression, enjoining what is right and forbidding what is
wrong, and the relationship between religion and governance, comparatively examining the
views of Shi‘i and Sunni exegetes on the Qur’anic foundations of criticism of governance and
the right to express opinions has received comparatively limited independent attention.
Employing an analytical-comparative method based on library research and exegetical analysis
of relevant verses, this study examines the Qur’anic foundations underlying the legitimacy of
criticizing governance and the perspectives of Sunni and Shi‘i exegetes on this issue. The
findings indicate that both exegetical traditions recognize the legitimacy of criticizing
governance on the basis of consultation, enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong,
social responsibility, and justice; however, they differ in their underlying foundations, scope,
and regulations governing the exercise of this right. Shi‘i exegetes emphasize continuous
oversight and responsible criticism within the framework of religious and ethical principles,
whereas Sunni exegetes place greater emphasis on preserving the unity of the Muslim
community, preventing sedition, and safeguarding the public interest in determining the limits
of this right. The findings demonstrate that, from a Qur’anic perspective, criticism of
governance and the right to express opinions constitute legitimate yet responsible rights that
must be exercised within the framework of justice, ethics, social reform, and the public interest,
thereby contributing to the soundness and effectiveness of the social order.
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Introduction

Criticism of governance and the right to express opinions are among the most
important manifestations of social responsibility in Islamic political thought.
Their relationship with justice, freedom of expression, public participation, and
the preservation of social order constitute a fundamental issue in Qur anic and
exegetical studies. By emphasizing consultation, enjoining what is right and
forbidding what is wrong, sincere counsel, deliberation, and adherence to
ethical principles, the Qur’an recognizes the role of society in reforming public
affairs while also establishing the principles and limits governing the exercise
of this right. Accordingly, exegetical analysis of the relevant verses is essential
for clarifying the relationship among freedom of expression, social
responsibility, and the cohesion of the Islamic community.

Political and legal developments in the Muslim world, together with the
expansion of contemporary discussions concerning governance and public law,
have made it necessary to revisit the Qur'anic foundations of criticism of
governance. Differences in exegetical interpretations have contributed to
varying understandings of the scope and limits of this right. While some
scholars emphasize the need for continuous oversight by the Muslim
community, others place greater emphasis on preserving communal unity and
safeguarding the public interest.

Despite existing research on freedom of expression, enjoining what is
right and forbidding what is wrong, and the legitimacy of governance,
comparatively little independent attention has been devoted to examining
criticism of governance and the right to express opinions on the basis of Shi‘i
and Sunni exegetical sources. The originality of the present study lies in
providing a comparative analysis of the Qur’anic foundations of this right on
the basis of the exegetical sources of the two schools. Such an analysis can
contribute to the development of comparative exegetical studies and Islamic
public law and to the formulation of a model of responsible criticism.
Accordingly, employing an analytical-comparative method based on library
research and exegetical analysis of relevant verses, this study seeks to answer
the following question: How have Shi‘i and Sunni exegetes explained the
position of criticism of governance and the right to express opinions, and what
are the most significant similarities and differences between their views?

Research Findings

A comparative analysis of the relevant verses indicates that both exegetical
traditions ground the legitimacy of criticizing governance and the right to
express opinions in principles such as consultation, enjoining what is right and
forbidding what is wrong, social responsibility, and justice. Nevertheless,
differences in their exegetical premises and methods of inference have resulted
in differing conceptions of the scope and regulations governing the exercise of
this right.
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Shi‘i exegetes regard criticism of governance as a requirement of justice,
public responsibility, and social oversight and maintain that it must be exercised
with wisdom, ethical conduct, fairness, and respect for human dignity. Sunni
exegetes likewise recognize the principle of criticism but regulate its scope and
manner of exercise with particular attention to the preservation of communal
unity, the public interest, and the potential social consequences of expressing
opinions.

A comparison of the two approaches indicates that their principal
differences concern not the fundamental legitimacy of criticism but rather the
extent of social oversight and the criteria governing its exercise. Nevertheless,
both exegetical traditions view criticism as a responsible right directed toward
reforming the exercise of power and safeguarding the interests of society.

The overall comparative analysis demonstrates that the differences
between Sunni and Shi‘i exegetes primarily concern their interpretive
foundations, methods of inference, and criteria for regulating the relationship
among freedom of expression, social responsibility, and the public interest,
rather than the fundamental legitimacy of criticism itself. Accordingly, both
exegetical traditions support a shared model of “responsible criticism”
grounded in justice, social reform, enjoining what is right and forbidding what
is wrong, ethical conduct, and the preservation of the cohesion of the Islamic
community.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that, despite differences in exegetical premises,
methods of inference, scope, and regulations governing the exercise of the right
to criticize, Shi‘i and Sunni exegetes share the fundamental position that
criticism of governance and the right to express opinions are legitimate and
constitute aspects of justice, social reform, and religious responsibility. A
comparative analysis of the relevant verses and exegetical views demonstrates
that the Qur’an neither absolutely prohibits criticism nor endorses unrestricted
freedom of expression. Rather, through its emphasis on consultation, enjoining
what is right and forbidding what is wrong, justice, wisdom, ethical conduct,
and social responsibility, it establishes a balanced framework for the exercise of
“responsible criticism.” Accordingly, the principal differences among the
exegetes concern the limits, conditions, and manner of exercising the right to
criticize rather than its fundamental legitimacy.
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