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Abstract

The infallibility of the prophets and the interpretation of Qur’anic verses concerning this issue
have consistently been among the major challenges and concerns of exegetes and Qur’anic
scholars throughout the history of Qur’anic revelation. Exegetes have interpreted such verses in
accordance with their theological premises and have consequently arrived at differing
conclusions. Prophet Yiinus (Jonah) is one such prophet whose infallibility has been questioned
on the basis of certain Qur’anic verses, leading some scholars to attribute impatience,
disobedience, denial of divine power, and abandonment of responsibility to him. Employing a
descriptive-analytical method and focusing on the views of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, an Ash‘ari
exegete, and ‘Allamah al-Tabataba’1, a Shi‘i exegete, this study examines the issue of Prophet
Yiunus’s infallibility. The findings indicate that, in accordance with his theological premises,
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi regards Yunus’s departure from the place of his prophetic mission as a
violation of the divine command and considers his subsequent supplication for forgiveness
evidence that he had committed a sin. By contrast, ‘Allamah al-Tabataba'1 considers infallibility
to encompass all aspects of the prophets’ lives and, rather than describing Yiinus’s conduct as a
“sin,” interprets it as “leaving what is more appropriate” (Tark al-awla), maintaining that the
prophets are free from every form of deficiency.
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Introduction

Within the framework of comparative exegesis, the apparent meaning of certain
Qur’anic verses seems to suggest disobedience or noncompliance on the part of
some prophets, thereby giving rise to doubts concerning their infallibility.
Prophet Yunus (Jonah) is among the prophets whose infallibility has been
questioned on the basis of certain Qur’anic verses, particularly Qur’an 21: 87,
Qur’an 54: 48, and Qur’an 37: 139-148. These doubts concern issues such as
impatience, disobedience, sin, and the apparent assumption that he sought to
escape divine authority. Clarifying these issues is significant in Islamic
theology, as the story of Prophet Yiinus constitutes one of the major challenges
in discussions of prophetic infallibility, and an inadequate treatment of the
subject may create a significant difficulty in defending this doctrinal principle.

The selection of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and ‘Allamah al-Tabataba’1 is
significant because of their prominent positions as representatives of Ash‘ari
and Shi‘i thought, respectively, thereby illustrating the extent to which
theological presuppositions influence exegetical interpretation. The central
problem addressed by this study is to demonstrate how the Ash‘ari principle
permitting the possibility of minor sins by prophets leads, when confronted with
the apparent meanings of these verses, to interpretive difficulties that ultimately
entail attributing sin to a prophet, and, conversely, how the Shi‘i principle of
absolute infallibility provides a coherent interpretation that preserves the
integrity of prophetic conduct. The originality of the present study lies in
moving beyond a merely descriptive comparison to examine the causal
relationship between theological premises and exegetical conclusions, thereby
assessing the explanatory capacity of the two exegetical approaches in
addressing the apparent deficiencies attributed to the prophets. To address these
questions, the study employs a descriptive-analytical method based on library
research.

Research Findings

Differences in theological premises lead to substantially different interpretations of the
verses concerning Prophet Yiinus. In accordance with Ash‘ari theological doctrine,
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi maintains that the prophets are infallible after attaining
prophethood and with respect to major sins. Accordingly, he interprets expressions
referring to the acknowledgment of wrongdoing, the apparent attempt to escape divine
authority, and disobedience in the relevant Qur’anic verses as indicating the
commission of minor sins. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi understands Prophet Yiinus ’s anger
as having been directed toward his people; however, he considers his departure from
them before receiving explicit divine permission to have constituted a failure to choose
the more appropriate course of action and therefore something deserving of divine
reproach. In addressing the apparent implication that Yiinus sought to escape divine
authority, al-Raz1 interprets the relevant terminology in a manner that avoids attributing
disbelief to a prophet, understanding it instead to mean that “God would not constrain
him.” From his perspective, Yiinus ’s confinement in the belly of the fish was punitive
and served as expiation for his sin.
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By contrast, ‘Allamah al-Tabataba’1, relying on the Qur’anic and Shi‘i principle
of absolute infallibility, rejects the attribution of any sin, whether major or minor, to
the prophets. He interprets all actions of Prophet Yiinus that might apparently suggest
a lapse in infallibility within the framework of Tark al-awla (“leaving what is more
appropriate”), whereby a prophet may choose a good course of action rather than a
more appropriate one without this constituting a sin. He regards Yiinus ’s departure
from his people as an action whose outward appearance resembled that of a servant
fleeing from his master, while maintaining that his inner intention remained consistent
with his infallible spiritual station. Accordingly, Ytnus ’s supplication for forgiveness
and acknowledgment of wrongdoing in the Du ‘G’ al-Yinusi while in the darkness of
the belly of the fish do not constitute a verbal confession of sin. Rather, they reflect his
elevated spiritual station, profound humility, and the practice of the prophets when
experiencing a temporary diminution in attentiveness. Al-Tabataba'1 consequently
interprets Yunus’s ordeal not as divine punishment but as a divine trial intended to
elevate his spiritual rank and facilitate his perfection.

Conclusion

An examination of the two exegetical approaches demonstrates that Fakhr al-Din al-
Razi, in accordance with the Ash‘ari premise concerning the possibility of minor sins,
interprets expressions such as Yiinus’s acknowledgment of wrongdoing as referring to
the commission of an act of disobedience. His approach involves presenting various
theological possibilities and resolving exegetical difficulties through 7a wil
(interpretive explanation). By contrast, ‘Allamah al-Tabataba’i, grounded in the
principle of absolute infallibility, interprets all passages that might apparently indicate
a lapse on the part of Prophet Yunus through the concept of “leaving what is more
appropriate” (Tark al-awla).

‘Allamah al-Tabataba’'t’s approach, particularly through the method of
interpreting the Qur’an through the Qur’an and attending to the internal coherence of
the Qur’anic text, provides a more integrated explanation of the relevant verses while
preserving the principle of prophetic infallibility. On this basis, his interpretation
presents Prophet Yiinus’s conduct as free from actual sin or moral deficiency and
understands his ordeal not as punishment for a transgression but as a divine trial aimed
at his spiritual development and elevation.
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