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Objective: This study aims to comparatively examine the status and
function of variant Qur’anic readings (ikhtilaf al-qira ar) in two major
exegetical works of the Islamic intellectual tradition: Jawami ‘ al-Jami
by al-Tabrist and al-Kashshaf ‘an Haqa iq al-Tanzil by al-Zamakhshart.
The central research problem concerns the extent to which variant
readings influence the exegetical interpretations of these two scholars
and how each determines the “sound” or preferable reading.

Method: The study employs a descriptive—analytical methodology
with a comparative framework. Data were collected through library
research and close textual analysis of the two tafsir works. The
research corpus includes all Qur’anic verses in which variant
readings are explicitly discussed in these commentaries. Purposeful
sampling was used to select cases where differences in reading yield
interpretive variation. Qualitative content analysis was conducted
based on the classical criteria for the acceptance of a reading:
authenticity of transmission (sihhat al-sanad), conformity with
Arabic grammatical norms, and agreement with the rasm al-mushaf.
Findings: The findings indicate that both exegetes give considerable
attention to variant readings; however, their approaches differ
significantly. Al-Zamakhshart demonstrates marked preference for the
reading of Hafs ‘an ‘Asim and frequently upholds it as authoritative. In
contrast, al-Tabrisi does not exhibit exclusive commitment to this
transmission and, in certain instances, advances alternative readings,
including those attributed to the Ahl al-Bayt. These methodolo%]ical
differences result in divergent exegetical outcomes in areas such as
semantic clarification, expansion of nterpretive scope, juristic inference,
engagement with asbab al-nuzil, and literary—linguistic analysis.
Conclusion: Variant readings play a decisive role in exegetical
interpretation. The differing methodologies of al-Tabrist and al-
ZamakhsharT largely stem from their theological orientations, source
authorities, and criteria for preferring one reading over another. This
study highlights the importance of comparative analysis between
Sunni and Shi‘i tafsir traditions in order to attain a more
comprehensive understanding of Qur’anic meaning.
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Introduction

Variant readings (ikhtilaf al-qira at) constitute one of the most ancient and
significant disciplines within ‘u/izm al-Qur’an. Rooted in early dialectal
variation and modes of articulation, these differences are hermeneutically
consequential: a change in reading may directly affect lexical meaning and,
by extension, exegetical interpretation.

Consequently, knowledge of the sound reading and its criteria of
acceptance—authentic transmission, conformity with Arabic grammar, and
consistency with the consonantal skeleton (rasm) of the mushaf—is
indispensable for any exegete.

Among the numerous exegetical works in Islamic scholarship, two hold
particular prominence: al-Kashshaf ‘an Haqad'iq al-Tanzil, authored by al-
Zamakhshart (d. 538 AH), a leading Sunni scholar with a pronounced
Mu ‘tazili theological and literary orientation; Jawami ‘ al-Jami ‘, composed by
al-Tabrist (d. 548 AH), a major Shi‘i exegete who drew methodological
inspiration from al-Kashshaf while maintaining doctrinal independence.

Despite extensive scholarship on qira’at, a gap remains in comparative
studies examining how variant readings concretely shape the exegetical
reasoning of these two commentators and whether one may be said to adhere
more closely to the sound reading.

This article seeks to answer the central question: To what extent and in
what manner do variant readings influence the interpretive conclusions of al-
Tabrist and al-Zamakhshari?

Methodology

This research is qualitative and theoretical in nature, conducted through a
descriptive—analytical and comparative approach. The corpus includes all
Qur’anic verses in which discussions of variant readings occur within the two
Tafastr. Purposeful sampling was employed to select cases where variant
readings produce semantic or interpretive divergence. Data collection
consisted of systematic textual extraction from the primary exegetical sources
and classical readings (Qira’at) literature.

The principal independent variable is the “type of reading,” while the
dependent variable is its “exegetical impact.” The analytical procedure
involved: extracting each exegete’s criteria for accepting or preferring a
reading, selecting representative verses featuring significant variant readings.
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Comparing the exegetical implications across five domains: Semantic
clarification, expansion of interpretive scope, juristic inference, relation to
asbab al-nuzil, literary and grammatical analysis

Findings

The findings may be categorized into several domains:

1. Semantic Clarification

In verses such as Q 2:8-9 (yukhadi ‘una / yakhda ‘ina), both exegetes treat
the augmented form as expressing intensification. In Q 6:138 (hijr / haraj),
both discuss the readings and conclude that the semantic outcomes converge
despite lexical variation. However, in Q 3:33, al-TabrisT cites a reading
attributed to the Ahl al-Bayt that includes “wa Al Muhammad ‘ala al-‘alamin,”
employing it in support of theological arguments, whereas al-Zamakhshart
confines his analysis to genealogical explanation.

2. Expansion of Interpretive Scope

In Q 2:210, the nominative versus genitive reading of al-mala ikah results
in syntactic and interpretive variation (coordination with “Allah” versus
“zulal”). Both exegetes acknowledge this expansion of meaning. Similarly, in
Q 2:219, the variant ithm kabir versus ithm kathir yields two nuanced
interpretations: “grave sin” versus “numerous sins.”

3. Juristic Inference

In Q 2:222 (hatta yathurna / yattahharna), the difference between the light
and intensified forms leads to divergent legal rulings concerning marital
relations following menstruation. Al-TabrisT privileges the widely transmitted
reading, while al-Zamakhshart discusses both readings in relation to juristic
positions, including those of Abii Hanifa and al-Shafi‘1.

4. Relation to Asbab al-Nuzil

In Q 28:56, al-ZamakhsharT follows certain Sunni reports linking the verse
to Abu Talib’s alleged disbelief, whereas al-Tabrist, drawing upon Shi‘i
traditions, affirms Abii Talib’s faith. In his interpretation of Stirat al-Kawthar,
al-TabrisT emphasizes its occasion of revelation and interprets al-Kawthar as
referring to the enduring progeny of Fatima, whereas al-ZamakhsharT offers
no extended engagement with that dimension.
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5. Literary and Grammatical Analysis

In multiple verses (e.g., Q 2:216; 18:22; 15:4; 5:119), differences in
syntactic inflection and reading generate rich grammatical discussions.
Both exegetes employ principles of Arabic grammar to validate or
critique particular readings.

Discussion and Conclusion

The comparative analysis confirms that the relationship between qira’at
and tafsir is inseparable. The degree to which an exegete engages variant
readings directly affects the depth and nuance of interpretation.

The principal distinction between the two scholars lies in their approach to
the transmission of Hafs ‘an ‘Asim. Al-Zamakhshari frequently treats it as
normative, consistent with his broader literary methodology. Al-Tabrist, while
methodologically influenced by al-Kashshaf, maintains interpretive
independence and occasionally privileges alternative transmissions, including
those attributed to the Ahl al-Bayt.

Nevertheless, the study concludes that in most cases, variant readings do
not produce radical shifts in meaning but rather expand interpretive horizons
or emphasize particular semantic dimensions.

This research underscores the necessity for exegetes to possess deep
expertise in ‘ilm al-gira’at and demonstrates that comparative Sunni—Shi‘i
tafsir studies can yield a more comprehensive and integrative understanding
of Qur’anic meaning, opening new avenues for advanced Qur’anic research.
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