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Abstract 

Abū l-Fatḥ Muḥammad ibn Abū l-Qāsim ʿAbd al-Karīm al-Shahrastānī 
(d. 548/1153) is a scholar best known in the academic and cultural 
Muslim world for his work, al-Milal wa-l-niḥal. He is considered to 
be a Sunnī scholar, particularly in relation to the theological views 
and conclusions that are given in his work, Nihāyat al-iqdām/al-
aqdām fī ʿilm al-kalām, which are parallel to Ashʿarism. However, 
the contents of his Qurʾānic commentary, Mafātīḥ al-asrār wa-
maṣābīḥ al-abrār recently edited by Muḥammad ʿAlī Ādharshab, 
have brought up questions about the general acceptance of the sec-
tarian identity of al-Shahrastānī. What is remarkable is that al-
Shahrastānī displays different stances in different works, which has 
led to various claims and views being made about his sectarian iden-
tity. This article, which is based on Mafātīḥ al-asrār, aims to bring 
clarity to the question of which sect al-Shahrastānī was closest to, at 
least according to the aforementioned work. 

Keywords: Al-Shahrastānī, Mafātīḥ al-asrār, secrets of the Qurʾān, 
Ismāʿīliyya, Bāṭınī interpretation. 

Introduction 

Abū l-Fatḥ al-Shahrastānī (d. 548/1153) is well-known as a histo-
rian of religions and sects due to his work al-Milal wa-l-niḥal. Nihā-
yat al-iqdām/al-aqdām fī ʿilm al-kalām, another highly respected 
work which he compiled after al-Milal, established al-Shahrastānī as 
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an expert in the field of kalām. Additionally, his work Muṣāraʿat al-
falāsifa demonstrates that he has a remarkable repertoire in philoso-
phy. Thus, one can conclude from this that al-Shahrastānī is a versa-
tile Muslim scholar and intellectual. An aspect of this versatility is 
apparent in the field of Qurʾānic commentary (tafsīr). In other words, 
al-Shahrastānī is not only an exegete (mufassir), but also a historian 
of religions and sects, a philosopher and a theologian (mutakallim). 
However, to date, he has not been widely accepted as an exegete, as 
there has been no mention of his commentary in the classical litera-
ture. 

In this article, al-Shahrastānī’s understanding of the Qurʾān and his 
method of exegesis within the framework of his work, Mafātīḥ al-
asrār wa-maṣābīḥ al-abrār, will be discussed; at the same time we 
will try to clarify the matter of which sect he belonged to. The reason 
that there is a need to discuss this matter is that there are various 
claims that al-Shahrastānī was an Ashʿarī Sunnī, a Bāṭinī-Ismāʿīlī or an 
Imāmī Shīʿī. Before citing each of these claims, it is important that we 
provide information about al-Shahrastānī’s life and works. 

The Life and Works of al-Shahrastānī 

Abū l-Fatḥ Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd al-Karīm ibn Abī Bakr Aḥmad al-
Shahrastānī was born in Shahrastān, which is on the border of the 
Karakum Desert of Turkmenistan, in the northwest of Khurāsān. It is 
uncertain when al-Shahrastānī, who was also known as Tāj al-Dīn, 
Ḥujjat al-Ḥaqq and al-Afḍal, was born. The biographical books 
(ṭabaqāt) give a date of birth of 467/1074, 469/1076 or 479/1086; the 
latter has been accepted as the most accurate date.1 

There is no information about al-Shahrastānī’s family, who lived 
during the time of the Seljuk dynasty (1040-1157) and no significant 
information about his childhood or youth. Nevertheless, it can be said 
that he received a good education, considering the contents of his 
works and the environment he flourished, which was an important 
center for knowledge. As far as it can be understood from the bio-
graphical books, al-Shahrastānī began his education in his home-
town. As a young man, after studying instrumental/auxiliary sciences, 
such as Arabic language and literature, mathematics and logic, he 

                                                 
1  For further information, see Muḥammad ibn Nāṣir ibn Ṣāliḥ al-Suḥaybānī, Manhaj 

al-Shahrastānī fī kitābihī l-Milal wa-l-niḥal (Riyāḍ: Dār al-Waṭan, n.d.), 32-41. 
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went to Nīshāpūr to study other sciences from scholars renowned in 
their fields. It was here that he participated in the lessons of teachers 
who had been the students of Imām al-Ḥaramayn al-Juwaynī (d. 
478/1085). He studied fiqh and uṣūl al-fiqh from Abū Naṣr ʿAbd al-
Raḥīm ibn ʿAbd al-Karīm al-Qushayrī (d. 514/1120) and Abū l-
Muẓaffar Aḥmad ibn Muḥammad al-Khwāfī (d. 500/1106), who was a 
Shāfiʿī faqīh and the qāḍī of Ṭūs, as well as being a companion of al-
Imām al-Ghazālī (d. 505/1111). He also received instruction in ḥadīth 
from Abū l-Ḥasan ʿAlī ibn Aḥmad al-Madīnī (d. 494/1101), and in 
Qurʾānic exegesis, kalām and metaphysical philosophy from Abū l-
Qāsim Salmān (Sulaymān?) ibn Nāṣir ibn ʿImrān al-Anṣārī (d. 
512/1118). Among these scholars, Abū l-Qāsim al-Anṣārī, who was 
renowned as an ascetic and a Sufi, had the greatest influence on al-
Shahrastānī. In his work Nihāyat al-iqdām, al-Shahrastānī states: 
“Many times we would consult our master and imām, Abū l-Qāsim al-
Anṣārī.”2 

We can understand that al-Shahrastānī completed his education 
while he was in Nīshāpūr and then traveled to Khwārazm to instruct 
and preach. He left for the Ḥejāz in 510/1116 to perform the pilgrim-
age and to pursue his scholarly studies. On his return from pilgrim-
age, he stopped in Baghdād and, with the help of his good friend, 
Asʿad ibn Muḥammad al-Mihanī (d. 527/1132), had the opportunity to 
teach at the Niẓāmiyya Madrasa. He also gave sermons and preached; 
in particular his sermons were very popular and well received. After 
staying in Baghdād for almost three years he probably went to 
Khurāsān in 514/1120. He started to serve Abū l-Qāsim Naṣīr al-Dīn 
Maḥmūd ibn Muẓaffar al-Marwazī (d. 530/1135), the vizier of the Sel-
juk sultan Sanjar (r. 512-548/1118-1153). During this time he was part 
of the close circle of Sultan Sanjar and became his confidant. Al-
Shahrastānī, who stayed about ten years in Khurāsān, wrote his fa-
mous work al-Milal here and dedicated it to the vizier, al-Marwazī. 
However, in 526/1132, when Sultan Sanjar took up a stance that was 
in opposition to that of al-Marwazī, al-Shahrastānī replaced the dedi-
cation in the preface with a new one.3 It is likely that after the afore-

                                                 
2  Abū l-Fatḥ Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd al-Karīm al-Shahrastānī, Nihāyat al-iqdām fī 

ʿilm al-kalām (ed. Alfred Guillaume; London: Oxford University Press, 1934), 38. 
3  Toby Mayer, “Translator’s Introduction,” in al-Shahrastānī, Keys to the Arcana: 

Shahrastānī’s Esoteric Commentary on the Qurʾan (trans. Toby Mayer; New 
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mentioned vizier was dismissed in 526/1132, al-Shahrastānī, who had 
gone to Tirmidh, served under the Alid sydnic (Naqīb al-ashrāf) Abū 
l-Qāsim ʿAlī ibn Jaʿfar al-Mūsawī (d. 550/1155), who showed interest 
and respect towards scholars and philosophers; al-Shahrastānī pre-
sented a copy of both of his works, al-Muṣāraʿa and al-Milal to the 
latter.4 

It is unknown how long al-Shahrastānī stayed in Tirmidh or when 
he returned to his fatherland, but the records of his death show that 
he lived his last years in Shahrastān. Two different dates are given for 
his death, but generally 548/1153 is accepted as the correct date. Al-
though al-Shahrastānī is well-known in the scholarly world, only two 
of his students, Abū Saʿd al-Samʿānī (d. 562/1166) and Mujīr al-Dīn al-
Baghdādī (d. 592/1196), made a name for themselves. The fact that 
al-Shahrastānī did not train a great many students, despite being re-
nowned for his great knowledge, can be ascribed to the years he 
spent traveling and working with government dignitaries. 

In keeping with his wide scope of scientific knowledge and his 
scholarly character, al-Shahrastānī produced quite a few works in 
various fields. Although his works are not many in number, his 
works, those on the history of religion and sects, kalām and philoso-
phy are particularly important. The works which have reached us 
today can be listed as follows: 

1. Al-Milal wa-l-niḥal: This work, which is considered to be al-
Shahrastānī’s masterpiece, was compiled in 521/1127-1128. Accord-
ing to some authors, such as Tāj al-Dīn al-Subkī, al-Milal is the most 
valuable work in the field of Islamic heresiography.5 Al-Shahrastānī’s 
objective method of citing the opinions of Islamic sects in a descrip-
tive way has made this work very valuable. The book, which has 

                                                                                                              
York: Oxford University Press in association with The Institute of Ismaili Studies, 
2009), 16. 

4  In the introduction to al-Shahrastānī’s Muṣāraʿat al-falāsifa the editor quotes a 
statement from Mullā Ṣadrā’s (d. 1050/1641) al-Asfār al-arbaʿa that al-Milal wa-l-
niḥal was written for Naqīb al-ashrāf Abū l-Qāsim Majd al-Dīn ʿAlī ibn Jaʿfar al-
Mūsawī. See Suhayr Muḥammad Mukhtār, “Muqaddima [Editor’s Introduction],” 
in al-Shahrastānī, Muṣāraʿat al-falāsifa (Cairo: n.p., 1976), 26. 

5  Abū Naṣr Tāj al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb ibn ʿAlī al-Subkī, Ṭabaqāt al-Shāfiʿiyya al-
kubrā (eds. ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ Muḥammad al-Ḥulw & Maḥmūd Muḥammad al-
Ṭanāḥī; Cairo: ʿĪsā al-Bābī al-Ḥalabī, 1964-1976), VI, 128. 
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been printed and translated into many languages, was translated into 
French at the encouragement of Ibrahim Madkour. The first volume 
was translated by Daniel Gimaret and Guy Monnot, with the second 
volume being translated by Jean Jolivet, again with Guy Monnot, un-
der the title Livre des religions et des sectes (Paris & Leuven, 1986, 
1993). 

2. Nihāyat al-iqdām/al-aqdām fī ʿilm al-kalām: After al-Milal, al-
Shahrastānī wrote this work on kalām. This work, which includes 
twenty fundamental subjects is based on the Ashʿarī creed, but criti-
cizes it in some places as well as those of the Muʿtazila and some Shīʿī 
groups. The work was edited by Alfred Guillaume, with indexes (Ox-
ford & London, 1934). 

3. Muṣāraʿat al-falāsifa: This work was written in Tirmidh after al-
Milal and dedicated to Naqīb al-ashrāf Abū l-Qāsim Majd al-Din ʿAlī 
ibn Jaʿfar al-Mūsawī. The book, also known as al-Muṣāraʿa, is a refu-
tation of Ibn Sīnā’s (d. 428/1037) views on metaphysical subjects. This 
work was subsequently refuted in a treatise entitled Muṣāriʿ al-
muṣāriʿ, written by the Imāmī Shīʿī philosopher Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭusī 
(d. 672/1274), and edited by Suhayr Muḥammad Mukhtār (Cairo, 
1976). 

4. Mafātīḥ al-asrār wa-maṣābīḥ al-abrār: This book, which con-
stitutes the main subject and source for this article, is al-Shahrastānī’s 
Qurʾānic commentary. An introduction to Qurʾānic sciences is fol-
lowed by the exegesis of the first two sūras of the Qurʾān (al-Fātiḥa 
and al-Baqara); each verse is mostly interpreted in a classical Sunnī 
style and then esoteric interpretations are given under the sub-
heading Asrār (secrets). This book, which is thought to have been 
written in 538-540/1143-1145, has been edited and published by 
Muḥammad ʿAlī Ādharshab in two volumes (Tehran, 2008), from the 
only known manuscript copy of 433 folios, which is housed at the 
Library of  Majlis-i Shūrā-yi Millī in Tehran.6 In addition, the introduc-
tion to the book, entitled Mafātīḥ al-furqān, and the interpretation of 

                                                 
6  Ādharshab points out that the handwritten copy consists of 864 folios (see 

Muḥammad ʿAlī Ādharshab, “Muqaddimat al-Muṣaḥḥiḥ/Editor’s Introduction,” in 
al-Shahrastānī, Mafātīḥ al-asrār wa-maṣābīḥ al-abrār (Tehran: Mīrāth-i Maktūb, 
2008), I, 60. However, the copy itself and the library documents state that the 
number 864 does not correspond to the number of folios, but to the number of 
pages. 
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Sūrat al-Fātiḥa have been translated into English by Toby Mayer 
under the title Keys to the Arcana: Shahrastānī’s Esoteric Commen-
tary on the Qurʾan. This book, which includes the original Arabic 
text, was published in association with The Institute of Ismaili Studies 
in London (Oxford & London, 2009). 

5. Risāla fī mawḍūʿ ʿilm wājib al-wujūd (Risāla ilā Muḥammad 
al-Īlāqī): This work, which was addressed to the physician and phi-
losopher Abū ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad al-Īlāqī (d. 536/1141) – a con-
temporary of the author – was published as a facsimile in Muḥammad 
Riḍā Jalālī Nāʾīnī’s Dū Maktūb. 

6. Masʾala (Baḥth) fī ithbāt jawhar al-fard: This work, which is 
concerned with the smallest indivisible particle of matter (al-juzʾ al-
ladhī lā yatajazzaʾ), was published as an appendix to Nihāyat al-
iqdām by Alfred Guillaume (Oxford & London, 1934). 

7. Majlis-i maktūb-i Shahrastānī-i munʿaqid dar Khwārazm: This 
work in Persian was included at the end of Sharḥ-i ḥāl wa-āthār-i 
Ḥujjat al-Ḥaqq Abū l-Fatḥ al-Shahrastānī by Nāʾīnī (Tehran, 1946). It 
was translated into French by Diane Steigerwald under the title Ma-
jlis: Discours sur l’ordre et la création and published along with the 
original (Quebec: Saint-Nicolas, 1998). Steigerwald also wrote an 
article contending that in this book al-Shahrastānī uses the concept of 
“divine word” in accordance with Ismāʿīlī terminology.7 

8. Qiṣṣat sayyidinā Yūsuf ʿalayhi l-salām (Sharḥ/Tafsīr sūrat Yū-
suf): This work is an interpretation of Sūrat Yūsuf in the Qurʾān. Ac-
cording to the information given by Ādharshab, a manuscript copy of 
the work can be found at al-Azhar Library.8 According to Ibn Taymi-
yya (d. 728/1328), al-Shahrastānī wrote this commentary according to 
the Bāṭinī-Ismāʿīlī perception (alā madhhab al-Ismāʿīliyya).9 

Other works by al-Shahrastānī are listed in various sources, but it 
is not known whether these still exist today. Some of these can be 
listed as follows: (1) al-Manāhij wa-l-āyāt (al-Manāhij wa-l-bayān), 

                                                 
7  Diane Steigerwald, “The Divine Word (Kalima) in Shahrastānī’s Majlis,” Studies 

in Religion/Sciences Religieues XXV/3 (1996), 335-352. 
8  Ādharshab, “Muqaddimat al-Muṣaḥḥiḥ,” I, 23. 
9  Abū l-ʿAbbās Taqī al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn ʿAbd al-Ḥalīm Ibn Taymiyya, Darʾ taʿāruḍ 

al-ʿaql wa-l-naql (ed. Muḥammad Rashād Sālim; 2nd ed., Riyāḍ: Jāmiʿat al-Imām 
Muḥammad ibn Suʿūd al-Islāmiyya, 1991), V, 173. 
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(2) Risāla ilā Muḥammad al-Sahlānī, (3) Risāla ilā l-Qāḍī ʿUmar ibn 
Sahlān fī l-radd ʿalā Ibn Sīnā (ʿUmar ibn Sahlān al-Sāwī wrote a trea-
tise on this book entitled Jawāb ʿalā l-Shahrastānī), (4) Talkhīṣ al-
aqsām li-madhāhib al-anām, (5) al-ʿUyūn wa-l-anhār, (6) al-Irshād 
ilā ʿaqāʾid al-ʿibād, (7) Risāla fī l-mabdaʾ wa-l-maʿād, (8) Daqāʾiq 
al-awhām, (9) Qiṣṣat Mūsā wa-l-Khaḍr, (10) Tārīkh al-ḥukamāʾ.10 

al-Shahrastānī’s Sectarian Identity 

It is generally accepted that al-Shahrastānī was a Shāfiʿī in fiqh and 
an Ashʿarī in kalām. Many writers, such as Yāqūt al-Ḥamawī (d. 
749/1349), Ibn Khallikān (d. 681/1282), Abū l-Fidāʾ (d. 732/1331) and 
Ibn al-Wardī (d. 749/1349) mention al-Shahrastānī as an Ashʿarī;11 it is 
also possible to come to the same conclusion through many state-
ments found in works like al-Milal and Nihāyat al-iqdām. 

Moreover, when some of the views and evaluations that are in-
cluded in al-Milal under the titles Ṣifātiyya, Ashʿariyya and Mushab-
biha are taken into account, we can come to the conclusion that al-
                                                 
10  For information about al-Shahrastānī’s life and personality see Abū l-Ḥasan Ẓahīr 

al-Dīn ʿAlī ibn Zayd al-Bayhaqī, Tatimmat Ṣiwān al-ḥikma (Tārīkh ḥukamāʾ al-
Islām) (Beirut: Dār al-Fikr al-Lubnānī, 1994), 119-120; Abū Saʿd ʿAbd al-Karīm al-
Samʿānī, al-Taḥbīr fī l-muʿjam al-kabīr (ed. Munīra Nājī Sālim; Baghdād: 
Maṭbaʿat al-Irshād, 1975), II, 160-161; Abū ʿAbd Allāh Shihāb al-Dīn Yāqūt ibn 
ʿAbd Allāh al-Ḥamawī, Muʿjam al-buldān (ed. Farīd ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz Jundī; Beirut: 
Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 1990), III, 427-428; Abū l-ʿAbbās Shams al-Dīn Ibn Khal-
likān, Wafayāt al-aʿyān wa-anbāʾ abnāʾ al-zamān (ed. Iḥsān ʿAbbās; Beirut: 
Dār Ṣādir, 1968-1972), IV, 273-275; Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn Khalīl ibn Aybak al-Ṣafadī, al-
Wāfī bi-l-wafayāt (ed. Sven Dedering; 2nd ed., Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 
1974), III, 278-279; al-Subkī, Ṭabaqāt, VI, 128-130; Abū l-Faḍl Badr al-Dīn 
Muḥammad ibn Abī Bakr Ibn Qāḍī Shuhba, Ṭabaqāt al-Shāfiʿiyya (ed. Ḥāfiẓ 
ʿAbd al-Ḥalīm Khān; Beirut: ʿĀlam al-Kutub, 1987), I, 323-324; Shams al-Dīn 
Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Dhahabī, Siyar aʿlām al-nubalāʾ (eds. Shuʿayb al-
Arnaʾūt et al.; 3rd ed., Beirut: Muʾassasat al-Risāla, 1985), XX, 286-288; ʿAfīf al-Dīn 
ʿAbd Allāh ibn Asʿad ibn ʿAlī al-Yāfiʿī, Mirʾāt al-jinān wa-ʿibrat al-yaqẓān fī 
maʿrifat mā yuʿtabar min ḥawādith al-zamān (annotated by Khalīl al-Manṣūr; 
Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 1997), III, 221-222; Abū l-Faḍl Shihāb al-Dīn 
Aḥmad ibn ʿAlī Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī, Lisān al-mīzān (Hyderabad: Maṭbaʿat   
Majlis Dāʾirat al-Maʿārif al-Niẓāmiyya, 1329), V, 263-264; Ādharshab, “Muqaddi-
mat al-Muṣaḥḥiḥ,” I, 15-64; Mayer, “Translator’s Introduction,” 3-25; al-Suḥaybānī, 
Manhaj al-Shahrastānī, 32-86. 

11  See al-Suḥaybānī, Manhaj al-Shahrastānī, 54. 
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Shahrastānī perceives the Ṣifātiyya (Ahl al-ḥadīth), which according 
to the author was transformed into a Sunnī sect, Ashʿariyya, by Abū l-
Ḥasan al-Ashʿarī, as the soundest belief system.12 Even though there 
can be no dispute about al-Shahrastānī’s fiqh sect, many divergent 
views about his theological inclinations have been put forth. Some of 
these claims were made while al-Shahrastānī was alive; as far as can 
be discerned from the sources, the claims are as follows: 

1. Al-Shahrastānī has heretical tendencies. This claim was made 
by Abū Saʿd al-Samʿānī, known for his work, al-Ansāb, and Abū 
Muḥammad ibn Arslān al-Khwārazmī (d. 568/1172). However, it 
should be emphasized that al-Samʿānī only referred to claims of her-
esy about his teacher,13 whereas al-Khwārazmī made an open accusa-
tion. Al-Khwārazmī makes the following claims: 

If al-Shahrastānī had not stumbled in the matter of creed and had not 
been inclined towards heresy, he could have been a leading figure 
(imām). Although he is a virtuous person and has an impeccable in-
tellectual capability, his inclination towards unfounded ideas and 
views that have no rational or scriptural proof astonishes us. We seek 
refuge in Allah from divine abandonment (khidhlān), and from being 
deprived of the light of faith (īmān). Al-Shahrastānī finds himself in 
this predicament because he turned his face away from the light of 
the sharīʿa and delved into the darkness of philosophy. We have had 
conversations and discussions with al-Shahrastānī. Yet, he has always 
taken sides with the ideas and views of philosophers and supports 
these. I have been to his sermons several times and I have never 
heard him say “Allah said” or “the Prophet said”, neither have I heard 
him provide an answer to legal (fiqhī) matters. Only Allah knows his 
true standing.14 

Additionally, Ẓahīr al-Dīn al-Bayhaqī made the following state-
ments in Tatimmat Ṣiwān al-ḥikma: 

                                                 
12  See al-Shahrastānī, al-Milal wa-l-niḥal (eds. Amīr ʿAlī Mahnā & ʿAlī Ḥasan Fāʿūr; 

3rd ed., Beirut: Dār al-Maʿrifa, 1993), I, 106. According to al-Shahrastānī, Aḥmad 
ibn Ḥanbal (d. 241/855), Dāwūd al-Ẓāhirī (d. 270/884) and some other Salafī 
scholars followed the path of previous scholars of Ahl al-ḥadīth like Mālik ibn 
Anas (d. 179/795), Muqātil ibn Sulaymān (d. 150/767), and then had attained the 
path of safety. See al-Shahrastānī, al-Milal, I, 118-119. 

13  Al-Samʿānī, al-Taḥbīr, II, 161. 
14  Yāqūt al-Ḥamawī, Muʾjam al-buldān, III, 377. 
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Al-Shahrastānī has written a tafsīr but interpreted the verses some-
times according to the rules of sharīʿa, sometimes according to the 
rules of philosophy or other facts. Therefore, I said, “This type of in-
terpretation is a deviation. An interpretation can only be made in the 
light of the narrations of the companions of the Prophet and the 
tābiʿūn (the second generation). There is no place for philosophy in 
the exegesis (tafsīr) and interpretation (taʾwīl) of the Qurʾān. More-
over, there is no one who has brought together religion and philoso-
phy  (sharīʿa and ḥikma) better than al-Imām al-Ghazālī,” however, 
al-Shahrastānī was incensed by this.15 

2. Al-Shahrastānī is a person who is inclined to Bāṭiniyya-(Nizārī) 
Ismāʿīliyya; he promotes this sect and consequently is at an extreme 
point in Shīʿism. This accusation is narrated by Abū Saʿd al-Samʿānī.16 
Although Tāj al-Dīn al-Subkī said: “I do not know where al-Samʿānī 
got this information from,” and stated that “the ideas expressed in al-
Sharastānī’s works entirely refute this accusation,”17 Naṣīr al-Dīn al-
Ṭūsī, who spent thirty years of his life within the Nizārī Ismāʿīlī 
movement and then adopted the Imāmī Shīʿī creed, mentions al-
Shahrastānī, in one of his pamphlets, as dāʿī l-duʿāt, which is an im-
portant status in the Bāṭinī-Ismāʿīlī hierarchy.18 

The general claim and accusation, based on a number of al-
Shahrastānī’s views and interpretations expressed in some of his 

                                                 
15  Al-Bayhaqī, Tatimma, 120.  
16  Al-Dhahabī, Siyar aʿlām al-nubalāʾ, XX, 287. 
17  Al-Subkī, Ṭabaqāt, VI, 130. 
18  See Abū Jaʿfar Naṣīr al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn Muḥammad al-Ṭūsī, Majmūʿat rasāʾil 

(Tehran: MS Library of Majlis-i Shūrā-yi Millī, no. 9480), fol. 3a. Also see Mayer, 
“Translator’s Introduction”, 15; id., “Shahrastānī on the Arcana of the Qurʾan: A 
Preliminary Evaluation”, Journal of Qurʾanic Studies VII/2 (2005), 65. In the 
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that enables communication between the imām and the dāʿīs. He also organizes 
meetings of philosophy (ḥikma) based on esoteric interpretation. This highest-
ranking dāʿī, who is also known as the dāʿī-yi akbar and bāb, is responsible to 
the ḥujja, who represents a higher level. See Mustafa Öztürk, Kur’an ve Aşırı 
Yorum: Tefsirde Bâtınilik ve Bâtıni Te’vil Geleneği [The Qurʾān and Overinter-
pretation: Esotericism in the Qurʾānic Commentaries and Tradition of Esoteric 
Interpretation] (Ankara: Ankara Okulu Yayınları, 2003), 98-99. 
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works, that al-Shahrastānī was a Shīʿī, or the more particular claim 
that he was a Bāṭinī-Ismāʿīlī, have been discussed by Muḥammad 
Riḍā Jalālī Nāʾīnī and many other contemporary researchers, such as 
Muḥammad Taqī Dānish-pazhūh, Wilferd Madelung, Jean Jolivet and 
Guy Monnot. In this context, the impartial style of al-Shahrastānī (par-
ticularly in al-Milal), the fact that Nihāyat al-iqdām ends  with  a  
prayer from al-Imām Zayn al-ʿābidīn (d. 94/713), who is fourth in the 
Ithnā ʿAsharī Shīʿī chain,19 the deep reverence shown for Ahl al-bayt 
and the imāms, as well as his occasional usage of sympathetic state-
ments towards the Shīʿa have generally been interpreted as an incli-
nation to Shīʿism.20 In addition, interpretations of an esoteric nature in 
his commentary, Mafātīḥ al-asrār, the use of concepts such as 
maẓhar, maṣdar, taḍādd, tarattub, which are quite common in the 
works of Ismāʿīlī philosophers, and in particular his esoteric interpre-
tations of many Qurʾānic terms, such as ḥajj, ʿumra, bayt al-ḥarām, 
with reference to Ahl al-bayt and the imāms, have been cited as indi-
cations of his inclination towards Bāṭinī-Ismāʿīlī thought. Further-
more, al-Shahrastānī’s usage of some concepts, such as kalima, in 
line with Ismāʿīlī terminology has led to him being considered an 
Ismāʿīlī.21 

3. Al-Shahrastānī is one of the severest opponents of the Imāmī 
Shīʿism. This view belongs to the Imāmī Shīʿī writer Ibn al-Muṭahhar 
al-Ḥillī (d. 726/1325). However, this view is a direct juxtaposition of 
what Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) writes in Minhāj al-sunna, a refuta-
tion of al-Ḥillī’s Minhāj al-karāma: 

The truth is not as al-Ḥillī states. In fact, al-Shahrastānī is inclined to 
the views of Imāmī Shīʿism in many subjects. He has even sometimes 
restated the views of the Bāṭinī-Ismāʿīlī branch of the Shīʿa. For this 

                                                 
19  Al-Shahrastānī, Nihāyat al-iqdām, 504. 
20  See Steigerwald, “The Divine Word (Kalima),” 337-339. In addition, see Wilferd 

Madelung, “Aspects of Ismāʿīlī Theology: The Prophetic Chain and God Beyond 
Being,” in Seyyed Hossein Nasr (ed.), Ismāʿīlī Contributions to Islamic Culture 
(Tehran: Imperial Iranian Academy of Philosophy, 1977), 59-60; id., “Shiism: 
Ismāʿīlīyah,” The Encyclopedia of Religion (ed. Mircea Eliade; London & New 
York: Macmillan, 1987), XIII, 255. 

21  Steigerwald, “The Divine Word (Kalima),” 351-352. Also see al-Suḥaybānī, Man-
haj al-Shahrastānī, 157-179. Toby Mayer, who describes al-Shahrastānī’s system 
of thought as eclectic, believes that the dominant element is Ismāʿīlī belief. See 
Mayer, “Shahrastānī on the Arcana of the Qurʾan,” 75-76. 
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reason some people have claimed that he belongs to the Ismāʿīliyya – 
although in reality he does not – and the same people use his views 
and conduct to produce evidence to support this claim. It is said that 
al-Shahrastānī is Shīʿī in one way and Ashʿarī in another, which is 
quite a common situation among those who specialize in kalām and 
the preachers. Hence, these groups use the supplications narrated 
from al-Ṣaḥīfa al-sajjādiyya of ʿAlī ibn al-Ḥusayn Zayn al-ʿābidīn. 
However, most of these are prayers that have been fabricated and at-
tributed to ʿAlī ibn al-Ḥusayn. In short, al-Shahrastānī has adopted an 
attitude that is inclined towards Shīʿism either sincerely or to appease 
them. Thus, he wrote al-Milal wa-l-niḥal for someone who was one 
of the forerunners of Shīʿism and had influence in the government 
(here the author is referring to Naqīb al-ashrāf Abū l-Qāsim Majd al-
Dīn ʿAlī ibn Jaʿfar al-Mūsawī); al-Shahrastānī wrote this so that he 
would be included in the close circle of the aforementioned individ-
ual. Moreover, al-Shahrastānī wrote al-Muṣāraʿa, which was written 
to criticize Ibn Sīnā’s views, because of his inclination towards Shīʿism 
and philosophy. Even if the person (ʿAlī ibn Jaʿfar al-Mūsawī) to 
whom these books were dedicated is not an Ismāʿīlī, he is at least a 
Shīʿī. Thus, al-Shahrastānī openly discloses his Shīʿism in this work.22 

4. The claims and accusations that al-Shahrastānī’s creed is faulty 
and/or that he is a Bāṭinī-Ismāʿīlī appear in two books, al-Taḥbīr by 
al-Samʿānī and Tārīkh by al-Khwārazmī whose entry on al-
Shahrastānī was narrated in Muʿjam al-buldān by Yāqūt al-Ḥamawī. 
In an environment where there was substantial rivalry, accusations 
were made to weaken the rival; in particular during the Seljuqī pe-
riod, the way to denigrate someone was to claim that he was an 
Ismāʿīlī. Accusations of atheism in Baghdād or being an Ismāʿīlī in 
Marw or Nīshāpūr were two important tools for such incriminations. 
Both al-Khwārazmī and al-Samʿānī may have reflected this attitude in 
their writings. However, there may be some justification for those 
who accused al-Shahrastānī of such a stance, as his keenness for phi-
losophy was seen by some as being far removed from the light of 
sharīʿa, and falling into the darkness of philosophy. Thus, what al-

                                                 
22  Ibn Taymiyya, Minhāj al-sunna al-nabawiyya (ed. Muḥammad Rashād Sālim; 

Riyāḍ: Jāmiʿat al-Imām Muḥammad ibn Suʿūd al-Islāmiyya, 1986), VI, 305-306. 
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Khwārazmī is criticizing is al-Shahrastānī’s defense of philosophical 
ideas.23 

5. According to Daniel Gimaret, al-Shahrastānī did not perceive 
the two sources of knowledge, that is, divine revelation and philoso-
phy, as being alternatives to one another. It is true that he was inter-
ested in philosophy and believed in freethinking, but this approach 
does not necessarily make him an Ismāʿīlī. On the other hand, the 
way al-Shahrastānī demonstrates different stances in different subjects 
is something that is quite common amongst Muslim philosophers. A 
similar situation can be seen in al-Ghazālī and Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 
606/1210). In truth, al-Shahrastānī was a distinctive Ashʿarī mutakal-
lim, as well as a Shīʿī, a philosopher and a Sufi. As far as being an 
Ismāʿīlī is concerned, al-Shahrastānī might have been close to the 
Ismāʿīlī circles at one point, but this does not change the fact that he 
was a Sunnī.24 

In this context, Muḥammad ʿAlī Ādharshab’s evaluations on this 
subject may be useful. According to Ādharshab, al-Shahrastānī was 
actually a Sunnī, but because of his vast knowledge, as displayed in 
al-Milal, he always approached each sect as a scholar, searching for 
the truth. In addition, al-Shahrastānī understood that Islam had be-
come flesh and blood in the person of ʿAlī and Ahl al-bayt, and per-
ceived that Ahl al-bayt were the inheritors of the prophetic knowl-
edge in creedal and legal issues. Essentially, it is not difficult for a 
Muslim from Ahl al-sunna to reach such a conclusion based on the 
authenticated sources. Al-Shahrastānī started to search for informa-
tion on Ahl al-bayt from various sources and openly stated that he 
had consulted Imāmī Shīʿī sources, such as al-Kulaynī’s (d. 329/941) 
al-Kāfī and the Qurʾānic commentary of al-ʿAyyāshī (d. 320/932?). It 
is also possible that he consulted Ismāʿīlī sources and took informa-
tion that he thought referred to Ahl al-bayt from these sources. It is 
highly likely that Ismāʿīlī sources played an important role in forming 
the views and comments that were conveyed in his Qurʾānic com-
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Ansiklopedisi (DİA) [Turkish Religious Foundation Encyclopedia of Islam] (Istan-
bul: TDV Yayınları, 2010), XXXVIII, 467. 

24  Daniel Gimaret, “Introduction,” in al-Shahrastānī, Livre des religions et des sectes 
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mentary, including the idea of the existence of secret knowledge that 
belonged to Ahl al-bayt.25 

6. Al-Shahrastānī was a person who fully embraced the Sunnī 
Ashʿarī creed. Tāj al-Dīn al-Subkī, who is of this opinion, finds the 
accusation made by al-Samʿānī to be strange; he indicates that the 
works of al-Shahrastānī refute these claims.26 Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī 
(d. 852/1449) states that there is nothing in al-Shahrastānī’s books that 
can be used to raise doubts about his thought in terms of sound Is-
lamic creed.27 Similarly, Muḥammad Ṭanjī states: 

Despite all the claims against him, al-Shahrastānī is in no doubt a full 
Sunnī in his creed and he follows Abū l-Ḥasan al-Ashʿarī. He talks 
about al-Ashʿarī as his master (ustādh) on various occasions [in his 
work Nihāyat al-iqdām]. In controversial matters between Shīʿīs and 
Sunnīs, such as the matter of caliphate, the rank of the four caliphs 
both in succession and preference, the cursing of the companions by 
the Shīʿīs, their damnation, and even accusing them of blasphemy, al-
Shahrastānī is in complete agreement with the views of Ahl al-sunna, 
and strongly refutes Shīʿī arguments. His theological views are all in 
conformity with the views of Ahl al-sunna.28 

As can be seen, there are many various views and claims about al-
Shahrastānī’s sectarian identity. No doubt, all these claims and views 
require further investigation if we are to understand which one is 
true, or indeed, closer to the truth. We hope that the following sec-
tion of this work, which is concerned with Mafātīḥ al-asrār, its analy-
sis and critique, will shed light on al-Shahrastānī’s sectarian identity, 
allowing us to come to sound conclusions. 

Does Mafātīḥ al-asrār Belong to al-Shahrastānī?  

Before proceeding onto a content analysis of the commentary, 
Mafātīḥ al-asrār, about which we have briefly mentioned some char-
acteristics, it is necessary to elaborate on the matter of the attribution 

                                                 
25  Ādharshab, “Muqaddimat al-Muṣaḥḥiḥ,” I, 33-34. 
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27  Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī, Lisān al-mīzān, V, 462. 
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of this work to al-Shahrastānī. Some statements in the author’s intro-
duction, particularly those that support the claims of alterations being 
made to the Qurʾān and the esoteric interpretations that are found 
under the title of Asrār, raise questions about whether this work be-
longs to al-Shahrastānī. In addition, the fact that there is no mention 
of a Qurʾānic commentary known as Mafātīḥ al-asrār being written 
by al-Shahrastānī in the ṭabaqāt or the history of tafsīr literature in-
creases this suspicion. However, some researchers who have studied 
al-Shahrastānī’s books believe that Mafātīḥ al-asrār is his work. 

According to Ādharshab’s evaluation and assessment, there is no 
mention of this commentary in the older sources that provide infor-
mation about al-Shahrastānī’s life and works, but his contemporary 
Ẓahīr al-Dīn al-Bayhaqī mentions that al-Shahrastānī wrote a tafsīr. In 
biographical books, al-Shahrastānī’s only book in the area of tafsīr 
that is mentioned is Tafsīr/Sharḥ sūrat Yūsuf. The reason that 
Mafātīḥ al-asrār is not mentioned in the related sources is most 
probably because al-Shahrastānī wrote this piece in the latter part of 
his life, when he went into seclusion in his hometown. For this rea-
son, writers such as al-Bayhaqī, al-Khwārazmī and al-Samʿānī, who 
lived during the same period, did not hear about this work, and con-
sequently this work was not mentioned by any other writer who nar-
rated information about al-Shahrastānī from the works of these 
three.29 

According to another finding of Ādharshab, the first book that 
mentions al-Shahrastānī’s Mafātīḥ al-asrār is Biḥār al-anwār, the 
work of an Imāmī Shīʿī author, Muḥammad Bāqir al-Majlisī (d. 
1110/1698[?]). In the volume that is concerned with the issue of 
imāma, which includes some verses that are believed to have been 
revealed about and/or indicating the imāms, he quotes a remark of 
al-Imām Muḥammad al-Bāqir (d. 117/735) to the effect that ahl al-
dhikr, which are mentioned in Q 16:43 and Q 21:7, are the imāms of 
Ahl al-bayt, referring to al-Shahrastānī’s commentary with the expres-
sion “rawā l-Shahrastānī fī tafsīrihī l-musammā bi-Mafātīḥ al-
asrār.”30 Abū ʿAbd Allāh al-Zanjānī (d. 1940), in his work Tārīkh al-
Qurʾān, quotes al-Shahrastānī’s work on subjects such as al-aḥruf al-
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sabʿa (the seven modes), the claim that the imāms of Ahl al-bayt oc-
cupy a distinguished position in understanding the Qurʾān, and the 
order of the sūras in several copies of the Qurʾān that belonged to 
certain companions of the Prophet.31 According to our findings, while 
explaining Q 33:34 in his commentary, Rūḥ al-maʿānī, Shihāb al-Dīn 
al-Ālūsī (d. 1270/1854) refers to al-Shahrastānī’s interpretation of Q 
2:129, when discussing the concept of wisdom (ḥikma) that corre-
sponds to the Prophetic traditions (sunna), using the expression 
ḥakāhu Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd al-Karīm al-Shahrastānī fī awāʾil 
tafsīrihī Mafātīḥ al-asrār.32 

According to Ādharshab, who has no doubt that Mafātīḥ al-asrār 
belongs to al-Shahrastānī, this work is in harmony with al-
Shahrastānī’s other works in terms of style and content. Furthermore, 
the words and concepts, syntax, styles of expression and conclusions 
make it clear that the style used in this work is that of al-Shahrastānī.33 
After comparing several works, such as al-Milal and Nihāyat al-
iqdām, and discovering a resemblance in expression and style, al-
Suḥaybānī indicates that Mafātīḥ al-asrār was written by al-
Shahrastānī and he gives examples from the latter and from al-Milal 
in support of this statement.34 

In addition to the above, another indicator that confirms the thesis 
that Mafātīḥ al-asrār was written by al-Shahrastānī is the references 
made by the author to other of his works in the interpretation of 
some of the verses. For example, in the interpretation of Q 2:36, he 
refers to al-Tārīkh (he is probably referring to Tārīkh al-ḥukamāʾ) 
and al-ʿUyūn wa-l-anhār for a more detailed explanation about the 
misdeed that caused the expulsion of Adam from Paradise and the 
wisdom behind Satan’s fall from grace. After providing information 
about Ṣābiʾīs in the interpretation of Q 2:62, he says: “This is the con-
viction of the Ṣābiʾīs, but the explanation of this belief is lengthy. For 
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33  Ādharshab, “Muqaddimat al-Muṣaḥḥiḥ,” I, 35-36. 
34  Al-Suḥaybānī, Manhaj al-Shahrastānī, 139-154. 
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further information on the subject, see al-Milal.”35 However, despite 
all this evidence that supports the supposition that the work belongs 
to al-Shahrastānī, it would be better not to arrive at a final conclusion, 
but to leave some room for doubt. This doubt must exist as this work 
was quoted for the first time by Imāmī Shīʿī Muḥammad Bāqir al-
Majlisī; that is, no scholar quoted this work that was supposedly by 
al-Shahrastānī until five hundred years after his death. Nevertheless, 
the information, opinions and evaluations that appear below are 
based on the premise that this work was written by al-Shahrastānī 
and the conclusions will be drawn accordingly. 

Introduction of the Commentary 

As pointed out in the section concerned with al-Shahrastānī’s 
work, Mafātīḥ al-asrār consists of a short foreword and an introduc-
tion entitled Mafātīḥ al-furqān (Keys to the Criterion) followed by 
the commentary on the first two chapters of the Qurʾān. As can be 
understood from the expressions in the foreword, al-Shahrastānī per-
ceives the imāms of Ahl al-bayt as being absolute authorities on the 
Qurʾān and its interpretation. He describes the imāms in a way that is 
similar to the narrations of al-Kulaynī in al-Ḥujja section of his work 
al-Kāfī, and says: “They are the inheritors of the Qurʾān”, “they are 
one of the two great trusts (thaqalayn)”, and “they have the knowl-
edge of both worlds and both existences”. According to al-
Shahrastānī, in the same way that the angels oversaw every aspect of 
the revelation (tanzīl) of the Qurʾān, the imāms, who are the true 
leaders of guidance, protect every aspect of its exegesis and interpre-
tation. The protection of the revelation of dhikr/the Qurʾān, which is 
stated in Q 15:9 as: “Lo! We, even We, reveal the Reminder, and lo! 
We verily are its Guardian,” is administered by guardian angels. The 
protection of the dhikr itself is administered by scholars (imāms of 
Ahl al-bayt) who are aware of the revelation; this is done not through 
predictions or presumptions, but with absolute knowledge about the 
revelation and interpretation, muḥkam and mutashābih, nāsikh and 
mansūkh, ʿāmm and khāṣṣ, mujmal and mufaṣṣal, muṭlaq and mu-
qayyad, ẓāhir and bāṭin, orders and prohibitions, ḥalāl and ḥarām, 
and ḥudūd and aḥkām. 
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Thus, according to al-Shahrastānī, the companions were in con-
sensus that the knowledge of the Qurʾān belonged to Ahl al-bayt. A 
narration states that the companions came to ʿAlī and asked: “As a 
member of the household of the Prophet did you receive special 
knowledge other than the Qurʾān?” The statement, “other than the 
Qurʾān” shows that the companions were in agreement that the in-
formation about the revelation and interpretation of the Qurʾān be-
longed to Ahl al-bayt. In addition, even Ibn ʿAbbās was trained at 
ʿAlī’s side; the former was accepted as an authority by all scholars of 
Qurʾānic interpretation, and the Prophet recited the following prayer 
for him: “O Allah, give him depth and insight in religion and teach 
him taʾwīl (interpretation).”36 

Al-Shahrastānī explains how he was trained in the area of com-
mentary as follows: 

In my youth I just listened to my teachers about the Qurʾānic com-
mentary; in time I gained an understanding in this area and took notes 
about what I had learnt on the matter of commentary from my teacher 
Nāṣir al-Sunna Abū l-Qāsim Salmān ibn Nāṣir al-Anṣārī (may Allah be 
pleased with him). Later, my teacher allowed me to acquire the hid-
den knowledge and the sound fundamentals of the Qurʾān which 
came to us from Ahl al-bayt and their close friends.37 [On the other 
hand] someone [a Divine Being?] called to me from the direction of a 
blessed tree on the right side of the valley of that blessed place and 
said, “O ye who believe! Be careful of your duty to Allah, and be with 
the truthful!” [Q 9:119]. Thereupon, just like the narration about 
Prophet Moses and his young friend who traveled a long distance and 
found the person they were looking for, which is related in the 
Qurʾān as: “So they found one of Our slaves, on whom We had be-
stowed mercy from Ourselves, and whom We had taught knowledge 
from Our own presence” [Q 18:65], I also set off in accordance with 
the way of those who fall in love, looking for the faithful servants. At 
last I found one of the virtuous servants of Allah. From this faithful 
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servant I learnt the ways of explanation about the matters of creation 
and command (khalq-amr), the degrees of contrariety and hierarchy 
(taḍādd-tarattub), the two-dimensional matter of generality and par-
ticularity (ʿumūm-khuṣūṣ) and the two principles of the accom-
plished and inchoative (mafrūgh-mustaʾnaf). In this way, I was nour-
ished and sated from one source, unlike those who are confused and 
immured in ignorance due to feeding from various sources. I drank 
my fill from the fountain of submission, in which there is a combina-
tion of tathnīm; at last I was proficient in the language of the Qurʾān, 
its composition and order, eloquence, fluency, articulateness and 
wonders.38 

Based on these statements, some researchers have claimed that al-
Shahrastānī’s inclination to Shīʿism (tashayyuʿ) possibly comes from 
Abū l-Qāsim al-Anṣārī’s interest in kalām and philosophy.39 Toby 
Mayer, who worked on Mafātīḥ al-asrār, also claims that al-
Shahrastānī’s original contact with the Bāṭinī-Ismāʿīlī heritage was 
possibly made through this person.40 According to this claim, Abū l-
Qāsim al-Anṣārī is a secret Ismāʿīlī; however, as recorded by Tāj al-
Dīn al-Subkī, al-Anṣārī, who is renowned for his Sufi identity, was 
one of the prominent figures of Ashʿariyya.41 According to the find-
ings of Ayman Shihadeh, which we find to be very accurate, Toby 
Mayer’s conclusion about Abū l-Qāsim al-Anṣārī and al-Shahrastānī – 
that al-Shahrastānī honed his views and interpretive methods of Ahl 
al-bayt imāms with the Qurʾānic secrets that he learned from his 
teacher Abū l-Qāsim al-Anṣārī, that the latter was actually a secret 
Ismāʿīlī master, and that al-Shahrastānī made his first acquaintance 
with Ismāʿīlī thought through this master – are all based on the incor-
rect structuring and misinterpretation of a statement in the Arabic text 
in the passage quoted above. 

Toby Mayer, who has translated the introduction of Mafātīḥ and 
the commentary of al-Fātiḥa into English, and Muḥammad ʿAlī Ād-
harshab, the editor of Mafātīḥ al-asrār, identified Abū l-Qāsim as the 
subject of the verb in the statement thumma aṭlaʿanī muṭālaʿāt ka-
limāt sharīfa ʿan Ahl al-bayt wa-awliyāʾihim ʿalā asrār dafīna wa-

                                                 
38  Al-Shahrastānī, Mafātīḥ al-asrār, I, 5. 
39  Al-Suḥaybānī, Manhaj al-Shahrastānī, 66. 
40  Mayer, “Translator’s Introduction,” 6. 
41  Al-Subkī, Ṭabaqāt, VII, 96-99. 
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uṣūl matīna fī ʿilm al-Qurʾān. Furthermore, a min was placed in a 
bracket before the word muṭālaʿāt. However, in Arabic, the subject 
of the verb aṭlaʿa, which is used with the preposition ʿalā, is not Abū 
l-Qāsim al-Anṣārī, but the phrase muṭālaʿātu kalimātin. Thus, the 
aforementioned statement means: “Afterwards, my studies on the 
precious statements and views that were narrated from Ahl al-bayt 
and their friends have revealed to me the secrets and the sound ba-
sics of the Qurʾān.” That Ādharshab and Mayer did not consider 
muṭālaʿāt to be the subject of the verb aṭlaʿa is possibly because of 
the incompatibility between the verb and the subject in terms of mas-
culinity and femininity. However, using a masculine verb followed by 
a feminine subject was common in the Arabic texts of the Middle 
Ages.42 In fact, three points are emphasized in the passage above: (1) 
in his youth, al-Shahrastānī listened to the commentary of the Qurʾān 
from his teachers and in particular recorded the commentaries of his 
teacher, Abū l-Qāsim al-Anṣārī, (2) al-Shahrastānī came to understand 
the secrets of the Qurʾān through the study of the statements and 
views of Ahl al-bayt and their friends, and (3) someone (a Divine 
Being?) called upon al-Shahrastānī to be with the faithful servants. 
Upon this call he went searching, finally finding that faithful servant.43 

According to Ayman Shihadeh, this mysterious faithful servant is 
either a contemporary of al-Shahrastānī or is symbolic, indicating a 
deep source of mystical knowledge.44 However, according to Toby 
Mayer, this anonymous/nameless figure is someone other than Abū l-
Qāsim al-Anṣārī, a person who introduced al-Shahrastānī to the heri-
tage of Ismāʿīlī thought – probably a disciple of al-Ḥasan ibn al-
Ṣabbāḥ (d. 518/1124) or even the man himself.45 Toby Mayer’s views 
seem to be an assumption; nevertheless, we can easily state that al-
Shahrastānī attained philosophical wisdom through a mysterious 
spiritual mentor, a private source of knowledge or through his ex-

                                                 
42  To this argument of Ayman Shihadeh we could add the fact that the word 

muṭālaʿāt is ghayr ʿāqil (non-human) and there is a rule that allows the usage of 
a masculine verb when there is a first person pronoun (yāʾ) between such a 
subject and verb. 

43  Ayman Shihadeh, review of Keys to the Arcana: Shahrastānī’s Esoteric 
Commentary on the Qurʾan, trans. by Toby Mayer, Islam and Christian-Muslim 
Relations XXI/2 (2010), 195. 

44  Shihadeh, review of Keys to the Arcana, 195. 
45  Mayer, “Translator’s Introduction,” 7. 
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amination of the views and commentary of the imāms of Ahl al-bayt. 
Indeed, al-Shahrastānī first perceived linguistic specifications of the 
Qurʾān, such as composition, order, eloquence and articulateness in 
parallel to the knowledge that he had attained in religious sciences 
and philosophical wisdom. Later, he understood that the divine word 
was an endless ocean of meaning; again, in line with the fruit of his 
intellectual journey, al-Shahrastānī first related comments on subjects 
such as qirāʾāt, grammar, linguistics and semantics, and then laid out 
the deep and hidden meanings of each verse. However, he did not 
make up these meanings; on the contrary, al-Shahrastānī narrated 
what he had learned from the interpretations of prominent people, 
whom he describes as abrār. 

In interpreting the Qurʾān, al-Shahrastānī sought refuge in Allah 
from doing exegesis based on his personal opinion, independent of 
narration and isnād;46 this is something he emphasized many times. 
Nevertheless, he made very sophisticated comments, particularly 
under the subheading Asrār. According to the author, these com-
ments are not the product of his personal thought, but, presumably, 
are the manifestations of the wisdom he attained through his master 
and/or through a deep source of knowledge. At the same time, these 
comments are the product of the spiritual power that emanated from 
this wisdom and the fruit of that which had been revealed to him 
(futūḥāt). 

It is due to this wisdom that al-Shahrastānī referred to his com-
mentary as Mafātīḥ al-asrār wa-maṣābīḥ al-abrār. As Ādharshab has 
pointed out, the mafātīḥ (the keys) in this title is that which enables 
one to attain secret and deep meanings; the use of this word indicates 
basic concepts and theories, such as khalq-amr, taḍādd-tarattub, 
mafrūgh-mustaʾnaf, which are derived from a private and secret 
source of knowledge, whereas abrār corresponds to Ahl al-bayt. 
Indeed, according to the narrations from Shīʿī exegetes, Q 76:5, 
which starts with inna l-abrār and the following verses (5-22) were 
revealed when ʿAlī, Fāṭima, al-Ḥasan and al-Ḥusayn (may Allah be 
pleased with them) gave their own food to poor, orphaned or en-
slaved people.47 When this point is taken into consideration, the 
                                                 
46  Al-Shahrastānī, Mafātīḥ al-asrār, I, 5-6. 
47  Abū Jaʿfar Muḥammad ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭūsī, al-Tibyān fī tafsīr al-Qurʾān (ed. 

Aḥmad Ḥabīb Qaṣr al-ʿĀmilī; Beirut: Dār Iḥyāʾ al-Turāth al-ʿArabī, n.d.), X, 211; 
Abū ʿAlī al-Faḍl ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī, Majmaʿ al-bayān fī tafsīr al-Qurʾān 
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meaning of the word abrār in the phrase maṣābīḥ al-abrār can be 
better understood.48 

As far as the introduction of the commentary, which is entitled 
Mafātīḥ al-furqān, is concerned, there are twelve titles and subjects 
that are discussed in the following order: (1) the first and last revealed 
verses and the period of the revelation of the Qurʾān, (2) the matter 
of compilation of the Qurʾān, (3) the differences between narrators 
on the order of revelation of the chapters of the Qurʾān, (4) Qirāʾas, 
(5) matters that are recommended and matters that are disliked for 
people who read the Qurʾān (6) the number of chapters, verses, 
words and letters in the Qurʾān, (7) prominent exegetes from among 
the companions and other generations, and noteworthy works in the 
area of Qurʾānic commentary, (8) the meaning of tafsīr and taʾwīl, (9) 
ʿumūm-khuṣūṣ, muḥkam-mutashābih and nāsikh-mansūkh, (10) 
divine rules that are mafrūgh and those that are mustaʾnaf according 
to the principles of khalq and amr and principles of taḍādd and ta-
rattub, (11) the miracle of the Qurʾān in terms of composition, articu-
lateness, eloquence, guidance (hidāya), etc., (12) prerequisites for 
commentating on the Qurʾān. 

Very interesting and thought-provoking information, views and 
assessments are included under these twelve titles. For example, in 
the section that is concerned with the compilation of the Qurʾān, al-
Shahrastānī first recounts the process of compiling and copying the 
Qurʾān respectively by Abū Bakr and ʿUthmān, referring to the narra-
tions from al-Ṣaḥīḥ of al-Bukhārī (d. 256/869). However, he later 
cites a narration which says: “Some people of knowledge said that 
there had been many verses in the Qurʾān about the virtue of Ahl al-
bayt, but they removed them.” Following this, al-Shahrastānī recounts 
nearly all the problematic narrations about the process of compilation 
of the Qurʾān; for example, he relates that some verses were only 
found with a companion called Khuzayma ibn Thābit and that private 
copies of the Qurʾān which were with some companions, such as Ibn 
                                                                                                              

(Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 1997), X, 168; ʿAbd ʿAlī ibn Jumʿa al-Ḥuwayzī, 
Tafsīr nūr al-thaqalayn (ed. ʿAlī ʿĀshūr; Beirut: Muʾassasat al-Tārīkh al-ʿArabī, 
2001), VIII, 66; Fayḍ Mullā Muḥsin Muḥammad ibn Murtaḍā al-Kāshānī, Tafsīr al-
ṣāfī (Beirut: Muʾassasat al-Aʿlamī li l-Maṭbūʿāt, 2008), III, 497; also see Abū ʿAbd 
Allāh Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Qurṭubī, al-Jāmiʿ li-aḥkām al-Qurʾān (Beirut: 
Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 1988), XIX, 85. 

48  Ādharshab, “Muqaddimat al-Muṣaḥḥiḥ,” I, 38-39. 
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Masʿūd or Ubayy ibn Kaʿb, had a different order and content from the 
copy of ʿUthmān. He goes on to relate how there were some gram-
matical mistakes (laḥn) in ʿUthmān’s copy and that in the beginning 
some chapters were much longer than they were in this copy. The 
author also tells us how some verses, such as the verse about stoning 
to death (rajm), were excluded; however, in the end al-Shahrastānī 
tells us that there was a consensus that the ʿUthmān’s copy was the 
standard Qurʾān.49 

Yet, according to al-Shahrastānī, there is no value in this consen-
sus, as the ʿUthmān’s copy was crippled by many linguistic mistakes, 
as mentioned in the aforementioned narrations. This means that the 
Qurʾān had been altered and distorted. At this point, al-Shahrastānī 
states that he is shocked and disappointed with that when the Qurʾān 
was being compiled and copied, ʿAlī and the copy of the Qurʾān 
which he had were ignored, although ʿAlī was a native Arab who was 
much closer to the Prophet and superior to everyone in the copy 
committee in his understanding of the Qurʾān and writing skills. 
However, Allah protected the Qurʾān through Ahl al-bayt, and thus 
the text of the Qurʾān has reached us today protected from all kinds 
of distortions, alterations, deficiencies or additions.50 

It is thought-provoking that these views were expressed by al-
Shahrastānī, who was renowned as a Sunnī. His statement that the 
ʿUthmān’s copy is rife with many grammatical mistakes and missing 
verses, followed up by his claim that “the text of the Qurʾān we have 
today has been protected from all kinds of alteration and distortion,” 
– attributing this protection to Ahl al-bayt, although not expressing 
how this could be – creates a problem. However, it is very hard to 
explain that the views that are put forward on this subject by al-
Shahrastānī are parallel to some Shīʿī groups that are even more ex-
treme than the Ismāʿīlīs. For, as is known, the Ismāʿīlī sect has an or-
thodox understanding about the soundness of the text of the Qurʾān, 
although they delve deep in esoteric interpretations. On the other 
hand, in the works of ḥadīth scholars, such as al-Ṣaffār al-Qummī (d. 
290/902) and al-Kulaynī, who both belonged to the Akhbārī (Ahl al-
ḥadīth) school of Imāmiyya and exegetes like Abū l-Ḥasan ʿAlī ibn 
Ibrāhīm al-Qummī (d. 307/919) and Abū Naṣr al-ʿAyyāshī, there are 

                                                 
49  Al-Shahrastānī, Mafātīḥ al-asrār, I, 9-12. 
50  Al-Shahrastānī, Mafātīḥ al-asrār, I, 13-15. 
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various narrations from the two imāms, Muḥammad al-Bāqir and 
Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq about how the verses concerning Ahl al-bayt and their 
virtues, as well as ʿAlī and his sainthood (walāya), have been re-
moved or altered.51 

Taking into consideration that the narrations of distortion which 
were narrated by al-Shahrastānī without citation of any sources have 
been attributed to al-Imām Muḥammad al-Bāqir and Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq in 
Shīʿī Imāmī sources, who he is referring to as “some people of 
knowledge” becomes clear. However, these narrations, which have 
been recounted by Akhbārī Imāmī scholars without criticism, have 
been recognized by Uṣūlī Imāmī scholars, such as al-Sheikh al-Mufīd 
(d. 413/1022), al-Sharīf al-Murtaḍā (d. 436/1044) or Abū Jaʿfar al-Ṭūsī 
(d. 460/1067), as being unsound, particularly in terms of 
sanad/thubūt, as they are khabar wāḥid (single narration) and nar-
rated by extremist Shīʿī groups.52 

In light of all this information, it is possible to say that al-
Shahrastānī considers the narrations about the Qurʾān and its distor-
tion that were mentioned by Akhbārī scholars as being sound, and 
thus he adopted an approach that is refuted by most of the Imāmī 
scholars. This is supported by the fact that in the introduction of his 
commentary he first refers to al-Kulaynī’s al-Kāfī and that the supe-
rior features he attributes to Ahl al-bayt exactly correlate with those 
mentioned in al-Ḥujja section of this book. Likewise, al-Shahrastānī’s 
view about the differences in the revelation order of the chapters of 
the Qurʾān confirms the same result; this is because, according to al-
Shahrastānī, the true revelation order from God as it was revealed, 
chapter by chapter, verse by verse, is only known by a few select 
scholars. Although not precisely noted by al-Shahrastānī, these are 
the imāms of Ahl al-bayt. Indeed, the following narration53 by  al-
Kulaynī, taken from al-Imām Muḥammad al-Bāqir, indicates the same 
                                                 
51  For example, see Abū l-Ḥasan ʿAlī ibn Ibrāhīm al-Qummī, Tafsīr al-Qummī (Bei-

rut: Muʾassasat al-Aʿlamī li l-Maṭbūʿāt, 1991), I, 22-23; Abū l-Naṣr Muḥammad ibn 
Masʿūd al-ʿAyyāshī, Tafsīr al-ʿAyyāshī (Beirut: Muʾassasat al-Aʿlamī li l-Maṭbūʿāt, 
1991), I, 192-193. 

52  For extensive information and an evaluation on the subject, see Öztürk, Tefsirde 
Ehl-i Sünnet & Şia Polemikleri [Sunnī & Shīʿī Debates in Qurʾānic Exegesis] (An-
kara: Ankara Okulu Yayınları, 2009), 173-191. 

53  Abū Jaʿfar Muḥammad ibn Yaʿqūb al-Kulaynī, al-Kāfī fī ʿilm al-dīn (Tehran: Dār 
al-Kutub al-Islāmiyya, 1365 HS), I, 228. 
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thing: “Whoever says that the entire Qurʾān was compiled as it was 
(revealed from Allah Almighty) is a liar. Because, those who have 
compiled and protected the Qurʾān as it was revealed from Allah Al-
mighty are only ʿAlī and the imāms who came after him.” 

Other information in this context that is given by al-Shahrastānī 
needs to be examined. In particular, the lists he provides about the 
order of revelation and compilation of chapters of the Qurʾān are 
significant. According to the statement of the author, while it is not 
likely that these lists can be found elsewhere, they are narrated from 
trustworthy narrators and respected books. The first of the five lists 
concerned with the revelation order of the Qurʾān is narrated by the 
narrators of Muqātil ibn Sulaymān (d. 150/167), while the second is 
from ʿAlī through Muqātil, the third is from Ibn ʿAbbās, the fourth is 
from Ibn Wāqid54 and the fifth is from al-Imām Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq. As for 
the lists regarding the compilation order of the Qurʾān, the first is that 
of ʿUthmān ibn ʿAffān, the second is the copy of Ibn Masʿūd, the third 
is the copy belonging to Ubayy ibn Kaʿb. The fourth one is based on 
a narration by Abū ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad ibn Khālid al-Barqī (d. 
274/887 or 280/893), who was a famous Shīʿī ḥadīth scholar of the 
early period of the Imāmiyya and a companion of al-Imām Mūsā al-
Kāẓim (d. 183/799), and al-Imām Riḍā (d. 203/818), while the final 
one is based on a report by al-Yaʿqūbī (d. 292/905).55 

On the subject of readings (qirāʾāt) of the Qurʾān, al-Shahrastānī 
displays, as it were, a different stance. Strictly speaking, the attitude 
adopted by al-Shahrastānī on the subject is completely orthodox; this 
is because, according to him, all of the seven or ten qirāʾas that are 
renowned and accepted in the circles of Ahl al-sunna are based on 
Prophet Muḥammad (pbuh) through sound narrations. Thus, there is 
no permission for individual preference in qirāʾāt. None of the fa-
mous imāms of qirāʾa, such as Ibn ʿĀmir (d. 118/736), ʿĀṣim ibn 
                                                 
54  This person is most probably Abū ʿAlī al-Ḥusayn ibn Wāqid al-Qurashī al-

Marwazī. According to the records of al-Dāwūdī (d. 945/1539), Ibn Wāqid, who 
died in 157/774 or 159/776, took lessons from scholars like ʿAbd Allāh ibn 
Burayda and ʿIkrima. Many scholars of ḥadīth, except for al-Bukhārī, narrated 
from Ibn Wāqid, who wrote a commentary and two other works, Wujūh al-
Qurʾān and al-Nāsikh wa-l-mansūkh. See Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn ʿAlī al-
Dāwūdī, Ṭabaqāt al-mufassirīn (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, n.d.), I, 163-
164.  

55  Al-Shahrastānī, Mafātīḥ al-asrār, I, 16-30. 
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Bahdala (d. 127/745), Abū ʿAmr (d. 154/771) or al-Nāfiʿ (d. 169/785) 
produced qirāʾāt according to their own preferences. Similarly, no 
one from among the companions or their descendants produced any 
qirāʾa, nor interpreted the Qurʾān, in line with their personal opin-
ion. This is because the Prophet strictly forbade doing exegesis by 
personal opinion. On the other hand, the narrations that the Qurʾān 
was revealed in seven modes are sound.56 

All these views correspond exactly with the generally accepted 
views of Ahl al-sunna. Furthermore, al-Shahrastānī is of the same 
opinion as Abū ʿAmr al-Dānī (d. 444/1054), Abū Shāma al-Maqdisī (d. 
665/1267) and Ibn al-Jazarī (d. 833/1429) about qirāʾāt and the seven 
modes, even though this style of thought is absolutely contrary to the 
general Shīʿī views. The narrations about the revelation of the Qurʾān 
in seven modes are not approved of in the Imāmī Shīʿī tradition, and 
the opinion that these different qirāʾas are mutawātir (mass narrated 
report) is not accepted.57 

On the matter of commentating on the Qurʾān according to one’s 
personal opinion, al-Shahrastānī seems to accept a parallel view to 
that of Ahl al-ḥadīth. However, Ahl al-ḥadīth mentioned here is not 
that which is known as Ahl al-sunna al-khāṣṣa, but rather is the   
Akhbāriyya, the equivalent of this school in the Imāmī Shīʿī tradition. 
We are able to arrive at this conclusion because, after reporting the 
narration about the impermissibility of creating commentary accord-
ing to one’s personal opinion, al-Shahrastānī refers to another narra-
tion that is narrated in the tamrīḍ mode (by the expression “qīla [it is 
said]”). This is attributed to al-Imām Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq,58 who is of the 
opinion that the interpretation of the Qurʾān according to one’s per-
sonal opinion is not permissible. Al-Shahrastānī points out how diffi-
cult it is for a person to do exegesis of the Qurʾān, except, he adds, 
“for one group”. In his own words, this group is none other than the 
imāms of Ahl al-bayt, the spiritual pillars of the world, people who 
have inherited one of the great trusts, the inheritors of the prophets 
and people who are the most prominent in both worlds, as well as 

                                                 
56  Al-Shahrastānī, Mafātīḥ al-asrār, I, 17, 37. 
57  Öztürk, Tefsirde Ehl-i Sünnet & Şia Polemikleri, 229-272. 
58  Al-ʿAyyāshī, Tafsīr al-ʿAyyāshī, I, 17-29. 
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being close and favorite subjects of Allah, the trustees of His secrets 
and mines of wisdom.59 

It should be stated here that the Ismāʿīliyya has a similar under-
standing about personal interpretation not being permissible for relig-
ion in general and the Qurʾān in particular, but it is ironic that while 
the same sect defends such an approach, they are also unparalleled 
in their production of esoteric interpretations. This seems also to be 
the case with al-Shahrastānī, which is as paradoxical as it is ironic. 
Although on the one hand, al-Shahrastānī says that it is not possible 
to do exegesis according to one’s personal opinion, on the other 
hand he tries to justify the esoteric interpretations he produced 
founded on personal opinion according to enlightenment from the 
imāms of Ahl al-bayt. As researchers like Toby Mayer have pointed 
out, this explanation reminds the doctrine of taʿlīm60 (learning reli-
gious truths under the mentorship of innocent imāms) of the Nizārī 
Ismāʿīlīs, however, it is not sufficient, at least for us, to solve the 
paradox in question. 

Interestingly, al-Shahrastānī recommends a practice of religiosity 
that goes beyond the orthodox approach of a faqīh and is more spe-
cific to that of the ascetics and pious people on the subject of recom-
mended and disliked actions for readers of the Qurʾān, and says:61 “A 
person who is junub or menstruating cannot read the Qurʾān. Thus, 
the person who reads the Qurʾān should be clean and have ablution. 
Even if there is no harm in reciting the Qurʾān without the lesser ablu-
tion (wuḍūʾ), as a sign of respect to the Qurʾān, one should read it 
with the lesser ablution and turn in the direction of the Kaʿba, reading 
in a most somber voice, in a state of utmost calm and readiness of 
heart.” In the introduction he repeats common views on the section 
about exegesis and interpretation of the Qurʾān; similarly, he does 
not say anything that contradicts the conventional view on subjects, 
such as the miraculousness of the Qurʾān or the matter of muḥkam-
mutashābih. However, he rejects the conventional understanding of 
naskh and puts forth interesting opinions on this subject; in addition 

                                                 
59  Al-Shahrastānī, Mafātīḥ al-asrār, I, 37. 
60  Mayer, “Shahrastānī on the Arcana of the Qurʾan,” 75-76. For further information 
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to this, he makes compelling statements in matters of ʿumūm (gener-
ality) and khuṣūṣ (particularity). 

According to al-Shahrastānī, the subject of ʿumūm and khuṣūṣ has 
dimensions that differ from the content in the methodology of Islamic 
law (uṣūl al-fiqh). Many scholars, however, have failed to determine 
indicators of specific words and concepts in the Qurʾān that refer to 
certain person/people (tashkhīṣ al-makhṣūṣāt). Al-Shahrastānī says: 
“There is no ʿāmm (general) wording in the Qurʾān that is not speci-
fied and there is no specification that is not personalized” (mā min 
lafẓin ʿāmmin fī l-Qurʾān illā wa-qad dakhalahū l-takhṣīṣ wa-mā min 
takhṣīṣin illā wa-qad qāranahū l-tashkhīṣ); he then goes on to give 
the following examples in support of this thesis: 

The word al-nās as a general term does not include children or in-
sane people, but only the mukallaf (religiously responsible person). 
From this aspect, al-nās is an ʿāmm (general) term that has not been 
specified. This term can also be personalized in reference to a specific 
group. For example, in the verse: “Then hasten onward from the 
place whence the multitude hasteneth onward” (Q 2:199), the order 
“afīḍū/hasten onward” applies to specific persons (the mukallaf), 
while the word al-nās in the statement “min ḥaythu afāḍa l-nās” in-
dicates more specific people, rather than the mukallaf in question. 
(Although not explicitly stated by al-Shahrastānī, these people are 
none other than the imāms of Ahl al-bayt.) 

In other verses, the word al-nās is used to refer to a specific person 
among the imāms. For example, in the verse: “Or are they jealous of 
mankind…” the term al-nās refers to the Prophet, as is stated in some 
commentaries. This is the personalization of a khāṣṣ (specific) term.62 

Both these views and his remarks that are in keeping with them 
have been accepted by some researchers as the greatest indication of 
al-Shahrastānī’s inclination to esoteric interpretation.63 We find this 
evaluation and assessment valid up to a point, as this kind of interpre-
tation can be found in the commentaries of Shīʿī Imāmī exegetes, 
such as al-Qummī, al-ʿAyyāshī and Fayḍ al-Kāshānī, as well as in ex-
treme Shīʿī sects, such as Kaysāniyya, Mughīriyya, Manṣūriyya, 
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Khaṭṭābiyya and Ismāʿīliyya.64 Therefore, when examining his inter-
pretations, it can be said that al-Shahrastānī displays an approach that 
is Shīʿī in general, while being Ismāʿīlī-Bāṭinī in particular. 

Sources and Characteristics of the Commentary 

The sources used in al-Shahrastānī’s commentary can be divided 
into two categories, as the commentary consists of two dimensions. 
This double dimension is based on the division between tanzīl and 
taʾwīl, and between ẓāhir and bāṭin. Indeed, the principle of 
taḍādd-tarattub, which al-Shahrastānī sees as one of the keys to the 
secrets of the Qurʾān, represents this double dimension. According to 
this, everything that has either a concrete or abstract quality has two 
poles and dimensions; for example, good and bad, beautiful and 
ugly, night and day, long and short, or black and white. As a matter of 
fact, everything in the Qurʾān is mentioned as having two sides, for 
example, belief and non-belief, believer and non-believer, and sin 
and good deeds. This double dimension is true for the Qurʾān itself, 
which has aspects of both tanzīl and taʾwīl. Again, the Qurʾān also 
has a ẓāhirī and a bāṭinī facet. Al-Shahrastānī, who frequently states 
narrations of ẓāhir-bāṭin about the Qurʾān, also frequently mentions 
the distinction of tanzīl-taʾwīl in the interpretation of many verses; 
according to him, tanzīl corresponds to the wording (lafẓ) of the 
Qurʾān, while taʾwīl corresponds to the deeper meaning. Again, ac-
cording to this distinction, tanzīl is the subject of the science of 
Qurʾānic commentary that is concerned with the ẓāhirī dimension, 
which includes language, grammar, eloquence, linguistics, semantics, 
readings, and legal rulings. Taʾwīl is concerned with the deeper 
meanings and exploring the secrets of the Qurʾān. 

Based on this categorical distinction, al-Shahrastānī first explains a 
verse from a ẓāhirī dimension and then goes onto the bāṭinī dimen-
sion, using different sources in accordance with the two different 
styles of explanation. He gives the sources he uses for the ẓāhirī di-
mensions. Among the sources of linguistics to which al-Shahrastānī 
refers are names like al-Khalīl ibn Aḥmad (d. 175/791), Sībawayh (d. 
180/796), al-Akhfash al-Awsaṭ (d. 215/830), al-Aṣmaʿī (d. 216/831), 
Abū ʿAbd Allāh Ibn al-Aʿrābī (d. 231/846), Thaʿlab (d. 291/904), al-
Azharī (d. 370/980) and al-Jawharī (d. 400/1009). He also gives the 
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opinions of exegetes, such as al-Farrāʾ (d. 207/822), al-Ṭabarī (d. 
310/923), Abū Muslim al-Iṣfahānī (d. 322/934) and al-Qaffāl al-Shāshī 
(d. 365/976). Al-Shahrastānī also narrates from scholars among the 
companions and the tābiʿūn, as well as the imāms of Ahl al-bayt in 
the interpretation of many verses, but he records the narrations with-
out sanad (chain of narrators). He attributes a special importance to 
the opinions of al-Qaffāl al-Shāshī among the sources of Qurʾānic 
interpretation that are mentioned, especially for the correlation be-
tween verses. 

According to the statement of the author himself, the main source 
of the views and interpretations that comprise the distinctive section 
of Mafātīḥ al-asrār, that is, Asrār, are the imāms of Ahl al-bayt. It is 
more likely that al-Shahrastānī, who bases his esoteric interpretations 
on the latter, took these interpretations from sources that are claimed 
to have belonged to al-Imām Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq and which are respected 
in the Bāṭinī-Ismāʿīlī tradition; these include Khawāṣṣ al-Qurʾān, 
Miṣbāḥ al-sharīʿa wa-miftāḥ al-ḥaqīqa, Asrār al-waḥy, al-Khāfiya fī 
ʿilm al-ḥurūf and Kitāb al-tawḥīd wa-l-tadbīr, which were reported 
from Mufaḍḍal ibn ʿUmar al-Juʿfī (d. 128/745[?]). In fact, the narrations 
he reports from al-Imām Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq in the twelfth chapter of the 
introduction confirm this. According to one of the statements in these 
narrations, al-Imām Jaʿfar responds to a person called Sudayr al-
Ṣayrafī, who asks if the claims that the imāms of Ahl al-bayt had 
qualities, such as receiving revelation, were true or not, saying: “Do 
not honor those who talk nonsense about us. We are the proofs of 
Allah and His agents over human beings. Whatever we say is ḥalāl or 
ḥarām comes from the book of Allah.”65 

According to another narration, a person named al-Fayḍ ibn al-
Mukhtār complained and said: “Each one of your supporters says 
something different. What is this for God’s sake?! I go to their circle in 
Kūfa and fall into almost total doubt, and then I go to Mufaḍḍal ibn 
ʿUmar al-Juʿfī, I find what he says to be acceptable.” Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq 
replied: “Yes, people close to us have made up many lies about us. It 
is to such extent that I narrate a ḥadīth to one of them and when that 
person leaves my side, he interprets it inappropriately.” According to 
another narration, there was a claim in a letter written to Jaʿfar al-
Ṣādiq that some of his supporters interpreted the orders and prohibi-
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tions in the Qurʾān only in the esoteric style. They said: “a certain 
person was intended for prayer, while another person was intended 
for fasting, another for zakāt, another for ḥajj; all of these people 
refer to the imāms. Whoever learns about these people will have 
prayed, fasted, given zakāt and performed ḥajj.” They also under-
stood that the prohibitions stood for certain people. al-Imām Jaʿfar al-
Ṣādiq strongly denied all such interpretations.66 

It is significant that all these narrations come from Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq, 
because some people close to him attributed him with some miracu-
lous features, even while he was still alive. It was claimed that he was 
interested in secret sciences, such as jifr and talismans, and even 
many works about these sciences were attributed to him.67 Further-
more, all the sects in the history of Islamic thought which have eso-
teric tendencies, most importantly the Ghulāt (extreme Shīʿī sects) 
and the Ismāʿīlīs, have all shown great interest in Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq and 
the works that have been attributed to him. When this point is taken 
into consideration, it can be said that al-Shahrastānī also used sources 
that were attributed to Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq in the interpretations he in-
cluded under the title of Asrār; however, he tried to explain that al-
though he has narrated these statements he does not adopt a stance 
that disregards the external (ẓāhirī) meaning, and thus he is not to be 
included among the extreme followers of Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq. 

As a result, it seems that the reason for including the aforemen-
tioned statements in the introduction is to indicate that a great num-
ber of the esoteric interpretations which have been attributed to the 
imāms of Ahl al-bayt are based on the authority of Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq and 
that these interpretations differ from the esotericism of those who 
ignore the ẓāhir. Another indicator that demonstrates which sources 
are used when narrating the esoteric interpretations of al-Shahrastānī 
is that most of the narrations of commentary from the imāms of Ahl 
al-bayt in Shīʿī literature come from al-Imām Muḥammad al-Bāqir and 
al-Imām Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq. The narrations from al-Imām Muḥammad al-
Bāqir about the interpretations of Qurʾānic verses were recorded in 
the commentary of Abū l-Jārūd Ziyād ibn Mundhir (d. 150/767); this 
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commentary has in part reached us today through Tafsīr al-Qummī, 
which has been attributed to al-Qummī.68 However, the content of 
the narrations from Muḥammad al-Bāqir do not correspond with the 
esoteric interpretations that al-Shahrastānī gives under the title Asrār, 
thus increasing the possibility that the aforementioned interpretations 
could have been quoted from works that are attributed to Jaʿfar al-
Ṣādiq.69 

Features of Method and Contents of the Commentary 

Mafātīḥ al-asrār is a very interesting commentary in terms of 
method and content. It is interesting in method because it is a com-
mentary of dirāya (based on raʾy) by a scholar who claims that the 
interpretation by raʾy is forbidden. To state this paradox more clearly, 
Mafātīḥ al-asrār is a commentary that is based on traditions and nar-
rations according to the author, but in truth, the facet of raʾy out-
weighs the former. This seems to present a significant paradox. While 
al-Shahrastānī seeks refuge in Allah from interpreting the Qurʾān ac-
cording to his own raʾy, he also mentions that he was the recipient of 
a prayer to receive knowledge for the sake of the prominent servants 
of Allah, saying: “I found the strength to reach the words of prophecy 
within myself (hidāya) and was familiar with the language of 
prophethood; in this way, I reached the secrets of the words of the 
glorious Qurʾān.” However, in the end he adds: “without interpreting 
the Qurʾān according to my own raʾy.”70 

According to these statements, the interpretations given by al-
Shahrastānī under the title of Asrār do not belong to him. In the sev-
enth section of the introduction, he says that the true owners of the 
opinions stated under the section Asrār belong to those who are 
known as ahl al-Qurʾān, aṣḥāb al-asrār: “Those upon whom Allah 
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guided to the right path” and “those who have been given knowledge 
of the secrets of the Qurʾān.”71 

Al-Shahrastānī is not content merely with narrations; he also re-
cords his own views and opinions about the secrets of the Qurʾān; 
however, he does not consider this to be his own raʾy. This is be-
cause, as we have indicated above, through his mysterious sage 
and/or his source of wisdom and through his contemplations of the 
statements of the imāms of Ahl al-bayt he earned a spiritual aptitude 
that helped him to discover the deep layers of meaning of the Qurʾān. 
Al-Shahrastānī believes that his understanding and commentary of 
the Qurʾān is correct because of this spiritual aptitude. On the other 
hand, the Qadariyya/Muʿtazila, Jabriyya, Mushabbiha and other sects 
did commentaries on the mutashābih verses according to their per-
sonal opinions, particularly those concerned with matters like divine 
attributes, preordination and fate. In this way they misinterpreted the 
Qurʾān and came to incorrect conclusions. In the same way, in the 
same subjects the Ashʿarīs also misinterpreted the Qurʾān.72 

It is very interesting how al-Shahrastānī marginalizes Ashʿariyya73 
and describes all these sects as being confused and bewildered in 
terms of their understanding and interpretation of the Qurʾān. He 
goes on to explain that the main reason for this is their inability to 
acquire knowledge from the true source and gate of knowledge, that 
is, ʿAlī and his sons (the imāms of Ahl al-bayt). After discussing this 
matter, al-Shahrastānī reports various narrations about the virtues of 
ʿAlī and his absolute authority in understanding the Qurʾān, and then 
provides a number of narrations from Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq.74 

Al-Shahrastānī then goes on to examine the matter of the keys that 
open the gate to the secrets of the Qurʾān; these keys are acquired 
through the guidance and wisdom that come from the imāms of Ahl 
al-bayt and are expressed with concepts and theories that al-
Shahrastānī calls ʿumūm-khuṣūṣ, taḍādd-tarattub, mafrūgh-
mustaʾnaf and khalq-amr. For example, according to the explanation 
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of the author about ʿumūm-khuṣūṣ, there is no general concept in the 
Qurʾān that has not been assigned a specific expression, and there is 
no specification that does not fall under personalization. According to 
this, the attributes of those who are praised or criticized in the Qurʾān 
can be ascribed to certain people who lived during the period of 
Qurʾānic revelation, as well as to other people who lived after this 
period through personalization. In order to explain this, it would be 
helpful to cite the explanation of the author about the Israelites wor-
shipping the calf, which is related in Q 2:54. 

In the commentary of the aforementioned verse, al-Shahrastānī 
starts with the statement: “Those who take heed of the stories in the 
Qurʾān said …” and briefly records the following: 

Each parable of the Qurʾān has an equivalent in the Muslim commu-
nity. A discord (fitna) similar to that which existed among the Israel-
ites who were worshipping the calf after Prophet Moses went up 
Mount Sinai has fallen upon the Muslim community. In other words, 
the Muslim community has become slaves of the ostensible caliphates 
in a way that is similar to the Israelites who worshipped the calf. 
These caliphs are the Umayyads, whom the Prophet described as, “in 
my dream I saw some men trampling over my pulpit like donkeys.” 
Indeed, some of the Umayyads seized the right of the caliphate from 
Ahl al-bayt, friends and allies of Allah, and some slaughtered them. 
As Allah ordered the Israelites to kill one another because of their 
worship of the calf, He brought down his wrath against those who 
worshipped the calf in this community, meaning those who martyred 
Ḥusayn and became the vanguards of hell, that is, the followers of 
Yazīd. This happened to such an extent that seventy thousand fol-
lowers of Yazīd – may Allah increase their torment in Hell – were 
killed in a short period of time.75 

In essence, this comment is strictly in keeping with the Imāmī 
concept of tawallī-tabarrī; to love the Prophet and those who have 
descended from his lineage and not to love those who do not love 
the Prophet or his lineage. The Imāmiyya believes that every Muslim 
must be lovingly devoted to Ahl al-bayt, because in Q 42:23 – accord-
ing to the Shīʿī interpretation – Allah commands Muslims to love Ahl 
al-bayt. Also, Prophet Muḥammad declared that feeling affection for 
Ahl al-bayt is a sign of faith and also pointed out that loving Ahl al-
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bayt is the equivalent of loving Allah and His Messenger. For this 
reason, loving Ahl al-bayt is equal to loving Allah and His Messenger, 
and is thus compulsory. A person who denies this truth is the same as 
someone who denies the obligation of ṣalāt (prayer) or zakāt, or 
even the prophethood.76 

From the commentary of Q 2:165-167, which are concerned with 
how some people take (for worship) others than Allah and love them 
with a love that should be for Allah alone, it is possible to perceive 
the concept of ʿumūm-khuṣūṣ and the personalization of specific 
words which al-Shahrastānī utilizes as one of the keys for discovering 
the secrets of the Qurʾān; this is done in an attempt to establish a 
foundation for the tawallī-tabarrī concept of the Imāmiyya. In the 
commentary of these verses, al-Shahrastānī uses an expression that 
we can summarize here as: “According to these verses, to love Allah 
is to love one of His friends, while to attribute partners to Him is ei-
ther to build idols and worship them or to adhere to the views of 
some people who are considered absolute authorities.” Then al-
Shahrastānī records some Prophetic traditions, for example: “Who-
ever loves my Ahl al-bayt loves me, and whoever loves me loves 
Allah,” “On the Day of Judgment all forms of relations and lineage 
will be severed and will not be of any benefit, except my relation and 
lineage,” “I am leaving you two great trusts. One is the book of Allah 
and the other is my Ahl al-bayt. If you faithfully hold on to these with 
you will never go astray.”77 

It is possible to make a connection with the Imāmiyya through the 
concepts of mafrūgh-mustaʾnaf, which al-Shahrastānī perceives as 
another important key to the secrets of the Qurʾān. The following 
explains the basic content of these concepts: There are two different 
worlds and two different divine edicts in the plane of existence.   
Mafrūgh signifies the completed world that has reached the point of 
perfection; the divine edict concerned with this world is final. No 
change in the mafrūgh world is possible. The mustaʾnaf world and 
edict have not yet reached perfection and so have not been finalized. 
For this reason, divine edicts about the mustaʾnaf world are open-
ended. If this distinction is not taken into consideration, if the entire 
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world is accepted as being mafrūgh and all divine edicts are deemed 
absolute and unchangeable, the idea of jabr (predestination) be-
comes inevitable while the opposite is accepted, then it is inevitable 
that tafwīḍ (complete freedom) will be adopted. Both of these ap-
proaches are incorrect; the correct way is to hold a path between 
these two, a path that finds its expression in the distinction between 
mafrūgh and mustaʾnaf.78 

Al-Shahrastānī thinks that matters such as predestination (qadar), 
human actions, divine will and the freedom of the human being, as 
well as hidāya and ḍalāla, which are among the most debated sub-
jects of Islamic kalām, can only be solved with this distinction; for 
instance Q 2:26 states that Allah has led most people astray by using 
similitudes of a gnat and such-like creatures, but at the end of the 
same verse it is stated that only those who have deviated have been 
led astray. Both of these divine statements are surely true; but the first 
one is a mafrūgh decree, and the second one is a mustaʾnaf decree. 
There is a dialectic relationship between these two decrees that re-
minds us of the relationship between the chicken and the egg. Fur-
thermore, when it is understood that the mafrūgh, which is the final 
decree, occurs because of the mustaʾnaf and that the mustaʾnaf de-
cree is derived from mafrūgh, it becomes clear that the idea of pre-
destination and the denial of fate are both incorrect. About being led 
astray we can state the following: Allah led people astray, thus they 
went astray from the true path; however, at the same time, these 
people already went astray from the true path, thus Allah led them 
astray. This means that deviation (fisq) occurs with Allah’s leading 
people astray and Allah leads people astray because they have will-
ingly gone astray from the true path.79 

This approach to divine edict and human actions reminds one of 
the idea that Ahl al-sunna is a middle way between the Jabriyya and 
Muʿtazila and even evokes the kasb theory of the Ashʿariyya, but 
strongly resembles the badā theory of the Imāmiyya. According to 
the mafrūgh-mustaʾnaf distinction that is mentioned above, Allah 
has two edicts, for the world of creation in general, and for human 
actions in particular. The first one is of a nature that is permanent and 
unchangeable (makhtūm). The second one comes under mustaʾnaf 
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and can change.80 For us, this understanding substantially overlaps 
with the badā theory of the Imāmiyya. According to a narration that 
has been attributed to Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq, which is concerned with the 
badā theory that is connected to the subject of imāma and has 
caused great dispute among Imāmī Shīʿī scholars, it is said that with 
Allah all actions are divided into two: that is, al-umūr al-makhtūma 
and al-umūr al-mawqūfa. Al-umūr al-makhtūma is concerned with 
things that are final and closed to change, while al-umūr al-mawqūfa 
is concerned with things that are open to change in keeping with 
divine will and intention.81 Moreover, as stated by some Shīʿī scholars, 
badā has been described as a secret knowledge that belongs to the 
imāms of Ahl al-bayt.82 This description is closely related to the idea 
presented in a series of narrations in the basic Shīʿī ḥadīth and tafsīr 
sources that Allah has two kinds of knowledge. The first one is al-
ʿilm al-maknūn and/or al-ʿilm al-makhzūn, which is only for Allah. 
Badā actualizes within this knowledge that is described as umm al-
kitāb in the Qurʾān. The second type of divine knowledge is that 
which is known to the angels, Prophets and their trustees/saints, al-
ʿilm al-makhtūm; it is closed to badā, namely, is closed to change.83 
In a narration reported by al-Ṣaffār al-Qummī, it is said that the imāms 
are able to perceive when badā occurs in the knowledge that is 
unique to Allah.84 

Parallel to this division, Shīʿī scholars claim that there are two tab-
lets of fate/predestination with Allah. The first one is al-lawḥ al-
mahfūẓ. That which is written on this tablet is absolute and perma-
nent. The second tablet is called lawḥ al-maḥw wa-l-ithbāt. As ex-
pressed by the contemporary Shīʿī exegete al-Khūʾī (d. 1992), badā 
actualizes within the suspended (mawqūf) divine edict that has been 
recorded on this tablet. In this sense, saying that badā is permissible 
does not imply attributing ignorance to Allah. Again, such an idea of 

                                                 
80  Al-Shahrastānī, Mafātīḥ al-asrār, I, 507, 767; II, 653.  
81  Al-ʿAyyāshī, Tafsīr al-ʿAyyāshī, II, 232. 
82  Muḥammad Ḥusayn Kāshif al-Ghiṭāʾ, Aṣl al-Shīʿa wa-uṣūluhā (Qum: Muʾassasat 

al-Imām ʿAlī, 1415), 313. 
83  Al-Kulaynī, al-Kāfī, I, 147; al-ʿAyyāshī, Tafsīr al-ʿAyyāshī, II, 232-233. 
84  Abū Jaʿfar Muḥammad ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṣaffār al-Qummī, Baṣāʾir al-darajāt 

(Qum: Manshūrāt-i Maktaba-i Āyat Allāh Marʿashī, 1404), 394. 
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badā does not impair Allah’s greatness or sublimity.85 In truth, 
through badā, Allah discloses secrets that are recorded on the tablets 
of al-maḥw wa-l-ithbāt. Allah can inform some of the angels or 
Prophets who are close to Him about this secret. The angels notify 
the Messengers about it and the Prophets inform their umma. How-
ever, after a while, a situation that contradicts this information arises. 
This is absolutely normal because Allah has erased everything that 
was connected to the first instance and has instead made something 
else in the outer world. All of this knowledge exists in the eternal 
knowledge of Allah. This is what is being described in Q 13:39, “Allah 
doth blot out or confirm what He pleaseth: with Him is the Mother of 
the Book.”86 

In Mafātīḥ al-asrār, in addition to many basic views and interpre-
tations about imāma, waṣāya, imām, waṣī, etc., which correspond 
with the views of the Imāmiyya, al-Shahrastānī uses the bāṭinī and 
ḥurūfī interpretations, such as al-ḥurūf al-muqaṭṭaʿa, the number of 
seven, mann and salwā (manna and quail), the staff of Prophet 
Moses and the twelve springs that emitted from a rock,87 all of which 
are used to a large extent in the books of Ismāʿīlī philosophers and 
Sufis with a bāṭinī inclination, including Muḥyī al-Dīn Ibn al-ʿArabī (d. 
638/1240) and ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Kāshānī (d. 736/1335). He also uses 
various concepts, such as al-ʿaql al-kullī, al-nafs al-kullī, lawḥ, pen, 
abdāl, awtād. These are all characteristics that document al-
Shahrastānī’s usage of bāṭinī and philosophical sources in the most 
general terms. 

General Review and Conclusion 

The Qurʾānic commentary, Mafātīḥ al-asrār, which has been at-
tributed to al-Shahrastānī, has the characteristics of works that were 
written within the frame of Shīʿī thought. However, the information 
about the external explanations of verses provided under titles such 
as naẓm, nuzūl, tafsīr, lugha and maʿānī, are mostly descriptive and 
correspond exactly with the classical commentaries of dirāya in the 
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Sunnī tradition as far as terms of expression and content are con-
cerned. This correspondence is not the primary feature, but rather a 
secondary one, due to the unique and original stance of Mafātīḥ al-
asrār not being the section on the explanation of external meaning, 
but rather the section of interpretation related to the secrets (asrār). 
Moreover, most of the commentaries in the Asrār section, which can 
be found under the commentary of almost every verse, have an eso-
teric nature. On the other hand, it is possible to describe Mafātīḥ al-
asrār, in its most general terms, as an eclectic commentary; the verses 
are first explained according to their external meaning and then ac-
cording to the more esoteric aspects, with the two explanations being 
presented under separate titles (except in a few places); this acts as a 
clear indication of the work’s eclectic structure. The various commen-
taries can sometimes be described as philosophical or mystical, in a 
way that is sometimes very close to Gnosticism, or as having a politi-
cal or sectarian content; each commentary, differentiated under subti-
tles as sirr ākhar (another secret), can be evaluated as characteristics 
that are particular to the eclectic structure. 

Although the commentaries concerning the secrets of the Qurʾān 
are esoteric in style, this esotericism is not one that disregards the 
external meaning of the Qurʾān. Again, this esotericism cannot be 
identified with the Ismāʿīlī esotericism, although there is a shared 
usage of certain terms and concepts. It seems that al-Shahrastānī’s 
esoteric interpretations are expansions of the concepts of bāṭin and 
taʾwīl of the Imāmiyya, especially the early period Akhbārī scholars, 
such as al-Kulaynī, al-ʿAyyāshī and al-Ṣaffār al-Qummī; all of the 
above frequently repeated the narration: “The Qurʾān has an external 
and an esoteric dimension” in their works, although what they are 
alluding to here is not clearly disclosed. This is because in the       
Akhbārī-Salafī school of the Imāmiyya there is a frequent emphasis 
on the double dimension of the Qurʾān, utilizing the concepts of 
ẓāhir-bāṭin and tanzīl-taʾwīl; however, suitable elucidation to allow 
us to comprehend the deep meaning that has been attributed to the 
concepts of bāṭin and taʾwīl is not provided. In the commentary it is 
emphasized that the only authority in the exegesis and interpretation 
of the Qurʾān is the imāms. Furthermore, esoteric interpretations have 
rarely been reported from the imāms of Ahl al-bayt in the Imāmī Shīʿī 
sources. To put it more accurately, the Imāmī Shīʿī literature gives 
clear and comprehensible reports from the imāms of Ahl al-bayt. In 
addition, because doing exegesis of the Qurʾān based on personal 
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opinions was forbidden in the Akhbārī school of the Imāmiyya, the 
scholars of this school refrained from taʾwīl. Al-Shahrastānī took his 
place alongside the Akhbāriyya in the matter of doing exegesis of the 
Qurʾān with personal opinions, but also stated that being acquainted 
with the imāms’ views and interpretations regarding the Qurʾān 
brought him a wisdom and spiritual power, thus enabled him to pro-
duce personal interpretations. Thus, al-Shahrastānī combined the 
traditionalist/scripturalist line of the Imāmiyya with Shīʿī wisdom and 
insight, or he gave an esoteric coloring to the Imāmiyya’s externalist 
approach in Qurʾānic exegesis with interpretations based on philoso-
phical insight. In this way, al-Shahrastānī continuously referred to the 
imāms of Ahl al-bayt, most frequently referring to Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq; 
more accurately, he used various works that were attributed to Jaʿfar 
al-Ṣādiq, and also well-respected in the Ismāʿīlī tradition. 

Al-Shahrastānī’s esoteric and ḥurūfī interpretations in some verses 
(especially those concerned with al-ḥurūf al-muqaṭṭaʿa and the 
number of seven), his attribution of some Qurʾānic concepts to cer-
tain people, assigning symbolic meanings to them, and the utilization 
of concepts such as khalq-amr, taḍādd-tarattub, and the divine word 
in parallel with the Ismāʿīlī terminology should not be taken as an 
indication that he was a Bāṭinī-Ismāʿīlī. Rather, he only used Ismāʿīlī 
terms as an instrument to introduce a philosophical depth to the 
thought of the Akhbārī school of the Imāmiyya, as the identity put 
forth by al-Shahrastānī in Mafātīḥ al-asrār is an Akhbārī Imāmī Shīʿī 
identity rather than a Bāṭinī-Ismāʿīlī one. Indeed, the fact that he does 
not mention the Uṣūlī school of the Imāmiyya, one that was mostly 
formed and developed under the effect of the Muʿtazila and which 
not only gave importance to personal opinion in Qurʾānic exegesis, 
but also implemented it, and even he frequently criticizes the 
Muʿtazila, which the Uṣūlīs saw as a reference frame in theology, in-
dicates the same association. In addition, his alienation of the     
Jabriyya, Murjiʾa, Karrāmiyya and even the Ashʿariyya, and his accu-
sations that they misunderstood and misinterpreted verses that are 
concerned with divine attributes, fate and predestination, and human 
actions, is an important evidence about the identity that is being put 
forth, particularly in Mafātīḥ al-asrār, is far removed from the Sunnī 
identity. 

In light of all this information, we can say that the opinion which is 
closest to the truth about al-Shahrastānī’s sectarian identity is that put 



                  Mustafa Öztürk 
234 

forward by Ibn Taymiyya, who stated that al-Shahrastānī adopted the 
views of the Imāmiyya in many subjects, while sometimes putting 
forth opinions that were in line with Ismāʿīlī views. At this point, it 
can be said that al-Shahrastānī’s Ashʿarī identity emerges, particularly 
in Nihāyat al-iqdām, and thus he displays different stances in differ-
ent works. However, this can be seen to be a characteristic of his 
search for the truth rather than a hypocritical, sycophantic or oppor-
tunistic stance. Moreover, a similar situation can be found in the life 
of al-Imām al-Ghazālī. Indeed, al-Ghazālī comes across as a Sunnī 
methodologist and a faqīh in some of his works, while in others as 
the fiercest enemy of the Bāṭinī school and esotericism, a stern oppo-
nent of philosophers, a Sunnī Sufi, and at other times as having bāṭinī 
tendencies. 

In conclusion, the fact that al-Shahrastānī takes up different 
stances in different works reminds us of the search for truth that al-
Ghazālī describes in al-Munqidh. It is significant that both Ẓahīr al-
Dīn al-Bayhaqī and Ibn Taymiyya found a similarity between al-
Shahrastānī and al-Ghazālī, and that both mentioned88 these names in 
the same context. While al-Ghazālī concluded his journey in search of 
the truth with a rich Sunnī Sufi wisdom, al-Shahrastānī, as can be seen 
from Mafātīḥ al-asrār, which he wrote during his last years, com-
pleted the same journey by reaching philosophical insight within the 
Imāmī Shīʿī matrix. In fact, al-Shahrastānī displayed his inclination 
towards Shīʿism by dedicating al-Milal and al-Muṣāraʿa to Naqīb al-
ashrāf ʿAlī ibn Jaʿfar al-Mūsawī, and he then reinforced his Shīʿī incli-
nation in his Qurʾānic commentary. Nevertheless, al-Shahrastānī put 
forth opinions that were parallel to the views of Ahl al-sunna when 
necessary, for example, in matters such as qirāʾas and the seven 
modes. Thus, we can see that he was not bound by one sect; on the 
contrary, he was a free scholar who defended the opinion he deemed 
to be correct without giving importance to which sect it belonged to. 
However, it is necessary to emphasize that the identity reflected in 
Mafātīḥ al-asrār points strongly to an inclination to tashayyuʿ 
(Shīʿism). 

At this point, we can say that al-Shahrastānī tried to establish an in-
teresting paradigm in Mafātīḥ al-asrār, one that is reminiscent of the 
process of Ahl al-ḥadīth line in the Sunnī tradition that evolved first 
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into Ashʿarism and eventually led to the penetration of the Ashʿarī 
Sunnī belief into Sufism. More clearly, the paradigm that al-
Shahrastānī attempts to establish in Mafātīḥ al-asrār can be described 
as one that adds depth to the Akhbārī/ẓāhirī understanding of the 
Imāmiyya on the basis of philosophical insight. In doing this, he re-
fers to the imāms of Ahl al-bayt, while also employing the terminol-
ogy of Bāṭinī-Ismāʿīlī philosophy. A similar version of this paradigm 
which al-Shahrastānī tried to structure on his own, in the body of a 
single work, has formed over time in the Sunnī tradition with the con-
tributions of various scholars. In the early period, Ahl al-ḥadīth (Ahl 
al-sunna al-khāṣṣa), which was represented by names such as al-
Awzāʾī (d. 157/774), Sufyān al-Thawrī (d. 161/777), Layth ibn Saʿd (d. 
175/791), Mālik ibn Anas (d. 179/795), al-Imām al-Shāfiʿī (d. 
204/820), Ishāq ibn Rāḥawayh (d. 238/853), Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal (d. 
241/855) and Abū Saʿīd al-Dārimī (d. 280/894), evolved into Sunnī 
Islamic theology with al-Imām al-Ashʿarī (d. 324/936), who stated in 
his work al-Ibāna that the leading figures of Ahl al-ḥadīth specifically 
followed the path of al-Imām Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal in theological mat-
ters.89 After this evolution, Sufis, such as Abū Naṣr al-Sarrāj (d. 
378/988), al-Kalābādhī (d. 385/995) and al-Qushayrī (d. 465/1072) 
wrote works that blended the Sunnī approach and Sufism; this proc-
ess culminated in its ultimate aspect with al-Imām al-Ghazālī’s work 
Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn.90 

After this discussion, it is necessary to once again state that it does 
not seem possible to arrive at a definite conclusion that al-Shahrastānī 
was a Bāṭinī-Ismāʿīlī. However, some researchers, such as Toby 
Mayer, associate al-Shahrastānī’s emphasis of the teacher-student 
relationship with the taʿlīm doctrine, a doctrine that holds a very im-
portant place in the Nizārī-Ismāʿīlī tradition, and associate the con-
cepts of taḍādd-tarattub with the hierarchical structure of Ismāʿīlī 
daʿwa organization.91 Despite this, such similarities are not enough to 
prove that al-Shahrastānī was a Bāṭinī-Ismāʿīlī. In a similar vein, al-
Shahrastānī’s open references to Sunnī exegetes under the titles of 
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naẓm, tafsīr, nuzūl, maʿānī, etc., do not prove that he is a Sunnī 
scholar. However, al-Shahrastānī’s open references to the Imāmī Shīʿī 
sources, such as al-Kulaynī’s al-Kāfī and al-ʿAyyāshī’s Tafsīr, as well 
as his emphasis on the impermissibility of doing exegesis of the 
Qurʾān by personal opinion, his perception of Ahl al-bayt, the nature 
of the compilation of the Qurʾān and its distortion, tawallī-tabarrī, 
imāma and many other subjects all exhibit a deep affection and in-
clination to the Imāmī Shīʿī tradition, while not demonstrating an al-
legiance. This deep affection and inclination is either fundamental 
and sincere, as stated by Ibn Taymiyya,92 or was donned to gain sym-
pathy from Shīʿī circles. 
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