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ABSTRACT: “Ayat al-Nafr: A Quranic justification for collective Ijtihād ? ”
The Quran condemns individuals who do not use, nor explore, their own understanding in matters of
religion. Yet Quran 9:122, often referred to as Ayat an-Nafr, apparently obliges a group of individuals from every
community to go forth in pursuit of a deep understanding of religion, so that that they may ‘warn’ their people
when they return to them. This paper will explore the potential of 9:122 to act as justification for emerging notions
of collective ijtihād.
Muslim legal theorists have long been citing this verse as a potential justification, not for collective ijtihād, but for
the authority of the isolated tradition (khabar wāḥid). This has led legal theorists to reject the possibility
of the verse suggesting that knowledge acquisition and transmission ought to be collective. The verse has been
further
employed to
advocate
a
Quranic
justification for
the
authority
of
scholarly
fatwa issued by individual mujtahids and the necessity of non-specialists to follow these opinions. After critically
reviewing the exegetical history of the verse amongst Shī ͑ī legal theorists, the paper will argue that neither the
verse itself, no its apparent context, support the prevalent views. The paper will then move to discuss the
potential of the verse to support collective notions of ijtihād, and whether the verse is in fact not simply directive
(irshādī ) towards changing non-scripture dependent ideas in epistemology which seem to demand a shift
towards collective ijtihād.

