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A Compar ative Re-reading of the Concept of “Zulm” in the
Confession of Prophet Adam (AS): A Semantic and Narrational
Analysisin the Light of Shi‘a and Sunni Exegesis
Mohammad-Mehdi Kariminia,Mohammad-Abed Farahani

Abstract

The verse “They said: ‘Our Lord, we have wronged ourselves...”” (Q
7:23) is one of the foundational Qur’anic passages that has
consistently occupied a central place in theological and exegetical
discussions—particularly in relation to the doctrine of prophetic
infallibility—in both Shi‘a and Sunni scholarship. The primary
interpretive challenge lies in providing an accurate account of the
meaning of zu/m in Adam’s (AS) confession and determining its
relationship to the status of prophetic infallibility.

Employing a comparative-analytical approach and drawing on the
methods of Qur’anic semantics, this study re-examines the concept on
the basis of narrations from both Sunni and Shi ‘a traditions, alongside
a contextual analysis of the relevant verses. Within this framework,
the key terms zu/m, dhanb, and ‘asa are investigated using linguistic
and narrational sources. The findings indicate that dhanb In its
original lexical sense signifies “the consequence, tail-end, or
aftereffect of an action” and does not necessarily denote sin in its
technical-legal meaning.

Accordingly, the lapse of Adam (AS) cannot be classified as a
violation of a binding divine command (nahy mulawi). Rather, the
event carried a natural and pedagogical consequence and is more
accurately explained through concepts such as “leaving the better
option” (tark al-awla) or “missing a higher benefit.” Contextual
analysis of the verses—especidly Q 20:121, “Then Adam disobeyed
his Lord and fell short (fa-ghawa)”—shows that ghawa, in
conjunction with ‘asa, does not indicate the commission of a formal
sin or incurring divine wrath; rather, it reflects a deviation from the
optimal path of growth and a lack of awareness regarding the
consequences of the act.

A comparative study of Shi‘a and Sunni narrations further
demonstrates that, despite differences in certain narrative details, both
exegetica traditions converge on fundamental principles such as the
decreed nature of the event, the advisory (non-legi ative‘) nature of
the divine prohibition, and the exoneration of Adam (AS) from actual
sin.

Based on linguistic, contextual, and narrational evidence, the findings
of this research show that Adam’s confession of zu/m does not denote
the commission of sin; rather, it reflects an awareness of the
consequence of his action and his return to divine proximity.
Consequenct‘la?/, this study contributes to a more precise understandin

of the lexical and exegetical implications of zulm in this narrative an

offers a more coherent reading of the relationshg) between lapse,
repentance, and infallibility in the story of Adam (AS).

K%WOde: zulm, dhanb, ‘asa, prophetic infallibility, Prophet Adam
(AS), confession of wrongdoing.
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