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A Compar ative Exegesis of the “Accursed Tree” (Q 17:60) in the

Light of Shi‘i and Sunni Narrations and Commentaries
Reza Mahdiyanfar

Abstract

Verse 60 of Surah al-Isra’, which refers to the two expressions “the
vision We showed you” (al-ru’ya allati araynaka) and “the accursed
treein the Qur 'an” (al-shajarah al-mal ‘Gnah fi al-Qur ’an), is among
the most debated and controversial verses in Islamic exegetical
literature. The present study, adopting a comparative approach and
based on an analysis of Shi‘i and Sunni narrative-based commentaries,
re-examines the conceptual meaning and the concrete referent of the
term “accursed tree.” Since this expression in the verse is directly
linked to the aforementioned prophetic vision, the investigation of
“the vision We showed you” is aso treated as an essential component
of this research.

The findings indicate that both Shi‘i and Sunni scholars agree on the
occurrence of the Prophetic vision—namely, the Prophet’s witnessing
of a group standing upon his pulpit—and they aso concur in
interpreting this event as “a trial for the people.” However, the two
exegetical traditions diverge fundamentally in identifying the concrete
referent of the “accursed tree.” Shi‘i commentaries, relying on widely
transmitted narrations from the Imams of the Ahl al-Bayt (peace be
upon them), consider the Umayyads (Baniz Umayya) to be the clear
and definitive referent of the “accursed tree”, interpreting the vision
as a form of divine forewarning regarding the political and religious
deviation that would emerge after the Prophet’s demise. In contrast,
the majority of Sunni exegetes—focusing on the apparent meaning of
the verse—understand the “accursed tree” as referring to the Tree of
Zaqqum, athough certain Prophetic narrations and statements from
some Companions aso contain alusions linking this expression to the
Umayyads.

Accordingly, this study demonstrates that the divergence in the
interpretation of this verse is not merely a disagreement over
identifying a referent; rather, it is rooted in deeper differences in
theological, narrative, and hermeneutical principles between the two
traditions—particularly regarding the status of the Ahl al-Bayt (peace
be upon them) within the epistemic and interpretive framework of the
Qur’an.

Keywords: Qur’an 17:60, Accursed Tree, Prophetic Vision,
Comparative Exegesis, Shi‘i and Sunni Narrative Commentaries.
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