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CHAFFER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Scope, Objective, and Importance

This dissertation is primarily concerned with the belief held by a majority of 

traditional scholars that “al-Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur" (Traditional exegesis) is hujja (a 

binding proof). This type of tafsir (Quranic exegesis) is based upon the traditions of the 

Prophet, his fjahaba (Companions), and the Tabi'uu (immediate Successors of the 

Companions). This thesis argues the viewpoint of al-Ghazali and others that only the 

tafsir of the Prophet Muhammad is hujja. Therefore, only his tafsir should be called al- 

Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur. Al-Tafsir bi al-Ma’thur is one of the two major types of tafsir. The 

second type is al-Tafsir bi al-Ra 'y, (exegesis based on independent opinion). The focus 

of this study will be the concepts of al-Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur, its various definitions, the 

reasons for these variations, and their implications. Al-Tafsir bi al-Ra 'y will be discussed 

in lesser detail.

Aspects of the Qur’anic studies dealing with the authenticity of the Qur’anic text, 

its compilation, style, and coherence are beyond the scope of this research. Another major 

aspect which will not be discussed is that of the “ikhlilaf al-qira’at” (differences in proper 

Qur’anic recitation). Our aim is to highlight the problems involved in the definitions of al- 

Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur and to offer some suggestions that might help resolve the problem.

1
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Although the Qur’an has occupied a high place of interest for both Muslim and 

non-Muslim scholars, some aspects of Qur’anic studies have as yet received little 

attention.1 Al-Tafsir bi al-Ma 'thur is one of these areas; it needs further objective 

investigation.

Al- Tafsir bi al-Ma 'thur has generally been understood in four different ways. 

Some scholars, including Malik Ibn Anas [d. 179-801]2 and Ahmad Ibn Hanbal [d. 241- 

855]3 held that al-Tafsir bi al-Ma 'thur is the exegesis of the Qur’an by the Prophet and 

his Companions. Others, including Ibn al-Salah [d. 643-1257],4 understood it to be the

1 In his article " TafsirStudies", Rippin has expressed the need for an adequate general introduction to 
Tafsir. He recognized the good attempt Kenneth Cragg made in his “ The Mind o f the Qur ’ah" and that 
of Ilse Lichtenstadter in her article "Qur 'an and Qur ’an Exegesis” Yet he stated that “ there still 
remains, however, a need for a suitable textbook to introduce students and fellow Islamicists to the general 
field in an appropriately technical manner”. Andrew Rippin, The Muslim World, Vol. LXXH, (1982), p. 
237. Similarly, he called to the need of a new history of tafsir, but he recognized the problems involved in 
such a project He asked "... how to go about writing such a history" What form should such a work take? 
What approach should it take? Who would, in fact be qualified to take on such a task?" Rippin. 
Approach to the History o f Interpretation o f the Qur’an (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988). p. 4. Hereafter 
referred to as AHIQ.

2 Imam Malik Ibn Anas was bom in Medina 193-715], Malik was an outstanding scholar of Medina. 
Malik, known as the founder of the Malik! school of thought His major work is titled Muwatta. See 
Abu ‘Abd Allah Shams al-Din Muhammad Ibn ‘Uthmanal-Dhahabi, SiyarA ‘lam al-Nubala’(Cairo: 
Ma'had al-Makhtutat al-‘Arabiyya, 1956-1952). 8:47-9.

3 Ahmad Ibn Hanbal was bom in Baghdad [164-778] Ahmad, an outstanding scholar of Hadith and Fiqh, 
is known' as the founder of the Hanbali School of thougbt His works include Musnad al-Imam Ahmad, 
Masa’ilAhmad Ibn Hanbal. See Abu ‘Abd Allah Shams al-Din Muhamad Ibn ‘Uthman al-Dhahabi, 
Mizrn cl-l'tidal, ed. ‘All Muhammad al-Bajawl (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyya ‘Isa al-Babi al-Halabi, 
1963). 1:345.

4 Taqi al-Din ‘Uthman Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn al-Salah was bom in Sharakhan (near present Irbil, 
Iraq). Ibn al-Salah, is a renowned jurist and scholar of hadith. His most popular work is Muqaddimat Ibn 

al-Salah■ See, Khayr al-Din al-Zirikll, A ’lam: Qamus Tarajiin li Ashhar al-Rijal wa al-Nisa min al-
'Arab wa al-Mustashriqm (Beirut: Dar al-Malayin, 1980, 9: 458).
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explanation of the Qur’an by the Prophet and “asbab al-nuzul” (the occasions of 

revelation).5

Some contemporary Qur’anic scholars, such as the late Egyptian Muhammad ai- 

Zurqan! and the Syrian ‘All al-Sabunl, understood al-Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur to be the 

interpretation of the Qur’an that made use of other Qur’anic verses and the exegesis of the 

Prophet and his Companions.6 Many modem scholars including Muhammad al-Dhahabi, 

Subhi al-Salih, Shaykh Ibn Uthaymin, and others agreed with the latter definition adding 

the interpretation of the Qur’an by the Tabi'unJ

The question that arises here is: Why did the scholars differ in defining al-Tafsir bi 

al- Ma ’thiirl The reason was connected to the notion of hujja (binding proof) which, in 

turn, has been tied to the definition of Ma ’thur (oral or written transmitted text) and the 

authority of the transmitter.

The scholars who considered transmission emanating from the Sahaba as hujja 

naturally included their tafsir within al-Tafsir bi al-M u 'thur, based on the assumption that 

the Sahaba had learned all they knew about the Qur’an from the Prophet. The scholars 

who considered both the tafsir of the §ahaba and the Tabi ‘On to be hujja included the 

tafsir o f  the latter, because they believed that the Tabi ‘On had directly learned the meaning

5 Taqi al-Din ‘Uthman Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn al-Salah, Muqaddimat Ibn Salab, ed. ‘ A’isha Bint al- 
Shati’ (Cairo: Dar ai-Kulub, n.d). P. 128.

6 Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘Azim al-Zurqani, Manahil al-Irfan (Cairo: Dar Ihya’ al-Kutub aKArabiyva, 
n.d). 2: 18.

7 Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir wa al-Mufassirun (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Haditha, 1961- 
1381, 1st ed). 1: 78.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

of the Qur’an from the Companions. Such reasoning placed the tafsir of both groups 

within the definition of al-Tafsir bi al-M a ’thur and, thus equal to hujja.

In this manner we see that the application of the term hujja is the key component 

concerning the scholarly debate about what constitutes al-Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur. The 

traditional Muslim scholars have never precisely defined this expression (the English 

translation “binding proof,” notwithstanding). Throughout my search for the definition of 

the term hujja to determine if it does indeed mean binding proof I did not find any 

traditional scholar who defined the term as applying specifically to usul al-fiqh (Islamic 

jurisprudence) or usul ai-tqfsir (the science of tafsir). In his al-Udda f i  Usul al-Fiqh, the 

outstanding Hanbal! jurist Abu Ya‘la stated that the term hujja and barahm (proofs) have 

the same.meaning as dalil (indication or proof). He further defined hujja by saying “wa qil 

dhalik (hujja) ism lima dalla 'ala sihhat al-da' wa. wa li-hadhasummiyat bayyinat al- 

mudda ‘ihujjatuh wa burhanuh, wa laysa kull dalil hujja.”9 (It has been said that hujja is 

that which pertained to the authenticity of a claim, for that the clear evidence of a claimer 

is his proof and evidence, and not every dalil is hujja). The traditional understanding of 

hujja is the same as that of the late outstanding Egyptian jurist, ‘Abd al-Ghan! ‘Abd al- 

Khaliq who stated, “fa  al-ma ‘na al-haqiqi li-al-hujja, huwa al-izhdr wa al-kashf wa al- 

dalil wayalzam al- ‘amal haythu annahu hukm Allah.”9 (The real meaning of hujja is to

8 Al-QadI Abu Ya‘la Muhammad Ibn al-Husayn al-Farra’ ai-Baghdaai al-Kanbaii, al ‘Uddaji Usul al- 
Fiqh, ed. Ahmad Ibn ‘All Sayyid al-Mubarakl (Beirut: Mu’assasal al-Risala, 1980-1400). 1: 132.

9 ‘Abd al-Klialiq ‘Abd al-Ghani, Hujjiyat al-Sunna (Beirut: Dar al-Qur’an, 1986,1st ed). p. 413.
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make something clear, to expose and explain and when it is presented before you, it 

becomes binding to act upon it because it is the decree of God).

When one reads the major works of usul al-fiqh such as al-Risala by aI-Shafi‘I,10 

al-Gnazali’s al-Muslasfa,11 al-Amidl’s al-Ihkam}2 al-SarkhasI’s Usul,13 Ibn Hazm’s al—
I

Ihkam,14 Abu Ya‘la’s al-U dda15 and others, the impression that one gets is that hujja 

means “binding proof’ only as a matter of ‘urf (common usage) or tacit agreement among 

scholars. Most probably, the common notion of hujja came from the understanding of 

the term as used in the Q. 4:165 ju? <ajl jfc  iCJ ^ Ju o a

Ua&ijjjc -cut olfj j ^jJT (Messengers are bearers of good news, as well as warning, that

mankind, after the coming of the messengers should have no plea against God. For God is 

Exalted in power, Wise.) Similarly, this notion of hujja is found in a popular hadith: liwa 

al-Qur ’an hujja lak aw ‘alayk.”16 (and the Qur’an is an argument for or against you).

10 See Muhammad Ibn Idris al-Shafi‘i, al-Risala, ed. Ahmad Muhammad Shakir (Cairo: Maktabat Dar 
al-Turath, 1979-1399). pp. 596-600.

11 See Abu Hamid Muhammad Ibn Mubammad al-Ghazali, al-Mustafia min ilm  al-Usul waMa 'ahu 
Kitab Fccwatih al-Rabnut, ed. al-Shaykh Ibrahim Muhammad Muhammad Ramadan (Beirut: Dar al- 
Arqam Ibn Abl al-Arqam li Tiba‘ wa al-Nashr wa al-Tawzi‘, 1994-1414). 1: 616-626.

12 See All Ibn Muhammad sayf al-Din al-Amidi, Kitab al-Ibkwn J i Usul al-Ahkwn, ed. ‘Abd al-Razzaa 
‘A di, (Beirut: AI-Makiab al-Islaml, 1402; 2nd edition). 4:149-156.

13 See Abu Bakr Ibn Ahmad al-Sarkhasi, Usul al-Sarkhasi, ed. Abu al-Wafi’ al-Afghani (Beirut:
Dar ai-Ma‘arif li al-Tibi‘ a waal-Nashr, 1973-1393). 1:108-114.

14 See Abu Muhammad ‘Ali Ibn Ahmad Ibn Sa‘Id Ibn Hazm, al-Ilikwn f i  Usul al-Ahkam, ed. Ahmad 
Shakir (Beirut: Dar ai-Afaq al-Haditha, 1983-1403, 2nd ed). 6:16-25.

15 See Abu Ya‘la, aWUdda, 3:714-721.

I
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However, the acceptance of the views of the Sahaba and Tabi ‘tin as hujja was 

critically challenged by al-Ghazali, [d. 505-1111],17 Ibn Hazm, [d. 456-1000]18 and 

others. The problems encountered here are of two kinds,19 one religious, the other 

intellectual. The religious dimension concerns the acceptance of the opinion of a 

Companion as hujja. If this is done, it implies that no one has the right in Islam to reject a 

Companion's opinion. Al-Ghazali said that for this to occur, the opinion must be 

established in the same manner as the other principles of Islam were established, namely, 

through proofs and clear arguments from the Qur’an and hadith.20

The second dimension concerns “laqlfd” (following and accepting someone’s 

action or idea without any reservation); al-Ghazali and al-Amidi stated that if one accepts

16 AbuZakariya’ Yahyalbn Sharafal-Nawawi, Matn al-Arba ‘ in  al-Nawawiyya, translated Ezziddin 
Ibrahim Denys Johnson-Davies.(Damascus: Ernst Klett Printers Stuttgart, 1977). p.79.

17 Muhammad Ibn Muhammad al-Ghazali was bom in a small village near Tus (Iran). He was well 
known theologian and jurist in Islam. His most prominent works include al-Mustasfa min ‘Jim al-Usul, 
lJjya ‘Ulwn al-Din, Tahafut al-Falasifa, Jawahir al-Qur'an. Al-Zirikli, Pdlam 6:489. ‘Imad al-din Abu 
al-Fida’ Isma‘11 Ibn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al-Nihaya, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Najdl (Riyadh: 
Mu’assat al-Kutub, n.d). 12:173-4.

18 Muhammad Ibn ‘Ali Ibn Ahmad Ibn Sa‘id Ibn Hazm was bom in Spain [3S4-994] He was a famous 
theologian and jurist. His famous works include al-Muhalla bi al-Athar, al-Ihkam f l  Usul al-Ahkam, al- 
F isalfl al-Milal wa al-Ahwa’ wa al-Nibal. See Muhammad Abu Zahra, Ibn Hazm: Hayatuh wa ‘Asruh 
wa Ara'uhu waFiqhuh. (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr al-Arabi, n.d). pp. 12-16

19 We called it a problem because the issue of whether or not an opinion of a Sahib or a Tabi 7is a hujja, 
has led to a theological debate between some of the Traditionalists and certain Jurists and Theologians.
See for example, al-Ghazali, al-Mustasfa, 1:616-226 and Shams al-Din Muhammad Ibn Abu Bakr Ibn 
Qayyim, I ‘lam al-Muwaqqi'm ‘an Rabb al-'Alamm, cd. Muhammad Muhyi al-Din ‘Abd al-Hamid 
(Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1977-1397,2nd ed). 4 :118-155

20 Al-Gliazall, al-Mustasfa, 1: 616-620.
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the opinion of the $ahabi or a Sahib (singular of Sahaba)21 as hujja, it is taqlid, which 

according to these two scholars is contrary to the Qur’anic injunction Q.47:24.

Ob31 (P° they not ponder over the Qur’an?). Al-Ghazali believed it is

incumbent upon Muslims to ponder and analyze information, even that which is revelation 

from God.22 Thus, a scholarly implication concerning whether or not an opinion of a 

Tabi 7 (singular of Tabi ‘m) is hujja, involves the question of intellectual inquiiy.

Abu Hayyan 23 raised another interesting issue. He said that if it were true that the 

Qur’an can be understood only by referring to the tafsir of Tabi 'un, then there would be 

no use for the exegesis of those who came after them.24

The question then arises: Did the scholars see such implications and their 

consequences? If so, another question arises: Did anyone attempt to solve this matter, or 

provide any suggestions? My research revealed that no adequate attempt has been made 

to resolve this continuing difficulty. Al-Ghazali, who seems to be more insistent about 

rejecting the notion that hujja is established by the opinion of a Sahib, did not attempt to 

redefine al-Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur, or what a Sahabfs opinion should be called; he simply

21 The terms Sababi and Sahib are used interchangeably in this thesis.

22 Al-Gh'azall, al-Mustafa, 1:616-620.

23 Abu Hayyan Muhammad Ibn Yusuf Ibn ‘All Ibn Yusuf Ibn ‘AH al-Andalusi was bom in Spain in 
(654-). He was a famous exegetc and grammarian. His prominent works include al-Babr al-Muhit, Kitab 
al-Tajrid li Sibawqyh. See Mustafa Ibrahim al-Mushlni, Madrasat al-Tafsir f i  al-Andalus (Beirut: 
Mu’assasat al-Risala, 1986-1406,1st ed). pp. 104-5.

24 Muhammad Ibn Yusuf Ibn ‘Ali Ibn Yusuf Abu Hayyan al-Andalusi, al-Bahr al-Muhit (Riyadh: 
Maktabat wa Matba'at al-Nashr al-Haditha, 1969). 1:154
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criticized the concept of hujja intellectually and theologically. Ibn al-Salah rejected the 

notion as al- Ghazall did, but he did not justify his point of view.

Modem scholars have not discussed the issue in depth, possibly out of Muslim 

respect and deference to the Companions and Successors of the Prophet for their 

pioneering role in Islam. In his al-Tafsir wa-al-Mufassirun, al-Dhahabi stated, “Despite 

various opinions concerning the authority of the tafsir of the Tabi ‘un, we have included it 

in the definition of al-Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur, because we found the tafsir literature such as 

al-Tabari’s Jam? al-Baym identifying it as al- Tafsir bi al- Ma ’thur.25

‘Abd al-Razzaq ‘Afifi gives a hint that he is aware of the issue, but choses to 

ignore it. His work about tafsir is titled Muqaddima f i  Tafsir al-Rasul li-al-Our ’an al- 

Karim\ however, he discusses only Prophetic tafsir. Perhaps his role as a Sunni theologian 

living in Sunn circles prevented him from engaging in such a discussion.26

Although many works and articles have been written concerning tafsir, none has 

addressed in depth the issue before us, despite the brief mention appearing occasionally in 

some works.27

25 Al-Dhahabi, al- Tafsfr, 1: 52.

26 ‘Abd al-Razzaq ‘Afffi, Muqaddima f i  Tafsir al-Rasul li al-Qur’m  (Beirut: Al-Maktab al-Islami, 
1402). pp. 3-12

27 The authors and works included in our review of the pertinent literature include Mujahid al-§awwaf,
“Early tafsir— A Survey o f Qur'anic commentary Up to 150A.H.” Islamic Prespectives, ed. Khurshid 
Ahmad, Zafar Ishaq Ansar! (U.K: Islamic Foundation, 1979.) pp. 135-143, Rashid Jullundri, “Exegesis 
and Classical tafsir” Islamic Quarterly XU, 19-58, p. 138, Ignaz Gcldziher, Die Richtungen der 
Islamischen Koranauslegung (Leiden: Brill, 1920). pp. 55-98, Nabia Abott, Studies in Arabic Literary 
Papyri: Qur 'anic commentary and Tradition (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1967). pp. 106- 
113, Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Qur ’anic Christians: An Analysis o f Classical and Modem Exegesis
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More books and articles could be added to the list of works we present in our 

references, but none would bring any new ideas that help this thesis. Our research shows 

that few modem scholars, Muslim or non-Muslim, have addressed the problems associated 

with the definition of al-Tafsir bi al-Ma 'thur. This lack of attention was what attracted 

me to this research and is what determines the singular role of the thesis at hand.

In this study we show that the concept of al-Tafsir bi al-Ma 'thur does not 

conform to the literal definition of the phrase itself; hence, the term “Tafsir bi al- 

Ma 'thur" has to be redefined. We suggest that al-Tafsir bi al-Ma 'thur should designate 

only the Prophetic explanation of the Qur’an; while the Qur’anic exegesis by the Sahaba28 

and the Tabi ‘un should be considered as al-Tafsir bi al-Ra 'y or al-Tafsir bi al-Ijtihad.

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991,1st ed). pp. 13-89, Fred Leemhus, “Origin and Early 
Development o f the Tafsir Tradition” In Andrew Rippin ed. AHQ1. pp. 13-30, Amin Al-Khuli. “Al- 
Tafsir", Da'irat al-M dzrif al-Islamiyya, ed. Majmu‘a min al-Mustashriqin (Cairo: Dar al-Sha‘b, 1969, 
2nd ed). pp. 409-430, Helmut Gatje, The Qur 'an and Its Exegesis, trans. and ed. Alfred T. Welsh 
(Berkely and Los Angeles, 1976). pp. 30-44, Muhammad Ayoub, The Qur’an and Its Interpretation 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1984). 1:1-40 Muhammad Ibn Ibn ‘Ashur, al-Tafsir wa 
Rijaluh (Tunisia: Al-Dar al-Tunisiyya li al-Tiba‘a wa al-Nashr, red.) pp. 14-20, Regis Blachere, 
Introduction au Coran (Paris: Besson and Chantemerie, 1959). pp. 211-219, Subhi al-Salih, Mababith f i  
’Ulum al-Qur’an (Beinit: Dar al-Malayin, 1976). p. 213, Al-Dhahabl, al- Tafsir, 1:153-205, 
Muhammad Ibn TJthaymin, Muqaddima f i  Usul al-Tafsh- (Cairo: Dar Ibn Taymyya, 1990-1410). pp. 2- 
34, ‘Abd Allah Al Ja‘far, Athar al-Tatawwur al-Fikri f i  al-Tafsir f i  al- A y  al- Abbas: (Beirut: Dar al- 
Mu’assasa; 1984-1405,1st ed). pp. 72-103, Abu Ghazala, Mahmud Abd al-Halim, al-Tafsir bayn al- 
Ra 'y wa al-Athar (Mecca: Jami‘at Umm al-Qura, 1976). pp. 86-124, Al- Shaykh Khalid ‘Abd al- 
Rahman al-‘Ak, Usul al-Tafstwa Qawa’iduh (Beirut: Dar al-Nafa’is, 1986-1406,2nd ed). pp. 111-14, 
Al-Sayyd Ahmad, Nash’at al-Tafsirfi al-Kutub al-Muqaddasa wa al-Qur 'an (Cairo: Matba'at al- 
Halabl, n.d). pp. 83-90, IsmaTl al-Faruql and Layal al-Faruql, The Cultural Atlas o f Islam (New York: 
Macmillan Publishing Company, 1986). pp. 240-251, Muhammad al-Ghazali, Kayfa Nata’amal ma‘ 
al-Qur’an (Cairo: Matba‘atal-Eabl ai-Halabi, 1988). p. 128 and AzadFaruqi, Tarjuman al-Qur'an: A 
critical analysis ofMaulanaAbu 7 Kalam's approach to the understanding o f the Qur ’an (New Delhi: 
Vikas Publishing House, P.VT Ltd), pp. 1-11.

28 Subhi al-Salih, Mabahith. p. 213
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Having sad this, we do not propose to create a new school in the field of al- 

Tafsir, but rather to present a valuable model. We hope that it will at least be an 

important step in the right direction, even if it does not put the issue to rest.

Overview and Plan

This study deals with the controversy concerning the definition of al-Tafsir bi al- 

Ma 'thur. It involves four different groups. The first group defined it as the interpretation 

of the Qur’an by the Prophet and his Companions, traced back with lines of transmission. 

The second group understood it to be the exegesis of the Prophet, and the "asbab al- 

mizul" (the occasions of revelation). The third group maintained that it is the 

interpretation of the Qur’an by using other Qur’anic verses and the exegesis given by the 

Prophet and his Companions. The fourth group agreed with the third definition and added 

the interpretation of the Qur’an by the Tabi ‘un as another legitimate source of exegesis.

Each group’s point of view will be identified and presented. My approach to these 

ideas will be a critical one. The text (not necessarily the sources of this text) that each 

group has presented as evidence to support its concepts and position are critically 

analyzed. It is not my aim, however, to engage in polemics or apologetics, or to argue for 

any position or interpretation. This dissertation will prove that there have been 

unintentionally misconceptions concerning the definition and application of al-Tafsir bi al- 

M a'thin- throughout the history of Islamic exegesis. In my analysis of this exegetical 

tradition, I have used the same five tools that the four involved parties utilized: the
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Qur’anic text, the hadith of the Prophet, the sayings of the Sahaba, the statements of the 

Tabi ‘un and the logical conclusions derived from the four preceding categories.

Essentially, two considerations were taken into account in the selection of the 

Qur’anic verses for our presentation. The first was the need to establish the characteristic 

nature of the exegesis of the Prophet, his Companions, and the Tabi'un. The second was 

the necessity to establish the existence of different interpretations of some Qur’anic verses 

as viewed by the Sahaba and the Tabi ‘un. The latter is necessary for any resolution of the 

debate or suggestions that which this research yields. I shall conclude by giving a brief 

summary of the issue. This process will be used in every chapter throughout this 

dissertation.

This work contains seven chapters. Chapter one establishes the need for the study 

and outlines its scope and objectives. It also includes the principle sources, plan and 

methodology. Chapter two presents the evolution of Qur’anic Tafsir from the time of the 

Prophet up to the present. The second part of chapter two gives a brief discussion 

concerning Tafsir in modem times, particularly trends and objectives. Chapter three 

focuses on the concept of al- Tafsir hi al-Ra ’y, the causes of the emergence of such a 

Tafsir, and some of its major works. Chapter four provides a detailed account of al-Tafsir 

bi al-M a ’thur, the Prophetic tradition in relation to Qur’anic exegesis, its legal status, its 

characteristics, methodology, and its sources. Chapter five sheds light on the tafsir of the 

Sahaba, its legal status, characteristics, methodology and sources. Chapter six discusses
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the exegesis of the Tabi'un, its legal status, characteristics, methodology and sources. 

Chapter'seven is reserved for summary, comments and suggestions.

Principal Sources

This study deals with various Islamic sciences and skills, such as those associated 

with hadith, tafsir, usul al-tafsir (the principles of tafsir), usul al-fiqh (Islamic 

jurisprudence), tarajim (biographical works), and others. Because there are many works 

available on these Islamic sciences, we are forced to select only some of them as named 

below.

Two considerations were taken into account concerning the listing below of our 

primary sources: the first concerned acquiring a sufficient amount of quality materials 

pertaining to our study; the second involved taking into account the position of the works 

in the eyes of both Muslim and non-Muslim scholars. Some important works, however, 

are not listed, such as al-GhazalI‘s Ihya ’ ‘Ulum al-Din, Ibn Hazm’s al-Ihkam f i  Usul al- 

Ahkam, al-Shatibl’s Muwafaqal, and al-Bayhaqi’s Ma ‘alim al-Tanzil. However, we will 

quote them where it is needed. We did consult both modern Muslim and non-Muslim 

scholars: We selected only Muhammad al-Dhahabi’s al-TafsJrwaal-Mufassirun and 

Ignaz Goldziher’s Die Richtungen der Islamischen Koranauslegung as representatives of 

modem sources for two reasons. First, both works presented detailed accounts of al- 

Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur and al-Tafsir bi al-Ra ’y, including discussions about the variations 

and modem trends in tafsir. Secondly, many modem scholars of tafsir depend on these
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two works. As far as providing comprehensive overview of tafsir, they have yet to be 

replaced.

The list of principal sources is not according to alphabetical order but according to 

subject matter as follows: hadith, tafsir, usul al-tafsir, usul al-fiqh, tarajim, and some 

modem works.

Hadith

Al-Jami' al-Sahih, by Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad Ibn Isma‘il al-Bukhari [d. 256-870] 

Sunan al-Tirmidhi or al-Jami‘ al-Sahih, by Abu ‘Isa Muhammad al-Tirmidhl [d. 279- 

892]

Path al-Bari bi Sharh Sahih al-Imam Abi ‘Abd Allah Muhammad Ibn Ism ail al-Bukhari, 

by Ibn Hajar al- ‘Asqaiani Ahmad Ibn ‘All [d. 852-1449],

Tafsir

Jami ’ al-Bayan ‘art Ta ’wil Ay al-Our ’an, by Abu Ja‘far Muhammad al-Tabari [d. 310- 

Tafsir al-Our ’an al- ‘Azim, by Abu al-Fida’ Isma ‘il Ibn Kathir [d. 774-1373]

Al-Durr al-M athurfi al-Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur, by Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman Jalal al-Dln al- 

Suyuil [d. 911-1505].

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

14

‘Ulum al-Qur’an

Muqaddimatan f i  ‘Ulum al-Our'an, by Ibn ‘Atiyya, ‘Abd al-Haqq Ibn Ghalib (d. 546- 

1104)

Al-Burhan f i  'Ulum al-Our 'an, by Badr al-Din al-Zarkash! [d. 711-1311]

Muqaddima f i  Usul al-Tafsir, by Taqi al-Din Ahmad Ibn Tamiyya [d. 728-1328]

Al- Ilqan f i  ‘Ulum al-Our 'an by ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn Abu Bakr Jalal al-Dln al-Suyuti.

Usul al-Fiqh

Al-Risala, by Muhammad Ibn Idris al-Shafi‘i [d. 204-820]

A l-U ddafi Usul al-Fiqh, by Qadl Abu Yaia [d. 458-1071]

Usul al-Sarkhasf, by Muhammad Ibn Ahmad al-Sarkhasi [d. 490-1103]

Al-Ihkam f i  Usul al-Ahkam, by ‘All Ibn Muhammad al-Amidl [d. 567-1144]

Al-Mustasfa min ‘Ilm Usul al-Fiqh, by Abu Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazali [d. 572-1149] 

Flam al-Muwaqqi'm ‘an Robb al- 'Mamin by Shams al-Din Muhammad Ibn Qayyim al- 

Jawziyya [d. 751-1350]

Tarajim (biography)

Tabaqat Ibn Sacd , by Muhammad Ibn Sa‘d [d. 303-844]

Mizan al-I‘lidal, by Shams al-Dln al-Dhahabi [d. 786]

Tadhkirat al-Hufaaz, by Shams al-Dln al-Dhahabi 

Siyar al-Nubala’, by Shams al-Din al-Dhahabi
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Tahdhib al-Tahdhib ’ by Ahmad Ibn ‘All Ibn Hajar al-‘AsqaIan![852-1449] 

Modern Works

Die Richtungen der Islamischen Koranauslegung, by Ignaz Goldziher 

Al-Tafsir wa al-Mirfassirm, by Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi

I

I
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CHAPTER II

THE EVOLUTION OF TAFSlR

Two terms fundamental to our discussion are tqfsir and ia ’wil. Tctfsir, a verbal 

noun in Arabic, is usually rendered as an equivalent o f ‘exegesis’. Traditional Muslim 

scholars state that tafsir is derived from fasr—to explain, to unveil, to discover or from 

iafsira—a physician's examination of urine to determine a patient's iilness. Both of these 

Arabic terms are derivations of transitive verbs, although the term tafsir is used more for 

its intensive signification.29 The terms, fasr, iafsira, and tqfsir all denote explanation, 

exposition, and unveiling. In Islam, however, tafsir signifies the explanation of the 

meanings of Qur’anic words, their interpretations and legal implications.

Ta’wil: Its Definition and Use According to Islamic Specialization

According to Arabic lexicographers, the word ia ’wil is a derivation of either 

awwala (to return, or to arrive at the final end) and/or iyMa (to arrange or to shape). In 

the Qur’an the word ia ’wil was mentioned in several passages primarily to convey three 

meanings. First, the literal meaning, that is to say, the real intended meaning of a word or 

an expression. The example of this, is Q. 3:7
0 0 0 a

j J I  l e t s  <>1* p i  O t a X s o o  O b i  « ^ U c J |y 3 1  ^

29 Al-Suyuti, al-llqan, 2: 281. Ibn ‘Ashur, Al-Talirir wa al-Tanwsr. Tunis: Al-Dar al- Tunisiyya li 
Tiba‘a wa al-Nashr, n.d). 1:5

16
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«UJ! V! *Lb3b  pjbu Ld3 4Jb3b  .Uzil3 «L£o)l -Leo! >Ua «uL£j Lb ^15 ^^9

*_>UVt VI jS”«X> Lo3 Ujj»Xie (J5' >U LaI ĵStfaJ pgjbdl

(He is the one who sent you down the Book which contains decisive verses. They 
[form] basis of the Book; while others are allegorical. Those whose hearts are prone to 
falter follow whatever is allegorical in it, seeking to create dissension by giving [their own] 
interpretation of it. Yet only God knows its to 'wil (interpretation); those who are versed in 
knowledge say: “ We believe in i t ; it all comes from God and none take heed except those 
gifted with undrestapding).

Obviously, the term J j/d  “to ’wil ” in this verse means actual intended meaning or

literal meaning. Secondly, the Qur’an used the word to ’wil to mean the interpretation of 

dreams, as it is clear from Q. 12 :44 ~̂a!Lu ^vb-Vf j J 3b  u>3 fib-t c»Lu»i fjJIS j»

(They said, “ Jumbled dreams, we do not know how to interpret dreams”). In another 

verse in the same chapter Q.12 100 we read

.t£» LjjUp-aij j<3 j j 3b f Jus b jis3 (He [the Prophet Joseph] said: “ O,

my father, this is the ta'wil of my earlier vision [dream]; my Lord has made it come true.)

Thirdly, the Qur’an utilized the term to ’wil to explain unusual deeds. In other 

words, the Qur’an used ia 'wil in an allegorical sense. The relevant example for this is Q.

18 :66-82

la5xo »i4i] J ls  J'XZj C -cir: Luc laŜ cJ1*5 J15

^ d i e f  V j  4 U I  . U >  ^ } J  J 1 5  • Ijf*’ *■> JosH f j  L o

tij loliaj Is .fjT i *Uo tili \s*  0 s  ,^L_J Mi 1 ^(9 J15 Jyai

aiOt J5» fj! J15 .fjcf LJ1 C-a? U3 I*Jbt J13 iu i-II ^ 3  ISj

!i] lathi 19 -U—c (,£jcl LoJ V JIS la$xc
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»AHJ hj*** j j i i  4»^j Lift) wJU^f 4JUa9 LoMc LHJ

W k i b  «A9 L a J  M 3  L fcO xJ -  , ^ w  C 4 3 L >  ^ j f  J l s  - f j - * ?  ^ u >

•x>o VjT«x> (4 * 9  loA^nyrfu (^T l^j 13 l+i&f Lojdawf 3jj5 Lof Tif lollaj 13

c3!^ m\^T^ -4*Ic o U x jV  Cm ^^) J IS  4a 13 (3 ^nn*>

• • i •

l*te<sl o '  *JiAjls j » J I  ^^5 (j^ iooj ^ L - c J  0-31& tUo-JI LoJ .(j~ 0  <uic >«t-~-'« ^5 Lo

" . " * •
U^&hjJ o '  l«»"~^ Os**3® O ^  L0 J3 . L o c  4~n»t ^JT J t> b  siJLo

* * * •
^j~oViJ ^)l£9j!^>cJt LoĴ . lo^>_j •—>j5I  ̂ olTj *Co> Lo^jj L&|t.>.j ^ 1  ( jd j t i  JjoTjliLxl?

*  a •

IxJLj £ f  i b j  iJ j la  bdL ? U a^iJ 0 ^ 3  ^4^ y ^  ■£=*-> 0 ^ 3  ^

*  *  *
.IjNtf 4~lc ^ h J  Lo ( J j jb  >-41i cSj®' 0 s  *£J*® Loj <£>Ljj O® LoA^iT b y r ^ j j  Lnft.xAJ

[The Prophet ] Moses said to him:30 “May I follow you so you may teach me some of 
the common sense you have been taught?” He said: You will never have any patience with 
me. How can you show any patience with something that is beyond your experience?. He 
said: You will find me patience, if God so wishes. I will not disobey you in any matter.

He said: “If you follow me do not ask me about anything until I tell something to 
remember it by. So they both started out until, as they boarded the ship, he bored a hole 
in her. He said: “ haVe scuttled her to drown her crew?. You have done such a strange 
thing He said: “ Didn’t I say that you would not manage to show any patience with me?. 
He said: “ Do not take me to task for what I have forgotten, nor weigh me down by 
making my case too difficult for me.

They journeyed on until when they met a youth, and he killed him. He said: “ Have 
you killed an innocent soul without any previous murder? You have committed such a 
horrible deed. He said: “ Did I not tell you that you would never manage to have any 
patience with me?. He said: “If I ever ask you about anything after this, do not let me 
accompany you. You have found an excuse so far as I am concerned”

30 The pronoun [him] referred to al-Khidir. Some Muslim scholars considered him to be a Prophet while 
the majority regarded him as “ ‘Abd Salih” (a righteous servant of God). The hadith supported the latter 
opinion. According to Islamic tradition, while Prophet Moses was delivering a speech he was asked: 
Which of mankind is more knowledgeable? Prophet Moses answered. “I am.” Thus, God commanded him 
to go and learn from al-Khidir [as discipline for Moses]. See, Ahmad Ibn ‘All Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqa!anI, 
Fathal-Bari bi Sharh SahJh al-Imam AbJ ‘Abd Allah Muhammad Ibn Isma 'il al-Bukharf, ed. 
Muhammad Fu ’ad ‘Abd al-Baql(Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, a d ). 8:409
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They both proceeded further until when they came to the people of [a certain] town; 
they asked its inhabitants for some food, and they refused to treat either of them 
hospitably. They found a wall there which was about to tumble down, so he set it straight. 
He said: “If you have wished you might have accepted some payment for it”. He said: “ 
This [means] a parting between you and me. Yet I shall inform you about the ‘to ’wiT 
interpretation of you have no patience for.”

As for the ship, it belonged to some poor men who worked at sea. I wanted to damage 
it because there was a king behind them seizing every ship by force. The young man’s 
parents were believers, and we dreaded lest he would burden them with arrogation and 
disbelief. We wanted their Lord to replace him for them with someone better than him in 
purity and nearer to tenderness.

The well belonged to two orphan boys [living] in the city, and a treasure of theirs lay 
underneath it. Their father had been honorable, so your Lord ? them to come of age and 
claim their treasure as a mercy from your Lord. I did not ? it of my own accord. That is 
the “to ’wiF the interpretation for which you showed no patience.

Throughout the Qur’an the term to ’wil was used to convey the three above-cited 

meanings. Similarly, the Prophet and his Companions utilized to 'wil to mean the literal 

meaning. One reference can be found in a popular prayer of the Prophet “allahumma 

faqqih-hu fial-din wa ‘allim-hu al-ta ’wil ” 31 (O, God bless him [Ibn ‘Abbas] with Islamic 

knowledge and teach him to ’wil [the meaning of the Qur’an].) After the war between ‘All 

Ibn Abl Talib and Mu‘awiya Ibn Abl Sufyan the word to ’wil began to have negative 

connotations. This explains Ibn Rushd’s (popularly known in the West as Averroes) 

statement that the first people to practice la'wil were Kharijites, Mu‘tazilites, Ash‘arites 

and Sufis.32

31 Abu ‘Isa Muhammad Ibn ‘Isa Ibn Sura al-Tirmidhl, al-Jamt al-Sahih, ed. ‘Abd Rahman 
Muhammad ‘Ulhman. (Cairo: Dar al-Fikr, 1964-1384). 2 :3S8

32 Muhammad Ibn Rushd, Fad al-Maqal wa Taqrir ma bam al-Shart a wa al-Hihna min al-Itlisal. 
(Beirut: Dar al-Aiaq al-Jadida, n.d). pp. 46-67
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Nonetheless, the term ta ’wil came to be used in the following five different
I

classical Islamic sciences and each used the term to express different meanings and 

implications. 1. Usui al-fiqh. 2. LIlm al-kalam (theology). 3. 7 Im al-falsafa (philosophy). 

4. Tasawwuf (Sufism). 5. 'Ilm al-lqfsir.

Al-Ghazali as a jurist defines la ’wil as “a possible meaning of an expression that a 

supporting indicator has rendered more probable than the meaning that the expression 

signifies as zahir expression [i.e., the apparent meaning] ” .33 Al-Amidi seems not to be 

satisfied with al-Ghazali’s definition, except that al-Amidl says that al-Ghazali means, by 

his definition, a sound or valid ia 'wil Allahumma illaanyuqal innamaarada la1 r if al

ia ’wil al-sahih duna ghqyrih). The problem of al-Ghazali’s definition, as al-Amidi views 

it, is that al-Ghazali defines ta ’wil with a possible meaning (ihtimal) when it should be 

identified with a diversion (sarf) of that expression from its apparent meaning to non- 

apparent meaning. Hence, al-Amidi provides his definition as follows: ta ’wil is “ the 

diversion, attested by a [contextual] indicator, or expression to a meaning that is not its 

apparent meaning but nonetheless a possible meaning” 34 

Al-MutakaUimQn (Theologians) and Ta’wil

Al-Mutakallimm limited the scope of ta ’wil to the verses pertaining to the 

attributes of God only or related theological propositions, such as whether or not one

33 Al-Ghazali, al-Mustasfa, 1:716. Bernard G. Weiss, The Search for God’s Law: Islamic 
Jurisprudence in the writing o f Sayf al-Din al-Amidi (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press,1992). p. 
473.

34 Al-Amidi, al-Ihkam, 3:53. Weiss, The Search for God’s Law, p. 474.
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would be punished in his grave, shaftf a (intercession in the day of judgment) and others. 

The aim of all the theological groups such as the Ash'arites, Mu‘tazilites, Qadarites etc., in 

their exercising ta ’wil is basically to purify God from what they consider as imperfect 

qualities. In other words, their intention is to save the goodness of God. Thus, these 

groups divert the apparent meaning of a Qur’anic verse to nonapparent meanings when 

such a verse seems to depict God with human or physical qualities or which ascribe to 

God imperfect qualities. For example, in Q. 55 : 26-27 l^ic ^  j r

ffyVij J iU il (All that lives on earth is bound to pass away but forever will abide the

face of your Lord full of Majesty and Honor). The traditional interpretation of the verse is 

as Ibn Kathir presented: Every one on earth will pass away. There remains the face of 

your Lord.35 Another traditional interpretation of the verse is: Every one on earth will 

pass away. There remains the dhM (essence) of your Lord.36

The difference between the two interpretations is that the first one adheres to the 

literal meaning based on the concept of tafwidlthe opinion that believes that the verses 

pertaining to the attributes of God should not be interpreted). They should be understood 

at face value but without the literal physical attributes applied to created beings. The latter 

interpretation is based on Arabic language because Arabs use the word face to mean 

“self’. The Mu‘tazilites considered the verse to be metaphorical. Al-Hakim al-Jusham! [d.

35 ‘Imad al-Din Abu al-Fida’ Isma‘il Ibn Kathir, Mukhtasar Tafsir Ibn Kathir, ed. Muhammad ‘All al- 
Sabuni (Beirut: Dar al-Qur’an, 1S81-1402,8th ed). 3:418.

36 Muhammad Ibn‘All al-Shawkani, Fatp al-Qadir, al-Jzmi ‘ baynFannay al-RiwSyawaal-Diraya 
min ‘Ilm al-Tafsir (Beirut: Mahliiz al-‘Ali, ad). 5:136.
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494]37, one of the Mu‘tazilites scholars, stated that this is majaz al-ziyada (metaphor 

increased or figurative expression). That is to say the word “wajh” in the verse has 

properties beyond the common understanding of the term when applied to created beings. 

This is, in Arabic, ‘an increase’ for the sake of emphasizing the meaning. He further 

elaborated his position by saying “it is commonly understood as in the phrase “wajh al- 

ra'y” [lit. The face of opinion]. It was al-Hakim’s opinion that God does not have a face. 

Thus, the core meaning in order to understand the word is to adhere to “naqlqaiuh wa 

sawabuh” (its actual meaning and correctness).” Therefore, to adhere to zahir as al- 

mashabbiha (anthropomorphists) is not correct according to al-Hakim. The implication of 

his analysis is that God has no face, but He is the only one who does not perish.

Muslim Falasifa (Philosophers) and Ta’wil

The origin of the term falsafa is purely Greek. The activity of falasifa, as R. 

Amaldez pointed out, began with Arabic translations of the Greek philosophical texts 

(whether direct or through a Syriac intermediary) .38 Thus falsafa appears first as the 

continuation of philosophia (a Greek term which has been derived from two terms: philos 

- meaning love and sophia - meaning wisdom). Thus, the meaning of the term philosophia

37 Al-Hakim al-Muhassin Ibn Muhammad Ibn Karrama al-Jushaml al-Bayhaqi is one of the famous 
Mu‘tazilite scholars. Al-Hakm al-Jushaml authored more than forty books. See, ‘ Adrian Zurzur.Al- 
Hakim a!- Jushami wa Manhajuhu f i  Tafsirih (Beirut : Mu’assas al-Risala, n.d). pp. 154-5

38 R. Amaldez, The Encyclopedia o f Islam. IIE-K, Leiden: E.J. Brill. LTD (London: Luzac and Co, 
1927). p. 769
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is “love for wisdom” in a Muslim setting. Yet Amaldez noted that this definition leads at 

once to a more precise formulation.39

The Muslim philosophers who mastered Greek philosophy and believed in it, such 

as Ibn al-Qifri, Ibn Rushd, Ibn Sina (popularly known in the West as Avicenna) and others 

are convinced that philosophy is the study of reality and that it does not contradict the 

Qur’an. Thus, if the zahir of Qur’anic text seems to disagree with the philosophical reality, 

ia 'wil must be applied so that harmony between the two [Qur’an and philosophy] can be 

achieved.40 If  however, the zahir of the text pertains to a theological issue, the ia ’wil of 

Muslim philosophers is no different from juridical ia 'wil or "majaz ’.

In this respect, we quote Ibn Rushd’s definition of to ’wil, “extension of the 

significance from real to metaphorical significance, without forsaking therein the standard 

metaphorical practices of Arabic, such as calling a thing by the name of something 

resembling it or a cause or consequence or accompaniment of it, or other things such as 

are enumerated in accounts of the kinds of metaphorical speech” .41 

Sufis and Ta’wil

Due to some Qur’anic verses and some ahadith,42 Sufis believe that existence, 

Islamic rituals in general and the meaning of the Qur’an in particular have two meanings:

39 Ibid, p. 769.

40 George. F. Hourani Averroes: On the Harmony o f Religion and Philosophy. A translation with 
introduction and notes of Ibn Rushd’s Kitab fa d  al-maqal, with its appendix and extract from Kitab al- 
Kashf 'an manahij al-adilla, by George F. Hourani (London: Messers. Luzac and Company, 1961), p. 23,

41 Ibid, p. 23
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zahir and batin (outer and inner meanings.) Thus, all the interpretations of the Sufis are 

based on the concepts of zahir and batin. Sufis believe that common people understand 

zahir only, while the knowledge of batin is reserved for Sufis.

In his Falsafat al-Ta 'wil, Abu Zayd has correctly pointed out that Sufi ta ’wil is 

not based on linguistic implication, intellect, or analogy.43 Their ta ’wU is typically 

mystical. Sufis believe that their interpretation is referring to or returning a real intended 

meaning to its origin. That is to say, they are referring it back to God who inspired them 

with that knowledge.44 

Ta’wil in the Science of Tafsir

There is no specific definition of ta ’wil in the science of tafsir. The conclusion that 

one would arrive at by reading the literature on ‘ Ulum al-Our ’an, such as al-Zarkashi’s 

al-Burhan, al-Suyuti’s al-Itqan and others, is that the scholars of tqfsir understood and 

presented the term with a meaning summed up from the different understandings of ta ’wil 

derived from the five sciences we previously mentioned. In addition, the scholars of tqfsir 

did not mention the different interpretations or understandings of tawil in those different 

sciences.

42 Such as Q. 18 : 60-82, Q. 3:7-8, Q. 2: 282, Q. 8: 29, and hadith “ Inna li al-Our 'an zahir wa batin wa 
badd wa mafia1.(the Qur'an has both apparent and nonapparent meaning, as well as boundary and 
beginning) See, Abu Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazali, Ibya ’ ‘Ulum al-Dm ( Dar Ihya’ al-Kutub al- 
'Arabiyya, n.d). 1: 91-108.

43 Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, Falsafat al-Ta 'wil: Dirasa fiT a  ’wil al-Qur 'an indaM ubyi al-Dm Ibn \Arabi 
(Beirut: Dar al-TanwIr li al-Tiba‘a wa al-Nashr, 1983,1st ed). pp. 376-8.

44 Ibid, p.
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Qur’anic Exegesis:1 a Historical Sketch 

The Difference between Tafsir and Ta’wil

According to Muhammad Ibn Muhammad al-Maturidi [d. 333-946], tafsir is the 

explanation of the ultimate meaning of the text asserting what God exclusively intended by 

the text, while ta ’wil is to uphold the more likely one when the text has two possible 

meanings.45 Husayn Ibn Muhammad al-Raghib al-Isfahanl [d. 502-1108] stated that tqfsir 

is more comprehensive than ta 'wil and used more commonly to mean the explanation of 

words and isolated vocabularies. He stated that ta ’wil is often used to mean elucidation of 

meanings and sentences as used in the theological books and others.46 Al-Suyuti reported 

that ta 'wil is information about the actual intended meaning, while tqfsir is information 

about the indication of the meaning.47 Finally, some other scholars understand tqfsir as an 

explanation of the Qur’an based on transmitted traditions from the Prophet, his 

Companions and the Tabi'tin, and la’wil as personal knowledge which goes beyond the 

apparent meaning.

For example, a tqfsir of Q. 110 : 1-5 csatj -uMj-u .W it

btjj *»] ojbmIj jUjjjcwxj jsf-i b-tyt 4juf (When God’s support comes as well

as victory and you see mankind entering God’s religion in droves, extol thy sustainer’s

45 Al-Suyuti, al-ltqan,2:381

46 Abu ai-Qasim ai-Husayn Ton Muhammad ai-Raghib al-Isfahani, Mufradat ai-Qur 'an. (La hore: Ahl 
al-Hadlth Ikadami, 1971). p. 162.

47 Al-Suyuti, al-Jtqan, 2, p. 382.
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limitless glory and praise Him, and ask for His forgiveness: for, behold, He is ever an 

acceptor of repentance). The tafsir o f the verses is the apparent meaning as is indicated in 

the translation. The ta ’wil of the verses is how Ibn ‘Abbas interpreted it. He stated that 

these verses indicate the death of the Prophet.48 The explanation of this understanding is 

that, the Prophet is a messenger, and his mission came to an end with the acceptance of 

Islam by the people in Arabia. Thus, he had to return to God, the One who sent him.49 

However, Abu ‘Ubayda Mu'ammar Ibn al-Muthanna [d. 210-825] and al-Tabari differ 

with all the above-cited definitions. To them, there is no difference between the two, they 

are synonymous.5 0 1 am inclined to believe that there is no difference between ta ’wil and 

tafsir for the following reasons:.

The term tafsir when used to mean the explanation of the Qur’an was developed 

towards the second half or the end of the first Islamic century. Thus, we find no mention 

of the word tafsir in the Qur’an and the hadith to mean the explanation of the meaning of 

the Qur’an. The terms that both Qur’an and hadith use for Qur’anic exegesis are “bayai”, 

“tabyin”, “to ’wil” and “qawl”. The following passages of Qur’an and hadith support my 

view. In Q : 75: 18-19 <uL? LJe o! r*3 4i,j 5 fils (So whenever We do read i t ,

follow in its reading it is then We who must explain it.) The word “<oLa” -to explain it in

48 Ibn Kathir, Mukhtasar, 3: 634.

49 This should not be understood that we mean that the Prophet was sent to Arabs only. The Qur’an has 
stated clearly that the Prophet was sent to mankind in general as the last messenger. See for example, Q: 
107. 21. Q:28.34

50 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, 2: 439
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the verse; is used to mean the explanation of the Qur’an. In Q. 16: 44 -<*JI jy U  ^Uju 

Cx*3 f  (and We sent down to you the reminder so that you may explain to

mankind what was sent down to them). The word in the verse refers to the

clarification of the Qur’anic verses. In Q.3: 7. -OJTVJ <013*0 ^ 0 3  (No one knows its true

meaning except God). The word ta ’wil means explanation of the Qur’anic passage or 

interpretation. In a popular hadith, Ibn ‘Abbas states that the Prophet said, “Allahumma 

faqqih-hufial-D in wa ‘allimhu al-Ta’wil". (O God, make him knowledgeable about 

Islam and teach him the explanation or exegesis of the Qur’an). The word ta 'wil in the 

hadith means exegesis of the Qur’an. In al-Tirmidhi’s collection of hadiih, one narration 

reads “Man qalfial-O ur'm  bi ra'yihi fa-lyatabawwa’ maq'adah min al-nar”51 

(Whosoever talks about the Qur’an using his own opinion, let him take his seat in the fire). 

The term qala in the hadith refers to the interpretation of the Qur’an.

Furthermore, both the Prophet and the Companions allegorically interpreted some 

Qur’anic verses.52 Yet, their interpretations are being called tqfsir, not ta ’wil. This, I 

assume, is because many scholars of tafsir, if not the majority of them, have not seen any 

differences between the two meanings.

Indeed, the two major types of tafsir employ the term tafsir only: al-Tafsir bi al- 

Ma 'thur and al-Tafsir bi al-Ra 'y. I have never read anywhere that a scholar mentioned

51 Al-Tirmidhi, 2: 397.

52 See, pp. 150-53 in this tliesis.
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the tv/c above mentioned types of al-tafsir otherwise. This also suggests that both tqfsir 

and ia 'wil are synonymous. Interestingly enough, the works of some prominent scholars 

such as Fahkr al-Dln al-Razi, Abu Havyan, al-Nasafi, al- Alusl and others, contain 

considerable amounts of what can be regarded as ia 'wil in the view of those scholars, who 

differentiate between ia 'wil and tafsir. Nevertheless, the titles of works (those of Fakhr 

al-Dln and others) carried the term al-tafsir, not al-ta 'wil. One can deduce from this that 

those scholars do not see any differences between the two terms. Similarly, al-Taban 

includes in the title of his work the term ta 'wil, but he treats both terms as synonymous.

The use of these terms in the Qur’an and hadith leads us to postulate that al-Tabari 

used the word “^ L j f  and in the title of his tqfsir because of the term’s

connection to Qur’anic explanation. His voluminous work is called “JamV al-Baym 'an 

Ta 'wil Ay al-Our 'an. Similarly, al-Zamakhshaii used the terms “aqawil and ta 'wiT in the 

title of his famous al-Kashshaf.

Let us now proceed to discuss the evolution of Qur’anic exegesis.

The Prophet Muhammad and Tafsir

Muslim scholars assert that the first mufassir (exegete) of the Qur’an was the 

Prophet Muhammad. He did not explain the whole Qur’an word for word, because many 

of the verses were clear to the S ahaba by virtue of their being Arabs who understood their 

own language.53
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Generally, his explanations of Qur’anic text were on one of the three occasions: 

when a particular passage could not be comprehended through a typical understanding of 

Arabic; when the literal meaning of a verse, say Muslim scholars, was not intended by 

God; or when a Companion asked for clarification of certain verses.54 For example, 

‘Ubada Ibn al-Samit asked the Prophet about the meaning of bushra (glad tidings) in Q. 

10:64 tjilTj fjiof (those who believe and who have taqwa will

have good news concerning the life of this world as well about Hereafter) 55 The Prophet 

said: you have asked me something none have ever asked before. Bushra, said the 

Prophet, in this verse means, a good dream that a righteous person sees.56

The command about the time for eating during the days of obligator}' fasting in the 

Ramadan (the ninth month of the Islamic calendar) is in Q. 2:187.

53 ihhaba is a plural of Sahib, a 'companion “ Sahaba”, is an Islamic term applied to any one who met 
the Prophet Muhammad, was a believer, and died as a Muslim. The term Sahaba will be used 
interchangeably with 'companions' See Ibn Hajar al-‘AsqalanI, al-IsabafiTamya al-Sahaba

(Cairo: Maiba'at al-Kulliya,1969). 1:4, Ibn Abl Hatim al-Razi, Kitab al-Jarh wa al-Ta'dit. (India: 
Matba‘at Majlis Da’ira Ma‘arif al-‘Uthmaniyya, 1952-1371). 1:1-2. Ahmad Ibn ‘Abd al-Halim 
IbnTaymiyya, MuqaddimaJI Usui al-Tafsir, ed. ‘AdnanZurzur (Beirut: Dar shQur’an al-Karim, 1979- 
1399,3rd ed). p. 35

54 Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad Ibn Ahmad al-Qurtubi, al-Jasni ‘ li Alikam al-Qur’an (Cairo: Dar al- 
Kutub al-‘Arabi li Tibi‘ a wa al-Nashr, 1967-1387). 1:34. ‘Abd al-Haqq Ibn Ghalib Ibn ‘Atiyya, al- 
Muharrir al-WajizfiTafsir al-Aziz, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam al-Shafi Muhammad (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al- 
‘Ilmiyya,1993, 1st ed). 1: 7.

55 The translation of the Qur’anic verses cited in our study is based on T.B. Irving’s translation and 
commentaiy: The Our 'art. We have chosen this for two reasons. First, it is the first translation of the 
Qur’an available in American English. Secondly, the translator is a native speaker of American and 
widely recognized by Muslims in America as being knowledgeable in Islam. In a case where we disagree 
with Irving’s translation we will consult Muhammad Asad’s The Message o f the Our ’an because of his 
mastery of both Arabic and English.

56 Ahmad Ibn Hanbal, al-Fath al-Rabbmi bi Tartib Musnad al-Imam Ahmad al-Shaybanf, comp‘Abd 
al-Rahmah al-Banna (Cairo: Dar al-Shihab, nd). 18: 175-6
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(And eat and drink untii the white streak [of dawn] can be distinguished by you from the 

black thread). To comply with the regulation, ‘Ad! Ibn Hatam, who did not understand 

this figure of speech, kept a white and black thread specifically to see when the early light 

of dawn would allow him to differentiate the threads in order for him to begin fasting for 

the day. The Prophet Muhammad explained to him, that the white and black thread of the 

Qur’anic verse referred to the early morning light of the horizon contrasting with the 

darkness of the sky.57

Tafsir after the Death of the Prophet Muhammad

The Muslims living immediately after the death of the Prophet recognized certain 

Sahaba?s prominent in Qur’anic knowledge. Before he died, the Prophet usually 

proclaimed their superior status concerning the Qur’an in three ways. He used to send 

them to other cities to teach the Qur’an and Islam. He sent Mus'ab Ibn ‘Umayr [d. 3-625] 

to Medina before the general hijra ‘migration’ of the Meccan Muslims. Similarly, ‘All Ibn 

Abi Talib [d. 39-659 or 660] and Mu‘adh Ibn Jabal [d. 18-640] were sent to Yemen at 

different times to instruct the new Muslims about Islam and invite non-Muslims to 

Islam.58

57 Abu Ja‘far Muhammad Ibn Jarir al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan 'an Ta 'wil Ay al-Our ’an, ed. Mahmud 
Muhammad Shakir and Ahmad Muhammad Shakir (Cairo: Dar al-Ma'arif ad). 1:204.

58 ‘All Ibn Abi Talib was a cousin of the Prophet He was the first child to accept Islam and was listed 
second only to Khadija Bint Khwaylid, the Prophet’s first wife, whom he married prior to the migration. 
‘All was the fourth khalifa (successor) in Islam. During his caliphate, Muslims divided into three main 
groups: The Umayyads, the ‘Alids (the supporters of ‘All Ibn Abi Talib) and the Kharijites. See, al-
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Secondly, the Prophet would praise certain Companions such as ‘Abd Allah Ibn 

Mas‘ud [d. 32-653], Ubay Ibn Ka‘b al-Qurazl [d. 30-651], Zayd Ibn Thabit [d. 45-665] 

and Mu‘.adh Ibn Jabal for their skill in reciting the Qur’an properly and thoroughly.59

Thirdly, he would ask certain Companions to give a fatwa (legal opinion) in his 

presence. For example, on different occasions, he requested Abu Bakr al-Siddxq [d. 13- 

634], ‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab [d. 23-644],‘Uthman Ibn ‘Afian [d. 34-655], and ‘All Ibn Abl 

Talib [d. 40-661]60 to give fatwa in his presence. After the death of the Prophet, Muslims 

turned to these Sahaba and others to learn about the Qur’an and its tqfsir. Other 

Companions noted for their exegetical ability were Abu Musa al-Ash‘ari [d. 44-664], 

‘A’isha Bint Abl Bakr al-Siddiq[d. 58-678], Abu Darda’ ‘Uwaymir Ibn Zayd [d. 32-653], 

and ‘Abd Allah Ibn ai-Zubayr [d. 73-692].61

Ash‘ari, Abu al-Hasan ‘Ali Ibn Isma‘11, Maqalat al-Islamiyym wa Ikhtilsf al-Musalm (Cairo: Maktabat 
al-Nahda al-Misriyya, 1969-1389). 1:45-6. Muhammad Ibn Sa‘d TabaqM (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1957- 
1968/ 2:104-107
Mu‘adh Ibn Jabal was one of the earliest people of Medina to accept Islam; his knowledge of the Qur’an 
was publicly acknowledged by the Prophet He was considered to be one of the outstanding scholars 
among the Sahaba, See Ibn Sa‘ad, Tabaqat, 2:107-110.

59 ‘Abd Allah Ibn Mas‘ud was the sixth person of Mecca to accept Islam; his knowledge of the Qur’an 
was publicly acknowledged by the Prophet He was the principle teacher of the Iraqi School of Tafsir.
See Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, p. 61. Ubay Ibn Ka‘b was one the early Medinan converts to Islam prior 
lo the Prophet’s migration. He was among the Companions whom the Prophet invited people to learn 
from them the Qur’an. See Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqat, 2, pp. 98-103.
Zayd Ibn Thabit was one of the young converts of Medina. He was chosen as the head of committee 
appointed by both Abu Bakr al-Siddiq, the first Khalifa in Islam and ‘Uthman Ibn 'Afian, the third 
Khalifa, to compile the Qur’an in one book. See Ibn Sa‘ad, Tabaqat, I:. 94 al-Dhahabi Mizan al- 
I'lidal (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyya ‘Isa al-Babi al-Halabi,1963). 1: 73.

60 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqat, 1: 98-9.

61 ‘Abd Allah Ibn Qays known as Abu Musa al-Ash‘ari became a muslim six years before the migration 
of the Prophet. He was blessed with a beautiful voice. The Prophet often listened to his recitation of the
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After the death of the Prophet and with the spread of Islam, Muslims settled in the 

formerly non-Muslim lands and took upon themselves the responsibility of propagating 

Islam and teaching Qur’anic recitation and exegesis. Subsequently, four distinct schools of 

Qur’anic exegesis and qira'a (recitation) emerged and were identified by the areas in 

which they became prominent: Mecca, Medina, Kufa (in the area of present day Iraq), and 

Sham (Syria).

The School of Mecca

According t6  Ibn Taymiyya [d. 723-1327], the exegesis of the Meccan school was 

the most prominent because its proponents were students of Ibn ‘Abbas, the principle 

teacher of the Meccan School of tafsir. Most of the knowledge he acquired about 

exegesis', hadith and other sciences came through the prominent Sahaba, because he was 

only 13 years when the Prophet died. They included ‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib, Ubay Ibn Ka‘b, 

Zayd Ibn Thabit, and ‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab.62 Praise for Ibn ‘Abbas from various 

contemporaries of the Prophet abounds in Muslim texts and he was given honorific titles

Qur’an and said his voice was like that of the Prophet Dawud. See al-Dhahabi, Tadhkirat al-Huffaz. 
(Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Tqratli al- 'Arabl, n.d). 1:23-4. ‘A’isha Bint Abu Bakr, one of the Prophet’s wives, 
was the most knowledgeable among them. The total number of hadith which has been narrated from her 
is 2,210. Al-Zirikll, A "lam, 8:89.

Abu al-Darda’ became a Muslim after the second year of the Prophet's migration to Medina He was 
known for his asceticism and wisdom and was the prominent teacher of Sham School of tafsir. See, al- 
Abu ‘Abd Allah Shams al-Din Ibn ‘Uthman Dhahabi, Tadhkirat al-Hufaz, 1:14

‘Abd Allah Ibn al-Zubayr was the first child bom in Medina after the Hijra and was known as the 
greatest warrior of his time. See al-Zirikll, A 'lam, 2; 148.

62 Ibn Hajar a!-‘Asqalani, Isaba, 4: 147. See also Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqat, 2:133. Al-Zarkashi, al-Burhan, 

2: 157, and al-Suyutl, Al-ltqan, 2:413.
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such as the ‘r a ’s al-mufassirm ’ (outstanding of all exegetes) and Jhabr hadhihi al-umma 

(the scholar of the Muslim community) . 163

After the assassination o f‘All Ibn Abi Talib, whom Ibn ‘Abbas supported and 

fought for throughout the Caliph’s stormy tenure, Ibn ‘Abbas returned to Mecca, his 

place of birth. He dedicated himself until his death in Ta’if some twenty years later, to the 

teaching of the Qur’an and its exegesis, history, jurisprudence, hadith, Arabic, and 

poetry.64 His classrooms were the mosque and his house. Students from different cities 

traveled to Mecca to study under him. His teaching circles were always fuli. By all 

accounts, his eloquence was superb and persuasive.65 Ibn Abbas was blessed with many 

students who transmitted his knowledge. The most prominent of them were: ‘Ikrima al- 

Barbari [d. 105-723], SaTd Ibn Jubayr [d. 95-714], and Mujahid Ibn Jabr [d. 104-722], 

Mujahid has received the most acclaim, for it is reported that he went through the Qur’an 

verse by verse three times with Ibn ‘Abbas.66

63 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, p. 91. IbnSa‘d, Tabaqat, 2:119. Goldzihcr, Madhhab fial-Tafsir al- 
isiwni Translated Dr. 'Abd al-Halmi al-Najjar ( Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanaji wa Maktabat al-Muthanna, 
1955-1374). p. 83. The Encyclopedia of Islam, 1:48 Ibn Hajar al‘Asqalani, Tahdhib (Beirut: Dar 
Sadir li al-Tiba ‘a wa al-Naskr, n,d). 5:382; (He was "the best interpreter of the Qur'an (Ni "ma 
Tarjuman al-Qur’an). al-Suyuti, al-ltqan, 2:413.

64 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqat, 2:119.

65 “Had the Persians, Romans and Turks been present (to have heard Ibn ‘Abbas), they would have had 
no choice but to accept Islam.” Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqat, 2: 121-3. See also Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, Tahdhib,. 
10: 43, al-Dhahabi, Mizan, 3: 439-40.

66 Al-Suyuti, al-ltqan, 2: 414-5.
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The School of Iraq

According to Ibn Taymiyya, al-Suyuti and others/Abd Allah Ibn Mas‘ud [d. 32- 

653], also known as Ibn Umm ‘Abd, was the founder of the Iraqi School of iafsir61 ‘Abd 

Allah, the sixth person to accept Islam and one of the first scribes of the Qur’an, was bom 

in Mecca and died in Medina. He was one of the four Companions whom the Prophet 

recognized for their excellent recitation of the Qur’an.68 Ibn Mas‘ud claimed to have 

learned seventy chapters directly from the Prophet.69 His contemporaries highly praised 

his knowledge of iafsir, hadith, and qira’a to the extent that Abu Musa al-Ash‘ari [d. 52- 

672] said to those who came to ask him some questions, “do not ask me anything as long 

as Ibn Mas‘ud is among you.” 70 After the Prophet’s death and prior to the time when Ibn 

‘Abbas became recognized as the most scholarly in iafsn-, no one took offense to Ibn 

Mas‘ud’s claim to being the most Islamically learned: “If I knew anyone with greater 

knowledge of the book of God than me, I would go to him; there is no verse but that I

57 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, p. 61. See also al-Suyuii, al-ltqan, 2: 413. Al-Zurqani, Manahil, 2:
18.

68 Ibn Sa‘ad reported that the Prophet said “ Whosever wishes to recite the Qur’an Ghadda “fresh” as it 
was sent down, iet him recite it according to the recitation of Ibn Umm ‘Abd.” Thus, the Prophet liked to 
listen to him. One day, the Prophet asked him to recite for him the Qur’an. Ibn Mas‘ud said with 
surprise, “ How can I recite for you while it was sent down to you.”? The Prophet replied, “I love to hear it 
from someone else.” Ibn Sa‘d, Takaqat, 2:103.

69 Jamal al-Dm Abu al-Faraj Ibn al-Jawziyya, Sifat al-Safiva, ed. Mahmud Fakhurl (Beirut: Dar al- 
Ma’rifa, 1978-1399,2nded). 1: 55.

70 Al-Suyuil, al-ltqan, 2:413. ‘Ali Ibn Abl Talib has described him as a man of knowledge in the 
Qur’an and the Sunna (Tradition of the Prophet).
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know where and when it was revealed.” 71 Ibn Mas‘ud became the founder of the Kufan 

school when the Caliph ‘Umar sent him there as an advisor to the Kufan governor and to 

teach Islam to the general population.72 He had many students. The most notable were 

Masruq Ibn al-Ajda‘ [d. 63-681], ‘Alqama Ibn Qays [d. 63-681], and al-Hasan al-Basri 

(d. 110-728).

The School of Medina

The main teacher of this school was Ubay Ibn Ka‘ab Ibn Qays al-Khazraji al- 

Ansari [d. 21-642], Ubay was a man of Jewish origin, who was bom and died in Medina. 

Ubay was one of the first people of Medina to accept Islam before the migration of the 

Prophet to Medina. He participated in all wars in which the Prophet was fought. Ubay, 

was one of the four Companions whose recitation of the Qur’an was praised by the 

Prophet, when enjoining the Companions to learn the Qur’an. Ubay was one of the 

scribes of the Qur’ an, and he also memorized the whole Our' m  and gave fatwadwmg 

the Prophet’s life time.73 According to Ibn Sa‘d, the Prophet said that, “Ubay is the best 

reciter of the Our' an of the Prophet’s community.” Ubay’s contemporaries, such as Abu 

Bakr al-Siddiq, ‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab, and ‘Uthman Ibn ‘Affan, acknowledged his 

Qur’anic knowledge. Both Abu Bakr and ‘Uthman appointed Ubay to the committee that

71 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqat, 2: 164. Al-Tabari Jami‘al-Bayan, 1:80. Ibn JawzI, Sifat, 1:158.

72 Al-Dhahabi, Siyar, i: 470-E7. Ibn JawzI, Sifat, 1:46.

73 Ibn Sa‘ad, Tabaqat; 2: 98-103. Al-Dhahabi, Siyar, 1: 391. Al-Dhahabi, Mizan, 3: 94. Ibn Hajar 
al-‘AsqalanI, Tahdhib, 7: 264.
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codified the Our ’an.74 It is recorded that ‘Umar announced: “Whoever wants to learn 

the Qur’an, let him go to Ubay.” 75

After the death of the Prophet, Ubay dedicated himself to teaching the Our ’ an and 

its exegesis in Medina. Students from Syria and other cities came to Medina specifically 

to learn from him.76 Ubay continued to teach the Our ’ s: and tqfsir until his death. 

Among the prominent students who transmitted Ubay’s knowledge were his son, al-Tufayl 

Ibn Ubay [d. 85-704], Abu al-‘Aliya Ibn Mahram al-Riyahi [d. 90-709], and Muhammad 

Ibn Ka‘ab al-QurazI [d. 78-698],77 

The School of Syria

The principle teacher of this school w as‘Umayr Ibn Zayd Ibn Qays al- 

Khazraji,78 he was popularly known as Abu al-Darda’ [d. 32-652], He converted to Islam 

in the third year of the migration of the Prophet. During his tenure in Syria, where he 

died, he taught the Qur’an in the Umayyad mosque. Abu al-Darda’ was a famous scholar 

and zahid ‘ascetic’. He was one of the few Companions who compiled a complete hand 

written Qur’an during the lifetime of the Prophet.79

74 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqat, 2:103. Al-Sahata al-Sayyid Zaglul, Ubay Ibn Ka'ab: al-Rajul wa al-Mushaf, 
(Cairo: Al-Hay’at al-Misriyya al-Amma Ii-al-Kitab, 1978,1st ed). pp. 33-6.

75 IbinSa‘d, Tabaqat, 3:62. Zaglul, Ubay Ibn Ka 'ab, p. 28.

76 Ibn ‘Asakir, TarSch, 1:102.

77 Ibn Abi Dawud, Kitab Masahif p. 236. See also Zaglul, Ubay Ibn Ka 'ab, p. 18-9.

78 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqat, 2:185-9.

79 Ibid, 2:125.
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There were a number of important scholars from this school. One of the most 

notable was ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn Ghanam al-Ash‘ari [d.78-697] who was sent to Syria by 

‘Umar to teach the Qur’an and Sunna.80 Another prominent student of this school was 

Raja’ Ibn Haywa al-Kindl [d. 131-719] known for teaching the meaning of the Qur ’ art.*1 

The third student was ‘Umar Ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Ibn Marwan [d. 101-720], the eighth 

Umayyad Caliph. He was recognized as an authority in jurisprudence, the Qur’anic 

sciences and hadith,. and acquired a great reputation for zuhd (asceticism) and being ''Mil 

(just) .82

Tafsir after the Era of the Prominent Ezegetes among the Companions until Modern 

Times

By the middle of the first century A.H., the prominent Companions who were 

exegetes had died, except Ibn ‘Abbas who died in 6 8  A.H. In this period Iafsir was taught 

through ra ’y, and transmission by the students of the Companions, the Tabi ’un.S3 Among 

the most outstanding were Mujahid Ibn Jabr [d. 104-724],84 Sa‘id Ibn Jubayr [d.95-

80 Al-Zirikli, A ‘lam, 3: 322 Ibn Hajar, al-‘Asqalani, Tahdhib, 3:265.

81 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqat, 2; 161. See also Muhammad Sha‘ban Isma‘i l , al-Madkhal li dirasat al- 
Qur’an wa al-Sunna wa al- ‘Ulum al-Islamiyya (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Halabi,1986). 2:232.

82 Al-Zirikli, A 'lam, 4: 96. Al-Dhahabi, Tadhkira, 1:48. Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, Tahdhib, 3:265.

83 Tabi‘un is a plural of tabi‘ ‘a follower ’ and as an Islamic term applied to those Muslims who learned 
directly from a companion of the Prophet and died as a Muslim.

84 Mujahid Ibn Jabr is a famous student of Ibn ‘Abbas. He transmitted tafsir and hadith from more than 
12 Sahaba on one hand, and on the other hand, more than 28 Tabi‘un and immediate subsequent 
generations narrated from him tafsir, hadith and fiqh (jurisprudence). He claimed to have studied the
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714],85 ‘Ikrima al-Barbari [d. 105-725],86 ‘Alqama Ibn Qays [d. 63-681],87 Masruqlbn 

al-Ajda‘ [d. 63/681],88 Muhammad IbnKa‘ab al-Qurazi [d. 78-696],89 Abu al-‘AliyaIbn 

Mahram al-Riyahl [d. 90-708],90 Zayd Ibn Aslam [d. 136-754],91 Raja’ Ibn Hayvva

whole Qur’an with Ibn ‘Abbas three times. During each studying, he stopped at the end of eveiy verse 
and asked Ibn ‘Abbas where and about whom it was revealed. Mujahid was described as the head of 
Mufassirun, as well as a “Thiqa” (trustworthy). See al-Dhahabi, Siyar, 4:449.

85 Sa‘!d Ibn Jubayr is one of Ibn ‘Abbas’ students. He narrated tafsir and badith from about ten Sahaba, 
and other hand, more than 86 students transmmitted from him. Ibn ‘Abbas appreciated greatly his 
knowledge. When the people of Iraq came to Ibn ‘Abbas asking religious questions, he (Ibn ‘Abbas) 
said: “Are your asking me when you have someone among you (in Iraq) like Sa‘id Ibn Jubayr T  Sa‘id 
Ibn Jubayr was qualified as a “Thiqa”. See al-Dhahabi, Siyar, 4: 328. IbnSa‘d, Tabaqat, 6:179.

86 ‘Ikrima al-Barbari was an outstanding student of Ibn ‘Abbas who lived with him at his home. ‘Ikrima 
had learned and narrated from more than 10 Companions, on the other hand, more than 20 Tabi‘un and 
subsequent generation narrated from him. Ibn ‘Abbas publicly recognized his knowledge and encouraged 
him to give fatwa at his presence. ‘Ikrima claimed that no verse in the Qur’an he had not heard 
something about it. Some of his contemporaries described him as “ al-Babr ” (the ocean), and as a “
Thiqa ”. See al-Dhahabi, Tadhkira, 1: 96.

87 ‘Alqama Ibn ‘Abd Allah Ibn Malik Ibn Qays was a notable student of Ibn Mas'ud. In addition to Ibn 
Mas‘ud, he also learned from IS Sahaba and more than 30 Tabi‘un and immediate subsequent generation 
narrated tafsir and hadith from him. Ibn Mas‘ud publicly declared “ Whatever knowledge I have, I have 
found ‘Alqama also has it”. See Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalanl, Tahdhib, 7:276-9.

88 Masrfiq Ibn al-Ajda' was also a notable student of Ibn Mas‘ud. He transmitted tafsir and hadith from 
about 17 Sahaba on one hand, and on the other hand, more than 20 of his contemporaries and the 
subsequent generation transmitted and learned from him. See al-Dhahabi, Tadhkirat, 1:49.

89 Muhammad Ibn Ka‘b al-Qurazi is one of the remarkable mufassirs of the Medina School. He learned 
and transmitted tafsir and hadith from more than 20 Sahaba and many Tabi‘un and subsequent generation 
transmitted his knowledge. He has been qualified as a “ Thiqa ”. See Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, Tahdhib,
9:421.

90 Abu al-‘Aliya Rafi‘ Ibn Mahram al-Riyahi was primarily a student of Ubay Ibn Ka‘ab. He also 
learned from about 11 Sahaba and more than 30 people narrated and translated tafsir from him. He was 
described as a “ Thiqa ” and one of the most knowledgeable in tafsir. See al-Suyuti, al-ltqan, 2:417. 
al-Dhahabi, Siyar, 4: 207-12.

9* Zayd Ibn Aslam al-‘Adwa was one of the famous mufassirs of the Medina School of Tafsir. He 
learned and narrated tafsir, hadith and fiqh under more than seven Sahaba and many Tabi‘un, and 
subsequent generations transmitted from him tafsir and hadith. Al-Dhahabi described him as an Imam (a 
leading scholar). See al-Dhahabi, Tadhkirat, 1:132.
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[d. 131-719],92 and ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn Ghanam [d. 78-696].93 Each of these scholars 

learned from many Companions, although each of them associated himself with one 

Companion over a period of many years and, ultimately, became known as a student of 

that particular Companion. For instance, Mujahid Ibn Jabr, Sa‘Id Ibn Jubayr, and ‘Ikrima 

were known as students of Ibn ‘Abbas, while ‘Alqama Ibn Qays and Masruq Ibn al-Ajda‘
i,

were known as students of Ibn Mas‘ud.

During this time some new trends began to emerge in Qur’anic exegesis, such as 

using ra ' y  (one’s personal opinion which has no precedence in the tradition of the 

Prophet or his Companions) in interpreting Qur’an to predict the future destruction of a 

nation or in interpreting Qur’anic words which are obviously contradictory to the 

Prophetic exegesis and his Companions.

Ra ’y  was also used to interpret the meanings of the Qur’an in such away that it 

later was termed sectarian tafsir. Furthermore, qussas ‘the story tellers’ became more 

involved in this period of Qur’anic exegesis using incredible imagination and drawing from 

legendry sources. For example, al-Dahhak Ibn Muzahim [d. 105-725] interpreted Q. 

17:58.

92 Raja' Ibn Haywa learned and narrated tafsir and hadith from more than 15 Sahaba and many Tabi‘un 
and subsequent generations learned and transmitted from him. He was ranked second to Abu al-Darda’ 
among the leaders of the Sham School of Tafsir. He was qualified as a thiqa. According to Ibn Sa‘d‘s 
report, the people of Damascus were in debt to him in tafsir. Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqat, 2:161.

93 ‘Abd ai-Rahman Ibn Ghanam was a notable scholar of tafsir and sunna. He learned under more than 
20 Sahaba and a considerable number of Tabi'un learned and transmitted his knowledge. He has been 
described by scholars of hadith as a “Thiqa”. Ibn Hajar ‘Asqalani, Tahdhib, 3, p. 265. Al-Zirikli,
A 'lain, 3: 44.
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f jja£bUelft>jj.A*e gi ioUJf p,*j i&gja** ^=cj v( 3jj5 ^  0 I3 (No town exists but We

shall act as its destroyers before resurrection Day or as its punishers by means of severe 

torment.)— as the victory of Muslims over Constantinople and the conquest of al- 

Andalus).

Mujahid Ibn Jabr interpreted Q.75:22-3 j f  ogp-g. (Some

faces will be radiant on that day looking toward their Lord.) contradicting to the Prophetic 

tradition and his Companions. According to the Prophet and his Companions' 

interpretation, the verse refers to the fact that Muslims will see God with the naked eye on 

the Day of Judgment, but Mujahid explained the verse as Muslims will be expecting a 

reward from God.94 This interpretation of Mujahid was later adopted by Mu‘tazilites and 

it became identified With them instead of Mujahid. Other prominent Muslims, notably, al- 

Hasan al-Basri [d. 110-730] and Qatada Ibn Du‘ama were accused of using sectarian 

elements in their iafsir.95 The aforementioned trends, mainly using Jewish and Christian 

sources in explaining some Qur’anic passages and the relying on one’s opinion without 

referring to the Prophetic tradition or his Companions, made some scholars read with 

caution the exegeses of Mujahid, ‘Ikrima, Zayd Ibn Aslam, and others. They believed that 

ra 'y and Isra. 'iliyyal (Jewish and Christian sources) had become incorporated into their 

iafsir.96 Other scholars such as al-Qasim Ibn Muhammad Ibn Abu Bakr [d. 106-724], a

94 Al-Shavvkani, Fath ql-Oadir, 5; 338.

95 Ibn Hajar al ‘AsqalanI, Tahdhib, 1:263.

96 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqat, 5:467. See al-Dhahabi, Siyar, 4:451.
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grandson of Abu Bakr al-Siddiq, and ‘Ubayd Allah Ibn ‘Umar Ibn Hafs [d. 104-722], a 

grandson o f ‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab, abstained altogether from Qur’anic exegesis to avoid 

such accusations.97 The question of using ra ’y  along with its legitimacy and the using of 

Isra. 'lliyyat will be discussed in detail in the following chapters.

One of the outstanding works of this period is Muqatil Ibn Sulayman’s “al-Wujuh 

wa al-Naza’ ir” The work is believed to be the first complete work on ra ’y. Detailed 

account on the book will be given in Chapter three. The tafsir of this period, however, is 

classified as “the best” and "the worst". The best tafsir is the one which does not contain 

ra'y, and the worst is the one which consists of ra ’ y. Among the best are listed works of 

Ibn ‘Abbas, Mujahid, etc. Among the worst are listed those of al-Dhahhak, Abu Salih,

98etc.

Tafsir after the Era of the Tab? un

By the end of the second century AH., the students of the Companions of the 

Prophet, the Tab? tit, had died. No exegete of the period compiled a written work 

devoted exclusively to Qur’anic exegesis. It has been claimed that Mujahid Ibn Jabr wrote 

a complete tafsir of the Qur’an, but this has not yet been proven.99 During the latter half 

of the second century A.H., various scholars began compiling texts according to their

97 Goldziher, Madhhab, pp. 73-86.

98 Nabia Abbott Studies Studies in Arabic Literary Papyri Qur 'inic commentary and Tradition
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1967). P. 112.

99 The Encyclopedia of Islam. 7; 215.
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specialties and interests concerning the Qur’an. Tafsir emerged as one such specialty. 

Scholars-such as Shu'ba Ibn al-‘Ajjaj, Ibn al-Ward [d. 160-776],100 Wald' Ibn al-Jarrah [d. 

197-813],101 and Sufyan Ibn ‘Uyayna Ibn Maymun [d. 198-815],102 paid special attention 

to the narration of tafsir attributed to the Prophet, his Companions and the Tab? tin}03 

Grammarians and linguists wrote authoritative works on the Qur’an demonstrating their 

expertise, such asM alani al-Qur’m, by Abu Zakariya Yahya Ibn Ziyad al-Farra’ [d. 207- 

725],104 and Majaz al-Our ’an, by Abu ‘Ubayda Ibn Mu'ammar Ibn al-Muthanna al-Tayml
I

[d. 204 or 224/819 or 839],105 Al-Farra’s work contained a smail amount of Qur’anic 

exegesis from the Prophet, his Companions and the Tab? tin m

100 Shujibalbn ‘al-Ajjaj was given the title “Amir al-Mu'minin fi al-hadith” (the commander of the 
faithful in hadith). He was the first scholar to do a critical study of hadith. He was described as a 
“Thiqa”. Al-DIiahabI, Tadhkira, 1: 19. Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, p. 105.

101 Wakl‘ Ibn al- Jarrali was known for his extraordinaiy memory. One of his contemporaries said he 
heard him narrating 700 hadith by heart. He is considered as one of the outstanding scholars of hadith. 
See, Muhammad Ibn Abi Hatim, al-Razi, Kitab al-Jarh wa al-Ta 'dil (India: Matba'at al-Majlis Da’irat al- 
Ma‘arifa al-Uthmaniyya, 1952-1371). 1:219-20.

102 Sufyan Ibn Uyayna “held the reputation of being the most knowledgeable end expert in hadith in the 
Hijaz (Meccan and Medina). He was one of the outstanding scholars of hadith. He has been described as 
a “ Thiqa ”. See, Ibn Abi Hatim, Kitab al-Jarh, 1: 32-5.

103 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, 2:418.

~ 104 Al-Farra’ Abu Zakariyya’ Yahya Ibn Ziyad, Ma ‘anT_gl-Our 'an. ed. Ahmad Yusuf al-Najjar. (Cairo:
Al-Hay’at al-Misriyya al-Amma li-al-Kuttab, n.d). 1:13-14.

105 Abu ‘Ubayda al -Muthanna ai-Taymi was a notable linguistic and man of literacy. Al-Dhahabi,
Siyar, 5: 369

106 Published in three volumes by Ahmad Yusuf Najati and All Najjar in 1955.
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According to Ibn Khallikan, a person called Ibrahim Ibn Isma‘il asked Abu 

‘Ubayda about some meanings of the Qur’an. After Abu ‘Ubayda had explained the 

meanings, he committed himself to writiting a book explaining the meanings of the 

Qur’an107. The completed work approaches the Qur’an from linguistic and grammartical 

perspectives and it also includes explanations of gharib (difficult words). He used poetry 

extensively as part of his explanations. The work was published in one volume edited by 

Fu’ad Sezginin 1959.108

These approaches, the methodologies used by grammarians and linguisits and that 

of the traditionists flourished until the end of the third century A.H. and the early fourth 

century. Hence, tafsir literature became separated from the main body of hadith literature. 

Both came to be established as independent sciences.

The separation between hadith and tafsir should not confuse the reader. Tafsir, as 

noted as the outset, is explanation of the Qur’an’s meaning, words and legal implications. 

The subject of tafsir is the Qur’an. Tafsir was practiced by the Prophet, his Companions, 

the Tab? un, or also by modem scholars. On the other hand, hadith literally means news 

or new report , 109 As an Islamic term, it refers to the sayings, actions and tacit

107 Ahmad Ibn Muhammad Ibn Abu Bakr Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-A'yan waAnba’ abna’al-Zaman. 
(Cairo: Maktabat al-Nahda al-Misriyya, 1948-1950). 1:139. See also, AbuZayd, al-Ittijah A qli fi 
Tafsir al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-Tanwir li al-Tiba‘a waal-Nashr,1982). p. 100

108 Mu‘ammar Ibn al-Mulianna Abu ‘Ubayda, Majazal-Qur’an (Cairo: Al-khanji, 1S54). p. 6

109 Muhammad Sha‘ban Isma‘i l , al-Madkhal li dirasat al-Our’an wa alSunna wa al- ‘Uluin al- 
Islamiyya (Cairo: Maiba‘at al-Halabi,1986). 2: 210.
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endorsements of the Prophet Muhammad. Thus, the subject of hadith is the Prophet. 110 

Thus, every tafsir of the Prophet is hadith but not every hadith is tafsir.

After the separation of tafsir literature from the main body of hadith, each became 

an independent science with its own literature and concerns. The hadith literature, for 

instance, is concerned with the transmission of information regarding the the Prophet only. 

These reports were the object of intense search during the first two and a half centuries of 

the Islamic era. They were collected into many written compilations and gradually six of 

these became recognized in many, if not all, Sunni circles as the most authentic. The six 

books are technically called “al-Kutub al-Sitta”.

They are:

1). Al-Jami ‘ al-Sahlh, by Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad Ibn Isma‘Il al-Bukhari111

2). Sahih Muslim, by Abu al-Husayn Muslim Ibn al-Hajjaj al-Qqshayri , 112

I

3). Sunan Abu Dawud, by Abu Dawud Sulayman Ibn al-Ash‘ath al-Sijistanl. 113

4). Jam / al-Tirmidhi; or Sunan al-Tirmidhl, by Abu Isa Muhammad Ibn Isa 

al-Tirmidhi. 114

5). Sunan al-Nasa'f, by Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn ‘All Ibn Shu‘ayb al-Nasa’i 115

110 Muhammad Adib Salih, Lcumhatfi Usui al-Hadnh (Beirut: Al-Maktab al-Islaml, 1988-1409,5th 
ed). p. 27.

111 The work is published in Cairo: Dar al-Nashrwa Matba‘at al-Sha‘b, n.d.

112 Ed. Muhammad Fu’ad ‘Abdal-Baql. (Cairo: ‘Isaal-BabI al-Halabi, 1955).

113 Ed. Muhyi al-Din ‘ Abd al-Hamid (Cairo: Maiba‘at Mustafa Muhammad. n.d).

114 Ed. Muhammad Ahmad Shakir (Cairo: Dar al- Ma‘arif, 1937).
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6 ) Sunan Ibn Maja by Abu ‘Abd Allah Yazad Ibn Maja. 116

Tafsir literature is concerned with the transmission of reports regarding the 

explanation of the Prophet in relations to Qur’anic text, the Prophet’s Companions, the 

Tab? tin, and also liijguistic, rhetoric, juridical and theological considerations. These 

reports and considerations were the object of intense search after the separation between 

hadith and tafsir took place. The tafsir literature was eventually divided into two major 

types technically known as al-Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur and al-Tafsir bi al-Ra ’y. Examples of 

Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur. are Jam? al-Bayan ‘an Taw A Ay al-Qur ’an by Muhammad Ibn Jarir 

al-Tabari; Ai-Muharrir al-W ajizfi Tafsir al-Kitab al- 'Aziz by ‘Abd al-Haqq Ibn Ghalib 

Ibn ‘Atiyya; and Tafsir al Our’an al-'Azim  by Tmadal-Din Ismail Ibn Kathlr.

Examples of al-Tafsir bi al-Ra ’y, are al-Tafsir al-Kabir also known zsMqfatih al-Ghayb 

by Muhammad Ibn ‘Umar Fahkr al-Din al-Razi; al-Bahr al-Muhit by Athir Al-Din Ibn 

Yusuf Abu Hayyan; and al-Kashshaf lan Haqa'iq wa Ghawamis al-Tattzil wa ‘ Uyun al- 

AqawAfi Wujtih al-Ta’wA, by Mahmud Ibn Muhammad Ibn ‘Umar al-Zamakhshari.

Tafsir in the Third and Fourth Century A.H.

In this period, the transmission of tafsir mentioning the complete isnad (name of 

each teacher-narrator of the text) became popular on the one hand, and on the other hand, 

a specialization in one aspect of the Qur’an began to attract the attention of theologians 

and lexicographers. Thus, they began to produce tafsir which is obviously dominated by a

115 Ed al-Hasan Muhammad al-Mus'iidi (Beirut: Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘ArabI, 1348-1930).

116 Ed. Muhammad Fu’ad ‘Abd al-Baqi (Cairo: ‘Isa al-Babl al-IJalabi wa Shuraka’fc-i, 1972).

I
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notable element. Relevant but nonextant works include exegeses by Abu ‘Abd Allah 

Yazld Ibn Maja [d. 273-887],117 ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn Abi Hatim [d.804 Or 5] , 118 and 

Husayn Sunayd. 119 According to Ibn Taymiyya, the works of the above-mentioned 

traditionists were solely based only on the sayings of the Prophet, the Companions, and 

the Tabi‘unm

Among the representative of works by lexicographers and linguists were Ibn 

Qutaybai’s [d. 276-900],121 Tafsir Gharib al Qur’an, and al-Raghib al-Isfahani’s [d. 

502/1108], al-Mufrqdatff Gharib al-Qur’an.172 Al-Mujradat is believed to be the best 

work in this field.123 These works dealt with the lexical difficulties of the Qur’anic 

words. During this period Abu Ja‘far Muhammad Ibn Yazld al-Tabari appeared with a

117 Muhammad Ibn Yazld Ibn Maja was one of the authors of the famous six books knows as al-Kutub al- 
SiUa in the science of hadith. He is considered as an "Imam in hadith" (leader or master in hadith). See 
al-Dhahabi, Siyar, 13: 277-9.

118 ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn Muhammad Ibn Abi Hatim al-Tamimi al-Razi was a famous critic of hadith. 
Among his works are Kitab al-Jarh wa al-Ta'dil, 'Ilal al-Hadnh. Al-Dhahabi, Siyar, 1:468

119 Al-Husayn Ibn Dawud al- Masisi known as Sunayd. He was described as "al-Hafiz", a man with a 
strong memory that is to say he memorized a great number of hadith. See Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, pp. 
78-80.

120 ibid, p.79.

121 Muhammad Ibn Muslim Ibn Qutayba was a famous theologian, linguistic who critically engaged in 
theological arguments with mainly Mu‘tazilities ”. Ibn Qutayba was described as a “ Khatib ” (Orator) of 
the traditionalists. Among his well known works, Mushkil al-Qur’an, Ta’wilMukhtalif Hadtth. See, al- 
Dhahabi, Siyar, 5: 359.

122 Al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, 1: 244.

123 Andrew Rippin described the Gharib works as “ These texts are the closest to the Modem sense of 
lexicography;‘dictionaaries of difficult words’ Rippin, AHIQ, p. 160.
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methodology and approach distinct from his contemporaries. Al-Tabari’s tafsir, Jami‘ al- 

Bayan ‘an Ta ’wil Ay al Qur'an, is generally acknowledged to be the most comprehensive 

work of tafsir by Muslim and non-Muslim scholars including Noeldeke. 124 One of the 

main reasons, he said, for writing his text was to "please God", another was to provide 

the reader with a text so complete that there would be no need to read any other work of 

tafsir. 12S This claim of al-Tabari has not been challenged, rather we find that scholars like 

al-Dhahabi, al-Nawawi, al-Suyuti and others, have affirmed the claim made by al-Tabari. 

Ibn Hazm is the only scholar I have found so far that has challenged that claim. 126 

Important Developments after al-Tabari and the Fourth Century A.H.

After the fourth century A.H., three main developments occurred in the field of 

Qur’anic commentary. Al-Suyuti described them as the age of “Ikhtisar al-asanid” (the 

shortening of the chains of narration) accompanied by the quoting of unverified 

statements, the age of specialization, and the emergence of bid‘a tafsir?11

124 Goldziher, Die Richtungen, pp. 85-86: "Were this book to have reached us, we could have not needed 
to read any later generation's work in tafsir."

125 Al-Tabari, Jami' al-Baym 1: 6-7.

126 Ibn Hazm has claimed that the tafsir of BaqI Ibn Makhlad Ibn Yazld [d. 273/889] exceeded al- 
Tabari’s Jami ‘ al-Bcryan. He further stated that no tafsir can be compared with Baqi’s. See Ibn 
Bashkuwal, Kitab al-Sila (Cairo: Al-Dar al-Misriyya li al-Ta’lif wa al-Taijama, 1966). p. 116. Al- 
Znraani, ManahH, 2: 29. Al-Suyuti, Tabaqat al-Mufassirm, ed. ‘All Muhammad ‘Umar (Maktabat 
Wahba, 1976-1396,1st ed). p. 89. ’

127 The word specialization as used here should not be understood in its modem context. It should be 
rather understood as a reference to the most dominant element appearing in the work from the begining 
to end. Tire extent to which a particular element dominates the work, determines its specialization.
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Iklttisar al-Asanid and the Use of Unreliable Information

Instead of repeating the name of each teacher or reporter in an isnari—the 

precursor of scholarly Western citation and documentation-Muslim scholars began to 

omit the full isnad. This went against the grain of Muslim scholarship. It did not allow for 

the verification of the sources of information. Hence, it was common and easy to quote or 

claim information from nonexistnat or unreliable, sources. Consequently, many texts were 

written with such poor scholarship that writers made no distinction between inaccurate 

and correct data, in addition, authors did not distinguish which interpretations were 

scholarly. 128

A major tafsir that is representative of others concerning ikhtisar asanid and the 

use of unverified information is the one by the historian al-Tha‘aiibi [d. 427-1032], Tafsir 

al-Kashf1wa al-Bayan ‘an Tafsir al Our 'an. 129 This work mostly used detailed accounts 

of stories, but without paying any attention to whether the information within them was 

true or false. In addition, al-Tha‘alibI narrated authentic hadith along with the weak and 

fabricated without distinguishing one from the other. 130 Al-Tha‘alibi claimed to have 

gathered his information from one hundred books and statements that he received from 

about thr.ee hundred scholars.

128 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, 2:419. See also, al-Zurqani, Manahil, 2:32-3.

129 The work has not yet been published. Some part of it is still sitting in al-Azhar University Library. 
See, al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir, 1: 229.

130 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, p. 76, Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, 2:419.
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In his introduction, al-Tha‘alibi indicated that he wrote his tafsir in response to a 

request from some people for him to do so. He wanted, therefore, to write a 

comprehensive, authentic, brief understandable, and well-organized book of tafsir as 

opposed to the exegesis by al-Tabari, which al-Tha‘alibi criticized along with others for 

their repetition of various narrations and long, unnecessary lines of transmitters.
I

Nonetheless, al-Tha‘alibl himself included a significant number of stories and Israiliyyal, in 

addition to judicial issues, grammatical discussions, and traditions emanating from the 

Prophets, Companions and Tabi'’tbum  Consequently, Ibn Qayyim [d. 701-1350.] 

criticized al-Tha‘alibi for narrating weak traditions and produced an edited version of al- 

Tha‘alibi5s tafsir.132 

The Age of Specialization

Grammatical Tafsir. Al-Suyuti and others considered this period as the age of 

specialization because experts wrote Qur’anic exegesis from the perspective of their 

specialty only. 133 Representative of the grammatical exegesis were "Ma ‘m i al-Qur'm  by 

al-Zajjaj [d. 316-928],134 al-Wasit, and al-Wajiz by al-Wahidi [d. 468-1076],135 and al-

131 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, p. 76.

132 The Encyclopedia of Islam. 7: 735-6. Al-Dliahabi, al- Tafsir, 1:228.

133 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, 2 :419.

134 Abu Ishaq Ibrahim Ibn Sari Ibn Sahl known as al-Zajjaj. See Ibn Katliir, al-Bidaya wa al-Nihaya, ed. 
Muhammad ‘Abd al-'Aziz ai-Najdi (Riyadh: Mu’assasat al-Kutub, n.d). 12:147

135 ‘All Ibn Ahmad Ibn Muhammad Ibn ‘All Abu al-Hasan al-Wahidi al-Nisaburi. See, al-Suyuti, 
Tabaqat, p. 125.
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Bahr al-Mnhit by Abu Hayyan [d. 745-1344]. The discussion which follows focuses 

upon the latter because it was considered to have been the first comprehensive 

grammatical tafsir and the most important. 136

Abu Hayyan began writing his tafsir at the age of fifty-seven. He stated that he 

wrote it to please God. 137 His methodology and approach was to first explain each verse 

word by word followed by a grammatical and linguistic discussion. When a verse had 

more than one meaning, he would mention it, and then proceed to discuss the occasion 

upon which the verse was revealed. This would be followed by a presentation of both the 

accepted and rejected variant readings of a passage including a grammatical discussion of 

them. (A textual reading was considered rejected if it contradicted the canonical text put 

forth by the Caliph ‘Uthman Ibn * Afian or was contrary to accepted Arabic language 

use. ) 138 Finally, he would quote the late generation. When a passage pertained to judicial 

matters, he repeated the opinion of each of the heads of four Sunni legal schools of 

thought: Imams Abu Hanlfa, Malik Ibn Anas, al-Shafi% and Ahmad Ibn Hanbal. 139

Juristic Tafsir Representative of juridical exegesis are three texts with the same 

title, Ahkam al-Qur’an by Abu Bakr Ibn ‘All al-Razi known as al-Jassas [d. 370-980],140

136 The book was published in eight volumes by Dar al-Kutub in Egypt The work was considered the 
first grammatical tafsir in the sense of covering the whole Qur’an. See, al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsn-, 1:139-8

137 Al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir 1:318.

138 ‘Atar, Hasan Diya’ al-Din, al-Ahruf al-Sab4 waManzilat al-Qira’dtminha (Beirut: Dar al-Basha’ir 
al-Isiamiyya,1988-1409, Isted). pp. 317-20.

139 Abu Hayyan, al-Babr, 1: 5.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

51

Imad al-Din ‘Abd al-Hasan ‘All Ibn Muhammad Ibn ‘All al-Tabari, known as al-Kiya al- 

Hurast [d. 504-1110], and al-Qadl Abu Bakr Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd Allah Ibn Muhammad 

Ibn Ahmad known as Ibn al-‘Arabi [d. 543/1148],141 Although the authors deal generally 

with every chapter of the Qur’an, they give an explanation of only those verses which 

pertain to legal aspects. 142

Another commonality was that the authors were accused of being biased toward 

their particular school of thought; al-Jassas was a hcaiafi, Kiya was a Shafi‘l and Ibn al- 

‘ Arab! was a Malikl. 143 Again, each of their works contained some of the traditions 

emanating from the Prophet Muhammad, Sahaba and Tab? un, as well as some 

grammatical and linguistic discussion. The approach of al-Jassas was to arrange his work 

according to the usual form of fiqh ‘juristic’ literature. Each issue was discussed under a 

separate fa d  or bab ‘chapter’. He included other parts of the Qur’an to explain Qur’anic 

verses and also hadith to support his school of thought.

Ibn al-‘ArabI, on the other hand, mentioned the name of the chapter he intended to 

explain, followed by the total number of verses in the chapter which are related to the 

juristic matter. He then numbered the legal matters pertaining to some verses by saying, 

for example, there are five problems in the first verse, and ten juristic matters in the second

140 Al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir. 2: 428-9

141 Kiya Hurast's text has not yet been published. The manuscript is in Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-misriyya. 
See al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsn-, 2 :429.

142 Ibid, 2:416-20.

143 Musa*id, Athar, p. 175.
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verse etc! Similarly, he used passages of the Qur’an to explain other Qur’anic verses as al- 

Jassas did. 144

Another prominent exegesis worthy of mention in this regard is al-Jami‘ li-Ahkam 

al-Our’an145 by the jurist Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad al-Qurtubl [d. 671-1273].146 Al- 

Dhahabi wrote that al-Qurtubi was an encyclopedia and that his work was one of the 

greatest exegeses ffpm which the common person could benefit. 147 It was well organized 

and extremely usable.148 Modern scholars have classified his commentary under the 

heading of jurisprudence. 149 We observe that sometimes al-Qurtubi occupied himself with 

legal issues so much so that he discussed problems that were not relevant to the explained 

verse. On the other hand, he stated in his introduction that he decided to occupy the rest 

of his life with exegesis and to exhaust all his strength on writing a tafsir that included 

linguistics, variant readings, and grammar; and that he would rebut the opinions of

144 Abu Bakr Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Ma‘ruf bi Ibn al-‘Arab! al-Andalusi, Ahksm al-Qur ’an. ed.
‘Ali Muhammad al-Bajawi (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyya- ‘Isa al-Babi al-Halabi, 1975,1st ed). 8-14. 

1

145 The complet title of the book is al-Jami' li-Ahkam al-Our’an al-Mubayyin li-ma Tadammanahu min 
al-Sunna via Ay al-Furqan. See al-Qutubl, al-Jami’’, 1: 3 The Work-was published in Cairo by Dar 
al-Kutub in twenty volumes

146 Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad Ibn Ahmad al-Qurtubi is one of the outstaanding mufaassir and jurist 
Among his works al-Jami ‘ li-Ahkam al-Qur’an al-Mubayyin li-ma Tadammanahu min al-Sunna wa Ay 
al-Furqan, al-Tadhkira bi Umur al-Akhira, Kitab sharh al-Taqassi see, Ibn Farhun al-Malikl, al-Dibaj 
al-Mudhahhab fiM a ‘rifat A ‘yan ‘ Ulama al-Madhahib, ed. Muhammad al-Ahmadi Abu al-Nur (Cairo: 
MaktabatDaral-Qur’an,n.d). 2:308

147 Al-DawudI, Muhammad Ibn ‘All, Tabaqat al-Mufassirm (Cairo: Maktabat Wahba, 1972). 2: 65

148 Al-DawudI, Tabaqat, 2:66.

149 Musa‘id, Athar, p. 188.
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perverse men who are in a [moral and Isamic] state of perishing.150 He added that he 

would present many hadith to prove his position on judicial issues; and that he would 

quote the Sahaba and Tab/* un.

Tafsir on Philosophy and Logic. The foremost comprehensive work and 

representative of a tafsir written from the perspective of philosophy and logic 'wzsMafalih 

al-Ghayb by Muhammad Ibn ‘Umar Fakhr al-Din al-Razi [d. 606/1209], a jurist, 

theologian and exegete.151 The work gave a detailed account of philosophical arguments
c

including discussions on the issues of the relationships (al-tanasub) between Qur’anic 

verses as well as between chapters with other chapters. The author gave thorough 

discussions of theological propositions and arguments and touched upon judicial matters 

while employing grammatical and linguistic information, Prophetic hadith, and traditions 

from the Companions and the Tabi'un.152

It is generally believed that al-Razi died before completing his exegesis and that it 

was completed by a student of his works, Ahmad Ibn Muhammad Ibn Abi al-Hazm al- 

Makki Najm al-Din al-Makhzumi al-Qummi [d. 727/1327].153 He followed his master's 

methodology and style so faithfully that it is impossible to distinguish between the two. A

150 Al-Qurtubl, Al-Jaini \  1: 2-3.

151 The work was translated in Tehran by Dar al-Kutub in thirty two volumes.

152 Muhammad Basyuiu Fuda, al-TafsirfiDaw' al-Madhahib al-Islamiyya ('Cairo: Matba‘at al-Amana, 
1977-1397). pp. 62-3.

153 Ibn Hajar al-‘AsqalanI, al-Durar al-Kamina f i  A^zyan al-Mi ’a al-Thanl. ed. Muhammad Sayyid Jad 
al-Haqq. (Cairo: Matba* al-Madani, n.d).l: 342. See, al-Dawudi, Tabaqat, 2: 214.
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third person may have been involved in completing the tafsir. His name was Shihab al- 

Dln Ibn Khalil al-Kljawayl al-Dimashql [d. 639/1241],

Although the work has won praise because of its importance in the field of 

Qur’anic exegesis, Abu Hayyan, al-Suyuti and others have criticized al-Razi’s 

commentary. They believe that it had too many philosophical arguments and other things 

such that a reader may find everything in it but exegesis. 154 This view in our opinion is an 

exaggeration. One finds in al-Razi’s tafsir all the elements of tafsir that al-Tabari’s Jami ‘ 

al-Baym and Ibn Kathlr’s work contain.

Tafsir Variations

This is the third of al-Suyutl’s categories; we chose to designate it as Tafsir 

Variations’ instead of using his terminology, ‘heretical tafsir’ in his category. Since the 

assassination of ‘Uthman Ibn ‘Afian, the third caliph, there are three main groups: the 

Alids (supporters o f ‘All Ibn Abi Talib), Umayyads (the supporters) of Mu‘awiya Ibn Abi 

Sufyan, and the Kharijites. Those outside of these groups notwithstanding, the three 

parties mutually accuse each other of being false Muslims. This on-going issue is reflected 

in the texts of the protagonists in general and in tafsir in particular. Al-Tabari’s Jami' al- 

Bayan is one of the tafsirs that represents the Sunni points of view. Sunni scholars such 

as al-Tabari, Ibn Taymiyya, al-Ghazall, al-Suyuti, and others have classified most, if not all 

of the tafsir written by the Shl‘a, the Mu‘tazilites and the Sufis as tafsir bid a (having no 

Islamic precedence in the Qur’an or more particularly, in the Sunna of the Prophet) even

154 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan,. 2:419.
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though al-Ghazall himself has been considered a Sufi. 155 On the other hand, al-Qadl ‘Abd 

al-Jabbar (d. 410-919), al-Zamakhshari, and others have retaliated by claiming that such 

Sunnis were unintelligent, and, inreality, non-Muslims and hypocrites. 156 

Th eSh fa

The Shi‘a tafsir developed parallel to that of tafsir by the Sunnis. There are two 

major distinctions between the two. First, the Shi‘a believed that the Qur’an primarily 

spoke to their Imam ‘All Ibn Abi Talib and his eleven descendants, for, as part of the Shl‘a 

belief, it is they who have inherited the knowledge of the Prophet Muhammad and 

previous Prophets. Sunnis, on the other hand, believe that the Qur’an was addressed to 

mankind in general.

Secondly, the Shi‘a believed or considered the twelve Imams to be the only 

legitimate authorities on the Qur’an after the Prophet. The Sunnis believed that the 

Prophet and Sahaba and any qualified Muslim are legitimate authorities.157

Mahmmad Ayoub noted that the tafsir of Abu al-Hasan ‘All Ibn Ibrahim Ibn 

Hashim al-Qummi [d. 328-939], Tafsir al-Qummi, is an example of an early Shi‘a work 

representing the Sh!‘a point of view. 158 Al-Qumml’s text, says a partisan Sunni

155 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqadditna, pp. 90-1. Al-Suyuti, Tabaqat, p. 30
I

156 Ahmad ‘Alt Al-Saliis, Bayn al-Shi'a wa al-Sunna'. Dirasa Muqarana f i  al-Tafsir wa Usulih; Tafsir 
al-RasuI wa al-Sahaba wa Ma Nusiba liA  'immat al-Ithnay Tshriyya (Cairo: Dar al-I‘tisam,1989). p. 178.

157 Muhammad Ayoub, The Qur 'an and Its Interpretation.. (Albany State University of New York, 1984). 
1:36. See, Al-Salus, Muhammad ‘Ali. Bayn al-Shi'a wa al-Sunna, p. 178.

158 Printed in Najf in 1386 H.
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monograph, frequently accused the Sahaba and the Sunnis of literally altering the text of 

the Qur’an. For this and other reasons he labled them as non-Muslims, unbelievers, 

hypocrites, etc. 159 Nonetheless, the Shl‘a, in general, have regarded al-Qummi as a 

reliable and trustworthy authority.

Ibn al-Hasan al-Tabarsi’s approach. Abu ‘All al-Fadl Ibn al-Hasan al-Tabarsi’s 

[d. 548-1153] Majmct al-Baym f i  Tafsir al-Qur 'an took a liberal approach to moderate 

the Shi‘a position relative to the Sunnis. He quoted hadith from the Sunni al-Bukhari 

hadith collections, a text that the Shl‘a in general have rejected, and he used the narrations 

from both those Sahaba who were praised by the Shl‘a and those who were not. 

Sometimes, he even preferred someone else’s opinion over that o f ‘All Ibn Abi Talib. For 

example, concerning Q. 57:10 0 3 " t- 31 (those foremost (in faith) will be

foremost (in the hereafter) , 160 al-Tabars! mentioned that ‘All Ibn Abi Talib stated that the 

“foremost” referred to those who are first in the congregations to say the canonical five 

daily prayers. Others, said al-TabarsI, have said that the "foremost" are Muslims who are 

foremost in the various good things that Islam calls for them to do. Hence, the foremost 

are not limited to being the best in everything, but the best in at least one thing. Al- 

Tabarsi stated that this latter meaning is the best, and even better than that which Imam

159 Al-Salus, Bayn al-Shi'a Wa al-Sunna, p. 178.
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‘All has said because it includes all the various categories of good deeds and people that 

have been mentioned in the Qur’an. 161

In his introduction, al-Tabarsi indicated that he wrote his tafsir because the Sunni 

scholars alone have written comprehensive and intellectual tafsirs and have elucidated the 

deep, and the hidden meanings of the Qur’an. He described Shi‘a tafsirs as very simple 

and brief without the full lines of transmission, and lacking detailed discussion. The only 

exception was Muhammad Ibn al-Hasan al-Tusi’s [d. 460-1068] al-Tibyan al-Jami‘ liK ull 

lUlum al-Qur’an. But this book, according to al-Tabarsi, suffered from linguistic and 

grammatical errors, a lack of reliable information and poor organization Al-Tusi’s book 

did not help one to have understanding of Qur’an better. His tafsir said al-Tabarsfs, failed 

to win the appreciation of the intellectuals.162

Al-Tabarsfs approach was to explain the whole Qur’an word by word in 

chronological order of the Qur’anic revelation. Before explaining each chapter, he clearly 

states to which of the two Qur’anic phases - Meccan or Medinan - that the chapter
t

belonges. If the whole chapter or part of it, however, was a Meccan or Medinan, he 

indicates that. Then he follows with the traditions of the Prophet, Sahaba and Tab? un, 

and mentions the virtue of the chapter in general. Then he presents the qira’at ‘variant 

readings’ and begins to interpret the verse applying his linguistic skills and pointing out the 

grammatical impact on the meaning. After that, he mentions the circumstances in which

161 Abu cAiI al-Fadl Ton Hasan Al-Tabarsi, Majm' ai-Bayan f i  Tafsir al-Our’an (Cairo: Dar ai-Fikr, 
1954-1957,2nd ed). 1:112-3 Seeaiso, Fuda, Tafsir, p. i3.

162 Al-Tabarsi, Majma' al-Bayan. 1:75-7.
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the verse was revealed and the relationship between the previous and later verses. When 

he comes across a verse pertaining to judicial matters, he frequently mentions the opinion 

of the Shi‘a Imamiyya (the major Shi‘a sect), trying to support their viewpoints. 

Sometimes, he quotes the Sunni perspective.

Tafsir of the Mu’tazililes

The tafsir of the Mu‘tazilites as we previously mentioned was branded by the 

traditionalists as bid'a because they believed that the Mu‘tazilites twisted the words of the 

Qur’an to support or to fit their own perspectives. We mentioned, for instance, Q.75:22-3 

ojU-U JJ  SjibjCojj (Some faces will be radiant on that day looking toward

their Lord), wherein it is believed that Muslims will literally see God with their own eyes 

in paradise, although the Mu’tazilites said that this verse means that Muslims will be 

expecting a reward from God. Verses relating to the attributes of God are interpreted 

contrary to the traditional tafsir of the Prophet and his Companions. 163

l
The Mu‘tazilites, however, wrote many tafsir books expressing, their point of view 

and, thereby, exposing the mistakes of the traditionalists. Mu'tazilites view that the 

traditionists misunderstood them or misinterpreted them. For example, a great scholar of 

Mu‘tazilites, al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar wrote his tafsir entitled Tanzih al-Qur’m  ‘an al-

163 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu' Fatswa Shaykh al-Islam Alpnad Ibn Taymiyya, ed. Ahmad ‘Abd al-Rahman 
Ibn Muhammad Ibn Qisim al-‘AslmI al-Najdl al-Hanbali (Mecca: Matba'at al-Nahda al-Haditha, 1404). 
3; 384- 386.

I
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Mata"in to elaborate on the distinction between muhkam and mntashabihal to point out 

the mistakes of the traditionalists. 164

Mahmud Ibn Muhammad al-Zamakhshari. The most comprehensive existing 

tafsir in which the M iitazilites doctrine is brilliantly demonstrated is al-Kashshaf by al- 

Zamakhshari [d. 538/1144],165 The work was highly praised as much as it was bitterly 

criticized. In his introduction, al-Zamakhshari mentioned three reasons for writing his 

tafsir.166

1) He was asked by a group of Mu'tazilites who admired his knowledge to write a tafsir 

for them. They were so emphatic about the need for him to offer a course that they asked 

some dignitaries to intercede for them with al-Zamakhshari.

2) The amir of Mecca, Imam Sharif Abu al-Hasan Ibn Hamza, who belongs to the
t

Prophet’s family, also asked him to write a tafsir.

3) He, al-Zamakhshari, wanted to please God so that he would be saved from the hell

fire. It took him a little over two years and two or three months to finish writing his al- 
Kashshaf, and he described his tafsir in the following poem:

Verily, there are countless works of tafsir in this world;

164 Al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar Ibn Ahmad Hamadani was known as one of the champion scholars of 
Mu'tazilites. Among his famous works are: Tara A  al-Our’m  'an al-Ma ta’in, TathbS dala’il nubuwwat 
Sayyidina Muhammad, Mutashabah al-Qu’ann. Al-Suyuti, Tabaqat, p. 234. Al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir, 1: 
393. Al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar Ibn Ahmad Hamadani, Mutashabah al-Qu ’ana ed. ‘Adnan Muhammad 
Zurzur (Cairo: Dar al-Turath, 1969, 1st ed). pp. 25-26.

165 Al-Zamakhshari Khwarizmi was a recognized scholar of Arabic language and tafsir. Of his well 
known works are: Al-Kashsaaf 'an Haqa’iq al-Tanzil wa 'Uyiin al-Aqawitfi Wujuh al-Ta 'wit, al-Asas, al- 
Fs ’:q. Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-A 'yan, 4: 255.

166 Al-Zamakshari, Abu al-QasimMahmud Ibn ‘Umar. Al-Kashshaf ‘an Haqa'iq al-Tanzil wa ‘Uyiin al- 
Aqawit f i  Wujuh al-Ta W  (Cairo: Mustafa al-Babi al-Halabi wa Awladuh, 1966). 1: 3
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but you cannot find one like al-Kashshaf.
If you are looking for guidance, you have to persist in reading it.
Ignorance is just like sickness, and al-Kashshaf is like a cure.” 167

Muslim scholars have both praised and condemned al-Kashshaf. Abu Hayyan stated that 

Ibn Bashkuwal believed al-Kashshaf to be very precise and deep, but that its author 

twisted the meaning of some verses in favor of his Mu'tazilite doctrine. 168 Abu Hayyan 

expressed a great appreciation of the tafsir.169 Ibn Khaldun said it was one of the best 

tafsirs as far as linguistic and literary aspects are concerned. 170 Taj al-Din ai-Subki [d. 

735-1334] stated that al-Kashshaf was a great book in its field, and its author was a 

leading scholar (Imam) in his field, but he is surely an innovator (mubtadi'') who publicly 

declared his bid'a.

Al-Zamakhghari’s approach.

Al-Zamakhshari’s approach was not unique for his time; he used the same 

method as his contemporaries. For the most part, at the beginning of chapters he stated 

one of the two Qur’anic phases; Meccan or Medinan, that the chapter belonged. 

Occasionally, he followed this with a discussion on Qur’an and its ways of recitation. He

167 Hajji Khalifa, Kashfal-Zunm 'an Asanial-Kutub waal-Funtin. ed. Muhammad Sharaf al-Din. 
(Turkey: Wakalat al-Ma‘arif al-Jalila wa al-Matba‘at al-Bahiyya, 1941). 2: 610.

168 Abu Hayyan, al-Bahr,\: 4

169 Ibid. 1; 4.

170 ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn Khaldun, Muqaddimat Ibn Khaldun (Beirut: Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘ArabI, n.d, 4th 
ed). 3:998.
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then proceedes with a detailed, grammatical, linguistic and rhetorical discussion. 171 When 

he came across the verses pertaining to judicial issues, he briefly touched upon them, and 

sometimes mentiones the jurists’ point of view, and other times quoted the traditions of 

the Prophet, his Companions and Tabi1 On. Also, when he cames to the verses that relates 

to theological proposition, he clearly presentes various arguments applying his language 

skill to support the Mu‘tazilites’ perspective. For example, the traditional interpretation of ' 

Q. 75:23

ojiAj I4JJ j t :  (Some faces will be radiant on that day, looking towards

their Lord) is that the Muslim shall see God with their material eyes in paradise. The 

Mu‘tazilites believe, however, that God can never and will not be seen no matter, the 

promise of God to reward believers with a place in heaven notwithstanding. 173 Al- 

Zamakhshari interpretes (looking towards their Lord)’ as "an inclusive special

looking",- because, according to him, it is impossible, physically speaking, to ever see 

God. 174 Because of such an interpretation Goldziher, Musa'id and others imitated the 

traditionalists and considered al-Zamakhshari’s tafsir as both bid'a and one of the best 

representative of the Mu‘tazilite point of view. 175

171 Al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, 4:270. See also, Musa‘id, Athar, p. 176.

172 Al-Tabari, Jami'al-Bayan, 30:345. IbnKathir, Tafsir, 3:475

173 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 3:475.

174 Al-Zamakshari, al-Kashshaf 4:192.

175 Musa‘id, Athar, p. 149. Goldziher, Mudhhab, p. 89.
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Despite al-Zamakhshari’s putting forth a Mu‘tazilite point of view, he discussed 

the Qur‘an from the grammatical, linguistic and rhetorical perspectives. He did it so well 

that Ibn Khaldun, Abu Hayyan and others declared al-Kashshaf to be one of the best tafsir 

for linguistic, rhetorical, and grammatical interpretation. 176 

The Tafsir of the Sufis

The Sufis’ tafsir is mystical in nature and heavily influenced by philosophical 

thought. The Sufis believed that the Qur’an has two meanings: apparent meaning ‘’zahir ’, 

and an ‘inner’ meaning ‘batin.’ They assert that common people know only the outer 

meaning, while the inner meaning is only known by the Sufis. Thus, much of the Sufis’ 

tafsir clearly contradicts both the plain meaning of the language and the meaning given by 

the Prophet, the Companions, the Successors and the Traditionalists. One example is Q. 

55:19-20: ^

(He has loosed two seas that come together. Between them lies a barrier which neither 

tries to cross.). The two seas to most, if not all of the Sunni Muslims, are the salt water 

ocean and the fresh water that meets it. 177 Ibn ‘Arab! [d. 638/1240], the Shaykh of Sufis, 

interpreted the two seas to be the soul and body of a person. 178 Another example, 

concerns Q.73:8: iUjj *4\ (Mention your Lord’s name and devote

yourself to Him utterly). Ibn ‘Arab! said that it means “remember the name of your Lord,

176 Ibn Khaldun, Muqaddima 3:398.

177 Al-Qurtubi, al-Jami ‘, 17:162.

178 Al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir, 2: 240.
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for He isyou.” 179 The latter clause of his account is a clear counterstatement to sura al- 

Ikhlas, the verse of al-kursi( Q. 2:255)112 and other parts of the Qur’an, including the 

Qur’anic theme that it is only from the devil himself (Q. 2:168-9) that statements about 

God emanates when they are not couched in true knowledge. Due to such interpretations, 

scholars'as al-Dhahabi, Ibn Taymiyya and al-Suyuti have regarded the Sufi tafsir as 

heresy. 180

Another tafsir which represents the Sufi perspective is Haqa’iq al-Tafsir by Abu 

‘Abd al-Rahman Muhammad Ibn al-Hasan Ibn al-Azdi, known as al-Sulaml [d. 412- 

1021 ] . 181 The work of al-Sulaml was very controversial. Some scholars bitterly criticized 

it, while others praised it. 182 The late modem Egyptian scholar of tafsir, Muhammad 

Husayn al-Dhahabi, read the manuscript and found it consisted of whole chapters of the 

Qur’an, but it did not cover all the verses. He also pointed out that al-Sulaml did no more 

than to compile the Sufi statements by those known as “ahlal-Haqiqa” ‘ people of 

realities’. 183 Based on al-Dawudl’s report in his Tabaqat al-Mufassirm, one can say with 

assurance that Haqa’iq al-Tafsir was solely of the Sufi point of view. To substantiate this

179 Ibid, 2:240.

180 Al-Dhahabi, Tadhkira, 3: 249. Al-Suyuti, Tabaqat, p. 31.

181 Al-Sulami was the Shaykh of the Sufis in Khurasan. He was described as a man of knowledge. See, 
al-Suyuti, Tabaqat, p. 31.

182 Al-Dawudi, Tabaqat, 2: 138-9.

183 Al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsn\ 2: 385.
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assumption, let me quote what al-Dhahabi presented as an example of al-Sulaml’s tafsir: 

Q. 41 66 pj .̂tr u,sr Lit ^

j jb v j  05X0 Lc f&ftjLa ^ot^a-j^-f f\ (And if we had prescribed for them “let

yourselves be killed or expelled from your homes only a few of them would have done so). 

Al-Sulami said that this verse is an order for Muslims to kill themselves (or their souls) to 

prevent them from loving this world. 184 Another example is in Q. 13: 3 

t_jlfjt̂  I*-# 5̂ JUf ybj (And He is the one who has spread the earth
i

out and placed headlands and rivers on it). Al-Sulaml said that the firm mountains are the 

devoted servants of God and the dignitaries are the Sufi leaders upon whom the refuge 

and salvation of others depend. 185 Consequently, some Muslim scholar such as al-Wahidi 

[d. 468-1076 ] said, “If al-Sulami believes that Haqa’iq tafsir is exegesis, "faqadkafar”, 

then he has become a non-Muslim. 186

Abu Bakr Muhyi al-Din Muhammad Ibn ‘Arabi Ibn Muhammad [d. 638-1240] 

was regarded in his time until this day by many as the epitome and greatest of the Sufis. 

He was given the title Shaykh al-Akbar ‘the greatest master’ and a l-A rif bi-Allah ‘the 

knower of God’. He remains the most controversial Sufi figure. It was popularly believed 

that he wrote the famous tafsir work known as Tafsir Ibn ‘ArabI However, Muhammad

184 Ibid, 2: 385.

185 Ibid, 2: 388-9.

186 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, 2: 237.
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‘Abduh the late Egyptian scholar, believed tafsir Ibn ‘Arab! to be a work o f ‘Abd al-

Razzaq al-Qashanl al-Batinl. Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi supported Muhammad

‘Abduh in this and later argued based on the manuscript available in Cairo, that the work

was by al-Qashanl. 187 Certain scholars have said that it is now proved beyond doubt that

it is not written by Ibn ‘Arabi.
1

Ibn Taymiyya and al-Dhahabi were among scholars who bitterly criticized Ibn 

‘Arabi, while scholars like Muhammad Ibn Ya‘qub al-Shi Razi al-Fayruzabadi [d. 812 

A.H.] and al-Suyuti were among the scholars who defended him.

Although the real tafsir of Ibn ‘Arab! did not reach us, some of his Qur’anic 

interpretations were in some of his published works, such as al-Futuhat al-Makkiyya and 

Fususal-Hikam.m  For example, consider the following: Q. 71:28

CiUroyail^ 3^3  lia jc  . jy icl

(My Lord forgive me and my parents, as well as anyone who enters my home as a 

believer,' along with believing men and believing women). Ibn ‘Arabi interpreted ‘parents’ 

as intellect and nature, ‘house’ as his heart, ‘believing men’ as intellect, and ‘believing 

women’ as soul. 189

187 Muhammad Rashid Rida, Tafsir al-Qur ’an al-Karnn al-Shahir bi Tafsir al-Mannar (Beirut: Dar al- 
Fikr, n.d ).‘2:400-l.

188 In Kashf al-Zuntin, there was a report indicating that Ibn ‘Arabi had written a massive tafsir based on 
$uXfs point of view. See, Hajji Khalifah, Kashfal-Zunun, p. 2240.

189 Ibn ‘Arabi, Muhyi al-Din. Al-Futuhat al-Makkiya Wassya (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Flami li al- 
Maibu‘at, 1973). 2: 432.
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Another example concerns Q. 22: 33 J J  L*Jb«> ^

J» i J J  (You have advantage in them (cattle offered for sacrifice) for a fixed 

period, then their place shall be at the ancient house ‘the sacred territory of Mecca city’. 

In al-Futuhat, Ibn ‘Arab! interpreted the ancient house as the house of hum  ‘belief. 190 

No Sufi, apparently, has said that these statements are contrary to the Sufi belief. 

Allegorical Taj sir: Al-Tafsir al-Iskari

This method of exegesis is termed al-tafsir al-isharl (exegesis by allegory, or 

literary allusions); that is, interpretation of the Qur’an beyond its outer meanings or with 

meanings that are not visible to anyone but to those whose heart God has opened, as 

asserted by its practioners. 191 They base their exegesis, upon certain tafsir of the 

Companions of the Prophet. One frequently given example in this respect is the tafsir of 

Ibn ‘Abbas of Q:110.103 -urt ^  .b-iif
l

4i! ojbju-iTj (When God’s support comes as well as victory and

you see mankind entering God’s religion in droves, then sing your Lord’s praises and beg 

him for forgiveness, since He is Relenting) 192 Since, Ibn ‘Abbas interpreted the verse as a 

special indication of the Prophet’s death and because it is regarded both as an accurate 

exegesis of the text by mainstream Muslims and as an interpretation that obviously is not

190 Ibid, 2:463.

^  Al'ZurQSjiif Manshil, 2: 78.

192 IbnKatlur, Mukhtasar, 3:486
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an ‘outer meaning’, it has become a supporting proposition for the legitimacy of 

allegorical exegesis.

Another reference for this type of tafsir is ‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab understanding of 

Q. 5 .3 pO «■ OJLqTT

(Today, I have perfected your religion for you, and completed my favor towards you and 

have consented to grant you [Islam] as a religion). Because ‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab 

understood the verse as an indication for the start of the decline of the quality of Islam as 

practiced by its adherents193 in addition to the obvious meaning of the verse, some use this 

as another justification for allegorical tafsir.

A third example is from al-Alusi concerning the meaning of Q: 11 106:

. jUf JOf Lois juuij ,^55. bvt faJKsy o b  The literal meaning

of the verse is (the day it arrives no soul shall speak except by His leave. Of those 

[gathered] some will be wretched and some will be blessed. Those who are wretched shall 

be in the fire). Al-A lusl said that ‘shall be in the fire’ is “nar al-tnrman ‘an al-murad" 

(the fire of being denied a goal, desire or want). Al-Alusi said that the ‘fire’ in this verse 

is not the fire of Hell, but rather “adhab al-nafs” (punishment of self)194.

Al-Qushayri presented al-tafsir al-isharlm  his interpretation of Q; 64: 3: 

p? ^ ( H e  (God) has given you shape and made your shapes beautiful). Al-

193 Al-Tabari, Jarni al-Byan, 4:104. Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 1:347.

194 Shihab al-DIn al-Sayyid Mahmud al-Alusi, Rub al-Ma ‘anl f i  Tafsir al-Qur 'an al-Azan wa al-Sab ‘ 
al-Mathani (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi, n.d). 12: 168
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Qushayri stated that this verse concerns a person’s rise from base morality or the lowest of 

the low to a level of high morality or obedience to God, for God created man from a base 

and despicable fluid and caused him to rise to the highest level of dignity195

Scholars have differed as to legality of al-tafsir al-ishari. Some scholars have 

rejected it on the ground that it is based on mere opinion. 196 Others, like Ibn Qayyim 

accepted it providing that five principles are adhered to : 197

1) That there is no disagreement with the obvious meaning of the verse.

2) That it is a sound meaning in itself.
t

3) That in the wording there is some indication to warrant it.

4) That there are close connections between it and the obvious meaning.

5) That it should not be claimed that the meaning is the only intended meaning. 

Al-Zarkash! stated that al-tafsir al-ishari wds not a matter of tafsir that one acquires or 

learns how to do, rather it is a mystical meaning that one feels while reciting the 

Qur’an. 198

Tafsir Lata’i f  al-Isharat The exegesis by ‘Abd al-Karim Ibn Hawazin Ibn ‘Abd 

al-Malik Ibn Talha Ibn Muhammad al-Nisaburi, known as al-Qushayri [d. 465/1073], is 

named Lata'if al-Isharat. It is considered the best example of allegorical tafsir. Al-

195 Al-Qushayri, Lata’if. 6;:240

196 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan,. 2: 174.

197 Al-Zurqani, Martahil, 2: 81. See Von Denfier, ‘ Ulwn al-Qur 'an, p. 134.

198 Al-Zarkashi, al-Burhan, 1:16.
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Qushayri-was regarded as the Shaykh o f Sufts of his time, and a moderate Sufi. He never 

claimed to have received knowledge from the unseen or believed in exegesis devoid of 

traditional or linguistic substantiation. 199 He mastered the traditional Muslim fields of 

religious learning such as hadith and fiqh, as was understood by the non-Sufi scholars. 

Other Sufis considered him a scholar of mystical science. Because he did not write 

material that was considered extreme, his tafsir was the only Sufi tafsir that escapedI

stinging criticism. Indeed, Lata'if al-Isharat was praised by both traditionists and Sufis.

The Approach of al-Qushayri. The work of al-Qushayri is a complete tafsir. It 

discussed each chapter as a unit in addition to explaining all of the verses of the whole 

Qur’an. Each chapter of the Qur’an with the exception of chapter nine which begins with 

aU\ ^  ('In the Name of God, the Most Merciful and Compassionate'), is

treated. Al-Qushairi did not consider the phrase to be an independent introduction to each 

chapter but rather a part of the chapter itself. In addition, al-Qushayri believed that each 

Aii\ had a meaning different from the others, and each had a significant

mystical implication.200 He began each chapter at the beginning, by explaining the unique 

meaning of He then, explained each verse individually, sentence

by sentence. In doing this, he presented first the apparent meaning or as it was understood 

by the traditionists. He followed this with its mystical meaning according to moderate

199 Al-SuyutI, TabaqM, 1: 7

200 Al-Qushayri, Lata’if, 1:.57.
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Sufis. This sequence was not rigidly followed. He sometimes mixed while clearly 

distinguishing one from the other both the traditional and mystical interpretations. Typical 

of moderate Sufi works, al-Qushayri sometimes touched slightly on grammatical issues 

and totally ignored judicial issues.201

An example of his exegesis of Q. 1:1 *n\ (In he Name of God,

the Most Beneficent, the Most Merciful) concerns al-Qushayri’s view of the Arabic term 

al-ism ‘the name’. He believed that the term indicates that the reader should strive to 

characterize himself with an effort particular to those who have elevated themselves to the 

status of al-mushahadai 'witnesses (of the truth)1. Al-Qushayri added that whoever did 

not strive to elevate himself would not feel the sweetness that one should feel upon 

reciting the verse. The reader would fail to honor the purity of the relationship that is 

inherent, between the state of the reciter/witness of truth and the verse.202 

Reaction of the Orthodox to the Variations of Exegesis

The emergence of the tafsir variations was strongly criticized by traditionalists 

such as Ibn Taymiyya, al-Dhahabi, Ibn Kathir, al-Suyuti and others. They believed that 

such interpretations by what they called the ‘mubtadi“ ‘practioners of unlslamic 

innovation,’ were nothing but distortions of the exegesis of the Prophet, his Companions 

and the successors. Thus, they launched uncompromising attacks on tafsir variations. In 

addition, they have advocated that Muslims should write and read traditional tafsir only

201 Al-Zurqani, Manahil, 2 :18.

202 Al-Qushayri, Lata’if, 1: 57.

I
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and warned against ra ’y  that does not have any basis in sound Arabic usage. They used
c

four different sources to substantiate their views: 1) The Qur’an, 2) badith, 3) Sayings 

of the Sahaba, 4) Saying of the Tab? tin.

Among the Qufanic verses quoted to support their position is Q.7:3

dP'M 1̂ *4*3 jt&U Ljf jfl

Oj-cJ*3V Lo 4JUf ^jUUUaLj «u f^Lo 4jUb!^5%^j

(Say (O Muhammad) “Indeed, those things (especially) that my Lord has forbidden are 
great evil sins whether committed openly or secretly, sins (of all kinds), unrighteous 
oppression, joining partners with God for which he has given no authority, and saying 
things about God of which you have no knowledge).

The traditionalists say that the structure and clear meanings of the verse indicate 

that saying things about Allah without having the correct and necessary knowledge as 

great a sin as the sins mentioned at the beginning of the verse. Any exegesis, therefore, 

without information from the Prophet is prohibited.203

Substantiating this position, they claim, is the verse Q. 16:44: y juf jjJiUjiij

prt-H Jyi L> o-Lju ^ * - 3  (And We have sent down unto you (O Muhammad) the

reminder(the Qur’an) that you may expiain clearly to men what is sent down to them, and 

that they may give thought. The idea here, as understood by the traditionalists, is that the 

Prophet Muhammad was the only person who has been given authority by God to explain 

the Qur'an. Thus, no one can give tafsir by their own independent opinion.

203 Juda Muhammad Muhammad Mahdl, al-lVahidlwaManhajuhu fial-Tafsir (Cairo: Al-Majlis al- 
A‘la li al-Shu’un al-Islamiyya, 1979). p. 152
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The orthodox frequently quoted the following hadith to support their view: 

“whoever explains the Qur’an according to his personal opinion shall take his place in 

hell.” 204 In another narration, “Whoever sad anything about the Qur’an by his own 

opinion, even if its correct, he is wrong.” 205 They quoted Abu Bakr al-Siddiq’s well 

known remark “What earth will bear me and what sky will shadow me if I say anything by 

my opinion when explaining the Qur’an?” They also cited Sa‘id Ibn al-Musayyib [d. 443- 

105] who said, whenever he was asked about tafsir, "We do not say anything about the 

Qur’an."206 Masruq Ibn al-Ajda‘a said: “Abstain from tafsir (ittaqu al-tafsir). Verily, it 

is a narration about God.” 207 Some proponents of the traditional tafsir have claimed that 

the Qur’an cannot be understood without the Prophetic hadith.208 The call for traditional 

exegesis exclusively and against all use of ra’y, which in their view is not intellectually 

justifiable.

Certain jurists, grammarians, and theologians including al-Ghazali, Ibn ‘Atiyya, al- 

Qurtubl, and Abu Hayyan challenged the traditionalists and came up with 

uncompromising, sharp, and forceful responses using the same sources employed by their

204 Al-Stiyutl, al-ltqm, 2:395. Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, p. 105.

205 Alusi, Ruh al-Ma ‘Uni, 1:1.
I

206 Sa‘id Ibn al-Musayyib was known as the jurist of Medina. His contemporaries unanimously described 
him as one of the most knowledgeable Tabi‘l. He said about himself. No one knows better than me the 
judgment of the Prophet, Abu Bakr and ‘Umar. See al-Dhahabl, TadhMra, 1:54-7. Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 
1:7.

207 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 1: 7.

208 Abu Hayyan, al-Balir, 1:4-5.
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opponents. In regards to Qur’an 16:44, which the traditionalists quoted, Ibn ‘Atiyya was 

that although the Prophet was given responsibility to explain the Qur’an, his 

interpretation was made according to the necessity of the time for the people of that 

particular time. After the death of the Prophet, further explanation might be needed to 

clarify generalities in the Prophet interpretation. Thus, the argument goes, there is a need 

for ra 'y and it is permissible provided the basic rules of tafsir are applied.209

t
Al-Bayhaqi [d.458-107] questiones the authenticity of the hadith “Whoever 

explained the Qur’an by his own opinion, he shall take his seat in the hell fire.” He added 

If the the hadith is authentic, it could be a prohibition only on opinions that do not adhere 

to the basic rules of tafsir210

Al-Ghazall stated that the hadith has two probable meanings or indications. Either 

it limited the tafsir to the Prophet only, which he believed was not the case because the 

Prophet did not explain the whole Qur’an, or it might mean something else. Furthermore, 

he added that if the first assumption were correct, then the verse of Q.4:83 should be 

referred to: <uJ*J j \  j  J3 «uH j f  ojtj ^  (If they would only

refer it to the messepger and those among them who hold command, those of them who 

investigate matter would have known about it). According to this verse, contended al- 

Ghazall, proper investigation cannot be done without using ra ’yj211 As for the statement

209 Mahdi, al-V/shidf, p. 153. al- Zarkashi, al-Burksn, 2:162.

210 Al-Zarkashi, al-Burhan, 2:162.
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by Abu Bakr al-Siddiq, “What earth will bear me and what sky will overshadow me if I 

say anything by my opinion when explaining the Qur’an?”, Ibn ‘Atiyya allowed for two 

posibilities, either that Abu Bakr said this at the veiy beginning of his khilafa (Caliphate) 

to prevent Muslims from engaging in tafsir haphazardly; or that Abu Bakr, thought that
t

tafsir should not be made by opinion alone when he first became caliph, and then found as 

time passed, that use of ra ’y  was unavoidable in tafsir. Thus, when he was asked about 

the meaning of “kalMa”, which is a part of Q. 4:12, he said, "I answer by my own

ra 'y. If it is correct, thanks be to God. If it is wrong, however, it is from me and Satan, 

and God is innocent of it.212

As for the abstaining by some Tabfrn from tafsir, al-Zarkashl said that certain 

eminent Sahaba, such as Zubayr Ibn ‘ Awwam, ‘Uthman Ibn ‘Afian, and Talha Ibn 

‘Ubayd Allah avoided narrating hadith or ascribing sayings to the Prophet not to avoid 

independent opinion, but for reasons of piety only. The same could be said of the 

abstaining of the Tab? un from tafsir?12

The defenders of the use of ra ’y  in exegesis also used the Qur’an and hadith to 

substantiate their position. Among the frequent examples quoted were Qur’an. 38:29

211 Al-Gliazali, Iliya’ ‘Ulwn al-Dm (Cairo: Dar Ihya’ al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyya, n.d). 1: 29. Al-Qurtubi, al- 
JarnV,. 1: 33.

212 ‘Abd al-Haqq Ibn Ghalib Ibn ‘Atiyya, Maqaddimatan f i  'Ulum al-Our’an (Cairo: Ma;ba‘at al- 
Khaniji, 1972). pp. 186-7.

213 Al-Zarkashl, al-Burhan. 2:162..

I
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wjUVliyy yi~J5 *«3IjT JjL* oUjjf ^Ur (We have sent down a book to you that is

blessed, so prudent men may ponder over its verses and thereby be reminded). They also 

quote Q. 47: 24jljai (Will they not meditate on the Qur’an?) The point made

here is that if using opinion in understanding the Qur’an was prohibited, there would be no 

purpose-for the revelation of these verses.214

The proponents ofra’y  cited the famous hadith in which the Prophet obviously 

encouraged making ijtihM: “whoever makes ijtihad and he is right, will earn two rewards. 

If, however, he is wrong, he will earn only one”.215

As a result of these arguments between traditionalists and theologian-jurists, the 

classical tafsir was divided into two major categories: al-Tafsir hi al-Ma 'thur and al- 

Tafsir bi al-Ra 'y. Naturally, the tafsir literature was also divided into two.

The Major Categorizations of Tafsir 

Tafsir bi al-Ma’thdr

The word ma 'ihur is a passive participle derived from the root athr to trace, to 

mark. The verb alhara means to transmit, to report, to pass along, etc. Thus, ma 'thur 

means that which is transmitted, handed down. Al-tafsir bi al-Ma 'ihur is, generally 

speaking, understood to be the exegesis of the Prophet, Companions and successors.

214 Al-Suyull, al-ltqmc 2: 384-5

215 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, p. 52.
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The major tafsir books considered as the representatives of al-tafsir bi al-ma 'thur

are:216

1) JamV al-Baym  by al-Tabari

2) Al-Muharrir al-W ajizfi Tafsir al-Kitab al-Aziz, by Ibn ‘Atiyya.217

3) Ma ‘alim al-Tanzil by al-Baghawi [d. 510-116],

4) Tafsir al-Qur 'an al- ‘Azim by Ibn Kathir.

5) Al-Durr al-Manlhur, by al-Suyutl.

6) Bahr al- 'Ulvm known as Tafsir AbiLayth al-Samarqandi, by Nasr Ibn 

Muhammad Abu Layth al-Samarqandi.218

Tafsir bi al-Ra’y 1

The word ra 'y is a verbal noun which means opinion, belief analogy, and exertion. 

Technically, it is independent opinion, that is, it is used to denote the interpretation of the 

Qur’an by exerting the mind in understanding the word of God in the absence of any 

tradition from the Prophet, but it is based on the sound knowledge of the Arabic language

216 These works have been considered to be al-Tafst bi al-Ma ’thur’s major books because of their heavy 
dependence on transmission reports.

217 ‘Abd al-Haqq Ibn Ghalib Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn ‘Atiyya, was one of the famous Andalusian 
Scholars of tafsir, jurisprudence, hadith and linguistics. According to Ibn Khaldun, Ibn ‘ Atiyya's 
tafsir was more popular than any tafsir in North Africa Ibn Khaldun, Muqaddimz, 3:323. Al- 
Suyuti, Tabaqat, p. 247.

218 Nasr Ibn Muhammad Ibn Ibrahim al-Samarqandi was a great jurist and interpreter. Al-Dawudi,
Tabaqat, 2: 139.
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and the implementation of the principles of tafsir.2l9 This type of tafsir, however, is 

divided into two parts:

1) al-ra ’y  al-mahmud or al-mamduh ‘praiseworthy’.

2) al-ra 'y al-madhmum ‘blameworthy’.

Tafsir bi al-Ra’y  al-Mahmud or al-Mamduh

Al-ra ’y  al-mahmud is independent opinion that is based on the principles of tafsir 

and Arabic language, provided that the resulting exegesis does not conflict with the 

tradition of the Prophet or the general fundamentals of Islamic thought.220

M-Ra ’y  al-Madhmum is independent opinion that is neither based on the principles 

of Arabic nor the hadith and Sunna of the Prophet, Sahaba, and Tib? un. Al-ra 'y al- 

madhmum is called this because both (traditionalists and traditionists) believed that the 

purpose of producing such tafsir was to promote bid'a.221 Mafatih al-Ghayb by al-Razi 

and Anwar al-Tanzil by al-BaydawI [d. 685-1286]222 are among the important tafsir bi al- 

ra 'y al-mamduh.

In his introduction, al-Baydawi indicated that the science of tafsir is the highest 

and most honorable type of knowledge. Therefore, it is not proper for anyone to practice

219 Al-Ghazali, Iliya’. 1:292. Al-Qurtubi, al-Jwm. 1:32.

220 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, 2:403.

221 Al-Ghazali, Iliya', 1:292. Al-Zurqani, Manahil, 2:49.

222 Nasir al-Din Aba al-Khayr ‘Abd Allah Ibn ‘Umar Ibn Muhammad Ibn ‘All, al-Baydawi, was a Chief 
Justice of Shiraz. He was highly praised by the scholars of his time. See al-Dawudi, Tabaqat, 2:102-3. 
Al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir, 1:297.

I
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it without mastering all of the Islamic sciences and being well-versed in Arabic and the
i

literary sciences. He hesitated to write a tafsir, believing that he lacked the proper 

knowledge. He wrote his tafsir to include the traditions of the prominent Sahaba and 

Tab? un, linguistic and grammatical issues, and the variant Qur’anic readings.223 The work 

has been seen as a summary of ai-Zamakhshari’s a l-K a sh sh but al-Baydawi deleted all 

Mii'iazilile views.224

Other important works of tafsir bi al-ra ’y  al-mamduh include Irshad al- ‘Aql al- 

Salim ilaMazaya al-Kitab dl-Karim by Abu al-Su'ud,225 al-Bahr al-Muhit by Abu 

Hayyan and Madarikal-Tanzil wa Haqa'iq al-Ta'wil by al-Nasafi (d.701-1302).226 In his 

introduction, al-Nasafi mentioned that someone whom he respected asked him to write a 

tafsir discussing grammatical, literary part of the Qur’an and and aspect of its recitation. 

The same person also asked him to embellish his exegesis with the sayings of the 

traditionists, but without bid'a viewpoints. Also, his text should not be long, boring, or 

defective in any way. Thus, he wrote his tafsir in a very short period.

223 Al-Baydawi, Amvar al-Tanzil waAsrar al-Ta wil (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub, 1946). 1: 2.

224 Al-Dlchnbi, al-Tafst, 1:297.

225 Muhammad Ibn Muhammad Ibn Mustafa al-‘Imad was one of the outstaanding Imam of his time. His 
tafsir was one of the fcê t exegesis in relating to literary and lingustic aspects. Sec, al-Dhahabi, al-Tafst. 
1:345.

226 NasafTs Madarik is a summaary of both al-Kashshaf and Anwar al-Tanzil. Hajji Khalifa, kashf al- 
Zunun, 2: 248.
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Tafsir bi al-Ra’y  al-Madhmum

The tafsir texts mentioned previously in the section concerning tafsir variations are 

considered to be tafsir bi al-ra ’y  al-madhmum by traditionalists and some jurists, such as 

Ibn Taymiyya, al-Ghazall, Ibn Kathir and others. They believed that those exegeses had 

ignored the background knowledge of linguistic facts, the Prophet, his Companions and 

the successors’ interpretations. They further believed that the authors of such texts were 

too educated to be unaware that they were misapplying and misinterpreting Qur’anic 

verses. They simply desired Qur’anic justification for the teaching of dogma they wished 

to stress.227 Al-Tafsir bi al-Ma 'thur and al-Tafsn bi al-Ra 'y continued to be the two 

major categories of .the science of tafsn- until our modem time, when other trends and 

methodology in tafsn- emerged due to the new social structure, new laws, and new system 

of government of the modem world.

Trends in Modern Qur’anic Exegesis

From 1750 until the middle of the 20th century, almost the entire Islamic world 

was under Western occupation or influence, mainly by the British and the French. Since 

then, the influence of the West began to affect Islamic, Arab and Indo-Pakistan cultures.

In the beginning of the 20th century, the impact of the West became more intensive and 

penetrated all aspects of Muslim life, socially, politically, educationally, culturally, and 

economically.

227 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, pp. 91-2. Al-QuitubI, al-Janf, 1: 28-9.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

t

80

Toward the end of the 19th and during the early 20th centuries, Islamic 

reformation and revivalism emerged in the Islamic world, mainly in India and Egypt. The 

purpose of this movement was to liberate Muslims from foreign influence and to establish 

the Islamic identity in all aspects of Muslim life. This was the exact goal of the Islamic 

movement in Egypt.

In India and Indo-Pakistan, the movement's approach was to reform the Muslim 

society in the light of Western civilization. This was the reason that Sir Ahmad Khan 

Bahadar [1817 - 1896] established Aligarh University.228 Shaykh Muhammad ‘Abduh, a 

student of Shaykh Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, became the most prominent advocate of 

Islamic revivalism after the death of his teacher.

In order for these movements to achieve their goals, they took rational, intellectual 

and scientific approaches to interpreting Islam. New trends thus appeared in Islamic 

literature in general and tafsir in particular. Our discussion will explain the six major 

aspects of these trends: 1. Intellectual. 2. Scientific. 3. Rhetorical (Moral Suasion 

[adabiy\) 4. Philological. 5. Traditional. 6. Natural History.

Jansen accurately observed that no modem exegete has produced a work devoted 

exclusively to one particular aspect. He, however, divided the modem exegetical field into 

three—not six—categories: scientific, traditional, and day-to day Muslim affairs.229

228 Goldziher, Madhhab, p. 342.

229 J. G. Jansen, the Interpretation o f Koran in Modem Egypt (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1974) pp. 7-8.
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Intellectual Exegesis

This approach by reformers aims at awaking Muslims to realize that the Qur’an 

was revealed first and foremost to guide mankind and to educate them how to achieve 

success in this life and the Hereafter. Thus, the Qur’an is the answer to mankind's 

problems. Muslims must seek solution to their problems-in every sphere: social, 

economic, political, etc.—from the Qur’an only. According to this approach, Muslims 

must understand the Qur’an as a book of guidance to be used according to how Muslims 

perceive their problems within the modem world. This is contrary to relying on classical 

Qur’anic exegesis. This perspective holds that classical interpretations, although correct 

for those* of the past eras, are not necessarily applicable for Muslims of the present day.230

Tafsir al-Qur’an al-Hakim. The most popular representative of this trend is 

Tafsir al-Qur 'an al-Hakim, popularly known as Tafsir al-Manar. The work is actually a 

combination of the works of Shaykh Muhammad ‘Abduh and his student, Muhammad 

Rashid Rida. ‘Abduh delivered a series of lectures on tafsn" in al-Azhar University for a 

period of six years. He began lecturing from 1317 A.H. up to 1323 A.H., the year he 

died. He only gave the interpretation of the first 4 suras (chapters)231

Muhammad Rashid Rida, the most outstanding student o f‘Abduh, published his 

own notes and his teacher’s lectures in al-Mannar Journal. Subsequently, he compiled all

230 Rida, Tafsir, 1: 24-6.

231 ‘Abduh has written a little book of tafsir known as “ Tafsir Juz' ‘Amnia.”. Jux’ ‘Amma represents 
one thirtieth of the thirty Juz’ of the entire Qur’an. In addition to that, he delivered many lectures on 
tafsn- in Beirut and Algeria.
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of his lecture notes with some of his own comments and exegesis. These covered twelve 

suras. ‘Abduh approved suras one to four before he died. Rashid Rida continued alone 

after the death of his master from sura 4:125 to 12:107. Rida faithfully indicated the parts 

for which he and his master were jointly responsible, and where ‘Abduh’s words ended 

and where his own additions began.232 The work was published in Beirut by Dar al-Fikr, 

in twelve volumes.233

Shaykh ‘Abuh’s purpose for producing the exegesis was to make Muslims aware 

that the Qur’an is a religious book that essentially was revealed to guide mankind to that 

which will enable Muslims to achieve success and the best life in this world as well as in 

the next world.234

Furthermore, Rashid Rida explained in detaii the wishes that Ms teacher desired to 

accomplish through Ms teaching and exegesis. He stated that there is nothing in our 

religion that is in conflict with present modernization — except in some usury issues. 

“Surely” ‘Abduh said, according to Rashid Rida, “I am ready to establish harmony 

between the true Islam and whatever the Ottoman Empire might need to elevate itself to 

reach the standard of the civilization acMeved by the West, tMough the process followed

232 Rida, Tafsir. 1:15-16 see " Islamic Studies presented to CharelesJ. Adams. ” ed. Wael, B. Hallaq 
and Donald, P. Little, E.J Brill (Leiden: N.Y.Kobenhavnkoln,1990). p. 22.

233 Al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir, 2:528. See also, Manna‘ Khalil Qattan, Mabahith fiU lw n al-Qur’an. 
(Beirut: Dar al-Malayin, 1981.) p. 372.

234 Rida, Tafsir, !: 17. 4:43.
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by the West. I will do that through the instruction of the Qur’an and the authentic 

tradition of the Prophet, not through a particular school of thought in Islam.”235

The characteristics and methodology o f‘Abduh in his exegesis. In his Islam 

and Modernism in Egypt, Adams has excellently described the character of Abduh’s 

commentary as follows. “He placed the primary emphasis upon the guidance of the 

Qur’an, in a manner which agrees with the verse which describes it, and the warnings and 

good tidings and guidance and correction for which it was sent down, at the same time 

giving care to the requirements of the present day conditions with respect to acceptability 

of phrasing, and having regard for the capacity of different classes of readers and 

understanding.”236 The following statement from ‘Abduh provides a clear image of his 

exegesis: "Today, tafsir is in the eyes of our people -  and before today is nothing more 

than imitating the classical scholars, although those works (of scholars) may deviate from 

the main purpose of the Qur'an. God will not ask (anybody) on the Day of Judgment 

about what was previously understood (by others) rather He will ask, what did you 

understand about His book? Did you ponder over the meaning of the book that was given 

to you?"237 In view of this, ‘Abduh based his exegesis on his own personal opinion in 

understanding Qur’an. As a result, he rejected or interpreted some established principles

735 Ibid,. 1:239. See also, Goldziher, Madhhab, p. 353.

236 Charles Adam. Islam and Modernism In Egypt (Lcndcn,Oxford University Press Humpherey 
Milford,1933). p ,l l l

237 Rida, Tafsir, 2: 25-6.
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differently from the understanding of the majority of Muslim scholars, such as his 

interpretation of Angels, Satan, and the Qur’anic story about flight of birds Jssbflj-k* 238

Finally, Tafsir al-Manar contains a variety of interpretations and propositions 

ranging from the Prophet's exegesis, that of his Companions, immediate successors to 

linguistic considerations such as rhetoric, quotations from Jewish and Christian sources, 

and judicial issues.

The work, generally speaking, has been well received by the Muslim world. 

However, some scholars, such as Subhl al-Salih, Fahd ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Ruml and 

others, have been critical of Man ar.739 These criticisms focused mainly on those ideas that 

rejected the established principles that we have mentioned. Muhammad Rashid Rida’s 

contribution to the exegesis consists of opinions which differ little from those of his
l

teacher, with the exception of a few concepts concerning application of hadith, where 

Rashid Rida seemed to adhere more to the classical thinking than did his his teacher. 

Scientific Approach

Because of the scientific and other advances of the modem world, this approach 

insists that the Qur’an must be understood in the light of modem science, rather than that 

of a jurisprudential approach. One of the representatives of this trend is al-Jawahirfi

238 ‘Abd al-Majid ‘Abd al-Salam Al-MuhtasibI, Ittijahat al-Tafsn•f i  al- Asr al-Rahm (Jordan: Jam‘iyyat 
Ummal al-Matabi‘ al-Ta‘a\vuniyya,1982-1402,2nd ed). pp. 157, pp. 183-5. See al-Dhahabi, al-Tafst,
2: 543.

239 Fahd ‘Abd al-Rakipan al-Ruml, Martha} al-Madrasat al-Aqliyya al-HadSha f i  al-Tafst1 (Beirut: 
Mu’assasaal-Risala,i981). l:pp. 149-54. Subhl al-Salih, MabShith fi'U lw n al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al- 
Malayin, 1986,2nd ed.) p. 297.
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Tafsir al-Our’an al-Karim by Shaykh Jawhari Tantawi [d.1940], Tantawi was a lecturer 

at Dar al- ‘Ulum in Cairo. While lecturing in the aforementioned institute, he taught some 

exegesis and published tafsir in a magazine called “Majalla al-Malaji ’i  al-Abbasiyya”. 

Subsequently, he compiled these lectures and writings into twenty-five volumes which 

were published in Cairo.

In his introductory statement, Tantawi stated the reason for writing his work. He 

said, "When I examined the Muslim community, I found most of the Muslim intellectuals 

ignored the importance of physical science. Only a very few of them thought about it. 

Thus, I intended to write a Qur’anic exegesis. Hopefully, it would inspire Muslims to 

study the physical science, medicine, mathematics, engineering, astronomy and other 

sciences."

Tantawi was strongly convinced that the interpretation of Qur’an in the twentieth 

century by a scientific approach was more important than classical interpretation. He 

declared that scientific exegesis is incumbent upon individuals whereas jurisprudence is 

not.240 Thus, he openly attacked the jurists when he stated “The knowledge that we 

incorporated in Qur’anic exegesis is the knowledge that the small jurists of Islam ignored. 

This is the time of revolution. This is the time in which the realities come out.”241

240 Jawhari Shaykh Tantawi, Al-Jawahir fiTafsir ai-Qur 'an (Cairo: Maiba*at Mustafa al-Babi al- 
Halabi waAwladih, 1951). 1:2

241 Ibid, 1: 116.
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He begins each of his explanations by elucidating a particular pasages of the 

Qur’anic word by word. He then follows with various of elaboration. For example, when 

a verse was related to a branch of modern science, he gave a detailed discussion on the 

subject, quoting Western sciences. He uses pictures, plants and other things in his book 

for purposes of illustration. Tantawi also used Jewish and Christian sources, such as the 

Gospel of Barnabas.242

Contemporary scholars did not warmly embrace this tafsir. Subhl al-Salih, Jansen, 

and others criticized it. They believed that it had too many scientific considerations and 

other ideas, so much that the work was not a true exegesis.243 Abu Hayyan and others 

had made similar statements about al-RazI’s Mafatih al-Ghayb. In our view, such 

statements or opinions are acceptable only if the understanding and the concept of tafsir 

were restricted to judicial issues. However, modem Muslim claim that the Qur’an has the 

answer for the Muslims’ problems in particular and mankind in general, hence, the 

appearance of tafsirs such as that of Tantawi.

Rhetorical (Moral Suasion iadabii.

The style of this approach is rhetorical. Much attention is given to literary 

considerations. The objectives of this trend are the same as those of Muhammad ‘Abduh’s 

work. The representative of the approach is FiZilM al-Our ’an by Sayyid Qutb, which 

was published in Cairo in eight volumes. Sayyid Qutb’s educational background was

242 Al-DhahabI, a'.Tcfsr, 2:487.

243 Al-Salih, Mabahith f i  'Ulwn al-Qur ’an, p. 297.
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Arabic literature and sociology. He was an active member of the Muslim Brotherhood, 

the most powerful Islamic movement in Egypt. In his introductory statement, Sayyid Qutb 

stated that the solution of the Muslim community and mankind’s problems lies in the 

teaching and practicing of the Qur’an only, simply because the Qur’an was a book 

revealed primarily to guide mankind to achieve peace and happiness.244

The method of FlZilal al-Qur ’an is to give a general overview of the whole sura 

(chapter), and to state its purpose and ultimate goal. Sayyid then discusses the text, verse 

by verse. FfZilal al-Qur’an does not explain word by word as many classical works 

have done. If there is any hadith from the Prophet concerning the meaning of a particular 

verse, Sayyid Qutb mentions it. At the end of the sura, he usually gives a brief summary 

pointing out the relationship between the chapter and the next.

Although the dominant style of the tafsir is rhetorical, Sayyid Qutb refers his 

reader to Islamic legal literature stating that juristic matters are not the purpose of his 

tafsir. He gives theological arguments very little attention. The tafsir has been 

overwhelmingly acclaimed by Muslims simply because it focuses on the social problems of 

Muslims of his time. Muhammad Ayoub has rightly pointed out that FiZilSl al-Qur ’an 

has a wide reception in both Sunni and Shi* a communities.245

244 SayidQutb, F lZ ila l al-Qur 'art (Beirut Dar al-Shuruq, 1982-1400,10th ed) 1:11-16

245 Ayoub, The Qur'an, 1:39.
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Philological Exegesis and historical Commentary.

This approach advocates that the Qur’an must be understood through the Arabic 

language because the Qur’an is in Arabic. According to this approach, one must know the 

chronological order of the Qur’an and the circumstances of time and place at the 

revelation of the text. There is no complete work of tafsir which represents tins trend, but 

there is an incomplete two volume tafsir by ‘A’isha Bint ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Shati’, known 

best as Bint al-Shati’; the tafsir is Tafsir al-Baym li al-Q ur'si al-Karim.

The concept of this trend was initiated by Amin al-Khuli [d.1967], who never 

published a Qur’anic commentary. He taught Qur’anic exegesis at al-Jami‘a al-Misriyya 

(Egyptian University) in Giza. For Amin al- Khuli, the ideal tafsir should be divided into 

two parts. First, the study of the background of the Qur’an, the history of its genesis, the 

Arab society at the time of the revelation, the Arabic language, etc. Second, the 

interpretation of the verses of the Qur’an in the light of preliminary studies.246 Bint al- 

Shati, a student of Amin al- Khuli who became his wife later, was exposed to this method 

by her husband and became very enthusiastic about it. She began to advocate it in 1964 

and gave-many lectures on the subject matter.247 More interestingly, she summarized the 

principles of the trends as expanded or articulated by her husband in his work "Manahij 

al-Tajdid" under the following four headings:

246 Jansen, The Interpretation, p. 65.

247 Muhammad Ibrahim Sharif, Ittijahat al-Tajdid f i  al-Tafst al-Qur 'an fi Misr (Cairo; Dar al- 
Turath, 1982). p. 597. See also Issa Boullata, “Modem Qur 'an Exegesis ”, A study o f Bint al-Shati’s 
Method. The Muslim World, 64, 1979, p. 104.
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1). The basis of the method is the objective treatment of what is to be understood of the 
Qur'an and it begins by the collection of all suras and verses of the topics to be studied.
2). To understand a particular Qur’anic notion, in context, verses on it are placed in the 
chronological order of their revelation so that circumstances of time and place may be 
known. Traditional reports on the “occasions of revelations” are taken into consideration 
only as far as those occasions are the contextual circumstances associated with the 
revelation of a verse. They are not its purpose or cause sine que non. The significance 
lies in the generality of words, not the specificity of the occasion.
3). To understand the meanings of words—since Arabic is the language of the Qur’an—the 
original linguistic meaning is sought which gives the sense of feeling for the Arabic word 
in its various material and figurative uses. The Qur'anic meaning is then noted by 
collecting all forms of the work in the Qur'an and studying their particular context in 
specific verses and suras and their general context in the Qur'an as a whole.
4). To understand the subtleties of expression, the text in its Qur’anic setting for what it 
may mean, both the letter and the spirit of the text being considered. The sayings of 
exegetes are then examined in relation of the text studied, and only what agrees with the 
text may be accepted. To be avoided are all sectarian interpretations and all instructive 
Isra'iliyyat (Jewish-Christian materials) that were forced on the books of tafsn\ In the 
same manner, grammatical and rhetorical usage in the Qur’an is to be considered the 
criterion by which the rules of grammarians and rhetoricians are judged, not vice versa, 
since most of these were people for whom Arabic was acquired and not natural.248

As far as the methodology of Bint al-Shati’ and some of her important findings and 

details are concerned, see Muhammad Sharif and Boullata.249

Bint al-Shati’ ’s tafsir was described by Manna* Qattan as an acceptable effort. 

However, he expressed some concern about deficiency toward this method concerning 

certain aspects of the Qur’anic sciences including miracles associated with the Qur’an,

248 Boullata, " Modem Qur'an Exegesi ”, M. W, pp. 104-105.

249 Sharif, Itijahat al-Tajdid, pp. 595-610. Boullata, “Modem Qur'an Exegesi ”, M. IV, pp. 105-12.
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Qur’anic laws and basic principles. Muhammad Sharif had reservations similar to those of

Manna‘ Qattan.250

The Traditional Approach

This approach relies heavily on classical tafsir and literature. Nevertheless, it also 

addresses some issues of modem time. One of the representatives of this trend is Mahasin 

al-Ta'wil by Shaykh Muhammad Jamal al-Din al-Qasiml [1866 - 1914], The work was
I

published in 17 Volumes. Al-Qasiml stated in his introductory statement the reason for 

writing his tafsir: "... after spending half of my life in studying the deep meaning of the 

Qur’an, I made my intention to write a book in tafsir so that I will be recognized among 

the prominent exegetes.”251 Al-Qasimi’s methodology is typically classical. He is greatly 

concerned with the qira'al (different ways of reciting the Qur’an), hadith of the Prophet, 

the Companions and the successors. When he deals with the verses pertaining to 

theological matters, he always stands with the traditionists' position. He heavily quoted 

from Ibn Kathir. Al-Qasiml was, however, influenced to a small extent by Shaykh 

Abduh’s methodology.

Natural History

This trend is described by al-Dhahabi as one that is preferred or used by mulhid 

‘renegade’ while Jansen termed it as a natural history approach.252 Al-Dhahabi, as a

250 Qattan, Mabahith, p. 375.

251 Muhammad Jamal al-Din al- Qasimi, Tafsir al-Qasiml, known also as MaJbasin Ta 'wit (Beirut: Dar 
al-Naia’is, 1994). 1: 1-5.
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Muslim, was concerned with the contents of such works as tafsir while Jansen looked at 

them from a Western scholar’s viewpoint. This trend believes that all tafsir literature is 

useless and it rejects some of the established principles of the Qur’an and hadith, and the 

miracles of the Prophet Abraham, Moses, Jesus, Solomon, etc. This approach claims to 

be a new method to understand the Qur’an. One of the outstanding representatives of this 

trend is al-Hidaya wa al-Irfan by Muhammad Abu Zayd. The book was confiscated by al- 

Azhar University which also issued a fatwa rejecting the contents of the book and 

declaring the author to be an apostate.253 

Summary and Comments

Qur’anic exegesis has a long history. It began with the Prophet’s simple and clear 

explanations. After the Prophet’s death the Companions took it upon themselves as a 

divine obligation to teach and explain the Qur’an to the second generation of Muslims. 

During the time of the Sahaba four major schools of Qur’anic exegesis emerged and were 

named after the areds in which they became prominent: Mecca, Iraq, Medina and Syria. 

Each of these schools produced a number of highly regarded authorities in exegesis. In the 

period of the Successors, the method and nature of exegesis were not much different from 

earlier tafsirs. In general, the nature of the tafsir was simple and brief. Tafsirs were a 

combination of narration and ra 'y.

252 Al-DlialiabI, al-Tafsir, 1:500. Jansen, The Interpretation , p. 35.

253 Al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir 2: 500-9.

I
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By the end of the second century of Islam and the beginning of the third century, 

new elements began to appear. Some exegetes and scholars began to focus on 

explanations of the difficult words of the Qur’an and their meanings so that both the Arab 

who had lost the sense of the language and the newly converted non-Arab could 

understand the Qur’an. Moreover, scholars ceased limiting their works to one particular 

specialty‘or concern. The hadith scholars brought together into one work hadiths that 

dealt with a variety of subjects, not just fiqh, tawhid (Islamic monotheism), etc. The 

Musnad of Imam Ahmad Ibn Hanbal is an example.

Western scholars of Islam believe that no works of tafsir were produced during the 

period of the Companions or the successors. Our contention, to be discussed in chapter 

six, is that tafsir not, only existed but was taught and passed along, primarily through oral 

transmission.

At the beginning of the fourth century, Al-Tabari’s work appeared, establishing a 

turning point of history of tafsir. His comprehensive text was unique in both methodology 

and contents. It contained both previous approaches, not only the lines of transmission 

and linguistic consideration, but also legal and theological issues.

Alter al-Tabari, most, if not all, exegetes discontinued reporting full isnads and 

many began using unqualified information; unscholarly texts became widespread. In 

addition, the exegetes began to write tafsir from the perspective of their specialty only. 

Tafsir remained, however, divided into the two major types: Tafsir bi al-Ma'lhur and 

Tafsir bi al-Ra 'y. They remained as such until modem times where the purpose and goals 

for producing exegesis changed. The purpose of the classical exegetes was to explain the
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words of the text so that any reader could understand the Qur’an. The modem exegetes 

wrote to inspire Muslims through their exegesis to adhere to the Qur'an and teaching of 

Islam in general, and to make Muslims aware that their success in this life is based on the 

Qur'an.
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CHAPTER HI 

TAFSIR BIAL-RA’Y

Terms and Definitions
I

According to Arabic lexicons, the word ra 'y, is a verbal noun. It has a variety of 

meanings, rendered as to see with eyes, with mind, to reflect, to suppose.254 Muslim 

grammarians, and linguists, such as Ibn Hisham al-Ansari and Ibn Malik stated that the 

word t5 *tj ra 'a is derived from ra ’y, and is a transitive verb which takes one or two direct 

objects. If it refers to one direct object, it means to see with the eyes; if however, it takes 

two direct objects, it means to see with the mind or to suppose.255 Thus, when one says 

“ra 'aytu Zayd ” (I saw Zayd), this means I saw Zayd literally with (my) eyes. In the 

phrase “ra 'aytu Allah akbar min kulli shay (literally I saw God greater than everything 

or I believed that God is greater than everything.), the verb means to believe because 

it takes two direct objects.

In the Qur’an, we find the term “ra is used in different forms (past, present, and 

verbal noun) to denote the same lexical senses. For example, in Q. 6:76 ^  Uii

~ ' ion Manzur, Muhammad Ibn Mukarram. Lisan al-‘Arab (Beirut: Dar Sadir, n.d). 14: 299-300

755 Jamal ai-Din Abu Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd Allah Ibn Yusuf Ibn Hisham al-Ansari, al-Tasrilh 'ala 
al-Tawdih, ed. Majmu'a min al-‘Ulama’ (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, n.d.) 1:26.
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LSjS- jju ! (when the night covered him over with darkness he saw a star) the term 

ra ’y  is used in the verse to mean sighting with the eye.256 In another passage of Q. 8:48:

O i p  -  l*  c s - i  J

Verily, I see what you see not), ra 'y is used here as mental insight. In the hadith of the 

Prophet, we find that ra ’y  is used in two senses. One, as personal opinion and two, as an 

equivalent to ijtihad (self exertion). The reference to the first, is a report from Ibn Ishaq 

[d.213 or 218] when he narrated that during the battle of Badr,751 the Prophet assigned 

his Companions to camp at a specific place before the battle. Habbab Ibn Mundhir asked 

the Prophet “Has Allah inspired you to camp here or it is just ra ’y  and a war stratagem
l

and the matter of consultation? The Prophet answered it is a ra 'y and a war stratagem.” 

The reference for the second sense is the well known hadith of Mu‘adh Ibn Jabal, 

when the Prophet delegated him to Yemen to invite people to Islam. The Prophet asked 

Mu'adh, “By what would you judge people?” He replied, “By the book of God. If I find 

no answer, I will consult the Prophet’s tradition. If still I find no answer, then, I will exert 

my mind (ajtahid bi ra 'yi)”759 Using personal opinion is used here in conjunction with 

ijtihad. At the time of the Companions, the term ra ’y  was also used in two different

256 Abu Hayyan, al-Babr, 3:178.

257 Badr was the first war took place in Islam between Muslims and non-Muslims in the third yrar of 
Hijra.

258 Abu Muhammad‘Abd al-Malik Ibn Hisham, Sirat al-Nabi, ed. Muhammad Muhyl al-Din ‘Abd al- 
Hamid (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, r-d). 2: 259. See Safi-Ur-Rahman Mubarakapuri a!-R.akIq al-Makktwn, 
(Saudi Arabia, UK,USA, Pakistan, Maktaba Dar al-Salam 1915,1st ed). 1:435.

259 Ibn Hazm, al-Ihkati, 6:26.
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ijtihad. At the time of the Companions, the term ra ’y  was also used in two different 

meanings. First, as an independent personal opinion in the absence of a clear indication 

from the Qur’an or the Prophet’s tradition. Second, as an equivalent to “qiyas”

(analogical deduction). In his Vlam al-Muwaqqi‘m, Ibn Qayyim reported that, ‘Abd Allah 

Ibn Mas‘ud said: “If a legal issue is brought before you, and you do not find answers for 

it in the book of God, in the tradition of the Prophet, or in the statements of his 

Companions, then use your own personal opinion.260

A similar statement has been attributed to ‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab 261 In his letter of 

instructions to Abu Musa al-Ash‘ari, he said: “When a case is presented before your, and 

you find no clear answer to it from the Qur’an, or the tradition of the Prophet, then use 

your mind and analogy and weigh the case against them.”262 In this statement, ra ’y  is 

used as equivalent to “qiyas”.

During the period of the Tab? m , due to the emergence of various political- 

theological groups2̂  in Islam, the term ra ’y  began to connote exegesis that was sectarian 

or bid 'a . Hence, exegesis bi al-ra’y eventually came to denote Qur’anic inteipretation 

that had no basis in the tradition of the Prophet or his Companions. Thus, ra ’y  became a 

term of disparagement concerning exegesis. For example, a man accused Mujahid of

260 Ibn Qayyim, I  ‘lan, 1:63.

261 Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib , 1:43-44.

262 Ibid, 3: 395

263 The account on these sects would be given later in this chapter.

t
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using ra'y in interpreting Qur’an, Mujahid rejected the accusation and literally cried
I

saying, “I cannot dare do that; I have learned Qur’anic exegesis from about nineteen 

Companions of the Prophet.”264

‘Ubayd Allah, a grandson o f ‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab, was asked about his opinion 

concerning Zayd Ibn Aslam (an outstanding successor exegete of Medina). He answered: 

“I do not find anything wrong with him, except that he interprets the Qur’an by his 

personal opinion.265 ‘Ikrima al-Barbari and al-Dahhak Ibn Muzahim, both were accused 

by al-Nazzam Ibn Yassar [d.450-1165] (an outstanding Mu‘tazilite) of using ra 'y. In 

leveling this charge, Ibn Yassar at the same time warning people against their exegeses.266 

Qatada Ibn Du‘ama and al-Hasan al-Basri, both were also accused of using ra ’y  to 

support Qadarites’ perspectives (the notion that man is responsible for his action, not 

God).267

During this period, the phrase “fu lm  min ahl al-ra y 5 ‘so and so is given to the 

use of ra ’y  is used to depict anyone who believes in the Kharijis’ doctrine268 (which holds

264 Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, 8:351-356.

265 Ibid, 3:397-7.

266 ‘Amr Ibn Bahr Ibn Mahbub al-Jahiz, Kitab al-Hctyawan, ed ‘Abd al-Salam Kanin (Cairo: Matba‘at 
al-Khaniji, n.d.), 1:168-7. The use of the term ra’y with a negative connotation was not limited only to 
the circle of theologians, it was also extended to include diffrent schools of the jurisprudence. Generally 
speaking, the Hanafi school was described as a school of ra’y while the Maliki school was helived to be a 
school o f‘Athar’ ‘tradition’.

I
267 ‘AI-DhahabI, al-Tafsir, 1: 347-9 Al-Ghazali. Ihya ’, 1:292. See Al-QurtubI, al-Jami *, 1: 32

268 Ibn Manzur, Lisan al-'Arab 14: 300.
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professed only by the radical wing of the Kharijites). Due to the above meanings of 

ra ’_y,both literal ones and those extant at the time of the Prophet and his Companions, we 

conclude that the term ra’y, generally speaking, had been used to mean ijtihad, personal 

opinion, qiyas and belief (i‘tiqad).

Having stated the meanings of ra ’y, literally and traditionally, let us now proceed 

to define the term al-Tafsir bi al-Ra ’y  technically. Al-Tafsir bi al-Ra ’y  is used to denote 

the exegesis of the Qur’anic text, exerting the mind in understanding the word of God in 

the absence of a tradition of the Prophet, but based on the sound knowledge of Arabic 

language and the implementation of the principles of tafsir269 Any Qur’anic exegesis that 

conforms to this definition is said to be al-tafsir bi al-ra’y  al-mahmudor al-mamduh, i.e., 

‘praiseworthy exegesis’. However, any Qur’anic exegesis that does not conform to this 

definition is technically called al-tqfsir bi al-ra ’y  al-madhmum ‘blameworthy exegesis’.270 

Thus, al-tafsir bi al-ra’y  al-madhmum, is defined as exegesis done without proper 

knowledge of the sources of tafsir, the Shari'a ‘Islamic Law’ and sound knowledge of 

Arabic. Thus, Islamically speaking, al-tafsir bi al-ra ’y  is divided into: al-tafsir bi al-ra ’y  

al-mahmud and al-tqfsir bi al-ra ’y  al-madhmum. Generally speaking, the former is 

accepted by the majority of the Sunni traditionalists, jurists, prominent theologians and
l

Sufis. On the other hand, the latter is rejected by all those Sunni traditionalists, jurists and

269 Al-Ghazali, Iliya', 1: 292

270 Ibid. 1: 292
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theologians.271 Before discussing the principles upon which the Sunn! scholars based 

their rejection of al-tafsir bi al-ra ’y  al-madhmum, it might be useful to examine the view 

of three prominent scholars who have elaborated on the issue: al-Tabari, al-Ghazall, and 

Ibn Taymiyya.

Scholars’ Concepts of Exegesis 

Muhammad Ibn Jarir al-Tabari

In his Jami \al-Bayan, al-Tabari stated that the interpretation of the Qur’an can be 

only attained through four ways. First, there are some verses that can be understood only 

throughthe explanation of the Prophet. This pertains to the ritual aspects of Islam, such 

as how to perform the Prayer, Hajj (Pilgrimage).etc., and to various modes of the 

Prophet’s commands. Second, is the interpretation of some verses whose understanding 

God preserved for Himself. This, al-Tabari, said, concerns information about future dates 

and time, such as the time when the hour of resurrection will begin, when Jesus, the son of 

Mary will return etc. Third, understanding those verses about which ignorance is not 

allowed or excused. This applies to very clear verses, as, for example, Q. 2:11.

O & i "fth ra** rat***] ^  lu ij l^ jL J S y ^ S  (J a5

(And when it is said to them make not mischief on earth. They say we are only peace 

makers. Verily, they are the ones who make mischief, but they perceive, not.) The

271 Muhammad ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahlm Mubarakafuri, Tuhfat ai-Ahwadhi bi Sharh al- 
Jdini‘ al-Tirinidh,. ed ‘Abd al-Rahman Muhammad ‘Uthman. (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, ad). 1.279-280.
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meaning of this verse is very clear, al-Tabari said, everyone knows the meaning of making 

mischief. The fourth is interpretation of some verses which only scholars know.272

These are al-Tabari four instances al-tqfsir bi al-ra ’y  al-madhmum. In the light of 

this, it is obvious that al-Tabari held that only one type of Qur’anic exegesis can be used 

by one who speaks or understands Arabic. Another type is comprehended by scholars 

only. Thus, al-Tabari concluded, any attempt to interpret the meaning of the verses that 

are the sole prerogative of God is wrong and censurable, because his interpretation would 

be nothing more than guess and surmise. Hence, God forbade his servants to do such a 

thing when He said in Q. 7:33:

^3 Lo |°p- Iui! Ja

(jycJhSy Lb «UJ1 , jb l jSjai ^IjtjUaLu Lo 4JUU1j f jZ i

(Say (O Muhammad) but the things that my Lord has forbidden are “al-fawahish” 
(great eyil sins, every kind of unlawful sexual intercourse, etc.). Whether committed 
openly or secretly, sins (of all kinds) unrighteous oppression, joining partners (in worship) 
with God about which no authority has been given, and saying things about God of which 
you have no knowledge.)

Since there are some verses that cannot be understood without the explanation of 

the Prophet, then any effort to interpret such verses, according to al-Tabari, is 

blameworthy. Again, al-Tabari held that, any exegesis which disagrees with the exegesis

272 Ibn Taymiyya, Fatswa, 13:471..
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of the Prophet, his Companions, Successors, or is not attained from sound Arabic 

language knowledge is blameworthy.273

This being the case, al-Tabari rejected the interpretation of Mujahid concerning Q. 

2:65 ^We said to them. Be monkeys [and] despised)274

Abu Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazali

Being a theologian and a Sufi, al-Ghazali believed that the Qur’an contains hidden 

meanings which could be misunderstood if one relies solely on the literal Arabic. Yet one 

who does not understand the literal Arabic would be using personal opinion in any attempt 

he made to explain the hidden meanings. Hence, hadith are neccessary to understand and 

explain the literal meaning of the Qur’an. The proper and thorough interpretation of the 

hidden meanings can begin only when the zahir (literal) meaning has been properly 

understood with the aid of hadith.275

The above-cited statement indicates that al-Ghazali accepts the exegesis of the 

Qur’an by ra ’y, but he admits only al-tqfsir bi al-ra ’y  mahmud. As for al-tqfsir bi al-ra ’y 

madhmum, al-Ghazali views it as the interpretation of the Qur’an by one who has a 

particular notion in his mind, then interprets the Qur’an according to his opinion in order 

that he may adduce an argument in favor of his purpose. If he did not have that opinion

2  ̂ Al-Tabari, Jsini alSoyan, 1:79

274 Ibid, 1: 80

275 Al-Ghazali,Iliya, 1: 292-5
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and that fancy, that meaning would not appear to him from the Qur’an. More 

interestingly, al-Ghazali went to explain how three of the ways in which this happen:

1. Sometimes it happens despite knowledge, as in the case of a man who adduces an 

argument from a certain verse for advocating his bid'a knowing very well that this is not 

intended in the verse.

2. Sometimes it happens to a person ignorant of the basic principles of sharf’a, but since 

a Qur’anic verse can be interpreted from two or more perspectives, his understanding 

inclines to that perspective which suits his purpose.276 Therefore, it turns out that, he has 

explained the verse with his personal opinion. If either his personal opinion or the 

perspective which suits his purpose did not exist, then any other perspective would not 

carry much weight with him.

3. Sometimes a man might have a valid purpose for which he seeks an evidence or proof 

from the Qur’an, and adduces a proof for that purpose with a verse in which, he knows, 

his own purpose is not intended. One of the examples given by al-Ghazali is Q. 79:17:

4jf p y y  j j  (Go to Pharaoh, verily he has transgressed). Here al-Ghazali

rejects the claim made by some that Moses was ordered to “Go to the heart of Pharaoh. 

Such interpretation, al-Ghazali said, is sometimes used by some religious preachers for 

good purpose as embellishment to their sermons and motivate their audience, but this is 

forbidden. On the qther hand, some sects, mainly the bapmtes (a sect of Shi’a), al-

276 Ibid, 1: 292
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Ghazal! said, employed this kind of interpretation for a corrupt purpose in order to 

deceive people and draw them to their false of thought and practices; they souhgt to 

support their corrupt opinion by twisting the meaning of the Qur’an, even though they 

knew better.277

Abu al-‘Abbas ‘Abd al-Halim Ibn Taymiyya

Ibn Taymiyya was one of the leading figures of the salafiyyas (a group of Muslims 

who claim to follow or believe in following the Qur’an and the sunna in the same manner 

as the Companions of the Prophet and the faithful Muslims of the two succeeding 

generations).

Thus, he openly declared, “Whoever adopts a different method than that of the 

Companions and the Successors in interpreting the Qur’an, or differs with them, even if he 

is a mujtahid (a person who qualifies to deduce a sound judgment from the Qur’an and 

sunna), is absolutely wrong in his exegesis; moreover, he is a mubladi\21s This strong 

statement from Ibn Taymiyya suggests that he rejects all types of al-tafsir bi al-ra ’y, 

whether it is al-mahmud or al-madhmum. Yet in another statement in the Muqaddima, he 

appears to accept al-tqfsir bi al-ra ’y  al-mahmud.

Ibn Taymiyya, however, considered al-tafsir bi al-ra ’y  al-madhmum to be the 

interpretation of the Qur’an that has two kinds of errors. One, the error in the meaning, 

and the other, the error in the words. The error in the meaning is to have a particular

277 Ibid, 1:292

278 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, p.89
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dogma in mind, and try to find justification for it in the Qur’an by twisting the meaning to 

suit a particular purpose, despite being aware that real meaning of the verse is not 

applicable or suitable to the task. The error in the words arises through dependence on 

the literal meaning -vyithout considering the intended meaning by God, nor considering the 

understanding of the first recipient of the Qur’an. Thus, the first category was wrong in 

both word and meaning, and the second category was wrong only in the words.279 Under 

the first category, Ibn Taymiyya listed the Kharijites280 the Rafidites,281 the Jahmites,282 

the Mu ‘tazilites,283 the Qadarites,284 and the Muiji’ites285

279 Ibid, 91

280 Ibid, 81.

281 Rafidites is an extremist sect of Shi'a. They believe that Abu Bakr and ‘Umar have deprived ‘All 
from being khalifa ‘Caliph’just after the death of the Prophet The title “ Rawafid " was given to them by 
Zayd Ibn ‘AH Zayn al-‘Abidin (d.122-740) when he approved the caliphate of Abu Bakr and ‘Umar— 
though he believed in his grandfather’s right ‘All Ibn Abi Talib to the caliphate—and his followers 
rejected that Hence he labelled them “Rawafid ” (rejecters) Abu Zahra, Tarikh al-Madhahib al-Islamiyya 
f t  al-Siyasa wa al- '’Aqa’id, (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, n. d). p. 245

282 Jahmites are the followers of Jahm Ibn Safwan. Jahm was a faithful student of Ja‘d Ibn Dirham. Ja‘d 
was executed in 736, by the Umayyad governor Khalid Ibn ‘Abd Allah, because he preached free will and 
the absence of destiny. Jahmites believed that man has no free will and is absolutely determined. They 
interpretated man ‘faith’ as the knowledge of God only and involves no action. Abu Zahra, al- ‘Aqa’id. 
See Abu Amina, Bilal Philips, The Fundamentals ofTawhid, (Riyadh: Islamic Monotheism: Tawheed 
Publication, 1990-1410.) p. 4

283 Mu'tazilites believed in five principles, one can never be considerd as a mu'tazili (sing of Mu‘
tazilites) without believing in those principles. They are: Tawhid (unification of God), "adl (justics), wa ‘ d
(promise of paradise for those who are truly believers), wa ‘ id (warning against disobeying God), manzila 
bayn manzilatayn (intermidiate state), and aitir bi al-m a'ruf wa nahy "an al-munkar, (enjoining what is 
right and forbiding what The alleged founder of the Mu'tazilites was Wasil Ibn ‘Ata’ [d. 131]. The reason 
for branding them ‘Mu‘tazilites goes as follows. One day Wasil was sitting in al-Hasan al-Basri’s learning 
circle, the issue regarding the position of muslim who commits a major sin was raised,Wasil said that he 
is neither a muslim nor a non-muslim he is between dsibelief. Al-Hasan the teacher, however, 
did not welcome Wasil’s answer and stated (a muslim sinner) is a hypocrite. Thus, Wasil ‘ I" tazal ’ 
(stayed away) from al-Hasan’s class. See Abu al-Hasan al- Ash "ari Maqalal al-lslamiyyin wa Ikhtilaf al- 
Musalin (Cairo: Matabat al-Nahda al-Misriyya, 1969-1389,1st ed). 235-45.
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The exegesis of all these parties or sects are considered by Ibn Taymiyya as bid'a as well 

as al-tafsir bi al-ra 'y al-madhmum.2*6

An example of the interpretation of this first category (the Rafidites)  concerning 

Q. 2:67: sju  jjj  J i roSjab -oil oj JIS ij } (And [remember] when

(Prophet) Moses said to his people, verily God commands you to slaughter a cow.). The 

Rafidites said that the cow in the verse, as none other than a human being—‘A’isha, the 

wife of the Prophet!287 Another example concerns their explanation of Q. 55:19: 

jrvo (He has let loose the two seas [the salt and the sweet] meeting

together.) The Rafidites said that the two seas are ‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib (the cousin of the 

Prophet) and Fatima (the daughter of the Prophet). Such exegesis has been rejected by all

284 Qadariles..This sect believed that the actions emanate from man who is responsible. It is generally 
believed that, the first Muslim to profess the position of man’s free will and the absence of destiny was 
the Iraqian Ma'bad al-Juhani. Ma‘bad was a student of Sausan, another Iraqi chrisitan converted to 
Islam but later reverted to to Christianity. Ma'bad was executed by the Umayyad Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik Ibn 
Marwan [d.705] in 700. Abd al-Qahir Tahir al-Baghdadi, al-Forq bayn al-Firaq, (Cairo: ‘All 
Muhammad Subayh, 1964). See, Abu Amina, Tawhid, p. 3.

285 The Muiji’ites are the extreme opponents of the Kharijities. They believed that Man is nothing but 
knowledge and that one does not lose his man regardless how grave a sin that he might commiLThey 
believe, furthermore, that the question of punishing a sinner in the hell fire is left to the will and mercy of 
God. The extremists among them believed that given faith, sin will cause no harm in the hereafter. The 
issue of the evolution of the theological schools of thought in Islam is not clear cut. A person might have a 
combination of tenets from various sects of belief. For example, one might be a shl‘i (sing of Shi‘a) at the 
same time that he is a Mu‘tazili; or one might be a Sunni and a Murji’ at the same time, etc. For detailed 
accounts on the sects, one can refer to al-Shahrastani’s Kitab al-Milal wa al-Nibal, ed. Muhammad Ibn 
Fath Allah Badran (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Azhar, n.d). 'Tahir al-Baghdadi’s al-Farq bayn al-Firaq, Abu 
al-Hasan al-Ash‘arI’s Maqalat al-Islamiyyin, M. Geijbels, An Introduction To Islam: Muslim Beliefs and 
Practicces. Part Three. Goldziher’s Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law. Translated Andras and 
RuthHamori. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981).

286 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, pp. 82-84.

287 Ibid, 82.
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Sunni traditionists, jurists, theologians and moderate Sufis.288 Under the second category, 

Ibn Taymiyya mentioned the exegesis of many Sufis, preachers, and jurists.

To summarize the foregoing opinions of the three prominent scholars, the basic 

principles of their rejection of al-tqfsir bi al-ra 'y al-madhmum is that such exegesis 

exacerbates bid‘a, disagrees with the exegesis of the Prophetic, the Companions, and the 

Successors, and does not adhere either to the principles of Arabic language or of the 

Islaamic shari'a.

The question to be answered now is, what is the position of the Sunni scholars in 

regard to the legality of al-tqfsir bi al-ra 'y al-mahmud? Are Muslim scholars unanimous 

on the legality of al-tafsir bi al-ra ’y  al-mahmud?

The Question of the Legality of al-Tafsir bi al-Ra’y  al Mahmud

The debate of the legality of al-Tafsir bi al-Ra ’y  is theological in nature. It was 

the outcome of a political and intellectual conflict that took place early in Islamic history, 

after the assassination o f‘Uthman Ibn ‘Affan [d. 35H].

The Prophet Muhammad died without appointing a successor. Thus, his 

Companions were about to fall into divisions among themselves in terms of who should 

succeed him in ruling Islamic states. After a contentious debate that apparently ended 

amicably for all except ‘All Ibn Abl Talib, Abu Bakr Ibn Abl Quhafa [d. 13H], became the 

first Caliph. After two years and a few months, Abu Bakr died, but not before appointing 

‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab as the second caliph on his death bed. After ten years, ‘Umar died

288 Ibid, 82,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

I

107

and ‘Uthman was elected as the third caliph. After twelve years o f‘Uthman’s leadership, 

Islamic unity began to falter. Subsequently, ‘Uthman was assassinated after thirteen years 

of rule.

‘Ali then became the fourth Caliph by unanimous agreement of all the Muslims 

governors except Mu‘awiya Ibn Abl Sufyan [d.60], the Governor of Syria. He disagreed 

with ‘All on how to deal with the ‘Uthman’s assassins, which led to the political struggle 

between them. After that Islamic unity and the Muslim states were shaken by political 

unrest. As a result, Muslims became divided into four major groups. The Alids, 

(supporters o f ‘All), pro-Umayyad (the supporters of Mu‘awiya), the Kharijites and the 

Shukkak (doubters) as Ibn ‘Asakir called them289 (those who did not take any side in that 

political-religious tussle). Subsequently, many different sects evolved from the 

aforementioned groups. The most popular known are: The Sunni, the Shi‘a, the 

Muuiji’ites, the Jabarites, the Qadirites, and the Mu‘tazilites. These have been 

relentlessly confronted for compromising Islamic theology and the Prophet’s practice by a 

group of Muslim traditionists, jurists, and theologians called “salaf ’ (predecessors), or, 

alternatively, “ahl al-sumia wa al-jama’a. (Those who adhere to the tradition of the 

Prophet, Companions, and Successors).

Each group, however, advocates strongly its dogma and philosophy using the 

Qur’an and hadith to prove and justify its position. As a result, all the sects, including the

289 Abu Zahra, al 'Aqa’id, p. 67
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Sunni, have quoted both reliable and unreliable hadith and presented weak arguments and 

far-fetched exegeses. For example, to justify the position taken by each sect in that 

political-religious conflict among the Muslims, the Kharijites set forth the following 

hadith. “Cany your sword on your shoulders, and kill disbelievers;290 and there will be a 

group of people who will still adhere to the truth and without harm from anyone who 

disagrees with them J’291 Because the Kharijites considered themselves as the group that 

adhered to the truth, they beleived that it was their duty to kill anyone who became, 

according to their criteria, a disbeliever.

The Shi‘a stated that the Prophet said, “A people will be prevented [on the day of 

judgment] from drinking the river that God blessed the Prophet with, and the Prophet will 

say ‘O God, they are my Companions’ God will say to the Prophet, ‘You do not know 

what they did after your death.” 292 The Shi’a believed that these people are the Sunni 

because they betrayed the Prophet when they chose Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman as 

caliphs over ‘Ali.

On the other hand, the Sunnis quoted the Prophet who is reported to have sad, 

“Follow Abu Bakr and ‘Umar after me, for God, His Prophet, and Muslims will refuse

290 This hadith has no Isnad, thus, is rejected. See Muhammad ‘Abd al-Rahim al-Sakhawx, al-Maqasd 
al-Hascmar (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khaniji, 1956). p. 85.

291 Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad Ibn Muslim Ibn Qutayba,, Kitab Mukhtalaf al-Hadnh (Beirut: Dar al- 
Kutub a l-‘Arabia n.d). p.4.

292 Ibid, p. 5
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(anyone to be a Caliph), but Abu Bakr; verily, Abu Bakr is the best one of this community 

after the Prophet.” 293

The Muiji’ites cited the hadith “Whoever professed the phrase “la ilaha ilia Allah” 

will enter the paradise (jcuma), even if he has committed illegal sexual intercourse and 

stolen.” 294 The Qadarites maintained that the Prophet said, “every child is bom as a 

Muslim, but his parents make him a Jew or a Christian.” 295

Below are examples of far-fetched Qur’anic exegeses that the groups mutually 

accused one another of using. The Rafidites claimed that Q. 111:1 

y j j  Uj c - j  (Perish the two hands of Abu Lahab) 296 refers to Abu Bakr and
i

‘Umar. Similarly, they claimed that concerning the second verse in Q. 78:1-2 “What are 

they asking? about the great news?” they claimed that ‘All is “the great news” .297

On the other hand, some Sunnis claimed that in Q. 3:17 ^jiLaSt

(Those who are patient, Those who are true and obedient 

with sincere devotion in worship to God, Those who spend [give the Zaka obligatory 

charity’] alms in the way of God, and Those who pray and beg God’s pardon in the last

293 Muhammad ‘Ajjaj al-Khatib, al-Sunna Qabl al-Tadwm (Cairo: Dar al-Fikr, 1971; 2nd ed). p. 236.

294 Ibid, p.5

295 Ibn Taymiyya, An Introduction to the Principles ofTafseer. Translated by Muhammad‘Abdul Haqq 
Ansari ( London: Al-Hidaya Publishing, 1414 A H, 1st ed.) p. 47.

296 Abu Lahab is one of the Prophet Muhammad’s uncle •who became one of his greatest enemies.

297 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddimp.76
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hour of the night), each of the five Arabic phrases corresponding in the English translation 

to the five relative clauses refer in a one to one correspondence to the Prophet, Abu Bakr; 

‘Umar, ‘Uthman, arid ‘All.298

Certain Sunnis also claimed that Q. 48:29, l is t  j e  .U£t 4*0

.Uo-j (Muhammad is the Messenger of God, and those who are

with him'are severe against disbelievers, and merciful among themselves. You see them 

bowing and falling down prostrate in prayer) “those who are with him” refers to Abu 

Bakr, “severe against disbelievers” refers to ‘Umar, “mercy among themselves” refers to 

‘Uthman, and “you see them bowing and falling prostrate” refers to ‘All. Ibn Taymiyya 

described such interpretations as nonsense, “khurafat”.299

During a theological debate, which took place between a Qadarite, a Jabarite, 

and a Sunni, the Qadarite quoted Q 4:79:

.iULsf I03 4iH ^  i t  la i le (Whatever good reaches you

is from God, but, whatever of evil befalls you is from yourself). The apparent meaning of 

the verse is that man is responsible for creating his own evil actions. The Jabrite, opposed 

this and said that the phrase u<iJUo (from yourself) actually refers to a hidden

interrogative that implies a negation of such an apparent meaning. Thus, he claimed, the 

phrase should be read ” The meaning then would be that both good and evil

298 Ibid, p. 79

299 Ibid, 81
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actions are from God.300 Hence, man is not responsible for his actions, this corroborates
i

the Jabarite belief.

Upon hearing this, the Sunni declared both notions wrong, citing Q. 4:78.

4llf oJxa 0J3 pj(; •'**" 0I3

(And if some good reaches them, they say, “This is from God” but if some evil befalls 

them, they say, “This is from you” (O, Muhammad). Say all things are from God.) The 

difference between Jabarites and the Sunni on this issue is that Jabarites believed that man 

is not responsible for his actions, and therfore that God will not punish someone who 

does not have a choice between doing good or bad.301 The Sunni believed that man was 

given the choice to do both good and bad, but his choice is not absolute; if his choice 

were absolute, that would mean that God does not have absolute power.302 The Sunnis, 

at other times, attributed all good—but not evil—to God, in order to preserve the idea of 

the goodness of God and on the other hand to make man a responsible being, particularly 

for his evil deeds. Actually the above issue between the Sunnis and Jabarites is a very 

crucial in Islamic theology. It is not easy to convince someone or to resolve the matter; it 

is more or less a matter of belief.

300 Ibn Qutayba, Mukhtalaf, p. 159.

301 Ibid, p. 137.

302 Ibid, pp. 137-9. Ibn Hazm, Al-Fisal f l  al-Milal wa al-Nihal (Cairo: Maktabat wa Matba‘at 
Muhammad ‘Ali Sabih, n.d). 1: 56.
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According to the Mu‘tazilite doctrine, God can never been seen with physical eyes. 

They based this on Q. 6:103 jUuVr •c'j.oy (No vision can grasp him, but His

grasp is over all vision). On the other hand, the Sunnis believe that God will eventually be 

seen, based on Q. 83:15 (Nay! Surely they [evil doers]

will be veiled from seeing their Lord that day). The Sunnis deduced from this, since evil

doers will be veiled from seeing God, Muslims will not be veiled from seeing God. They

further supported this assumption with hadith of the Prophet which stated clearly that

Muslims will see God as clearly as they see the full moon.303

Arguments concerning Ra’y

The aforementioned interpretations and arguments were one of the reasons that 
1

some Sunni scholars questioned the soundness and legality of using ra 'y, both al-ra ’y  al- 

mamduh and al-ra 'y madhmum, in Qur’anic exegesis. Hence, a group of theologians and 

exegetes such as al-Tabari, al-Ghazali, Ibn ‘Atiyya, al-Qurtubi and others came in conflict 

with those opponents of ra ’y  who differentiated between acceptable and unacceptable 

ra’y, without rejecting it entirely.

The sources describing this conflict supplied the arguments without mentioning the 

names of those who rejected the use of al-ra 'y in exegesis, 304 making frequent use of

303 Ibn Taymiyya, Sharh al-'Aqfda ai-Wasitiyya, ed Muhammad Khalil Harras (Riyadh: Dar al-Hijra li 
ai-Nashr wa al-Taw zi1955; 3rd ed.) pp. 107-9 Ibn Qutayba, Mukhtalaf, pp. 13-8.

304 This attitude is against Islamic scholarship.Traditionally speaking, reffence shuold be given when you 
quote some one.
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indefinite terminology such as some people say, or those who reject ra ’y, etc. This is 

presumably done for one of three reasons:

1. The opponents of ra 'y are known, so there is no need to mention their names.

2. To avoid fermenting hatred between Sunni Muslims.

3. There are some prominent successors who directly and indirectly rejected or 

expressed caution in regard to the using of ra ’y, such as Salim Ibn ‘Abd Allah, al-Qasim 

Ibn Muhammad, and Sa‘id Ibn Musayyib. This latter is more likely because subsequent 

generations of Muslims in general gave weight to the opinion and attitude of the first and 

second generations because of the praise that both received from the Qur’an and hadith. 

Hence, I will present most of their arguments in general terms, except in the case where 

the reference is made to a specific individual, or where an individual is known for rejecting 

ra ’y  in his works, such as Ibn Hazm.

Opponents of Ra’y and their Arguments

The arguments set forth by this group can be discussed under four headings. The 

Qur’an, Hadith, Sayings of the Sahaba, and Statements of the Successors.

The Qur’an. There are mainly three verses, (1): Q. 4:59 ^  jsSejLj o®-

J t  (And if you differ in anything amongst yourselves, refer it to God and is

Messenger). The significance of the verse for this argument is that God has commanded 

Muslims who differ among themselves to refer to God and His Messenger only as the final
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judgment; not to do. so is disobedient to divine command. Furthermore, anyone’s opinion 

is rejected.305

In (2) Q. 16:44 JyiU j-UU y Jd ! ^OJI Ldyj»5 (And we have sent

down unto you [0, Muhammad] the reminder [the Qur’an] that you may explain clearly to 

mankind what is sent down to them). The point made here is that God has stated clearly 

that He has charged the Prophet only with explaining the Qur’an text to mankind; thus, 

any attempt for anyone else to elucidate the Qur’an using his own opinion in unnecessary 

at best.

In (3)Q. 17:36^3^1 <̂5*4(3 tuJ]

(Say (0, Muhammad) (but) the things that my Lord has forbidden “al-fawaMsh” (great 

evil sins) whether committed openly or secretly, sins [of all kinds] unrighteous, 

oppression, joining partners [in worship] with God for which he has given no authority, 

and saying things about God of which you have no knowledge). Proponents say that the 

structure-of this verse makes saying things about Allah without having the correct and 

necessary knowledge as great a sin as the sins mentioned at the beginning of the verse. 

Any exegesis, therefore, without information from the Prophet, is prohibited.306

The Hadith. There are mainly three hadiths quoted to support the foregoing 

opinions. The first is the well-known hadith narrated by Ibn ‘Abbas that the Prophet said,

305 Al-AmidI, al-Ihkam, 4: 149.

306 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, pp. 112-113
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“Whoever explains the Qur’an according to his personal opinion, shall take his place in 

Hell.” The idea here is that the hadith did not differentiate between al-ra ’y  al-mahmud 

and al-ra-y madhmum. Therefore, both opinions are wrong.

The second is on the authority of Jandub Ibn ‘Abd Allah, that the Prophet said, 

“Whoever says anything about the Qur’an by his own opinion, even if what he says is 

correct, is wrong.” Al-Qurtubl said al-Razin added “Whoever says anything about the 

Qur’an, by his own opinion, becomes a disbeliever.” It is not clear from al-Qurtubl’s 

quotation whether or not al-Razin307 attributed that to the Prophet or whether it is his 

own idea. However, the hadith of Jundub has been described by al-Tirmidhl and others as 

an unsound one because of the less than excellent reliabilty of Suhayl Ibn Abl Hazm (one 

of the narrators of the hadith). Both Imam Ahmad and al-Bukhari have disregarded 

Suhayl’s hadiths) . 308

The third hadith emanates from ‘A’isha (the wife of the Prophet). She said that the 

Prophet used not to comment on anything from the Qur’an except a few verses, which the 

Angel Jabril taught him.309 The point here is that the Prophet himself did not interpret 

the Qur’an by his own opinions; it was the angel Jibril ‘Gabriel’ who inspired him.

307 There are three individuals recognized by name al-Razin. Al-Razin Ibn Suleyman al-Ahmari, al- 
Razin Ibn ‘Uqba, and al-Razin al-Kufi al-A‘ama. The first two are inajhulm , that is the background 
information about them is too scanty to classify as reliable narrators, and the third is matruk ‘a narrator 
whose hadiths are not to be used for any purpose. Therefore, to quote him in supporting your argument is 
worthless. See, al-Dhahabi, Mszan, 1:48-49. Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, 3: 247

308 Al-Qurtubi, a l-J m n i1:32. Al-Tirmidhl, Abu Tsa Muhammad Ibn ‘Isa, Sunan al-Tinuidhi 
(Cairo: Dar al-Fikr, 1964-1384; 1st ed). 4: 386.

309 Ibid. 1:111
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Sayings of the Sahaba. When Abu Bakr al-Siddiq was asked to give the meaning 

of a specific word or words, he expressed his fear by saying “What earth shall bear me, 

and what heaven shall shelter me if I speak what I know not concerning the Qur’an.” ?310

It is reported that ‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab cited Q. 80:31 L>j 3 (and fruit and

herbage, etc.) and said, “We know what the fruits are, but what is “?u’f ” Then, ‘Umar 

said, “It is unnecessary to know that this is “iakalluf.!” ‘constraint’. The point in both 

statements is that Abu Bakr and ‘Umar refrained from exercising ra 'y because they knew 

its was prohibited.

Ibn ‘Abbas was asked about a verse and refused to comment on it. Because 

Muslims knew or believed that he had been given a specific gift from God for Qur’anic 

knowledge as a result of a prayer to Him by the Prophet, it became assumed that Ibn 

‘Abbas refused to answer because he knew that utilizing ra ’y  was prohibited.311).

Statements of the Successors. ‘Ubayd Allah Ibn ‘Umar [d.140] stated that he 

found the learned men at Medina, including Salim Ibn ‘Abd Allah, al-Qasim Ibn 

Muhammad and Nafi‘, abstained from making comments on the Qur’an by their own 

opinion.312 Hisham Ibn ‘Urwa [d. 146] said, “I never heard my father interpret the Qur’an 

by his opinion.” 313 Sa‘xd Ibn Musayyib, was the most knowledgeable figure of his time.

310 Al-Tabari, Jmni ‘ al-Bayan, 1:183

311 Al-Qurtubl, al-Jami\ 1, p.33.

312 Abul-Qaslm Muhammad. The Recitation and Interpretation o f al-Ghazali’s Theory. 
(KPI. London, Boston, Melbourne and Henley, n.d). pp. 90-92
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Whenever his students asked him anything about the Qur’an he kept silent, as if he did not 

hear them. Whenever he was asked about exegesis, he said, “We do not say anything 

about the Qur’an.314

Partisans of Ra’y  and their Responses to their Opponents

Among the verses the supporters of ra 'y have quoted for their argument is Q.4:59. 

A ii\ J J  ,*=cjU3o!» (If you differ in anything among yourselves refer

it to God and his Messenger). Al-Qurtubi and others did not accept this as a statement of 

proof against the prohibition of exegesis by ra ’y  for it limits exegesis to only two 

possibilities: to confine the exegesis to the transmitted tradition (ai-naql), and that which 

is heard from the authority (al-masmu ‘) and in so doing, one must refrain from deducing 

or eliciting the meanings from the Qur’an; moreover, the prohibition of other types of 

exegesis might mean that there should be no exegesis at all, lest the meaning of the 

verse(s) be something other than what was heard from on authority. Hence, al-Qurtubl 

concluded that it is insufficient to use only tafsir from the traditions of the Prophet. 

Furthermore, he argued that the Companions themselves used their own opinions in
l

interpreting the Qur’anic text. Had that not been the case, the Prophet’s prayer to Ibn 

‘Abbas, “O God, grant him the knowledge of Islam and teach him the meaning of the 

Qur’an ]wa ‘allimhu at-Ta’wilJ, would have served no purpose315).

313 Ibn‘A'tiyya, Muqaddimatanp.187. Al-ZarkashI, al-Burhan, 2:12.

314 Al-Tabari, Jam tal-Baysn, I, p 88

315 Ibid, 1, pp.33.
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Al-Ghazali seems to be more against the notion of using al-naql and al-masmvt 

exclusively for exegesis. He stated “...these were intended either to confine the 

understanding of the Qur’an to the transmission ofhadith and to that which is heard from 

the authorities, [however] it is wrong to accept that the purpose was to limit our 

understanding of the Qur’an to the words of authorities.316)

In respect to the second argument, the proponents of ra’y, including Ibn ‘Atiyya, 

al-Zarkashi, and others, said that no one disputed the fact that the Prophet had been given 

the responsibility of explaining the Qur’an to mankind, but his interpretation was made 

according to the necessity of the time, and for the people of that particular time; but, after 

the death of the Prophet, the need for more explanation of the Qur’an arose, simply 

because the Prophet’s interpretations, though possibly clear to his Companions, would not 

necessarily be clear to subsequent generations. Thus, ra 'y is permissible, provided the 

basic rules of tafsir are applied.317

Al-Tabari added that the verses that the partisans set forth for their arguments 

•need careful explanation. He agreed that there are some verses whose meanings cannot be 

understood without the explanation of the Prophet.318 He remarked that Q, 7: 36 

(Saying anything about God of which you have no knowledge).

316 Al-Ghazali, Iliya \  1:292.

317 Ibn ‘Atiyya, Muqaddimatan, 186.

318 Al-Tabari, JwnV al-Baym, p. 93.
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refers to the exegesis that can only be attained based on the Prophet’s explanations, as 

opposed to what can be obtained through sound Arabic usage.319

Concerning hadiths, al-Tabari and al-Qurtubl responded to the hadlth of Ibn 

‘Abbas by stating that the ra ’y  which the hadlth prohibited is that which pertains to the 

“mutashabihaf ’ ‘ verses whose meanings are known only to God’, such as those 

mentioning the time Jesus will return to the world, or difficult passages of the Qur’an 

which require the explanation from the Prophet. Using ra 'y in such situations, they said, 

is prohibited.320. Al-Qurtubl further added that this prohibition does not pertain to the 

exegesis of grammarians, linguists and jurists, because their interpretation is based on 

knowledge.321

With respect to the Companions’ statements and attitudes, Ibn ‘Atiyya responded 

to Abu Bakr’s statement by presenting some probable answers. He said that Abu Bakr 

might have said this at the very beginning of his Caliphate, to prevent Muslims from 

engaging in exegesis haphazardly or perhaps because at the beginning of his caliphate he 

was of the opinion that exegesis should not be made by mere opinion. As time passed, he 

realized that independent opinion in exegesis was inevitable. Thus, when asked about the 

meaning of the Qur’anic word kalala [Q.4:12], he said, “I say (regarding the meaning of 

kalMa) by my opinidn, if it is correct, thanks be to God. If it is wrong, it is from Satan,

319 Ibid, p. 190

320 Al-Tabari, Jami1 al-Bayan, 1: p. 89.

321 Al-Qurtubl, a l-Ja m i1:35.
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and God is innocent from it. A Similar case is the issue of codifying the Qur’an into one 

book. When ‘Umar suggested to Abu Bakr that the Qur’an be compiled and codified into 

one book, Abu Bakr initially hesitated and refused, but later he found that codification 

was unavoidable. Thus, he submitted to the opinion.322

‘Umar’s attitude toward the meaning of Q.80:31 has been interpreted as

a kind of discipline. 1 ‘Umar wanted Muslims to avoid using unnecessary opinion in 

unnecessary things. • In regard to Ibn ‘Abbas’ behavior, it was thought that he refused to 

interpret one of the verses that was left to Him alone to interpret.

In regard to the refraining of both the Companions and the Successors from 

exegesis, al-Tabari stated, “The attitude or actions of those who did abstain from exegesis 

was similar to the actions of those of them who refrained from giving legal opinions 

concerning particular events and occurrences, that is, they believed that God did not cause 

His Prophet to die until after he had perfected his religion to His servants, and they knew 

that God had a judgment in a text or through an indication for every event, but perhaps, 

they had to search it out. Otherwise, they would be denying that God’s judgment for
i

these events existed among them. Finally, they could have feared that by their own effort 

(ijtihad) they were not able to carry out the charge God had entrusted to the learned 

among his servants. It was the same with the learned among the pious predecessors who 

refrained from speaking about the interpretation and exegesis of the Qur’an; they did so

322 Ibn ‘Atiyya, Muqaddimatan, pp. 185.
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out of caution, leasbthey should fail to accomplish the objective of speaking correctly—not 

because the interpretation of (these verses) was veiled from the men of knowledge in the 

community and did not exist among them.323

Ibn ‘Aityya seems displeased with al-Tabari’s conclusion, that the main reason 

those learned Companions and the Successors refrained from interpretation and exegesis 

was piety. Ibn ‘Atiyya simply stated “too many of the prominent predecessors (salaf) who 

were merely concerned or sympathetic with Muslims interpreted the Qur’an.324 After the 

proponents of ra 'y refuted the arguments of the opponents of using al-ra ’y, they set forth 

the following evidence: Q. 38 :29: oUVl <bbT J jU  *iUl oUjii »jl=f

(This is) a book (the Qur’an) which we have sent down to you, full of blessings that they 

may reflect over its verses, *3bT and that those gifted of understanding may take

heed). The significance of these two verses, for the partisans of ra ’y, was the fact that the 

word “li yatadabbaru ” (to ponder), said Ibn Atiyya, originally meant the final end of 

something. Thus, one who ponders over the meanings of verses is the one who can arrive 

at an understanding of the meaning. Then Ibn ‘Atiyya concluded that to ponder over 

something is nothing other than ra ’y. Were using ra 'y not permissible, these verses would 

serve no purpose.323

323 Al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, 1: 290

324 Ibid, 1:290

325 Ibn Atiyya, Muqaddimatan, p. 185.
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Another popular verse in this regard is Q.4:83 j f  5 J J  5 «uit j i  

n**> 4* 4*J*3 2)1 (If they had only referred it to the God and

the Messenger and those charged with authority among them, the proper investigators 

would have understood it from them directly). Al-Ghazali held that this verse constituted 

the use of al-ra ’y  because God affirmed the validity of istinbat ‘inference’ by men of 

learning. And it is unquestionable that, istinbat is something beyond al-mctsmu ‘,326 

Al-Tabari elaborated further on these verses by arguing that God’s 

encouragement to believers to ponder over the Qur’anic verses is an indication that 

understanding of the Qur’anic verses by ra 'y is possible, and must be further pursued to 

present logical argument. He said, “It is impossible to say to someone who does not 

comprehend that which is being said to him, “Take admonition!” i ‘labir! ’, unless he 

understands and reasons concerning what is being said to him. Otherwise, it would be 

useless to do so. It is likwise impossible, al-Tabari said, to say to some non-Arabs who do
t

not understand Arabic to take admonition from Arabic poems, proverbs and wise 

speeches. Similarly, God would not command people to ponder over the verses, unless 

there were some indications which would lead to the meanings. Thus, to interpret the 

verses which are not the sole prerogative of God is permissible.327

326 Al-Tabari, Jaini'al-Bayan, 1: 83.

327 Ibid, 1:290

I
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Concerning the proof from hadlth presented by the proponents of ra ’y, namely, the 

hadith of Ibn ‘Abbas: “O God, (the Prophet said) grant him the knowledge of al-Islam, 

and teach him the knowledge of the interpretation.” wa 'altimhu al-ta ’wil. The point 

made by al-Ghazali and al-Qurtubl is that if the interpretation of the Qur’an is confined 

only to the traditiontof the Prophet, then his prayer for Ibn ‘Abbas to be bestowed with 

understanding of the Qur’an would be useless).

Another well known hadith is that of Mu‘adh Ibn Jabal, in which the Prophet 

approved the using of ijtihad, idha ijtahad al-hakim fa-akhta ’ fa  lahu ajr wa in ijtahad 

fa  asab fa-lahu ajr an 328 (whosever does ijtihM  and errs therein shall have one reward. 

And whosoever performs ijtihad and is correct shall have a double reward)

In regard to the Companions’ statements, they quoted the questions someone 

asked Ali Ibn Abi Talib “Did the Prophet single you out with special knowledge 

concerning the knowledge of the Qur’an? 329 he replied ‘No’ except that God bestows 

upon a servant the understanding of the Qur’an.” Al-Ghazali asked “If there is no 

meaning other than the transmission of the interpretation of the authority, what is the 

meaning of the understanding that God bestows upon a servant ? ” 330

Al-Tabari reported that both Ibn Mas‘ud and Ibn ‘Abbas used to give 

comprehensive interpretations of the Qur’an and that Ibn Mas‘ud took an entire day to

328 Ibn Hazm, al-IIikam, 6: 35.

329 Ibid, 1: 81

330 Abu Zahra, Ibn Hazm: Hayatuh wa 'Asruh wa Fiqhuh (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr al-‘Arabi, n.d). p. 382.
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explain a chapter.331 The remarkable thing here is that the Prophet never gave a such long 

interpretation of any chapter. Thus, such detailed interpretation must have come from 

their own opinions. As for the respect given to the Successors’ statements, again, al- 

Tabari quoted Sa‘id Ibn Jubayr who said, “Who reads the Qur’an and cannot explain it, 

(did not understand), is just like a blind person or a bedouin.332

Nonetheless, Abu Muhammad Ibn Hazm rejects the using of all kinds of personal 

opinion in Islam in general and in the Qur’an particular. To him, no one, including the 

Companions, has any right or authority to utilize his own opinion in Islam. Whoever uses 

his opinion in deducing the law or meaning of the Qur’an, and assumes that such is the 

meaning that God meant by the verse or ascribes that to God, is a liar333 Ibn Hazm based 

his rejection on the following verses: Q.6:38 ^  ^  (We have

neglected nothing in the book; the Qur’an.) and Q.7:3 ,*syf jyii u fyujt (Say (O

Muhammad) follow what has been sent down unto you) .334 The point made by Ibn Hazm 

concemig these verses is that, God has stated clearly that he did not leave anything out. 

Thus, the Qur’an contains all of what needs to be known in Islam, therefore, there is no 

need for anyone’s opinion. The second verse commands mankind to follow the revelation, 

not someone else’s opinion.

331 For many verses presented by Ibn Hazm to support his position, see Ibn Hazm, al-Ibkam, 5:36-100.

332 Ibn Hazm, al-IJbkan, 5: 36.

333 Ibid, 5: 21-22

334 Ibid 5: 35.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

125

The first of the two strongest arguments of the proponents of ra ’y  is Q.4:83

<oJU ^oVt Jy-yi J J  3 <0)1 j f  0 3 3J3 (If they had only

referred to the Messenger or to those charged with the authority among them, the proper 

investigators would have understood it from them directly). The other is the popular 

hadith of Mu‘adh Ibn Jabal in which the Prophet approved of using ijtihM. Ibn Hazm 

bitterly refuted the claim made therein. He wondered how the proponents of ra ’y  could 

justify by quoting the cited verse. He argued the point linguistically by saying that the 

particle 31 “Law” in Q.4:83

j !  3 un j t  03.^5 3J3 is a preventive particle which indicates that whatever is
I

mentioned after it (law) does not occur. Therefore, the reference to “...would have 

understood it” did not occur. He added, that if the reference had occurred, those proper 

investigators or who those who have knowledge could only refer to the Prophetic 

tradition, not to people’s opinions.335

In regard to the hadith of Mu‘adh, Ibn Hazm said the hadith is invalid because of 

al-Harith Ibn ‘Umar, who is (majhul) ‘unknown’ and according to Ibn Hazm, al-Bukhari, 

also rejected the hadith.336

In view of the aforementioned exegetical arguments, it appears that these 

theological debates were the reasons for the objections raised concerning both al-tafsir bi

335 Ibid, 2:400-1

336 Ibid, 2:400-1
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al-ra ’y  al-mahmud, and al-tqfsfr bi al-ra ’y  al-madhmum. As a result, a new element, 

namely, prerequisites of mufassir ‘exegate’was developed and added to the science of the 

Qur’anic exegesis. In relation to prerequisites, there were some guidelines given by some 

Companions and the subsequent generations before scholars such as al-Zarkashi and al- 

Suyuti codified them in their works. In al-Ilqm, al-Suyuti reported that ‘All Ibn Abi 

Talib witnessed a story teller speaking about Qur’anic exegesis and asked him, “Do you 

know about abrogating and abrogated (verses).”? He (the story teller) replied, “No.”I

Then, ‘All said, “You destroyed (yourself) and destroyed others.” 337 Ibn ‘Abbas stated 

that one part of the Qur’anic exegesis can be obtained through the mere knowledge of 

Arabic language, a part can be understood by scholars through their ijtihad, and a portion 

can be only known through the Prophet explanation. All these aspects have been 

incorporated into the conditions of exegesis.

Al-Bayhaqi, quoted Imam Malik Ibn Anas as having said “No man who interprets 

the Qur’an without knowledge of Arabic would be brought before me without my 

inflicting punishment on him.” 338 Al-Suyuti listed the prerequisits in his work. They are 

fifteen. Here, we have categorized them under six headings.

1. Hadith of the Prophet: one must be well verses in this science.

2. Arabic Language: one must master all aspects of Arabic language.

337 Al- Zafkaslii, al-Burhan, 1:18.

338 Ibid, 1: 129.
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3. Islamic Jurisprudence: one must be very knowledgeable and exposed to the different 

opinions of the various legal scholars in all aspects of Islamic law.

4. One must have a pure belief (opposite of heresy) and clear perspective in the 

theological issues and understand them as the Companions, the Successors and the Sunni 

scholars did.

5. One must know of abrogating and abrogated verses, and the occasions of revelations.

6 . One must be gifted with a special knowledge Qilm al-mawhiba).

In our discussion of al-tafsir bi al-ra ’y  al-mahmud and al-madhmum, the 

work of Muqatil Ibn Sulayman is also worthy of consideration.

Muqatil Ibn Sulayman’s al-Wujuh wa al-Naza’ir

This work is generally believed to be the first complete book of al-tafsir bi al- 

ra > .339 The book and the author were controversial. Some scholars, like al-Shafi‘i 

highly praised Muqatil’s knowledge of exegesis. He stated “All people are in debt to 

Muqatil in tafsir.” ‘Ubada Ibn Kathlr claimed that no one lives in the world today [world 

of their time] who is more knowledgeable in the book of God than Muqatil.340 While 

these scholars praised Muqatil on one hand, on the other hand, we find some prominent 

critics of hadlth such as al-Bukhari, Yahya Ibn Ma‘in [d.274], al-Dhahabl and others 

portrayed Muqatil as a liar, and a mujassima ‘anthropomorhists’ .341 However, Muqatil

339 Al-Dhahabi, Tadhkira, 1: 174.

340 Rippin, AHIQ, p. 167.

341 Ibid, p. 168.
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was considered to be the first exegete who used ra 'y, simply because he was living in the 

era which exegesis was being taught by narration and giving full account of transmission 

(jsnad), but Muqatil deleted the asanid throughout his work and depended on his own 

personal opinions.

Muqatil’s al-Wujuh wa al-Naza’ir goes under a variety of names, the following 

two titles being the popular ones: Kitab al-Wujuh wa al-Naza’ir, and al-Ashbah wa al- 

Naza’ir.342 Al-WujQh wa al-Naza’ir deals basically with mushtarak (words written and 

pronounced in the same manner, but having different or opposite meanings).

The category Mushtarak corresponds to semantic lexicology.343 The methodology 

that Muqatil adopted in his tafsir is of two kinds. The conceptual, and the general method 

the Sunnis employed in their interpretations of the text, which was to explain the text by 

referring to its background, or to interpret the sifat verses (the verses of attributes of God) 

without negating or twisting their obvious meaning. Consider the following: Q. 48 :10 

jaa «UJf 0 3 x>L> UxJl .iUyuUs ^joJ! oj (Verily, those who gave bay'a

(pledge) to you [Muhammad], are giving bay1 a to Allah. The hand of Allah is over their 

hands). Muqatil said, “Those who gave the loyalty pledge under the tree in the sacred
l

territory of Mecca, was called bay'at al-ridwan344, and the number of the Muslims that day 

was one thousand and four hundred.”

342 Ahmad ‘Umar ‘Abd Allah al-Ghani al-Tafsir bi al-Ra’yM a Lahu waMa ‘Alayh (Medina: Al- 
Janu‘ai al-Islamiyya, 1980) p. 138.

343 Abbott, Studies, pp. 92-3.
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Regarding: Q.20:45 ^ 5  Va\aS •a (He (Allah) said: ‘Fear not,

verily, I am with you both.) Muqatil said, “Do not be afraid of being killed. I will protect 

you.”

Concerning Q.28:35 JjUacaii* JB

UsjujI ^ 0 3  lo ĵi L3Ub Lojyf BUaU U>j3 ( God said:We will certainly

strengthen thy arm through thy brother and invest you both with authority, so they shall 

not able to touch you with our signs. Both You and those who follw you will prevail). 

Muqatil interpreted this verse literally.

The second type of Muqatil’s methodology is conceptual. The following will 

illustrate this. The word “kufr* is been mentioned several times in the Qur’an. It has 

different meanings in each of the passages. Muqatil compiled the words and explained 

the meaning of kufr in each verse. He said that one aspect of kufr is to reject the oneness 

of Allah, .as is in ().2 .7 t *>T

(Verily, those who t ( d i s b e l i e v e ) , it is the same to them whether you warn

them or do not warn them, they will not believe). A second aspect of kufr is to be 

ungrateful to Allah, as in Q. 27:40, ^  ̂  oB j s  ^ 3  UjB j i i  ^ 3

(And if any is truly grateful, his gratitude is for his own soul but if any is ungrateful,truly 

My Lord is free of all needs Supreme, and Honour). The third aspect says Muqatil is to

344 Al- Ghani, Tafsir, p. 137.
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declare oneself free, separate, and different as in Q. 29:25: .Lax> js j  loieat ^  ^  

(on the day of resurrection you shall disown (jio) each other) .345

Summary and Comments

In the light of this discussion, al-Tafsir bi al-Ra ’y  can be defined as exegesis by 

independent opinion that does not conflict with the Prophet’s explanation of the Qur’an, 

or an established principle of Islam, and does conform with the sound Arabic usage and 

grammar

At the time of the Prophet and the first two caliphs, Abu Bakr and ‘Umar, the term 

lra y  did not contain any negative connotations. It was understood as personal opinion 

and analogy. After the assassination o f‘Uthman, the third caliph, Muslims divided among 

themselves into groups. Generally speaking, each group including the supporters of Abu 

Bakr and ‘Umar, used the Qur’an to support their own notion. The Sunni and the Shi'a in 

particular distorted some verses and supplied far-fetched exegeses utilizing fabricated 

hadlth to confirm their point of view. As a result, some prominent scholars such as Sa‘id 

Ibn Musayyib, Salim Ibn ‘Abd Allah, al-Qasim Ibn Muhammad and others abstained 

totally from tafsir. Subsequently, the term ra ’y  became identified with sectarianism. The 

above-mentioned theological political schools continued to spread in the Muslim world of 

that day. Their exegeses became polemic in nature until tafsir bi al-Ra ’y  was finally

345 Abbott, Studies, pp. 92-3
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divided into two: al-tafsir bi al-ra 'y al-mahmud and al-tafsir bi al-ra ’y  al-madhmum. 

Also, there evolved qualifications for a mafassir to save the integrity of tafsir

Nonetheless, when the different schools of thought evolved as a result of 

theological or politifcal differences, polemics became the dominant element, therefore, 

objectivity was lost: Mujahid, for instance, interpreted Q.20:22-3 j f  ojj

(Some faces that day will beam looking towards their Lord) not only differently from

the Prophet’s explanation and that of his Companions, but he also in contradicted them. 

His tafsir is not labeled 'bid'a ’, although the Mu‘tazilites interpreted the same way as 

Mujahid did, and they were accused of bid‘a.

A critical look at the arguments of both the opponents of using ra 'y and the 

proponents of ra’y  reveal that some of those arguments need more support while others 

are irrelevant. For example, the opponents of ra 'y quoted Q. 16:44 

rtrfeJj J j i  U> (j-LU tiXJf U jifj (We have sent down to you the Qu.'... [lit., the

remembrance] that you may explain to people that which is sent for them) as one of their

arguments for the prohibition against ra ’y. In our view, this argument is weak because,

practically speaking, the Prophet did not explain the whole Qur’an nor even most of it,

and his Companion consequently used their own opinion in explaining some verses.

Other examples concern their interpretations of the Qur’an is Q.7:36

(3=*^ jtM (*2^3 U nit J s

Lb «UJt J e t 3̂ 5“  0^9 UUaJLi «u JjjSj Lo t

(Say (O, Muhammad) (but) the things that my Lord has forbidden “al-fawahish”
(great evil sins) whether committed openly or secretly, sins (of all kinds) unrighteous,

l
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oppression, joining partners (in worship) with God for which he has given no authority, 
and saying thing about God which you have no knowledge).

Those who opposed ra ’y  assumed that for God mentioning “saying thing about God 

which you have no knowledge” also in another verse the sin of joining partners (in 

worship)'with God, for which He has given no authority, meant that both are the sins of 

the same magnitude. This assumption in our view is incorrect because explaining the 

Qur’an based on sound Arabic language usage is not mere opinion. Indeed, the Qur’an 

called upon Arab pagans to ponder in its meaning even without referring to the Prophetic 

explanation.

Concerning Q. 4: 83 ^  ^Vf j / f  JJ3 j f 3 «UM JI o5Sj ^

4*Jj2 (If they had only referred it to the God abd the Messenger and 

those charged with authority among them, the proper investigators would have 

understood it from them directly), the proponents of ra 'y presented it as an important 

evidence supporting their position, but in our view the verse is irrelevant. According to 

SaMi Muslim and Ibn Kathir’s report, the verse was revealed when a rumor spread that 

the Prophet had divorced his wives. None of his Companions dared to ask him about it 

until ‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab did so.346 This report helps us to understand that the verse 

does not have anything to do with tafsir, it is rather a guide for Muslims on how to deal 

with the issue of rumor. Perhaps al-Ghazali and those who agreed with him concerning

346 Abu Zakariya’ Yahya Ibn Siiaraf Al-Nawawl, Sharh Sahib Muslim (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, n.d). 10:
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this verse and its implications were thrown off by the word "yastanbitmahu ” (to deduce). 

The term istinbat was originally developed in the science of usul al-fiqh to denote the 

deduction of law from the Qur’an and hadlth. Hence, they applied the verse without 

considering the context. Ibn Hazm consumed considerable energy in rejecting the 

application of this verse as evidence supporting the use of ra ’y. He maintained that the 

verse opposes the utilization of ra ’y  because “ullal-canr min-kum” (those charged with 

authority among them) refered to the Prophet. We disagreed with that, for the Prophet 

was mentioned immediately before ulial-amr in the very same verse.

82. Ibn kathir, Tafsir, 1:416.
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CHAPTER IV 

AL-TAFSIR BIAL-MA ’THUR
I

The Concept and Definition of Ma’thur

The word "ma ’thur” is a passive participle derived from the verbal noun "athar". 

According to the Arabic lexicon, athar has a variety of meanings, ranging from ‘to trace, 

to mark, to report, to transmit’. Thus, the phrase "athara khuff al-ba‘zr" means “He 

made an incision in the foot of the camel in order to know and trace the footprint.”347 

The Qur’an used the term in different forms to indicate different meanings. In Q. 48:29: 

^  ^  r>ftLow*' (Their signs [show] on their faces from the traces of

bowing down.). The word athar in this verse is used as ‘trace’. The meaning ‘trace’ is 

also found in : Q. 36:12: T̂ oaS u> vs3** o 35* (We revive the

I
dead and write down whatever they have sent on ahead and [left] as traces.).

In the Hadith of the Prophet, the term athar is also used as in the lexical meaning. 

The Prophet said, uinna ummati yud ‘awna yawma al-qiyma...min athar al-vmdu\” (On 

the Day of Judgment, my followers will be called... from the traces of ablution.”348

At the time of Sahaba, the term was used to mean Hadith of the Prophet. For 

example, Ibn Mas‘ud was asked about the situation of a woman whose husband died

347 Laner Arabic-Englisk Lexicon, I: 232 Ibn Manzur, Lisan, 1:6.

348 Ahmad Muhsin Khan, Sahilt al-Bukharr. Arabic -English (Beirut: Dar ai-Fikr). 6: 102.
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without having any conjugal relation and while the dowry was not decided. He said, “Ask 

Sahaba if any athar have been handed down in the matter.”349

In his advice to the Muslims, Ibn ‘Abbas said, “Stick with the right path and 

athar”350 In the time of Tabi‘ On, the muhaddithm (traditionists) and jurists employed the 

term in two senses: that which is related to the Prophet and his Companions, and 

whatever is ascribed only to the Companions.351

In the science of tasir, the term athar is technically understood in four different

ways:

1.) The Qur’anic exegesis that has been handed down from the Prophet and Sahaba 352

2.) The Qur’anic exegesis that can be traced back to the Prophet, and also to some extent 

which pertains to thp occasions of the revelation "asbab al-m zul ”/ 53

3.) The explanation of the Qur’an given in the Qur’an itself, by the Prophet, and by his 

Companions.354

349 Ibn Hazm, al-Ihkwn, 6:47.

350 Ibn Qayyim, I  'lan, 4:151.

351 Al-Suyuti, Tadrib al-Riwf f t  Taqrib al-Nawawi ed. ‘Abd al-Wahhab ‘Abd al-Latif (Cairo: Dar al- 
Kutub al-Haditha, 1966). 1:185. See also, al-Sakhawil, Fath al-Mughith (Medina: Al-Matba‘ al- 
Salaflyya, n.d). 1:103.

352 Al-ZarkashI, al-Butfsn, 2: 157. See Goldziher, Die Richtugen, p. 63.

353 Ibn al-Salah, Muqaddima, p. 128.

354 Al-ZurqanI, Manahil, 2: 12.
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4.) The explanation of the Qur’an by other Qur’anic verses, by the Prophet, his 

Companions, and Successors.355

Al-Hakim, Ibn al-Salah and others considered the tafsir of the Companions as al- 

Tafsir bi al-Ma'thur only if what the Companions narrated pertained to asbab al-nuzul. It 

is possible that they—unlike others—classified asbab al-mizul as exegesis rather than just a 

useful tool to aid in understanding a verse in its immediate circumstance or context. Such 

knowledge is prerequisite for a competent mufassir. On the other hand, Ibn Taymiyya and 

others agreed that al-Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur can include the use of one part of the Qur’an 

to explain another. They failed to distinguish this from ra ’y—for they opposed ra ’y—but 

using the Qur’an to explain the Qur’an without injecting anything from the Prophet 

appears to be ra ’y  or ijtihad; there is no clear statement in the Qur’an that certain verses 

are to be used to explain other verses.

In the light of these definitions, one can see that the Companions’ exegesis is 

included in three definitions, and the exegesis of the Successors is included in the fourth- 

definition only. The question here is, what was the reason for including exegesis of the 

Companions and Successors, along with the Prophet, under the definition concerning 

atharl The reason is connected with the notion of hujja.

Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Qayyim and others believed that the exegesis of the Companion 

is equal in authority to the exegesis of the Prophet.356 They considered both as al-Tafsir

355 Al-Bhahabl. ai-Tafsir, 1: 153.

356 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, p. 105 Ibn Qayyim, / ‘/aw, 4: 153.
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bi al-Ma’thur. Others like al-Hakim al-Nisaburi,[d.405] and Ibn al-Salah viewed the 

exegesis of the Companions differently. They regarded it as hujja only when it concerned 

asbab al-nuzul? 51 A third group, reportedly including Ibn Qayyim,358 held that the 

exegesis of a Successor is equal in authority to the Prophet and the Companions. The 

arguments of each group will be presented in detail where the exegesis of the Prophet, 

Companions and the Successors will be discussed individually.

Having stated the meaning of ma 'thur, we will now discuss the Prophet’s hadith or 

sunna in relation to Qur’anic exegesis.

The Substance of Athar and Ma’thur. Hadith

In Arabic, the term hadith literally means ‘new’ as opposed to ‘old’, and it refers 

to ‘report, story, communication, conversation’, etc., i.e., “news”. The Qur’an uses the 

word to denote the iinguistic meaning normally o f‘story’, ‘communication’ and 

‘conversation’. The Qur’an uses the word to mean ‘story’, in Q. 79:15:

ills! jf t  (Has Moses’ story ] ever come to you.). The term ‘hadith’ 

here denotes ‘story’.

In Q 68:44: ^  (Hence, leave me alone with such as give the

lie to this tiding [hadith].) ‘Hadith’ in this passage refers to ‘communication’ of the 

Qur’an. InQ. 6:68: ^  OjJj lijj

357 Ibn al-Salah, Muqaddima Ibn Salab, p. 128.

358 ‘Abd Allah Ibn ‘Abd al-Muhsin Al-TurkI, Usui Madhhhab al-Imam Ahmad: Dirasa Usuliyya 
Muqarana (Riyadh: Matba‘at al-Riyadh, 1977-1397.) pp. 179-80

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

138

Aj-c (When you see those who speculate about our signs, avoid them until they 

speculate about some other topic of conversation.). ‘Hadith’ is used here to mean general 

‘conversation’.

The definition of Hadith in the Sayings of the Prophet

The Prophet used the term hadith as it has been used both in the linguistic sense 

and in the Qur’an. In Fath al-Bari, we read thefollowing hadith. “The best hadith ’ is the 

book of Allah.” 359 Another report from al-Bukhari, narrates “Whoever tries to eavesdrop 

on the hadith of people when they dislike his doing so....” Hadith’ as it is used here 

denotes conversation.360

The term hadith in theUsage of theMuhddithun

The muhaddithm (scholars of hadith) used the term to denote that which was 

transmitted from or about the Prophet concerning his deeds, sayings, tacit approval or 

descriptions of his sifat (physical appearance). The fuqahal (the jurists) adhered to the 

same definition as the muhaddithm, but they excluded the description of s i f  at from the 

definition. It is reasonable to believe that the jurists excluded sifat because its value does 

not fall into their sphere. Muslims are commanded by the Qur’an to follow the Prophet 

without reservation and to regard him as an example to be imitated; this means obeying 

him and following his behavior. This lies outside of the domain of description.

359 Ibn yajar al-‘AsqalanI, Fath al-Bari (Cairo: AI-Matba‘at al-Salafiyya, n.d). 1:70.

360 Ibid, 1:45.
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Hadlth and Sunna

Sunna is literally a way, rule, or manner, whether good or bad. The Qur’an uses 

the term in the linguistic terms. We read in Q. 3:137

lewis’ ojjS" ^ 3  lijm )  ^ 0

(Many ways of life liave passed away before your time. Go then, about the earth and 

behold what happened in the end to those who gave the lie to the truth.) In his Riyadal- 

SMihln, al-Nawawi reported that the Prophet said: “Whoever introduces sunna hascoia a 

‘good sunna’...and whoever introduces an evil sunna....” In this hadith the word sunna is 

used to indicate both good ‘ways’ and bad ones. Sunna as an Islamic term, or in the usage 

of subsequent generations is, according to al-Shafi‘i, restricted to the sunna of the 

Prophet.361

However, the terms hadith and sunna were used interchangeably by Sahaba. Ibn 

Qayyim .stated that ‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab had said, "The companion of al ra 'y (that is, of 

those who used their opinion while the hadlth of the Prophet were available) is the enemy
i

of the sunna. It is hard for them to memorize hadith. Hence, [because they cannot do 

this], they are not able to understand [hadith]. They could not bring themselves to say ‘I 

do not know’ whenever they were asked [about certain matters]. In this manner, they 

rejected the Sunna.”362 For our purpose, and to avoid confusion, we will use both words

361 Ibn Qayyim, I'lam, 1:55.

362 Ibid, 1: 55.
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interchangeably since such has been the practice of the classical and contemporary 

Muslim scholars.

Western Islamicists and hadith

Generally speaking, Western scholars of Islam have one of two attitudes 

concerning the documentation and authenticity of hadith: there are those who totally 

reject hadith, while others like Goldziher believed that most hadith are fabrications.363 

There are three principals for the rejections.364

Goldziher generalized from the fabrication of the hadith that took place on a large 

scale after the fitna  bf ‘Uthman and the war between ‘ Ali and Mu‘awiya. Both parties had 

fabricated hadith to support their interests, since the legitimization of actions can only 

come from the Qur’an-which was by then codified-or from the Prophetic hadith, which 

had not been codified.

According to Goldziher, When the scholars who opposed the Umayyads, the 

partisans o f ‘All, began to compile hadith and sunna of the Prophet, they found a dearth 

of hadlth to suit their purpose. Consequently, they fabricated hadith’. They made up 

hadiths to praise ahl al-Bayt ‘the family of the Prophet’. The Umayyads exploited certain 

scholars to fabricate hadith for which they, in turn, received favors. Goldziher, cites as an 

example Imam al-Zuhri, [d. 124-741], who was asked or encouraged to fabricate hadith in

363 Goldziher, Muslim Studies, Translated form German by C.R. Berber and S.M. Stem (Chicago: 
Aldine, New York, Altherton, n.d, 2nd ed). 2:43.

364 Ibid, pp. 28-88.
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favor of the Umayyads. One of these hadith, Goldziher sad, is “There are [only] three 

mosques to which people should [especially] journey: the one in Mecca, Medina, or 

Jerusalem.”365 Muslims familiar with the science of hadith authentication know that this 

hadith is found in the six major collections of hadith (al-Jami ‘ al-Sahih, Sahih Muslim, 

Sunan AbiDawud, Jami' al-Tirmidhi, Suncm al-Nasa’I and SunanIbnMaja) as meeting 

the standards of accurate qualification.366

Secondly, Goldziher described Umayyad society as irreligious, one that did not 

encourage religious spirit. Thus, throughout the first Islamic century up to the second 

century, the predominant literature was profane, not Islamic.367 Goldziher gave ample 

examples to show that the Umayyad dynasty was lull of ignorant Muslims, innovation and 

changing forms of ritual Muslim worship. He said that in Syria, for example, the people 

did not know that there were only five obligatory prayers a day; and that, as an another
i

example, the tribe of Banu ‘Abd al-Ashhal were unable to find anyone among themselves 

to lead the prayer except a slave. In al-Basra (Iraq), the people did not know about “zakat 

al-fitr” ‘charity Muslims give after the fasting of the month of Ramadan’.368

Additional evidence cited by Goldziher pertaining to the ignorance of the 

Umayyads concerned their use of a pulpit with many steps, unlike to the Prophet’s pulpit

365 Ibid, pp. 44-5.

366 Al-Bukhan, al-Jmni'al- Sahib, 2:186 al-Nawawi, Sahih Muslim 3: 245.

367 Goldziher, Muslm Studies. 2:45.

368 Ibid, p. 39.
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of no more than three. In addition, the Umayyads began giving the sermon of the ‘Id  

service after the prayer instead of before it, as was the Prophetic tradition.369

The third basis for Goldziher’s rejection of most hadith is the verbal testimony of 

some specialists in the field of hadith. Goldziher mentioned, ‘Asim al-Nabil [d. 212 aged 

90] who said: “I have come to the conclusion that a pious man is never so ready to lie as 

in a matter of the hadith.” The same utterance has also been said by his Egyptian 

contemporary, Yahya Ibn Sa‘id Qattan [d. 192],

The three aforementioned elements and others caused Goldziher to reject most of 

the hadith of the first century up to the third century. Again, due to the contradictions 

which appeared in some collections of the second and third century scholars, Goldziher 

rejected some works generally accepted by the Muslim scholars, such as those by 

Muhammad Ibn al-Hasan al-Shaybani [d. 188], Ahmad Ibn Hanbal, and ‘Abd al-Malik Ibn 

Jurayj [d. 150]. He viewed them as books offiqh (jurisprudence) rather than the 

collections of haditlj.370 In his Studies in Early Hadith Literature, Azami argues against 

and appears to have refuted Goldziher’s claim.371

369 There are two ‘Id (Annual Festival Prayer) in Islam. 'IdAl-Fipr, it occurs on the first day of the tenth 
month of Islamic calendar. The second is 'IdAl-Adha, it comes on the tenth day of the twelve month of 
the Islamic calendar.

370 Goldziher, Muslim Studies, 2, p 49. Some of Goldziher’s opinion concerning the hadith has been 
challenged by both Western Islamicist scholars and Muslims. Among the Western Islamicists, William 
Muir and Aloyes Spranger. See William Muir, "The Life of Mohamed (London: Smith Elderso Col., 
185.) 1, p. 32. Aloyes Springer," Uber das Tradionswesen bei den Arabem, Zomg, 10,1856, pp. i-17. 
Among the Muslims who criticized him, Azami, in his work Studies in Early hadith Literature, pp.8-17 
and Mustafa Siba‘i, in his book al-Sunna wa Mukanatuha (Beirut: Al-Maktab al-Islaml, 1973,4th ed)

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

143

The Total Rejection of the hadith

D. S. Margoliouth was among the first Western scholars of Islam to reject all
t

Hadith. In his The Early Development o f Muhammadanism, he held that the Prophet did 

not leave any guidance to the Muslims other than Qur’an. According to him, the way of 

life that Sahaba and Tab? iin led after the Prophet was nothing other than the pre-Islamic 

Arabian culture as it stood and as modified through the Qur’an. 372 Furthermore, he stated 

that the later generation of Muslims in the second century developed the concept of the 

sunna and forged the mechanism of the hadith in order to secure the pre-Islamic Arabian 

culture.

This idea of Margoliouth was later developed by Joseph Schacht in his The 

Origins o f Muhammadan Jurisprudence. One of the conclusions of Schacht was that al- 

Shafi‘1 was the first scholar to develop the concept of sunna. Azami has written a full 

thesis to counter Schacht’s theory. Again, we refer our reader to Azami’s work.373 The 

question of hadith in relation to al-tafsir remains as generally problem that confronting 

Western scholarship. The confusion [according toMcAuliffe] lies in the lack of textural 

evidence or sufficient textual evidence of the early period 374 Thus, Fred Leemhuis

371 Azami, M.M. Studies in Early Hadith literature (Beirut: al- maktaba al-Islami, 1992,3rd ed) pp. 8- 
17

372 D.S. Margoliouth, The Early Development of Muhammedanism (London: Williams and Norgate, 
1914). pp.65-85.

373 Azami, Studies in Early Hadith)

374 McAulifFe, Our'anic Christians, p. 26. Fred Leemhuis "Origins of Tafslr Tradition” in AHIQ, p. 14 
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declared "So reconstruction of early history of tafsir are all based on a preliminary 

assumption..."375

On the other hand, McAuliffe stated Scholarship in this area (the formative period 

of Qur’anic Tafsir) will continue to be a matter of individual interpretation or an 

augumentum ex silentio."376

More light will be shed on this subject in Chapter six. We will pursue our 

discussion of the Prophet's hadith explaining the Qur’an, based on the literature produced 

mostly after the second century and upward.

The Authority of the Qur’an versus the Authority of Prophetic Hadith and Sunna 

In this section, we are concerned with the tradition (hadith and sunna)377 of the
l

Prophet, as related to understanding divine revelation (the Qur’an). From this perspective, 

we would like to briefly review the position Muslim scholars have adopted regarding the 

relationship between the sunna and the Qur’an, and their status in Islam. Despite the fact 

that most Muslim Scholars378 regard the sunna as being the second source of Islamic Law,

375 Fred Lemhuis, Origins of Tafsir Tradition, in AH1Q, p. 14..

376 McAuliffe, QC, p. 26.

377 Some scholars do not make distinction between hadith and sunna, while others do distinguish between 
the two by defining the first as the saying of the Prophet and the latter as the action of the Prophet. For 
further discussion on the subject, see Subhi al-Salih, Mabalnth J i ‘Ulmit al-Hadnk, p. 3-7. Rif ‘at FawzI 
‘Abd al-Muttalib, Tcnvlhlq al-Sunna fial-Q am al-Thani: Usuluhu wa Ittijahatuh ( Cairo: Mataba* al- 
Khaniji, 1981, ist, ed), pp.9-17. Goldziher, Muslim Studies, 2, pp. 18-31.

I
378 The exemption to this are: Rafidites maintain that neither mutawatir nor hadith ahad are 
satisfactory enough to confirm with certainty or znnn (conjecture) that such traditions are truly those of the 
Prophet. See 'Abd Al-Ghani, Hujjiyya, pp. 246-52. There are some contemporary scholars who feei the 
same way about sunna. In his article entitled "al-Islam is the only Qur’an" published in al-Manar 
periodical, Muhammad Tawfiq Al-Siddlq argues that the only source in Islam is the Qur’an for the
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practically all of them have considered the Prophetic traditions which fall into the hadith 

mutawatir category (hadith which has been reported overwhelmingly through several 

chains as opposed to ahad, one reported through a single chain) to be on the same level of 

authority as the Qur’an. Thus, Ibn Hazm, Ahmad Ibn Hanbal, al-Shafi‘I, in support of 

their arguments in this regard, cite the following Qur’anic verses among others as textural 

evidence (Q. 8:20):

Ojwwj pjSij <ue?y«jV3 tjieT 1*j! b (O you who believe, obey God

and His messenger do not turn away from Him when you hear [him speak]); (Q. 53:3-4) 

5* o! >̂3 (He does not speak from whim, it is solely inspiration.)

The idea here is that if God has commanded us in the Qur’an to obey the Prophet 

without any reservation, and if on the other hand, there is a command which we know 

with certainty to have been issued by the Prophet, then failing to observe that command 

would be failing to obey the Prophet and consequently failing to obey the command in the 

Qur’an.379 Some prominent scholars, such as Makhul Ibn Abl Muslim [d. 112-730], 

extended this concept: “al-Qur ’an ahwaj ila al-sunna min al-sunna ila al-Quran. ” ‘The

following reasons: (1) According to the Q. 6:38, nothing has been left out of it, (2) According to Q. 
16:89, also God embodied in it the explanation of all issues, (3) That had the sunna been authority, the 
Prophet would have ordered it to be written as he did in the case of the Qur’an, and Sahaba and Tabi'un 
would have followed suite. Also it should be mentioned that some ShTa, mainly Imamites, believed that 
the existing Qur'an which the Sunni believed to be the authentic copy of the Qur’anic text written and 
unaltered from the time of the Prophet to the recent was changed and distorted. See Ibn Hazm, al-Fisal f i  
al-Milal 4:182. As for hadith, they only accept that which is narrated by the family of the Prophet and a 
very few Sahaba, mainly Salman al-FarisI, Abu Dharr, and Miqdad Ibn al-Aswad. See Ashraf Ibn al- 
Mas‘ud ‘Abd ai-Rahim, Jinayat al-Shaykh Muhammad ai-Ghazaii ‘aia ai-Hadilh waAhli-h (Cairo: AI- 
Dar As-SalaGyya, 1989). p. 281.

379 Ibn Hazm, al-Ihkam, 4, pp. 98-100. Also Ibn Qayyim 7 ‘ lam, 1, pp. 29-30.
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Qur’an needs the sunna more than the sunna needs the Qur’an’.380 A similar saying that 

was popular among certain scholars was "al-sunna qadin 'alaal-Qur'anwa la al-aks.” 

(The sunna is the judge of the Qur'an and not vice versa).381

When Ahmad Ibn Hanbal was asked about such statements, he replied: "I do not 

dare to say that, but, rather, I say the sunna explains and elucidates the Qur’an."382 Malik 

Ibn Anas and Ibn Qayyim, moreover, best summed up the case in question in the following 

statements: The relationship between the sunna and the Qur’an is on three levels: on one 

level, the sunna comes to echo the Qur’an; on the second level, the sunna elucidates the 

Qur’an; and on the third level, the sunna adds and abrogates some imperative legal issues 

that the Qur’an is silent about. This level, [the last level] according to Ibn Qayyim, refers 

to naskh;383 it is not without controversy. There are mainly two opinions concerning the 

question of sunna’s authority to abrogate the Qur'an.

First, the opinion of al-Shafi‘i and others. These scholars believed that the sunna 

of the Prophet has no authority to abrogate the Qur’an. In support of this, they cited the 

following Qur’anic verses as evidence: Q. 10:15:

4 lu sf I* J S  C -3I 11(a) jJIS j

ij! y j d j j i  ol *lse i>°

380 Al-Qimubi, al-JamY, 1:39.

381 Goldziher, Muslim Studies, 2:31.

382 Al-Qunubl, al-Jami\ 1: 39.

383 Ibn Qayyim, /  7an, 1:188-9.
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(and those who do not expect to meet Us say, bring some other reading [lit. Another 

Qur’an] than this, or change this; [You] say, it is not up to me to change it of my own 

accord; because of whatever I may encounter in it on my own. I only follow what is 

revealed to me). Hdnce, al- Shafi‘i‘s argument is that God has commanded the Prophet to 

follow the revelation and he was not given authority to change from this.384 Furthermore, 

al-Shafi‘i maintained, since in Qur’an 2:106, l*Eejt l*u> o L y  ^  U

God says (None of Our revelations do We abrogate or cause to be forgotten but We 

substitute something better or similar), then God has clearly pointed out that He abrogates 

a verse with another that is better or similar.385 Hence, this could not be the sunna, for it 

is not Qur’an or similar to it.

Let us examine how al- Shafi‘l arrived at this apparent contradiction. Al- Shafi‘1 

believed strongly that the Prophet should be obeyed without any reservation because God 

imposed this upon Muslims. Therefore, the obedience to the Prophet is as important as 

the obedience due to God. More interestingly, al-Shafi‘i accepted that the sunna has 

authority of takhsls a l-am m  (applying a general [Qur’anic] dictum only to a limited or 

specific circumstance).386 This is not an outright abrogation, but surely it is a de facto 

modification. Since, al- Shafi‘i believed that the Prophet and his sunna have such

384 Al- Sliafi‘1, al-Risala, pp. 106-7.

385 Ibid, p. 108.

386 Ibid, p. 65.
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authority, it appears to be inconsistent for him not to formally accept the authority of the 

sunna to abrogate tlie Qur’an.

In his al-Jami ‘ // ahkam al-Our ’an, al-Qurtubi quoted some jurists who appear to 

be consistent. He puts forth their arguments stating that there is no proof either from the 

sunna or from a logical point of view that the sunna can abrogate text from the Qur’an. 

These people say that the sunna cannot be better than the Qur’an or similar to it. 

Furthermore, no reward from God is promised to one who recites the sunna, unlike one 

who recites the Qur’an. Finally, they say that the Qur’an is mu‘jiz  ‘inimitable’, while the

387sunna is not.

Second, some scholars, such as Ibn Hazm, claim that the Qur’an can be abrogated 

even by hadith ahad (a hadith which is reported by a single person at one of the links of 

transmission). This position of his is based on the idea that obedience to the Prophet is 

compulsory. He maintains that both mutawatir and authentic ahad equally express the will 

of the Prophet, who does not speak of his own desire. Therefore, he must be obeyed.388 

The Prophet’s Exegesis

If is natural to make this our starting point not only because the Prophet is the only 

direct connection with God as Muslims claim, but also because the sunna is the second 

authoritative source on all aspects of the Muslim faith. Muslims assert that the Prophet

387 Al-QuiubI, al-Jai»i‘, 1:37.

388 Ibn Hazm, al-Itikdm, 4: 107.
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was divinely commanded to explain the Qur’an to mankind. Not by his own reasoning, 

but through the words which the angel Gabriel brought to him from God

Three of the Qur’anic texts that were commonly cited to substantiate this position 

were: Q.16:44 p^J! J ji  L> ^ - ,2  jTJCf UjJ!3 (And Upon thee [too] have We

bestowed from on high this reminder, so that thou might make clear unto mankind all that 

has ever been thus bestowed upon them.); Q.75:17-19 4jT^ « u > U c

•uljj Ujjfc oJ r*3 ^  (It is for Us to collect as well as[to teach you how] to recite it. So

whenever We have recited it, follow in its recital; it is then We Who must explain it.); and 

Q.53:3-4 V! yt. ol (He does not speak from whim, it

is solely inspiration.)

These and other verses indicate that the Prophet must be the first exegete of the 

Qur'an. Did he provide exegesis for the whole Qur’an or not? There are three different 

opinions in respect to the answer to this question. First, there are those who hold that the 

Prophet explained the whole Qur'an. In his al-Tafsir wa al-Mufassirm, al-Dhahabl stated 

that certain prominent scholars as Ibn Taymiyya believed that the Prophet explained every 

single word of the Qur'an.389 In Fatawa, he stated the phrase ‘\j-uu ^ 3  “(so that thou

might make clear unto mankind) includes the command to communicate the words as well 

as explanations of the meanings. These scholars also maintained that the Companions of 

the Prophet did not go on to learn any additional portion of the Qur’an before

389 Al-Dhahabi, al- Tafsir, 1:149.
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comprehending the lull meaning of what they had already received from the Prophet. 

Hence, scholars such as Ibn Taymiya believed that this is evidence that the Prophet had 

revealed the meaning of all the Qur’an to his Companions.390 They also cited the tradition 

ascribed to ‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab in which he says: "Among the last verses revealed was 

the verse of riba (usury). However, the Prophet died before explaining it." From this, 

they said, we can infer that the Prophet used to explain every single verse to the 

Companions. Otherwise, specifically mentioning that the Prophet was unable to explain 

the verse because of his death serves no purpose.391 Finally, they maintained that people 

naturally try to comprehend important books and science. How then could they have 

memorized the Qur'an without understanding it in full, which to them was far more 

important than anything else including important books and science.392

Second, there are those such as al-Tabari, al-Suyuti, al-Shatibi and others who 

believe that the Prophet gave the exegesis of only a few verses of the Qur’an. In support 

of this they cited the statement of the Prophet's wife, ‘A’isha: "The Prophet did not 

explain but a few verses that the angel Gabriel had taught him."393 Scholars of this 

opinion maintained that if it is true that the Prophet did explain the whole Qur’an, then his 

singling out of Ibn ‘Abbas for God to bless him with ta 'wil (understanding) of the Qur’an

390 Ibid, 1:49-51.

391 Ibid 1: 50.

392 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, p. 37.

393 Al-Tabari, Jami ‘al-Bavan, 1: 38
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would have been superfluous.394 Al-Suyuti challenged those who disputed this opinion by 

presenting a list of the verses that he believed that were actually explained by the 

Prophet.395 Finally, the supporters of this opinion argued that it is impossible that God 

would have ordered the Prophet to explain every verse in the Qur’an because this would 

leave no room for human reflection on the Qur’an, something which God has urged 

Muslims to do.396

Third, there are those such as al-Zarkashl's disciples who believe that the Qur’anic 

verses which the Prophet explained were numerous. Unlike al-Suyutl, however they did 

not list the verses which were explained by the Prophet;397 hence, they failed to 

substantiate their claim with any concrete evidence.

A quick glance at the arguments which each side presented to support their 

conclusion gives the allusion that the questions are hopelessly confusing. But closer 

examination of the arguments reveals otherwise. To begin with, the Qur’anic phrase Ibn 

Taymiyya brought forth to support his argument does not necessarily imply the totality; it 

more likely implies t;he explanation of the problematic verses as well as the verses that 

cannot be comprehended through Arabic, such as the verses on the fasting, pilgrimage, 

etc. The same also can be said about the tradition related about the Companions’ way of

394 Al-Qurtubi, al-Jaini \  I: 33.

395 Al-Suyutl, al-ltqm, 2:430-453.

396 Al-Shatibi, al-Mmvafaqat, 1: 255.

397 Al-Zarkashi, al -Burhrn, 1: 16.
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learning the Qur’an. Even though they were careful to comprehend the meaning of the 

portion they memorized, such comprehension could come through private discussion 

among themselves or through individual meditation and reflection on the Qur’an. In fact, 

Muslims are urged more than once in the Qur’an and hadith to reflect on the Qur’an as a 

way of understanding the Qur’an, as in Q. 38:29.

T jjLo objyi *_»ur (We have sent down a book to you that is 

blessed, so prudent men may ponder over its verses and thereby be reminded). In his 

Main al-Arba'm al-Nawawiyya, al-Nawawi reported the Prophet to have said: “No 

people gather in one of the houses of Allah reciting the Book of Allah and studying it 

among themselves, without tranquillity descending upon them, mercy enveloping them, the 

angels surrounding them, and Allah making mention of them amongst those who are with 

Him.”398 Moreover, it cannot be inferred from what ‘Umar has said concerning the verse 

of riba that the Prophet used to explain every single verse of the Qur’an. Rather it gives 

the impression that this verse was somewhat confusing to ‘Umar himself and would have
I

been made clear by the Prophet had he not died shortly afterward. In fact, ‘Umar himself 

on other occasions expressed difficulty in understanding some verses of the Qur’an such 

as the verse of kalala ‘one who dies and leaves neither ascendants nor descendants’.399

398 Al-Nawawi, Main al 'Arba 'in al-Ncnvawiyya, Arabic and English, translated Ezzeddin Ibrahim and 
Denys Jhonson-Davies (Damascus, 1977). p. 45

399 ‘Abd al-Rahman Ahmad Ibn Shu'ayb Ibn ‘Ali al-Nasa’i, Tafsfr al-Nasa’i, ed. ‘Abd al-Khaliq al- 
Sharif and Sa‘Id Ibn ‘Abbas al-Julayni (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Sunna, 1990). pp. 422-3.
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It is noteworthy that in his Fath al-Bari, a commentary on al-Bukhari’s al-Jami ‘ 

al-Sahih, Ibn Hajar al-‘ Asqalanl counted 548 hadith in the chapter that discuss tafsir,400 

Of these 548, only K)0 hadith are not [from a technical point of view] repetitions or 

mu‘allaqm

It is worth mentioning here that even these 100 hadith which Ibn Hajar al- 

‘Asqalaul talked about are not exclusively Qur’anic exegesis. Some of them contain asbab 

al-nuzul In his concise excellent studies of the tafsir literature in the six authoritative 

collections, R. Marston Speight gave an account of475 hadith in al-Bukhari’s chapter— 

not counting repetitions. He also listed 393 reports which Jami ‘ al-Tirmidhi contains in 

regard to tafsir. In the four books, he did not give a specific statistic, but he sufficiently 

explained the attitude of each book towards the function of hadith as commentary on the 

Qur’an and what pertains to it, such as asbab al-nuzul, al-ahruf al-Sab‘ ‘the seven
I

versions’ etc.402 In the table below for chapters two to ten of the Qur’an are listed the 

verses—on the far right-about which there exists Prophetic exegesis as mentioned in the 

• texts listed at the left along with their authors403.

400 Ibn Hajar ‘Asqalanl, Fath, 8:743.

401 M itallaq is a hadith lacking the name of its first narrator or the names of all the narrators. For 
example, if Malik Ibn Anas narrated that ‘Abd Allah Ibn ‘Umar said so and so without mentioning any 
narrators’namc before ‘Abd Allah Ibn ‘Umar, such a hadith is called Mu‘allaq, because Malik was not a 
comtemporary of ‘Abd Allah Ibn ‘Umar. See Muhammad Adib Salih, LaniahatfiUsul al-Hadnh 
(Beirut: Al-Maktab Al-Islami, 1988). pp. 280-1.

402 Speight, The Function of hadith, pp. 72-9, in AHIQ

403 I chose these nine chapters because lengthy as they are, they should be sufficient to give the readers an 
idea of the portion of tire tafsir tradition in hadith literature. However, the list given here is representative
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Author. Book Chapters Verses

Ibn Athlr JamV al-Usul 2,3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8,9,10 2, 1,1, 3,1, 1,3

Ibn Hanbal Musnad 2,3,4, 5, 6,7, 8,9, 10 6,3,2,-3,1, 1,1,2

Al-Nasa’I Tafsir Nasa’i  2,3,4, 5 6, 7, 8,9,10 7, 5,1, 4, 4,1,3,2,2

Al-Nawawi Sharh SahihMuslim 2,3,4, 5, 6, 7, 8,9,10

Al-Suyutl Al-Itqm  2,3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8,9,10 10,7,1,3,5,3,3,2,3,1

Al-Tirmidh! Jat'ni' al-Tirmidhl 2, 3,4, 5,6, 7, 8,9,10 9, 4,1,5,5,2,2,5,2

In the light of this, there are only two possibilities as to why the number of the 

verses explained by the Prophet were so few compared to the total number of the verses 

of the Qur’an (6,236). Either the bulk of the exegeses were lost, which is an unlikely 

possibility given the vast amount that we have of the Prophetic tradition, or else the 

Prophet engaged in tafsir only as the occasion arose, such as if the revelation were 

somewhat problematic for his Companions, as we have mentioned in Chapter One. The 

latter is the more likely of the two, for although some verses might be more difficult to 

understand than the others, the Qur'an was revealed to the Arabs, firstly, in Arabic. The 

people, by and large, understood their own language.

of the Prophetic Tafsir. It does not include tafsir o f Sahaba and asbab al-nuzul. It is noteworthy that 
there are some Prophetic explanation of the Qur’an in various parts of the books oi hadith and elsewhere.
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Ibn ‘Abbas best illustrated this opinion when he said, "The meaning of the Qur'an 

falls into four categories; that which is known through the knowledge of Arabic, that 

which is so common place that there is no excuse for anyone not to know; that which is 

known only to the 'Ulama ’ (scholars); and that meaning about which God has reserved 

for Himself."404 Thus, we see that no matter which authorities claim that the Prophet 

explained the Qur’an in full to his Companions, statistics, as well as textual evidence from 

the authentic Prophetic hadith, indicate otherwise. The contribution of the Prophet's 

traditions can be summed up in the five following subsections:

Tafsir Mujmal. This is ‘exegesis that details that which is ambivalent’. There are 

many verses in the Qur’an which have come as brief statements that in themselves give the 

readers no specific information or instructions regarding the implementation of the subject 

matter. The Prophet, therefore, provided the details. For example, in various verses, the 

Qur’an commands Muslims to perform prayer, Hajj (Pilgrimage) and to give alms, etc., 

but these verses did not explain how to perform such rituals or what amount of money one 

should possess in order to be eligible for giving alms, and how much should he give. The 

tradition of the Prophet detailed all that.405

Tdkhsis aWAmm. Muslims regard the sunna of the Prophet as not only binding, 

but also as the living example of the Qur’anic text. Hence, takhsis al-amm  (applying a

^  Al-Ta&arl, Jam? al-Bayan, 1:39.

40S Al-Shafi‘I, al-Risala, p. 31. See also Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani, Sifal al-SalM al-Nabi 
(Damascus: Al-Maktab al-Islami, 6th ed 1391). p. 10.
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general [Qur’anic] dictum only to a limited or specific circumstance) refers to those 

Prophetic hadith that exempts some Muslims, while specifying others to cany out or use 

the information from the Qur'anic text. For example, in Q.4:l 1 

iiji to UG -L i i ^  «UJf

•**3 ^  O^" J jJ  Lb Lb4^o «X9-!g J O  C -ilT  o |j

(God instruct you as concerning your children’s * [inheritance]: a son should have a 
share equivalent to that of two daughters. If the women [left behind] are ,more than two, 
then two-thirds of whatever he leaves belongs to them; yet if there is only one her share is 
a half. For parents, a sixth share of the inheritance to each if the deceased has left 
children...) It is clear from this verse that fathers and mothers are among the heirs of their 
children. The Prophet, however, excluded them from inheriting from their children if the 
parents were slaves, non-Muslims or convicted murderers..406

Taqyid al-Mutlaq. This term refers to tafsir or rulings that restricts or limits 

Qur'anic text that was conveyed in absolute or unspecified terms. Hence, the Islamic 

scholars' phrase taqyid ‘restricting’, al-mutlaq ‘the absolute’ to limit that which is neither 

qualified not limited in its application. Consider the following example: Q. 5:38

iSjLJjj J j LJIj  (As to the thief male and female cut off his or her hands.)

As we can see, the verse does not tell how much of the hand should be cut off. The only 

source from which Muslim jurists learned that the hand should be cut off from the wrist 

was from the Prophetic tradition.407

406 Muhammad Ibn Idris Al-Shafi‘I, al-Risdla ed. Ahmad Muhammad Shakir (Cairo: Matba‘at Dar 
al-Turath, 1979-1399). pp. 64-5.

A01 Abu Muhammad ‘Abd Allah Ibn Ahmad Ibn Muhammad Ibn Qudama al-Maqdasi, al-Mughni 
(Riyadh: Maiba'at al-Riyadh, n.d). 1: 260. Muhammad ‘Ali al-Sabunl, al-Rawa 7 al-Baym min Tafsir 
Ayat al-Abkwn min al-Our'an (Damascus: Maktabat al-Ghazali, 1971-1391,1st ed). p. 121.
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Ta‘yln al-muradhi al-fazwo. al-ibarat ollotitahtanul akthar min mctna. This 

literally means to specify the intended meaning in the case of a word or expression that can 

be understood in more than one way. Hence, the fourth type of Prophetic tafsir makes 

specific the meaning of a word or expression that otherwise could be understood in more 

than one way. Here it refers to the use of Prophetic hadith in tafsir clarifying of textually 

ambivalent words and phrases, metaphors, figurative speech and other forms of rhetoric 

found in the Qur’an. For example, consider the word “tankiha" in Q.2:230: 

oj-c b-^3 ja» o 1® (If he [finally] divorces her, [ his wife

‘irrevocably] she is not allowed [to marry] him afterwards until she marries some husband 

other than him.)

This verse refers to the irrevocable divorce. The husband is allowed to pronounce 

divorce, but can resume marital relations with his wife only after the first two 

pronouncements and before the end of three menstrual cycles. After each 

pronouncement. After a third pronouncement, the divorce is termed irrevocable; he cannot 

continue relations with her, nor can he remarry her until she marries someone else, has 

conjugal relations with him, and them becomes single again via a legitimate and sincere 

marriage followed by divorce or widowing.408

The word tankiha which means “she marries”. According to its Arabic 

understanding, it could mean a marriage with or without conjugal relations. The term is

408 Abu Zalira, Muhammad, al-Shqfii HayMuh wa ‘ Asruh wa Ara’uh waFiqhuhu (Cairo: Dar al-Fikr, 
n.d). p. 156.
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textually ambivalent in Islamic Law. The proper concept is found in a Prophetic hadith.

A woman was divorced three times and married another man. She became divorced again 

and wanted to return to her first husband. She had not had coitus with the second 

husband, however. The Prophet commanded that she cannot remarry her first husband 

until she has had coitus within a marriage to another. Hence, the Prophet made specific 

the application of a word that could have been understood in more than one way.409

Another example is found in the verse that reads:

j»»Jf Jaoai ,_£rfVl (And eat and drink until the white streak [of dawn] can be

distinguished by you from the black thread of [ night] at daybreak.) It is narrated in a
l

Prophetic hadith that the phrase ‘hatta yalabayyana lalcum al-khayt al-abyad min al- 

khayt al-aswad min al fa jr ’ ( until white thread appears to you distinct from the black 

thread of dawn), was literally understood by ‘Adi Ibn Hatam. He asked the Prophet 

whether or not the white and black thread mentioned therein are real. The Prophet said 

that the word thread refers to the brightness of a new day on the horizon contrasting with 

the darkness of the receding night.410 Thus, the word khayt had at least two meanings 

but the Prophetic hadith relates the metaphorical concept as the one that was meant by the 

Qur'anic text.

409 Abu Bakr Ahmad Ibn ‘Ali Ibn Thabit al-Khatib al-Baghdadl, Kitab Kifaya f i  'Ilm al-Riwaya, ed. 
‘Abd al-Halim Muhammad ‘Abd al-Halim ‘Aba ai-Rahman Hasan Mahmud (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al- 
Haditha, n.d). 1:46.

410 Ibid, 1: 279.
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Tmvdih al-Mubham. Here we refer to removing obscurity. In some Qur’anic 

verses, we find that even though the language is clear, the Companions were unable to 

grasp the real sense of the verse because of ambiguity. In Q. 10:63-4

UoJl SLosi! ^  rW os** (Those who believe and who
l

had God-consciousness will have good news concerning worldly life as well as about the 

Hereafter). The meaning of the word (good news) was known to Abu Dharr and 

others, but its meaning was not clear to them concerning good tidings in both this world 

and the next; thus, Abu Dharr asked the Prophet about its meaning. The Prophet replied 

by saying: "It is the good dream seen by a believer or seen for him."411 

The Methodology of the Prophet’s Exegesis

The Prophet did not leave any written work behind where he laid down a 

methodology for the exegesis of the Qur’an. By referring to the authentic hadith literature, 

his methodology can be distinguished. One, he explained Qur’anic verses via other 

Qur’anic verses. For example, Q.6:82 reads: iCi/l tj-Ju ^  ^  jui

0 3 -*̂ -o r**3 rW (Those who believe and do not cloak their faith in wrongdoing will

feel more secure and will be [better] guided. The Companions of the Prophet understood 

the meaning of the word pjia (zulm) linguistically, to mean injustice. The Prophet used

another Qur’anic verse to explain to them the intended meaning of the word in this

411 Majd al-Din Abu al-Sa‘adat al-Mubarak Ibn al-Atlur al-Jazari, Jami' al-Usu! Ji ahadnh al-Rasiil, ed. 
‘Abd al-Qadir al-Ama’ut (Cairo: Maktabat al-Halwanl, n.d). 2:191

V
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particular verse. This is the verse the Prophet utilized to explain the meaning of zulm 

Q.31:13. ps-Sac ,*£3} zJjiJT (indeed shirk is a great injustice).

The second method the Prophet used to explain the Qur'an was dialectic dialogue; 

he questioned his Companions about a certain matter but gave the answer himself by citing 

a particular verse. One Prophetic hadith relates that the Prophet recited Q.99:4-5 

V oL IajUM CtjtixS (On that day she[the earth] will report her news.)

The Prophet asked: "Do you know what is ‘her news’?" After his Companions answered 

that they did not know, the Prophet said, “The earth will be a witness for each person 

about what he or she did on it." 412

Third, very often we find the Prophet making statements regarding certain issues, 

and then for fiirhter reference telling his audience to read the Qur'an by saying: “Read if 

you will ‘a particular part of the Qur’an” . Abu Hurayra cites the Prophet to have said: 

"God said I prepared for my righteous servants that which never the eyes have been seen 

nor the ears have heard nor have come across a human mind. Read if you will. Q.32:17.

Up Sj5 ^  u  (No soul knows what comfort is

hidden from their eyes as a reward for what they have been done) .413

Another example, on the authority of Abu Hurayra, the Prophet said: "If the 

servant commits a sin, a black spot is placed on his heart; if he repents to God, then the

412 Ibn al-Athlr, Jami' al-Usul, 2: 191. See al-Shawkanl, Fath al-Qtidir, 5:480.

413 The whole sloiy is cited from Ibn Hajar aTAsqalanl, Fath, 8: 541.
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heart would be purified from that black spot. If, however, he did not repent and continues 

to disobey God, all his heart would be covered by black spots; Then the Prophet referred 

toQ. 83.14 by saying,: J? ^  (Nay! But their hearts are

corroded by all the evil that they were wont to do) .414

Of the four different methods of exegesis mentioned above, we observed that the 

most common was the second. A careful examination of the exegetical aspect of the 

Prophetic tradition reveals certain unique characteristics as discussed below. 

Characteristics of the Prophetic tafsir

The first characteristic is that the exegesis is derived from God himself as in Q.53: 

3-4 vt yt, o! **3 (He does not speak from whim, it is merely

inspiration).

Another characteristic that is equally unique to the Prophetic exegesis is that it is 

the only one that has authority to restrict or to specify that which is general.

Third, technically speaking, the Prophetic tafsir utilizes the linguistic aspect, 

explaining the vocabulary of the Qur’anic text, very little. Scarcely do we find the Prophet 

explaining vocabulary. This, I suggest, is because his immediate audience was well versed 

in Arabic. Finally, the Prophet never relied on quotations from poetry.

Although the poets enjoyed a special prestige and privilege in ancient Arab society, 

the Arabs, in general, claimed to be endowed with eloquence. Eloquence was one of the

414 Al-Shawkanl, Fath al-Oadir, 5: 398.
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outstanding parts of their pride. Poetry, however, was one of the two weapons Arabs 

used to fight among themselves throughout their history. The other weapon was the 

sword. They used to hold an annual poetic contest in "suq ‘ukkazf near Mecca. The 

Prophethimself used poets.

The poets played various important roles in ancient Arab society ranging from 

propagating the honor of the tribes, clans, etc., to inciting the tribes to fight and spreading 

the news of a battle victory. For such a role that a poet played, if a tribe was blessed with 

a young man who could compose beautiful poems and poetry, the tribe hold a big 

celebration.415

Due to the aforementioned reasons, in addition to exaggerations made by poets,
l

including outright lies, the Qur’an strongly rejected the accusation that the Prophet was a 

poet and that the Qur'an was. Among the Qur'anic verses which rejected such an 

accusation was Q. 36: 70 y iv f  yt> o! 43 ©Loic tlo5 (We have

not tought him [the Prophet] any poetry nor would it be fitting for him. It is merely a 

reminder and a clear reading.)

Summary and Comments

According to the Qur’an, the Prophet was divinely commanded to explain the 

Qur’an to mankind. From the Islamic point of view, therefore, the Prophet was the first 

and foremost exegete of the Qur’an. However, he did not explain each and every word of

415 Al-Hasan Ibn Rashiq al-Qayrawanl, al-'UmdaJjMahasin al-Shu'ara’ (Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1988, 
1st ed). 1:40-43.
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the Qur’an, simply because the Qur’an was revealed in Arabic and his Companions were 

Arabs who, by and large as the speakers of their mother tongue, understood their own 

language. Thus, he interpreted to them only what was not understodd through the Arabic 

language. Such verses pertained mainly to the ritual aspects of Islam and some to laws.

Generally speaking, Muslim scholars consider the Qur’an and the hadith to have 

equal status, on the grounds of Q. 53:3, namely, U3 (He does not speak

from whim); and the hadiths in which the Prophet said, “Certainly, I have come with the 

Qur’an and its like (the sunna) and they will never be separated right down to the day of 

judgment. ”416

I

416 Al-Bani, The Status ofSutmah in Islam, translated A.R.M. Zerruque. (Kuwait: Dar Ihya al-Turath, 
n.d). pp. 28-9.
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CHAPTER V 

TAFSIR OF THE SAHABA AND THEIR FATWAS 

This chapter will first discuss the word "Sahib ” and then proceed to the arguments 

concerning the Islamic authority and precedence of the views and opinions of the 

Companions in relationship to the authority of other Muslims and their sources.

Definition of Sahib and Sahaba

‘The Arabic word Sahib (adjective) is derived from the verbal noun (masdar), 

suhba, which has many meanings, all denoting the notion of companionship or submission. 

Thus, when Arabs say "wa ashabtuhu al-shay' ” the meaning to be understood is ‘I made 

something to be his companion’ .417

On the other hand, the phrase "fa ashabtuhu al-naqa” which is a part of hadith, 

means, according to Ibn Manzur ‘The camel submitted and followed her owner. ’418 Sahib 

as an Islamic technical term meaning a contemporary of the Prophet who believed in him 

as a Prophet, kept his company and died as such. Traditionists and jurists each have their 

own definition of this term. Traditionists, including Ibn Hajar, Ibn Kathir and others, 

define a Sahib or Sahabi as anyone who both met the Prophet in reality (as opposed to

417 Ibn Manzur, Lisan, 1:520.

418 Ibid, 1:520.
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seeing him in a dream) after he became a Prophet, and died as a believer in him, even if he 

or she did not transmit a single hadith from him.419

This definition does not seem to have satisfied the critical mentality of the jurists. 

To them, a Sahabi is not only someone who met the Prophet, but also is someone who 

accompanied the Prophet over a long period of time,420 met with him frequently during 

that period with submission as a disciple, and learned from him421 Accordingly, the 

jurists excluded from the rank of Sahaba many people whom the traditionists considered 

to be Sahaba, especially those people who saw the Prophet once during the only one 

pilgrimage he made to Mecca.
i

This difference between the two opinions was for mainly two reasons. First, the 

notion of ‘adala 422 ‘honesty, uprightness’ made it necessary for the jurists to be more 

reserved in their consideration of the term more than the traditionists because the former 

were concerned with the legal ramifications of the term more than the latter, who were

Al9 Ibn Hajar, Isaba, 2: 83

420 The length of the companionship is debated. Some of the scholars restricted it to a 
minimum of six months while others extended it to a one year period. Still others, 
however, have correctly pointed out that the arbitrates in this questions is "usage" since 
no clear proof otherwise can be founded in either the language or Islam. See Iyad 
Kubaysi, SahSbat Rasul Allah, f t  al-Qur ’an wa al-Sunna (Damascus: Dar al-Qur’an, 
1986,1st ed). p. 60.

t
421 Ibid, p.62.

422 The word ‘adala signifies the quality of a witness such as is termed 'adl. It is an 
explanation as being a quality the regard of which necessitates the guarding against 
whal falls short of the requirement of mainly virtue or moral goodness, habitually and 
evidently which falling short thereof is not effected by small instance lapses or fall into 
wrongdoing. See Lane, Lexicon, 5:1975.
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concerned with hadith transmission. Second, the traditionists did not go beyond the 

literal sense of the word while the jurists went deeper to examine its application in ‘ 'urf' 

Arguments concerning the Jfitjya of a  Companion’s Exegesis and Fatwa

Praise for the Sahaba in the Qur’an and hadith made Muslims of later generations 

hold S ahaba in high'esteem, although in various degrees, ranging from absolute authority 

that puts their opinion as an equal footing with that of the Prophet, to mere reverence that 

is limited to honoring their pioneering role in Islam and their Companionship with the 

Prophet: This lack of consensus among Muslims regarding the legal status of the Sahaba, 

to be elaborated later in this chapter, had some impact on Qur’anic exegesis, and Islamic 

law. The Sahaba, whether during the Prophet's life or thereafter, had at times used their 

own opinion in the absence of the Qur'an or hadith injunction. This effort on their part 

came to be known as madhhab Sahabf, or ra ’y  Sahib or saying of Sahablor fatwa sahabl 

423 and was the question of the authority which became the subject of controversy among 

the Muslim scholars. Inbis Principles ofIslamic Jurisprudence, Muhammad Hashim
t

Kamall has correctly presented the arguments in precise form as follows "The Sunni 

scholars are unanimously agreed on the Companions ‘ 'ijma' ’ as a binding proof and the 

most authoritative form of ijma1. The question arises as to whether the fatwa of a single 

Sahib should also be recognized as a binding proof and therefore be given precedence

423 Al-Amidi al-Ihkwn, 4:140- 145. See ‘Abbas Mutawwall Hamada,. Usui al-Fiqh 
(Cairo: Dar al-Nahda, 1965-1385,1st ed). P. 330. Al-Turkx, Usui, pp. 392,401.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

I

167

over evidence such as qiyas ‘analogical reasoning’ or the fatwa of another mjijtahid 424 

a person qualified to give authoratative opinions in religious jurisprudence’.

There are four primary views in relation to the hujja of a Companion’s exegesis 

and fatwa.

1. The opinion that holds that the saying of a Companion or his tafsir is an absolute 

binding authority that takes priority over qiyas and everyone else's tafsir. Among the 

proponents of this view were Imam Malik, Imam, Ahmad, Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Qayyim and 

others.425 t

2. The opinion of the scholars who believe that the saying of a Companion is a binding 

authority only if it pertains to the occasions of the revelation or to that which cannot be 

subjectively discussed ma la majala li al-ra ’y  fih. Among the supporters of this notion 

were Abu Hanifa; al-Hakim al-Nisaburi and Ibn al-Salah. The example usually given for 

the latter, ma la majala li al-ra ’y  fih , was the saying of Anas Ibn Malik that the minimum 

days of a woman’s monthly period is three days and the maximum is ten days.426

3. The view that maintains that the saying of the four prominent caliphs is the only 

absolute authority, this has been narrowed down even further to include only the first two 

caliphs.427

424 Muhammad Hashim Kamali, Principles o f Islamic Jurisprundence. (Cambridge: 
Islamic Text Society, 1991). P. 249. The scholars also unanimously agreed that the 
opinion of a Sahabl is not a binding on the other Sahabl.

425 Badran Abu al‘Aynan, Usui al-Fiqh (Cairo: Daral-Fikr,1976,1st ed.) p. 149.

426 Al-Sarkhasl, Usui, 1: 110.
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4. The -view that beiieves that the saying of a Companion is not a binding proof. This is 

the view of many jurists and theologians including al-Ghazali, Ibn Hazm, al-Amidi, al- 

Shawkani and others.428

Let us proceed now to present the arguments of the four groups. Among the first 

group's arguments is Q. 9:100: ^

*ui (The first emigrants and supporters, as well as those who follow them by 

doing good, God is pleased with them, and they are pleased with them).

The importance of this verse is that God has praised the Companions, those who 

followed them, individually or as a group, therfore if one differs with one of them or does 

not accept his opinion, he will be excluded from the blessing of God. Thus, everyone 

must follow their judgments or opinions. In other words, the Companions' opinion is an 

absolute a binding authority within Islamic law.429

Another verse is Q. 3:110 ^  (You are the best people,

raised for the good of mankind). The point made here by the proponents of this opinion is 

that God described the Companions as the best people ever raised up for mankind, thereby 

suggesting that their judgments and opinions are the best and should be accepted.430

427 Al-Ghazali, al-Mustasfa, 1: 616.

428 Ibid, 1:616-621.

429 IbnQayyim, / ‘ten, 4: 126-31.

430 Al-Amidi, al-Ihkaih, 4:152.
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The Proponents of this view referred to several hadith. One of them is ashabf ka- 

al-nnjum bi ayyihim iqtadaytum ihtadaytum (My Companions are like stars, whoever you 

follow among them you will be guided the right path) .431 Another hadith is (The best 

generation is mine, then the following generation; then generation that follows) 432 These 

two hadith, mainly the latter, indicate very clearly that anyone who follows any 

Companion is guided. This demonstrates the authority of the Sahaba's opinion. One of 

the strongest arguments used by supporters of this view was that God has blessed the 

Sahaba with the companionship of the Prophet; they learned the whole Qur’an from the 

Prophet directly; they witnessed the revelation, and understood the circumstances in which 

it was sent. Furthermore, they understood well the Prophet's methodology and mastered 

the Arabic language, which is the Qur'an's language 433

The two most outstanding proponents of this notion were Ibn Taymiyya and his 

faithful student Ibn Qayyim, who seriously challenged the opponents of this idea and 

defended their own position by presenting about forty she arguments from the Qur’an, 

hadith, the sayings of the Sahaba and logic.

Further Qur’anic evidence for this group includes Q. 27:59

431 A1 Sarkhasi, Usui, 1, pp. 107-9 this hadith is described as fabricated because of 
Salam Salim and al-Harith Ibn Husayn. The fist was qualified as a liar, who narrated 
forged ahadlth. Ther latter was majhul (unknown) See Ibn Hazm, al-Ihkam, 6:82 and 
Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Janii ‘ al- ’Ulinn, 2: 91.

432 Ibn Qayyim, I ‘lam, 4:151

433 Ibn Taymiyya, Fatawa, 13: 364. See ‘Umar Faruq ‘Abd Allah, Malik’s concept o f 
‘Amal in the light ofM alikl legal theory. (Chicago: The University of Chicago, 1978- 
1398). 1:162.
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o ALc  laSi c  ^ g i la o l  ^5

(Say, praise be to God and peace on those servants of His whom he has selected.) Ibn 

'Abbas said the selected servants were the Companions of the Prophet. Ibn Qayyim said: 

"The actual implication of the word istifa’ is purification from impurity which includes 

mistakes (akdar). Thus, the Sahaba are purified. He further added: that although the 

Sahaba differed on some issues, this neither contradicts their purity nor affects their 

claims, for no one can have true understanding of Islam better than them.434

Additional textual support includes. Q. 47:16 lyi5 J-uc

staiT jisiiLo (until once they have left your presence, they tell those who have

been given knowledge: ‘What did he say now?’) and Q. 58.11 (tgu> T̂ -oT

ob-jA pjw ITjj/ i (God will raise those of you who believe, in rank, as well as the

once who are given knowledge). Ibn Qayyim claimed that the article al in the word al- 

‘ilm in these verses stands for al-ahd which indicates that it was something specifically 

known to the audience. Ibn Qayyim interpreted this knowledge as the Qur'an. Thus, he 

concluded that if the Sahaba were given such knowledge, they must be followed (in all 

what they sad or decided) .435

A third piece of Qurianic evidence is Q. 2:143 Ua~>5 %uojs^

434 Ibn Qayyim, I'lam, 4:137.

435 Ibid, 4: 131.
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03*33 (Thus,We have set you up as a moderate

nation so you may act as witness for mankind.) The point that Ibn Qayyim made here is 

that Allah has made the Sahaba the chosen and upright people by making them to be the 

witnesses for the people on the day of judgment. The witness that Allah accepts is the one 

which is based on knowledge and thus confirms the soundness of the knowledge of the 

S ahaba. Therefore, the truth or real understanding never escapes their circle. Hence, he 

concluded ‘We say to whoever’s opinion disagrees with the Sahaba's that if their opinions 

(those who disagree with the Sahaba) carry any good, they could not attain it before the 

S ahaba436

Ibn Qayyim and those who agreed with him set forth the hadith “The similitude of
l

my Companions in regard to my community is like salt in the food: food does not taste 

delicious without salt.” Thus, he concluded that if it will be possible that the Sahaba will 

make a mistake and no one in their time will realize it and correct it, then, the next 

generation could have been that salt. Of course, this is impossible, Ibn Qayyim stated.437

The Second hadith they used is: "Do not insult my Companions. Were any one of 

you to give gold (for the sake of God) as big as the mountain of Uhud (a big mountain 

outside of Medina) you still would not be able to reach what they have done, nay, not 

even its half.” Ibn Qayyim commented on this hadith by saying "If the reach of 

Companion is better in the sight of God than gold as big as the mountain of Uhud, how

436 Ibid, 4: 132.

437 Ibid, 4: 137.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

172

then, could Allah not have inspired them with a correct understanding in their falwas, and 

instead inspire one of the next generation with such knowledge? This is obviously 

impossible.” 438

The third hadith they used is: “Verily, Allah has selected or chosen me (ikhtarcmi) 

and selected Companions for me. Some of them he made my ministers, helpers, and in

laws.” Therefore, says Ibn Qayyim, it is impossible that Allah will take away the right 

opinion from the people that Allah has chosen as ministers, helpers and in-laws for his 

Prophet, and, instead, give to the the next generation authority to make decisions about 

anything over them in any kind of thing 439

This first group utilized evidence from the sayings of the Sahaba such as‘Abd 

Allah Ibn Mas‘ud stating "Whoever is looking for models to follow should follow the 

Companions of the Prophet, because they were the best good hearted people of this 

community, deeper in knowledge, less involved in unnecessary things, more guided and in 

a better condition. Allah chose them to accompany his Prophet and to establish Islam. 

You should recognize their virtue and follow their footsteps (atharahum), verily, they 

were on the right path." Iby Qayyim commented on this as he did in his previous

440comments.

438 Ibid, 4: 138.

439 Ibid, 4: 138.

440 Ibid., 2, p. 139.
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A second saying is from Hudhayfa Ibn al-Yamin, who sad to a group of al-qurra' 

(Qur’an reciters ) “0  you group of Qur’an reciters, follow the path of those who were 

before you. I swear by Allah that if you stand straight (stick with Islam), you will go far, 

and if you abandon the path of your predecessors, you will go extremely astray.” 441

Third was the incident that took place in the house of a Companion, Jundub Ibn 

Abd Allah. A group of Muslims (who Ibn Qayyim described as kharijiies) came to Jundub 

and said to him. “We are inviting you to Allah's book.” He said, “You!” They said,

“Yes.” He repeated, “You!” They said, “Yes.” Then he said: “O you the most evil 

among the creatures of Allah, are you choosing to follow evil or to follow our sunna in 

which you find guidance?" Ibn Qayyim stated that, it is known that any one who thinks 

that the Sahaba can possibly make mistakes, and thereby disagreeing with them in their 

fatwa, has not followed their sunna.442

In regard to his logical arguments he stated that because the Sahaba witnessed the 

revelation and learned the meaning of the Qur’an from the Prophet, they have better 

understanding than those who did not witness the revelation and never saw the Prophet.

Second, when a S ahabi says something or gives a fatwa, we might share the same 

opinion with him or we might not, but we have to realize that not all of what the Sahaba 

heard from the Prophet was reported. To substantiate his point, Ibn Qayyim asked, Where 

are the hadith that Abu Bakr and the prominent Companions narrated? Abu Bakr

441 Ibid., 4: 138.

442 Ibid, 4, pi 38.
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accompanied the Prophet from the time he became a Prophet until he died. But the 

number of the hadith narrated by Abu Bakr does not exceed one hundred. Thus, whatever 

they said concerning Islam is most likely what they heard from the Prophet. Furthering his 

arguements, he presented six categories under which a fatwa or opinion of a Companion 

may fall:

1. He might have heard from the Prophet, but did not ascribe anything to him lest he 

misquote the Prophet.

2. He might have heard it from a Sahabl who heard it from the Prophet.

3. He might have understood it from the Qur’an, although it was unclear to others.

4. He might have said something which the majority of the Sahaba agreed upon, 

although it was not narrated to us except the statement of one person who initiated a 

particular opinion.

5. Since the Sahaba understood their language very well, understood the ultimate 

purpose of Islam, observed the behavior of the Prophet in dealing with different issues, 

they were thereby qualified to understand what the next generation could not understand 

and their opinions and fatwas are binding proof which must be followed.443

6 . He might have misunderstood the saying of the Prophet, although this, said Ibn 

Qayyim, is not possible or realistic.444

443 Ibid., 4: 139.

444 Ibid, 4: 148. I

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

175

The second argument supporting the idea that a Companion’s exegesis or fatwa 

constitutes binding proof is that the occasions of revelation cannot be told by mere 

opinion. Thus, whatever the Companions related in this regard must be based on eye 

witness accounts or something heard that from the Prophet.445

The third group based its argument on the hadith "stick with my sunna and the 

sunna of the four guided caliphs." A similar hadith says, "Imitate these two people after 

me; Abu Bakr and ‘Umar."446

Those who held the fourth opinion supported it by quoting many verses; the first 

of two of them is Q: 4: 59 ■*!)! j f  ^  us

(If you should quarrel over anything refer it to God and His messenger.) The point made

here is that, God told Muslims who have differences of opinions to refer only to God and 

His messenger. Hence, according to this view, were the opinion of a Sahabl a. matter of 

hujja, God would have mentioned it.447 The second verse is Q: 47:25 

Ob3' "do they not then think deeply in the Qur'an?" In this verse, God has

ordered Muslims to ponder over the verses of the Qur'an. It is therefore argued that to

445 Al- Ansari, Kitab Fawatib al-Rahmut, war ma 'ahu al-Mustasfamin 'Ilm Usui al- 
Fiqh (Beirut: Dar al-Arqam Ibn Abi al-Arqam li al-Tiba‘ waal-Nashr,1994-1414).
2:187-8.

446 Al-Shawkani, Irshad al-Fuhul, p. 83

447 Al-Amidi, al-IIjkam, 4:149.
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consider the opinion of a Companion as hujja would be a violation of this divine

.  -  448injunction.

Arguments against the Idea that a Companion’s Exegesis and Fatwa are Hujja

Al-Ghazali seemed to be the most insistent in rejecting the opinion of a Companion 

as hujja. He totally rejected it. He even rejected the idea that if the four known Caliphs 

were unanimous on an issue it becomes hujja. He believed this (viewpoint) was without 

any worth or use “wa-al-kull batil ‘indana. ” 449 He added, any person who is subject to 

making mistakes cannot be infallible. Furthermore, he asked, How can two people, each 

rendering an infallible opinion, differ on the same issue? He added that the Sahaba 

differed on many issues to the extent that their opinion cannot be harmonized in any 

fashion. Hence, how could two hujjas be contradictory on the same issue? 450 He argued 

that the Sahaba recognized that their own opinions were not binding proof. If they 

believed their opinions were hujja, they would not have allowed themselves to differ.451 

Scholars who support this opinion said that considering a Companion's tafsir or fatwa as 

binding proof is a killing of the intellect452

448 Ibid., 4: 150 I
449 Al-Ghazali, al-Mustasfa, 1:261.

450 Ibid, 1: 261. See ai-Amidi, al-lbkam, 4: 151.

451 Amidi, al-Ibkam, 4: 150.

452 Ibid, 4: 150.
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Finally, the implication of these theological arguments has two dimensions, one is 

religious, the other is intellectual. Al-Ghazali stated in regard to the religious dimension 

that, if the opinion of a Companion is a binding proof) then it becomes one of the basic 

principles of Islam. For this to occur, their hujja must be established as the other basic 

principles of Islam were established, through proof and argument from the Qur’an and 

hadith.4”

Another dimension is that if the opinion of a Companion is a binding proof) then it 

has authority to restrict the general implication of the Qur'an. The Hanbali]\xnsts, al-Qadi 

Abu Ya‘la and Abu Barakat, both stated that since the opinion of a Companion is hujja, it 

can restrict the general implication of the Qur'an454 Al-Shatibi holds similar opinion with 

minor differences. According to al-Shatibl, when a Companion restricts the general 

implication of the Qur'an or singles out some individual from absolute implication of the 

Qur'an, if none of the Companions has raised no objection, then, it becomes hujja, on the 

ground or assumption that the Companion has heard of that restriction from the Prophet. 

But, it is not so if any objection was raised by any Companion.455

The intellectual implication concerns restricted thinking. Al-Ghazali and al-Amidi 

stated that, if one accepts the opinion of a Companion as a binding proof) then this

453 Al-Ghazali, al-Mustasfa, 1:621.

454 Al-Turki, Usui, p. 401.

455 Abu Ishaq Ibrahim Ibn Musa al-Lakhml Al- Shatibi, al-Muwafaqal J i Usui al- 
Ahkaui, ed. Muhammad Husayn Makhluf (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, n.d). 3:195.
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conforms to taqlld ‘to follow and to accept a legal conclusion without examining the 

premises. This they say is contrary to Qufanic injunction. (Do they not ponder over the 

Qur’an?) that is a duty for Muslims to think and analyze information, even that which is 

revelation from God.456 Thus, a scholarly implication concerning whether or not an 

opinion of a Companion is hujja involves intellectual inquiry.

Abu Hayyan raised another scholarly issue when he said, “If it were true that the 

Qur’an can be understood only by referring to the tafsir of the Companions and Tab? un, 

then there would be no use for exegeses of those who have come after them” . 457 

Companions’ Qur'anic Exegesis

There are ample verses in the Qur’an and many hadlths of the Prophet which 

command Muslims to seek knowledge and teach it. Based on this command, the 

Companions got involved in tafsir. Despite the involvement of the Companions in 

Qur’anic exegesis, they did not interpret the whole Qur’an, nor leave behind a written 

book. This, was for four main reasons. First, it was not common for ordinary Arab to 

write. Hence, ge trusted his memory. Secondly, at the beginning of his caliphate, ‘Umar 

Ibn al-Khattab discouraged writing anything other than the Qur’an for religious purpses, 

including the traditions of the Prophet, in order to prevent confusion between the Qur’an 

and the hadith. Thirdly, the Companions understood their language. Fourthly, they 

dedicated their lives to propagating their religion; thus, most of their lives were spent in

456 AI-Ghazall, al-Mustasfa, 1: 285. Sec al-Amidi, al-lhkam, 4:154.

457 Abu Hayyan, al-Bahr, 1: 5
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wars with their neighbors. However, the number of those Companions who actually 

engaged themselves in tafsir was very few. The same also was true concerning giving 

fatwa. In his al-lhkam f i  Usui al-Ahkam, Ibn Hazm mentioned the number of the 

Companions, both male and female, who issued fatwa. The number is between one 

hundred and thirty three to one hundred and thirty nine.458

Generally speaking, according to the existing sources, the prominent exegetes 

among the Companions were ten: the four caliphs (Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, Uthman and ‘All), 

‘Abd Allah Ibn Masfud, ‘Abd Allah Ibn ‘Abbas, Ubay Ibn Ka‘b, Zayd Ibn Thabit, Abu 

Musa al-Ash‘an and ‘Abd Allah Ibn Zubayr.459 The others who are recognized for their 

ability of producing exegesis are Anas Ibn Malik, ‘A’isha Bint AbO Bakr al-Siddiq, the 

wife of the Prophet, Abu Hurayra, ‘Abd Allah Ibn ‘Umar, Jabir Ibn ‘Abd Ailah, and ‘Umr 

Ibn aPAs.460

The exegesis which the first three caliphs produced was little compared to what 

‘All Ibn Abl Talib, Ibn Mas‘ud and Ibn ‘Abbas produced. Al-Suyuti asserted that the 

reasons for the small amount of tafsir from the first three caliphs was that they died 

earlier than ‘All and other exegetes. He also noted that even thouh Abu Bakr was the 

closest Companion to the Prophet and the first man to accept Islam he narrated very little

458 Ibn Hazm, al-IMcan, 5: 92.

459 Al-Suyuil, al-Itqm, 2: 412. See, al-Zurqani, Manshil, 2; 14.

460 Al-Zurqani, Manahil, 2: 16.
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tafsir from the Prophet, 461 perhaps for reasons associated for piety. It is also possible, 

but unlikely, that h& exegesis was lost; he died shortly after the Prophet. However, Abu 

Bakr’s well-known statement "What heavens shall shade me, and what earth shall shelter 

me, if I say concerning the Qur’an that which I have no knowledge" suggests that the first 

assumption was the most likely reason. In spite of the fact that the exegesis of the three 

caliphs was very little, they were still considered by the Muslim scholars to be among the 

prominent exegetes, if not the first and foremost. This is because Muslims hold the 

Companions in high esteem in general and the four caliphs in particular, for they were 

extolled in the Qur'an and by the Prophet.

Let us now present the exegesis of some of the Companions: the four Caliphs, Abu 

Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, ‘All; and four prominent Companions who are highly acclaimed 

for their Qur’anic commentary: Ibn Mas‘ud, Ubay Ibn Ka‘b, ‘A’isha and Ibn ‘Abbas.

Abu Bakr al-Siddlq.

Abu Bakr noticed that some Companions abstaining from enjoining good and 

prohibitig evil based on their understanding of Q. 5:105

I5 T ^  i*>f l,» (You who believe, your souls

are in your own care. No one who goes astray will harm you.) This verse does not mean 

that people should just worry about themselves and leave others who may be doing 

wrong. Thus, Abu Bakr corrected them by saying "0 you people, you recite this verse (Q.

461 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqsn; 2:412.
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5:105) and misinterpret it. I heard the Prophet say, "If people see corruption taking place 

and do not do anything to stop it, then God will cover them with His punishment." 462

Abu Bakr was asked about the meaning of kalala, a word from the Qur'an. He 

said, “I say (in regard to its meaning) based on my opinion that it refers to anyone who is 

legally eligible to inherit from the deceased except father and son” . 463 

Sa‘!d Ibn ‘Imran (a Companion) recited to Abu Bakr Q. 41: 30 

lyolSi*! ^3 <cui Uij tjiis o! (The ones who say: “Our Lord is God [Alone]; then

stand religiously upright.) Abu Bakr explained it to him the meaning by saying “They are 

those who do not associate anything with Allah.” 464

In light of these three verses, we find that Abu Bakr:

A. Referred to the Prophet's hadith in explaining the meaning of the text;

B. Depended on his own opinion.

C. Did not refer to the Prophet, nor did he state clearly his opinion as he did in the case of 

kalala. Perhaps, he deduced that from the Prophet’s explanation of the verse which was 

“People said: Our Lord is Allah then most of them became disbelievers. Whoever says it 

until his death, he has stood upright.” 465

462 Ibn Kathir, Mukhtasar, 1: 557.

463 Ibn Hajar, Fath, 8:' 268.

464 Ibn Kathir, Mukhtasar, 3:262

465 Al-Tabari, Jan i1, 27: 457
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‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab

According to our reading, ‘Umar appears to be one of those Companions who 

took more time pondering the deepest meanings of the Qur'an and was inclined to get the 

Companions involved in exercising intellect in understanding the Qur’an. This can be 

inferred from the following incidents. When the Q. 5:3 was revealed &jyc c Jw i 

Ujs |»^Vi pgs c+f&x c-o-ojij {oSZja (Today I have perfected your religion

for you, and perfected My favor towards you, and have consented to grant you Islam as a 

religion), ‘Umar was crying while the rest of the Companions were delighted. The 

Prophet asked ‘Umar "What makes you cry?" He said, “Nothing has never been perfected 

but that afterwards it decreases." The Prophet supported what ‘Umar said by saying “You 

are correct” 466

Al-Bukhari narrated that, one day ‘Umar asked the Companions concerning the 

meaning of Q. 2:266 ^  ^  ^

jLi jLocl .lou? 41̂ 231 4» u»f̂  oljoiil , jr  Ifei "Would any of

you wish to have a garden with date palms and vines, with rivers flowing underneath and 

all kinds of fruits for him therein, while he is stricken with old age, and his children are 

weak, then it is struck with a fiery whirlwind so that it is burnt? They said, “Allah knows 

best." ‘Umar became angry and said, “Say we know or we do not know." Upon hearing 

this, Ibn ‘Abbas said: “O the commander of the believers” I have something in mind.

466 Ibn Kathir, Mukhtasar, 1: 482.
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‘Umar said: “O son of my brother, do not underestimate yourself.” Ibn ‘Abbas said: “(The 

verse) has set up an example for ’deeds'.” ‘Umar said, “What deeds?” Ibn ‘Abbas 

repeated "for a deed." ‘Umar said: “This is an example of a rich man who does good 

deeds out of obedience to Allah, and then Allah sends him Satan whereupon he commits 

sins till his good deeds are lost.”

On similar occasion to this, ‘Umar asked the Companions in regard to their 

understanding of Q„ 110:1-3 b-f^f *UI ^  ^  7 **

bfjS oir 4if jtuw e - j  (When God’s support comes as well as victory, and

you see mankind entering God’s religion in droves then glorify your Lord’s praises and 

beg him for forgiveness, since He is so Relenting). Some of them said: We are 

commanded to praise Allah and ask him forgiveness when he blessed us with victory.

Some were quiet. Then ‘Umar said: Ibn ‘Abbas. “Do you agree with their interpretation?” 

Ibn ‘Abbas answered" No." I say: “It is an indication of the death of the Prophet.” 467 

Again, we find ‘Umar interpreting the word "islaqamu” in Q. 41: 30 

Jj-oISj*! 4is’ ivjjdl "I swear by Allah, then they were up right for Allah by
i

obedience to Him and did not swerve as foxes do." 468

In the light of this presentation, we conclude that ‘Umar utilized his reasoning in 

understanding the text. He seems not to depend on the obvious meaning of the Qur’an.

467 Ibid., 3 : 735.

468 Ibn Kathir, Mukhtasar, 3: 262.
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‘Uthman Ibn ‘AfTan

‘Uthman is considered among the caliphs who have produced very little exegesis.

I hardly found mention of him in my sources. The little exegesis that I found attributed to 

him will be discussed in this chapter, where the differences of the Companions in exegesis 

will be presented.

‘AH Ibn Abi Talib

Among the four calphs, ‘AH has been the most prolific exegete. ‘AH seems to be 

strongly trusted in his knowledge of the Qur’an. He openly declared "Ask me, I swear by 

Allah, you ask me nothing but I answer you. Ask me about the book of Allah. I swear 

by Allah, no verse was revealed but I know whether it was revealed at night or daytime, 

on level ground or on a mountain." 469 The Caliph ‘Uthman ordered a woman to be killed 

because she delivered a baby in six months. He thought that she committed fornication 

before she got married. When ‘AH heard about the story, he quickly came to the Caliph 

‘Uthman saying "O ’Uthman, do not you read the Qur’an Q. 31:14

43L&2 4 of ^LjVf L-ojj (We have commissioned

[every] man to [look after] his parents: his mother bears him with one fainting spell after 

another fainting spell, while his weaning takes two years.) and Q. 2:233 

3eL?j)i f̂ e. o  > -sf/t o** osJLolr (mothers should breast feed

their children two full years provided they want to complete the nursing.) The point AH

469 Al-SuyutI, al-Itqan, 2:412.
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made here was that if you subtract twenty four months of suckling period from thirty 

months, it would remain six months, therefore, it is possible to conceive and have a baby 

at the end of the six months.470

In regard to the meaning of increasing of faith and its decreasing in Q. 9:124 

ULojI ,*£>? ,_}$*> Sjf* oijif U> fifj (Whenever a chapter is sent down,

some of them say: Which of you has this increased in faith increased?) ‘All interpreted the 

verse by saying "Faith appears as a small white spot in the heart. Whenever it increases, 

the white spot also increases until the whole heart becomes white. (On the other hand) 

hypocrisy appears as a small black spot in the heart. Whenever it increases, the black spot 

also increases. . . " 471

‘Ail interpreted completion of ni‘ma in Q. 2:150 p̂ a*s5 p^ye p^Vj

(And so that I may complete My blessing [nfmati] on you and that you may be guided), 

to mean that one should die in the state of Islam. Furthermore, he added that ni'ma 

included al-Islam, al-Qur’an, the Prophet, covering someone's sin or shortcoming, good 

health and being self sufficient.472

In ‘All's exegesis, we find that he used the Qur’an to explain other Qur’anic verses. 

This led Muhammad Ibrahim Sharif to assume that ‘All was the first exegete to break

410 Ibn Kathir, Mukhtasar, 3: 319.

471 Abu Muhammad al-Husayn Ibn Mas‘ud al-Baghawi, Ma'Mim al-TanzS (Multan:
Idarat Talifat Ishraflyya,1988). 1: 373.

472 Al- Wahdi, al-Baslt f l  Tafsir al-Qur'an al-Majid. ed. a group o f‘Ulama’ (Cairo:
Dar al-Kutub al- ‘Ilmiyya, 1992,1st ed). 1: 240.
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ground concerning the conceptual approach of tafsir, known in modem times as “al- 

tafsir al-mawdu ‘/ ”;473

Thus, we have seen that ‘All used examples to illustrate Qur’anic meaning as he 

expanded the meaning of a word to include six different meanings.

‘Abd Allah Ibn Mas‘ud

Al-SuyutI stated that the Qur’anic exegesis that has been received from Ibn 

Mas‘ud was more than that which has been received from ‘Ali Ibn Abl Talib. According 

to Ibn Mas‘ud’s biography; it seems that he went over the meaning of the Qur’an 

thoroughly. 474 This assumption was implied by Ibn Mas'ud’s observation when he 

stated: The most comprehensive verse in regard to good and bad morals in the Qur’an is
l

Q. 16: 90

-LlscoJt JjuJb 4i)1 (God

commands justice, kindness and giving [their due] to near relatives, while He forbids 

sexual misconduct, debauchery and insolence.)475 If he had not studied the Qur’an 

comprehensively, how could Ibn Mas‘ud have made such a statement?

Ibn Mas‘ud explained the Qur’anic phrase -0 3 jp- p tsjf pp LoT

473 Muhammad Ibrahim Sharif, Buhuth j i  Tafsir al-Qur'sn: Tarikhu, IttijahMuh, McmaSiijuh (Cairo: 
J21111 ‘at al-Qaliira, ad), p. 96.

474 Al-Tabari, Jam? al-Bayan, 14: 163

475 Ibn Kathir, Mukhtasar, 2: 343.
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(Those whom we have brought the book, recite it in the way it should be recited.), as 

those who legalized that which the book of God legalized and abstained from that which 

the book of God prohibited, and did not distort it.476

Masriiq said: "I asked Ibn Mas‘ud about the injustice in judgment" then, he recited 

Q. 5:44, 5, 7 0 3 ^ 1531 J jii Lw ^  (Those who do not judge by

what God has sent down are disbelievers). By refering to these verses, we conclude that 

Ibn Mas‘ud interpreted the failing to judge by what Allah has revealed as injustice, that is, 

disbelief) wrong, and rebellion.

Concerning the meaning of Q. 44: 10 ^

pail w>! jcJJuh jj-Ul ,^-jo (Watch out for the day when the sky will bring obvious

smoke to envelope mankind; this will mean painful torment.) We find Ibn Mas’ud using 

the historical background of the verse to elaborate on the meaning. He said, “When the 

Quraysh made troubled and stood against the Prophet, he said, “O Allah! Help me against 

them by afflicting them with seven years of famine like the seven years of Joseph”. So 

they were stricken with a year of famine during which they ate bones and dead animals. 

They said, “Our Lord remove the torment from us, really we are believers." And then it 

was said to the Prophet if we remove it from them, they will revert to their ways. So the 

Prophet invoked his Lord who removed the punishment from them. But later they

476 Al-Suyuil, al-Durr, 1:347
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reverted where upon Allah punished them on the day of the battle of Badr, and that is 

what Allah's statement indicates”.

In the light of the exegesis of Ibn Mas‘ud, we observe that he used his own opinion 

in understanding the text, as in the case of Q. 2: 121, and went beyond the obvious 

meaning to make a potable remark. Furthermore, we observe that he was influenced by 

one of the Prophet’s methods in exegesis, as in the case of Q. 44:10. Finally, he used 

historical background in explaining the meaning.

Ubay Ibn Ka‘b

Ubay was one of the best reciters of the Qur’an and the principal teacher of 

Medinan school of tafsir. He had a Jewish background; hence, it is expected to see some 

of his background reflected in his exegesis, as it was in the case of other converted Jewish 

scholars, such as Ka‘b al-Ahbar, and ‘Abd Allah Ibn Salam. Of the exegesis of Ubay is Q. 

2:213 3c‘» ^ir (Mankind was [once] one single nation.) This verse has been

understood in so many different ways. Some understood nation as Adam and Eve, some 

said, the verse referred to Nuh and the people who were in the Ark with him. Still others 

assumed that the meaning is mankind in general were disbelievers, etc.477 Ubay 

interpreted the verse as mankind was only once one single nation, or community, that is to 

say when mankind was in the loins of Adam. Then he referred his audience to the Q. 7:172 

.c—Jf 'J *  0 *  ssri *>° ^

477 Al- ShawkanI, Fath al-Qadir, 1:213.
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jb  tjJB (When your Lord took their offspring from the children of Adam’s loins and made

them bear witness about themselves: am I not your Lord?.They said: of course, we testify 

to it)478

Mus‘ab Ibn Sa‘d asked Ubay about the meaning of Q. 107:5 

05*1- (Who are neglectful of their prayers) whether or not it means thinking about oneself

while praying. Ubay said no, all of us do so, but it means neglecting praying on time 479 

Again, a man came to Ubay saying: “a verse in the Qur’an made me unpleasant.” He 

said: “what is it?” The man recited Q. 4:123. *£»  ^  vlsoi Ja't ^ u i

p^siUb (It is not accord with your wishful thinking -nor with wishful thinking of the

followers of earlier revelation-[that] he who does evil shall be requited). Ubay said, “The 

verse means when a calamity befalls on a believer, and he patiently tolerated for the sake 

of Allah, he would have all his sins wiped out.480

Ubay’s methodology does not differ from his contemporaries. He used the Qur'an 

to explain the other •Qur'anic verses and he depended on his own opinion in explaining the 

meaning of the text.

478 Al-Wahidi, al-Basft, 1: 129.

479 Sharif, Buhuth, p. 110.

480 Ibid, p. 110.
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‘A’isha Bint Abu Bakr al-Siddiq

Among the wives of the Prophet, ‘A’isha was the most knowledgeable. She was 

listed third in terms of narrating the Prophet's hadith. Her nephew, ‘Urwa Ibn Zubayr, 

narrated many of her exegeses. He sought clarification from her concerning Q. 2:158 

I 0 4 J  a/l O - J f  <UJI oeyeSlj l a ^ d t

( behold, Al-Safa and Al-Marwa are among the symbols set up by God; and thus, no 

wrong does he who, having come to the house on pilgrimage or perform ‘Umra, to around 

the two). Narrated ‘Urwa Ibn Zubayr "I said to ‘A’isha: How do you interpret the
I

statement of Allah Q. 2:158? Does it means that no sin for the one who performs the H djj 

to the house of Allah or performs the ‘Umra, to make taw tf ‘circumambulation ’ between 

them? In my opinion it is not sinful for one not to make tawaf between them”. ‘A’isha 

said: Your interpretation is wrong. For as you say, the verse should have been:

!«•*> o jto  It is, therefore, no sin for one (who performing the Hajj or

‘Umra) not to make tawaf between them. This verse was revealed in connection with the 

al-Ansarm  who (during the pre-Islamic period) used to visit Manat (i.e., an idol) after 

assuming their ihram (making their intention to perform ‘Umra); it was situated near 

Qudayd’(i.e., a place at Mecca). They used to regard it as sinful to circumambulate al- 

Safa and Marwa after embracing Islam.482

481 Al-Ansar are the people of Medina who helped the Prophet and the Muslims of Mecca when they 
migrated to Medina. The Muslims of Mecca who migrated to Medina are Islamically called al-Muhajirun.

482 Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, Fath, 8:175 See Khan, at-Bukhari, Arabic-English, VI, 
pp. 19-20.
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It is related in al-Bukhari that ‘Urwa Ibn Zubayr asked ‘A’isha ‘ about the 

meaning of the Qur’anic phrase Q. 12:110 lit

l̂ j ( [Until] when those apostles had lost all and saw themselves branded as

liars.) ‘Urwa said: “Did [the apostles mentioned in the verse] suspect that they were 

betrayed (by Allah) or that they were treated as liars by their people?” ‘A’isha said: “ 

They suspected that they were treated as liars by their people”. I said: “But they were 

sure that their people treated them as liars and it was a matter of suspicion.” She said: 

“Yes, (la ‘amri) ‘upon my life’ they were sure about it.” I said to her “So they (apostles) 

suspected that they were betrayed (by Allah).” She said, “Allah forbid! The apostles never 

suspected their Lord of such a thing." I said, “What about this verse then?" She said, “It 

is about the apostles' followers who believed in their Lord and trusted their apostles, but 

the period of trials was prolonged and victory was delayed until the apostles gave up all 

hope of converting those of the people who disbelieved them and the apostles thought that 

their followers treated them as liars. Thereupon Allah's help came to them.483 

Again, ‘Urwa narrated that ‘A’isha interpreted Q. 4:127 .LjJt ^  jjj

gapxszi J i o** (And they ask thee to enlighten them about the laws concerning

women. Say: God [himself] enlightens you about the laws concerning'them- for [IDs will 

is shown] in what is being conveyed unto you through this divine writ about orphan

483 Ibid, 8, pp. 367-8. Khan, al-Bukhsrl, VI, pp. 179-80.
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women [in your charge], to whom-because you yourself may be desirous of marrying 

them.) ‘A’isha said: "These verses have been revealed regarding the case of a man who 

has an orphan girl under his care, who shares with him all his property, even a date palm 

(garden), but he dislikes to marry her and dislikes to give her in marriage to somebody 

else, who would share with her the portion of the property due to her for this reason that 

guardian prevents that orphan girl from marriage484

In the light of this brief presentation we conclude that ‘A’isha used three different 

methods in her exegesis. One, the language skill, as you can see in her correcting 'Urwa's 

understanding of Q.' 2:158. When she said, if what you have said is correct, the verse 

should have been "U*j o'1 In the first phrase, there is "la" which stands

for negation whereas in the later the la is not mentioned. Two, she used the knowledge of 

traditional Arab culture as in the case of Q. 2:156. Third, she used her knowledge of 

occasions of the revelation, as you may note in her explanation of Q. 4:127.

Ibn ‘Abbas

When the Prophet died Ibn ‘Abbas was about fourteen years old, however; he has 

been generally recognized as the most prominent exegete among the Sahaba. Muslim 

scholars believed that this was due to the well-known prayer of the Prophet: “O, God, 

grant him the knowledge of this religion (Islam) and teach him the interpretation of the 

Qur’an."485 As a result of his exegesis, Ibn ‘Abbas received praise from various

484 Ibn Hajar, Fath, 8: 265. Khan, al-Bukhari, 6, p. 99.
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contemporaries of the Prophet who called him tarjuman al-Our ’an, The best interpreter 

of the Qur'an’, ra’s al-mnfassirin, ‘the leader of the exegetes habr hadhhial-umma, ‘the 

scholar of the Muslim community’, etc.486 A negative consequence of the popularity of 

Ibn ‘Abbas as an authority has been the false ascription to him of numerous hadith and 

exegetical texts. Al-Suyuli said there were countless numbers of these.487 ma layuhsa
I

kathra. Al-Shafi‘i stated that "No more than one hundred hadith have come authentically 

from Ibn ‘Abbas."488

In his al-Tafsir wa al-Mufassirun, al-Dhahabi mentioned that the reason for the 

attribution of fabricated tafsir to Ibn ‘Abbas was that he was a member of the Prophet’s 

house, and that he was related to those whom people wanted to carry favor. Because of 

the reasons stated above, a complete book entitled "Tcaiwn- al-Miqbas” was attributed to 

him The work was compiled by Abu Tahir Muhammad Ibn Ya ‘qub al-Fayrusabadi al- 

Shirazi [d.817]. The book was published several times in Egypt and Pakistan by al- 

Maktabat al-Faruqiyya. The state of the tafsir of Ibn ‘Abbas in al-Tabari's Jami ‘ al-Bayan, 

al-Bukharfs al-Jami' al- Sahih, Ibn Kathir’s Tafsir al-Qur 'an al- ‘Azm, and other 

sources is different from the alleged tafsir of Ibn ‘Abbas in Tanwir al-Miqbas. Thus, we 

conclude that Tanwir al-Miqbas cannot possibly represent the tafsir of Ibn ‘Abbas. For

485 Al-Tabari, JainV al-Bayan, 1: 78. See Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, p. 89. Al- 
Suyuti, al-Itqan, 2:413.

486 Ibnsa'd. Tabaqat, 2: 119.

487 Al-SuyutI, al-Itqan, 2; 414.

488 Ibid,2:A\1.
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example,, the phrase ps-s^f «UJf ^  (In the Name of Allah, The Most Merciful

and Compassionate) begins each chapter of the Qur’an except one.489 However, we do 

not find any interpretation referred to Ibn ‘Abbas conveming the meaning of

«OJf except in “ Tanwn-” which is ascribed to Ibn ‘Abbas. We

read in that Ibn ‘Abbas interpreted the concerned verse as follows. The letter "bi" stands 

for "bahS ’Allah, btihjatuh; bala’uh, barakatuh ‘Magnificence of God, His delight, His 

trials, and blessings.’ The letter "sin" stands for "sana’uh, sumuwwith, andibtida’u- 

ismihi al-samt ‘God's shines, highness and the beginning ofHis name al-Sam f "all 

hearing’’; and the letter "man" stands for "mulkuh, majduh, minnatuh ‘ala ‘ibadih...

‘God's dominion, His glory, and His favors to IBs servants’.490

Interpretations of such verses were not mentioned in any sources which are 

considered major works of tafsir. In his Fath al-Qadir, a/-ShawkanI mentioned a weak 

hadith of a Companion called Abu Sa‘id al-Khuduri [d.16] who narrated that, the Prophet 

said that, the mother of Jesus sent him (Jesus) to a school to learn. The teacher said to

489 The only exception is Chapter Nine "a l-T aw baThere are two main different 
opinions regarding the reason for that When the Sahaba were writing the Qur’an, they 
were not certain whether the previous chapter "al-AnfaF and"al-Tawba" were one 
chapter. Thus, they separated between the two by drawing a line. The other idea held 
that, God.revealed the chapter in the state of anger. According to the Arab custom, 
when someone wants to express his anger or seriousness by speech, he does not follow 
the format procedure of speech, but he rather gets straight to the point The purpose of 
the chapter, Muslim scholars say, was the declaration of immunity from God and His 
messenger) and to dissolve treaty obligation with them See: Ibn Hajar al-Asqalanl, 
Fath, 8: 314.

490 Abu Tahir Muhammad Ibn Ya‘qub Fayruzabadi, Tamvir al-Miqbas (Tasir Ibn
‘Abbas.) Pakistan: Al-Maktaba al-Faruqiyya Malkan,ad.) p.2
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him write down bism Allah... and Jesus asked what is bism Allah1 The teacher responded 

"I do not know." Then Jesus said the letter "ba" stands for baha ’Allah ‘Magnificence of 

God’, the letter "sin" stands for sana’uh ‘God's Shining’ and the letter "mm" stands for 

malakutuh ‘God's kingdom’491 These interpretations are representative of the Sufis, al

ia ’wilat or allegorical interpretation.492 Such allegorical interpretation was presented in 

Tanwir al-Miqbas, at the beginning of most chapters which start with "al-huruf al- 

Muqattaia” (abbreviated letters).493 However, al-Tabari, al-Shawkani and others 

mentioned that Ibn ‘Abbas had stated in regard to the meanings of the abbreviated letters 

that they are the greatest names of God. When he was asked about their meanings he did 

not give any specific interpretation.494

An analysis of Tanwir al-Miqbas reveals that all the narrations go back to 

Muhammad Ibn Marwan495 [d. 186], al-Kalbi,496 and Salih.497 This chain of narration is

491 Al-Shawkani,Fathal-Qadir, 1:18. IbnKathir, Tafsir, 1:17.

492 See, for example, al-Qushayri's Lata'ifal-Isharal, 1:57.

493 The scholars have differed in the meanings of these al-Huruf. Some held that only 
God knows their meanings. Others believed that they are the names of the Qufanic 
Suras, some maintained that they are the names of God, still others assumed that they 
represent one fo the aspects oftheQur’anic miracles. See al-Zamakhshari, al- 
Kashshaf, i :  4 Al-Qurtubi, al-Jami\ 1:47 .

494 Al-Tabari, Jam? al-Bayan, 1:79 Al- ShawkanI, Fath al-Qadir, 1:29.

495 Muhammad Ibn Marwan al-Suddi al-Saghir was described by hadith critics, such as 
Yahya Ibn Ma‘In, Ibn Hibban, as a liar. Ibn Hajar Tahdhib, 9: 436.

49S Muhammad ibn Sa’ib al-Kalbi was criticized by Imam Ahmad Ibn Hanbal and 
others. Imam Ahmad said: Al-Kalbi's tafsir is worthless. See Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat, 
4 :309. .
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technically known as "silsilat al-kadhib" (the fabricated chain).498 Due to the rejection of 

this chain, one can say that Tanwir al-Miqbas is not from Ibn ‘Abbas. Up to this point, 

the question arises: If the work was falsely attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas, who was the 

originator of the work? Why did he ascribe it to Ibn ‘Abbas? More importantly, what was 

the purpose behind attributing the work to Ibn ‘Abbas?

In respect to the first question, I could not find the answer or a clue to it. Perhaps 

the original author of the work might be Abu Tahir al-Fayruzabad! himself Concerning 

the second question, I assume the reason was to enhance the excellent reputation that Ibn 

‘Abbas earned as the most prominent exegete, dnd the wide recognition he received from 

the Companions. The purpose behind ascribing the work to Ibn ‘Abbas was to give the 

text more credence

Another tafsir which was ascribed to Ibn ‘Abbas was "Masa’ilN a ff " 499 (The 

Questions of Nafi1')  Masa’il N aff consists of about two hundred questions which Nafi‘ 

allegedly asked Ibn ‘Abbas. The story goes as follows: while Ibn ‘Abbas was sitting in 

the sacred Mosque of Mecca, surrounded by people asking the meaning of various 

portions of the Qur’an, Nafi‘ and his friend Najda Ibn ‘Uwaymir came to him. Nafi‘ 

impolitely said: "We came to ask you about some meanings of the Qur’an, but we want

497 Abu Salih was criticized by scholars af hadith as unworthy. Al-kalbi Said: “the 
tafsir that I narrated from Abu Salih is a lie. I did not hear what I narrated from him.” 
Ibn Khallikan, WafayM, 4: 309

498 Al-Suyutl, al-ItaSn, 2:435 Sublil al-Salih, 'Ulwn al-fladrth , p. 367.

499 Nafi' Ibn Al-Azraq was one of the head of Kharijites who terrified Umayyad 
Dynasty. See al-Dliahabi, Lisan al-Mzzan, 6:114-5.
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the answers to be supported by Arabic poetry." He asked Ibn ‘Abbas two hundred 

questions, Ibn ‘Abbas answered all the questions quoting verses from poetry to support 

the meaning..

This story has been generally accepted by scholars such as Mubarrid [d. 285/ ], Ibn 

Hajar al-‘Asqalani, al-Suyuti, Fu’ad Sezgin, and Egyptian modem scholar ‘A’isha ‘Abd al- 

Rahman500 who read the different manuscripts of Masa'il and compared them. She 

recognized the problems involved in the text and its isnad (transmission). Nevertheless, 

she seems to be convinced that the text is genuine from Ibn ‘Abbas. She stated "The 

answer of Ibn ‘Abbas (to Ibn al-Azraq) was presented in the linguistic exegetical literature
I

and in the comprehensive works on the Qur’anic sciences”. She concluded her studies 

which the following note: "The Purpose of presenting Masa’il Ibn al-Azraq here, as I 

mentioned previously, is to address the issue of the Qur’anic miracle ‘inimitability’ via the 

narration from Ibn ‘Abbas of his interpretation of the Qur’anic words in the Masa’il Ibn 

al-Azraq:”501

On the other hand, Western scholars such as Goldziher, Wansbrough and Andrew 

Rippin considered the Masa’il to be legend or fabrication. Goldziher, who did not present 

a critical analysis supporting his rejection, described theM asa'il a s " ein lehrreiche 

legende angesetzf’ ‘a scholarly legend.’502 Wansbrough believed that Masa’il was forged

500 ‘A'isha ‘Abd al-Rahman Bint a!-Shati', / 'jnz al-Bayani li-al-Our’m  wa Masa’il Ion 
al-Azraq, pp. 289-96.

501 Ibid p. 305.
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and skillfully attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas. To support his point of view, Wansbrough 

consulted certain Islamic sources, such as al-Jami ‘ al-Sahih, Sahih Muslim, Swum al- 

Tirmidhi, and al-Itqan. He found that poetry was only occasionally cited for lexical 

explanation. In al-Bukhari‘s al-Jami ‘ al-Sahih: Kitab al-Tafsir only one line of poetry 

was cited, for "la-awwah” (tender-hearted) in Q. 9:114. In Sahih Muslim, a single verse 

was adduced, at Q.7:31, and in al-Tirmidhi, none in an exegetical sense.

He concluded that Masa’il exhibits an exegetical method considerably inferior to 

the activity of Ibn ‘Abbas.503 Rippin relied on Wansbrough's conclusion and declared 

Masa’il as a fiction designed to give the so-called Ibn ‘Abbas tafsir more credence.504

I would like to add to the analysis of Wansbrough the following: Al-Mubarrid 

noted that Nafi‘ questioned Ibn ‘Abbas at length, until his patience was exhausted. At this 

point, the famous poet ‘Umar Ibn Abl Rabi‘a, arrived, greeted. Ibn ‘Abbas and sat 

down. Ibn ‘Abbas asked him to recite some of his poems. He recited about eighty verses. 

Nafi‘ became angry and said, “O, God. O, Ibn ‘Abbas, we came from a distance to ask 

you about Islam and you turned your face away listening to foolishness from this young 

Qurayshi?" Ibn ‘Abbas replied "By God, I did not listen to the foolishness." Naff said, 

“Did not he (‘Umar) say. “ra 'at rajul amma idha al-shams a'radat fayakhza wa amma

502 Goldziher, Die Richtugun. P. 372

503 John Wansbrough, Our'anic Studies: Sources and Methods ofScriptual 
Interpretation ('Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977). p. 216-17.

504 Andrew Rippin. School o f Orientatal and African Studies, Vol. XLV Part 1184. 
pp. 24-5.
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bi al-ashi fayakhsar. ” ‘She saw a man, when the sun appears, he becomes ignominious 

and as for at night, he suffers.’

Ibn ‘Abbas said: “No” he did not say fa-yakhza” ‘to abash’ He said, "fayadhawa 

bi al-ashi fayakhsar Then Naff asked in amazement, "Did you memorize all of the 

verses.?" "Yes," Ibn ‘Abbas responded and added "If you would like to hear all of them I 

would recite it." Naff said, “I would." Then Ibn ‘Abbas recited all the eighty verses.505

The number of the questions, which is two hundred, and the manner in which Naff 
1

was asked makes one very cautious in accepting the story. The story might be sound if:

A. Naff was well versed in tafsir and Arabic language.

B. Naff memorized the whole Qur'an or a large portion of it.

C. Naff had in advance prepared the two hundred questions.506

D. Naff had a strong memory, which I believe he did not, because he failed to repeat 

exactly the last verse o f‘Umar Ibn Abi Rabr‘a which reads: ra ’arajul amma idha al- 

shams a ‘radat fayadha wa amma bi-al-ashi fa-yakhsara

Naff recited “fayakhzi1 instead offayadha. Furthermore, al-Mubarrid 

mentioned that Naff plagiarized the verses or the istishhadat of Ibn ‘Abbas.

505 Abu al-‘ Abbas Muhammad ibn Yazid al-Mubarrid, al-Kamil (Beirut: Mu’assat al- 
Risala, 1986,1st ed). 3:1144-55. Al-SuyutI, al-Itqan, 1:225. Fu'ad Sizgin, Tarikh al- 
Turalh al-'Arabi, p. 65.

506 Ibn Hajar stated that Nafi' had had written his questions on two pages and read the 
questions from the two pages. Ibn Hajar, Fath, 8:557.
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If what al-Mubarrid said is true, then Nafi‘ must have memorized all two hundred 

verses at the time Ibn ‘Abbas recited them, because he (Nafi‘) did not write them. If Nafi‘ 

could not memorize perfectly the eighty verses o f ‘Umar, as we mentioned previously, 

how could he memorize two hundred verses ?. Hence, we are inclined to doubt the 

authenticity of the story. Thus; we conclude that the Masa'il seems to be a fiction 

designed to give more credence to Ibn ‘Abbas’ exegesis.

We now present some of Ibn ‘Abbas's exegesis as it has been documented in 

some major works of tafsir and hadith.

In Fathal-Barl, a man507 said to Ibn ‘Abbas "I find in the Qur'an certain things 

which seem to me contradictory. For example, Allah says in Q. 23:102

^  g jai t i l s

( then, when the trumpet [of resurrection] is blown no ties of kinship will on that day 

prevail among them, and neither they ask about one another.), yet Allah says in Q. 37:27 

^  J-sjj (And they will turn to one another and question one other.); 

and in Q» 4:42 <ui t^ar

(On that day those who disbelieved the Messenger will wish that the earth were made level 

with them, and they will not be able to hide anything from God.). Yet, we read in Q. 6:24 

lir L» Ljj  (By Lord, we were not idolaters). According to this verse, they

[idolaters] will hide some facts. In addition, there is in Q. 79:27 la>U* ,»!

507 According to Ibn Hajar, the man was NafT. Fath, 8: 557.
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,*sjVi (Are ye more the difficult to create than [or is] the heaven which He has built.?.)

wherein God mentions the creation of the heavens before the creation of the earth. Then 

He says in Q. 41:9.

4> i£.A)b OSf1̂  n*32*̂  <J*

^J jLJS  jobf io jf  ^  L jjiyi j-aSj I*-* ffrSy O"0

(Say, “would you indeed deny Him who has created the earth in two days? And do you 

claim that there is any power that could rival Him” [ that is ] the Sustainer of all the 

worlds? For He [ it is who, after creating the earth,] placed firm mountains on it, above its 

surface, and bestowed blessing on it, and equitably appointed its means of sustenance to 

all who would seek it: [and all this He created] in four days.). Hence, He mentions in this 

verse the creation of the earth before the sky. and He says in Q. 4: 56 (Verily God is All 

Mighty, All Wise). L-sj> fjjjcoir -cut oj While in Q. 4:23, He says, (Verily God is Oft-

forgiving, Most Merciful. U-p-j  f^yc olr -cut o! and in.Q. 4: 58 (Verily,God is all hearing 

all - seeing.) t^ o  <at o]

The man said, “This seems to be something that was and has passed”. Then, Ibn 

‘Abbas answered: As to the Qur’anic passage Q.2:10 There will be no relationship 

between them.” That is on the first blowing of the trumpet. So the trumpet will be blown 

whereupon all that is in the heavens and in the earth will swoon except those whom Allah 

will exempt. Then there will be no relationship between them, and at that time one will 

ask another. Then, when the trumpet is blown for the second time, they will turn to one
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another and question. In regards to the statement "We never worshipped others besides 

Allah, and they can hide no facts from Allah", Allah will forgive the sins of those who 

were sincere in their worship, whereupon the pagans will say (to each other) come, let's 

say we never worshipped others besides Allah. But their mouths will be sealed and their 

hands will speak (the truth). At that time it will be evident that no speech can be 

concealed from Allah and those who disbelieved (and disobeyed the Apostle) will wish 

that they were level with the ground, for they will not be able to hide facts from Allah

Concerning the idea that Allah created the earth in two days, and then created thet

heavens, then He turned towards the heaven and perfected it in two days; then He spread 

the earth, [well] the spreading means the bringing of water and pasture out of it. He then 

created the mountains, the camels and the hills, and whatever is between them. Hence,

(the earth and the heaven) came in two (other) days. Ibn ‘Abbas said that the meaning of 

Allah's saying "He spread it." and His saying "And He created the earth in two days" is 

that, earth and whatever is one it was created in two days. Concerning His saying "And 

Allah was Oft-forgiving." He named Himself this, but the contents of His saying is still 

valid; for if Allah ever wants to do something, He surely fulfills what He wants. So you 

should not see contradiction in the Qur'an for all of it is from Allah.508

A man asked Ibn ‘Abbas about the meaning of the Qur’anic word zanim. Ibn 

‘Abbas said it means a bastard. Then he supported that meaning by quoting a verse zanim 

tada'aho al-rijalziyada ‘A bastard that men claimed to be their child.’

508 Khan,- al-Bukhari, 6: 321-324.
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According to al-Tabari, Ibn ‘Abbas wrote to a Muslim who was formerly Jewish 

known as Abu Jalad. He asked him about that which God mentioned in Q. 2:35 

SjsuUl oMb bjSj ‘Approach not this tree.’ Abu Jalad wrote back to Ibn‘Abbas

claiming the tree is ‘ear’.509 Ibn ‘Abbas also used to ask Ka‘b al-Ahbar, a converted Jew, 

about some meanings of the Qur’an such as Umm al-kitab ‘the Mother of the Book’, and 

al-marjm ‘coral’.510

The utilization of the sources of the people of the book in explaining some Islamic 

concepts in general and tafsir in particular, however, is allowed in Islam. The reference 

for the permissibility of quoting Jewish and Cheistian sources can be made based on the 

following hadith: balligu ‘anniwa law aya, wa haddithu 'an banilsrail wa la haraj. 

‘Transmit to others what you know or hear from me, even though it is only a word, and 

there is no harm in quoting from BanI Isra1!!.’511

It is obvious that the hadith allows Muslims to quote from the people of the book.

I believe this permission is given for two reasons, one that Judaism, Christianity, and 

Islam share some cdmmonalties such as belief in God, Prophets, Day of Judgment, heaven 

and other things; and two, during the lifetime of the Prophet, he (the Prophet) had agreed

509 Ibid, 1: 203

510 Ibn ‘Abbas was not the only Sahabi who used the sources of the people of the book 
in explaining some Qur’anic verses, among the few names to be mentioned in this 
regard, ‘Abd Allah Ibn ‘Umar, and ‘Abd Allah Ibn ‘Umr Ibn al-‘As. See, Na‘na‘, 
Ramzl, al-Isra'iliyyat wa Atharuhz fiKutub al-Tafsir (Damascus: Dar al-Qalam, 1970- 
1390,1st ed).pp: 78-89

511 Al-Bukharl, al-Jami ‘ al Sahib, 1:331.
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with some of what the people of the book quoted from their scriptures. More importantly, 

he acknowledged the mistakes that were made by his Companions and corrected by Jews.
l

For example, in Fath al-Bari, "a Jewish Rabbi came to the Prophet of God and said: O, 

Muhammad! We find that in (the Torah) God will put all the heavens on one finger, and 

the earth on one finger, and the trees on one finger, and the water and the dust on one 

finger, and all the other created beings on one finger. Then He will say "I am the King." 

Thereupon the Prophet smiled so that his premolar teeth became visible. Then the 

Prophet recited "No just estimate have they made of God such as is due him."512

In Sahih Muslim, the Prophet told the Companions to inform them that a 

converted Christian, Tamim al-Dart, has told him something that he, the Prophet, had 

previously explained, namely, al-masih al-dajjal ‘the liar messiah or anti-Christ’ 

[according to Christian theology].513 In Suncm al-Nasai, a Jew reported to the Prophet 

that some Muslims were guilty of shirk ‘polytheism’ when they said: masha Allah wa 

shi 7 ‘How wonderful that Allah and you have willed it.’ and wa al-ka'ba ‘I swear by the 

ka 'hcC ,514 Hence, the Prophet commanded the Companions to swear, instead, by the 

Lord of the Ka‘ba and to say ma sha Allah thumma shi 7 ‘How wonderful that Allah has 

willed and then that you willed’.515

512 Inb Hajar al-‘AsqalanI, Fath, 8: 550-1.

513 Al-Na\vawl, Sharh Sahih Muslim, 18: 214

514 The sacred house of Muslims located in Mecca.

515 Al-Shaykh ‘Abd al-^Rahman Ibn al-Hasan Al-al-Shaykh, Fath al-Majid, (Riyadh,
Dar al-Ifta.) pp. 379-80.
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The point that the Jew made here is that, the letter waw in the phrase masha 

Allah wa shi't, is a letter of conjunction used to indicate the involvement of more than one 

party in an action, it does not necessarily determine which of the parties does the action 

first. Thus, to say masha Allah wa shi'I might mean or be understood that the will of 

the Prophet comes even before the will of God, which is contradictory to the Islamic 

concept of tawhid as in Q. 76:30 «UJT .LLj ,jf VJ (But you will not will

except when Allah wills), that is, God wills first before anyone else. Due to the 

misconception that the letter waw might lead to, the Prophet commanded the Companions 

to replace the waw with thumma ‘then’, which shows the chronology of the action taking 

place between two parties. The action mentioned before thumma occurs first, the verb or 

name mentioned after thumma occurs later. Thus, the phrase ma sha Allah wa shi't is
i

rephrased as “masha Allah thumma sh't ‘ God willed, then you willed’ .516

Having presented the exegesis of the most prominent exegetes among the Sahaba, 

it might be worth mentioning that the S ahaba have some differences in understanding the 

Qur'an and its interpretation. These pertain mainly to juridical, theological, historical,

516 The position which Muslim scholars adopted concerning Isra’iliyyat can be 
classified into three categories:

1. Acceptable one. That which is agreed with Qur’an or hadith.
2. Rejected One. That which is contradictory with Qur’an or hadith.
3. Natural. That which falls neither in the first category nor in the second and the Qur'an and hadith 

are silent about iL For example, Ibn 'Abbas said "Children of Israll asked the Prophet Moses: Does your 
Lord sleep? He said: Fear God. Then his Lord called Him, 0 , Moses, they asked you does your Lord 
sleep? Take two bottles or bowls full of watwer and hold them for the whole night. After midnight, the 
Prophet Moses was taken by slumber and the two bottles broke. Then God said: O, Moses, if I had to 
sleep, the heavens and the earth would fall perish like the two bottles." Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 1: 230.
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and linguistic issues. Ibn Taymiyya claimed that the Companions’ differences are 

differences of variation rather than of contradiction and are broadly of two kinds: 

expression and illustration.

In regard to the first, Ibn Taymiyya stated that the Companions may express one 

idea in different words, such that one of them brings out one aspect of the meaning while 

the other mentions the other aspect, even though both refer to the same thing. For 

example, Ibn ‘Abbas interpreted the Qur’anic pharase al-siral al-mustaqm ‘the straight 

path’ as the religion of God, while Ibn Mas‘ud interpreted it as the book of God. Each of 

these two prominent exegetes have described the phrase using two different meanings, but 

they mean or imply one thing. Because both the religion of God and the book of God are 

called the straight path.517

Concerning the second type of difference, Ibn Taymiyya indicated that when the 

Companions explained a general term of the Qur’an, they may speak about another 

general term by way of illustration to draw the attention of their audience to the type of 

the first instead of giving a definition in terms of its genus and difference. For example, in 

Q.35: 32.

(Then We have given the book for inheritance to such of Our servants as We have chosen; 

But there are among them some who wrong their own souls; some who follow a middle 

course; and some who are, by Allah's leave, foremost in good deeds.)

S17 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, pp. 41-3. Ibn Kaihir, Tafsir 1:23. Al-Shawkani, Fath 
al-Qadir,Y. 24.
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Ibn Taymiyya stated that previous generations have explained these verses with 

reference to one or more acts of obedience to God. Some said the sabiq is the one who 

offers prayers at the earliest prescribed time, the muqtasid is the one who offers prayers 

late, but on time, and the zalim is the one who defers, for instance, the evening prayer till 

the sun starts to set. Others said that the sabiqs are the generous ones who give money in 

charity over and above meeting their obligations, the zalims are those who take usury or 

fail to pay Zakka ‘obligatory alms’, and the muqtasids are those who pay zakka as well as 

refrain from taking usury, and so on.518

Having stated Ibn Taymiyya’s opinion concerning the Companions’ differences, let 

us now present some examples of their differences in four different areas: fiqh, theology, 

Qur’anic historical personages, and linguistics. These examples will show whether or not 

Ibn Taymiyya’s claim stands unchallenged.

Differences in the Companions* Qur’anic Interpretations 

Issues Pertaining to Fiqh

This refers to those verses about which the Companions differed in their 

interpretations and implications due to their own understanding of the verse or lack of the 

knowledge of Prophet's hadith in the subject matter. For instance, God stated in Q. 5: 5

•  •

SI8 Ibn Taymiyya, Introduction to the Principles ofTafseer. pp. 20-1.
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(Today, all the good things of life have been made lawful to you and the food of those 

who have been vouchsafed revelation aforetime is lawful to you, and your food is lawful 

to them. And [lawful to you are], in wedlock women from among those who believe and.
t

women who have been vouchsafed revelation before your time.) Based on this verse 

almost all the Sahaba declared the permissibility of marriage between "Muslim men and 

Jewish or Christian women." ‘Abd Allah Ibn ‘Umar, however, held a different opinion. 

He quoted Q. 2:221 &>£> ^  y$ (And do not marry idolatrous women

until they believe (become Muslims).) He stated, "God has forbidden Muslims to many 

idolaters, I do not know anything greater than shirk ‘to associate something with God’ 

and there is no sin greater than to say Jesus is my Lord."519

Another example is concerning the ‘idda ‘prescribed period’ of a pregnant widow. 

Q. 65:4, reads, ^ u u  cssfo

(And for those who‘are pregnant, their ‘idda (in case of divorce) is until they deliver their 

burden). ‘Abd Allah Ibn Mas‘ud understood the verse in its general sense, as he was 

aware of the hadith of Subay‘a al-AsIamiyya the wife of Sa‘d Ibn Khawla. WhenSa‘d 

died she was a pregnant. Immediately after she delivered, the Prophet informed her that 

her ‘idda had been ended by the delivery. Being aware of this hadith, Ibn Mas‘ud 

declared that the end of the ‘idda of a pregnant widow is when she delivers her baby. On 

the other hand, ‘All Ibn Abi Talib and Ibn ‘Abbas held that the ‘idda of the above

S19 Al-Jassas, Abu Bakr Ahmad Ibn ‘All. Ahkam al-Our'an (Istanbul: Maktabat al- 
Awqaf al-Islimiyya, 1916-1335). 1:332.

I
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mentioned woman is the longest one of the two ‘iddas. To explain this is to say : 

according to Islamic Law, when a husband dies, his widow has to be in ‘idda for four 

months and ten dayi. Thereafter, she can marry whomever she wants. The reference for 

this law is Q. 2: 234
0 0 0  m

^ 4—j ib 03j !̂?3 p»£“» 0^*3^? O^^ls

(And if any of you die and leave wives behind, they shall undergo, without remarrying, a 

waiting period of four months and ten days.) ‘All Ibn Abi Talib and Ibn ‘Abbas combined 

the above verse and Q. 65: 4.( [Now] as for such of your women as are beyond the age of 

monthly courses, as well as for such as do not have any courses, their waiting period -if 

you have any doubt about it shall be three [calendar] months; and as for those who are 

with child, the end of their waiting term shall come when they deliver their burden). ‘All 

and Ibn ‘Abbas deduced from both verses that the ‘idda of a pregnant widow, if she is
I

eight months preganant is four months and ten days. If she is two months preganant, the 

‘idda is seven months. This is what ‘All and Ibn ‘Abbas meant by the phrase: ab‘ad al- 

ajalayn ‘the longest period of the two ‘iddas. Apparently, both ‘All and Ibn ‘Abbas had 

no knowledge of the hadith of Fatima Bint Qays.

Qur’anic Historical Personages and Places

The Sahaba differed about the exact historical personalities and places of certain 

Qur’anic verses. For example, Q. 37:102 ^31 b JI5 ,^-Jl *u>

^  folo jSaib (And when (his son) was old enough to walk with him (the Prophet

Abraham) said: 'O my son, I have seen in a dream that I must sacrifice you. So look what
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you think?' He said: 'O my father! Do that which you are commanded.) According to 

this verse, God commanded520 the Prophet Abraham to slaughter his son. But which of 

his sons? Isma‘Il or Ishaq? Ibn Kathir reported that some Companions, including Ibn 

‘Abbas, held that the son was Isaac, while ‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab, ‘All Ibn Abi Talib and 

other believed that the son was Isma‘11.521

In Q. 9:108, God says:: <£%&}f f«ut «us pj£j v

4*? J \ (Never stand you therein. Verily, the Mosque whose foundation was laid

from the first day on piety.) Which Mosque was that? Where was it located? ‘Umar Ibn 

al-Khattab, Zayd Ibn Thabit and others believed the Mosque to be the Prophet’s Mosque 

in Medina while Ibn ‘Abbas and others believed it to be the Quba’ Mosque, which the 

Prophet built upon iiis arrival in Quba’. 522 

Theology

The Companions had varying theological views as a result of the lack of not being 

aware of a hadith or explicit hadith from the Prophet on the subject matter. Thus, each 

one depended on his own understanding of the verse. For example Q. 17: 1

cJ»3- L f jb  ojuxt 5̂»aM

520 According to Islamic belief, a dream of a Prophet is true. It is just like revelation. 
See Ibn Qayyim, Zad al'-Ma’ad (Cairo: Al-Matba’at al-Misriyya, n,d). 2:48.

521 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 3: 186.

522 Ibid, 2; 170.
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(Glory be to Him Who carried His servant by night from the Sacred Mosque to the 

distant Mosque, the environs of which We have blessed). The Sahaba differed about this 

journey. Did the Prophet go on this journey physically or did he go by his soul only?

Ibn ‘Abbas, Anas Ibn Malik and others who had the knowledge of the hadith in 

this regard believed that the Prophet did go on the journey physically. On the other hand, 

‘A’isha, the wife of the Prophet and Mu‘awiya Ibn Abx Sufyan believed that the journey 

did not physically take place, but was taken by the soul of the Prophet.523

Another example, is in Q53:7-9. lid ,*3 jfcVf jjaVb s (Appearing in the

horizon’s loftiest part and then drew near, and came close) Ibn Mas‘ud and ‘A’isha said 

the verse refers to the angel Gabriel in the highest of the horizon and that he came closer 

to a distance of two bow-lengths or nearer to the Prophet. Thus, did God convey the 

revelation to Muhammad, through the Angel Gabriel. Ibn ‘Abbas, on the other hand, said 

the verse refers to the Prophet coming closer to his Lord by a distance of two bow-lengths 

or nearer, and that he saw his Lord by with his heart, not eyes.524 

Linguistic Matters

The individual vocabularies of the Companions led them to interpret certain 

Qur’anic passages differently. More interestingly, the different interpretations are ascribed

Ibn Qayyim, Zad al-Ma'ad, 2, p. 48. 'Al-Taban,Jami'ai-Bayan, 27, p. 289 Ibn 
Kathir, Tafsir 2, p. 363-4.

524 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 3: 398. Al- Shawkani, Fath al-Oadir, 5: 110.
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to a sahabi such as Ibn‘Abbas. Consider the following examples: in Q. 77:1

"al-mursalal. ” Abu Hurayra explained this term to mean angels, while Ibn Mas‘ud 

interpreted it as winds.525 Concerning the Qur’anic words in Q. 85: 3 (By

one that witnesses, and the subject of the witness), Abu Hurayra interpreted the first 

shahid as Friday ‘the congregational weekly prayer day of Muslims’ and the second 

mashhvd as the day^of 'arafal.526 On the other hand, Ibn ‘Abbas interpreted shahid as the 

Prophet Muhammad and mashhud as the day of judgment. Furthermore, al-Hasan Ibn 

‘All, the grand son of the Prophet, supported his Uncle Ibn ‘Abbas's view by quoting Q. 4: 

41. which read j c  x̂> lei j s Lip- lbl (How then, when

we bring from each nation a witness and we bring you (0  Muhammad) as a witness 

against these people). The point al-Hasan made here was that in this verse of Q. 4:41, the 

Qur’an has clearly described the Prophet as shahid ‘a witness’ Thus, shahid in Q. 85:3 

refers to the Prophet.527 Concerning the Qur’anic word obd ld fj in Q. 100:1, All Ibn Abl

Talib interpreted it as camels, while Ibn ‘Abbas interpreted it as horses.528 Concerning the 

Qufanic word ‘by the even and the odd’ in Q. 89: 3 Ibn ‘Abbas interpreted

525 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 3: 623.

s26 Day o f ‘Araiat is the 9th day of Dhul Hijja; the 12th month of Islamic calendar. It 
is the greatest day of Ilajj (Muslim pilgrimage).

527 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 3: 623-4.

528 Ibid, 3; 668.
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al-shqf ‘ as the first day o f‘id al-adha529 and the latter al-witr as the day of ‘arafat.
I

Another report from Ibn Kathir said Ibn ‘Abbas interpreted al-witr as Allah (God) and al- 

shafas mankind.

These examples of exegetical differences of the Sahaba are irreconcilable. Thus, 

the claim that the differences of the Companions in tafsir are differences of variation rather 

than of contradictions remains unproved.

Having presented the different opinions concerning the exegesis of the 

Companions and giving some examples, we would now examine their sources and 

methodology.

Principle Characteristics of the Tafsir, of the Sahaba, their Sources, and 
Methodology

l

In the light of our presentation and the sources which we consulted concerning the 

exegesis of the Sahaba, we find that the Companions did not interpret the whole Qur'an. 

Nevertheless, they did explain many verses that included judicial, theological and linguistic 

considerations. Poetry was occasionally used in explaining the Qur'anic meanings, and the 

meaning of individual words were occasionally explained linguistically.

The sources which the Sahaba utilized in their exegesis were, fisrt of all, the 

Qur’an. They sometimes used Qur'anic verses to explain other verses, as noted in All Ibn 

Abl Talib's tafsir.530 Two, sometimes they quoted hadith to explain or to support the

529 The tenth day of Zual-Hijja, that is the day of the Muslim annual festival.

S3° See, pp. 162-3
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meaning of the Qur’an as in the example given concerning Abu Baler’s tafsir.531 Three, the 

Companions used their own opinion in interpreting the Qur'an, since the Prophet did not 

explain the whole Qur'an before his death. In addition, the Qur'an encourages Muslims to 

ponder the meaning of verses. Four, sometimes the Sahaba quoted the People of the 

book, that is, Jewish and Christian sources, to support the meaning of some verses. As 

noted in Ibn ‘Abbas's tafsir.532

The Companions used different approaches in their tafsir. They sometimes let the 

Qur'an explain itself—verses were illuminated by other Qur'anic verses. Occasionally; they 

explained meanings by means of illustration. The Companions used linguistic skills, as 

well as asbab al-mizul and knowledge associated with pre-Islamic religious culture. 

Summary and Comments

Scholars are divided into two groups in relation to the binding authority of the 

exegesis of the Sahaba. One group, among them, Imam Malik, Ahmad Ibn Hanbal, Ibn 

Taymiyya and his student Ibn Qayyim, believed that the exegesis of the Sahaba is binding. 

They based their arguments mainly on the virtuousity and the merits of the Companions, 

for they were praised both in the Qur'an and hadith and they were the witnesses to the 

revelation. In addition, they mastered the language of the Qur’an.

A second group, that includes al-Ghazall and Abu Hayyan, believe that the tafsir 

of the Sahaba is not binding. They focused their arguments on the practicality of the

531 See, p. 158

532 See, p. 177
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exegesis of the Safiaba; for they found some irreconcilable condradictions among them. 

Furthermore, they believed that both the religious and intellectual consideration in 

accepting exegesis from one of the Prophet companions as binding proof should not be 

overlooked. Practically speaking, accepting the tafsir of the Companions with their 

irreconcilable differences would place one in the state of perplexity and confusion. Which 

binding proof should one accept? How can two binding proofs contradict one another.?
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CHAPTER VI 

THE TAFSIR OF THE TABI* UN AND THEIR FA TWAS 

Our primary concern here, is the legal status of the exegesis of the Tabi ‘tin, 

whether it is binding or otherwise. A second concern is determining the characteristic 

nature of the tafsir of the Tabi ‘tin. The different opinions of Muslim scholars and their 

arguments related to the authority of the tafsir of the Tabi 'tin is not as extensive as the 

historical materials devoted to the similar discussion concerning the Companions. That is 

because scholars such as al-Ghazali, Ibn Hazm and others, who believed that the exegesis 

by the Prophet’s Companions was not automatically and almost absolutely, binding, did 

not have any interest in discussing the authority of exegesis by the Tabi‘tin’. Even scholars 

such as Ibn Qayyim, who upheld the exegesis by the Prophet’s Successors as binding 

proof, failed to elaborate much on the position of this exegesi.

In order to elaborate on the nature of the exegesis of the Tabi ‘tin, it will be helpful 

to give examples of their tafsir. Before doing so, we would like first to define the word 

Tabi‘tin, linguistically and Islamically.

TabV Defined and the Relationship to Hujja

Tabi‘tin is a plural of tabi'. The word tabi', an active participle is derived from the 

verbal noun taba' ' following! Thus, tabi' means a successor. Technically, tabi' is a

216
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Muslim who did not see the Prophet Muhammad, but met one of his Companions and died 

as a Muslim.533 However, the Tabi 'un are considered the second generation in Tslam

The majority of Sunni scholars have agreed upon the fact that the ijma'

‘consensus’ of the Successors is a binding proof. The question arises as to whether the 

exegesis or religious decrees of a single Successor should also be recognized as hujja. 

Here, as usual, scholars are divided into two groups concerning this proposition.

The first group, which includes Abu Hanlfa, believed that the exegesis of the 

Successors and the religious decrees are not binding, simply because they have not been 

blessed with the virtue of seeing the Prophet or witnessing the revelation. Abu Hanlfa 

stated his position very clearly when he said, "Whatever comes to us from God and the 

Prophet we accept it without any reservation, but whatever ideas come to us from the 

Tabi‘un [then we recognize that] they are men as we are [and, hence, can make 

mistakes] .” 534 Ibn Taymiyya quoted Shu‘ba Ibn al-‘Ajjaj [160-778]535 to have said, “If 

the opinion of the fabi'm  in the secondary matters (i.e. judicial issues.) is not hujja, how 

then it can be hujja in tafsir ? Ibn Taymiyya supported this opinion by saying "Wa hadha

533 Ibn Kathir, al-Baith al-HathSh filkhtisar ‘Uluni al-Hadnh (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 19671/ p. 78.

534 Al-Sarkhasi, Usui, 1: 114

535 Shu‘ba Ibn al-‘ Ajjaj Ibn al-Ward is considered as a trustworthy with a strong memory. He was 
described as "Amir al-Mu’minin in hadith." He was the first scholar to scrinizethe Isnad (chain) of hadith 
in Iraq. See Ibn Hajar al-‘AsqalanI, Tahdhib, 1: 351.
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sahib. ”536 ‘This is correct’. Abu Hayyan believed that accepting Tabi ‘un’s  exegesis is 

intellectual or scholarly suicide.537

The second group includes, according to some reports, Ahmad Ibn Hanbal, and 

some M iliki jurists, who believed that the exegesis by the immediate Successors are 

binding. ' 538 However, a modem Hanbali jurist, ‘Abd Allah Ibn Muhsin al-Turkl, stated 

that most of the Hanbali jurists seemed to believe that the most authentic report from 

Ahmad Ibn Hanbal is that the opinions of the Tabi ‘un are not binding.539

In his ai-Saw iig al-Mursala, Ibn Qayyim has articulated his conviction about the 

binding authority of the Tibi ‘un. He argued that the Companions had learned the frill 

meaning and text of the Qur’an from the Prophet, and then the Successors learned the 

meaning and the words from the Companions, Therefore, the exegesis of both the 

Companions and the Successors are equally binding. .540

Al-Zarkashi pointed out that although scholars like Shu‘ba Ibn al-‘Ajjaj and others 

viewed the exegesis by the Tibi ‘un as being non-binding, their own exegeses and those of 

other commentators on Qur’anic exegesis seemed contrary to that notion because they

536 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, p. 105. Secondly matters are issues that do not concern whether or not a 
person’s opinion places him out of Islam. One example of a secondly matter are Muslims different legal 
opinions about where to place the hands in prayer. i.e should one place his hands on the chest or below 
his naval?

537 Abu Hayyan, al-Babr, 1:4.

538 Abu Zahra, Mu ‘jiza, p. 513.

539 Al-Turki, Usui, p .‘180.

540 Ibn Qayvim, al-Sawa'iqal-Mursala (Riyadh: Dar al-Hijra, n.d). 2: 345-6.
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relied heavily on the opinions of the Tabi ‘un and depended on them simply because they 

believed that the Tabi ‘un received most of their tafsir from the Sababa.541 

Prominent TabVun and Tafsir

Muslims believe that God has commanded them to seek knowledge and teach it. 

Thus, in Islam, learning and teaching are equally important and inseparable. Reference can 

be made to the Qur’an passage: Q. 9:122

9 ''JT (Jjjo joi V tfi 331T t̂S" Icj

03jO = c j p ^ ia l

(It is not desirable tljat all of the believers take the field [in time of war]. From within 

every group, some shall refrain from going forth to war, and shall devote 

themselves[instead] to acquiring deeper knowledge of the faith, and admonish the people 

when they return to them, so that they might guard themselves against evil).

A popular hadith relevant to this matter is khayrukum man ia ‘allama al-Qur ’an 

wa ‘allama:.. (The best of you are those who have learned the Qur'an and teach it (to 

others). From this perspective, the Tabi ‘un,s commitment is clear.

Having stated a possible reason for the involvement of the Tabi 'm  in exegesis, it is 

appropriate at this point to present examples of the tafsir of some of the most prominent 

among them..

541 Al-Zarkashl, al-Burhan, 1: 24.
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Mujahid Ibn Jabr (d. 104-722)

Mujahid was one of the most outstanding students of Ibn ‘Abbas. He claimed to 

have gone thoroughly over the Qur’an with Ibn ‘Abbas three times.542 Despite this claim, 

one can easily observe by reading al-Tabari’s Jami ‘ al-Bayan, Ibn Kathir’s Tafsir al- 

Our ’an al-Azim , and the alleged Tafsir o f Mujahid (recently printed), that Mujahid made 

much less use of Ibn ‘Abbas’ commentary than did his other students such as ‘Ikrima al- 

Barbari, Sa‘Id Ibn Jtrbayr, and al-Dahhak Ibn Muzahim.543

Mujahid seems to be more dependent on his own opinion. Hence, he 

disagreed with the Companions’ interpretation of some verses. One example concerns Q. 

2: 30 " J> J c b -  i J O i U J U  J l S i t 5

>i-U LaJit 1̂ -3 I5J Is

(When thy Lord said unto the angels: Behold, I am about to establish upon earth a 

vicegerent. They said: Wilt Thou place on it such as will spread corruption thereon and 

shed blood?-whereas it is we who extol Thy limitless glory and praise Thee, and hallow 

Thy name.) Mujahid explained this as m'azzimukwa mkabbiruk *We aggrandize and 

magnify You. ’544

Similar was his explanation of Q. 75:22-23 5j*li

542 Al-Suyuii, al-Itqan, 2: 418.

543 Al-Nawawi, Riyad, al-Salililn, 2; 126..

544 Al-Tabari, Jami' al-Bayan, 2, p. 490. Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 1; 124.
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(Some faces that day will beam looking towards their Lord). Ibn Kathir stated that the 

Sahaba and the Tabi ‘un are unanimously agreed that those who will be the dwellers of 

Janna ‘ Paradise’ will see God with their eyes. This verse was one of the verses they 

quoted in this regard to support their opinion.545 Mujahid interpreted the verse as 

"Muslims will be looking forward to the reward from God." He considered the letter ila 

as a singular of ala ‘bounties,’ favors, etc.” 546 not "to" as the term was read by most 

scholars.

An example of his tqfsir by using the Qur’an is his interpretation of Q. 2: 108 

j-3 j i*  Us toiL-j o*i f  f (Would you, perchance ask the Apostle

who has been sent unto you [like] was asked aforetime of Moses?). He explained this 

verse by using Qur’anic verse Q. 4: 153 jS \ ty Lj&  (They [the

Jews] asked Moses for something even greater for they said: show us God clearly [for the 

naked eye to see].) He also said this when the Quraysh (the tribe of the Prophet 

Muhammad) asked Muhammad to make the mountain of al-Safa to turn into gold.547 

Tafsir o f Mujahid .

Finally, according to Muslim sources presenting Mujahid’s biography, he had 

written an exegesis of the entire Qur’an.

545 Other verse is Q. 10:26; andQ. 83:15 and the popular hadith in both al-Bukharl and Muslim "You 
will see your Lord as your see this moon." Al-Bukhari, al-Jami' al- Sahib, 4; 146.

546 Al-Tabari, Jami al-Bayan, 28: 320 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 7:171.

547 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir 1, p. 267.
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Recently, the alleged manuscript of Mujahid was twice published under the title 

"Tafsir Mujahid" by ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Surfi, a member of "Majma' al-Buhuth al- 

Islamiyya” (The Islamic Research Institute) of Pakistan. He was the first scholar to edit 

the manuscript which was published for the first time in 1976/1396. Muhammed ‘Abd al- 

Salam Muhammad ‘All chose the manuscript of Mujahid to be his Ph.D. thesis at Dar al- 

‘Ulum University in Cairo. He published his work in 1989/1410.

Both scholars depended on the manuscript of Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya. 

Muhammad ‘Abd al-Salam claimed that his work was more scholarly and accurate. He 

recognized the effort of al-Surfi, but he found many mistakes in al-Surfi's work.548

On the other hand, Western scholars such as Fred Leemhuis, and Wansborough 

expressed their doubts about or totally rejected the authenticity of any work attributed not 

only to Mujahid but to any first Islamic century scholar or ‘alim. Wansborough made a 

comparison of the Cairo manuscript of Mujahid and the opinion of Mujahid in al-Tabari’s 

Jami ‘ al-Bayan. In addition to that, he examined Mujahid’s method in the context of his 

own work. He found two things that made him reject the authenticity of the alleged work 

of Mujahid. The First was the presence of a defective chain of transmission; the second 

was a conflicting judgment based on a single authority.549 Leemhuis seemed to be more 

critical in this respect than Wansborough. Leemhuis and his colleagues have carefully

548 Muhammad ‘Abd al-Salam 'Abu al-nll,. Tafsir al-lmam Mujahid Ibn Jubayr (Cairo: Dar al-Fikr al- 
Haditha! 1989, lsted.). pp.2-15.

549 Wanborough, Qur’anic Studies, pp. 120-139.
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examined the Cairo manuscript. Their analysis led them to find that the narration of Abu 

Najlh, the immediate narrator from Mujahid, must have taken place around the middle of 

the second century AH. Leemhuis stated, "These findings were based on the chain of 

transmission as well as textual analyses of the different Mujahid transmissions.550 

Leemhuis undertook this serious examination of Mujahid’s work seemingly to refute or 

challenge Sezgin’s assertion that al-Tabari’s work can be used as a proof of early written 

works of the first century because of its dependency on the first century works such as 

that of the tafsir o f Mujahid.

Sa‘id Ibn Jubayr [d. 95-714]

Sa‘Id was oije of the most outstanding students of Ibn ‘Abbas. Ibn ‘Abbas used to 

refer some of the people who asked him to issue religious decree to Sa‘id. This 

recognition of Sa‘id by Ibn ‘Abbas has caused scholars to hold Sa‘Id in very high esteem. 

According to Ibn Khallikan's report, Sa‘id disliked writing exegeses. A man who admired 

Sa‘id’s knowledge of Qur’an asked him to write a book on exegeses. Sa‘id became very 

angry and said, “la-an yasqut shiqql ahabb ilayya min dhdik ” (I would rather lose a part 

of my body than to do that.)

Sa‘!d used to refer to Ibn ‘Abbas in understanding the meaning of the Qur’an and 

the knowledge of the occasions of revelation, as for example, concerning the occasion on 

which the verse of Q. 8:1 JlaiVf ^  (They [will] ask you about Booty.) was

550 Fred Leemhuis “Origins and Early Development of the Tafsir Tradition” In AHIQ, pp. 19-21.
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revealed. Sa‘Id said: “I asked Ibn ‘Abbas about the incident about which the verse was 

revealed.” He answered (the following): This verse referred to the booty the Muslims 

gained after defeating the Meccans in the battle of Badr551

Another example is in regard to Q. 2:243 ^  y

ft>a> ^  -oil J l93 1 jjo - ^ 3  (Have you not seen those who have

left their homes? They were thousands of them risking death. God told them: “Die”, then 

He revived them.) According to Sa‘Id, Ibn ‘Abbas stated that the number of people 

referred to in the verse is four thousands. They left their homes out of fear of plague, but 

when they reached a certain place, God took their souls.552

An example of Sa‘Id exercising independent exegesis involves his commentary of 

Q. 2:178 ^iV b jsdb ^  t j i o T

(O you who believe, compensation for the murdered victim has been prescribed for you: 

the freeman for the free, the slave for the slave, and the female for the female.) Sa‘Id 

stated that the qisas ‘victim retribution’ is applied only in the case of intentional murder. 

Furthermore, he gave an account of the background of the verse. He stated that "It 

concerned two Arab tribes who shortly before Islam fought with each other." Many 

innocent individuals, including women and slaves, had been killed. Both tribes failed to

551 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 3:273.

552 Ibid, X: 242
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settle their dispute and one of them kept threatening the other, even after all had converted 

to Islam; thus, God revealed the verse of al qisas.

‘Ikrima al-Barbari (d. 105-723)

‘Ikrima was one of the students of Ibn ‘Abbas who claimed that there was no verse 

in the Qur'an whose meaning he did not know. He transmitted a considerable portion of 

Ibn ‘Abbas’s knowledge.553 Following are Qur’anic interpretations of three verses 

showing ‘Ikrima’s relationship to Ibn ‘Abbas.

The first concerns Q. 2:198 jxSjbSImc aUI ^

(When you stream forth from Mount ‘Arafat remember God at the Hallowed Monument.) 

‘Ikrima narrated that Ibn ‘Abbas stated a specific time that Muslims should depart from 

‘Arafat to Muzdalifa"554 (a sacred monument). ‘Ikrima attributed to Ibn‘Abbas the 

following statement: “During the days of Jahiliyya ‘pre-Islam days’555 the people of al- 

Jahiliyya used to stand at ‘Arafat until the sun was about to set, then they departed.” 556 

He also narrated that Ibn ‘Abbas indicated the number of the people of the cave in 

Q. 18: 22 although, the Qur’an is silent about it; ^  j s

Jjkp-i pfr* f^ s  0 &I3V3 j j s v i  (Say: My Lord is quite Aware as to how many they were.

Only a few know about them.) ‘Ikrima reported that Ibn ‘Abbas said, “I am one of those

553 Ibn Hajar al-‘AsqalanI, Tahdhib, 1:42-4. Al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir, 1: 111.

554 A sacred place for Muslims in Mecca when they spend a night during Hajj.

555 Muslim scholars considered the period before the advance of Islam as days of ignorance.

556 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 1:427.
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few who know the exact number of those people of the cave" (ana min al-qalil, kmu 

sab1 a). Ibn Kathir commented that the transmission from Ibn ‘Abbas in this regard was 

authentic.557

In regards to the meaning of Q. 65:1 .Ljji fit

(O Prophet, Whenever you [and other Muslims] divorce women, send them away 

according to their ‘idda). ‘Ikrima commented on this by saying al-idda is tuhr purification 

(when a.woman finishes her monthly period). He further elaborated by saying: One should 

divorce his wife when her pregnancy is obvious. He should not divorce her after he has 

had intercourse with her until she has had her monthly period or until her pregnancy is 

clear without doubt.” 558 

Qatada Ibn Du‘ama al-Sadusl (d. 110-728)

Qatada was one of the most outstanding exegete among the immediate Succussors 

. Ibn Kathir has heavily quoted Qatada in his tafsir.; his name is almost on every page in 

Tafsir al-Qur ’an al-Azim. It seems that Qatada relied more on his own opinion than 

those of the Prophet’s Companions. His mastery of the Arabic language was reflected in 

his exegesis. For example, we find him using in his explanation of some Qur’anic passages 

the terms taqdim ‘preposition’and ta 'khir ‘a subject placed in a delayed position’ .559

557 Ibid, 4: 378.

sss Ibid, 7: 34. Al-SuyutI, Al-Durr al-Manthurflal-Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur (Beirut: Dar al-M‘arif, n.d). 
4:218.

559 See for example ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Juijanl, Dalnil al-Tjaz (Cairo: Mustafa al-Babi al-Halabl,1967). 
p. 42-8. '

t
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These are terms or concepts which have been developed by later generations, mainly by 

‘Abd al-Qahir al-Juijanl, and used as one of the tools to illustrate i'jaz al-Our'an ‘the 

inimitability of the Qur’an’.

An example of this is in regard to Q. 9: 55

J i 4U1mjj UJI (Do not let not their wealth nor children astonish you; 

God wants only to punish them by means of them during worldly life.) Qatada explained 

the verse by stating that there is taqdrn and la 'khir in the verse. He rephrased the verse 

as: [*> -uJJjUjj Ui! p&syjy} ,**115*1 ^tsewMa'Do not let not their

wealth nor children in worldly life. God wants only to punish them by means of them.” 560 

Qatada also occasionally referred to the Arab metaphorical expression to support 

the meaning of the Qufanic word that he intended to explain. For example, concerning Q. 

56:4 (And your garments keep free from stain). Qatada said, "wa kanat al-

‘Arab tusammf al-rajul idha mkatha wa lam yq fi bi- ‘ahdAllah innahu ladanis al- 

Ihiyab. ” (Arabs brand a person who violates his oath and does not fulfill the covenant of 

God as a person with a dirty garment) . ’561

Concerning Q. 2:37 *Ue *_>£» oU ir ^  joT (Adam received words

(kalimai) [of inspiration] from his Lord and He [forgave him] turned towards him).

Qatada quoted another Qur’anic passage to explain the meaning of kalimai: Q. 7:23

560 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 3:267.

561 Al-Tabari, Jami \ al-Bayan, 1: 546. Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 7, p. 154.
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(They said our Lord we have harmed ourselves. If You do not forgive us and grant us 

mercy, we’ll be losers) .562

Qatada and other Successors to the Prophet sometimes made a comment 

concerning the meaning or implication of the verse without interpreting it. For example, 

Q. 43: 5 states uyi JJ1 >,

(Should We take away the reminder (al-Qufan) from you since you have been such a 

transgressing folk). Qatada said: wa Allahi law anna hadha al-Qur 'an rufi ‘ hnia Raddat- 

ho awa’ilhadhlal-umma lahalakuwa lakinnaAllah Td’ala ‘ada bi-Rahmatihi fa - 

karrarahu 'alayhim wa da1 ahum iloyh lishrmia sana. (I swear, had God turned away 

His book when the first few of this community rejected it, they could have been perished., 

but Allah, The Exalted, out of His mercy, did not do so, instead He called them to it for 

the period of twenty years) .563 

Masruq al-Ajda’ (d.63-681)

Masuuq was one of the recognized scholars of the Iraqi school of tafsir and fiqh. 

He studied under several Companions of the Prophet. He stated that he found that 

knowledge of the Companions was like a river cKa al-Ikhadh \ “A river quenches one 

man’s thirst, a river quenches two men’s thirst, a river quenches ten men’s thirst, a river

562 Ibn Kathir Tafsir 1: 141.

563 Ibid, 6:217.
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quenches a hundred men’s thirst, and a river can quench the thirst of the whole mankind 

‘that is Ibn Mas‘ud’ ” .564

After establishing his position as a student under ‘Abd Allah Ibn Mas‘ud, he said, 

‘Abd Allah used to take a whole day to explain to us a chapter ‘of the Qur'an’.565 Ibn 

‘Abbas was one of those about whose tafsir Masruq commented. One of the verses about 

which Ibn ‘Abbas commented on for Masruq concerned a verse discussed in Ibn ‘Abbas 

exegesis, which mentions someone whose God bless with knowledge of signs, [Ayat], 

however, the person did not use the knowledge. The verse was Q. 7:175

gU-jls UjbT ^  oUjT Li pfeicjsij (Recite news to them about someone to

whom We gave Our signs. He slipped away from them, so Satan followed him and he 

became misguided.) Masruq quoted Ibn ‘Abbas naming the person, although the Qur’an 

and hadith are silent about his name. The name of the person according to Masruq's 

narration is Bal‘am Ibn Na’tira1.566

Masruq also narrated from ‘A’isha, the wife of the Prophet. An example concerns 

the prohibition of selling alcohol, Q. 2:275 y  *

4131 bjH 1̂ 515 («^ib 31 i5«AJt |®yy UkTVJ

564 Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, Tahdhib, 10:109-111.

565 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir 3: 109-111. Al-SuyutI, al-Durr, 1: 345.

566 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 3: 258 BaTam was one of the Prophet Moses’s deciple..
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bjjf (Those who live off the interest on loans will never stand up, except in the way

those whom Satan knocks down with a fit rise. That because they say: Trading is just like 

interest. Yet God has permitted trading and forbidden taking interest). The Prophet went 

to the Mosque where he read the verse to his Companions. Then, He forbade the selling 

of alcohol.567

AJ-Hasan al-Basri [ d. 110-728]

Al-Hasan was known as an influential preacher. He was pious, trustworthy and 

knowledgeable in both the Qur’an and the sunna of the Prophet. Abu Ja‘far al-Baqir 

described his speech to be just like the Prophet's.568 Al-Tabari, Ibn Kathir and other 

mufassirm  depended immensely on his tafsir. Like his contemporaries, al-Hasan seemed 

to use much of his own opinion in his tafsir. For example, in interpreting Q. 25: 63

LeMw 1^13 p ghbLyt! Ufa O ja

(And the mercy-giving servants who walk modestly on earth and peacefully say: “Peace” 

when ignorant men address them). Al-Hasan said that: When Islam came to the Believers 

(the Companions) from God, they believed in it and certainly took it into their hearts; thus, 

their hearts, their bqdies, and their eyes became humble. I swear, when I saw them, it 

seemed to me that I had actually seen that the description of the verse matched them. I 

swear by God they were not argumentative people nor corrupt. When the command of

567 Ibid, 1: 582.

568 Ibn Hajar aI-‘Asqalani, Tahdhlb, 2; 263-270.
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God came to them, they accepted it and applied it As a result, God identified them with a 

beautiful description. If the ignorant people addressed them foolishly, they were very 

gentle. In the morning, they accompanied the servants of God. At night, they spent most 

of the time praying, crying out of the fear of God” .569

Other examples: one day al-Hasan was asked about the meaning of Q. 78:23 

blSp-t I*-* (will dwell therein for ages.) He answered "ammama'na al-ahqab fa

laysa lahu ‘ idda ilia al-ichulud f l  al-nar. ” (As for the meaning of ahqSb, it does not 

have a specific period of time except dwelling in hell fire forever). In relation to the 

meaning of Q 2:30 (Behold, thy Lord said to the angels I will create a vicegerent on 

Earth, they said: ‘Wilt thou place therein one who will make mischief therein and shed 

blood).? Al-Hasan interpreted merely this verse using his own opinion. He said, "Since 

God said to the angels I will create a vicegerent on Earth that means he informed them 

about it and inspired them to predict that mankind will make mischief therein and shed 

blood because there already had been Jinn on Earth before. They actually had made 

mischief and shed blood.”

Thus, the angels said or asked "Will Thou place therein one who will make 

mischief therein and shed blood?" We also find al-Hasan, like many ‘Tabi‘m, giving an 

account570 on the occasions of a revelation without making any reference to his source. 

For example, concerning the context of the revelation of Q. 31:6

569 Al-Ghani, Tafsir, pp. 72-3

570 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 7: 199.
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^  ^  <£ŷ A &> o*' ,̂f 0*5

(Some men purchase idle tales to mislead [others] from God’s way without having any

knowledge). Al-Hasan indicated that the verse was revealed concerning music and the 

flute).

Zayd Ibn Aslam [d 136-754]

Zayd was an outstanding exegete of the Medinan school of tafsir. His reputation 

was that he heavily relied on his independent ra'y in his tafsir. This notion was 

documented in major books containing his biography.571 but when one reads major works 

of exegesis such as al-Tabari’s Jami ‘ al-Bayan, Ibn Kathir’s Tafsir al-Qur ’an al- ‘AzSm, 

al-Razi’s Mafalih al-Ghayb, al-Qurtubi’s al-Jami ‘ li-Ahkam al-Qur’an, and others, we 

find comparatively fewer quotations from Zayd. I found Zayd’s son, ‘Abd al-Rahman, 

mentioned more than his father in Ibn Kathir. Does that mean Zayd’s exegeses were lost? 

Or was it that they were so brief? Or was it that his students did not quote extensively 

from his tafsir P. Perhaps the last assumption is the most likely.

Nevertheless, Zayd was considered as one of the leading exegetes of the Tabi ‘un. 

In one of his interpretations, Zayd stated that in regard to meaning of Q. 2:195

afloat JJ ijscyj (And spend for God’s sake, yet do not expose

yourselves to ruin through your own hands), that there was a group of men in the army of

571 See for example, Ibn Sad, Tabaqal, 4: 412. Al-Dhahabi, Mizan, 1:313. Ibn Hajar, al-‘Asqalani, 
Tahdhib, 3: 397-95.
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the Prophet Muhammad who did not spend anything from their own wealth. Hence, God 

commanded them to spend their money for the JihM.”512 In this comment, as you can 

see, Zayd mentioned the background of the verse, without mentioning his source. In 

relation to the meaning of Q. 6:65 UlOc ,* £ Jc  c-*-* Jfcjaisn J *  (Say:
l

He is Able to send torment down upon you.) Zayd quoted the Prophet Muhammad to 

have stated that in regard to the meaning of the verse, "la tarji ‘u ba'd i kujfar yadrib 

ba'dukum riqab ba ‘d bi al-sayf." (Do not become after my death disbelievers, some of 

you killing others with swords." 573

Needless to say Zayd never met the Prophet, therefore, he should have mentioned 

his source of information. This type of transmission is technically called hadith mursal574 

More light on Zayd’s interpretations will be shed along with those of other Tabi 'tin to the 

Prophet when their different opinions in their exegeses are discussed.

Rafi * Ibn Mahram Abu aI-‘AIiya [d.90-708.]

Unlike many of his contemporaries, Abu al-‘Aliya575 appeared to depend massively 

in his exegesis on the narrations of others, especially on Ubay Ibn Ka‘b, who was one of 

his teachers. Abu al-‘Aliya quoted from Ubay concerning the tafsir of Q. 7:172

572 Al-ShawkanI, Fath al-Oadir, 1:193.

573 Ibid, Tafsir, 3:.42.

574 Hadith Mursal is a hadith that one of the tabi’(sing of the Labi'un) ascribed directly to the the Prophet 
without mentioning any of the Companions names. Such hadith is generally classified as weak hadith. See 
ai-Nawawi, Sharh Muslim, 1: 131-2.

I
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(When your Lord drew forth their offspring from the loins of the children of Adam, and 

made them bear witness about themselves: “Am I not your Lord?” They said: “of course 

we testify to it”). Ubay said, “[Before this life] God gathered all the children of Adam that 

will be on the Earth until the Day of Judgment and created them in their physical 

nature, [and asked them the question as in the verse].”

Concerning the meaning of calamities in Q. 6:65 hU c Ji J c j i ia t  j s

pfap  (jpt. (Say: He is Able to send torment down upon you.), Abu al-‘Aliya quoted

Ubay, who said: There are four calamities. Two of them have already occurred after 

twenty five years of the death of the Prophet and others will undoubtedly happen. The 

(two that have not yet occurred) are al-rqjm ‘stoning from the heaven’ and al-khasf 

‘swallowing up by the Earth’ .576

Despite his heavily dependence on the transmission from the Companions, Abu al- 

‘ Aliya utilized his own opinion in interpreting some Qur’anic passages For example, Abu 

al- ‘Aliya commented on the Q. 2:27 L> •**? O®

J \ <» (Those who break God’s Covenant after they have pledged to keep it, and

who sunder what God has ordered to be joined.). He said: “ This verse referred to the 

hypocrites. He further stated that there are six types of hypocritical behaviors which the

575 Aba al-‘Aliya is one of the outstanding exegete of Medina school of tafsir. He has been described by 
scholars of hadith as “tiiiqa" ‘trustworthy’ See Ion Hajar al‘Asqalani, Tahdhib, 3, pp. 284-5. Ai- 
Dhahabi, Mizzn, p. 429.

576 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 3; 40.
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hypocrites display when they are victorious: when they talk they lie; when they promise 

they do not fulfill it; when they are entrusted with something they practice betrayal; they 

break God's Covenant; they sunder what God commands to join together, and cause 

mischief on the Earth”. He further added “If they [the hypocrites] are defeated, they 

demonstrate three characteristics: when they talk they lie, when they promise they break 

it, and when they are entrusted they betray.” 577

Having presented some work of the prominent exegetes among the Tab? un, we 

will now examine of their differences in five areas: fiqh, theology, Qur’anic historical 

personages, linguistic, and Qur’anic phrases 

Differences in the Qur’anic Interpretations of the TabPun 

Issues Pertaining to Fiqh

Differences among the Tab? un about the legal implications of verses may have 

been caused by differing understandings of the implication of those verses, a lack of 

knowledge of the Prophet's sayings concerning related issues or dependence on weak 

hadith. •

One example of lack of knowledge of the Prophet’s saying on a specific issueI

concerns Q. 2:196

4Jb-l t->l33l £JL> ijjj la/also OjAjJfj gscHfyuiTj

( And Accomplish the Hajj and the ‘ Umra ” 578

577 Ibid, 1: 125.

578 The Hajj and tlie‘Umra are physical forms of worship performed in Mecca. However, the Hajj is 
performed in a specific month (12th month of Islamic calendar from 8 days of the above-mentioned month
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in the service of God. If you are prevented from doing so, then make some 
offering available. And do not shave your heads until after the offering has 
reached its destination.).

The Prophet has specified in hadith how many days one should fast and how many 

poor people one shquld feed when one is prevented from performing Hajj or ‘ Umra, 

However, we find the Tabi'uu differed about the number of the days one should fast and 

how many poor people one should feed. Mujahid adhered to the saying of the Prophet 

which is to fast three days and feed six poor people, while al-Hasan al-Basri and ‘Ikrima 

stated one should fast ten days and feed ten poor people.579 Perhaps both al-Hasan and 

‘Ikrima did not have the knowledge of the Prophet's hadith in this regard or they were 

confused with the case of one who is performing the Hajj, but cannot afford to offer a 

sacrifice. In such a situation one must fast ten days.

Another example involving lack of knowledge of certain hadith concerns Q. 2:158 

I04? of OfJl ,yo3 aufjius o! (Al-Safa and al-

I
M ama are some of God’s symbols. Any one who goes on pilgrimage to the House or 

visits [it] will not be blamed if he runs along between them). The majority of the Tabi ‘un 

believed that compassing around al-Safa and al-Mama is one of the principles of 

performing annual pilgrimage. If one fails to circumambulate them, his pilgrimage is 

invalid. They supported their understanding of the verse with many hadiths. Among them

to 13). It is one of the principle pillars of Islam. ‘Umra the unscheduled pilgrimage is performed in 
Mecca in any month and on any day. In regard to its legal status, some scholars believe that it is an 
obligatory a duty as the Hajj. On the other hand, others hold that it is only highly recommended.

579 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 1:412-13.
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is “Is ‘aw fa  inna Allah kataba 'Alaykum al-Sa ‘y. ” ‘ Walk between al-Safa and al-Marwa’ 

because the sa'y ‘ the special runnnig movement’ is prescribed for you’ .580 Mujahid, al- 

Hasan, and Qatada held that al-sa‘y  is not obligatory. To support their opinion, they 

quoted Q. 2: 158

(there is.no blame on him who circumambulahces them (al-Safa and al-Marwa), and if he 

does so voluntarily, it is better for him.. They said God did not say: you must 

circumbulate them, but He stated that there is no blame on you should you do so.581 

Qur’anic Historical Personages and Places

These are Qur’anic references to individual personalities whose actual names are 

not given in the Qur'an. However, the Tabi 'un, in one way or another [probably in the 

Torah and the New Testament] found the names of those individuals, but the names they 

found differ from orie scholar to another. An example of this concerns Q. 2:246

too U JjjSlJ«»t ^  Jj fftSt

(Hast thou not turned thy vision to the chiefs of the children of Israel after the time of 

Moses. They said to a prophet that was among them. Appoint for us a king). The Qur’an 

actually did not mention the name of this prophet of Israel, but of the Tabi ‘un Successors, 

like Mujahid, Qatada, al-Suddi and others, believed they knew the name. Mujahid stated

580 Ibid. 1; 350.

581 See for detailed discussion on this matter, Muhammad al-Amin Ibn Muhammad Ibn Muhammad al- 
Mukhtar al-Jakani al-Shingltl, Adva al-Bayan f i  Idahal-Qur’an bi al-Qur’an (Beirut: ‘Alamal- 
Kutab, n.d). 5: 231-247.
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that the name of the prophet was Shamwil Ibn Bali. According to Qatada, his name was 

Yusha‘ Ibn Nun, while al- SuddI gave his name as Sham'un.5*2 

Another such example is Q. 27:39
•  •  _ _  a

(An ‘ifril among the Jinns said: “I will bring it [a throne] to you before you rise from your 

place. I am strong enough to be entrusted with it). The Qur’an did not state the name of 

the ‘Ifn i who offered to bring the throne of the Queen of Sheba to the Prophet Solomon 

but Qatada indicated that his name was A sif or Balkh, while Mujahid stated his name was 

Astom. 583 

Theology

This aspect of exegetical variance refers to the Tabi1 un’s own understanding of a 

Qur’anic verse and their interpretation without depending on a hadith or a statement from 

the Sahaba. An example is their interpretation of Q. 4:159

(And there is none of the People of the Book (Jews and Christians) but must believe in 

him [Jesus] before his death.) The danur ‘pronoun ’ ( hi) ‘his’ in the phrase qabla 

mawtih ‘before his death’ can refer to an individual of the People of the Book or to Jesus. 

If the pronoun “he” refers to an individual of the People of the Book, the meaning of the 

verse would be that all of the People of the Book must certainly believe in Jesus as a

582 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 1:533.

583 Ibid, 4:. 237.
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Messenger of God before he (the individual among the People of Book) dies. If  however, 

the pronoun refers to Jesus, then the meaning would be "none of the people of the 

scripture, but will certainly believe in Jesus before the death of Jesus”.

Qatada and Mujahid held the first opinion, while al-Hasan al-Basri restricted the 

People of the Book to Negus (the king of Abyssinia) and his people. ‘Ikrima, however, 

interpreted the verse to mean each of the People of the Book must believe in the Prophet 

Muhammad before he dies.(Iayamut al-nasrmfwa lardl-yahudi halta yu'min bi- 

Muhammad). Both al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir argued against the opinion of al-Hasan and 

‘Ikrima and confirmed Qatada’s opinion.584

Another difference of interpretation is in relation to the meaning of Q. 6:103 

jUoVi M ytj jUoVt (No vision can grasp Him, but His grasp is over all vision).

‘Ikrima interpreted this to mean that one can see God (in the Hereafter), but one cannot 

grasp Him; [the concept is] similar to the fact that one can see the sky, but does not grasp 

it. Al-SuddI, however, stated that nothing or no one can see God. That was also 

Mujahid's opinion.585 Another example of their differences in theological issues is in Q. 

13:39 ‘ U (God erases and consolidates whatever He wishes.). Sa‘id

Ibn Jubayr used another Qur’anic verse to explain the meaning. He stated that the 

Qur’anic verse. 13: 39 was explained by Q. 2:284 .LCj w . l £ j  £ jbS j&i

584 Al-Tabari, Jami' al-Bayan, 4:249.

585 Ibid, 7: 74-5.
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(He forgives anyone He wishes and punishes anyone He wishes) .586 On the other 

Qatada indicated that Q. 13:39 is similar to Q. 2:106 j-awob 3ii>7 ^  to

(We do not conceal any verse nor let it be forgotten unless We bring something

better than it or else something similar) . 587 Al-Hasan al-Basri commented on the verse by 

saying “man ja  ’ajaluh yadhhab wa yathbut alladhi huwa hayiyajri ila ajalih ” 

‘Whosoever reaches his end, would die, and he who is alive proceeds toward his 

destiny’588 

Linguistic Matters

Differences in linguistic matters are individual words or terms the Tabi1 un 

understood differently according to their own varying linguistic backgrounds. More 

interestingly, they also differed in terms of the origin of some Qur’anic words derived 

from foreign languages,.

For example, the word al-Samad in Q. 112-2: ju-oJ! 43T .os-i j i

was interpreted by Zayd Ibn Aslam as al-Sayyid ‘the Master’. Qatada understood it as Al- 

Baqlbctd khalqih ‘ The one who outlasts His creation.’. ‘Ikrima explained it as alladhi 

lam yakhruj minhu shay' wa- la-yut'am  (The one that does not need to release waste or 

be fed) . 589 Al-Rabi‘ Ibn Anas stated that it means alladhi lam yalid wa lamyulad (He

586 Ibid, 5:423.

587 Ibid. 4: 304.

588 Ibid,, 2: 304.

589 Ibid,, 7:412.
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who begets not, nor was He begotten) . 590 Mujahid, Sa‘id Ibn Jubayr, al-Suddi, al-Dahhak 

and others interpreted it as alladhila jaw/a lah (The One with no Viscera or belly).’ ‘Abd 

Allah Ibn Burayda said that, al-Samad is nuryatala ’la ’ (a light that shines) . 591 

Another exalnple is Q: 36 1 Ya-Sm. ‘Ikrima, al-Dahhak and al-Hasan

explained it as Yalnsan ‘O, man’. Sa‘Id Ibn Jubayr a man of Abyssinian background 

confirmed this meaning by saying huwa kadhalikafi lughat al-Habashiyya (It is so in the 

language of Abysinia). On the other hand, Zayd Ibn Aslam indicated that it is Ism min 

Asma’ Allah Talala ‘ It is one of Allah's names.’592

As to the word al-zaytm  in Q. 95:1 o f& b  Ka‘b al-Ahbar and Qatada 

believed it referred to the Sacred Mosque in Jerusalem, while Mujahid and ‘Ikrima 

indicated that it is ‘the olive that is known’ .593

Concerning the meaning and the linguistic origin of the Qur’anic phrase

in Q. 12: 23, Mujahid and others said it means ‘seduction’. ‘Ikrima, al-Hasan, and Qatada 

stated that it is of the Syrian dialect or language and means alayka ‘come on’ Al- Suddi

590 Ibid,, 7: 412.

591 Ibid  7: 412.

592 Ibid, 5: 600.

593 Ibid 7: 476
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mentioned that it is from the Coptic language and means "come on." 594 Al-Bukhari 

attributed to ‘Ikrima the idea that it means ‘come on’ in the language of the Huron.595

Qur’anic phrases. This category is for those terms in the Qur’an which the 

Tib? un have interpreted differently due to a lack of the knowledge of hadith that mention 

the meaning of those phrases or because there were no hadith concerning difficult phrases. 

Thus, each individual used his own opinion in explaining the meaning. The phrase in Q. 

15:87 (wsfe-Jl ^  JLJust^ (We have brought you the Seven Oft-

repeated [verses] plus the Mighty Qur’an) was said to mean ‘the seven longest chapters of 

the Qur’an by the students of Ibn ‘Abbas, mainly Mujahid, Sa‘Id Ibn Jubayr and al- 

Dahhak, along with their teacher Ibn ‘Abbas.

On the other hand, al-Hasan al-Basn, Qatada, and also Mujahid (who was among 

the scholars who once held the first above-cited meaning), along with the Companions all 

mentioned that al-sab ‘al-mathani means al-jatiho, the first chapter of the Qur’an only. 

They quoted a hadith which is in al-Bukharf96 to support their interpretation, while the 

first group did not refer to a hadith. Ibn Kathir supported the latter interpretation, when 

he stated'after quoting the hadith in al-Bukbarfin regards to the meaning of al-sab‘ al- 

mathml “hadha nass f i  anna al-faliha al-sab’’ al-mathmi wa al-Our ’ an al-AzJm

594 Al-Tabari, Jain? al-Bctyan, 8:432

595 Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqafaiu, Fath, 8:463.

596 Al-Bukhari, Sahih, A- 356.
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‘This is a clear statement that al-fatiha, the first chapter, is the al-sab‘ al-mathml and the 

Grand Qur’an.’597

Al-Dahhak explained the meaning of Q. 75:29 jLJb jU f  ( [And] while

one shin will twist around the other shin), as “two things that come together for someone 

deceased, namely, people preparing his body for burial and the angels preparing his
i

soul.598 On the other hand, al-Hasan al-Basri interpreted it literally. He said: humasaqaka 

idhaihafala (They are your legs when they are joined). In other narrations, al-Hasan 

said: “They are your two legs when they are wrapped in the sheet.”599 ‘Ikrima said that it 

is like the meaning of the verse, al-Amr al-A.ym hi al-amr al-A7jm  ‘A significant matter 

is joined with another significant matter’. As for Mujahid, the verse means: calamity 

joined with another calamity.600

Having introduced some of the interpretations and exegeses of the Tahi‘uu, 

including their differences, we now turn to the characteristics, sources, and methodology 

of their exegeses.

597 IbnKathlr, Tafsfr, 4:173-2.
Having realized the contradiction between the two interpretations, Ibn Kathir said "But this does not 

mean that other Qur’anic verses cannot be described as al-Sab‘ al-Mathlnl." He further stated that the 
whole chapters of the Qur’an can be qualified as al-Sab‘ al-Mathani.

598 IbnKathlr, Tafsir, 7: 173.

599 Ibid, 7:173.

600 Ib idl: 173.
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Principle Characteristics of the Tab fun's Tafsir, their Sources, and Methodology

Despite the claims that some Tab fun  such as Mujahid, Sa‘Id Ibn Jubayr and others 

wrote exegeses, their texts did not cover all the verses of the Qur’an. Generally speaking,
t

the tafsir of Tab fu n  was simple and clear. It includes very few quotation from poetry to 

support the definition of Qur’anic text. Grammatical analyses are lacking, but some of 

them, such as Qatada did provide rhetorical and linguistic observations for some verses. 

They aiso explained a considerable number of individual words (the scope and purposes of 

which lie outside of the purposes of this research.).601

The Tab fu n  primarily used three sources for their exegesis. One was the Qur’an. 

Sometimes they used Qur’anic verses to explain other Qur’anic verses, as was pointed out 

earlier in Sa'id Ibn Jubayr’s and Qatada's interpretation of Q. 13:39, and Q. 2:37.602

The second was the Sahaba, to whom the Successors referred extensively in their 

exegeses. All the hqdlth they employed came from the Prophet’s Companions, and 

almost all of their tafsir qouted the Sahaba.

The third source the Successors used was independent opinion. Although they 

relied heavily on the Companions for their tafsir, they used their own independent 

opinions as well. This is obvious from our presentation of their tafsir-603 Because they 

use their own opinions, they differed in their understanding of some verses.

601 See al-Bukhari, Sahib, 4:123-70.

602 See Sa‘Id Ibn Jubayr and Qatada in this chapter, pp. 192-6.

603 See Mujahid, Qatada and al-Hasan al-Basrl in this chapter, pp. 209-212,216-218,220-222.
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One other source of their interpretation of the Qur’an is Isra'iliyyat. Sources, 

which were especially utilized by the students of Ibn ‘Abbas. In his Fqjr al-Islam, Ahmad 

Amin stated that the tafsir of the Tabi'tin was especially influenced by Isra'iliyyat.604 Al- 

Dhahabi and ‘ Adnan Na‘nat605 listed the most prominent sources of Isra’iliyyat at the time 

of Sahiba and the Tabi'tin: Ka‘b al-Ahbar, a man of Jewish origin, and Wahb Ibn 

Munabih who had a Christian background.

In many cases, the Tabi 'un did not mention their sources when discussing asbab 

al-nuzul. Islamic methodology requires that sources of information be stated. This was 

particularly important for the generation of the Tabi ‘un, a generation that was dependent 

on narratives and cautious about their authenticity. This caution was necessary due to the 

heavy fabrication in hadith which took place after the assassination of the third Caliph 

‘Uthman Ibn ‘ASan. The Tabi'On sometimes used Qur’anic verses to explain other 

Qur’anic verses and they used hadith as a support in explaining the Qur’anic verses. They 

also quoted their teachers and the Companions, although, they occasionaly differed with 

their teachers’ interpretations.

Comments and Summary

Realistically speaking, it is not easy to give a true concept or picture of the 

exegetical works of the Tabi'nn, because of the absence of examples. The existing works

504 Amin, Fajr, p. 205.

605 Al-DhahabI, al-Isra iliyyat jial-Tafsir wa al-HadHh (Cairo: Majma' al-Bukuth al-Islamiyya, 1963), 
pp. 76-85. and Na ‘na Isra’iliyyat, pp. 78-92
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of some individuals, like that of the tafsir of Mujahid, are still questionable. Thus, the 

exegeses of the Tabi ‘un found in the classical works of tafsir, such as al-Tabari’s Jami ‘ al- 

Bqyan, Ibn Kathir’s  Tafsir al-Qur ’an al-Azim  were never critically analyzed to determine 

their authenticity. Such is the case with the tafsir of the Sahaba. This is why one finds 

two contradictory reports or interpretations ascribed to the same exegete -606 It is readily 

apparent that much of the exegeses by the Successors is similar to that of their teachers’.

Muslim scholars are divided into two groups in terms of the binding 

authority of the Tab? tin’s exegesis. Most believed that their exegesis was not hujja 

because they did not meet with the Prophet or witness the circumstances sorrounding the 

revelation. Others held that exegetical works by the Tab? tin based on the knowledge they 

acquired from the Sahaba' and thus have equal standing with the work of the Companions 

as binding proof, because whatever knowledge the Tabi‘un acquired was the same as that 

of their teachers. The justifications and reasons given by both sides are not scholastic 

ones. They are based solely on the merit and virtue of living at the time and of the 

Prophet and having contact with him.

606 See for example, al-Hasan al-Basrl’s interpretation of Q. 75:29, in this chapter under "Phrase",
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CHAPTER VH 

CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS

The objective of this dissertation was to expound upon the idea that al- 

Tafsir bi-al-Ma ’thur should be a designation applied only to the Qur’anic exegesis of the 

Prophet of Islam, Muhammad. This preserves the concept that the term is a designation 

for exgesis that should be accepted as incontestably correct or as hujja ‘a binding proof’. 

This allows other exegeses to retain an authoratative status according to their various 

protagonists, while acknowledging the unamnimity of all Muslims that the command 

proceeding directly from God that they must “take what the messenger [of Allah, 

Muhammad] gives you”.607 And all that Muhammad the Prophet says concerning religion, 

in general and the Qur’an, in particular, is true, because it is from God, not from himself. 

Although the transparent definition of al-Tafsir bi-alMa ’thur is exegesis by transmission 

Muslim scholars have differed about whose exegesis can be accepted as “exegisis by 

transmission” and whether or not the term includes exegesis of the Qur’an by other parts 

of the Qur’an.

A second matter of contention among Muslim scholars has been the concept 

of authority inherent in the exegetical designation of al-Tafsir bi al- Ma 'thur. This type of 

exegesis has been considered more authoritative than other types, particularly its well-

607 See for example, Q. 57:7
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known counterpart, al-Tafsir bi al-Ra’y. This issue is complex, since there have been 

different ideas among the scholars as to what constitutes al-Tafsir bi al- Ma ’thur 

including the reality that this exegesis includes Qur’anic explanations that are al-Tafsir bi 

al-Ra ’y. To clarify the problems associated with al-Tafsir bi al- Ma ’thur, the evolution of 

the use and meanings associated with exegesis were described. We found that it was not 

until the. latter part of the first century of Islam that the term tafsir came into use. Previous 

to this, the term ta ’wil was used but with a variety of meanings and consequent
l

implications. These varieties were not distilled or distinguished but, rather, all used in 

association with the term tafsir that emerged as the denotative term for exegesis. Hence, 

this was the foundation for perpetual conflict and eventual misnomered exegesis as al- 

Tafsir bi al- Ma ’thur and al Tafsir ki al-Ra ’y.

We then presented a history of Qur’anic exegesis begining with the Prophet 

Muhammad, who Muslims consider as the first exegete. The most distinct periods and 

trends after him included the tafsir of prominent companions of the Prophet and 

distinguished Muslim of early Islam who became identified with four difffent divisions of 

exegesis: the schools of Mecca, Iraq, Medina and Syria. It was during this time that 

ra 'y came into use denoting exegesis that was contrary to that of the Prophet and his 

Companions or which was considered by certain noted Muslims scholars as sectarian and, 

therefore, blameworthy. In addition, tafsir literature began to include exegesis according 

to grammatical and linguistic analysis, thus making the field distinct from hadith, that is,
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transmission from earlier exegetes that include isnads, the predecessor of the Western 

style of report documentation.

Aside from the development of ikhlisar al-asanid, exegetical works came into 

existence emphasizing particular scholastic specialities, notably grammar, jurisprudence, 

philosophy and logic. All of these exegeses are still popularly regarded as cd-Tafsir bi al- 

Ma ’thur, however. Hence, the conflict among scholars concerning applicatoin of the 

term. Particularly all other works were deemed by the great majority of the Muslim world, 

the Sunnis, to be al- Tafsir bi al-Ra 'y being praisworthy, al-ra 'y al-mahmud or its 

opposite, al-ra ’y  madhmum, blameworthy. Examples of the former are Mafalih al-Ghqyb 

by al-RazI and Anwar al-Tanzil by al-Baydawi. The scholars of the Sunni Muslims would 

consider most if not all works by the Sufis, the Mu’taziiites, and the Shi‘a to be 

blameworthy.

Some of the major Sunni exegetes are Ibn Jarir al-Tabari, Ibn ‘Atiyya, Ibn 

Kathlr, and al-Suyuti. Major authors of more recent times are Muhammad ‘Abduh and his 

student, Muhammad Rashid Rida, al-Qasimi, and Sayyid Qutb. These and other works fall 

into six modem exegetical trends: intellectual, scientific, rhetorial, philosophical, 

traditional, and works that reject religious miracles and other traditional religious dogma.

In chapter HI; al-Tafsir bi al-Ra ’y, we see that the conflict over its definition 

brings out the conflict concerning al-Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur.

In defining his concept of acceptable exegesis, Muhammad Ibn Jarir al-Tabari 

named four methodologies: tafsir using the Qur’an itself tafsir so crucial to the Muslims
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or so clear that all Muslims should understand the Qur’anic text; exegesis that is left to the 

skills of a scholar; and exegesis of the Qur’an that Allah preserve for Himself, that is, 

whose exegesis no one not only does not know, but also no one should even attempt to 

explain. This last category, al-Tabari consideres blameworthy. Such a designation he 

applied also to any exegesis which disagrees with the exegesis of the Prophet, his 

Companions, Successors, or is not attained from sound Arabic language knowledge.

Al-Ghazali said that Qur’anic meanings are of two kinds: zShir and batin (manifest 

and hidden.) The former includes Prophetic exegesis, and the explanation of the Qur’an 

based on sound knowledge of Arabic language. The latter has hidden meanings that 

require superior insight and knowledge including mastering of the zahir.

Ibn Taymiyya rejected as blameworthy innovations all exegeses that employ 

methods other than those complying with that of the scholars of the first two generations.

All of these three scholars, al-Tabari, al-Ghazali, and Ibn Taymiyya, reject some 

exegetical statements that can be considered al-tafsir bi al-ra 'y al -madhmum, however 

their criterias for rejection are not uniform and reflect to a large extent, the controversy 

over acceptance and the non-acceptance of al-Tafsir bi al-Ra 'y. The themes of rejection 

concern what is bicta; allowances or not of exegesis that disagrees with tafsir by the 

Prophet, Companions, or Successors; and transgressions of Arabic or Islamic principles 

and Shari‘a, ‘IslamicLaw’.

Since all scholars agree that there is a rejected ra’y, namely exegesis without the 

proper knowledge of the sources of tafsir, Shari'a, and sound knowledge of Arabic
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language, then there is a conflict that shall remain about what constitutes al-tafsir bi al- 

ra ’y  al-mahmud\ ijtihad ‘using a sound knowledge of Arabic and implementing acceptable 

principle of exegetical analysis’. Hence, despite the designation by some that the term 

connotes unacceptability, al-Tafsir bi al-Ra’y  is not automatically inferior to the 

tafsir that is customarily called al-Tafsir bi al-Ma’thur. In additon, it is impossible to have 

an exegesis of the total Qur’an without employing ra 'y. Hence, texts labeled as al-Tafsir 

bi al-Ma 'thur are not totally al-Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur. If my contention is accepted, namely 

that al-Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur should be a term exclusively for Qur’ani cexegesis from the 

Prophet of Islam, then this is a step in the right aierction to resolving the aforementioned 

conflict.

However, the larger problem in tafsir is that the concept associated with the term al- 

Tafsir bi al-Ma 'thur goes beyond the transparent meaning of the term and into its 

theological authority as a hujja. During the time of the Sahaba, athar, and by extension, 

ma 'thur were used to mean hadith of the Prophet. Here is where the connotation of hujja 

was probably first associated with athar and ma ’thur as in al-Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur In the 

time of the Tabi’un, the muhaddithm ‘traditionists’ and jurists employed athar to mean 

that which is related by either the Prophet or his Companions. Subsequently, athar, in the 

science of tafsir came to be understood with four different meanings: Exegesis from the 

Prophet and the Sahaba; if the latter relates asbab al-nuzul; and from the Prophet, his 

Companions, and exegesis employing parts of the Qur’an exlpaining other parts. The 

fourth meaning is the same as the third with the addition of exegesis from the Successors.
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Nonetheless, the connotation of hujja never became disassociated with the term cl-Tafsir 

bi al-Ma ’thur. Hence, although the Muslim scholars have never wavered from considering 

the Prophetic law att least as equal to the Qur’anic law, consideration of other texts and 

opinions as hujja like the aforementioned has always generated controversy.

Since the three definitions of al-Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur included the Sahaba, we exp lain 

the various opinions about their authoritative status: our objective was to examine whether 

or not their exegetical views fit the concept of hujja associated with al-Tafsir bi al- 

M a’thur

Scholars are divided into two groups in relation to the incontestable authority of the 

exegesis of the Sahaba. Those who agreed with Imam Malik, Ahmad Ibn Hanbal, Ibn 

Taymiyya, Ibn Qayyim, believe that the tafsir of anyone Sahaba is hujja. The second 

group, that includes al-Ghazali and Abu Hayyan, believe that tafsh of anyone including 

Sahaba is not bindirig.

The most compelling propositions are those against the argument of the first group 

and for the second group. They were presented by al-Ghazali. He argued that Allah has 

not made anyone infallibe in religion and religious verdicts after the Prohet Muhammad. 

Hence, any person who is subject to making mistakes cannot be infallible. Furthermore, he 

questioned: how can two people each rendering infallible opinion if the Companions were 

such, differ on the same issue? The Sahaba differed on many issues to the extent that 

their opinions cannot be harmonized in any fashion. Thus, how could two hujjas be 

contradictory on the same issue? He argued that, the Sahaba recognized that their own
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opinions were not hujja. If they believe their opinions were hujja, they would not have 

allowed themselves to differ. For the opinion of a Companion to be a hujja, it must be 

established as the other basic principles of Islam were established, namely, through proofs 

and arguments fron the Qur’an and hadith. Finally, al-Ghazali and al-Amidx stated that if 

one accepts the opinion of a Companion as a binding proof this confirms taqlld, this, 

they say is contrary to the Qur’anic injuction to ponder over the Qur’an.

Since it is unanimously understood by scholars that the definition of hujja is an 

incontestable statement that demands obedience or adoption in authority over all other 

statements pertaining to the same issue, then it was understood that the concept of hujja
i

is not a principle that makes null and void other positions on other issues or even on the 

same issue when the matter concerns elaboration, amplification,etc. Hence, since the 

definition of hujja denotes absolute acceptance and connotes infallibility, then it must be 

noted that Muslims scholars are unanimous that only two types of texts are hujja. The 

first is Allah’s words, the second is the Prophet words [authentic hadith]. Only these types 

demand absolute acceptance and are infallible. Since the term al-Tafsir bi al-Ma ’thur also 

denotes hujja, then only exegesis by the Prophet meets all the conditions for hujja and 

enjoys Muslim unanimity on this issue.

The clash of classical Muslim scholars over the difference concerning the 

definitions of hujja [ed to the four definitions of al-Tafsir bi al-Ma 'thur. It is the 

contention of this thesis that since Islamic dogma and Qur’anic text give the exegesis of 

the Prophet a divine authentication, it is qualitatively different from a Muslim point of
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view, and from all other exegeses including that of the Sahaba and the Tab? tin. Hence,

tafsir by the Prophet should have its own categorical designation and al-Tafsir bi al- 

Ma 'thur should be redefined to reflect this.

Our proposal is that al-Tafsir bi al-Ma 'thur should designate only the Prophetic 

explanation of the Qur’an. This satisfies the notion that al-Tafsir bi al-Ma 'thur should 

consist only of text that is hujja. Muslim jurists, theologians, and traditionists have 

unanimously agreed that Prophetic exegesis is part of prophetic hadith.
t

The Prophet, as mentioned in the Qur’an and as unanimously accepted by all 

Muslims is always correct whenever he speaks on religion. Since the Prophet has divine 

endorsement, his tafsir is considered hujja. The tafsir of the Sahaba and the Tab? un do 

not have this divine endorsement for being invariably correct. Hence, according to al- 

Ghazali, Ibn Hazm and others the iafsirs and fatwas of the Sahaba and the Tab? un are not 

on the same ievel as that of the Prophet. Their tafsirs are not hujja.608 Hence, a more 

precise term for their exegesis is proposed: al-Tqfsir bi al-Ra 'y or bi al-ijtihad.

Having stated this, the contribution of this thesis in the field of tafsir is clear. This 

dissertation justifies not only the reason why al-Tqfsir bi al-Ma 'thur should be redefined 

but also produces a new proposal for the new definition. Al-Tafsir bi al-Ma 'thur no 

longer [according to our new definition] includes either the exegesis of the Companions or 

the exegesis of the Tab? un. Thus, the only tafsir that should be considered to be “hujja” is

608 Al-Gliazali, Ihya’, 1: 291. See, al-Ghazali, al-Mustasfa, 1:616. Ibn Hazm, al-Ibkam, 5, p: 78. 
Al-Amidi, al-Ihkain, 4: 150.
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the tafsir of the Prophet Muhammad. The basis for our position can be summarized as 

follows:

1. In its many passages, the Qur’an commands Muslims to accept without any reservation 

whatever the Prophet Muhammad brought or said to them. Thus, Muslims unanimously 

agreed that God and His messenger were the ultimate authority. Therefore, their 

statements or commands are hujja. This is the significance of “Lailaha ilia Allah, 

Muhammad Rasul Allah”

2. The Companions themselves explicitly indicated that their independent opinions were 

not hujja.

3. Practically speaking, the Sahaba differed in understanding and interpreting some 

verses. The differences in some cases are irreconcilable. They pertain to jurisprudence, 

historical personalities and places, theology and linguistic differences.

Hopefully, the approach in this thesis will be an encouragement for others to 

critically examine the background and implications of other Islamic terms and topics 

within the science of tafsir such as al-Ahruf al-Sab ‘a, al-Oira ’ at al- Sab ‘a, and the 

impact of Isra'iliyyat on Tafsir literature.
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