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Preface

It was Miss J. Watson of India Office library who drew my
attention in December 1963 to a mystical commentary from Qushair?’s
pen which exists in the Arabic collection of the India Office hibrary.
Subsequently I read the following remark by Professor A.J. Arberry
in his book: Sifism, ‘al-QushairT also wrote a commentary on the |
Koran which has similarly not yet been studied.” In 1964 he agreed
that I should start my research with him on the subject of ‘Tafsir n
siifi literature, with particular reference to Qushairl’. When I started
my work, I found it necessary to survey the science of Tafsir and its
development from the earliest days in order to assess the real value
of Qushairi’s commentary. In doing this I tried to be objective. The

opinions appearing in the book therefore may appear strange to SOme

readers.

During the research I received much help both from my

supervisor and from my friends. It would have been difficult for me

iX
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to continue my research if I had not been fortunate enough to receive

their help.

Professor A.J. Arberry was very kind and generous to me

whenever I asked for his help. I should not want to express my thanks “'r~

merely because 1t 1s the custom on these occasions. In fact it is admiration T'
which forces me to record here the deep debt which I owe to him. ‘I |

am’, as a sufl poet says, ‘not one of those who betray the secret, but

it was she whose love illuminated my heart and the secret was no longer

secret.’
dﬁﬁ&ﬁ““bfl‘"‘fb;}"}f‘ L“lj*—*—“;ﬁﬁ—ggméjbj

Sl Lt o S el C s and] e e il
[ shall always remember him with deep respect and gratitude .

[ am also deeply indebted to Dr. A Palmer of Sir John Cass
College, London and Mr. M. Sardar-al-Din who went through the
manuscript very carefully and made many useful corrections and
suggestions. Malik Ram Baveja of Sahitya Academy, Delhi,
provided me with microﬁlmgand—books I needed. I very nﬁuch

appreciated his help. A. Majid, editor of the Islamic Review,

London, was also kind enough to put his Valuhable library at my
disposal. My thanks are also due to Dr, K.H. Qadiri, I.ondon, Dr. L A.
Syyed, and Dr. H. M. Ja*fart for their help. Dr. Martin Lings, Head
of the Oriental Department at the British Museum and Dr, B.A. Awad

‘Marfat.com
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of the Azhar University in Cairo were my referees when I was admitted to

Cambridge University. I am extremely grateful for their help.

This study was published 1n parts in the Islamic Quarterly
(London) 1n its 1ssues of June 1968 and March 1969. Its second part ‘Abu
al-Qasim al-QuShalrl As a Theologian and Commentator’ was also
published by the Islamic Cultural Centre (London) in a book form. Its
first part ‘Quranic Exegesis and Classical Tafsir’ was translated in
Urdu, Sindhi, Bengali and Malay languages. The present edition 1s

an extensive revision of the first edition.

Rashid Ahmad (Jullundhry)
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QUR’ANIC EXEGESIS IN CLASSICAL TAFSIR

Introduction

It is an irony of the history of the Qur anic exegesis, that a’
large number of its commentaries became themselves a barrier between
the Qur ‘an and its readers. The reason for this tragedy was that the age of
compilation which gave rise to the commentaries was deeply influenced
by Persian and Greek thought. These foreign ideas put the simple faith
of Islam on trial. Theologians, particularly dialecticians, defending the
faith, made the matter more complicated and tried to explain the Qur ‘an
in the light of technical terms which had developed in the course of time.
The commentators unconsciously tried to find an authority for their own
ideas in the pages of the Qur’an, and at the same time to use it to refute
ideas of their opponents. It is said that Abul Hasan Ash‘ari wrote a
commentary (al-Mukhtazan) in which he explained every Verse,

employed by his opponents (Jubba'T or Balkhi), in such a way that his

1
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with Particular Reference to Abu Al-Qasim Al-Qushairi

new interpretation supported his own views.' This kind of approach

was practiced by traditionalists and free-thinkers alike.?

On the other hand some scholars tried to avoid the new ideas.
In their opinion the traditional heritage handed down to them by the
earlier scholars was the only medium through which the Qur’an could
be interpreted. The trouble was that their traditional knowledge was
deeply aftected by stories of Jewish origin which became part of their
commentaries. The Qur’an contained some Biblical stories which
were there to serve as a lesson to the human heart. Since human
nature 1s curious to know the unknown, the readers of the Qur’an
turned to the Jews and the Christians for information. On this matter
Ibn Khaldun says: ‘The early scholars had already made complete

compilations on the subject. However, their works and the information

they transmit contain side by side important and unimportant matters, ° |

accepted and rejected statements. The reason is that the Arabshadno il

books or scholarship, the desert attitude and illiteracy prevailed
among them. When they wanted to know certain things that human

beings are usually curious to know, such as the reasons for existing

things, the beginning of creation, and the secrets of existence, they
consulted the earlier people of the Book about 1t and got their
information from them. The people of the Book were the Jews who

had the Torah, and the Christians who followed the religion of (the
Jews). Now the people of the Torah who lived among the Arabs at that

1. Ibn ‘Asakir: Tabyin Kadhib al-mufiart fi-ma nusiba ila al-Imam Abi al-Hasan al-Ash'arf,
134-6.

2. Rashid Rida: Tafsir al-Manar, 1, 7-9.
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Qur'anic Exegesis in Classical Literature

time were themselves Bedouins. They knew only as much about
these matters as is known to ordinary people of the Book™.” However,
with the passage of time the spirit of the Qur’an became more and
more concealed behind the artificial veils of commentaries and
explanations. It became habitual with a new commentator to find the
current theological and philosophical ideas in the Qw'an, while its
own subject-matter and style were unable to bear such sophisticated

interpretations.

Referring to this matter Abu al-Kalam Azad says: “But hardly
had the first generation of Muslims passed away when the influence
of the Roman and Iranian civilizations began to sweep over the new
Arab Empire. Translations from the Greek literature gave them new
literary tastes and initiated them into the art of dialectics. Zest for
novelty and inventiveness in approach to everything came to be ever
on the increase, with the result that the simplicity o f the Qur'anic |
manner gradually lostits charm for them. Slowly, step by step, a stage
was reached when everything Qur ‘anic was attempted to be given an
artificial mould. Since the Qur’anic thought could not be fitted into
any such mould, serious complications in thought arose, with every
attempt at resolving them ending in more intricate complications.”
Perhaps this was the period when two unhealthy rival procedures

flourished—that of the dialecticians on the one hand and that of the
traditionalists on the other. |

In order to discover the spirit of the Qw'an, the students must
lift all the veils from its face and study the social and religious

3. The Mugaddima, 2,445 (translated by F. Rosenthal).
4.  The Tarjuman al-Qw'an, 1, xoxii-iii. (translated by S. A. Latit,).

3
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with Particular Reference to Abu Al-Qdsim Al-Qushairi

circumstances in which it was revealed. Scholars thh in ancient and
modern ages urged the students to see the message of the Qwr'Gnin its
own pages. Al-Suyiiti says that in the ‘Ulama views, whoever wants
the true explanation of the Qur ‘anshould first search it in its own pages,
for if the Quwr’an mentioned a thing as a general principle in one
place, it is explained further in another chapter. Ibn al-Jawzi had
written a book on the subject.” In our own days scholars have laid

emphasis on the same point.*

In the following we shall attempt to analyse the classical

literature of Tafs# from the early days up to the fifth century, in order
to assess the value of the Ouwr’'anic commentaries as they developed

!

i
*. A
18
.rl
i
i
8
(1)1

i

over this period.
Tafsir G I
The verbal form of Tafsir is Fassara, to explain, or Safara from . 1

Asfara al-Subh, m eaning daybreak. In the age of compilation and ::‘v
translation in Islam, it applied to the Greek and Arabic commentaries .
on Aristotle. Furthermore, it also applies to the explanation of a line {
of poetry as we frequently see in the literary books, for example, Al }:
Amali by Ton al-Shajart or al-Shaf alMurtada or Amélt of ARQAL. In fact, i
these Amalis (Dictation) “consist of grammatical and lexicographical
dissertations on various subjects, such as Qur’anic passages, old Arab
tales, historical narratives and the like, with citations of traditions and w
verses of poetry”.® In the course of time, when religious knowledge

Al-Itgan fi ‘Ulim al-Qur’an, 1, 175.
A. K. Azad: Tarjuman, i, preface. xxxii; Tafsir al-Manar, 1, 17-29.

5.
6.
7. Lisan al-'Arab, vi, 361;SuyltT: ligan i1, 173; T4j al-‘Aris, iii, 470 and E.IL 1v, 603-4;
8. Gibb, H.R: Arabic Literature, 109.

et T T e
.
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Qur 'anic Exegesis in Classical Literature

had been divided into various branches, Tafsir became a technical
term for the Qur’'anic exegesis. Later, divers definitions of 7gfsir were
given. All of them, however, embody this fundamental point, a lucid
explanation o f the divine book. For example, al-Zarkashi says that
Tafsir is knowledge through which the meaning of the book of God,
revealed to the Prophet, its laws and wisdom may be understood. This
knowledge comes through the study of language, grammar, 'principlcs of
jurisprudence, and also the science of recitation. A knowledge of the
background of the revelation and of abrogation and abrogated verses

is also necessary in Tafsz.”

The stamp of dialectical influence is clear from this and other
definitions of Tafs#, recorded by scholars, like those of Suyutt, HajT
Khalifa, and Muhammad al-Thanawi. However, strictly speaking the
word Tafs* may be used to cover only the explanation of the Qwﬁn'

so that its meaning may be comprehended by its readers.

In addition to Tafsir, another word, ta'wil is frequently used by
scholars. According to some scholars, both words, tafsir and ta'wil
stand for the meaning: ‘explanation’.'® But other scholars make a
small distinction by stating that the fgfsi- is used for external
philological exegesis of the Qur'‘an while ta'wil is used for the
exposition of the subject-matter. Furthermore, fa'wil is often- used
only when referring to divine books, while tgfsi¥is used for both

divine and secular books.'' Later fa'wil became a technical term used

9. ltgan, ii, 174; al-Thanawi, Kashshaf Istilahat al-Funiin, 33 (ed. Lutfr *‘Abd al-Badr).

10. Lisan al-‘Arab, vi, 361, and also xiii, 34; Taj al-‘Aris, vii, 215.
11 [Itgan, 11, 173.
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with Particular Reference to Abu Al-Qasim Al-Qushairi

by the traditional school and by the extreme groups. It denotes the
rejection of the obvious literal meaning of a verse and adoption of
" another interpretation. This interpretation should derive support from
the context of the verse itself, from other verses, or from Hadith. On '
this point the traditional school differed from the extreme groups l
who used fa'wil for their biased allegorical expositions of the Owrgn. 12

However, it seems that tafsi, ta'wil, tarjuma, and bayan all have the

similar meanings.

Tarjuma

It is necessary to discuss the question of whether or not

Tarjuma, a literal translation of the Quwr'an, 1s permissible.

8
The word ‘arjuma’ is used for explanation. ‘Abd Allah 1bn B,

‘Abbas is called the Tarjuman al-Qur an, the commentator of the !

Qur’an. But the word, as used by Jurists (fugahd), applies to both

explanation and literal translation. A translation would be either a literal ¢ | ﬁ..
translation, word for word, or a free translation in which the QOuwranic j

meaning and thought are translated into another language. This {1

" second alternative is allowed unanimously by the scholars."” It resembles
the explanatory notes frequently made in Arabic. This type of translation
would be considered part of Tafsir.

With regard to a literal translation, opinions are divided. The
- opponents of a literal translation say that in its style and composition,

the Qur’an is a unique book which cannot be translated into a foreign

12 E.L v, ')04-5, and Lisan, xiii, 34. Encyclopedia of Islam first ed. 1913.'34’ New edition 1960.
13 Al-Shatibi, al-Muwafaqgat fi Usil al-Shari‘a, ii, 68. ed. ‘Abd Allah Daraz.
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Qur’anic Exegesis in Classical Literature

language. A literal translation, they assert, is devoid of the rhetorical
sense of the text. They, therefore, do not allow the Qur’an to be
translated into another language.'” True that the Qur’anic style
cannot be preserved in translation, but 1t does not mean that a literal
translation 1s unlawful and blasphemous. If the 7orah can be translated
into Arabic or English, then the Qur’an, the divine book, intended to

be known by all mankind, should be translated into other languages.

A tradition says that the Prophet’s letter addressed to the Byzantine

emperor was translated by the court translator. The letter contained a

verse from the Qur’an: “O followers of earlier revelation! Come unto that

tenet which we and you hold in common...” (Q. 3:64)

Another tradition says that the people of the Book, in spite of

the fact that they read the Torah in Hebrew, used to explain into

Arabic for Muslims.” So Bukharm and his commentator Ibn Hajr

‘Asqalani both agreed that it was permissible to translate the Qur’an.

Giving the explanation of the above-mentioned traditions, ‘Asgalant
says that the word of God i1s not affected by a difference in
language.'® It was at the court of the Christian emperor that the first

translation of the Qur‘anic verses was done with full knowledge and
permission of the Prophet. It is also related that Salman al-FarisT
translated the first chapter of the Quwr'an; al-Fatiha, into the Persian

language for the use of Persian Muslims in their prayers.'’ It is

14
15
16

Shaikh Muhammad al-Maraghi: Majallatul-Azhar, no. Safar (1355/ 1936 Cairo), 78, 112.
al-Bukhari, vii, 200.
Fath al-Bari, xii, 398.

Shams al-Din al-Sarakhst: Kitab al-Mabsit, 1, 37.
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with Particular Reference to Abu Al-Qdsim Al-Qushairt

obvious that th1s translation was a 11teral translation, because a non-
Arab Muslim is:allowed to read a literal translation of al-Fatiha in his

mother tongue.

Though Imam AbiG Hanifa and his companions did not
discuss the question of the translation on its own merit, it was they who
gave the Fatwa that a non-Arab Mushm could read a Persian version of
the Qur’an in his prayers if he did not know the Arabic. Prayer 1s a
secret conversation between a man and his Lord. So it should be m a
language he understands. From Abl Hanifa’s attitude towards prayer, his
followers concluded that he considered that the chief miracle of the . §
Our’an lies in its meaning and message. However, the attitude of
these early Hanafi scholars and the above-mentioned traditions :i
favour translation and its absolute lawfulness. The 0ppos1t10n to the
~very idea of translation on the grounds, firstly, that the full meaning of ! i
the Qur’an cannot be preserved, and secondly, that translation would *

hinder the fulfilment of the ‘Will of God’ that Arabic should become the
international language,'® has no substance. Every language has its own style, EQ;-‘

‘metaphors, metonymy, and 1d10mat1c: p hrases, which lose their beauty in
translation. Scholars who read the Qw’an in English, Persian, and
pamcularly in Urdu, know how the characteristic beauty of the origmal
text (the Qur'an) disappears. In general the translations entirely fail to

give the impression to a reader that the Qur’an is ‘an inimitable
s 19

symphony, the very sounds of which move man to tears and ecstasy’.

18 Ibn al-Hasan al-Hajwr: al-Azhar (magazine), no. Rabi‘al-Awwal, 1355/ 1936, 195-6.

19 M. Pickthall: The Meaning of the Glorious Kordn, Foreword, vi.

8
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Qur'anic Exegesis in Classical Literature

If a translation has to be done, then the highly i1diomatic

language should not be translated word for word, butits hould be

translated in such a way as to convey its actual meaning. This 1s the

{ reason why translations of this period often fail to be understood.
‘ Realizing this fact A.K. Azad and M. Asad® in modern days made a new

successful attempt at translation.

Literal translation of the Qwr'an would not be considered part
of Tafsw. It is obvious that the name Tgfs# does not apply to any

. version of the Qw 'dnwhatever its language.

. Why is Tafsir necessary

It is obvious that every Arab cannot understand and appreciate
i the master-piece of Arabic literature without proper study. Owing to
differences of intellectual capacity, the first hearers of the Quran
were not able to reach the same level of comprehension. They used
| to ask the Prophet for explanation whenever they were in need of it. A
il tradition says that when the verse Q.2:187, concerning the starting
, /| time of fast was revealed ‘Adi ibn Hﬁtilﬁ took the verse literally

without g rasping the metaphor. So he took two threads, one white

20 A.K. Azad, the celebrated scholar, statesman, and man of letters in the sub-continent of
modern Indo-Pakistan, published the first volume of his translation and commentary on the

political life during British rule prevented him from completing this remarkable work. It

covers only the first twenty-three chapters of the Qur'an. See Cragg’s The Pen and the
Faith, 14-32 (A K. Azad of Delhi).

Muhammad Asad, The Message of the Qur’an, Netherlands, 1964, vol 1. At present,
complete translation with notes has been published. See in details, The Islamic
Quarterly, London, Sep. 1968. Review on Asad’s translation by Rashid Ahmad

(Jullundhry). See also: Al-Ma‘arif, quarterly magazine of Institute of Islamic Culture,
Lahore, October-December, 2001, 1, ‘The Message of the Qur‘an.

Marfat.com
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with Particular Reference to Abu Al-Qasim Al-Qushairt

and one black, in the hope that they would change colour, then he
would know the correct starting time of the fast. The Prophet, however,

told him that the metaphor 1n the text actually referred to the first
streaks of light at dawn.”'

True, some Companions of the Prophet were in such a
position that they could understand the meaning of the Qur’an, but,
in general, they were 1n need of 7afsir, which enabled them to
comprehend 1t tully. If the Companions stand in need of explanation in

spite of their closeness to the Prophet, our need for Tafsir 1s certainly

greater than theirs.*

Sources of Tafstr

1. The Qur’an

The arrangement of the (hr'an 1s not chronological nor in | li;a{

accordance with the subject-matter. The reason 1s that the new
Muslim society had no experience of compilation.>> The responsibility for
an arrangement lay on a committee, led by Zaid ibn Thabit, appointed by
the third Caliph, ‘Uthman. Most scholars, including Imam Malik and
al-Bagqillani, hold the view that the arrangement of the Quw'an has
nothing to do with divine guidance, and that it was the companions’
views which were responsible for the arrangement of the Quwr'an. It 1s

said that the codex of ‘Al was chronological.”* In addition, verses,

21. al-Zarkashl: al-Burhan fi ‘uliim al-Qur’an, ed. Muhammad Abu al-Fadl Ibrahim, I,
17, Sahth Muslim bi Sharh al-Nawawi, vii, 200. (chapter of Fasting).

22. [tgan, 11, 174.

23. The Mugaddimah, ii, 445; Walt Allah al-Dihlawt: al-Fauz al-Kabir Fi Usul al-
Tafsir, (Arabic translation by Muhammad Munir), 48.

24. [Itgan, 1. 63-4; Ibn al-Nadim: al-Fihrist, 41-42

.10
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Qur'anic Exegesis in Classical Literature

appertaining to one subject, can be seen In various chapters. The
student of the Qur’an therefore 1s obliged to collect the various verses
together and try to find o ut their full meaning in the light of their

contexts and explanatory verses.

This is the reason why scholars consider the Qur’an to be the

first source for its own e:xplanation.25

2. The Prophet

The Prophet, of course, is the main source of Tafsir. A tradition
says that hearing the verse of the Qur’an: Those who have attained to
faith and who have not obscured their faith by wrongdoing. It is they
who shall be secure’, (Q. 6:82) one of his companions said to him:

“Who is among us whose faith is not mixed with injustice’? The word
‘Zulm’ (wrong doing or injustice) here means polytheism (shirk), the

Prophet answered, and recited the verse: ‘Do not ascribe divine powers to

aught beside God’. (Q. 31: 13)*°
The Prophet, Ibn Taimiya says, had explained the meaning of

the Qur’an to his companions because it was part of his apostleship.
The Qur’anic verse: ‘so that thou might make clear unto mankind all
that has ever been thus bestowed upon them’ (Q.16: 64) contains both
the teaching o f the Q wr'anic words and their meanings.”’ Ibn Taimiya
further says that if a tradition is handed down to us through a genuine
and trustworthy authority, it should be accepted as a Tafsir of the

25. Itgan, 1, 175
26. Zarkasht: al-Burhan, i, 14.
27. Itgan, i, 176; al-Rasai’l w-al-Masat 'l ed. Rashid Rida, 1, 189.

11

| iyl ——r - ~hg ""f"":_t"'"'_'

‘Marfat.com



L e e e N I

el e N N e e e

with Particular Reference to Abu Al-Qdsim Al-Qushairi

QOur’an. But he and al-Zarkashi both warned that genuine traditions are

less numerous than the false traditions which are in circulation.?®

3. The Companions

They are considered to be the third important source of Tafsir.
To some people Tafsir should have come through the companions,
otherwise it is not valid.” But, in ZarkashT’s view, this opinion 1s not
fully correct. He considered that a companion’s view is acceptable as
an authority for the abrogation of verses and the background detail of
the revelations.”® Another reason that goes in their favour is that some
of their opinions might be based on what they had heard from the
Prophet. But on the other hand, the scholars feel that one 1s not
bound to accept all their views, particularly as 1t 1s known that the
some companions as well as their successors used to hold meetings
with the Jewish and Christian people. A tradition says that the Jews in
spite of the fact that they read the Bible in Hebrew, used to translate

it into Arabic for Muslims.”'

In the case of difference between the companions’ views and
those of their successors, the companions’ views are thought to be
preferable because they were less influenced by the people of the

Book than those of their successors.>

28. Itgan, ii, 178-9; al-Burhan, 1, 16.

29. Abu Hayyan Athir Al-Din al-Ghamati: al-Bahr al-Muhit. 1, 5.
30. [Itgan, 1, 179,

31. Bukhari, viii, 200; Fathul-Bari, xiii, 398.

32. [Itgan, 1, 178.
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Qur 'anic Exegesis In Classical Literature

The Age of Compilation

Befox:e the first century came to an end, the air was full of oral
explanatory tradltlons attributed to the Prophet, to his companions,

and to their successors. The process of recording and compilation

was disliked by most scholars. It is said that the art of compilation

came into existence when all the Prophet’s Companions and outstanding
successors, particularly Sa‘ld ibn Musayyab (d. 100/718) and Hasan of
Basra (d. 110/728), had passed away.” In the first quarter of the second
century, about A.H. 120, the practice of recording came into being. In this

[ R e

age the knowledge of the Qur 'an was not distinguished from the body

of Islam. Distinctions between various branches of religious knowledge

|

‘ of religious knowledge which had accumulated during the early days
i

|

came later. Traditions concerning the reciting of the Qur ‘an later came 1o
be known as the Science of Recitation. Other traditions referring to ;
the actions and sayings of the Prophet were known as the Science of
, Hadith, while those referring to the explanation of the Qur ‘an came

under the Science of Tafsir.

The first collection of the Prophet’s letters was made by his

own celebrated intellectual governor ‘Amr ibn Hazm,> but these were
merely official letters, written by the Prophet to the Jewish tribes of
Yemen. The publication of the book: Sahifah Hammam ibn Munabbih
put to an end the age-old controversy about which religious book was
the first to be written in the early Islam. Ion Munabbih (d. 101/719) was a
disciple of Abil Hurairah (d. 58/677). In his work he related traditions

33, Ghazall: Thya' ‘Uliim al-Din, i, 134 ed. Al-Hafiz al-'IraqL.
34. Sahifa Ibn Munabbih, 26. ed. M. Hamid Allah
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with Particular Reference to Abu Al-Qasim Al-Qushairi

concerning moral behaviour on the authority of Abid Hurairah. This

book is regarded as the earliest work extant on the Hadith.*’

[t 1s said that Abu Bakr also compiled a book of traditions, but

later he himself destroyed it.”® As regards about the question of which

book was written first, various views are held by the earlier scholars.

According to Ghazali, the first book containing Hadiths was written by
Ibn Jurayj (d. 150/767). Some notes of Tafsz attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas, on
the authority of Mujahid and ‘Ata were also written in Mecca.’’ In
Malik’s view 1t was Abu Shihab al-Zuhri (d. 124/742) who first
compiled a book on religious knowledge.”® It is said that Sa‘id ibn
Jubair (d 94712) had written a book of Tafsir at the request of ‘Abdul- l
Malik ibn Marwan.”” However, the first book on Tafsi ascribed to Sa‘id
ibn Jubair, or to Ibn Juraj, has not been preserved. Tafsir Mugqatil ibn ¢
Sulaiman (d. 150/767) may be considered the first book of Tafs7 which ¢
has reached us. Ibn-Nadim recognized Mugatil ibn Sulaiman as a

commentator, and mentioned the extant Tgfsir of Muqatil among his **
work.” In spite of this, Ibn Nadim said that Yahya ibn Ziyad al-Farra e
(d. 207/822) was the first man who wrote a chronological Tafsir on i
the Qur’an.*' Al-Fana’s book might be the first book to be written on ‘i‘*;ﬁ

the Qur’an so far as purely philological explanations of the Qur’an
35. Ibid, 28,29. t
36. Dhahabt: Tadhkiratul-Huffaz, i, 5. i
37. Ihya, 1, 134. ' ;
38. Ibn Jawzl: Kitab Sifat al-Safwa, ii, 78-9. l
39. ‘Asqalant: Tahdhibul-Tahdhib, vii, 198-9. | |
40. Fihrist, 253. .
41. Ibid.,99. ‘
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Qur ‘anic Exegesis in Classical Literature

were concerned. Otherwise the statement of Ibn Nadim cannot be

considered to be correct.

The Value of Tafsir

Before we discuss the development of Tafsir, the question of
to what extent the present collection of Tafsir 1s trustworthy should
be answered. As mentioned before, the Prophet’s companions are the
main source of Tafi#. Religious piety, which is the natural expression
of a religious movement in its early days, made the companions keep
silent on the subject of Tafs#, lest they should fall into error in the
explanation of the Qwr'an. The famous saying of Abu Bakr,** was the
true echo of his contemporaries’ feelings. Some of them, however,
are regarded as distinguished in the lore of T afszr Ibn ‘Abbas, the
commentator of the Qur ‘an, as he is known among the scholars, was

pre-eminent

It is said that his excellent knowledge of Tafsir was the result
of the blessing he received from the Prophet. The Prophet prayed for
him, saying:”® ‘Lord, bestow upon him true understanding of the
Qur'an’ Joslole il but for various reasons it seems that his widespread
fame is not the outcome of his pure scholarship and of his insight. It
owes much to other factors. First, he was aboy of only 10 or 13 years old
when the Prophet passed away.* It is incredible that he could have

42. Tafsir of Tabari, i, 78. (Shakir edition), /hya, 1, 136

Lely Ll s 3 205 ) Aol Gl s sl &
43. [hya, iii, 137; al-Dhahabl: Tarikh al-Islam wa-Tabaqat al-Mashahir, wal-a'lam, 1ii, 31.
44, ‘Asqalani: al-Isaba, iv, 90; Dhahabi; Tarikh, i, 30.
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with Particular Reference to Abu Al-Qasim Al-Qushairt

had more knowlédge of the Qur’an than Abn Bakr or ‘Umar or ‘Al
had. It 1s known, however, that during the time that the Tafsir was
being compiled, his d escendants s eized p olitical p ower. A t this critical
juncture through which the Muslim empire was passing, these
descendants began to exaggerate the piety, the righteousness, and the
knowledge of Ibn ‘Abbas for their own political ends.

Secondly, the “Abbas family was highly respected among
Muslims on 1ts wn ments, even before it came into power. The story-

tellers subsequently began to coin false traditions and sayings in the name

- of Ibn ‘Abbas and ‘Alil. Perhaps these were the men whom al-Nazzam

meant when he said that the commentators were untrustworthy. W hen
they speak about Hell, it seemed, they were sitting on its doorstep.” The
art of fabrication in the name of Ibn ‘Abbas was practiced on a large
scale so that Imam al-Shafi‘T was forced to declare that there were only
one hundred traditions handed down by Ibn ‘Abbas.*® From al-Shafi‘T’s
statement we can judge the validity of the Tafsir ascribed to Ibn ‘Abbas.
The doubts raised about his 7afsir, therefore, are not groundless. It must
be noted, here, that Ibn ‘Abbas constantly used to hold meetings with

Ka‘b al-Ahbar, ‘Abd Allah ibn S1alﬁm~,- and other Muslims of Jewish
origin. He often asked them for the explanation of verses. Once he
wrote a letter to Abu Jald asking him the meaning of a/-birg and the

latter told him in his reply that al-birq here in the verse means ‘rain’."’

45. Jahiz: al-Hayawan, 1, 343-4 ed. ‘Abdul Salam Hartn.

46. al-Itgan, ii, 189.

47. Tabart, xiii, 82; (Bulaq ed.) Goldziher, Madhahibul Tafsir al-Islami, 85-86 translated by Dr.
A. H, al-Najjar.
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Ibn ‘Abbas appréciated Abi Jald’s knowledge of the Bible.* These
discourses, however, served asa rich soil for the story-tellers.

The Authorities of Ibn ‘Abbds who transmitted the Tafsir

Among the people through whom Tafsir is transmitted, the
following names are frequently mentioned:
1. Mujahid ibn Jabr (d. 102/720)

Though he is a scholar and trustworthy traditionalist, some

people refrain from accepting his Tafsir, because he used to
| consult the people of the book.*

2. ‘Ikrima Mawla of Ibn ‘Abbas.

Though he is a scholar, he is not trustworthy 1n Hadith.> 1t is said

| that he received punishment from ‘Alf ibn ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas
because he had attributed false traditions to his father.””

| 3.Al-Dahhak ibn Muzahim (d. 105/723).

He did not meet Ibn ‘Abbas.”® The authorities of al-Dahhak like
Juwaibar and Bishr, are known to be liars.”

4. ‘Atiyya ibn Sa‘d al-‘Aufr (d. 111/729).

Some people do not consider him as an authority.>

48. Madhahibul Tafsir, .85.

49. Ibn Sa‘d: al-Tabagat, v, 344 ed. K.V, Zettersteen.
50. Ibid., 312-16.

S1. Tahdhib, vii, 268; Ibn al-‘Imad: Shadharat al-Dhahab fi Akhbar Man Dhahab, i, 130.
52. Tbn Sa‘d: Tabagat, vi, 210; Itgan, ii, 189; Tahdhib, iv, 453-4.

53. ltgan, ii, 189. |

54,

Ibn Sa‘d: Tabagat, vi, 213; Tahdhib, vii, 225; Itgan, ii, 189; Tabari, i, 264. (Shakir edition)
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5. Al-Suddral-Kabir Isma‘ilibn ‘Abd al-Rahman (d. 127/744).

To some people he is a liar and untrustworthy.>
6. Mugqatil ibn Sulaiman (d. 150/767).

Traditionalists do not trust him.”® His knowledge came through
the people of the Book.”’

7. IbnJuraij ‘Abdul Malik ibn ‘Abdul ‘Aziz (d. 150/767).
Though he 1s trustworthy 1n Ibn Sa‘d’s view, to some people he

failed to distinguish between correct and false Hadiths.>

8. Muhammad ibn al-Sa’ib al-Kalbi (d. 164/763).”

0. Muhammad ibn Marwan al-Suddi al—Saghi’r.ﬁO Both are fl
known to be liars. 4
These are the people through whom 7. afsir of Ibn ‘Abbas is t
frequently transmitted. The most trustworthy authority on his Tafsir K
is ‘Alf ibn Abi Talha al-Hashimi, whose collection is appreciated by
Ibn Hanbal and whose traditions are accepted by al-Bukhar1. But Ibn
Abi Talha himself never had the opportunity to meet Ibn ‘Abbas.”
Sa‘id ibn Jubair, the disciple of Ibn ‘Abbas, is also known to be a S §
trustworthy authority.® | .- ._ ‘

.

55. Itgan, ii, 189; Tahdhib, i, 314; Tabari, i, 157. (Shakir edition)
56. Ibn Sa‘d: Tabaqgat, vii, 105. Tahdhib, x, 280-1

57. Dumayri: al-Hayawan, 1, 320, (article, Dhubab).

58. Tahdhib, vi, 405; Itgan, ii, 189.

59. Tahdhib, ix, 178; Shadharat, i, 218; Tabarl, 1. 220.

60. Tahdhib, ix, 436-7; Itgan, ii, 189.

61. [ligan, 11, 188.

62. Ibn Sa‘d: Tabagat, vi, 178-86; Tahdhlb, iv, 13.
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Qur 'anic Exegesis in Classical Literature

After having examined the authorities on Tafsir, we have
every reason to accept the statement given by Ibn Hanbal, in which
he says: ‘There is no basis for these three things: (a) military expeditions;

(b) battles; (c) commentaries’.”

A tradition says that the Prophet himself wamed his community

against the commentators who interpret the Qur’an in an improper

way. Though the Hadith is Mursal,** we can imagine the fears of the
scholars about the large number of traditions purporting to explain
the Qur’an. It is clear that we have to be careful in the matter of
| Tafsir, and it is the duty of a student of the Qur’an to make a tfresh
| attempt to reach a better understanding. |
| Tafsir

The literature of Tafsir is divided into two categories: Traditional
commentary (Tafs# Mathirr), and Rational commentary (7afsir Bil-Ra'y).
Traditional commentary covers the sayings of the Prophet, his companions,

and their successors. It seems that this technical term was employed 1n
: the age of compilation.

According to this school (if we allow ourselves to call it a
.r‘-flq school), the sayings of the Prophet, his companions, and their successors

1 are the proper sources for an understanding of the Qur ‘an. Followers
: of this school quote the Prophet as saying:®

‘Whoever s peaks on the Q ur’an without k nowledge l et him
make his place in Hell.” The Prophet further said:*°

63. ltgan, 11, 178
64. Madhahibul Tafstr, 80 (footnote).
65. Timidhi, (with commentary of Ibn al-‘Arab1), xi, 67 (chapter of Tafsir).

66. Ibid., 68; Ihya, iii, 136.
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with Particular Reference to Abu Al-Qasim Al-Qushairt

‘Whoever speaks on the Qur’an with his personal opiﬁion,

and is correct in (his interpretation) even so, he makes mistake’.

Apart from doubts about the authenticity of the above-mentioned
quotations,’’ the school took the traditions in their literal meaning. The

‘knowledge’, required in Tafsir, in their opinion, applies only to the I

sayings of the Prophet, his companions, and their successors. Personal g
judgement in the study of the Qur’an might come under the title of %
Tafsir Bil-Ra’y, which is forbidden. It should be known that a large 1

body of the traditions of the companions, concerning the Qur’anic

Tafsir is the outcome of their own personal views® or of their |
I |

intercourse with Jewish people” This shows the weakness in the

interpretation of traditions given by the school.

- e L
4

*

This school also received moral support from the attitude

of some pious companions and their successors, who refrained’
from saying anything about the Qur’anic interpretation. Once ¢

we Lot
_:1"'-1, -

when ‘Ubaida ibn Qays was asked about a verse, hé replied: “The «
people who know the circumstances in which the Qur’an was G
revealed, have passed away.”™ Once Sa‘id ibn Jubair was asked to 4
write a Tafsir and he answered angrily: s o it o0l to lose a i)

part of my body is better than to write a T, afsir.’’" This attitude was «§

67. Tirmidhi, xi, 68; Tabari, I, 77, (Footnote, Shakir edition).
68. [hya, ii, 136-7.

69. Itgan, i1, 189-90.

70. Tabari, 1, 86, Madhahib al-Tafsir, 74.

71. Ibn Khallikan, I, 565 (De Slane’s translation).

" I- - X . ’ 1
- f‘,ﬂ-'—lﬁ'q"rf‘-m H-'-_'.-..“.l.,-___-l- i
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the natural outcome of a deep sense of fear of God, whose anger
might burst forth in the case of a mistake in the explanation of His
book. It should be remembered that this attitude was taken even
towards Muhkamat. In the early days of Islam, Muslims in general
disliked speaking on the subject of Mutashabihat. It is said that Ibn Abi
Subaigh was punished by ‘Umar for his interpretation of Mutashabihat.
When he failed to refrain from discussions on the subject, he was
deported from Medina to Basra with instructions to Abt Miisa al-

Ash‘arl that no Muslim should meet him so long as his attitude

remained unchanged.”

While a few of the companions abstained from speaking on
Tgfsir, other outstanding companions allowed themselves to continue
their study of the OQwr 'an, according to their intellectual capacities and
to propagate the results of their study. The sayings of the Prophet, the "
circumstances of revelations, Pre-Islamic poetry, and free discussions

with Muslims of Jewish origin were the sources of their thought.

With regard to the Prophet’s sayings, the number of traditions
concerning the Qur’anic explanations, as ‘A’isha says, is very limited.”
As to the recourse to pre-Islamic poetry, Ibn ‘ Abbas used it frequently
in his philological explanation of the Qur’an. It is said that this gifted
man set a good example for later generations by employing pre-
Islamic poetry as a dictionary for the Qur’anic words. We see in al-

Itqan of Suyuti that about two hundred Qur’anic words are interpreted in

72. Sunan of Darimi, i, 55-6, Madhahib, 73.
73.  Al-Khatib: Tarikh Baghdad, xiii, 253; al-Burhan, 1, 16.
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with Particular Reference to Abu Al-QOasim Al-Qushairi

the light of pre-Islamic poetry.”* This may or may not be true, but at
least it seems to indicate that Ibn ‘Abbas possessed a marked artistic
and literary sense. He is also quoted as saying: ‘Preserve the pre- )
[slamic poetry, for in it is the explanation for your book.””> He appears in

the books of Arabic literature to have been regarded as a critical
authority on poetry. Even ‘Umar ibn AbI Rabi‘a, the celebrated poet in
the early days of Islam, once came to Ibn ‘Abbas, asking his opinion
about his own verses. He got the approval and blessing of Ibn ‘Abbas
when he finished reciting his poetry.” However, knowledge of per-
[slamic affairs is very important for the Qur’anic explanation. "He
who is unaware of pre-Islamic affairs, cannot understand the Qur’an

and Sunna properly’, as Jahiz says.”’

Lastly, we have already mentioned that some companions of the

(N ; ._..
"‘.t {l}

Prophet used to hold meetings with Jewish people or with Muslims of | | i
Jewish or Christian origins. Ka‘b al-Ahbar, to use the words of al-
Zurqani, was an ultimate source of information, where learned people
got together.”® It is said that ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Amr b. al-‘As derived his (1
knowledge of the Qur 'anic stories and ideas about the Day of Judgment i*
and allied subjects from the people of the Book.” In spite of these facts, i
the views of the companions and their successors are still considered to :n.,

be part of traditional commentary.

74. Itgan, i, 121-34; E.I. (new edition), 1, 40.

75. Madhahib al-Tafstr, 89 (footnote). These words are also attributed to ‘Umar.
76. Al-Aghani, 1, 73, 81.

77. Madhahibul-Tafstr, 89 (footnote).

78  Al-Zurqant: Sharh al-Muwatta’, iv, 110; Madhahib al-Tafsir, 88.

79. [tgan, 11, 189-90
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Some notes on the traditional commentary were written down in
the second century by Ibn Juraij, Muqatil ibn Sulaiman, and Sufyan al-
Thawri. Ibn Jurai)’s notes are not extant today, but those of Sufyan al-
ThawrT have been published in India.*® In this incomplete Tafsir stmple
explanations of the Qur ‘anic verses are given. It bears the marks of the
characteristic simplicity of the companions’ Tafsir. Although the
sayings of Sufyan al-Thawr afford us a glimpse of his age for example,
he says that the ‘Qur’an is uncreated’, and also that anyone who did
not believe n it could not be a bélieverf' yet he did not allow dialectical

1deas to penetrate into his Tafsir.

The same simplicity is found in the Tafsir of Mudqatil ibn
Sulaiman. His position as ‘a trustworthy authority’ is disputed among the
learned. It may be taken for granted that Jews and Christians were among *,
the sources of his commentary.”” Their influence on his Tafsir is quite |
clear. After he had finished the commentary on the last chapter of the
Qur ‘an, he said: ‘Satan in the form of a peg has clung to the heart of
man. By taking refuge in God, he goes away.’®® Explaining the verse:
“verily, Thy Sustainer is ever on the watch” (Q.89:14), he says: ‘There are
seven bridges in Hell, and a man will not be allowed to go to Paradise
without passing the cross-examination which will take place on each one
of these bridges. Questions conceming Faith, Prayer, Zakat, Fasting,

Pilgrimage, short Pilgrimage, and Injustice, will be put on every bridge.

80. Tafsir al-Qur’an al-Karim, Rampiir, ed. I. A. ‘Arshr.

81. Dhahabrt, Tadhkira, i, 193.
82. Dumyari, i, 230
83. Tafsir of Muqatil, MS. no. 79, fol. 174, Milit Library (Istanbul).
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He will go to the next bridge if he has passed the first one. Eventually he
will go to Paradise if he has passed the complete examination which
is watched by Angels. This is meant by the Qur’anic verse: “verily,
Thy Sustainer is ever on the watch’! (Q.89:14).*

In the course of time the volume of traditional commentary

increased considerably. A large number of traditions were attributed to

the Prophet, and also to ‘Al and Ibn “Abbas, and they became part of the

Tafsir. In the third century the celebrated historian and commentator,
Ibn-Jarir al-Tabari (d. 310/927), recorded the material which was in

circulation in the traditional circles. His Tafsir is not a pure traditional

'.‘I!'-]'" L-ﬂ"“'—""-h- - -
e T

commentary in the true sense of the word. Being a distinguished /. __
philologist and jurist, he passes his own judgments on various opinions, {
sometimes rejecting the views of the successors and pointing out the ;
uselessness of their opinions. Nevertheless, in spite of this, a large part p: ;

';

of his Tafsir contains sayings of the Prophet, his companions, and

their successors. 14

Some of Tabari’s authorities, such as al-Suddi al-Saghir and “5f
Juwaibar, for example, are weak. They derived much of their information *

from the people of the Book and are therefore rejected by scholars.

B
‘h 1
-
LR

Tabari himself sometimes acknowledges this fact. Nevertheless this 4
collection represents a very valuable contribution. It 1s indeed an "'

encyclopedia of traditional commentary, in which weak and trustworthy
views, rigid and flexible opinions about religion, and traditional and

intellectual concepts of those days, can be seen side by side. Above all,

84. Tafsir al-Halal w-al-Haram, MS. no. Or. 6333, fol. I. British Museum. (See for further
details, Madhahib al-Tafsir, 77, 73.)

. M mh- e - W =
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his own critical observations are very valuable. Writing on the views
concerning the Table of Christ® and its contents—Whether it was a
fish or a loaf or fruits from Paradise—or again, when discussing. the
exact amount, whether 20 or 22 or 40 dirhams, for which Joseph was
sold—TabarT says that knowledge of this sort of thing is not useful,
nor is ignorance of it harmful.*® Though TabarT is not a rigid follower of

any Muslim school, he certainly considers himselt one of the Salafi

school. He may be regarded a free-thinker /mam in the Salafi circle. In

spite of his support for the Salafi school, he was disliked by Hanbalis.
. They tried to prevent people from the attending his classes.”’ It appears
from his Tafs7r that he holds the idea of Free Will.*® Perhaps this was
the reason w hy s ome p eople criticised his T'afsir for containing some

ideas of the Mu ‘tazila.®

In spite of these objections raised by Hanbalis, the Tafsir of
al-Tabarl has been greatly appreciated by scholars both of his own
time and throughout the centuries. Isfara’inT (Abi Hamid, d. 406/1015)

said: ‘A man should not consider it too much trouble to go to China

in order to get a copy of Tafsir Tabari.””® Recently a new incomplete

edition of Tabari with excellent critical notes by an Egyptian scholar,
Ahmad Shakir, has been published in Cairo.

85. Qur'an, 5:114
86. Tabarl, xii, 102-3. (Bulaq edition )
87. Yaqut: Mu ‘jam al-Udaba’, vi, 425. ed. Margoliouth Gibb Memorial.

88. Tabarl, xv, 103, the verse: (Q, 71:24); Madhahibul-Tafsir, 116.
89. Yaqit, vi, 453-4. |
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After Tabari, the Tafsir of Ibn ‘Atiyya (d. 542/ 1147) is
considered the best representative of the traditional commentaries.
Ibn ‘Atiyya was the first commentator, says Ibn Khaldun, whose Tafsir
contains traditions which have been scrutinized critically.”’ The Tafsir
of Ibn ‘Atiyya is also praised by Ibn Taimiya, who says that it 1s nearer
to the sunna.’* The Tafsir of Suyutr: 05 il 5 ) i 500 which is a short
copy of his own previous Tafsir Tarjuman al-Qur’an, is also one of
the traditional commentaries. In the context of traditional commentary,
we mentioned the commentaries of Ibn ‘Atiyya and Suyuti, but strictly
speaking on account of time of their work, they do not fall within the
scope of this thesis. It is said that ‘Alf b. Ahmad al-Wahudi (d. 468/1075)
also compiled a commentary called ‘Tafsir-al-Nabiy’. The significance of

this commentary may be guessed from the title.”

Traditional commentary, however, depends entirely on the
traditions attributed to the Prophet, his companions, and their successors.
The question of whether or not the traditional commentary is sufficient for
the understanding of the Qur’an, arises. ‘“Those who rely only on the

traditions’, says Raghib, ‘certainly leave out a large part of Tafsir”.

Raghib’s remark needs no further comment. Let us proceed to

examine the other side of Tafsir: Tafsir Bil-Ra’y.

00. Ibid., 424.

91. Mugaddimah, 11, 446.

92. Itgan, ii, 178.

03. Yaqut, v, 98.

94. Al-AnsarT: Kashf al-Asrar, X, 679.
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Rational Commentary (Tafsir Bil-Ra’y)
While the traditionalists entirely refused to employ reason in

the exegesis of the Qur 'an, the free-thinkers did not find the traditions
2 sufficient source for Qur’anic interpretation. They considered that

the use of reason in studying the Qur’an was essential.

The sayings of the Prophet on which the traditionalists’
findamental attitude is based, were seriously questioned by the school of
rational thought. Al-Ghazali pointed out the weakness of the interpretation
given by the traditionists. He says that: (a) if the traditionalists maintain
that Tafsir should be based only on the traditions and that deduction
(Istinbat) or personal opinion (al-Ray) have no place in it, then they
should reject the sayings of Ibn ‘Abbas and Ibn Mas"iid because they
often do not derive (tﬁeir Tafsir) di;_‘ect-ly from the Prophet.

(b) Since the Companions held completely different views about the
interpretation of some verses, it 18 impossil::)le' to ascribe all of them
to the Prophet. Hence, logically, the traditionalists should reject all
except the one which could be attributed to the Prophet.

(c) The Prophet prayed to God on behalf of Ibn ‘Abbas, saying: “Oh
Lord, bestow upon him a clear comprehension of religion, and the

knowledge of interpretation”. If interpretation of the Qur'an has to be based
on the traditions only, then what is the significance of this prayer?

(d) In the Qur’'an itself the deductions of scholars are praised,” so it

is obvious that such deductions are a different thing altogether from

95. Qur’an, 4:83
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the tradition. So it 1s clear that such an interpretation of the tradition

1S not correct.

Ghazali gave an alternative interpretation as follows: in

interpreting the Qur ’an one should not try to find support there for one’s 3

own preconceived 1deas and should avoid doing this perhaps
unconsciously where a verse has two meanings and it 1s possible to

prefer the one which comes closest to one’s own views. %
‘1

Secondly, those who lack the proper knowledge of the Qur’an,
and have no command on the Arabic language and its literature, should

refrain from interpreting it.” ;

Ghazali, however, emphasized the role of reason in Tafsi, A
saying: ‘The obvious traditional 7afsir is not the highest achievement of |
intellectual effort.””” Free-thinkers in general, and the al-Mu ‘tazila in

particular, regarded reason as a fundamental source of knowledge and

mere imitation rather an insult to human dignity. Al-ZamakhsharT g
(d.538/1143) is foremost in fighting against imtation. Attacking the ;;'j':
traditionists’ attitude, he says: ‘A man with proof is more honourable than ,-:;
a lion in its lair. An imitator is more despicable than a mangy goat’.” /i

Emphasizing the importance of réason, he says: Knowledge is a city

. .- 99 o
which has two doors for entry, one reason, the other tradition’. f

96. Ihya, iii, 137.
97. Ibid., 136.

98. Atwag al-Dhahab fi al-Mawa'iz w-al-Khutub, 46, quoted by M.S.Juwaynl in
Manhaj al-Zamakhshart fi tafsir al-Qur’an, 93.

99. Yaqt, vii, 150.
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Though after the tragedy of the disappearance of the Mu ‘tazila
from the stage of Islam, the door of personal opinion was shut firmly, the
call to use reason in Tafsir survived to some extent in rational circles.
Writing on the subject, Ibn Hayyan says: ‘some of our contemporaries
claim that Qur’anic knowledge should be drawn from the sources of
Mujahid, Ta’ts, and ‘Ikrima. It is a matter of surprise to see that they
! hold such an opinion, since they themselves know that the views of
§ Mujahid, Ta’ts, and ‘lkrima are contrary to each other. Their attitude

concerning the subject is like that of a man who, in spite of his

knowledge of the Turkish language, its poetry and prose, refrains from

reading a Turkish book unless someone reads it for him. Would this

 type of man be considered r easonable and normal?” 1% Thn Hayyan
utterly rejected the claim that scholars had related a full Tafsir of

every verse from the Salaf, and that its authority went back to the

| Prophet’s companions.'”

|

i Free-thinkers, however, regarded reason as a gift from God
é and that it should be used in the study of His own book. They thought that
+ is the will of God and also that this is the reason why only a limited

} number of explanatory traditions were handed down from the Prophet. He
himself encouraged the study of the Qur'an and approved the views
of his own companions on the Qur‘anic interpretation.'** All this does not
mean to say that they did not pay their homage to traditions and to the

historical role played by the Prophet’s companions. As regards to the

100. A I-Bahrul-Muhit, 1. 5.
101. Ibid.
102. Burhan, 1, 16.
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successors of the Companions, however, much less weight was given to

their opinions. ‘They were human beings like ourselves’, Ghazali said.'®

[t 1s difficult to say that this school was a reaction to the
traditionalists’ rigid attitude and that it had come into existence as a
result of some well-planned scheme:; rather it would be nearer the
truth to say that it was the result of natural internal forces of growth in a
new society. On the other hand, the role played by external forces
cannot be denied. The seeds of free thought and personal opinion were
sown 1n the early days of Islam. For instance, it is related that ‘A’isha and
Mu‘awiya described the Ascension of the Prophet as a spiritual journey.
This view went against the majority’s view.'** It is also said that Mujahid
had not taken the verse ‘Be as apes despicable’ (Q.2:65) in its literal
meaning. He understood that the status of those who had disobeyed
the divine command was lowered to that of animals, and not that they
were transformed into monkeys.'” Even in later days, when theological
schools and other dialectical groups had come into existence, Tabarf,
the celebrated commentator took the verse “Thumma istawa ‘alal ‘arsh”
(Q. 7:54), as a metaphor; it means that after creating the heavens and
the earth God established His authority over the universe. Once he
was 1n a mosque in Baghdad and was asked some questions by the

audience. One of the questions was about the above-mentioned verse. -

The Hanbalis were not pleased by his answer. They suddenly burst
out 1n anger and threw their ink pots at him. The masses were incited
by fanatic Hanbalis, so much that Tabarl went to his house. The

103. Jhya, i, 133.

104. Z amakhsharl: al-Kashshaf, i, 447.
105. Al-Baydawt: Anwar al-Tanzil, 1., 64; Dumyani, ii., 214. (see word Qird).
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demonstrators followed him there and he had to be rescued by the
police.'® In the light of these few examples, it is clear that the roots of
free thought and of the use of reason can be traced to the early days
of Islam.

It must be noted that the term ‘free-thinker’ is used here 1n its
loose sense, and that it applies to all rational theologians . and
dialecticians. The purpose of Tafsir, as has been said before, 1s to
explain the Qur ‘an, particularly the parts devoted to prayers and social
codes, so that people can understand them and put them into practice. In
the early days of Islam interpretation was very simple and confined to
those verses concerning ritual and social affairs. The Tafsw'" al-Halal
wal-Haram by Muqatil ibn Sulaiman may have been the first Tafsir to
be compiled as if it were a book of jurisprudence. Verses concerning
ablution, prayer, fasting, pilgrimage, and so on are arranged subject-
wise. A few stories of Jewish origin have penetrated into this 7. afsfr:"
It is obvious that during the Prophet’s time, questions of ritual were
dealt with on their own merits and the Qur’@nic verses were explained
in the light of their obvious meaning. Simplicity of Tafsir 1s a
characteristic mark of that age. But when the schools of jurisprudence
had been established, their followers wrote commentaries in which
dialectical discussions and juristical views played a considerable part.
Al-Ash‘ari, al-Jassas, and al-ZamakhsharT are true representatives of the
dialectical, juristical, and Mu‘tazili writers of Tafsir respectively. This

literature is a valuable contribution produced by the school of Free

106. Yaqut, vi, 634,
107. M S. no. Or. 6333. (British Museum)
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Thought and of Personal opinion. Zeal for a particular school left its mark

on Tafsir. Let us examine some of the Tafsirs written by this school.

Tafsir of al-Jassas. Ahmad ibn ‘Al al-Jassas (d. 370/981) a
celebrated HanafT jurist and writer' ®®of the famous Tafsir called Ahkam
ul-Qur’an, does not interpret the Qur ’an verse by verse, as is done by
other commentators. He explains the verses which have directly or
indirectly a connection with the subject with which he is dealing. He
wrote his Tafsir as 1f it were a book of jurisprudence. He often discusses
various points of view held by jurists. Ambiguous verses which are
liable to superstitious interpretation are explained by Jassas in the
light of Arabic poetry, usage, and by reference to clear statements of

the Qur’an and to the authentic sayings of the Prophet.

By doing so he avoided the mistakes made by other commentators.
For example, the verse: ‘and follow (instead) that which the evil ones (al-
shiyateen) used to practice during Solomon’s reign.” (Q.2:102) has been
thought by some commentators to constitute a proof of the existence of
sorcery. But Jassas says that there is no such thing as sorcery, and
that it is merely a form of trickery. He says that the word ‘sihr’

applies to every thing or action-used for the purpose of deceiving and

misleading others. It is something which just does not exist.™

Explaining the verse at first, he gives a full linguistic description of
the word ‘sihr’. Arabic poetry, Qur’anic verses, and sayings of the

Prophet are quoted in his explanation of the word. Stories of Jewish

108 ‘¢ Abd al-Hayy: al-Fawai'd al-Bahayya, .27-8; ZirikI1: A ‘lam, i, 165. (second edition).
109. A 1-Jassas: Ahkamul Qur’an, 1, 49.
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origin suggesting that Solomon had practised sorcéry and the
traditions saying that the Prophet had been affected by a Jewish
witch, and had been for a time in a state of confusion about his own
actions, have been rejected by Jassas.'” It 1s quite hard for the Sunnit

authorities to reject a tradition quoted by Bukhari,'" but Jassas refuted the

cadition and said: ‘It has been fabricated by unbelievers.” '* His long and

excellent discussion can be summarized as follows:

1. The so-called Sihr (sorcery) does not exist.

2. The word shiyateen is also used for wicked people who

practised sorcery during the days of Solomon.
3. Traditions suggesting that the Prophet had been affected by a

witch are baseless.

4. The Qur’an by stating that “and the sorcerer can never come to
any good, whatever he may aim at” (Q.20:69) made it clear that sorcery

has no reality.

Indeed Jassas is a thinker. He does not accept any view which goes
against reason or history. Writing on the verse: “Hence, who could be

more wicked than those who bar the mention of God’s name from

(any of) His houses of worship” (Q. 2:114) he says: "I'o some people
the verse applies to the Christians who helped Nebuchadnezzar to-destroy

- ——— —_ Ui, —— =
= . T < i
5 — = T g & - e - - =

the Temple of Jerusalem. He rejected this view on the following grounds:

]. Nebuchadnezzar reigned long before Jesus.

110. Ibid., 55, 63.

111. Sahih of al-Bukhari, vii, 27, (chapter on Sorcery).
112. Ahkam , 1, 55 ( ool G, ;r‘,J'LP‘S” NENLI
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2. The Christians themselves venerate Jerusalem, so how could it
be possible for them to do such a thing? Thus this verse applies to the

polytheists of Mecca, who prevented the Muslims’ entry into the Ka‘ba
for prayer.' '

Wrnting on the verse: ‘My covenant does not embrace the evil
doers’ (Q.2:124), al-Jassas says: ‘An evil-doer (al-Zalim or fasiq) should
not be recognized as a ruler, and his orders should not be obeyed’. Jassas
refuted the claim that Imam Ab Hanifa had recognized the evil-doer

ruler as a lawful one. He said how was it possible, while we know that he
refused to accept a post offered by the Umayyad officials as well as by the
"Abbasids. We also know that for his refusal, Abli Hanifa had to pay a
heavy price. But with regard to Hasan of Basra and Sa‘id ibn Jubair or al-
Shabi who accepted allowances, he says, that they received these
allowances from the corrupt rulers, not because they recognized them as

lawtul rulers, merely because they were entitled as citizens to receive such
allowances.''*

Being a Hanaft jurist, Jassas sometimes appears in his commentary
as a Hanaft commentator who has to defend his own school of thought.
The question of whether or not a man-may take a girl for his wife with
whose mother he has committed adultery, i1s a disputed one among
the jurists. After giving the different views, he described the Shafi‘
view as follows: ‘It is quite clear that what is said by Shafi T is empty

and meaningless’.'” In spite of the harsh language used by Jassas

113. Ibid, 69-70.
114. Ibid, 80-2
115. I'bid,, 11, 143.

34

S i

Martat.com

e —

T ""'J'I.'-‘"'-'_'__-"_-_.-._ e ————— . —-.H‘—.—--q*‘-—.—-‘rﬂ-—iﬁ.

— .

W _— -I
L | %
N

N "".'1'! "*'1.
N e e Rl A A0

- i|'ﬁ_-_‘-q-. oy

»
-
& e ‘t'

o el
*__.—\.._I e
g JQ

LS

!
g L) P i
e s e Y e R
= - =]

L \ ¥ -

= .;:.' 278 .-' I ¥ 'rr "".,—'
JEE S A o e S

s i
b ' Fr"‘_'fE.-... N

-: l'l'll-"'riz.th L ?m
¥ bl |
L




Qur'anic Exegesis in Classical Literature

against other schools of thought and of his tendency to sympathize

with the Hanafi school, his commentary is an excellent work. It is

valued highly by Muslims, particularly by Hanafs. It 1S a matter of
surprise that his rational approach has not been appreciated by a modern
Egyptian scholar; Muhammad Husain al-Dhahabi. Al-Dhahabi says
that in his views about sorcery, Jassas was influenced by the Mu‘tazila.
Writing on Jassas® criticism of Mu‘awiya that he had revolted against a
lawful Caliph; Alf,"® al-Dhahabi says that it would have been much
| better for Jassas to have left this matter to God."''’ This sort of criticism,

- mma s il -"-.'l;.";-ﬁ-i-al:ﬂ 'ﬁ-l'iﬁ_.-"I_'i-. ey

however, does not detract from the value of Jassas’ work. But if Jassas’
successors had continued their research with the same spirit as he had, a
great many of the stories of Jewish origin and superstition would have
been removed long ago from the face of the Qur’anic tafsir. Some

-
M- m— = i, P

other Tafsirs were compiled by other schools of thought on the lines of
) Jassas. The Tafsir of ITbn al-*Arabi (d.543/1148), the MaliKi jurist, 1s an’
f outstanding work,''® but our limited space does not allow us to review
it. Apart from rational commentaries inspired by the Ash‘ari dialectical
school, some commentaries were also composed by the Mu ‘tazila. Abu
Muslim al-Isfahani, Abu al-Qasim al-Ka‘bi, ‘Abd al-Jabbar, known as Qadi
al-Qudat, and other scholars, are well known as commentators on the

Qur'an. Most of their commentaries, unfortunately, have not reached us.
Though the method employed by the Mu ‘tazila n their commentaries was
that the Qur’an should at first be interpreted in the light of the Arabic

language, their own ideas sometimes penetrated into their commentaries.

116. Ibid,, iii, 492 (see also, pp. 304,4006)
117. al-Tafsir wa Al-Mufassiriin, 111, 109,
118. A hkam al-Quran.
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Tafsir Tanzihul-Quran ‘anil mata‘in

The author ‘Abdul Jabbar, known as Qadi al-Qudat (d.415/1025),

is a famous Mu‘tazili theologian.'"”

He, on the request of the Ibn
‘Abbad, who considered Qadi (‘Abdul-Jabbar) the most learned man
on earth at that time, became judge of Rayy. The book deals with
linguistic questions concerning the Qur ‘anic language. He also deals with
the verses which, if taken according to their most obvious meaning, go
against the Mu‘tazili views. He does not pay any attention, however, to

the verses concerning ritual and social or moral questions.

Writing on the verse: ‘“This Divine Writ, let there be no doubt
about it” (Q.2:2), Qadi says that the use of the demonstrative pronoun
dhalika indicates the ‘promised book’. This 1s the reason why the

word dhalika is used here instead of Hadha. He further says that

some people have already expressed their doubts about the divine
origin of the Qur’an. He asks, “What does the Qur'an mean by saying:
(Let there be no doubt) In reply, Qadi says, ‘This 1s a true book,

about which there should be no doubts.”'*

A large part of the book is devoted to theological questioﬁs. For
example, the Qur 'an says: ‘God has sealed their hearts’. (Q.2:7). Writing on
this verse, Qadi says: “This verse shows that God Himself prevented some
people from believing in Him. This interpretation goes against the views
held by us.” (Qadt and his school held the opinion that 1t was not the will of

119. See. Al-Murtada: Tabaqgat al-Mu ‘tazila, ed. Susanne, 112-3; SubkT: Tabagat, 11, 219-20;
E.I. (new edition), 1, 59. |

120. Tanzih al-Qur'an, 6, 7.
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God that there should be unbelievers). What is the true interpretation of this
verse? Answering this question, Qadr says: ‘The scholars have explained
the verse 1n two ways: 1. This is a simile, which means that their behaviour
1s like that of a man who covered his eyes with a veil and does not want to
see. Though God removed every obstacle from their way, they on their part
refused to accept the truth. You may describe such men as asses.and say
their hearts have been sealed by God. You can also describe them as dead.
The Qur’an says: “verily, thou cannot make the dead hear’, (Q. 27:80) of
course they were alive, but, when they rejected His message, God put them

into the category of the dead.

2. In order to let their denial of truth be known to the Angels an ‘aldma, or

sign, was placed upon them. This ‘alama is described by God as

Khatama, (sealing).'*’

Writing on the verse: ‘Some faces on that Day be bright with
happiness, looking up to their Sustainer’ (Q.75:22,23), Qadi says: This
verse 1s the strongest proof that God will be seen on the Day of Judgment.
But our answer is that if a man holds the view that God has a body, then we
have nothing further to say on this question. In such a case God could not
only be seen, but also might be embraced, or He could shake hands with
people; but if a man believes that God has no body and “there is nothing like
Him’, then he has to accept the view that the ‘seeing of God” is not possible.
For to see a thing, a man has to turn his eyes in this or that direction, and this
only applies to worldly objects. So the above verse should be interpreted in
such a way that the word (‘seeing’) may be properly understood. © 4 ’ is

121. Ibid., 9.
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not the ‘seeing of God by the eyes’ but ‘a reward’ that the eyes of man ate

looking for. This verse is similar to another verse: “And ask thou in the

town in which we were”, (Q. 12:82); al-garya (town) here applies to
122

the inhabitants of the town.

Looking deeply into these few e xamples, it is clear that the
book has served the purpose for which it was written. Describing the

purpose, the Qadi himself said in his preface, that in order to

comprehend the Divine Book properly, it is necessary for a man to _
understand the ambiguous verses as well as the clear ones. This was
his aim in writing the book.'”> Whether or not this sort of dialectical '
interpretation is useful in ¢ omprehension, itis certain that through E
this method the Mu‘tazila’s views may be fully understood by the reader. -
It may be noted that Qadi Abdul Jabbar, in" his book; ‘Dala’il
Nabuwwatar Rasiil, says that Jesus, accompanyed by his mother, was 'F
standing among the people who watched the crucifixion of the poor

man who was wrongly put to death by the Jews. Furthermore, this

poor man, dying on the cross, saw Mary and cried pointing to Jesus, <

This is your son’. Hearing this cry Mary took her son and disappeared -
from the CI‘OWd.124. | i“;
wed

I etus examine another book which may be described as a book of “ §
rational commentary in the true sense of Tafsir, that of the Kashshaf of al-
ZamakhsharT. |

&

122. Tanzih al-Qur’an, 358.
123. Ibid., 3-4.

124. M .S. no. 1575, Shahid Al collection, Istanbul, fol. 67 a,b, (Sulaimaniya Library)
see also The Times, London Friday, July 15, 1966. p.11
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Al-Zamakhshari and his Tafsir: al-Kashshaf ‘an Haq@’iq al-TanZzl,

Though Tabari’s Tafsir 1s not a purely traditional commentary
in the true sense of the word, nevertheless 1t has been considered an
outstanding traditional commentary because traditions concerning the
Qur’anic subject have become more or less a part of it. Contrary to TabarT’s
Tafsir, Zamakhshar?’s Tafsir 1s a purely rational commentary, in
which reason has played 1its full part. Having a firm command on the
Arabic language, Zamakhshart (d.538/ 1 144) knows how to e mploy
his philological skill in the interpretation of the Qur’an. In addition,
he 1s a free thinker, who constantly carries on the search for a solution
to intellectual problems, and stands firmly by his 1deas. This 1s why his
commentary appeak more to reason than any other commentary. L et us

study al-ZamakhsharT as a commentator.

The Muslim theologians, as at all times, had to face the old’
question of free will and predestination. Naturally they tried to find
an answer in the Qur’an. As a matter of fact, the Qur’an supports
both free will and predestination. Some verses in their obvious
meaning 1mply predestination. for instance, in the Qur’an, Noah
says: "My counsel will not profit you if I desire to.counsel you
sincerely, 1f God desires to pervert you. He is your L ord, and unto
Him you shall be returned’ (Q. 11:34). Again, the Qur’an says: ‘Sﬁrely
this 1s a Reminder; so he who will take unto his Lord a way. But you
will not unless God wills; surely God is ever all-knowing, all-wise’
(Q. 76:30). While, on the other hand, some verses take a firm stand in
support of free-will. For instance, the Qur’an says: “Who so does

righteousness, it is to his own gain, and who so does evil, it is to his own

29
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loss’ (Q. 41:64). “That no soul laden bears the load of another, and
that a man shall have to his account only as he has laboured’ (Q.

53:39). Taking into consideration the spirit of the Qur'anic i

commandments and man’s responsibility for his actions in the Day of

Judgment as stated in the Qur’an, it appears that the Qur'dn clearly
puts more emphasis on free-will. Otherwise its commandments to do |

. . . 1 |
g0od and to refrain from evil, its concepts of Paradise and Hell and of lﬁ

human responsibility become absolutely meaningless. While the Salaf i

7 |

refrained from dialectical discussions, the Jabariya, the Mu ‘tazila,
and the Ash ‘ariya held different views. The Mu ‘tazila are of the 1
i

Erw 1 - F
s - — =
< = bas -

opinion that man’s actions are of his own choosing. Contrary to the

=

=

§

Mu ‘tazila, the Jabariya considered that. they were completely i
4
o

e )
predetermined. Though Ash‘art adopted the view that man has power ¢
to act but this power in his view, remains as long as the act, he insisted - 51

on the omnipotence of God who creates all actions, even unbelief and

{
=
“y

sin. What is more, Ash‘ari’s conception of acquisition (Iktisab) is %

also controlled by the will of God. ‘There cannot be within the '{}%

sphere of God’s authority any ktisab of men which He does not h;T

will’.!” It seems that Ibn Talm1ya was right when he described 'f;‘

e
——
— £

Ash’ari’s conception as a new form of Jabariya.” In spite of “¥
LS
Ash‘arT’s opposition to the Mu ‘tazila, he does not deny the validity

of reason. R

The verses suggesting predestination are interpreted by

Zamakhshari in the light of those verses which support the idea of i*

125. Magalat, 542, quoted by W.M. Watt in F vee-will and Predestination in Early Islam, 143. |
126. Tafsir Ion Taimiya, 13. ed. A.S. Sharafuddin. _
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free-will. For instance, we read in the Qur’an the dialogue between
the prophets, the angels, and God. On the Day of Judgment God will
ask them whether it was they who had led people astray or if it was the
people themselves who had gone astray? ‘Upon the day when He
shall muster them and that they serve, apart from God, and He shall
say: “Was 1t you that led these My servants astray, or did they them-

+f selves err from the way?” They shall say “Glory be to Thee! It did
not behove us to take unto...”” (Q. 25:17).

| Commenting on the verse, al-ZamakhsharT says that the views
of those who believe that God misleads people are not correct, for the

-
e e ——

messengers and angels, who have been worshipped, will deny that they
are guilty of misleading them. What 1s more, they will say that it was
You (God) who bestowed Your bounties upon these people and they,
instead of offering their thanks, forgot You. It means that they misused
| ] divine bounty through which they indulged in lust. Thus the people
; | themselves were responsible for their unbelief (kufi). By stating this,
: the messengers have explained the meanmg of the word ‘misguidance’,
n which 1n other verses is metaphorically attributed to God: ‘say: ‘Behold,
| God lets go astray him who wills (to go astray) just as He guides unto
Himself all who turned to Him”. (Q. 13:27). Had God really misled the

people, the messengers would have said in their answer, ‘You
Yourself misled them.’'?’

Describing the rise and fall of nations, the Qur’an had made it
clear that the seeds of their decline lie in the very c omposition o f
their being, and that it is not God who- wills their destruction. On the

127. Kashshaf, ii, 92.
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contrary, it is people who ruin themselves by their own bad actions.

“This, because God would never change the blessings with which He

has graced a people unless they change their inner-selves.” (Q. 8:51-53)

i
e
T

Qo the Mu ‘tazila held the opinion that God does not desire

injustice nor does He command anyone to do evil or injustice. Thus if l |

any verse, in its literal meaning, goes against this opinion, 1t would be |

considered as a metaphor and interpreted in the light of clear verses. 1!

There is a verse whose obvious meaning suggests that destruction of

some people takes place because God desires it. The verse runs: “And

when We desire to destroy a city, We command its men who live at

ease and they commit ungodliness therein, then the Word is realized
against it, and We destroy it utterly’ (Q. 17:16).

Explaining the verse, Zamakhsharl says that the phrase ‘God’s

command’ (amr) used here, is a metaphor. In its obvious meaning it
means that God ¢ ommands p eople to c ommit ungodliness, so they
commit it. Certainly this interpretation goes against the basic divine
message as well as against Zamakhshar1's opinion that God does not .
desire injustice. Zamakhshart takes it as a metaphor whose meaning 18 .
as follows: ‘God bestowed upon the people His abundant bounty. They on (fff
their part failed to obey God and to lead a righteous life. They misused |
His grace by committing sins and indulging in lust as if they had been

connnanded to do so. God commanded them to remain His obedient

servants but they themselves preferred disobedience. Then the law of God

was put into effect against them. Finally, He destroyed them’. -

128. Ibid., 1, 450.
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So Zamakhshari has interpreted the verse in accordance with

other verses, which assert that the real cause of the people’s destruction
was their own bad actions.

Al-Sharif Al-Murtada gives another interpretation beside
those given by ZamakhsharT, and says that it 1s a common ﬁractice in
the Arabic language to remove the various parts of speech from their .
normal positions. So the words of the verse could run:'® “When we
command the people who have lost themselves entirely in the pursuit
of pleasures, with obedience, they disobeyed, by doing so, they deserved
divine wrath. Then we ordered their destructions’. (Q. 17:16)

These few examples suffice to illustrate ZamakhsharT's ability
to reconcile easily verses which appear to be contradictory. Credit for
such interpretations certainly goes to reason, the role of which 1s
asserted by the Mu ‘tazila, the Ash‘arites, and other orthodox rational
circles. This sort of Tafsir is not only allowed but also encouraged by
the Prophet, as we have seen before, but when reason exceeds its
own limitations and tries to interpref the Qur’an on its own terms, then
the Qur’an is relegated into a secondary place and commentary
becomes more or less a collection of dialectical and theological views.

7Zamakhshari sometimes appears in his commentary more as a rigid
Mu ‘tazilt than as a commentator.

The Mu ‘tazila, as well as other Muslim theological schools,
held the view that it is not possible for man to see God in this world.
The view is based on a verse which runes: ‘The eyes attain Him not’
(Q. 6:103). But it does not exclude the possibility that man on his

129. A mali of Murtada, i, 4. ed. Muhammad Abu al-Fadl Ibrahim.
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own part desires to see God. There are verses which confirm clearly
man’s desire to see his Lord. The Qu’ran says that once Moses
expressed his desire to see Him, but he was told that 1t was beyond
his capacity. Relating the story, the Qur’an says: ‘And when Moses

came to Our appointed time and his Lord spoke with him, he said:
“Oh my Lord, show me, that I may behold Thee.” Said He, “Thou
shalt not see Me; but behold the mountain 1f 1t stays fast in its place,
then thou shalt see Me.” (Q. 7:143). ZamakhsharT says that the word ‘to il

show’ al-ruya here means to reveal the essence of His beng. (al-t ‘arif) ?i

Thus Moses asked his Lord to bestow upon him a clear knowledge ot
Himself as if he had been looking at Him."® But when Zamakhshart
saw that God’s answer: “Thou shalt not see Me, but behold the mountain,’
goes against the interpretation, he invented another story and said that

it was not Moses who had expressed his desir€ to see God, it was his

companion whose desire he has conveyed to God."’ O

To interpret the word ‘to show me’ (areni) as ‘to reveal’ or ‘to ¢
introduce’ rather than as ‘to see’, does not seem natural as it goes against .
the context. Certainly the idea of introducing Moses’ companion into |, §

the story is purely an invention of Zamakhsharf. The idea that manhas 4§
no desire to see God 1s the outcome of the Mu ‘tazila’s rigid views. -They '(ﬂ
regarded man as a machine. This kind of interpretation, which can easily h ':
be culled from Zamakhsharl’s commentary, surely comes under the  *

heading of biased commentary, which is forbidden. For detail one cansee

al-Insaf’ of Tbn al-Munir al-Iskandri, who reviewed ZamakhsharT's

comimentary.

130. Kashshaf, 1, 281.
131. Ibid., 280.
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11

Saft Tafsir

When Tafsir was passing through its critical period, and was
being used by the theologians and the dialecticians for their own
ends, it was the Siifis who gave new life to Tafsir. Before we describe the
role played by the Sifis in bringing fresh life to the Qur ‘anic literature, a
brief sketch of Sifism is desirable. There has already been much
discussion by modern scholars as to how far Sifism is ‘genuinely’ ‘
Islamic and how far it is a product of outside influences, partlcularly
Christian and Gnostic. We need not, therefore, waste our time on this
point but rather let ‘this fact speak for itself and confine our attentlon
to presenting S#fism as if 1t were an isolated manifestation’.’

Islam, which is by no means a new message, but a re-
statement of what has always been true,” has tried to solve the internal
and external problems of man. With regard to his inner anxiety, the

Qur’an declares that the human soul, by establishing its relationship
with heaven, can achieve bliss. (Q. 13:28)

1. A.J. Arberry, Sifism, 11

2.  Qur'an,42:13; See also A.K. Azad, Tarjuman, 152-78 (the Unity of religion and the
Qur'an).
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Remembrance of God is a frequently repeated theme in the

Qur’an. On the other hand, it also offers a social code. In social polity it
tries to create a deep sense of moral responsibility, It expects every
member to resist the forces of evil whatever their nature may be.
Bidding to honour,” ( «,,~t -9 )and forbidding to dishonour l
(Sedie o ) are the main characteristics of its social code. To keep ;
a balance between the two aspects of life: the spiritual and thé *?ﬂ

material, 1s the ultimate goal of Islam. This is the reason why the
Qur’an does not encourage the renunciation of the material life, as

long as 1t does not exceed its proper limits.* However, it condemns

lust® as well as spiritual superstitions.® The companions of the Prophet

were true representatives of Islam. Shari‘a and Tariga, the twin

terms which had often been used in the later days, as if they were
contradictory to each other, did not exist in the early days of Islam. The
lives of the Prophet’s companions, like Abti Bakr and ‘Umar, of their
successors, like Hasan of Basra, and of learned Imams like Abi
Hanifa or Ja‘far al-Sadiq, mirrored a happy fusion of Shari‘e and
Iariga. The Prophet and his successors, particularly Abii Bakr and
“Umar, devoted themselves to creating a new society based on Justlce and
a deep sense of responsibility to God, as well as to society,

After ‘Umar, the weak administration of ‘Uthman allowed
temptation to raise its head. ‘Uthman sincerely tried to deal with the new
situation, but it was beyond his political capacity to prevent the

3. Ibid, 22:41, 7:157, 3:110; Shaukani: al-Rasa il al-Muniriya, 1. 52-3.
4.  Qur’an, 7:32.

5. Ibid,, 3:14, 19:59, 4:27.

6. Ibid., 5:103, 39:3.
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Umayyads misusing their power. His assassination brought to an end the
new political experiment based on the higher values of religion as well as
on the political will of the people. Umayyads led by Mu‘awiya, Govemor
of Damascus, revolted against the central authority of Medma 5

Mu‘awiya eventually succeeded in his political ambitions. It

is an irony of the history of Islam that the Umayyad family bitterly

opposed the Prophet and his mission as long as it could afford to. But

when their political and social downfall was in sight at the hands of

Islamic forces, they joined the Muslims and proclaimed the faith.® By
doing so, they preserved their own interests. In the course of time
| they seized political power and destroyed the new political and social

system based on higher values of life’. The tragedy might have been

averted if ‘Al had been chosen as Caliph after “Umar.

The Umayyad rulers were aristocratic masters of their subjects.,
{ Political murders and bribery'® were frequently practised. The ideal of
creating a just society for which the Prophet and his companions had
worked, was forgotten. God-fearing people, who had witnessed Islam 1n

g its early stages, were horrified by the new situation. Among the

f ' 7. ‘Anrb. al-‘As, the right hand of Mu‘awiya, recognized ‘Ali as a man of virtue. But his thirst
for material gain led him to oppose ‘Alf. Ibn al-Athir: al-Kamil fit Tarikh, iii, 228. See also,
Mas‘iidi, Muriij al-Dhahab, ii, 240. ed. M.M. ‘Abd al-Hamid. Baghdad.

{ 8. Kamiliii, 241; ‘Ali is quoted as saying: (-'¢t3Y' A o= Nor3 om0l g (Uglas) g3 s G- Jpeh)
See also, Tabari: Tarikh'al-rusul wa al-Mulitk 1v, 4.

9. Paul Frah, Mugaddimat fi Tarikh al-‘Arab al ljtima'i, Jerusalem, 93 The author discusses in
detail the social system of Islam. He frequently gives quotations from the Soviet
Encyclopedia of Islam.

10. Malik b. Ushtar, ‘Al’s governor, while on his way to Egypt, suddenly died 1n
Jordan. His host: Mu‘awiya’s agent, offered him poisoned food.Kamil, iii, 296.
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Muslims, the Khﬁrijites were perhaps the only well-organized party who
fought heroically against Umayyad rulers. Both their public and private
lives were marked by a deep sense of fear of God."" Unfortunately their

Bedouin spirit led them to extremism. They laid a fanatical stress on

the outward aspects of Islam. A Muslim who committed a grave sin was l)

no longer a Muslim in their opinion. Their continuous resistance to the

Umayyad rulers could not change the nature of Umayyad tyranny, On the
contrary, it reached its peak when Hajjaj, without any hesitation, attacked

Mecca and desecrated the Ka‘ba. It is surprising to note that the

Kharijites were the only party whose political views were ‘democratic’,'?
The Sunnis were of the view that Caliph should be elected from the

Quraish, while the Shi‘a thought that ‘AlT’s descendants should hold the
office by divine right. b

The ensuing political struggle for power between these parties
and the aristocrat Umayyads led some people to despondency, and  «

they kept aloof from the turmoil. The God-fearing among them took I
toa life of seclusion. These people, called Zuhhad (ascetics), kept l
themselves a way from the political drama. It appears that they did Jﬂ
not find enough courage to fight against the Umayyad rulers, for whom '.

1. Nicholson says: ‘The fear of Hell kindled in them an inquisitorial zeal for
righteousness, They scrupulously examined their own belief as well as that of their B
neighbours, and woe to him that was found wanting.' A4 Literary History of the '1:;_‘
Arabs, 211. J. Wellhausen says that the Kharijites were a purely Islamic revolutionary *
party who fought for the sake of God alone. It was not a product of Arab nationalism. ’
Al-Khawarij w-al-Shi‘a. Arabic translation by A,R. Badawi, 29-34. IVI

12. Shahristant considers the Kharijites’ views an innovation in Islam: al-Milal w-al-
Nihal, i, 157. | é
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they had no respect.”” To some their attitude seems to be a negative
one. But they did what was in their power. They dissociated themselves
from the rulers. The rulers considered themselves fortunate that the
ascetics did not join the forces which were challenging their position.
True, the ascetics did not play any positive role in reconstruction of
the social polity, but they fulfilled their obligations remarkably well
so far as the spiritual life was concerned. Fear of God played a major
part in their activities. It 1 related that Hasan of Basra, a true ascetic
of his age, once said: ‘It is not surprising that a man perishes. What
is surprising is that anyone should escape destruction’. Hearing the
saying of Hasan, ‘Alf ibn Husain said: ‘It is not surprising 1f a man
escapes destruction, on the contrary it is surprising if he perishes

because the mercy of God is boundless’."

It is said that Hasan always wore a gloomy face, as if he had
just come from attending a funeral. It is related that two monks,
coming from Syria entered Basra and looked at Hasan, whereupon one
said to the other, ‘Let us turn aside to visit this man, whose way of
life appears like that of the Messiah. So they went, and they found him
supporting his chin on the palm o fhis hand, while he was s aying:
‘How I marvel at those who have been ordered to lay in a stock of
provisions and have been summoned to set out on a journey, and yet
the foremost of them stays for the hindmost! Would that I knew what

they are waiting for’ e

13. Jassas, Ahkam al-Quran, 1. 82. |
14. Amali of Murtada, i, 162. ed. Muhammad Ibrahtm.
15. Nicholson, L.H.A., 226.
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Ascetics, however, were deeply influenced by the Qur’anic
description of the Day of Judgment, when every-one will have to
give a full account of his deeds. Their pessimistic attitude towards g
life was not an innovation. During the life time of the Prophet, too, \i
some people had decided to renounce the world but they were l
discouraged by the Prophet from doing so.'® These ascetics may be
considered to be the forerunners of the Sifis. Furthermore, these i

people were described by the author of Minasibat, as the counterpart of
B | |
Christian monks in Islam.'” In his description of ascetics, this author \

also said that during the political upheaval that followed the era of

the Prophet and his successors, in which events such as the pillage of E

Medina'® and the desecration of the Ka ‘ba"® took place, the God- :
fearing Muslims sought seclusion, believing that such a course {,
would safeguard their faith. They came to be ¢alled Sifis.? K

In addition to the political tyranny, theologians and dialecticians '
put more fuel on the fire. The Mu ‘tazila and in particular the Ash‘arites, ff*'i‘._*?fi |
let themselves sink to the lowest point of polemics, which to them, as 1

it were, replaced prayers.”' These arid discussions usurped the role of _'1'_

16. It is said that the Prophet disapproved when ‘Uthman b. Maz‘iin deserted his wife ,{ﬁ
and said to him: ‘Both your family and yourself have rights over you. Follow my m
example’. Darimi, 1i 133; Mishkat, English translation by J.Robson, i, 658. s

17. Isma‘il Haqqi: Rithul Bayan, vi, 161.

I8. Referring to Yazid’s army which attacked Medina in 63/682, The city was for three days completely '_
ruled by the law of the jungle. Kamil, iv, 99-102; Tarikh of Tabar, 1v, 374-81; Yaqibi, ii, 223-4.

19.  Referring also to Yazid’s army which attacked the Ka ‘ba in (64/683). See Tarikh of
Tabart, 1v, 383. -

20. See for full statement, Rith al-Bayan, vi, 161.

21.  Goldziher says that there is an old saying, ‘dialecticians’ prayer is confined to smelling
out atheism’, which had significance, al- ‘A4gida w-al-Shari‘a, 184.
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the subtle tenderness of human feeling. The concept of God, thus
presented, could no more lend warmth and strength to the soul. Even
the dialecticians themselves realized this damage. It is related that
Fakhrul Din al-Razi (d.609/1209), a leading member of the Ash’ari
school, said in his last days: ‘I employed all the methods which philosophy
and dialectic had provided, but in the end I realized that these methods
neither could bring solace to the weary heart nor quench the thirst of
the thirsty. The best method and the nearest one to reality was the method
provided by the Qur an ' 22 Tmam Juwayni (d. 478/1085), another outstanding

member of the same school, said at the time of his death: ‘I do hereby
223

proclaim that I die with the convictions my mother had imparted to me.

= —
E— T

The Fugahd’, on their part, too, indulged themselves mostly 1n
meaningless questions concerning the social code and rituals. The
chapter of Heelad (way out)** was the black chapter produced by the
Fuqaha’. ‘Their law (figh), said Ibn Rushd, “has been a cause of lack
of piety and immertion in this world”.” In his Fasl al-Magal, 1bn
Rushd further says that Mu‘ta.iilites as well as Ash‘arites interpretations

of verses and traditions “threw people into hatred, mutual detestation

b and wars”.

In the light of these facts, it would not be an exaggeration to say
that Saifism was a silent protest against the political power of the

22. Azad: Tarjuman, i, 131-2, Madhahib al-Tafsir, 225 (footnote).

23. Tarjuman, 1, 306 (Urdu edition).

24, See, for example, Kitab al-Hiyal fi al-Figh, by al-Qazwini, ed. J. Schacht.
25. Fasl al-Magal, 49,68 (HouranT translation).
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aristocracy, social injustice,*® religious dogmas, and dry formalism.?’

However, as the theologians and the dialecticians were carousing with

verbal arguments, 1t was the Sifis who declared that dialectical and
theological arguments were barren of spiritual certitude. Sifism alone

unveils the Beauty of Beauties.

To reach the state where a man enjoys union with God is not,

in S#fi opinion, a matter to be taught or learnt. It is under grace a result of  {

personal spiritual endeavour. Thus the spiritual heritage of Islam,

which was damaged by the theologians and dialecticians, was salvaged by
the Siifis. By complete devotion to God and by overcoming the temptations
of life and self, they sought to revive the true spirit of religion. But any
kind of active participation in the reconstruction of ideal social polity
was left to others. It may be emphasized that of the two instruments of ¢}
knowledge; reason and feeling (spiritual meditation), the S7fis excelled in L
the latter. This did not mean the exclusion of reason vis-a-vis the
problems of life, but with regard to gaining access to the spiritual
world, they considered that, compared with feeling, reason could play {f

only an inferior role. M

The word Siaft o B ” '{;
The controversial word ‘siifi’ is derived from sif (wool). }"

While 1t was the fashion of the day to wear luxurious clothes, the

26. Qadr Abii Yisuf recorded some brutal events which took place when some poor non-
Muslims failed to pay tax. Although Qadr asked Hartin al-Rashid to be a kind ruler to his
subjects, he advised Hartin to prescribe a specific dress for non-Muslims. It is obvious that |

this sort of social system was absolutely against the ethical values, preached by the Qur’an. \3
See Kitab al-Kharaj, 123-8; Abu ‘Ubaid: Kitabul Amwal, 42-9 ed. Hamid al-Faqth; Van |
Vloten, La Domination Arabe, Arabic translation by Hasan Ibrahim, 35-44. l
|
|

27. Muhammad Igbal: Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, 150.
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ascetics adopted the woollen cloak and thus come to be known as the
men with woolen cloaks. The wearing of woolen cloth was a sign of
their contempt for a luxurious life. This habit was looked down upon

by the ‘Ulama on the grounds of ‘excess in religion’. (‘cd s 42)

The author of al- ‘Igd al-Farid has written a chapter “excess
in religion” in which he attributed their action to fanaticism: Hammad
Salama once came to Basra, where Fargad al-Sabakhi, the ascetic, paid
him a visit, wearing the woolen garments. ‘Put off your Christianity’,
Hammad said to al-Sabakhi. This was a reference to his woollen
clothes. In another story Ibn al-Sammak said of them: ‘By God, if
your dress corresponds with your inner life, you want yourselves to
be known as men of piety, butifit does not correspond with your
inner life, you are doomed on account of your hypocrisy’.* It is clear

from these stories that sifi was a nickname given to the ascetics.

Al-Qushairi, supported later by Ibn Khaldiin, rejects the
etymology of sift as traced to suffa, or safa, or.suff, on linguistic
grounds. He is inclined to accept that the word originated 1s siif.”” He
is of the view that the word siiff came into common use before the
end of the second century of the szrc'z.g’o According to Jami, Abd
Hashim was the first man to be called siif5.>' But in Sarraj’s view the
word siifi was current not only in the early days of Islam but also in

the pre-Islamic period, when it meant ‘men of excellence and virtue’ 2 In

28. Al-'Iqd al-Farid, ii, 196, vii, 254-5, ed. Sa‘ld ‘Arayan.
29. Al-Risala, 149
30. Ibid., 9; Short, E.I, 579.

31. Nafahat, 31; ed. by Mahdi Tawhidr; Nicholson, L.H.A., 229.
32. Al-Luma’, 22. ed. by Nicholson.
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support of his statement, Sarraj quotes Hasan of Basra as saying: ‘I
saw a sifi going round the Ka‘ba. I offered him something, but he |}

did not accept it.’>> It seems that the word sifi was familiar to

Muslim society long before the end of the second century. However,
it appears that the light thrown by the author of al- ‘Iqd al-Frid on this
subject i1s a better guide to tracing the derivation of sift, than the

references given by Sarra).

Modern scholars have tended to accept the siif explanation of

the word s#fi. Writing on the S#fis and their motives, Professor Arberry
says: “Towards the end of the eighth century A.D. pious Muslims who

remained faithful through all trials and ﬁtemptations to the high 1deals
of the fathers began to form themselves into little groups for mutual 5y |
encouragement and the pursuit of common. aims. These men and
women (for there were women amongst them of like mind), opting out of | ‘F

{ =g
o ! -

the race for worldly advancement, took to wearing wool to proclaim their .

, , - i
other worldliness and were therefore nicknamed Siifis.” -'

In the course of time, the fear of God was gradually replaced (]
by the love of God, but for a long time both ideas existed side by
side in Sifi circles. The concept of ¢ virtue is its own reward’ was |
always at the back of the ascetic’s mind. But this idea was not clear v
in the beginning. It became clear only at a later stage. For example,
Rabi‘a (d. 185/801), the celebrated woman mystic, is quoted as {i:
saying: ‘O God, if I worship Thee for fear of Hell, burn me in Hell, ;

and if I worship Thee in hope of Paradise, exclude me from Paradise,

33, Tbid. 22 |
34.  Arberry: Muslim Saints and Mystics, 3. ‘
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but if I worship Thee for Thy sake, grudge me not Thy everlasting
beauty.””” She also said:

o glor S o o STyl g 5 Y
el gl B )t il el e el

[ hear your Voice, yet not a word 1s spoken,
Though I am quite alone, I see you here.

This flesh 1s yours; my body’s but a token,
When in my heart I have you ever near.”®
She was asked: ‘Do you love God Almighty?’ “Yes. ‘Do you hate the
Devil?’ ‘My love of God’, she replied, ‘leaves me no leisure to hate
the Devil. I saw the Prophet in a dream. He said, “O Rabi‘a, do you
love me?” I said, ‘O Apostle of God, who does not love Thee?’ But

love of God hath so absorbed me that neither lo{re nor hate of any ,
other thing remains in my heart.”*’

It 1s clear that the splendour of Paradise and the fire of Hell
have become empty words to her®®. On the other hand, the fear of God
continued to have a hold over the minds of some S#fis. Muhasibi (d.
243/857), for example, explained vividly the torments of Hell and

splendours of Paradise. Fear of God and self-examination are the

central themes in his writings. Perhaps this is the reason why the-idea

35. Ibid, 51.

36. The Islamic Quarterly, (London) v. 3/4, 122.
37. Nicholson: Literary History of Arab, 234.

38. It must be noted that the idea ‘virtue is its own reward’ is clear in the Qur’an. The

Qur'an praises those who seek no reward for their services to poor people. See Sura
6:9; 76:52.

335

B P R S S - BTN

' Martat.com |



with Particular Reference to Abu Al-Qasim Al-Qushairi-

i

of love, in Nicholson’s opinion, ‘though not wholly strange, was very f
far from being familiar to pious Mohammedans’.” ' :
However, the idea of love is a turning-point in the Sifi P

movement. It left a lasting mark on the personal life of the Siifis as 1§
well as on the literature they produced. Although the Qur’dn and the ; ‘
Prophet emphasized the concept of the brotherhood of mankind and {
referred to man as made in the image of God and masterpiece of His l
creation®®, the theologians unconsciously worked against this noble |
idea. They created hatred and tension, not only between Mushms and ‘
non-Muslims, but also amongst Muslims themselves™'. The history E
of religion, written with tears and blood, has not forgotten the role

played by the theologians. Even in the modern age their contentious f”*’
serve as quite a rich soil for mutual hatred. It was not the theologians
but the Siifis who glorified man as divine in origin, and gave him hope |
and confidence. The greatest service of Tasawwuf was that it was the K

‘only tolerant system in a world from which tolerance had been i
ruthlessly outlawed.”** - %

The Sufi poets, like Sana’t of Ghazna Shalkh ‘Attar, Jalalud-Din H
‘Riimi, and Fakhrud-Din ‘Iraqi, gave freshness and lustre to Persian i

poetry “ ThlS sweetness and light in their literature and the1r excellent w

39. See Nicholson L.H.A., 231.

40. Quwr'an 954, 38:72; See also F. Schuon’s description of man’s quality ef,'being a divine
image: Understanding Islam, 14-16. . i

41. Ibn Rushd: Fas! al-Magal, 25-6. S | - . l

42. M. Sadlq A History of Urdu Lzrerature 9.

{
43. Shiblr: Shi'r al-Ajam, v, 120--84 (Mystical poetry); E.G. Browne: 4 L:terary History of %
Persia, 11, 506-43. !l
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attitude towards humanity, originated from the love of God that had
inflamed their souls. Their poetry, in turn, served as a means of escape
from grief and distress for the afflicted masses. The fame they achieved as
popular spiritual guides kindled the envy of the ‘Ulama who interpreted it
as a serious menace to their social status. Time widened the gulf between
the two groups.

The ‘Ulama, since they had a powerful voice in political
affairs, were in a p osition to persecute the Sifis, and this they did
with all the weapons in their armory. Muhasibi, for example, was
compelled by Ibn Hanbal to live in seclusion, and it is related that
only four persons ventured to attend his funeral.** Dhun Niin al-Misr1
was arrested on the charge of heresy and was detained for forty days in
jail.* The cruel execution of al-Halldj was apother demonstration
which brought home to the Siifis the power of the ‘Ulama.

The Siifis, for their part,: passed bitter remarks about the |
‘Ulama. They regarded the Ulama. as men of verbal dispute and
doctors of formalism.*® They mocked at their knowledge and accused
them of being slaves of their own egos. Bayazid al-Bistami is quoted as
saying: ‘You have obtained dead knowledge from the dead.’®” The
following line, written by ‘Iraq, the famous S7fi poet, is a good example
of the type of remark passed by the S#fis against the ‘Ulama. He says:

SE S (B s 03B a0 4 0 4 o3 LS, “ad 03y 0odSi 4y U g

44, Ibn Khallikan, I. 366. De Slane’s translation.
45. Arberry: Muslim Saints and Mystics, 92.

46. Ibn ‘Arabt: al-Futithat, i, 279.
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was to them useless s how, w hile the Tariga, for which they made '
claims, was beyond their capacity. Their attitude was denounced not
only by the ‘Ulama, but also by the Sifis. Writing on this situation,
al-Qushairi expressed his deep anxiety and said that the search for
truth had ceased and that Sifis had lost genuine respect for the

with Particular Reference to Abu Al-Qadsim Al-Qushairt

‘T went to the wine tavern, where I found noble souls,

but when I went to the temple, I found nothing but clamour’.

While the conflict was going on, some people, disguised in
Sifi cloaks, penetrated into the S#fi circles; unlike the true Sifis, they
did not observe rituals and made this known publicly. The Shari‘a

Shari ‘a.*®

of the Siifis about their own system. They were horrified by the events
which had overwhelmed the Sif7 circle. In order to expose the impostors *
who brought ill repute to the Sifis, they began to write treatises and « %
books. like Kitdb al-Luma" by Sarrdj, Qat al-Qulab by Makki and al-
Risala al-Qushairiya. They made it clear that the Shari'a and 1its

injunctions had to be obeyed. Violation ofreligious laws was strongly

In addition, al-Halldj’s execution (3 09/922) increased the concern

condemned.

47.
43.

In fact, both the true Siifis and the Fugaha’ were very active in
the service of the Muslim society. The Fugaha’ contributed materally
towards the compilation of the social code, the Sifis, by precept and

example, led the way to the realization of the excellence of the spirit,

e e e e e

Ibid, 280
al-Risala, 3.

.
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Qur 'anic Exegesis in Classical Literature

and by doing so they saved many people from indulging in lust. But in
the age of decline, decadent Sifism itself became a heavy burden on
Muslim society. In search for spiritual certitude, the Sifis, once
revolted against the rigid opinions of the ‘Ulama, now they created
their own idols to be worshipped. The system of piri-Muridi, which
is still being practiced in the Muslim countries, is similar to a bond
between master and slave.” It is very difficult to estimate the extent
of the damage done to Muslim society by decadent mysticism. “Just
as decadent religion came to mean empty formalism and Pharisaism,
similarly decadent mysticism came to mean an unabashed repudiation of
all civil and moral responsibility and the glorification of poverty,

indigence and even loose-living’.>

Nevertheless, the true Sizfis, who had once admirably salvaged
the spiritual herltage damaged by the theologians, now were working
to save their own smkmg ship. They began to systematize their way of
life and, like other movements, they tried to find support for their
ideas from the Qur ’a’ﬁt‘and from the life of the Prophet. Tafsir was an
important part of the literature they_produced. Contrary to religious
doctors, whose activities were confined to the social code, the S#fis laid
stress on the spiritual significance of the Qur’anic teaching. The
spiritual aspect of human life and the vanity of the world were the
central themes in their writings, particularly in the Qur’anic Tafsir.
Religious doctors had, in the opinion of the Sifis, been deceived by
the temptations of life and had fallen short in the understanding of

49. H.R. Gibb: Studies on the Civilisation of Islam, 214-15.
50. M. Sadiq: History of Urdu Literature, 10.
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with Particular Reference to Abu Al-Qdsim Al-Qushairi

the true meaning of the Qur’an. The Sufis say that just as an unwashed | |
person 1s not allowed to touch the Qur’an, in the same way anyone
with an unclean soul will not be receptive to the Qur‘anic message.®' It 7| |
is said that Shaikh ‘Ala’f, a distinguished ‘dlim of Sultanat of Delhi, |
became Shaikh Niyazi’s disciple and started an altogether a new life.

"Ala’1 telt that a new aspect of Qur’anic understanding was revealed i:f-_
to him. Referring to ‘Ala’T’s inspiration, Azad says: “True, an understanding
of the Qur’an cannot be acquired by reading al-Baidawi and Baghawi. It |

can be acquired only by the grace of love and by the inspiration of
one’s burring soul’.”* The Siifis did not reject the obvious meanings
of the verses, or the juristical deductions from canonical verses. They
were simply not concerned with them. The object of their mysticali
iterpretation was to shed a new light on the spiritual aspect of the
Qur anic teaching. This mystical mterpretation, known as a symbolic
Tafstr, ( s e,y ,adl ) nevertheless does not go against the

obvious Tafsir. This is the reason that religious doctors not only

accepted this brah_ch of Tafsir, but also considered it the product o f ;

%
perfect faith and inspiration. (3
Yol

F
-.h":“"

Examples from the Mystical Tafsir - " ki

[t is said that ‘Umar wept when he heard the following verse:
“when comes the help of God and victory” (Q. 110:1-3). The verse in
its obvious meaning brought good news to the Muslims. They therefore
were very happy. But the mind of ‘Umar went deeper into the meaning of
the verse. He considered that this Qur’anic statement alluded to the

51. Ibn Taimiya: al-Rasa’il al-Muniriya, 1. 236.
52. Tadhkira, 47.
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departure of the Prophet, for the Prophet’s mission in the world

would come to an end when the divine message was completed.>

Writing on the verse: “Thy sustainer said unto the angels:
“Behold, I am about to establish upon earth one who shall inherit 1t” (Q.
2:30), Sahl TustarT says: Adam was informed about his greatest enemy

and this was his own ‘self>*. Satan, Adam’s enemy, as described in
the Qur’an, can also apply to ‘self” which often leads a man to his

own destruction.

Writing on the verse “The G od ¢ onscious... are constant in
prayer” (Q. 2:3), Jami says that prayer in its established form must be
observed, and that whosoever denies this is an unbeliever. But there
is another prayer which may be called the Prayer of the Soul. This 1s
2 union with Divine Light. It is said that Shibli was asked about the
meaning of ablution and prayer. They are separation and union
respectively, said Shibli. ‘separation, and ‘union’ here stand for

renunciation of the world and union with God.”

It is clear that Sifi interpretations cannot be regarded as
contradictory to the obvious meanings of the verses. The obvious
meanings, in spite of their secondary position in the Sifi Tafsir, were
always recognized by the S#ifis. But in the course of tifne, when the S#fis
developed their own speculative system, they introduced philosophical

53. Tafsir of Ibn Kathir, iv, 561-3; Rith al-Bayan of Haqqy, vi, 782-3. Here this saying 1s
attributed to ‘Abbas and Abii Bakr. -

54. Tafsir al-Qur’an al-‘Azim, 15. ed. Muhammad Badr al-Din al-Halab.
55. Tafsir Jami, Bayazid Library, Istanbul, MS. no. 321, fol. Sa.
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with Particular Reference to Abu Al-Qdsim Al-Qushairt

ideas into Tafsir. At this stage, although they violated the philological
rules and thus joined the ranks of Batiniya and Ikhwan al-Safa as
far as Tqgfsir 1s concerned, they did not reject openly: the obvious
meanings of the verses. The Tafsirs of Ibn ‘Arabi and al-Kashani are
considered to be typical examples of speculative Tafsir. Thus Sifi
Tafsirs can be divided into two categories: (I) Al-Tafsir al-Ishari or al-
Ramzi (symbolic Tafsir); (2) Al-Tafsir al-NazarT (speculative Tafsir).

With regard to symbolic commentary, the ‘Ulama do not
consider that the Sifis’ sayings constitute Tafsir in the true sense of
the word. “Indeed whenever the Pilgrim hears the Qur’an being read,
some thought occurs in his heart. A man who has reached a state or
who possesses divine knowledge, is like a lover who on hearing the
story of Layla and Majnuin, remembers his own beloved and recalls the

bygone days when he consorted with his beloved.”®

Writing on the Sif7 Tafsir, al-Thanawi says that the sayings of
the Szfis about the Qur‘an do not constitute a Tafsir, and also he points
out that al-Nasaft in his book al- ‘4ga’id, says: ‘The verses should be
taken 1n their obvious meaning. To reject the obvious meaning in favour
of an interpretation as is done by the Batiniya, is a heresy.” Taftazani, in
his commentary on Nasafi, says: ‘The Batiniya are heretics because
they claim that the verses should not be taken in their obvious
meanings and that they have hidden meanings known only to the
teachers. The object of their claim is to reject the Shari ‘a altogether. But

the S7f1 attitude 1s that the verses, in addition to their obvious meanings,

56. Walt Allah: al-Fauz al-Kabir, 60.
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have deep meanings discernible only by those who are inspired. A
harmony between the normal understanding of the verses and the hidden

meaning is possible. This kind of understanding is the result of perfect

faith and pure inspirativzm."‘57

The Sifis were, it seems, aware of the ‘Ulamd’s reaction
towards their Taﬁzr They therefore tried their best to dissipate the
‘Ulama’s suspicions about mystical interpretations. Explaining the Szfi

view on the subject of mystical Tafsir, lbn ‘Ata’ Allah says: ‘It
should be known that the strange explanations by the Sufis of the
word of God and of the sayings of his Apostle do not involve the
alteration of the verses from their obvious meaning. True, the
obvious meaning of the verse is clearly the one which is-arrived at by
applying philological rules and a knowledge of the context, but the verses
and traditions also have an inner meaning which is understood by a S#ft
who is inspired by God. It is related in a tradition that every verse
has an outward and an inward meaning, Beware of being prevented
by a man of dispute and argument from attaining the inward meaning
on the pretext that this is a diversion of the divine word and the word
of His messenger from their true meaning. True, it would have been
a diversion, had they said: ‘it is the only meaning of the Qur an. On
the contrary, they recognized the obvious meanings of the verses. In
addition, they understood whatever is revealed to them by God’. 8

Theoretically, however, the ‘Ulamd did not raise any objection to

this kind of symbolic Tafsir, as long as it did not go against the linguistic

57. Al-Kashshaf, 36; Itqan, ii, 184; Taftazani: Sharh al-'Aqa 'id, 1, 204.
58. Itgan, 11, 185.
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with Particular Reference to Abu Al-Qdsim Al-Qushairi

rules of the Qur’an and the religious laws. In fact they even
appreciated it.

Some Saft Tafsirs
Tafstr Al-Qur’an al-‘azim of al-Tustarv
Sahl al-Tustari (d. 283/896) was perhaps the first Sizfi whose
sayings concerning the Qur 'agnic verses were compiled by one of his
disciples in a book form. Tustari, known as a pious and ascetic Siif,

does not interpret the Qur 'Gn verse by verse, the method used in the
Tafsir by the “Ulama. Rather, he chooses a few verses from every

chapter (S7ira) and points out their spiritual significance. Sometimes he
explains a verse in accordance with its obvious and philological

meaning.

Explaining the spiritual content of the verses, he often lays
stress on self-examination and he considers knowledge to be the
final object of human life. Writing on the verse “And in his absence
the people of Moses took to worshipping the effigy of a calf (made
of their_omaments)” (Q. 7:148), Sahl says that anything which keeps a
man from God 1s his own ‘golden calf’. It might be his family, his
children, or something else to which he 1s attached. The only way to
escape from the golden calf is to destroy every form of lust;-which is
the basis for the existence of the golden calf. For worshippers of the

calf had saved themselves by renouncing their ‘selves’.”

Explaining the word ‘good’ (Hasana) in the verse: O, our

Sustainer! Grant us good in this world and good in the life to come’.

59. Tafsir of Tistar, 60.
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(Q. 2:201), Sahl says: ‘It means knowledge and prayer in this world and
God’s pleasure in the world to come.” He interprets the verse: "By the
Star when it goes down” (Q. 53:1) as meaning: “When Muhammad
came back.’ The commentators, however, had usually taken the verse
in its obvious meaning, that is ‘By the star, when it goes down’. But
‘f we take into consideration the subject of this Sura, which 1s the
personality of the Prophet, TustarT’s explanation seems to be the most
accurate.®! These few examples suffice to show that the TustarT’s
explanations in general do not contradict the obvious and philological
explanations in their wide sense.

Writing on the Siff way of life, Sahl says: “The principles of
our way of life are three: eating food obtained by honourable means,
imitatioh_ of the Messenger in his words and actions, and sincerity of
intention in all actions.”® '

As we have said before, self-examination and attainment of
knowledge are an essential theme in Tustar?’s Tafsir. Sahl never fails
to repeat his ideas at the slightest opportunity. Regarding knowledge,
he says that while a common man lives for his daily bread, knowledge 1s

an important factor in the messenger’s life. He further says that this
world is ‘sleeping self’, while the next is ‘an awakening one’. Man can
overcome his worldly problems and temptations by knowledge and the
purification of his heart.”

60. Ibid., 24.
61. Ibid., 145.
62. Ibid., 153.

63. Ibid., 151.
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Muhammad’s Personality

Needless to say, every Muslim venerates all Prophets in general
and Muhammad 1n particular. The personality of the Prophet as
depicted by the Qur’an is that of an inspired Prophet whom God has
- chosen for the guidance of mankind. But in later days he appears in
Sifi literature with the same attributes as Jesus in Christian literature.
As far as Jil1’s portrayal in his book Al-Insan al-Kamil is concerned,
he (Muhammad) is at the centre o f the universe.** Tustar?’s Tafsir

seems to have been J1l1’s source.

Writing on this subject, Sahl says that Adam was created out
of ‘clay of honour’ (&3 ;b ). Honour for its own part was created out
of the light of Muhammad.® Emphasizing the same point, he says
that God revealed to David, saying: ‘O David! Behold! Do not lose me,
otherwise you will lose everything. I have created Muhammad for my
own sake, and Adam for his sake, believers for prayers, and all the
world for the sake of Adam’s children.”®® Exalting the personality of
the Prophet, he says that the Prophet’s name 1s written on every leaf

of every tree in Paradise.””

These stories show how far Jili, or Ibn ‘Arabi, was ihﬂuencéd
by TustarT and how far TustarT himself was affected by the Christians or
the Shi‘a. True, the seeds of Tustar1’s idea concerning the personality of

64. Al-Insan al-Kamil, 1i, 36.
65. Tafsir of TustarT, 15.

66. Ibid., 14.
67. Ibid., p.73.
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the Prophet can be traced easily in the Qur’dn, for man, as he
appears in the Qur’an, is at the centre of the universe. If the technical
term for al-Rih al-Muhammadi stands for humanity,” then
Muhammad can be described as being at the centre of the universe.
Nevertheless, in spite of this possible source of support for these ideas
in the Qur’an, the stories themselves have not the slightest authority

either in the Qur ‘an or in the traditions.

Some stories related by Tustari bear witness to his own fine
taste. It is related that Abii Bakr, before his death, asked his daughter to
bury him in his old clothes, for a living man stands more in need of
new clothes than a dying one.”” Pointing out the significance of a
broken heart, S ahl says that D avid once asked the L ord where He
lives. ‘In broken hearts’, the Lord replied.”

/

This Tafsir, though very small in size, is very valuable on account
of its quality. It does exist in book form, but still deserves to be edited
carefully.

Haqd’iqul Tafstr

This Tafsir was compiled by Abi ‘Abdul Rahman al-SulamT
(D. 412/1021) himself. Al-Sulami, one of the authentic Sz writers,”' had
been accused by some ‘Ulama of fabricating traditions. Al-Sulami, it

seems, was the victim of the old habit of accusing scholars of

68. Al-Sharif al-Jurjant: Kirab al-Ta‘rifat, 118.
69. Tafsir of Tustari, 172.

70. Ibid., 53.

71. Al-Khatib, ii, 248; Shadharat, 1, 196-7.
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‘fabrication and heresy’. It has been proved by a modern scholar that the
serious charges brought against Sulami are completely groundless.
Traditions quoted by Sulami in his book: ‘Adab al-suhba wa husn al-

4shra’ do exist in the work of his predecessors. None of them, whatever
their origin may be, are Sulami’s own inventions.”” The ‘Ulama, it i
appears, were not happy to see the sayings of al-Hallaj and of Ja'far

al-Sadiq quoted by Sulami . So he himself came under fire from them.
‘I wish Sulami had not written this 7afs%’,”” Dhahabi said. Describing

Sulami’s 7afsir, his own country man says: ‘Sulami 1s no<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>