


Schools of Qur’anic Exegesis

Qur’anic exegesis has become the battleground of political Islam and theological
conflict among various Muslim schools of thought. Using comparative and con-
trastive methodology, examples from the Qur’an are investigated in the light of
various theological views to delineate the birth, development and growth of
Qur’anic exegesis.

The political status quo, in the past and at present, has impinged upon Qur’anic
exegesis more than on any other discipline in Islamic studies. This book illus-
trates the dichotomy between mainstream and non-mainstream Islam, showing
how Qur’anic exegesis reflects the subtle dogmatic differences and political
cleavages in Islamic thought. Chapters explore in depth the intrusive views of the
compilers of early exegesis manuscripts, the scepticism among Western scholars
about the authenticity of early Muslim works of exegesis and of prophetic tradi-
tion, and the role of exegesis as a tool to reaffirm the Qur’an as a canon. Broader
themes encompassed include the interpretations of exegetical terms; use of the
notion of free will and pre-determinism to justify the political misfortunes of
Muslim leaders and the sufferings of their people; politicization of Ramadan; and
the disparity between jihad and non-jihad.

Written to appeal to those with comparative exegetical interests as well as
those focused on Islamic studies in general, this book will be an important refer-
ence for research students, scholars and students of Islamic studies, Theology,
Religious studies and Middle Eastern studies.

Hussein Abdul-Raof is Senior Lecturer in Arabic and Qur’anic Studies at the
University of Leeds. His research interests include Arabic linguistics, Qur’anic
studies, Arabic stylistics, Arabic rhetoric and translation studies, and he has
published widely on the Qur’an and Arabic rhetoric.
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Preface

Qur’anic exegesis is a literary activity whose function is the elucidation of the
clear and ambiguous aspects of the Scripture and its major principles. Schools of
exegesis constitute a major discipline in Qur’anic studies referred to in Arabic as
manahij al-tafsir, meaning ‘methodologies of exegesis’. Qur’anic exegesis has
gone through a historical marathon journey that has lasted fourteen centuries,
from the seventh to the end of the twentieth century. The present book delineates
precisely the odyssey of the birth, development and growth of Qur’anic exegesis
and its various schools. This book, however, is not merely a historiographical
account of the development of exegesis but rather a methodologically academic
investigation of the genesis and proliferation of the discipline and techniques of
exegesis.

Schools of Qur’anic Exegesis taps a rich vein of information in this valuable
discipline of Islamic studies. This work presents a holistic survey of exegesis
scholarship of classical and modern, mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes
that has started since the first/seventh century and continued until our present
time. Schools of Qur’anic Exegesis also provides a theoretical insight into the
early and modern Qur’anic exegesis activity and its related disciplines from both
a Muslim perspective and a non-Muslim critical eye. This work illustrates the
major characteristic features and exegetical techniques ad hoc to each school of
exegesis together with the theological and/or political implications of a given
exegetical point of view. The exegetical activity of mainstream Islam is repre-
sented by the Sunni (ahl al-Sunnah wal-jamacah) approach to the Qur’an, while
the exegetical activity of the non-mainstream Islam is represented by Sunni and
non-Sunni approaches to the Qur’an. Thus, the non-mainstream approach to the
exegesis of the Scripture of Islam is represented by the Shicah, Ismacili, Khawarij,
Ibadi, Ashcari, Muctazilah and Sufi. Therefore, although the Khawarij and Ibadi
are within the non-mainstream Muslim faith, they neither represent the Shici nor
the Sunni views. Similarly, while the Ashcari, Muctazilah and Sufi are classified
within the non-mainstream Muslim faith, they still represent the general Sunni
views. The dichotomy between mainstream and non-mainstream Islam is related
to the binary opposition in exegesis between al-tafsir bil-ma’thur, that is, tradi-
tional, and al-tafsir bil-ra’i, that is, rational/hypothetical.



This dichotomy reflects subtle dogmatic differences and political cleavages in
Islamic thought. Since its infancy during the formative phase of the first/seventh
century and up to our present time, Qur’anic exegesis has become the channel
through which opposing, politically motivated theological views are expressed by
different mainstream and non-mainstream students of the Qur’an. Most impor-
tantly, mainstream and non-mainstream exegetical views have significantly influ-
enced the political agenda of Muslim political parties and organizations of the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Out of Qur’anic exegesis, political Islam is
born. The theologically oriented ayahs related to fighting and the development of
divergent religious dogmas such as jihad and political allegiance to the ruler
have, for instance, found their place at the heart of Qur’anic exegesis. Thus, the
tafsir tradition and written works have evolved in response to varying political,
theological, historical and intellectual conditions. The growing polarity between
traditional and rational schools of exegesis has significantly contributed to the
genesis of the sectarian tafsir. The exegesis of the Qur’an has acquired a politico-
religious function.

Anyone who employs a hypothetical opinion with regards to the meaning(s) of
a given Qur’anic passage or word is dubbed as mu’awwil (interpreter of the
Qur’an by personal reasoning) and his tafsir is classified as wrong and counter to
the Qur’an and the standard practice of Muhammad. The historical dichotomy
between mainstream and non-mainstream Islam has been firmly established in
the community due to the emergence of polarity in tafsir tradition.

x Preface



Acknowledgements

My sincere gratitude goes to the British Academy for their Larger Research Grant
(LRG-45468) which enabled me to carry out the present work.

For their kind support and services, a great debt of gratitude goes to the staff
of libraries which I visited during my research trips: the Prophet’s Mosque
Library of Madinah, the Islamic University of Madinah, the Makki Holy Mosque
Library of Makkah, the Manuscript National Library (Cairo), the Faculty of Dar
al-cUlum Library of Cairo University, Alexandria General Library, the
Manuscript National Library of Istanbul, the Bibliothèque Nationale de France
(Paris), the Ministry of Awqaf and Religious Affairs (Oman), the Centre for
Preservation and Restoration of Documents and Manuscripts (Oman), Tehran
University Library, Islamic Culture and Relations Organisation (Tehran), and the
British Library (London).

For their generous time and informative debate, my special thanks are also due
to all the scholars who I met with for consultation during my research trips.



This page intentionally left blank



Arabic transliteration system

Throughout the present work, the Library of Congress transliteration system has
been consistently employed whenever an Arabic expression is quoted. The fol-
lowing table explains the Arabic transliteration system for Arabic consonants and
vowels:

Arabic Transliteration Arabic Transliteration
أ a ط t
ء ’ ظ z
ب b ع c

ت t غ gh
ث th ف f
ج j ق q
ح h ك k
خ kh ل l
د d م m
ذ dh ن n
ر r ه h
ز z و w
س s ي y
ش sh
ص s
ض d

Arabic short-long vowels and case endings:

Arabic Transliteration Arabic Transliteration
ا a ًــــ -an
– u —ٌ -un
ـيـ i ٍـــ -in
َــــ a
ُــــ u
َــــ i
ـَـــ
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Introduction

Classical and modern Qur’anic exegesis works have not been taken on board by
Muslim scholars as reliable sources for the explication of the Qur’anic text. Yet
the role of exegesis has remained as a tool to reaffirm the Qur’an as a canon.
Tafsir activity began its odyssey from the very early days of the inception of
Islam in the first/seventh century. However, tafsir scholarship flourished and
gained momentum only during the end of the formative phase during the end of
the first/seventh and early second/eighth century onwards.

The role of Muhammad (d.570–632) in Qur’anic exegesis is announced by
Q16:44, ‘anzalna ilaika al-dhikra litubaiyina lil-nasi ma nuzzila ilaihim [We have
revealed to you the Qur’an so that you can explain to people what was sent down
for them].’ Through his words and deeds, Muhammad has become the first and
best commentator after the Qur’an, as the Qur’an is claimed to have explained
itself via intertextual reference within it (al-qur’anu yufassiru nafsahu). However,
there is little known how much in fact Muhammad, as an exegete, has explained
to his companions. Nevertheless, Muhammad’s sunnah (standard practice, that is,
his words and actions) and the Scripture of Islam have soon established exegeti-
cal interrelationship. In terms of Qur’anic exegesis, this relationship between the
Qur’an and the sunnah has become a matter of interdependence. In the view of
mainstream and non-mainstream Muslim scholars, it is the Qur’an which is in
need of the sunnah and not vice versa. Although the sunnah elucidates the
Qur’an, it is the Qur’an, and not the sunnah, which can abrogate some Qur’anic
ayahs. After the death of Muhammad, the Muslim community has witnessed a
period of intense theological and political ferment. The fitnah (civil war) in
41/662 was sparked off by the assassination of the third caliph cUthman b. cAffan
in 35/656. This is a major juncture in Islamic history, which together with the
evolution of hypothetical opinion based on speculative thought has led to politi-
cal and theological wrangling, the emergence of non-mainstream exegesis, hadith
fabrication, and fabricated exegetical views falsely ascribed to iconic compan-
ions. Qur’anic exegesis has, therefore, become the vehicle through which dog-
matic and political views are funneled. With the proliferation of personal
reasoning exegesis, exegetical polemics have flourished, too.

The majority of Muslim exegetes have let their imagination run wild and had
the opportunity of using their personal opinion to provide a specific sense to a



given Qur’anic expression. We often encounter numerous semantic details for a
single lexical item, at times exceeding a dozen. One is left wondering which
meaning is true and which one is purely hypothetical. This fact has led Rippin
(1983, p. 320) to conclude that many generations of Muslim scholars studied the
Qur’an with a freedom and a resultant unleashing of creativity which has been
obscured by the unhistorical nature of the Arabic lexicons. An examination of
Qur’anic exegetical sources reveals the story behind some of the more preposter-
ous meanings recorded in those works. According to Rippin (1983, p. 316), ‘the
exegetes had the opportunity of using their imaginations to provide an appropri-
ate meaning.’ Rippin (1983, p. 320) concludes that the definition of certain
Qur’anic words is arbitrary and results from a desire to solve intra-Qur’anic and
Qur’an versus dogma conflict.

The exegete is expected to be an encyclopaedic Qur’an scholar who is well-
acquainted with Arabic linguistics, stylistics, and most importantly, the semanti-
cally oriented pragmatic functions of Arabic rhetoric. These three pre-requisites
have contributed to the evolution of non-mainstream Qur’anic exegesis. For
mainstream exegetes, the partisans of non-mainstream exegetes have gone far
astray in their exegetical analysis. Unlike the mainstream school of exegesis
which takes into account the exoteric (non-allegorical, literal) meaning of the
Qur’an, Shici, Ismacili and Ibadi tafsirs come in contact with Muctazili and Sufi
tafsirs where they all resort to the esoteric (allegorical, underlying) meaning of
the multi-faceted meanings of Qur’anic expressions. Thus, each commentator
espouses different theological and political views for some Qur’anic passages.
This in fact depends on whether an exegete advocates or rejects independent
reasoning.

The politico-religious impact has been felt right from the early years of Islam
and the evolution of exegesis. In the view of Watt (1973, p. 216), politico-
religious movements have developed during the first/seventh century. Different
religious attitudes have political implications and both developed under the
Umayyad rule (Watt 1973, p. 230). Thus, tafsir activity has suffered during the
new politico-religious milieu. Moreover, a large number of early and classical
works of exegesis of the recording phase from the first quarter of the
second/eighth century onwards underwent redactional processes and intrusive
exegetical views of the compilers. Thus, the authenticity of early Muslim tafsir
works has raised scepticism among Western scholars. This scepticism is attrib-
uted to the fact that there are weak and fabricated isnad, intrusive poetic citations
falsely ascribed to pre-Islamic poets and contradictory exegetical reports which
are ascribed to iconic companions pervaded a large number of early tafsir works.

Modern research in Qur’anic exegesis, both theoretical and practical, is a vital
discipline for the understanding of the Scripture of Islam in the twenty-first
century. Andrew Rippin (1982 and 1999) has highlighted the lack of research in
exegesis and the need for it as well as for the need to study other early tafsir man-
uscripts in order to appreciate the development of early tafsir and the periodiza-
tion of the exegetical enterprise based upon a sequential emergence of exegetical
tools (Rippin 1999, p. xv). While Rippin (1999, p. xix) asserts that ‘the study of
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tafsir is still very much in its infancy,’ Wild (1996, p. vii) observes that ‘the gen-
esis of the Qur’anic text continues to absorb the interest of scholars.’ Moreover,
Charles Adams (1976; see also Rippin 1982, p. 224) brings to our attention an
important research fact: ‘Qur’anic study is also badly neglected in another of its
aspects, that which deals with the traditional interpretation of the Scripture of the
Islamic community itself.’ We hope that the present work will plug the research
gap in this vital discipline of Qur’anic studies. Although the present work
provides a historical account of the various phases of Qur’anic exegesis, we are
not concerned with the history of redaction. Our aim remains a practical one
ultimately.

The present work comprises nine chapters:
Chapter 1 sets the scene for the evolution of exegesis as a discipline. It exam-

ines tafsir scholarship, classification of schools of exegesis, different approaches
to exegesis, categories of the views of companions and successors, and the pro-
gression stages of Qur’anic exegesis. It also accounts for the three major com-
panion exegetes and their impact on later exegetes. This chapter also provides a
discussion of the authenticity of tafsir sources and the many issues related to exe-
gesis based on the views of Western Qur’an scholars such as Wansbrough,
Nöldeke, Schwally, Goldziher, Rippin, Abbot, Gätje, Gilliot, Versteegh,
Leemhuis, Watt, Birkeland, Speight, Rubin, Weil, Schacht, Juynboll, Schoeler
and many others. Their views are consulted with regards to controversial issues
in Qur’anic exegesis such as the early opposition to exegesis, the authenticity of
tradition (hadith), forged traditions, ascription of exegesis works to different
authors, historical authenticity of sources and the ascription of exegetical views
to companion exegetes. This chapter also accounts for the difference between the
two major schools of exegesis: traditional (al-tafsir bil-ma’thur) and hypothetical
opinion (al-tafsir bil-ra’i) and the reasons why the latter is objectionable to main-
stream Muslim scholars. Thus, this chapter highlights the distinction between
mainstream and non-mainstream Qur’anic exegesis. In Chapter 1, details are also
provided about the functions of exegesis, the phase of recording exegesis, the
classification of the transmission of exegetical sources, the impact of the Judeo-
Christian milieu, reference to Judaic exegetes, the various traditional and modern
genres of Qur’anic exegesis, and the lexicographical and phraseological works on
Qur’anic exegesis.

Chapter 2 investigates the relationship between exegesis and hadith. It pro-
vides an informative analysis of hadith as a second major canonical source for
Qur’anic exegesis. This chapter investigates the functions of hadith and why it
constitutes a bridge to the elucidation of the Qur’an, the collection and recording
of hadith, the problems of chain of authorities, the biographical analysis of hadith
transmitters, the spread of spurious hadiths that are politically and dogmatically
driven, the factors attributed to the fabrication of hadith, the factors that deter-
mine the validity of hadith, informative details about the notions of al-jarh wal-
tacdil (impugnment and validation) in hadith lierature, the grounds of
impugnment and validation, the classification of hadith under one of several
major categories of trustworthiness, the various kinds of defects that affect the
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chain of authorities, the three-point scale used in the classification of hadith, the
authenticity and date of origin of the hadith material according to Western hadith
scholars, the criteria of hadith authenticity and hadith genres.

Chapter 3 accounts for the heterogeneous nature of Qur’anic exegesis. It pro-
vides interesting details about the floodgates of tendentious political semantics
and the binary opposition between al-tafsir bil-ra’i (rational exegesis which
employs personal opinion) and al-tafsir bil-ma’thur (traditional or mainstream
exegesis). It also discusses how Qur’anic exegesis has been abused for political
ends by old and modern Arab and Muslim rulers. This chapter also accounts for
the fact that exegesis has become the channel through which opposing theologi-
cal views are expressed and the polemical discourse employed by different
exegetes with regards to various dogmas adopted by different mainstream and
non-mainstream exegetes.

Chapter 4 investigates the binary distinction between tafsir (exegesis) and
ta’wil (interpretation) and how this distinction has led to the evolution of the sec-
ond major school of exegesis, namely, hypothetical opinion exegesis. This
chapter provides the definitions for these two notions, discusses them as separate
disciplines, accounts for the major genres in exegesis, the companion views and
Wansbrough’s exegetical typology. Chapter 2 also accounts for the classification
of interpretation (ta’wil), the categories of interpretation, and the reasons that
make interpretation objectionable among mainstream theologians. Thus, the word
‘ta’wil’ has assumed a double-edged meaning: al-ta’wil al-mamhmud (com-
mendable, worthy of praise interpretation) and al-ta’wil al-madhmum (objection-
able, not worthy of praise interpretation).

Chapter 5 provides a comprehensive investigation of the evolution of Qur’anic
exegesis. It accounts for the various phases of development, namely, the forma-
tive phase, the recording phase, and the modern phase. It also investigates in
detail the features, sources and differences in exegetical views among the
exegetes of each phase. This chapter also provides an account of the Andalus
(Spain and Portugal) school of exegesis and its major characteristics, as well as
the Sufi school of exegesis and its distinguishing features.

Chapter 6 investigates the four formative schools of Qur’anic exegesis: the
Hijaz school of Makkah and Madinah, and the Iraqi school of Kufah and Basrah.
This chapter also accounts for the prototypical features and tools of exegesis of
these schools. It also provides a comparative analysis of these four schools.

Chapter 7 is an explicated informative and detailed account of the linguistic
tools of exegesis. It expounds the pre-requisites of the exegete and his linguistic
and stylistic competencies and skills that are required in the process of exegesis.
Copious examples will be furnished to illustrate the possible semantic differences
that may lead to theological cleavages among the various schools of exegesis.

Chapter 8 accounts for the jurisprudential tools employed in Qur’anic exege-
sis. This chapter also explains in detail why the exegete is required to be armed
with the knowledge of exegetical theological devices such as the circumstances
of revelation, abrogating and abrogated ayahs, and clear and ambiguous ayahs.
Through numerous examples, this chapter provides an explicated account of the
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required jurisprudential techniques adopted by the exegete. Each example will be
analysed thoroughly and the various theological views based on mainstream and
non-mainstream theologians will also be provided. It also investigates the variant
modes of reading which involve vocalic or diacritic differences. The modes of
reading are accounted for with regards to their impact on the linguistic and
semantic change in meaning.

Chapter 9 furnishes a concluding discussion of our work on the odyssey of
Qur’anic exegesis from its infancy in the first/seventh century to the end of the
twentieth century.

The bibliography of the present work provides a comprehensive list of sources
that are of value to Islamic studies in general and to Qur’anic exegesis in particular.

The Library of Congress transliteration system has been applied throughout this
work. The translation of the Qur’an is based upon Saheeh International (1997) as
it adopts a communicative approach and employs a modern English style.

The equivalent Western dates have been added to citations of Arabic Hijri
dates. In the alphabetical ordering of the bibliography, the Arabic definite article
(al-) is disregarded.

Introduction xix
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1 Preamble to Qur’anic exegesis

1.1 Introduction

The present chapter provides an informative account of the evolution of Qur’anic
exegesis since the inseption of Islam in the first/seventh century and up to the
twentieth century, as well as the diverse approaches that have developed over the
past centuries. This detailed investigation takes into consideration the views of
both Muslim and non-Muslim Qur’an scholars with regards to early tafsir tradi-
tion, the controversy over the authenticity and historicity of tafsir sources and
works, the reliability as opposed to the sceptical views about the genuine and spu-
rious chain of authorities, the validity of prophetic tradition, the relationship
between the Qur’an and the hadith, the impact of fabricated prophetic traditions on
exegesis and the reliability of ascription of exegetical views to iconic companion
exegetes. This chapter also provides a classification of the exegetical views of the
companions and successors as well as a ramification of the schools of exegesis that
have evolved since the first/seventh century. The documentation and transmission
of Qur’anic exegesis is also provided together with the classification of exegetical
sources. Through our investigation of historiography and exegesis, the present dis-
cussion also accounts for the impact of the Judeo-Christian milieu and the influ-
ence of Jewish anecdotes, as a recurrent feature, on some schools of Qur’anic
exegesis and, in particular, on some companion and successor exegetes of the
formative phase. This chapter also provides an outline of the major genres in exe-
gesis throughout the three distinct phases: formative, recording and modern. These
include paraphrastic, narrative, legal, linguistic, thematic, synoptic and scientific
genres. A classification of lexicographical tafsir works has been made which
accounts for the distinct approaches in Qur’anic exegesis such as intra-
lingual translation of the Qur’an, gharib, wujuh, ashbah and mutashabihat works.

1.2 Examination of Tafsir scholarship

While the Qur’an, for the Muslim, is the word of God and textually inerrant, its
written elucidation is the word of the exegete, a man whose sources are mostly
characterized by augmentations; interpolations (see Sections 1.4 and 1.5 of the
present chapter); internal contradiction; intrusive comments ascribed to the orig-
inal scholar; spurious prophetic traditions (see Chapter 2, Sections 2.2 and 2.3);



intrusive exegetical tools such as poetic loci falsely ascribed to pre-Islamic poets;
and most interestingly, theological cleavages echoing the exegete’s own politico-
religious dogma. These dogmatic leanings have rendered some early and
medieval Qur’an commentators as doctrinally suspects. In a similar vein, some
tafsir works have undergone redactional processes and are marked by extrapola-
tion techniques. Therefore, the exegete, unlike God, is not impartial. In his hum-
ble attempt to illuminate and explicate the speech of God, the exegete, as a
human, remains conditioned by the surrounding circumstances, and is, more often
than not, driven by his theological and political dogmatic agenda (see Chapter 3,
Sections 3.2 and 3.3). This is true of the theological views of rebel protagonists,
for instance, such as the Khawarij.1 Although the cUthmanic master codex
remains the official text for the majority of Qur’an commentators, one cannot
deny the following facts:

(i) Many codices of the Qur’an have existed where each one may have its own
prototypical textual features and at times intrusive, that is, non-canonical,
expressions such as the codex of Ubai b. Kacb (d.20/640).

(ii) There exist many modes of reading in oral circulation which are contrary to
the master codex and are categorized as irregular modes.

(iii) Exoteric and esoteric meaning of the Qur’anic text continues to exist.
(iv) There exist different circumstances of revelation to the same ayah(s). 
(v) There exist different views with regards to the abrogating and abrogated ayahs.

This leads us to the conclusion that although the cUthmanic master codex has
achieved the textual unity of the revelation, it has not solved the theological and
exegetical cleavages among theologians and exegetes. One can easily pin point
the serious impact on tafsir tradition and exegetical views. Nevertheless, the
scholarship of tafsir has continued and so has its oral and written transmission.

The Qur’an, for Wild (1996, p. 140), is the most meta-textual, most self-refer-
ential holy text known in the history of world religions. There is no other holy text
which would refer so often to its own textual nature and reflect so constantly and
pervasively its own divine origin. While the Qur’an as a Scripture took shape
within 23 years, its tafsir started from the very first day of its revelation in the night
between the 26th or 27th of Ramadan of the first/seventh century and the diverse
approaches to its multi-faceted discourse will continue to the very last day of its
existence as a Scripture. Thus, the odyssey of Qur’anic exegesis has started in
earnest during the lifetime of Muhammad in the first/seventh century. However,
after Muhammad’s death, students of Qur’anic exegesis have politicized the
Qur’an either through the manipulation of the allegorical signification, that is, eso-
teric meaning, the adoption of prophetic traditions (hadith)2 whose chain of author-
ities (isnad)3 may be questioned, or through the ascription of fabricated views to
early authoritative companion names such as Ibn cAbbas (d.68/687) whose name
has turned into an exegetical high street trade mark. Thus, the controversy about
political and/or forged isnad as well as subjective exegetical views in early tafsir
works have begun in earnest. For further details, see Section 1.5.
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It is an accepted fact by Muslim and non-Muslim scholars that the first exegete
of the Muslim scripture is Muhammad, the mouthpiece of the Qur’an, who expli-
cated to his companions Qur’anic expressions and passages which were either
unclear or difficult. We are also informed by Q16:44 about the role of
Muhammad as an exegete (We revealed to you the Qur’an that you may make
clear to the people what was sent down to them). If one conceives of Qur’anic
exegesis in the widest sense, it can be said, Gätje (1971, p. 31) argues, that it is
as old as the revelations of Muhammad. Thus, it is statements by the Prophet and
testimonies of his companions that stand in the centre of the older exegesis, as tra-
dition handed down from the first generation of Islam (ibid.). However,
Muhammad has not explained the whole text of the Qur’an to his companions as
there was no need for it. This is attributed to the fact that, as pure Arabs, the com-
panions understood the Qur’an and witnessed its circumstances of revelation at
first hand. Thus, the Qur’an has been partially elucidated by the Prophet and his
verbal explanation is recalled and passed on by the companions to the early suc-
cessors (awa’il al-tabicin). Therefore, the first tafsir tradition is that initiated by
Muhammad and referred to as exegesis of the Prophet (tafsir al-nabi) and is told
on the authority of his companions. After the death of Muhammad, the compan-
ions’ exegetical views have gained an extraordinary authority and are held in
great esteem. Their views have gained a special status and are referred to as mar-
fuc, that is, attributed to Muhammad (literally meaning ‘elevated’). A compan-
ion’s view is accepted even though it is not supported by a prophetic tradition
(hadith) and their views have become one of the three criteria, after the Qur’an
and hadith, of traditional exegesis (al-tafsir bil-ma’thur).4 The main reason for
this is attributed to a number of factors, including the following:

(i) The companions witnessed the revelation.
(ii) They witnessed historical events and some important incidents.

(iii) They did not rely on Jewish anecdotes.5

(iv) They possessed pure linguistic competence and advanced literary skills.
(v) They did not rely heavily on their hypothetical opinion6 in tafsir. 

(vi) When companion exegetes, like Ibn cAbbas (d.68/687) or Ibn Mascud
(d.32/653) employ their personal, that is, rational, opinions on an exegetical
matter, their hypothetical views are considered as commended (mahmud) as
opposed to uncommended (madhmum). In other words, their exegesis is
still traditional (tafsir bil-ma’thur) rather than purely hypothetical (tafsir bil-
ra’i). The main reasons for classifying the exegetical views of Ibn cAbbas
and Ibn Mascud as commended are due to the following facts:
(a) Their views are compatible with the Qur’an and the sunnah (the cus-

tomary practice of Muhammad that indicates his actions and sayings). 
(b) Although Ibn cAbbas has dealt with the controversial notion of

mutashabihat like the names and attributes of God, he does not
approach them in an esoteric mode. Rather, he deals with them in a bila
kaif (without asking how) manner. As for Ibn Mascud and Ubai b. kacb,
they do not deal with them at all.
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(c) Both Ibn cAbbas and Ibn Mascud are referred to as bil-ra’i exegetes.
However, this does not mean they are hypothetical opinion exegetes,
that is, non-mainstream. For instance, Ibn Mascud gives his hypotheti-
cal opinion about jurisprudential problems. Therefore, he cannot be
classified as a hypothetical opinion exegete. However, the school of
Kufah is known as a school of ra’i (personal opinion).

(d) Most importantly, the word ra’i has adopted a new shade of meaning in
our modern time. This word has acquired a negative connotative mean-
ing which is directly linked to uncommended (madhmum) exegesis.
Exegetes who resort to their hypothetical opinion with regards to
mutashabihat problems are dubbed as bil-ra’i exegetes. However, the
word ra’i between the 1st and 2nd, and 7th and 8th, centuries does not have
a negative meaning. Rather, it means personal opinion about jurispru-
dential matters only.

However, not all of the companions’ views are considered as a source for main-
stream exegesis. Thus, we have two categories of companion: 

(i) Companions of first category: They are the companions whose exegetical 
views are classified as marfuc, that is, ascribed to Muhammad.

(ii) Companions of second category: They are the companions whose exegetical
views are classified as mawquf, that is, based on one’s own viewpoint (liter-
ally meaning ‘stopped’). Such an opinion for some theologians, therefore, is
not commended and cannot be accepted.

The dichotomy between marfuc and mawquf is related to isnad (chain of author-
ities) and the exegetical views of the companions and the school of traditional
exegesis. Due to the fact that the companions have witnessed the revelation,
accompanied Muhammad throughout his prophetic mission and have been his
students, their exegetical views are considered as marfuc. Thus, it is categorized
as conclusive evidence (hujjah). However, there are five conditions for a compan-
ion’s viewpoint to be marfuc, if his or her view is

(i) related to explaining the reason for a particular revelation;
(ii) based either on Muhammad’s point of view or his action, that is, his sunnah

(the standard practice);
(iii) related to explaining an incident or a historical event that has taken place dur-

ing the lifetime of Muhammad, as in cA’ishah’s exegetical view concerning
Q33:10, ‘idh ja’ukum min fawqikum wamin asfala minkum w’idh zaghat al-
absaru wabalaghat al-qulubu al-hanajira [They massed against you from
above and below; your eyes rolled with fear, your hearts rose into your
throats]’. This, in her opinion, is related to the day of the battle of al-Khandaq
(fifth/eleventh century). As a companion, her view is regarded as marfuc, that
is, taken as hujjah for the elucidation of this historical event. In other words,
although this is a personal  point of view of a companion which is not directly

4 Preamble to Qur’anic exegesis



ascribed to Muhammad, cA’ishah’s exegetical view, as a companion, is still
considered as marfuc since she has witnessed or known at first hand about a
given historical incident that has occurred before the death of Muhammad;

(iv) not a hypothetical opinion; in other words, if an opinion is not based upon
uncommended personal reasoning (al-ra’i al-madhmum) and there is no
overwhelming scepticism about it that it may have been borrowed from or
influenced by Jewish anecdotes (al-isra’iliyyat) such as stories of the
Prophets, the beginning of creation, paradise and the hell fire (e.g. the long
anecdote narrated by Ibn cAbbas about Ishmael, his mother, his father
Abraham and the construction of Kacbah without mentioning the direct nar-
rator, that is Muhammad, by saying, ‘qala al-nabiy [The Prophet said]’);

(v) related to the explication of a grammatical, semantic, or stylistic problem.
A companion’s linguistic views are of a marfuc status and are favoured over
later linguists’ views such as those of al-Khalil b. Ahmad al-Farahidi
(d.776/1374), al-Farra’ (d.207/822), and Abu cUbaidah (d.210/825).

However, a companion’s point of view is classified as mawquf according to the
following conditions:

(i) If his or her view is about a particular matter that is not related to, that is,
has not taken place during, the lifetime of Muhammad;

(ii) If he or she is known to have been influenced by Jewish anecdotes, such as
cAbd Allah b. cAmru b. al-cAss and Abu Hurairah;

(iii) If his or her view is based on hypothetical personal reasoning (al-ra’i).

Given the above three conditions, a companion’s point of view is a mawquf and,
therefore, is inconclusive evidence (ghair hujjah) in matters related to the eluci-
dation of the Qur’an. Therefore, the views of the first category of companions are
dubbed as ‘conclusive evidence’ while the views of the second category compan-
ions are labelled as ‘inconclusive evidence’ of a given exegetical problem. For
instance, the views of companions like cAbd Allah b. cAmru b. al-cAss and Abu
Hurairah are characterized as mawquf rather than marfuc because they are known
to be heavily influenced by Jewish anecdotes.

Compared to the marfuc/mawquf dichotomy, it is worthwhile to note that the
opinion of a successor, early or late, is categorized as maqtuc (literally meaning ‘ter-
minated’, ‘cut off’ because such views are disconnected from Muhammad’s period)
and, thus, cannot be taken as conclusive evidence for exegetical matters. The suc-
cessors’ exegetical views are of much less authority. Therefore, a successor’s opin-
ion on Qur’anic subject matters is categorized as inconclusive evidence (Ibn Kathir
1994, pp. 54–56; al-cIraqi 1996, pp. 56–57; al-Suyuti 1996a, 1, pp. 94–101; al-
Judaic 2001, pp. 304–307). This is attributed to a number of reasons, such as 

(i) The successors did not witness the revelation.
(ii) They did not witness historical events like battles, or some incidents during

the lifetime of Muhammad.
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(iii) They relied on Jewish anecdotes.
(iv) They relied upon their personal hypothetical opinions.
(v) They had non-mainstream dogmatic theological and political views.7

This dichotomy between companion and successor’s opinions on Qur’anic
subject-matters is explained in the following diagram:
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Figure 1 Dichotomy between marfuc, mawquf and maqtuc exegetical views

Although the companions are considered as sacrosanct by mainstream and
most non-mainstream exegetes, their intellectual capacity and level of compre-
hending the Qur’an vary from one companion to another. This is true of lexical
problems, circumstances of revelation, mutashabihat, and abrogating/abrogated
ayahs. Among the companions whose exegetical views are held in high esteem
are cAli b. Abi Talib (d.40/661) and Ibn cAbbas (d.68/687) of the evolutionary
phase of tafsir (for more details, see Chapter 5, Section: 5.2.1.2.1). The major
sources from which the companions derive their exegetical analysis and which
are employed as exegetical devices include the Qur’an through intertextuality
which is based on the widely held view that the Qur’an elucidates itself (al-
Qur’anu yufassiru nafsahu), prophetic tradition, general and specific meaning
(takhsis al-camm), paraphrase (tabyin al-mujmal), unrestricted and restricted
meaning (taqyid al-mutlaq), context, Qur’anic parables, explanation of lexically
related expressions, hypothetical opinion and some Jewish anecdotes (for more
details on the sources of companion exegesis see Chapter 5, Section 5.2.1.2.2).



The tafsir activity of the companions is primarily oral, part of hadith, unstruc-
tured, and is practised for teaching and learning. The companions’ tafsir can be
characterized as synoptic where the general meaning of a Qur’anic passage is pro-
vided. Also, in their tafsir, the companions refer to two modes of reading only:
the mutawatir (multiple source) and the shadhdhah (irregular) modes of reading.8

Another striking feature of the companions’ tafsir is that they do not touch upon
the mutashabihat, especially the anthropomorphistic expressions such as the
notion of al-istiwa’ cala al-carsh (literally meaning ‘sitting on the throne’), al-
rahmanu cala al-carshi istawa (the Lord of Mercy, established on the throne [Q20:
5]) and God’s attributes (for more details, see Chapter 5, Section: 5.2.1.2.3). After
the death of Muhammad, that is, during the formative phase, some of the first cat-
egory companions established their own schools of Qur’anic exegesis in the areas
they settled in. Three prominent schools of Qur’anic exegesis have evolved. They
are set up by three prominent and authoritative companion exegetes (see Chapter
5, Section: 5.2.1.3.1, for further details). These are as follows:

(i) Makkah school of exegesis set up by Ibn cAbbas (d.68/687),
(ii) Madinah school of exegesis set up by Ubai b. Kacb (d.20/640), 

(iii) Kufah school of exegesis set up by cAbd Allah b. Mascud (d.32/653).
Leading early successor exegetes have studied in one of these three schools
and are supervised by their relevant companion teachers. Thus, the tafsir
activity of the successors is heavily dependant on the companions’ views
who have acted as supervisors of their successor students. However, a lead-
ing early successor exegete has also laid down a prominent school of
Qur’anic exegesis. Thus, we have

(iv) Basrah school of exegesis set up by al-Hasan al-Basri (d.110/728).

During the successors’ phase, Qur’anic exegesis has begun to be recorded.
However, the tafsir activity of the successors, particularly the late successors
(awakhir al-tabicin), is characterized by hypothetical opnion, weak chain of author-
ities of hadith, paraphrase, Jewish anecdotes, variant modes of reading, theologi-
cal cleavages and politically oriented theological views. Among the exegetical
tools of the successors are the circumstances of revelation and abrogation (for
more details on the main characteristics of successors’ exegesis, see Chapter 5,
Section: 5.2.1.3.3). It is during the successors’ phase that the mutashabihat ayahs
have begun to be accounted for by exegetes and, most importantly, the different
schools of thought (madhahib – [sects]) have evolved. With the evolution of mad-
hahib, the views of mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes have seeped into
tafsir works. It is worthwhile to note that the activity of writing down (tadwin)
tafsir works has started during the post-successors’ period in the first quarter of the
2nd and 8th centuries during which tafsir has gained limited autonomy and become
more independent of hadith studies. However, interest in Qur’anic gharib works
and the recording of gharib works have started during the first half of the 2nd and
8th centuries. Gharib al-qur’an refers to Qur’anic expressions that are not widely
used by native speakers of Arabic.
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Although the companions and the successors have shown tremendous interest in
the teaching and learning of Qur’anic exegesis, Western scholars such as Ignácz
Goldziher (1920; cf. Rippin 1987, p. 237), Abbot (1967, pp. 111–113) and
Wansbrough (1977, p. 158) are of the opinion that there has been opposition to
the exegesis of the Qur’an, especially the mutashabihat (unclear) ayahs.9 It was
not until the close of the second century that tafsir al-mutashabihat was permitted
to be studied by fully qualified religious scholars. In the opinion of Wansbrough
(1997), the objections to tafsir are to be understood only secondarily as disap-
proval of independent reasoning (ra’i) as opposed to traditional science (cilm).
However, Birkeland (1955, p. 19) rejects this contention and asserts that opposi-
tion to Qur’anic exegesis did not exist in the first century, but had a short-lived
existence from the end of the first till the end of the second century. Similarly,
Gätje (1971, p. 32) argues that ‘already in the early exegesis, there was a ten-
dency to interpret as many of the ambiguous passages (mutashabihat) of the
Qur’an as possible, if not all of them, including even unimportant detail.’ If there
really was such an opposition, Versteegh (1993. p. 56) argues, it must have come
from certain circles which were, however, unable to prevent its widespread prac-
tice. Leemhuis (1988, p. 16) and Gilliot (1999, p. 7) support Birkeland’s hypoth-
esis as the most satisfactory. There is no reason to think, Gilliot (1999) asserts,
that the very first generations of Muslims were opposed, in any general way, to
giving explanations of the Qur’an. We are of the opinion, however, that if there
was such an opposition to the exegesis of the Qur’an, it must have been justified
in the light of

(i) undue concern over the likelihood of confusing the prophetic tradition, that
is, hadith, with exegetical views especially those hinged upon hypothetical
opinion, and

(ii) over zealous concern by early companions about the analysis of theological
mutashabihat ayahs.

However, during the companions’ phase of exegesis, the opposition to tafsir has
been adopted as an orthodox defence against independent reasoning and heretics,
especially against the tafsir of the theological mutashabihat. The reason for this
is that while the muhkamat are ayahs that are clear and self-explanatory, compre-
hending the mutashabihat is not an easy task for every one. Early Muslim
scholars are concerned that the discussion of a mutashabih ayah may lead to
theolological confusion and the spread of heretical views in the Muslim commu-
nity. The mutashabihat are ‘ambiguous’ theologically, stylistically and linguisti-
cally (cf. Abdul-Raof 2004). Thus, hypothetical personal opinion plays a major
role in their exegesis. According to Rippin (1999, p. xviii; 2000, p. 86), the lack
of documentary evidence makes the issue of the legitimacy of and opposition to
tafsir a difficult one to adjudicate, and the debate among the views of Ignácz
Goldziher, Harris Birkeland, Nabia Abbot, John Wansbrough and Fred Leemhuis
remains unresolved. The opposition to the exegesis of the Qur’an suggested by
Abbot can be seen in view of the following factors:

8 Preamble to Qur’anic exegesis



(i) Both the hadith and exegesis of the Qur’an were parallel to each other in
terms of recording. 

(ii) The recording of exegesis was not as paramount as that of hadith. 
(iii) Qur’anic exegesis was entirely backed up by hadith.
(iv) Qur’anic exegesis was part of hadith studies. 
(v) And most importantly, the companions’ priority, after the Prophet’s death,

was to collect and record hadith.

Although the early verbal and written tafsir of the Qur’an ascribed to the com-
panions and the successors is mostly hinged upon Qur’anic and hadith intertextu-
ality which, in general terms, belongs to the school of traditional exegesis
(al-tafsirt bil-ma’thur), the early tafsir tradition of the companions and the succes-
sors contains some hypothetical personal opinions (al-tafsirt bil-ra’i). Thus,
their tafsir is slightly mixed with what has become to be known as al-tafsir bil-
ra’i which is not based on tafsir al-nabi; that is, it is not compatible with
Muhammad’s tradition. However, some of this tafsir literature is dubbed as ‘com-
mended’ (mahmud), although it has no intertextual backing from the hadith. The
rest of early tafsir tradition ascribed to the early successors is also categorized as
al-tafsir bil-ra’i but is stigmatized as ‘uncommended’ (madhmum) due to reliance
on their own independent reasoning and speculative periphrasis of Qur’anic pas-
sages and expressions. This has marked the development of speculative tafsir tra-
dition and the emergence of non-mainstream tafsir represented by the Shicah,10

Muctazilah, Khawarij and the Sufis who do not rely much on hadith, as opposed
to mainstream tafsir represented mostly by Sunni scholars, that is, the tradition-
ists. The dichotomy between mainstream and non-mainstream schools of
Qur’anic exegesis has become a dogmatically oriented approach to the linguistic
and theological analysis of the Qur’anic text. This dichotomy and its ramifica-
tions can be illustrated by the following diagram: 
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In a similar vein, philosophical and scientific approaches to tafsir are classified
as a non-mainstream school of exegesis. For mainstream Muslim scholars, the
premise on which al-tafsir bil-ma’thur is based is backed up by the hadith nar-
rated by Ibn cAbbas in which Muhammad is believed to have said, that is, the
Prophet of God said, ‘man qala fi al-qur’an bira’yihi falyatabawwa’ maqcadahu
min al-nar [Those who explain the Qur’an by independent reasoning will have
their place prepared for them in the fire of hell],’ and also on the hadith narrated
by Jundub b. cAbd Allah, that is, the messenger of God said, ‘man takallama fi al-
qur’an bira’yihi fa’asab faqad akhta’ [Those who interpret the Qur’an by inde-
pendent reasoning are wrong even if they arrive at the right meaning]’
(al-Mubarakfuri 1990, 8, p. 223, 225; Ibn Hanbal 1993, 1, p. 420). For main-
stream scholars, al-tafsir bil-ra’i is fanciful. Thus, anyone who dares to employ a
hypothetical opinion with regards to the meaning(s) of a given Qur’anic passage
or word is dubbed, and in fact stigmatized, as ‘mu’awwil’ (interpreter of the
Qur’an by hypothetical opinion, that is, personal reasoning) and his tafsir is con-
sidered wrong and counter to the Qur’an and the sunnah (the standard practice)
of Muhammad.

Due to the fact that the partisans of the school of personal hypothetical opin-
ion have gone far astray in their exegetical analysis, al-tafsir bil-ra’i has been
called into question since the companions’ phase of exegesis during the early
first/seventh century. The historical and political polarity between mainstream
and non-mainstream Islam has been firmly established in the community due to
the emergence of polarity in tafsir methodology. In the view of Saeedullah
(1977, p. 131), the religious rivalries among the Sunnis and Shicis have shaken
the foundation of the Abbasid society. This political turmoil has significantly
influenced the two major schools of exegesis: al-tafsir bil-ma’thur and al-tafsir
bil-ra’i. As a result, a dichotomy between the two schools of Qur’anic exegesis
has now evolved. Mainstream scholars have rejected al-tafsir bil-ra’i and
branded it as objectionable (madhmum), as opposed to commended (mamduh),
for the following reasons:

(i) Non-mainstream exegetes invoke esoteric meanings (allegorical, underly-
ing meanings) of Qur’anic words. This approach to Qur’anic exegesis is
not adopted by Muhammad and his companions.

(ii) They have made Qur’anic commentary a political and theological platform
to advance their own dogmas.

(iii) They are anthropomorphic.
(iv) They minimize the role of hadith in their commentaries.
(v) They include forged hadiths and ascribe them to authoritative companions

to substantiate a political or a theological premise.
(vi) They include fabricated exegetical views and ascribe them to authoritative

companion or successor exegetes to substantiate their dogmas.
(vii) Some of the non-mainstream exegesis works are marked by polemics

against the companions of Muhammad.
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(viii) They provide different reasons for the revelation of some ayahs.
(ix) They provide different abrogated ayahs.
(x) They use unknown (majhul) individuals in their chain of authorities with

regards to a given hadith or an exegetical view.
(xi) They avoid exegetical elaboration on ayahs that are counter to their polit-

ical or theological views.
(xii) They are influenced by scholastic theology. 

(xiii) And most seriously, their exegesis includes pernicious innovations
(bidcah).

Although tafsir scholarship evolved and flourished in the countries of today’s
Middle East, the Western flank of the Muslim empire, namely, the Andalus,
which is today’s Spain and Portugal, witnessed under the Muslim rule in the
third/ninth century a robust tafsir activity as a continuation of the phase of record-
ing exegesis and culminated in the eighth/fourteenth century (for more details,
see Chapter 5, Sections 5.2.2.3 and 5.2.2.3.1). The Andalus school of exegesis,
however, enjoys its own prototypical features:

(i) The Andalusi exegetes focus primarily on linguistic and jurisprudential
exegesis.

(ii) They are influenced by mainstream traditional exegesis.
(iii) They oppose esoteric and allegorical approaches to Qur’anic exegesis. 
(iv) Although they refer in their exegesis to al-Zamakhshari who is a non-

mainstream exegete, the Andalusi exegetes are not influenced by his
Muctazili views. They only quote him with regards to linguistic matters. 

(v) They are not keen on Jewish anecdotes.

The modern phase of tafsir, however, is a continuation of the mainstream and
non-mainstream schools of exegesis. As a result of post-World War II, and post-
independence, political tafsir activity of the modern phase has been characterized
by the evolution of literary exegesis with political leanings, exhortation exegesis
for the less educated general public, as well as the emergence of scientific tafsir
which has emerged as a result of the scientific and medical developments during
the twentieth century (for more details on modern tafsir scholarship, see Chapter
5, Sections 5.2.3 and 5.2.3.1). In tracing the historical development of tafsir, we
have now provided three major phases of Qur’anic exegesis:

(1) Formative phase: This includes the formative phase under which the exege-
sis of Muhammad, the companions and the successors is subsumed. It, thus,
has begun during the lifetime of Muhammad until the early years of the
second/eighth century.

(2) Recording phase: This has begun during the first quarter of the second/
eighth century.

(3) Modern phase: This has begun during the nineteenth century.
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However, Rippin (2000, p. 85) provides four different periods of tafsir: form-
ative, classical, mature and contemporary. Rippin (2000) also claims that the sep-
aration is artificial, particularly fuzzy at the edges and certainly in need of
refinement. 

1.3 Function of exegesis

Tafsir is a vehicle of written elucidation of the Qur’anic material. Through tex-
tual elucidation, the reader is shown how the Qur’an becomes divested of time
and space. As an activity, its methodological approach is based, in principle, on
the Qur’an; prophetic tradition; the customary practice (sunnah) of Muhammad;
and the views of his companions. Qur’anic exegesis is a literary activity whose
function is the clarification of the theological, grammatical, semantic and his -
torical aspects of the Scripture. A work of tafsir also aims to expound the
Qur’an’s recurrent prototypical tenets of faith such as monotheism (al-tawhid),
prophethood (al-nubuwwah), eschatology (al-macad/al-bacth) and reward and
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punishment (al-thawab wal-ciqab), as well as its textual features such as God’s
omnipotence (qudrat allah), exhortation, the thematic structure of its surahs and
the conceptual chaining (al-munasabah/altrabut al-mantiqi) among its con-
stituent ayahs and surahs. Most importantly, the function of the literary activity
of Qur’anic exegesis is to achieve spiritual salvation to the reader. The exegete
attempts to show how the Qur’an, as a canon, can revive human life and be a
source of spiritual deliverance.

As a human scholarship, Qur’anic exegesis attempts to unravel the multi-
faceted aspects of the Qur’anic text which is taken as a canon of theology.
Qur’anic exegesis also aims to extract the social and spiritual import of Qur’anic
passages and investigate the possible ways of putting them into socio-religious
practice. The study of tafsir contributes to the understanding of the development
of early Islamic thought. Tafsir has had a major role in the development of other
Islamic intellectual disciplines. Qur’anic exegesis encompasses other sub-disci-
plines such as the variant modes of readings, abrogation, clear and ambiguous
ayahs, reasons for revelation, Qur’anic linguistics, Qur’anic stylistics, stories of
the Prophets, prophetic tradtion, prophetic biography, the development of Islamic
law and its varied schools of jurisprudence; the development of mainstream and
non-mainstream schools of thought, Arabic linguistics, Islamic history and phi-
losophy; the influence of the Jueo-Christian melliu; and most importantly, the
theologically oriented ayahs related to fighting and the development of divergent
religious dogmas such as jihad and political allegiance to the ruler. Thus, the
tafsir tradition and written works have evolved in response to varying political,
theological, historical and intellectual conditions. It comes as no surprise, there-
fore, that the dichotomy between the haqiqi (exoteric, literal, non-allegorical,
surface, denotative) and majazi (exoteric, allegorical, underlying, non-literal) sig-
nifications of Qur’anic expressions and passages has also evolved and become at
the heart of tafsir scholarship right from the evolutionary phase. In the view of
Wild (1996, p. 151) and Heinrichs (1992, pp. 258–270), the question of haqiqah
and majaz (truth and metaphor) was one of the factors which decisively shaped
Muslim exegesis.

In terms of political and theological cleavages, the growing polarity between
traditional and rational schools of exegesis has significantly contributed to the
genesis of the sectarian tafsir. The exegesis of the Qur’an has acquired a
politico-religious function. Qur’anic exegesis has evolved into sectarian exegesis
favouring esoteric shades of meaning of Qur’anic expressions or passages. Tafsir
has ultimately become the battleground of political Islam and theological conflict
among various Muslim schools of thought. As a result, exegetical views have
drawn the geo-political map of the Muslim population across the Muslim world.11

Various mainstream and non-mainstream sects of Islam have been nesting
next to, or far away from, each other as a natural consequence of different theo-
logical views that have emerged from Qur’anic exegesis. Therefore, an exegetical
work mirrors vividly the politico-theological orientation of a given commentator
and his school of exegesis. For Hanafi (1996, p. 203), each tafsir expresses the
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socio-political commitment of the exegete. Thus, Qur’anic exegesis has become
an ideological weapon employed by various socio-political powers to maintain or
to change the status quo, a conservative weapon to maintain and a revolutionary
weapon to change. In fact, Hanafi has gone to the extreme by accusing modern
thematic exegesis of Marxist leanings, given its high and clear commitment to the
poor, the oppressed and the wretched of the earth. In the Arab and Muslim world,
Hanafi (1996, p. 211) enthusiastically argues, colonialism, oppression, social
injustice, poverty, ignorance, dictatorship and other evils are socio-political facts.
‘Thematic exegesis of the Qur’an begins with this reality. . . It appears in a
Marxist language . . . and, because it uses a philosophical and technical language,
it can be quickly accused of being the victim of westernization’ (for more details
on thematic exegesis, see Chapter 4, Section 4.2.3.4).

It is worthwhile to note that the function of Qur’anic exegesis is influenced by
the polarity between traditional (mainstream) and rational (non-mainstream)
schools of exegesis. This is illustrated by the following diagram:
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1.4 Historical authenticity of sources

Just as understanding early Islam is related to the development of the activity of
tafsir during the formative phase in the first/seventh century, understanding the
historicity of early tafsir works of the same phase is equally related to understand-
ing the status of a given tafsir work. The nature of Qur’anic exegesis as an activ-
ity of the formative phase, the actual tafsir works which can be extracted from this
particular phase and the divergence and proliferation of ascription of tafsir works
to authors of different dates have triggered justifiable suspicion and have been
investigated with a sceptical eye by Western scholars. One prominent problem-
atic instance is the work, known as Tanwir al-Miqbas min Tafsir Ibn cAbbas,12

ascribed in some secondary sources to al-Kalbi (d.146/763); in others, to Ibn
cAbbas (d.68/687) and al-Fairuzabadi (d.817/1415); and still others, for example,
to al-Dinawari (d.308/920). Most likely, however, this particular tafsir work can
only be attributed to al-Dinawari (cf. Rippin 1994, p. 39; 1999, p. xii; and 2000,
p. 86). The early years of the formative phase of Qur’anic exegesis has been a



major source of controversy in Oriental Qur’anic studies. For Muslim scholars,
the exegesis of Muhammad constitutes the historical landmark of early her men -
eutics and his companions are the authentic transmitters of his tradition and
exegetical views who have transferred their exegetical knowledge and tools to the
successors. Like Rippin (1982, p. 229), Gilliot (2002, pp. 103–104) suggests that
additional research as well as work is needed on early tafsir works which remain
available only in manuscript form and for which there is a desperate need for
proper editions to elucidate more fully the problems of the beginning and early
development of Qur’anic exegesis.

Whether out of theological conviction or merely unconsciously, Rippin (1985,
p. 152) argues, modern scholarship has approached Islam in the same way that it has
traditionally treated Judaism and Christianity – as a religion of history, that is, as a
religion that has a stake in history. In his account of the methodologies of John
Wansbrough who tried to understand the beginnings of Islam, Rippin (1985) draws
our attention to the questionable historical authenticity of the early Islamic sources
and warns us of the literary qualities of these sources available to us and of the avail-
ability of very little material of ‘neutral’ testimonial quality for the study of early
Islam if we are to achieve positive results. Gilliot (2002, p. 103) also refers to
Orientalists who question the reliability of the authoritative chain of transmission as
a means of reconstructing supposedly early tafsir works. For John Wansbrough
(1978, pp. 116–117), such information contains and documents the basis of Islam as
written within the first two centuries (1st–2nd/7th–8th) and seems to have a stake in the
Islamic history being recounted. For Wansbrough (1970, p. 247), Qur’anic exegesis
is not likely to have been articulated before the third/ninth century. Unlike
Wansbrough, Sezgin believes in the existence of early documents in order to sub-
stantiate the claim for the validity of hadith transmission and the isnad mechanism.
Sezgin’s treatment of tafsir specifically appears to document the notion of written
texts existing and being transmitted from very early on in the Muslim world (Rippin
1982, p. 228; Gilliot 2002, p. 103). Nowhere, Rippin (1985, p. 153) asserts, has the
attitude toward the historical character of the sources about the foundation of Islam
proved to be more resilient than in the exegesis of the Qur’an, especially the reasons
for revelation known as asbab al-nuzul, as one of the categories of exegetical infor-
mation that record the historical events concerning the revelation of a given ayah.
However, Wansbrough is rather radical in his scepticism of the authenticity of the
early Muslim sources and corpus that constitute the foundation of Islam. His argu-
ment is that we do not know and probably never can know what really happened
(p. 157). On the other hand, Wansbrough’s results and methodological validity have
also become a rallying point for many objections by other Qur’an scholars. In his
attempt to elucidate the meaning of (al-samad) of Q112, Rubin (1984, p. 197) argues
that Q112 is one of the most typical examples of the reluctance of Western scholars
to rely upon Muslim tafsir as a source for understanding the meaning of the Qur’anic
text. Their reluctance is due to the various opinions presented in Muslim tafsir which
are offered by later Muslim commentators (p. 197).

The hadith literature has been the object of an intense search during the first
two and a half centuries of the Islamic era. There is, however, much obscurity and
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dispute, in the view of Watt (1973, p. 258), about the beginnings of the process
of writing down the hadith. The hadiths are collected into many written compila-
tions, and gradually six of these (al-kutub al-sittah) have become recognized in
much of the Sunni world as the most authoritative ones (Speight 1988, p. 63).13

As the science of hadith developed and the opinions of scholars emerged regard-
ing the relationship of the sunnah to the Qur’an, emphasis was largely placed on
the practical nature of tafsir (p. 64). However, no matter how significant the sun-
nah or prophetic hadiths are, the sunnah or a hadith cannot abrogate any ayah in
the Qur’an. This is the major position of Muslim scholars. The main function of
hadith is to explain the doubtful and to expound the brief, but never to add a new
element to the Islamic doctrine (al-Husayni 1960, p. 297). Only the Qur’an can
abrogate a given ayah in the Qur’an or a given sunnah.

The hadith has been considered as a major reference in the exegesis of the Qur’an
since the formative phase during which the companions and the successors have
relied heavily on the intertextual relationship between the two canonical texts of
the hadith and the Qur’an. Sadly, however, ‘extensive forgery in hadith was com-
monly known and acknowledged to have occurred in the early decades of the
advent of Islam’ (Kamali 2005, p. 66).14 Similarly, for al-Husayni (1960, p. 297),
the authentic hadiths ‘are like a handful of grain in a heap of chaff’. It is also
worthwhile to note that during the documentation phase, exegetes do not refer to
the full chain of authorities, that is, the isnad, but rather mention only the last
name in the chain of a given hadith. The reason for this may be attributed to the
fact that the arrangement of the isnad and matn (content and text) of hadiths has
already been established by the traditionists (cf. Abdus Sattar 1977, p. 123).
Some modern Muslim scholars have undermined the function of hadith in
Qur’anic exegesis and expressed scepticism about its authenticity. For instance,
Ahmad Amin (1969) and Mahmud Abu Raiyah (1976) argue that the hadith can-
not be a canonical source like the Qur’an and that the sunnah should not be con-
sidered as conclusive evidence (hujjah). Their scepticism is shored up by the
following factors:

(i) the fact that the traditionists are not critical enough;
(ii) the traditionists have been concerned more about the chain of authorities

than the matn of the hadith;
(iii) the personality of some hadith transmitters, like Abu Hurairah, should not

be taken for granted.

1.5 Scepticism about Isnad and ascription

The isnad methodology in both tafsir and hadith15 started during the successors’
phase in the second half of the first/seventh century as a reliable means of schol-
arship to authenticate the transmitted materials and to act as a safety valve against
interpolation and augmentation. However, fabricated hadiths and forged exegetical
views have continued to flow and are transmitted by unscrupulous transmitters for
their own politico-theological ends. Rival mainstream and non-mainstream schools
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of thought have played a role in the fabrication of hadiths. Thus, forged hadiths
proliferated out of control across the Muslim world. The isnad-based exegesis has
been shrouded in doubt because a Qur’anic commentary is hinged upon the isnad
of hadiths adduced by a given exegete. The isnad that permeates Qur’anic exege-
sis has been, justifiably, engulfed by moderate to extreme scepticism on the part
of Western Qur’an scholars for possible corruption related to a forged isnad (chain
of authorities). For instance, for ayah 87 of Q15, ‘walaqad atainaka sabcan min al-
mathani wal-qur’ana al-cazim [We have certainly given you (O Muhammad) seven
of the often repeated ayahs and the great Qur’an]’, al-Tabari (d.311/923) provides
over eighty-three exegetical narrations related to this ayah (cf. Rubin 1993; al-
Tabari 2005, 7, pp. 533–542). Among the famous advocates of scepticism are
Schacht, Juynboll, Wansbrough, Sprenger, Nöldeke and Goldziher. Political isnad
has also been practised by some exegetes such as the Shici commentator al-Tabarsi
(1997, 6, p. 10) who ascribes a hadith claimed to have been related on the author-
ity of Ibn cAbbas in an attempt to substantiate the legitimacy of the caliphate of
cAli b. Abi Talib. Muhammad, in the view of Shici scholars, is also reported to
have said, ‘man ankara al-qa’im min waladi faqad kafar [Whoever denies the
Qa’im, that is, Imam al-Mahdi, is a disbeliever]’) in an attempt to substantiate their
dogmatic stance with regards to the occulation (ghaibah) of their Imam
Muhammad b. al-Hasan known as al-Mahdi who was born in 255/868 and, in their
opinion, who has been in occulation, that is, is still alive.

Although isnads, in the view of Rubin (1993, p. 152), cannot be the starting
point for dating exegetical ideas, they corroborate the relative dating of the vari-
ous interpretations of the Qur’an. However, Fuat Sezgin has drawn attention to
the reliability of the chain of transmission and his work has prompted a recon-
struction of the Orientalists’ traditional critical view of the soundness of authori-
tative chains, especially in exegesis (Gilliot 2002, p. 103). Leemhuis (1988, p. 14)
is also sceptical about the source material of the exegetical activity during the
early history of tafsir and that such source material from the middle of the
second/eighth century which contains the exegesis of earlier authorities is virtu-
ally non-existent. Unlike Sezgin, Leemhuis (1988) claims that original material,
such as papyri from this early period that could substantiate these claims, has as
yet not been found. Leemhuis and Wansbrough are not sure whether the claims
of the authors of the late second and third Islamic centuries are historically cor-
rect, that they merely pass on the material of older authorities. Thus, the contro-
versy is about the reconstruction of early tafsir and in particular the tafsir works
that are actually written by Ibn cAbbas and transmitted from him by his pupils and
the ones that are recorded in writing as lecture notes from him by his pupils. In
the view of Sezgin (Leemhuis 1988, p. 15), we have directly preserved commen-
taries on the Qur’an of the pupils of Ibn cAbbas. In pages 19 to 49 of his first
volume of Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums, Fuat Sezgin produces an impres-
sive list of early tafsir works in an attempt to prove the existence of early written
documents (Rippin 1984, p. 22). In a similar vein, Abbott (1967, pp. 96–106) is of
the opinion that ascriptions of early tafsir works are authentic and the transmis-
sion of tafsir is connected with written documents. From the end of the
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second/eighth century onward, Leemhuis (1988, p. 30) claims, tafsir material of
different kinds that could be considered authoritative on the basis of a sound
isnad was collected more and more into compilatory tafsirs. This process had in
fact started when the living tradition had become fixed.

Confusion over the ascription of a given work to a given author has not been lim-
ited to the formative phase of Qur’anic exegesis. The confusion over the names of
scholars has also extended to the fourth/tenth century. For instance, some scholars
hold the view that Abu Bakr al-Razi and al-Jassas are two different persons, while
others think that Abu Bakr al-Razi al-Jassas is the name of the same person.
Saeedullah (1977, p. 133) argues that actually there are three persons who bear the
name of Abu Bakr al-Razi: one is Abu Bakr Ahmad Ibn cAli Ibn Husain (d.315/927),
the second is Abu Bakr Ahmad Ibn cAli al-Razi al-Jassas (d.370/980), and the third
is Abu Bakr Ahmad Ibn cAli al-Razi al-Isfara’ini who died at the end of the first or
beginning of the second quarter of the fifth/eleventh century. Further, for Saeedullah,
Muhammad Zahid al-Kawthari and Frederik Kirn (1977, pp. 135–136), the ascrip-
tion to Abu Bakr Ahmad Ibn cAli al-Razi al-Jassas of Mukhtasar Ikhtilaf al-Fuqaha’
has been an established fact. Similarly, Hajji Khalifah, (d.1068/1658) in his work
Kashf al-Zunun, ascribes this work to al-Jassas. However, for Muhammad Saghir
al-Macsumi, the same work is ascribed to al-Tahawi (d.239–321/853–933) and that
al-Jassas has not written any work of this title (1977, p. 135).

Due to questions of authenticity and dating of early Muslim works, it has
become difficult for the Orientalist sceptics like Leemhuis and Wansbrough to dis-
cern the genuine isnad from the spurious. Augmented works on tafsir such as the
tafsir book attributed to Ibn cAbbas (d.68/687), known as Tanwir al-Miqbas min
Tafsir Ibn cAbbas, the paternal cousin of Muhammad and the ancestor of the
Abbasids, have even more fuelled the sceptical approach to Muslim exegetical tra-
dition. In fact, Ibn cAbbas’s tafsir book still remains mythical. Thus, the transmit-
ted views of a companion or successor exegete may not be accepted as his
authentic source material even though isnad is mentioned. The seeds of their scep-
tical stance are watered by weak isnad and unreliable chain of transmitters. This is
attributed to the fact that some of the isnads are fabricated and pervaded various
Qur’anic commentaries. However, other Western scholars are exponents of both
isnad and hadiths and believe that isnad and hadiths are sufficiently reliable and
authentic. Ibn cAbbas, the symbol of the formative Muslim community and one of
the most frequently cited exegete by Qur’an commentators, is regarded by Muslim
scholars as the habr (encyclopaedic, learned scholar, [haver in Hebrew]), one of
the most venerable instruments of Qur’anic exegesis, and whose views are attested
and sacrosanct. However, for Nöldeke and Schwally (cf. Berg 2000, p. 133), Ibn
cAbbas’ prominence is a fiction; for Nagel (cf. Berg 2000, p. 133), he is the pro-
genitor of the Abbasid dynasty who served as the surest foundation upon which to
base their dynastic claims; and for Sprenger, Ibn cAbbas is a liar. If so, the edifice
of Qur’anic exegesis crumbles like a digestive biscuit. However, al-Dhahabi
(1987, 1, pp. 75–77, 81–82, 163–164 and 176) provides a counter argument to
Ignaz Goldziher’s attack on the influence of Ibn cAbbas by Jewish anecdotes, the
isnad attributed to Ibn cAbbas, and the contradictory views ascribed to him.

18 Preamble to Qur’anic exegesis



Going back to the problem of isnad as the major source of scepticism, we
encounter different statements transmitted by different transmitters on the author-
ity of Ibn cAbbas. For instance, the parable of Abraham’s son, that is, the intended
sacrifice (al-dhabih), includes different narrations on the authority of Ibn cAbbas,
such as cIkramah on the authority of Ibn cAbbas that the intended sacrifice is
Isaac, while we also encounter other narrations by Sacid b. Jubair, cAmir al-
Shacbi, Yusuf b. Mahran, Mujahid and cAta’ on the authority of Ibn cAbbas that
the intended sacrifice is Ishmael (Ibn Kathir 1993, 4, pp. 18–19). Similarly, Ibn
cAbbas has been quoted by several classical and modern exegetes with regards to
whether Q22 is a Makkan or Madinan surah. For some, he is quoted as saying
Q22 is Makkan, while in others as Madinan.

According to Brockelmann (cf. Rippin 1994, p. 56), the Tanwir al-Miqbas min
Tafsir Ibn cAbbas is said to exist in some 20 manuscript copies. On account of its
isnad, this commentary came to be called Tafsir Ibn cAbbas, as it is with the man-
uscript based on the narration by cAbd Allah Ibn al-Ma’mun al-Harawi
(d.401/1011) published by Dar al-Kutub al-cIlmiyyah, Beirut (2000). However,
the ascription of a given commentary to someone constitutes at times a contro-
versial issue. Allowing a single text concerned with Qur’anic exegesis to be
entered under a multitude of authors is not an uncommon practice. For instance,
the Tafsir Ibn cAbbas has been ascribed to different authors such as Ibn cAbbas
(d.68/687), al-Kalbi (d.146/763), al-Dinawari (d.308/920), and to al-Fairuzabadi
(d.729–817/1329–1414). Thus, four different names are listed as the authors of
the same tafsir work which is of a lexicographical nature, that is, it is a paraphras-
tic tafsir genre. In his positive scepticism of determining the time of origin of the
commentary ascribed to Ibn cAbbas, the pivotal figure in tafsir, Rippin launches
his mission as a detective on the trail of a fraud. He raises the intriguing and con-
troversial problem of ascription of Tafsir Ibn cAbbas. There is, in the view of
Rippin (1984, p. 24, footnote 15), some variation in isnad between these various
manuscripts and the various printed versions. However, Rippin (1994, pp. 71–72)
concludes that there is no way of proving the fact, that Ibn cAbbas is connected
to the material found in this Tafsir. For Wansbrough (1977, p. 146), al-Dinawari’s
work, which seems to originate from use in a popular preaching context, is a
nearly verbatim reproduction of al-Kalbi. Rippin (1981, 1983 and 2000) also
refers to other works and texts that are ascribed to Ibn cAbbas but appear in
different titles or occur in titles by other authors. These works are related to
Qur’anic lexicography, they highlight the semantic analysis through brief defini-
tions of Qur’anic words listed either with or without surah order and a quotation
from pre-Islamic poetry (shawahid) to back up the meaning of a given Qur’anic
word and its occurrence in pre-Islamic profane literature. These works are like
Gharib al-Qur’an, Masa’il Nafic Ibn al-Azraq and al-Lughat fi al-Qur’an. 

Gharib al-Qur’an, for instance, occurs in two manuscripts, one of them under a
different title which is of a different book (al-Lughat fi al-Qur’an), but in fact it con-
tains the text of the original title (Gharib al-Qur’an). As an independent text Gharib
al-Qur’an attributed to Ibn cAbbas does not exist (Rippin 1983, p. 332). Thus, a
proliferation of titles has taken place regarding this text and, most significantly of
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course, around the figure of Ibn cAbbas and his role in Qur’anic exegesis. This is
an example of transmission of the basic text through multiple paths (ibid.).

Masa’il Nafic Ibn al-Azraq, however, is a glossary of 189 Qur’anic words with
a brief definition supported by lines of pre-Islamic poetry. These words are asked
by the Khariji Nafic Ibn al-Azraq to Ibn cAbbas who provides the answers with
poetic quotations. The compiler of the text is al-Suyuti (d.911/1505) who, in his
section of Arabic tribal dialect words (1996a, 1, pp. 326–358), selects the pas-
sages which comprise the text from two sources: al-Tabarani’s (d.360/971) al-
Mucjam al-Kabir and al-Anbari’s (d.328/940) Kitab Idah al-Waqf wal-Ibtida’.
Discrepancies are found in the number of Qur’anic words and their same defini-
tions found in the original texts. Rippin (1981, p. 16) concludes that the grounds
on which the ascription of Masa’il Nafic Ibn al-Azraq to Ibn cAbbas are not totally
evident. Wansbrough (1977, pp. 216–217) has called this ascription into question,
too, and claims the sporadic reference to Ibn cAbbas is understood as appeal to an
authority especially qualified in the sphere of lexicology.

al-Lughat fi al-Qur’an is another text that is ascribed to Ibn cAbbas and deals
with Qur’anic lexical items; their brief semantic analysis; Arabic tribal dialects
(such as Quraish, Hudhail, Kinanah, Himyar, Tamim); and foreign words in the
Qur’an such as those related to Aramaic, Syriac, Ethiopic, Persian, and Hebrew.
The text of al-Lughat fi al-Qur’an consists of a collection of some 325 Qur’anic
words listed by surah order and occurs in three manuscript sources (Rippin 1981,
p. 17). The introduction of this text, Rippin argues, may have been added later to
the whole text that is ascribed to Ibn cAbbas and may have probably been
imported from another source and grafted onto the text (pp. 20, 22). The work as
a whole exhibits a confused structure which is more likely to be a distillation of
several centuries of scholarly work (Rippin, 1981). Textual amendations are sev-
eral times proposed under the guise of dialect variation. It is perhaps not a very
surprising conclusion to state that this text al-Lughat fi al-Qur’an, like the other
two texts, Gharib al-Qur’an and Masa’il Nafic Ibn al-Azraq, although attributed
to Ibn cAbbas, can hardly stem from him. The three works clearly do not even
originate from the same pen (Rippin, 1981, p. 25). The ascription of tafsir works
to Ibn cAbbas, in the view of Rippin (1999, p. xvi), is an appeal to authority in the
past, to the family of the Prophet and to a name which is gathering an association
with exegetical activity in general.

We have also encountered different circumstances of revelation quoted by dif-
ferent exegetes who attribute them to Ibn cAbbas. We are not sure which circum-
stance of revelation in relation to the same ayah has actually been said by Ibn
cAbbas. Let us consider the following example:

am turiduna an tas’alu rasulakum kama su’ila musa min qablu [Do you
intend to ask your messenger as Moses was asked before?]

(Q2:108)

According to al-Wahidi (d.468/1075; 2000, p. 19), Ibn cAbbas is narrated to
have said that the reason for the revelation of this ayah is related to cAbd Allah b.

20 Preamble to Qur’anic exegesis



Abi Kacb and a group of people from Quraish who asked Muhammad to turn al-
Safa into gold, to enlarge the space of the area of Makkah, and to create rivers in
Makkah. However, al-Qurtubi (1997, 2, p. 69) quotes Ibn cAbbas to have said that
the circumstance of revelation of this ayah is related to Rafic b. Khuzaimah and
Wahab b. Zaid who challenged Muhammad to bring down a scripture from the
heaven to read and to create rivers so that they believe him as a Prophet.

We have also encountered different views attributed to Ibn cAbbas and quoted
by different exegetes or narrators with regards to whether a given surah is
Makkan or Madinan. Thus, we cannot be certain which opinion is truly attributed
to Ibn cAbbas, as in Q10 where Ibn cAbbas is narrated to have said that Q10 is
Makkan; however, other narrators quote him as saying that it is a Madinan surah.
The same applies to Q22 where Ibn cAbbas is narrated by some exegetes to have
said that it is Makkan and by others as Madinan.

The variant isnads pertaining to a given hadith has also its impact on the stories
of the Prophets which are related to Jewish anecdotes such as the name of
Abraham’s sacrifice (al-dhabih) in Q37:101, 107 (‘fabashsharnahu bighulamin
halim . . .  wafadainahu bidhibhin cazim’ [So We gave him good tidings of a for-
bearing boy . . . and We ransomed him with a great sacrifice]) where different
exegetes cite different hadiths with different isnads and conflicting ideas whether
the sacrifice is Ishmael or Isaac. For cUmar, cAli, al-cAbbas b. cAbd al-Muttalib,
Ibn Mascud, Kacb al-Ahbar, Qatadah, Sacid b. Jubair, Masruq, cIkramah, al-Zuhri,
al-Suddi and Muqatil, Abraham’s sacrifice is Isaac. However, for Ibn cAbbas, al-
Thawri, al-Hasan al-Basri, al-Shacbi, Mujahid, al-Kalbi, Abraham’s sacrifice is
Ishmael (al-Razi 1990, 26, pp. 133–134; Mujahid 2005, p. 227; Muqatil 2003,
3, p. 104; al-Thawri 1983, p. 253; al-Basri 1992, 2, p. 240; Ibn Kathir 1993, 4,
pp. 18–19; al-Kkazin 1995, 4, pp. 23–24; al-Nasafi 1996, 4, p. 41; Bashear 1990,
Firestone 1989). Although the views of the companions have been a major source
for the genesis of tafsir, we have encountered conflicting views about this exeget-
ical problem of the identity of al-dhabih. However, other exegetes like al-Dahhak
(1999, 2, p. 709) are undecided.

The isnad of a given hadith or a given exegetical view of a companion exegete
has taken a political twist. Due to the political and theological turmoil the Muslim
community was thrown into over the murder of the third caliph cUthman b. cAffan
(d.35/656) in the first half of the first/seventh century, Qur’anic exegetes often
abused the name of Ibn cAbbas in order to justify their exegetical views (for more
details on political and theological differences in Qur’anic exegesis, see Chapter
3, Sections 3.2 and 3.3 and n. 14 of the present chapter). This was true when the
school of hypothetical opinion, that is, rational, exegesis found its way in the
Muslim community and new non-mainstream schools of thought have taken
shape. In other words, to substantiate an exegetical point of view with regards to
either the traditional school of exegesis or the hypothetical school of exegesis, a
given exegete resorts to the mythic exemplum of Ibn cAbbas. Thus, we encounter
an arbitrary nature of ascriptions to Ibn cAbbas, and on so many occasions, Rippin
(1994, p. 72) adds, it is simply no longer possible to distinguish the false from the
true in the matter of opinions ascribed to Ibn cAbbas and that the presence of the
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isnad is a signalling device indicating that a given tafsir is not the opinion of the
author but rather as a distillation of the most honourable material found in the tra-
dition. Rippin (1994, p. 44), therefore, asserts that the ascription of Tafsir Ibn
cAbbas to al-Fairuzabadi is just a result of ignorance based on no real substance
and is suggested by the isnad of the text found at the very beginning of virtually
every copy (both printed and manuscript) which ends sometime in the fourth/
tenth century. The problem of the date and method of composition of early
exegetical works also applies to the text entitled Gharib al-Qur’an (manuscript
cAtif Afendi, 2815/8), which is the most flagrant case as discussed by three dif-
ferent authors (Rippin 1984, p. 22).

In the view of Rippin (1984, p. 24), there are other early Qur’anic exegesis
texts whose status raises grave doubts due to their non-cohesive nature and frag-
mentary composition such as al-Lughat fi al-Qur’an by Ibn cAbbas (d.68/687),
Tafsir Mujahid by Mujahid Ibn Jabr (d.104/722), Naskh al-Qur’an by al-Zuhri
(d.124/742), Tafsir al-Qur’an by Sufyan al-Thawri (d.161/778), and Tafsir cAbd
al-Razzaq by cAbd al-Razzaq al-Sancani (d.211/827). Other early tafsir works
which are quite technical and cohesive can be safely ascribed to their single
authors (but with possible editorial intrusion and reformulation). These include
Mutashabihat al-Qur’an by al-Kisa’i (d.187/802), Macani al-Qur’an by al-Farra’
(d.207/822), Majaz al-Qur’an by Abu cUbaidah (d.210/825) and Fada’il al-
Qur’an by Abu cUbaid (d.224/834; Rippin, 1984, p. 24).

Rippin (1999, p. xiv) also raises the problem of works of doubtful historical
authenticity which have been printed recently and the reconstruction of early
tafsir texts by contemporary editors on the basis of ascriptions found in later texts.
Rippin further argues that such ‘books’ are historically said to have existed, but
they are no longer found in manuscript forms. Reconstruction, therefore, is the
only solution. However, it is clear, Rippin (1999, p. xiii) asserts, that the fourth/
tenth century was one of intense development of works of tafsir and several sig-
nificant works from authors who lived roughly in the same period as al-Tabari
still exist and need to be viewed as a part of classical tafsir. This includes other
works which express differing theological viewpoints such as the tafsir work of
the Ibadi scholar Hud Ibn Muhkim (d.towards the end of the third/ninth century),
the tafsir works by Shici scholars such as Furat Ibn Furat al-Kufi (d.third/ninth
century), al-Aiyashi (d.320/932) and al-Qummi (end of fourth/tenth century) and
the Sufi tafsir work by al-Tustari (d.283/896).

The reliability of ascription of works to certain authors is not confined to tafsir
literature only. Forged ascription to other authors has also been extended to early
treaties on the abrogating and abrogated ayahs16 which developed during the suc-
cessors’ phase in the second/eighth century such as those by Qatadah (d.117/
735), al-Zuhri (d.124/742), and al-Harith Ibn cAbd al-Rahman (d.130/747). Some
understanding of the origin of some abrogation works must be reached (Powers
1988, p. 120; Rippin 1984). The literary genre of nasikh wamansukh emerged
during the successors’ phase, that is, second/eighth century. Works on the cir-
cumstances of revelation have also suffered false ascription. The earliest extant
work on this subject is ascribed to Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d.124/742) and entitled
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Tanzil al-Qur’an. For Wansbrough (1977, p. 180), the ascription is arbitrary and
the recension is that of the Sufi exegete al-Sulami (d.412/1021). Different succes-
sor exegetes have attributed distinct meanings to the notions of muhkam and
mutashabih. For al-Tabari (2005, 3, p. 172), for instance, an ayah that is not abro-
gated is considered as being muhkam, while an ayah that is abrogated is classi-
fied as a mutashabih. Although the companions are reported to have discussed
naskh (abrogation), and even disagreed over the abrogation of a particular ayah,
references to the companions in the naskh literature are relatively infrequent
(Powers 1988, p. 119). For instance, Ahmad Ibn Muhammad Ibn Salamah al-
Tahawi (d.239–321/853–933) in his al-Nasikh wal-Mansukh (pp. 142–143) refers
to the disagreement between cAli b. Abi Talib and Ibn cAbbas over the abrogation
of Q4:94. cAli maintains that this ayah is abrogated by Q4:115, while Ibn cAbbas
holds the view that it remains a muhkam ayah (Powers 1988, p. 119). However,
during the successors’ phase, the phenomenon of abrogation has come into its
own and disagreements among the successors over the status of a particular ayah
have surfaced vividly. Different successor exegetes classify the same ayah as
either a muhkam or a mutashabih as in Q2:62. For Mujahid b. Jabr (d.104/722)
and al-Dahhak Ibn Muzahim (d.105/723), this ayah is a muhkam, while Muqatil
b. Sulaiman (d.150/767) and Sufyan al-Thawri (d.161/777) are quiet about it.

Scepticism is not confined to the isnad of a given hadith or to the ascription of
a given tafsir work to someone else other than the original author. The authentic-
ity of poetic citations (shawahid), as a tafsir tool, has also been shrouded in doubt.
Some tafsir works employ shawahid to elucidate Qur’anic expressions and linguis-
tic problems. However, Rippin (1983) and Boullata (1990) claim that some of
these shawahid taken from profane literature and which occur in some tafsir works
are in fact invented by the authors of these tafsir works who have felt the pressure
to substantiate their tafsir of a given Qur’anic expression. Thus, poetic citations, as
an exegetical technique, have also been abused by some exegetes. An example of
exegetes who refer to forged poetic citations is al-Qassab (d.360/970) who attacks
the Jahmiyyah who were the followers of Jahm b. Safwan (d.128/745) who estab-
lished this doctrine which theologically overlapped with the Muctazilah. al-Qassab
(2003, 1, pp. 178–179) discusses Q2:255 ‘wasica kursiyyuhu al-samawati wal-ard
[His chair extends over the heavens and the earth]’ and claims that the Jahmiyyah
forged a poetic citation wrongly ascribed to the well-known early Muslim poet
Hassan b. Thabit (d.54/673): ‘wala yukarsi’ cilm allah makhluq [No creature can
reach the knowledge of God]’. Thus, according to the second half of this verse, the
word kursiy in Q2:255 is, according to the Jahmiyyah, similar in meaning to the
word kursi’ (knowledge) in the verse; therefore, the ayah should be interpreted as
‘His knowledge extends over the heavens and the earth’. However, al-Qassab
(2003) claims that the two words are morphologically distinct since the poetic
word (kursi’) ends with a glottal stop (mahmuzah) and undoubled (khafifah), while
the Qur’anic word (kursiy) is both doubled (muthqalah, that is, mushaddadah) and
without a glottal stop (ghair mahmuzah).

The elucidation of the theological notion of free will and predestination, that
is, qadar, has had a significant impact on Qur’anic exegesis both theologically
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and politically (see Chapter 3, Sections 3.2 and 3.3). Since the notion of qadar is
directly related to human acts, the Umayyads sought theological refuge in this
sensitive question which has given them a comfortable room for political
manoeuverability. When the debate raged between Muslim scholars and the
rulers about the tafsir of qadar, a letter is believed to have been sent by al-Hasan
al-Basri (d.110/728) in reply to a letter from the caliph cAbd al-Malik b. Marwan
(d.86/705) who requested the former to explain the meaning of qadar. There is
scepticism about the ascription to al-Hasan al-Basri of the reply letter and that it
may not have been penned by him but rather by one of his contemporaries (cf.
Rauf 1970, p. 294; Watt 1973, p. 101). For al-Shahrastani (1986, 1, p. 47), this
letter can be ascribed to Wasil b. cAta’ (d.131/748) since al-Hasan al-Basri, in al-
Shahrastani’s opinion, does not believe in qadarism (al-qadariyyah). More inter-
estingly, there is also scepticism about the authorship of Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa.
In the view of al-Hamdani (1932), different authors have been ascribed to this
work, for example, Muctazili, metaphysician; the Shici Imam, Jacfar al-Sadiq;
Abu al-Qasim Maslama al-Majriti (d.398/1007); and a committee of a few
learned men of Baghdad or Basrah about the middle of the fourth/tenth century.
The Muctazilah, on their part, have also provided traditions that have a theologi-
cal bearing for their rejection of the doctrine of Muhammad’s intercession
(al-shafacah) on behalf of people.

In the twentieth century, however, it is interesting to note that ascription of a
given work is arranged by the author himself with someone else. In the end, the
work appears bearing a different name, not that of the original author. This is due
to a number of reasons: 

(i) The sensitivity of the piece of work,
(ii) fear of the author from backlash,

(iii) the ‘forged’ author’s name is of a high religious status,
(iv) readers will be more willing to accept the views expressed in the book if it

bears the name of a religious authority than if it bears a controversial author.

For instance, Taha Hussain wrote a book called al-Islam wa-Usul al-Hukm.
However, Taha Hussain asked cAli cAbd al-Razzaq, a well-known scholar from
al-Azahar, to publish the book in his (cAli cAbd al-Razzaq) name. The latter
agreed and the book is still in cAli cAbd al-Razzaq’s name who did not author it.
Similarly, Muhammad cAbdu authored a book called Tahrir al-Mar’ah.
However, Qasim Amin, a well-known religious judge (qadi sharci) in Cairo,
agreed to have the book appear in his name as the author.

1.6 Recording and transmission of exegesis

Although Qur’anic exegesis has begun to be documented during the first quarter
of the second/eighth century, it is difficult to pin point the first exegete who has
provided a written form of exegesis that is independent from the hadith, holistic,
and accounts for the whole Qur’an according to the arrangement of its ayahs and
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surahs. We believe that the recording phase started during the first quarter of the
second/eighth century. Similarly, for Gilliot (2002, p. 104), the beginning and
development of tafsir goes back to the early second/eighth century and perhaps
even earlier. For Wansbrough (1970, p. 247), however, Qur’anic exegesis is not
likely to have been articulated before the third/ninth century.17 With regards to
Qur’anic lexicography, we may be able to nominate exegetes like Sacid b. Jubair
(d.95/714) as the earliest written commentary although it is in a glossary form that
has appeared in the first/seventh century. For Gilliot (1999, p. 1), ‘the introduction
of grammar into Qur’anic exegesis or proto-exegesis takes us to the middle of the
second/eighth century with the Kitab al-Macani of cAli b. Hamzah al-Kisa’i
(d.189/805). The irruption of grammar into exegesis represented an important turning
point.’ Other exegetes who have recorded their Qur’anic exegesis include Zaid b. cAli
(78/697–120/737), Yahya b. Salam (124/742–200/815), cAmru b. cUbaid (d.143/
760), Ibn Juraij (d.150/767), al-Farra’ (d.207/822), Abu cUbaidah (d.210/825), and al-
Akhfash al-Awsat al-Qassab (d.215/830); however, al-Dhahabi (1987, 1, pp. 147–149)
remains undecided about this historically controversial matter. 

The availability of a Qur’anic exegesis work that is marked as a coherent whole
is dated back to the first decades of the second/eighth century. Versteegh (1993,
p. 52) suggests Abu cUbaidah’s Majaz al-Qur’an as an example of such a text if
we go by the internal references which the author uses. Gilliot (1999, p. 4) is also
of the opinion that the first to compose a work on the rare words and usages of
the Qur’an is Abu cUbaidah. Versteegh (1993) also provides an interesting dis-
tinction based on scholar’s assessment (1985, 1989a, 1989b and 1992) which dis-
tinguishes between two types of transmitted sources for later compilation of a
Qur’anic commentary. We shall elaborate below on this classification of the
transmission of exegetical sources:

(i) Transmitter-led exegesis: This is a form of co-authoring such as Mujahid’s
exegesis which is an example of co-authoring. This is due to the fact that
Mujahid’s exegetical views, which are delivered as lectures, are in fact a
transmitted text from one authority, that is, Mujahid himself. However, we
encounter additions, deletions, elaborations, glosses by later transmitters,
sometimes to such a degree that a later transmitter could be regarded as
some kind of a co-author. In other words, one can feel the loud voice of the
transmitter(s) who have interfered with the original authority’s views and
blended them with their own without any form of views’ identification. For
instance, transmitters attribute some Jewish anecdotes to Mujahid in spite of
the fact that his exegesis is characterized by non-reliance on Jewish anec-
dotes. Also, other transmitters have labelled his exegesis as being heavily
dependent upon the Jewish anecdotes (Mujahid 2005). Also, Shici transmit-
ters like cAbd al-Jabbar have attributed to Mujahid some exegetical views
in support of their school of thought. For instance, they quote Mujahid as
saying that Q39:33, ‘walladhi ja’a bil-sidqi wasaddaqa bihi ula’ika hum al-
muttaqun’ [The one who has brought the truth and those who believed in it
are those who are the doers of good], is a direct reference to cAli b. Abi
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Talib in an attempt to implicate Mujahid in Shicism. Nawfal (1990, p. 96)
has repeatedly referred to this controversial problem with regards to
Mujahid’s exegesis. For this reason, we believe, Leemhuis (1981; cf.
Versteegh 1993, p. 53), is uncertain of which one of the transmitted versions
of Mujahid’s tafsir is the original one, while Schoeler is of the opinion that
they are all original since the variation is the natural result of the fact that
the earliest mode of transmission in the Islamic world was the transmission
of lecture notes by students.

(ii) Author-oriented exegesis: For instance, Sufyan al-Thawri’s exegesis belongs
to this type of exegetical sources and is considered as a collection of sayings
or teachings by many different authorities, in which the transmitted lectures
from one particular authority played a dominant role. It is worthwhile to note
that the transmitter of Sufyan al-Thawri’s exegetical views is his student
Musa Ibn Mascud al-Nahdi al-Basri (d.220/835), but there are many trans-
mitters and copyists who came afterwards narrating from the former trans-
mitter (cArshi 1983, pp. 36–37). However, Sufyan al-Thawri’s exegetical
views remain the dominant component of the commentary.

(iii) Author plus transmitter-oriented exegesis: This form of transmission is rep-
resented by Muqatil b. Sulaiman’s exegesis in which the transmitters indi-
cate their own exegtical views while referring mostly to the source authority.

1.7 Exegesis and historiography

Qur’anic exegesis and historiography are interrelated since Arab and Judeo-
Christian historical details are required for the elucidation of certain Qur’anic
passages. This is true of the exegesis of Prophets’ parables which are hinged upon
the Jewish anecdotes. Interest in Jewish anecdotes has featured in the formative
phase during the companions, the successors and especially during the recording
phase. Jewish anecdotes refer to Prophets’ parables which have attracted the
attention of a wide range of exegetes and have become, with varying degrees
of elaboration, a recurrent feature of the majority of schools of Qur’anic exege-
sis. This can be attributed to the fact that the companions have learned them as an
element of spiritual guidance and admonition without asking Muhammad for
details. Some of these parables are re-told by the Qur’an and are found in the Old
Testament in a more or less identical form such as the story of Joseph as in
Genesis 37–50 which deals with Joseph’s story in almost the same form as that
of Q12, except that the Biblical version has more genealogical and historical
details. By the same token, we encounter similar details about the story of the
binding of Abraham’s son which appears both in Genesis 22:1–19 and
Q37:102–107. In the view of Rippin (1993, p. 251) and Firestone (1989, p. 95),
the Qur’anic parables are truncated to such an extent that reference to the Biblical
tradition is necessary in order to make sense of the narrative elements provided in
the Qur’an and that some of the stories are influenced by the exegetical tradition
within Judaism, and, to a lesser extent, Christianity. Throughout Muslim exegeti-
cal tradition, the parables of Prophets are ‘supplemented by Biblical exegetical
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tradition (Rippin 1999, p. 253) with varying degrees of elaboration. This has
prompted Hirschfeld (1902, p. ii) to claim that ‘the Qur’an, the text-book of
Islam, is in reality nothing but a counterfeit of the Bible.’ In a similar vein, Torrey
(1933, p. 107) argues that in the last years in Makkah and the beginning of the
career in Madinah, Muhammad had in store relative portions of Jewish and
Christian material, although the supply obtained from Jewish sources greatly pre-
dominates. Moreover, in the case of the only one of the longer stories which is
distinctly of Christian origin, there is good evidence that it came to Muhammad
through the medium of a Jewish document (Torrey, 1993). Torrey (1993, p. 113)
also claims that the material of the narrative of Solomon and the Queen of Sheba
(Q27:16–45) is taken from the Jewish haggada.

The parallel between Judaic and Muslim exegetes’ views pertaining the ran-
som of Abraham’s son, that is, the sacrifice (al-dhabih), is brought to our atten-
tion by Rodwell (1915, p. 83) who also refers to a Madrashic view by Rabbi
Joshua (cf. Bashear 1990). For Bell (1945, p. 1), the Qur’an contains much mate-
rial which in some relation to the Old Testament is evident to anyone who dips
into it and that Biblical material is hardly ever exactly reproduced in the Qur’an,
while the quotations from the Old Testament are not verbal. Bell (1945, p. 2) fur-
ther asserts that ‘the Qur’an is so strongly Jewish in character’ and that
Muhammad’s ‘informants were Jews or Christians.’ With regards to al-
isra’iliyyat, Bell (1932, p. 43) argues that it is so obvious that the passage of
Q7:44 is founded upon a reminiscence of the parable of the Foolish Virgins
(Matthew xxv, 1ff.) and that Muhammad was acquainted with something in that
chapter of St. Matthew’s Gospel. Waldman (1985, p. 1), however, argues that
when non-Muslims look at Q12, or any other Qur’anic chapter containing a story
that appears in another Scripture, they naturally tend to place it in a dependency
relationship, to see it as a ‘version’, as something passed on in altered, if not
debased, form. Waldman (1985, p. 5) further argues that after comparing the
Biblical and Qur’anic stories and despite the extensive presence of numerous for-
mal affinities (such as overall plot, title, names), the two do not tell the same story
in thematic, theological, or moral terms. In fact, they are probably just as much
like other stories as they are like each other. Waldman (1985, p. 13) concludes
that an affinity between the two stories exists only to an extent. Among the major
differences between the two stories is the role of God. Within the overall pur-
poses of the Qur’an, the Joseph story serves as a didactic vehicle, in this case to
show how God sends signs and constantly guides and rewards the God-fearing.
In the Bible, the telling of the Joseph story is an indispensable step in the unfold-
ing of God’s divine plan and manipulation of history to ensure the future of the
Hebrews. Consequently, the figure of God seems somewhat more distant in the
Bible story, less concentrated on a relationship with Joseph and more involved
with the lives of all the many characters, whereas in the Qur’an God interferes
with and guides His messenger constantly, the other characters remaining more
shadowy and less clearly defined (Waldman 1985, p. 5). In his brief account of
Christ in the Qur’an, al-Husayni (1960) refers to the ayahs in which Jesus Christ
features such as Q3:45, Q4:171, Q19:30 and 57:27 and concludes that the bone
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of contention between the two religions, Christianity and Islam, lies in the inter-
pretation of the ‘symbolism’ which occurred in the Prophets’ utterances, rather
than in the essence of the faith which is found in the New Testament and the
Qur’an in full compatibility (al-Husayni, 1960, p. 302).

In addition to Jewish anecdotes, Western Qur’an scholars are of the view that
Muhammad has some knowledge of the legal matters involved in the Torah and the
Bible. Thus, the impact of the Judeo-Christian milieu has also been under investi-
gation with regards to Qur’anic passages that deal with Islamic law and how much
they are influenced by the previous Scriptures. For instance, Goitein (1960, pp.
28–29) refers to Q5 which refers to the Jewish rabbis and scholars who gave judge-
ments according to the Law revealed by God. The quotation from the Pentateuch,
which deals not with theological matters but with questions of criminal law, and the
occasion which gave rise to the promulgation of Q5:41–52 suggest, for Goitein
(1960), that Muhammad, at a certain stage of his prophetic and political career in
Madinah, suddenly became aware of the fact that the Scriptures revealed before him
contained not only religious and moral injunctures but also detailed laws concern-
ing matters which were religiously irrelevant. Goitein (1960) argues that this new
knowledge on the part of Muhammad, together with some difficulties incurred in
practice, created in him the belief that he, too, had to recognize the details of civil
law as inseparable constitutions of God’s message. In other words, the idea of the
sharicah (Islamic law), in the view of Goitein, has been formulated by Muhammad
himself as a direct influence of the Judeo-Christian milieu and after envisaging law
as part of divine revelation. We are also told by Robson (1950) that in A. Mingana’s
Catalogue of the Arabic Manuscripts in the John Rylands Library, Manchester, he
has found a manuscript No. 664 dated by the copyist as 15th Safar 1173/8 October
1759. Mingana remarks that the work consists of anecdotes concerning Jesus and
Mary, and of miracles performed by the former, most of which are of a puerile char-
acter not mentioned in the canonical Gospels. In this manuscript, Robson (1950, p.
237) has also noticed the name of Ibn cAbbas quoted as saying that when Jesus was
born, Iblis came to the Children of Israel in the guise of an old wood-cutter to tell
them. Robson claims that the account of Iblis appearing in two different forms to
Jesus and attempting to make him claim that he is divine must have behind it some
information about the Temptation in the Wilderness. In the Gospel story Jesus
counters Satan by quoting the Old Testament, and, according to this manuscript, by
quoting the Qur’an. The appearance of the angels at the end of the story is also
clearly a suggestion of the Gospel account (Robson 1950, p. 243).

1.8 Genres of exegesis

During the genesis journey of Qur’anic exegesis, different genres have evolved
to meet the current needs of the Muslim community. For instance, during the suc-
cessors’ phase, and the early recording phase of exegesis in the second/eighth
century, four broad tafsir genres of Qur’anic exegesis have evolved (cf. Gilliot
1999, pp. 13–19; 2002, pp. 105–108): 
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(i) Paraphrastic exegesis: This is concerned with brief exegetical details and
often provides synonyms to specific Qur’anic expressions. In other words, it
is a form of a glossary that provides brief semantic details of Qur’anic words.
Representative paraphrastic commentaries include Tafsir Mujahid
(d.104/722), Tafsir Gharib al-Qur’an of Zaid b. cAli (78/697–120/737),
Gharib al-Qur’an of Aban b. Taghlub b. Rabah (d.141/758), Tafsir Sufyan
al-Thawri (d.161/777), Macani al-Qur’an of Muhammad b. cAli b. Sarah al-
Ru’asi (d.187/802) who was the teacher of al-Farra’ and al-Kisa’i, Macani al-
Qur’an of Abu al-Hasan b. Hamzah al-Kisa’i (d.197/812), Tafsir cAbd Allah
Ibn Wahab (d.197/812), Tafsir Sufyan b. cUyainah (d.107/725–198/813),
Macani al-Qur’an of Muhammad b. al-Mustanir Qutrub (d.206/821), Macani
al-Qur’an of al-Farra’ (d.207/822), Majaz al-Qur’an of Abu cUbaidah
(d.210/825), and Macani al-Qur’an of al-Akhfash al-Awsat (d.215/830).

(ii) Narrative exegesis: This is concerned with textual exegesis which aims to
furnish the Qur’anic passage with details based on prophetic tradition
(hadith). This genre also edifies narratives of the Judeo-Christian milieu
which later on have become known as al-isra’iliyyat (Jewish anecdotes) and
makes use of historiographical materials. In other words, it is a midrashic
type of exegesis. Narrative commentaries that represent this genre include
al-Dahhak b. Muzahim (d.105/723), al-Suddi al-Kabir (d.127/746), al-Kalbi
(d.146/763), and Muqatil b. Sulaiman (d.150/767).

(iii) Legal exegesis:  This genre of exegesis features legal topics such as faith,
prayer, alms giving, fasting, pilgrimage, usury, theft and marriage and is
represented by Muqatil b. Sulaiman’s Khams Mi’at Ayah and cAbd al-
Razzaq al-Sancani’s al-Musannaf.

(iv) Linguistic exegesis: This genre features grammatical and philological Qur’anic
problems and the variant modes of reading (al-qira’at) and is represented by
Macani al-Qur’an of Aban b. Taghlub al-Kufi (d.141/758), Macani al-Qur’an
of Muhammad b. cAli b. Sarah al-Ru’asi (d.187/802), Macani al-Qur’an of
Abu al-Hasan b. Hamzah al-Kisa’i (d.187/802), Macani al-Qur’an of
Muhammad b. al-Mustanir Qutrub (d.206/821), Majaz al-Qur’an of al-Farra’
(d.207/822), Majaz al-Qur’an of Abu cUbaidah Macmar b. al-Muthanna
(d.210/825), and Macani al-Qur’an of al-Akhfash al-Awsat (d.215/830).

However, during our modern phase of the 20th and 21st centuries, contempo-
rary needs of the Muslim community and modern scientific developments have
given rise to the evolution of four new genres of Qur’anic exegesis:

(i) Thematic exegesis that is distinct from the traditional musalsal (ayah-by-
ayah) tafsir in order to provide a well-balanced over-view of the major
Qur’anic themes of each surah; this new tafsir genre is of particular interest
to the native speakers of Arabic who do not possess advanced linguistic
skills to comprehend the Qur’an’s classical Arabic, as well as for the
Muslim communities in Europe and undergraduate courses in European
academic institutions. As an approach, thematic tafsir genre has also been
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adopted by scientific exegetes to account for natural sciences and phenom-
ena that are represented by God’s omnipotence ayahs such as those that deal
with cosmology, the womb, creation and the mountains. As a modern genre,
thematic tafsir is similar to the classical tafsir of Muqatil b. Sulaiman
(d.150/767) in terms of brevity and paraphrastic exegetical details.

(ii) Synoptic exegesis is another genre born out of the modern community needs
but is still a musalsal tafsir with gist paraphrastic details without recourse to
details on jurisprudence, variant readings, linguistics, or Jewish anecdotes.
This has proved its value for television programmes, especially those dur-
ing the month of Ramdan and for Friday sermons.

(iii) Scientific exegesis, a form of thematic tafsir genre, is concerned with the sci-
entific aspects of some ayahs that demonstrate God’s omnipotence, on the
one hand, and, on the other, that the two canonical sources of Islam are com-
patible with the modern age of sciences. Thus, this exegetical approach is
selective rather than ayah-by-ayah exegesis. Scientific tafsir works include
al-Icjaz al-cIlmi fi al-Qur’an of Zakariyah Hamimi, al-Mafhum al-cIlmi lil-
Jibal fi al-Qur’an al-Karim of Zaghlul al-Najjar and al-Jawahir fi Tafsir al-
Qur’an al-Karim of Tantawi Jawhari. Television programmes such as the
one on the satellite television channel Iqra’ also provide scientific tafsir of
Qur’anic passages, such as Q2:61 and in particular, ‘atastabdiluna alladhi
huwa adna billadhi huwa khair?’ [Would you exchange what is better for
what is worse?], where scientific medical details are provided to distinguish
between the nutritional values of meat and vegetarian foods. Scientific
exegetes argue that Q2:61 is compatible with medical facts.  According to
new research, people who get their protein from vegetables rather than meat
have lower blood pressure and that the amino acids and magnesium found in
vegetables help lower blood pressure. Also, among Shici exegetes who have
been concerned with scientific exegesis of the Qur’an are the Iranian exegete
Ayatollah Mahmud Taleqani (d.1980), and the Iranian scholar Abdolkarim
Sorush, a chemist by profession and training, has lectured and written exten-
sively on the Qur’an and sciences (Amirpur 2005, pp. 337, 339).

(iv) Paraphrastic exegesis, a very brief commentary in the form of a glossary, pro-
vides brief semantic details and is represented by modern commentators like
Salim cAli Haikal, whose commentary is a glossary of words with their brief
meanings, with an outline of each surah provided before the list of words.

For more details on genres in Qur’anic exegesis such as analytical exegesis,
synoptic exegesis, comparative exegesis, thematic exegesis, literary exegesis, and
the classification of early tafsir literature by John Wansbrough, see Chapter 4,
Sections 4.2.3.1, 4.2.3.2, 4.2.3.3, 4.2.3.4, 4.2.3.5, and 4.2.4.1.

1.9 Lexicographical approaches in exegesis

Lexicographical and phraseological works on the Qur’anic text are also related to
Qur’anic exegesis. Muslim philologists and grammarians have shown interest in
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the collection and semantic analysis of difficult Qur’anic expressions since the
second/eighth century. Rippin in his article Lexicographical Texts and the Qur’an
(1988, pp. 158–174) deals with how the Qur’anic lexicographical tradition devel-
oped. He refers to various genres of dictionaries of the Qur’an and provides a
valuable analysis of the approaches to Qur’anic vocabulary and the medieval
Arab lexicography. Lexicographical tradition was developed through the follow-
ing works and approaches:

(i) Intra-lingual translation tafsir works which are Arabic translations of the
Qur’an and which aim to provide simple glosses to the Qur’anic text in
surah order include Tanwir al-Miqbas min Tafsir Ibn cAbbas ascribed to
Ibn cAbbas (d.68/687) and Tafsir al-Jalalain of Jalal al-Din al-Mahalli
(d.864/1459) and Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti (d.911/1505).

(ii) Gharib works which deal with the collection in surah order of Qur’anic
expressions that are semantically ambiguous due to their rare use, such as
foreign words, tribal dialect words, and lexical oddities, as in the less com-
monly used ‘garib’ expressions fatir – (creator, Q6:14) and abban – (grass,
Q80:31). The word gharib literally means ‘strange, unusual’, that is, ‘of
ambiguous or hidden meaning’. However, for al-Zajjaji (d.311/923), al-
Amidi (d.371/981), al-Batlayusi (d.521/1127), and Ibn al-Athir (d.637/
1239), the word gharib in Qur’anic exegesis refers to expressions that are
not often used by native speakers. Thus, they are ‘strange’ words. Gharib
works are like Tafsir Gharib al-Qur’an of Zaid b. cAli (d.120/737), Gharib
al-Qur’an of Aban b. Taghlub b. Rabah (d.141/758), Gharib al-Qur’an of
Mu’rij b. cAmru al-cIjli al-Sadusi (d.195/810), Tafsir Gharib al-Qur’an of
Ibn Qutaibah (d.276/889), and Macani al-Qur’an wa Icrabuhu of al-Zajjaj
(d.311/923). However, a unique example of gharib tafsir works that deal
with Qur’anic expressions that may have more than one syntactic analysis
where of course each bears a distinct meaning is al-Bayan fi Gharib Icrab
al-Qur’an of Abu al-Barakat cAbd al-Rahman b. al-Anbari (d.577/1181)
which is like a practical application of Arabic grammar on Qur’anic dis-
course. The second type of gharib tafsir works are those which also deal
with the collection of semantically difficult words but are arranged in an
alphabetical order like a dictionary system. These works include Nuzhat
al-Qulub fi Gharib al-Qur’an of al-Sijistani (d.330/942), al-Gharibain of
Abu cUbaid Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Harawi (d.401/1011), al-Mufradat fi
Gharib al-Qur’an of al-Raghib al-Asbahani (d.502/1108), as well as works
by other scholars such as Tafsir Gharib al-Qur’an of Zain al-Din b. cAbd al-
Qadir al-Razi (d.666/1267).

(iii) Wujuh, naza’ir and ashbah works which deal with the multiple senses of
Qur’anic expressions. We also encounter other titles, including al-wujuh
wal-naza’ir, al-naza’ir, or al-alfaz al-mushtarakah. However, wujuh works
deal with Qur’anic expressions that are orthographically similar but have
different shades of meaning in different contexts, such as the word ‘huda’
which has 17 contextually distinct meanings (Islam, Q2:120; prophets,
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Q2:38, Q20:123; the Qur’an, Q3:138, Q18:55, Q12:111; the Old Testament,
Q17:2, Q32:23; to explain, Q20:128; increase in belief, Q19:98; to invite,
Q21:73; and to know the path, Q21:31). However, al-ashbah works deal
with the expressions that are orthographically distinct but semantically sim-
ilar, that is, words that are synonyms although they have different spellings.
Works of al-naza’ir represent the first step in Arabic lexicographical stud-
ies. Examples of wujuh works include al-Tasarif of Yahya b. Sallam
(d.124/742–200/815), Kitab al-Wujuh wal-Naza’ir and al-Ashbah wal-
Naza’ir of Muqatil b. Sulaiman (d.150/767), Ta’wil Mushkil al-Qur’an of
Ibn Qutaibah (d.276/889), Majaz al-Qur’an of Abu cUbaidah (d.210/
825), Mattafaqa Lafzuhu Wakhtalafa Macnahu min al-Qur’an al-Majid of
Abu al-cAbbas al-Mubarrad (d.285/898), Tahsil Naza’ir al-Qur’an of al-
Hakim al-Tirmidhi (d.285/898), Islah al-Wujuh wal-Naza’ir fi al-Qur’an al-
Karim of al-Damaghani (d.478/1085), and Nuzhat al-Nawazir fi cilm
al-Wujuh wal-Naza’ir of al-Jawzi (d.597/1200). Other Qur’an scholars who
have shown interest in wujuh studies include cIkramah (d.105/723; cf.
Abdus Sattar 1978).18

(iv) Mutashabihat works which deal with the stylistically distinct but grammat-
ically similar ayahs, such as the work that is known under two titles Kitab
al-Mutashabihat fi al-Qur’an and Kitab al-Mushtabihat which are ascribed
to the Qur’an reciter cAli Ibn Hamzah al-Kisa’i (d.187/802), Durrat al-
Tanzil wa Ghurrat al-Ta’wil fi Bayan al-Ayat al-Mutashabihat fi Kitab Allah
al-cAziz of al-Iskafi (d.420/1029) and al-Burhan fi Mutashabih al-Qur’an of
al-Karmani (d.500/1106).
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2 Exegesis and Hadith

2.1 Introduction

Prophetic tradition (hadith) impinges on Qur’anic exegesis and the two have
become inseparable entities in Islamic studies. In fact, the study of Qur’anic exe-
gesis cannot be undertaken without reference to hadith. Through the study of
schools of exegesis one can feel how hadith plays a more central role in the
school of traditional exegesis (al-tafsir bil-ma’thur) than in any other school.
However, in any school of Qur’anic exegesis, hadith has been taken as a demist-
ing exegetical tool in the elucidation of a given Qur’anic passage. Yet the authen-
ticity of hadith has been shrouded with scepticism due to the widespread
proliferation of fabricated hadiths. As a result, it has become difficult to ascertain
the correct signification of some Qur’anic materials whose linguistic or non-
linguistic account is hinged upon hadith literature. The present chapter investi-
gates the interrelation between hadith and exegesis, how hadith literature has
been documented, the major factors behind the forgery of hadith, the textual cor-
ruption of some hadiths, concerns over the accuracy of both the matn (text, con-
tent) and isnad (chain of authorities) of hadith, the efforts by traditionists
(al-muhaddithun) to sift through the spurious hadiths and how they acted as both
validators of sound hadiths and at times as exegetes themselves. As a prophetic
tradition depends on a chain of authorities, major defects may be attributed to the
chain of authorities in which case the hadith authenticity may be dented. The pres-
ent account will also highlight the classification of hadith and its main genres.

2.2 The prophetic Hadith

Due to the centrality of hadith material to Qur’anic exegesis and the correlation
between the two canonical sources (the Qur’an and hadith) in Islamic studies, we
shall provide informative details about hadith in the present section. The conduct
or custom, referred to as sunnah (the standard practice of Muhammad), is embod-
ied in the Prophet’s hadiths (reports or anecdotes) narrating his words and deeds.
The Prophet’s hadiths are told on the authority of Muhammad’s companions.
They are, therefore, regarded by Muslims as a canonical source of Islamic law,
dogma and ritual second only in importance to the Qur’an itself. Muslims are



urged by the Qur’an (Q3:132 and Q33:21) to follow the role model of
Muhammad. Therefore, the sayings and actions of Muhammad have become
binding upon the lives of Muslims from the very beginning of the advent of
Islam. Abdul Rauf (1983, p. 271) notes that the companions and early successors,
for most of the first/seventh century were ambivalent to the benefits of recording
the hadiths, although there were many personal manuscripts (suhuf, sing. sahifah)
in which some hadiths were included (cf. Abbott 1983, p. 289). By the end of the
first/seventh century, fears about the purity of the Qur’an had subsided since it
was then memorized, uniformally recited by many scholars and its copies were
widely circulated. Like the factors that led to the compilation of the Qur’an, many
hadith scholars were gradually disappearing and corruption began to threaten its
authenticity. Civil strife, starting with the third caliph’s murder in 35/656, gave
rise to political and theological divisions and disputes involving quotations and
misquotations of hadiths in support of partisan causes and doctrines (Abbott
1983). For instance, Shicite hadiths began to circulate during the first half of the
second/eighth century when the rift between Shicites and non-Shicites, which
originated in a politico-religious controversy regarding the succession of the
Prophet, had resulted in bloody battles and merciless persecutions (Kohlberg
1983, p. 299).

One should not forget the fact that there were many unscrupulous transmitters
and politically oriented unqualified narrators, who led to the fabrication of a large
number of hadiths. We also encounter the same hadith with different variants or
different transmitters (cf. Kister 1970). For these reasons, Muslim and Western
scholars are sceptical about the authenticity of a large number of hadiths. Modern
exegetes like cIzzat Darwaza (1888–1984) contends that a large number of
hadiths attributed to the companions in various classical exegetical works such as
Ibn cAbbas (d.68/687), Mujahid (d.104/722), Qatadah b. Dicamah (d.117/735)
and al-Hasan al-Basri (d.110/728) are forged and reflect the politico-religious
conflicts which developed within the Muslim community during the early
decades of Islam (Poonawala 1993, p. 236). Although prominent exegetes like al-
Tabari (d.311/923), Ibn Kathir (d.774/1372), al-Qurtubi (d.671/1272) and al-
Baidawi (d.685/1286) assert that cA’ishah’s hadiths are indisputably authentic,
they sometimes provide an exegetical account of some ayahs such as Q53:11
without any supportive citation of exegetical hadiths narrated by her (cf.
Geissinger 2004). They have admitted the problem of forgery of some hadiths as
well as the paraphrasing and distortion of other hadiths that have taken place in
early Islam during transmission. Their concern over the integrity of hadiths is
focused on both the chain of authorities and the text of a given hadith. A hadith
is rejected if it contradicts the Qur’an, a mutawatir hadith, the consensus (al-
ijmac) of the community, the tenets of Islam or common sense (Siddiqi 1993; cf.
Berg 2000, p. 51). However, discerning authentic hadiths from fabricated ones is
not a straightforward task. Berg (2000, p. 136) reports that the study and evalua-
tion of the transmitters of hadiths is an important branch of the hadith studies
(culum al-hadith) known as cilm al-rijal. It is on the basis of this rijal material that
any individual hadith can be judged authentic, suspicious or spurious. Berg (Berg
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2000, pp. 136–137) is also sceptical about the rijal literature due to the possibil-
ity of isnad fabrication which makes the rijal material lose its value as a viable
source. Thus, as a result of widespread scepticism about the authenticity of a
large number of hadiths, hadith scholars, during the third/ninth century, launched
a sahih movement (critical study of hadiths) which looks vigorously into the
isnad and the matn of a given hadith. The critical study of hadiths has become a
well-established discipline within hadith studies known as al-jarh wal-tacdil
(impugnment and vindication) whose major objective is to scrutinize the credi-
bility of the transmitter or narrator.

A hadith is traditionally supported by a chain of authorities and it contains a
main text (matn). Hadiths and their isnads have been subjected to a wide range of
types of categorization. For a matn to be recognized as an authentic record of one
of Muhammad’s acts or sayings, it needs to have attached to it the list of the
people who were transmitters (muhaddithun) of the matn. This isnad provides the
name of the eyewitness of the actual event, the person to whom he or she has
related the event, the person to whom this transmitter has related the matn and so
forth until the hadith is recorded. The isnad portion of the hadith has been an early
standard practice by Muslim hadith scholars. However, for Muhammad Ibn Sirin
(d.110/728), the isnad is attributed to the fitnah (civil war) that has occurred after
the assassination of the third caliph cUthman b. cAffan (d.35/656). Thus, the reg-
ular use of isnad for hadith is thought to have begun shortly after 35/656. This
date also marks the beginning of the study of hadith as an independent discipline
by Muslim scholars. In the view of Berg (2000, p. 7), the implication of Ibn
Sirin’s statement is that well-meaning but misguided or even unscrupulous people
have fabricated or altered hadiths for political, dogmatic or personal accounts. It
is for these reasons that we find vast numbers of obviously false and doubtful
hadiths that have to be eliminated. Goldziher (1971; cf. Berg 2000, pp. 9–10)
holds a similar view with regards to invention of and interpolation into hadiths
for political and paraenetic reasons. For example, Berg (2000, p. 52) argues that
hadiths, while praising the immediate family of the Prophet (ahl al-bait) but not
overtly anti-Umayyad, have served the pro-cAli cause. The Umayyads (d.41–
132/661–749) respond in kind by inventing or urging their theologians to invent
hadiths in their political favour while suppressing the arguments of their oppo-
nents in the form of hadiths. However, the Abbasids (d.132–655/749–1257), who
are the successors to the Umayyads, have also suppressed political hadiths that
support the Umayyads (d.132–655/749–1257). Shicah, the Umayyads, the
Murji’ah, the Khawarij and later the Abbasids, Goldziher (1971, 2, pp. 43–59,
89–108, cf. Berg 2000, p. 52) claims, have all participated in polemics and apolo-
getics in the form of hadiths. Goldziher’s views are also in line with those of
Lammens (1943; cf. Berg 2000, p. 54).

During the third/ninth century, the sifting out of these spurious hadiths has
focused largely on the isnad. In other words, the hadith compilers systematically
examined each of the transmitters of every hadith. Their analysis has focused on
the transmitter’s date and place of birth, familial connections, teachers, students,
journeys, moral behaviour, religious beliefs, literary output and date of death.
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These are the criteria against which hadith collectors can establish reliable trans-
mitters (al-thuqat), contemporaneity and geographical proximity of transmitters
juxtaposed within the isnad. The continuity of the isnad is also evaluated for
missing or unknown transmitters or for not reaching back to the Prophet and stop-
ping at a companion or successor. The number of simultaneous transmitters is
also tallied. Thus, a hadith with numerous transmitters at every level of the isnad
is called hadith mutawatir and is deemed to be beyond doubt or forgery.
However, the hadith with three or more at each level of isnad is called hadith
mashhur (well-known), while a hadith with just one at a particular level of isnad
is referred to as hadith gharib (strange) and the hadith with one transmitter at each
level of isnad is called hadith fard (single) which has no weight (for more details
on the classification of hadith, see Section 2.9 of the present chapter).

Hadiths are classified under one of several major categories of trustworthiness: 

(i) Hadith sahih (sound, authentic), which indicates the highest level of trust-
worthiness in a tradition. The compilation of traditions by al-Bukhari
(d.194/810–256/870) and Muslim (d.202/817–261/875) bear the title The
Sound, that is, the true (al-sahih), and together they are known as ‘the two
sahihs – al-sahihan’. 

(ii) Hadith hasan (fair, good) is not regarded as quite as strong as one which is
hadith sahih, but it is better than those which are dacif (weak) or saqim
(infirm).

(iii) Hadith dacif (weak) is criticized by lack of strength and reliability of a tra-
dition.

(iv) Hadith saqim (literally ‘sick’, infirm’) is a criticism that indicates the low-
est level of trustworthiness in a tradition.

2.3 The recording of Hadith

While the revelation of the Qur’an is still going on, Muhammad has instructed his
companions not to record any of his hadiths for fear of being confused with the
Qur’an. Thus, the major objective is to preserve the purity of the Qur’an and pre-
vent the possibility of confusing Qur’anic ayahs with hadiths. Muhammad is
reported to have said, ‘la taktubu canni waman kataba canni ghair al-qur’an
falyamhuhu. Wahaddithu canni wala haraj. Waman kadhaba calaiyah mutacam-
midan falyatabawwa’ maqcadahu min al-nar [Do not write what I say. Anyone
who has written from me anything other than the Qur’an, let him bolt it out. You
may speak about me and there is no objection to that, but one who attributes a lie
to me deliberately should prepare himself for a place in hell].’ The four caliphs
after the Prophet have also expressed the same reservation. It is generally
believed that neither the companions nor the successors used to write down
the hadiths. Instead, they would only transmit them verbally and learn them by
memorizing. Opposition to the writing down of hadith has been expressed by
companions like cUmar b. al-Khattab and Abu Musa al-Ashcari (cf. Donner 1998,
p. 93; Berg 2000, p. 7). The accounts of opposition suggest that in the earliest
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period, the Qur’an was originally seen by some companions as the only true
source of guidance and that the act of writing down pious sayings and maxims
was seen by them as a potential threat to the primacy of the Qur’an’s role (Donner
1998, p. 93; Berg 2000, p. 7). The first collection of the Qur’an is instigated by
the second caliph cUmar b. al-Khattab (d.23/644) who feared that some of the
Qur’an may be lost after the death of 70 companions in the battle of Yamamah
(d.11/632) who used to know the Qur’an by heart, known as huffaz (singular
hafiz), meaning memorizers of the Qur’an.

However, it is believed that even during the lifetime of Muhammad, some com-
panions used to write some hadiths for their own use in the form of a sahifah
(booklet; see Section 2.11, Point i. below; Kamali 2005, p. 22). After a delay of
nearly a century, the need to collect and record the hadiths had begun. This need
led the Umayyad governor of Egypt, cAbd al-cAziz b. Marwan (d.65–85/684/704)
and his son, the caliph cUmar b. cAbd al-cAziz (d.97–101/715–719) to instruct cer-
tain renowned theologians to commit hadiths to writing. The first collection of
hadiths has begun in an official manner at the behest of the Umayyad caliph cUmar
b. cAbd al-cAziz (d.101/719) who has become concerned that some of it may be
lost. During the first/seventh century and early part of the second/eighth century,
compilation was limited to writing down those hadiths which were in oral circula-
tion. Two scholars have been entrusted with the task of hadith collection: Abu
Bakr Ibn Muhammad Ibn Hazm (d.120/737) and Muhammad Ibn Muslim Ibn
Shihab al-Zuhri (d.124/742) (Netton 1997, p. 90; Berg 2000, pp. 6–8). The phase
of recording prophetic hadiths has been launched.

At a later stage, the recording of prophetic tradition has gained a methodolog-
ical structure. Thus, the evolution of thematic classification of hadith has begun
and scholars started grouping hadiths under titles indicating their topic. This type
of hadiths grouping is referred to as musannaf (classified or systemized compila-
tion). In his introduction to his Jamic al-Usul, Ibn al-Athir al-Jaza’iri (d.637/1239)
claims that as the territories of Islam expanded, the companions dispersed and the
great majority of them died, and people recognized the great need for recording
hadiths. Recording, thus, was undertaken by people like cAbd al-Malik b. cAbd
al-cAziz b. Juraij (d.150/767) and Imam Malik b. Anas (d.94/712–179/795). It is
also claimed that the first book on hadith composed in Islam was that of Ibn Juraij
or the Muwatta’ of Imam Malik. Imam Malik composed his Muwatta’ over a
period of 40 years. It is claimed that the contents of the Muwatta’ were agreed
upon unanimously by the people of Madinah. The title of his book, therefore, is
derived accordingly and means (the well-trodden path, or the many times agreed
upon [by the people of Madinah]). However, it is also believed that the first man
to compile hadiths and arrange according to chapters was al-Rabic Ibn Sabih in
Basrah. al-Jazari (d.606/1209) also states that, among the hadith compilers,
cUbaid Allah Ibn Musa al-cAbsi (d.213/828), Abu Dawud al-Tayalisi (d.203/818)
and Imam Ahmad Ibn Hanbal have established the hadith according the chain of
authorities of their narrators. However, Malik b. Anas (d.94/712–179/795) claims
that the first to collect the hadith was Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d.124/742) during the
caliphate of cUmar Ibn cAbd al-cAziz at his behest (al-Asfahani n.d., 3, p. 363). It
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is also claimed that, after the year 140/757, hadith scholars like Malik in
Madinah, Ibn Juraij in Makkah, Sufyan al-Thawri in Kufah were among the first
who started the compilation and arrangement of hadith in chapters and these
scholars were all contemporaries. Thus, no one knows which of them was first.
However, there is disagreement as to who the first compiler of hadiths was
according to their chain of authorities. Among the suggested names of hadith
scholars are Asad Ibn Musa al-Amawi (d.132/749–212/827), Nucaim Ibn
Hammad al-Khuzaici (d.228/842), cUbaid Allah Ibn Musa al-cAbsi (d.213/828)
and Yahya al-Himmani (d.202/817) (al-Shaibani 2004, pp. 2–6).

The compilers of hadith systematically examined each of the transmitters (al-
muhaddithun) of every hadith. They focused on the biographical analysis of trans-
mitters (cilm al-rijal) through which the compilers analysed the transmitter’s date
and place of birth, familial connections, teachers, students, journeys, moral behav-
iour, religious beliefs, literary output and date of death. This allowed the compil-
ers to determine not only the reliability of transmitters (al-muhaddithun al-thuqat)
but also the contemporaneity and geographical proximity of transmitters
juxtaposed within the isnad, in an attempt to ascertain whether they could have
come in contact. The compilers also examined the cohesion (al-ittisal) of the isnad.
The hadith would be evaluated if there are missing or unknown transmitters or if
it does not reach back to Muhammad and stopping at a companion or successor. At
this stage, the hadiths were classified into different categories (Berg 2000, p. 8).

2.4 Hadith as a bridge to Qur’anic exegesis

Prophetic hadiths play an interpretive role that is pivotal to all schools of
Qur’anic exegesis. However, the degree of reliance on hadith varies from one
school to another. In order to appreciate the link between the Qur’an and hadith
and the purpose for which a given hadith is employed, we need to account for the
function of hadith with regards to Qur’anic exegesis.

2.4.1 Function of Hadith

Proponents of tradition (hadith) and mainstream exegesis (al-tafsir bil-ma’thur)
highlight the close interrelation between the Qur’an and hadith. For them, the
hadith represents a practical mechanism for tafsir. Therefore, hadith performs an
interpretive role and is the most reliable source for elucidating the Qur’anic text.
Exegetical hadiths have one of the following four functions:

(i) bayan al-mujmal: to explain the general meaning of a religious matter such
as the amount of zakat and the exact rites of the hajj,

(ii) tawdih al-mushkil: to explain an ambiguous Qur’anic expression such as
(al-khait al-abyad – the white thread) and (al-khait al-aswad – the black
thread) in Q2:187,

(iii) takhsis al-camm: to demarcate the generic meaning of an expression such as
the sense of the expression (zulm) in Q6:82 and

(iv) taqyid al-mutlaq: to restrict the non-restricted meaning of an expression
such as the meaning of the expression (yadd – hand) in Q5:38.
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For a detailed and explicated account of the role of hadith in Qur’anic exege-
sis, see Chapter 5, Section 5.2.1.1.1. Similarly, in Qur’anic exegesis, hadiths are
frequently employed for various purposes, including the following:

(i) The introduction of a new injunction or a punishment (hadd) that is not stip-
ulated by the Qur’an. Apostasy (al-riddah), for instance, is referred to only
once in the Qur’an, ‘man yartadda minkum can dinihi [whoever of you
should revert from his or her religion]’ (Q5:54), but its punishment is not
specified. We are only admonished by the same ayah of what will take place
if a Muslim goes back on his or her faith, ‘fasawfa ya’ti allahu biqawmin
yuhibbuhum wayuhibbunah adhillatin cala al-mu’minin acizzatin cala al-
kafirin yujahiduna fi sabili allah wala yakhafuna lawmata la’im [God will
bring forth in place of them a people He will love and who will love Him,
who are humble towards the believers, hard on the disbelievers, strive in the
cause of God and do not fear the blame of a critic],’ (Q5:54) where a list of
the genuine faithful is provided rather than the hadd of the apostate (al-mur-
tadd). However, we are told specifically about the kind of punishment by the
hadith, ‘man baddala dinahu faqtuluhu [If a Muslim discards his or her reli-
gion, then kill him or her]’ (al-cAsqalani 1982, 2, p.173; Khan 1997, 4,
p. 159; al-Qastalani 1996, 6, p. 489). Although the Qur’an refers to stoning
to death (al-rajm) of someone who commits adultery, it does not provide the
required punishment. Exegetes have established the hadd for al-rajm on the
hadith ‘alwalad lil-firash walil-cahir al-hajar [The stone, that is, the punish-
ment of stoning to death]’ for anyone who commits an illegal sexual inter-
course, but the born baby should be given to the man who was involved in
this sexual intercourse (al-cAsqalani 1982, 12, p. 130; al-Qastalani 1996, 14,
p. 224). Also, the Qur’an does not specify the hadd for homosexuality
although reference has been made to this by Q7:80–81 and Q11:78–79.
However, the hadd is made explicit through the hadith, ‘man wajadtumuhu
yacmal camal qawm lut faqtulu al-facil wal-mafcul bihi [If you find anyone
doing as Lot’s people did, kill the one who does it and the one to whom it is
done]’ (hadith no. 1481, al-Mubarakfuri 1990, 5, p. 21).

(ii) The abrogation of a given ayah is made explicit through hadith literature, as
in ‘yas’alunaka can al-khamri wal-maisiri qul fihima ithmun kabirun
wamanaficu lil-nasi wa’ithmuhuma akbaru min nafcihima [They will ask
you about liquor and gambling. Say, ‘in each of them, there lies serious vice
as well as some benefits for mankind. Yet their vice is greater than their use-
fulness’]’ (Q2:219) whose abrogation is explained through a hadith: ‘man
laciba bil-nardi faqad casa allaha warasulahu [Whoever plays backgammon
(dice, that is,  gambling), he or she has disobeyed God and His messenger],’
‘man laciba bil-nardshir faka’annama sabagha yadahu fi lahmi khinzirin
wadamihi [Whoever plays backgammon (i.e. gambles), it is as if he or she
had dyed his or her hand with the pig’s meat and blood],’ ‘inna alladhi
harrama shurbaha harrama baicaha [The one (i.e. God) who has forbidden
its (i.e. liquor, intoxicants) consumption has also forbidden its sale],’
‘innaha qad hurrimat [It (i.e. liquor) has become forbidden]’ and ‘inna
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allaha harrama al-khamra wal-maisira . . . wakullu muskirin haram [God
has forbidden intoxicants and gambling . . . and anything that intoxicates is
forbidden]’ (Ibn Kathir 1993, 2, pp. 87–91).

(iii) The reasons for revelation is made explicit through hadith literature, as in the
hadith, ‘natazawwaju nisa’a ahl al-kitab wala yatazawwajuna nisa’ana [We
marry women from the People of the Book but the men of the People of the
Book are not allowed to marry our women]’ which explains Q2:221, ‘wala
tankihu al-mushrikati hatta yu’minna [Do not marry polytheistic women until
they believe]’ (al-Hasan al-Basri 1992, 1, p. 151). Also, the hadith, ‘man
halafa cala yamin yaqtatic biha mala imri’in huwa calaiha fajir laqiya allaha
wahuwa calaihi ghdban [Whoever takes oath in order to take the wealth of
someone, he will meet God angry with him]’ has been followed by the reve-
lation of Q3:77, ‘inna alladhina yashtaruna bicahdi allahi wa’aimanihim
thamanan qalilan ula’ika la khalaqa lahum fi al-akhirati wala yukallimuhum
allahu wala yanzuru ilaihim yawma al-qiyamah [Indeed, those who exchange
the covenant of God and their own oaths for a small price will have no share
in the hereafter, and God will not speak to them or look at them on the day of
resurrection]’ (al-Wadici n.d., p. 32). Similarly, the hadith narrated by Sacid b.
Jubair, ‘tasaddaqu cala ahl al-adyan [Give charity to the People of the Book]’
is claimed to have been said to explain the revelation of Q2:272, ‘laisa calaika
hudahum . . . wama tunfiqu min khairin fali’anfusikum . . . wama tunfiqu min
khairin yuwaffa ilaikum wa’antum la tuzlamun [It is not for you (Prophet) to
guide them . . . Whatever charity you give benefits your own soul . . .
Whatever you give will be repaid to you in full and you will not be wronged].’

(iv) Ambiguous passages or expressions are explained through hadith literature,
such as ‘man halafa cala yamin fara’a ghairaha khairan minha falya’ti alladhi
huwa khairun walyukaffir can yaminihi [Whoever takes an oath about some-
thing, but he or she finds something else better than the first, then he or she
should keep the thing that is better and do atonement for his oath]’ which
explains Q2:224, ‘wala tajcalu allaha curdatan li’aimanikum an tabarru
watattaqu watuslihu baina al-nasi [Do not make your oath by God an excuse
against being righteous and fearing God and making peace among people]’
and Q2:225, ‘la yu’akhidhkum allahu billaghwi fi aimanikum [God does not
impose blame upon you for what is unintentional in your oaths].’ 

(v) Elucidation to a query about worship or social behaviour is provided by a
given hadith, as in the hadith, ‘addi al-amanata ila man i’tamanaka wala
takhun man khanaka [Give back the trust to its owner who left it with you
and do not betray whoever betrays you].’ In this hadith, we are told explic-
itly about the social etiquette related to the trusted things such as cash or
goods and how to behave towards people who betray others. This hadith
elucidates Q4:58, ‘inna allaha ya’murukum an tu’addu al-amanati ila ahliha
[Indeed, God commands you to render trusts to whom they are due].

With regards to the role of hadith in Qur’anic exegesis, Speight (1988, p. 73)
notes that no surah is completely lacking in comment. However, there are 31
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surahs with no hadith pertaining to them, but most of these, as well as the others,
have lexical and brief interpretive helps. The hadith literature, Speight (1988)
adds, reveals three preoccupations of the Islamic community: the person of
Muhammad, piety and social behaviour. Since the Qur’an is so vital an element
in all three, it is natural that the hadith should be a vast repertory of references to
the Scripture. Hadith and the Qur’an are the first two sources for jurisprudence
since they enshrine the revealed law (sharicah; Speight 1988, p. 77). The sunnah
has become the key to the application of Qur’anic principles to the life of Muslim
society (Speight 1988, p. 80). In the absence of a matn of a hadith, the customary
practice of Muhammad, that is, his sunnah, has been implemented literally by his
companions in their daily life. For instance, Muhammad used to wipe (yamsah
cala) his leather socks (al-khuffain) (Nada 1972, p. 53)

2.5 Scepticism about Hadith

It is an acknowledged fact that early tafsir tradition has been plagued by doubts
over the forgery of hadith which has become a widespread practice after the death
of the Prophet when the recording of hadith started during the closing years of the
first/seventh century.1 In the view of Gätje (1971, p. 32), the material of tradition
grew very soon in such a manner and to such an extent that considerable doubt
has often existed concerning its authenticity. In addition, contradictions occur
among the statements of various companions and even within accounts attributed
to the same person. Although the hadith literature constitutes a major source in
Qur’anic exegesis and its value has a special appeal to the school of mainstream
exegesis during the formative phase and the subsequent phases (see Chapter 5,
Sections 5.2.1, 5.2.1.1, 5.2.1.2 and 5.2.1.3), its authenticity has been shrouded by
sceptical views by both Muslim and non-Muslim scholars (for more details on the
forgery of hadith, reliability of chain of authorities and attribution of tafsir works
and views, see Chapter 1, Section 1.4). In the view of Kamali (2005, p. 2), per-
sonal motives, sectarian bias, political, scholastic and theological factors had
been known, from very early times, to have prompted misguided individuals to
fabricate hadith in order to advance their partisan objectives.

In the view of Donner (1998, pp. 40–41), one of the most striking aspects of the
corpus of hadith is the degree to which they reflect the salient political issues of the
first/seventh and second/eighth centuries. The hadith books are full of traditions
about what constitutes good and bad leadership of the community and under what
circumstances Muslims are required to follow their leaders. There are hadiths which
state flatly that the Imams (religious leaders) must be obeyed. This duty to obey is
sometimes even said to apply in cases where the ruler is a tyrant. Other hadiths tem-
per this duty to obey in varying degrees. Some state that obedience is due only as
long as the Imam performs prayer; others make it clear that no obedience is due to
a person in disobedience to God (for more details on the politics of Qur’anic exe-
gesis and support to the Muslim ruler, see Chapter 3, Section 3.2, Points 12 and 16).

The authenticity and the date of origin of the hadith material have attracted
Western scholars’ interest and have, therefore, become issues of heated debate.
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According to Gustav Weil (1848; cf. Berg 2000, p. 9), al-Bukhari deemed only
4,000 of his original 600,000 hadiths to be authentic. Having noted this, Weil sug-
gests that a European critic is further required to reject without hesitation half of
these 4,000 hadiths. Gustav’s investigation of the authenticity of hadith has also
been followed up by other scholars such as Aloys Sprenger, Ignaz Goldziher and
Joseph Schacht. Schacht, for instance, has focused on the role of hadiths in the ori-
gin and development of early Muslim jurisprudence. While Western hadith schol-
ars have expressed their reservations about the authenticity of hadiths, Abdul Rauf
(1989) and Azami (1985 and 1992) have put forward a counter argument to the
claims made by Western scholars through which they aim to support the authen-
ticity of hadiths and the reliability of the isnads which back up the hadiths.

2.6 The fabrication of Hadith

A hadith fabricator is usually referred to as zindiq (an atheist, plural zanadiqah
[atheists]) who, according to Islamic law, is a hypocrite, is not a true believer and
attempts to undermine the Islamic faith through the narration of fabricated
hadiths. Hadith fabricators used to go to other towns and pretend as genuine
hadith scholars through the way they are dressed and their claim that they are
taught by prominent genuine hadith scholars. Among them are cAbd al-Karim b.
Abi al-cAwja’ (d.160/776) who said he fabricated 4,000 hadiths, Muhammad b.
Sacid al-Shami (d.65/684), al-Harith al-Kadhdhab cAbd al-Rahman b. cUdais who
came to Damascus and claimed prophethood during the period of cAbd al-Malik
b. Marwan (d.86/705) and was executed by cAbd al-Malik b. Marwan. Moments
before his execution, cAbd al-Karim b. Abi al-cAwja’ said: ‘I fabricated 4000
hadiths for you in which I made you fast when you should have not, and made
unlawful what was lawful, and made lawful what was unlawful.’ Hadith fabrica-
tors have made hadiths in various aspects of Islam such as creed (al-caqidah),
jurisprudence, social manners and etiquettes and worship matters (al-cibadat) to
deceive (al-talbis) for personal, political or theological ends (Hammadah 2003,
pp. 100–101). Ibn Qaiyim al-Jawziyyah (d.691–751/1291–1350) wrote his al-
Manar which is a list of forged hadiths.

The forgery of hadith can be attributed to the following factors:

(i) During the second half of the caliphate of cUthman b. cAffan (d.35/656), the
civil war has broken out among the Muslim community which led to the
evolution of political tendencies among theologians, in particular, and
exegetes, in general. As a result, a large number of forged hadiths have
emerged either supporting cUthman or cAli. Also, Iraq, and specifically
Kufah, the capital of the Muslim empire, has become the political arena for
the transmission of both authentic and forged hadiths. cAbd Allah b. cAdis,
a well-known companion, for instance, narrates a hadith from cAbd Allah b.
Mascud who is reported to have said that the Prophet told him, ‘ala inna
cUthman adallu min cabidah cala bacliha [cUthman is more misguided and
confused than any one else].’ When cAbd Allah b. Mascud was informed
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about this hadith, he denied it and said: ‘kadhiba caduw allah. ma samicaha
min Ibn Mascud, wama samicaha Ibn Mascud min rasul allah [The enemy of
God has lied. He has never heard it from Ibn Mascud, and Ibn Mascud has
never heard it from the messenger of God].’

(ii) Non-mainstream innovative theological views as well as scholastic theol-
ogy have emerged such as (1) those who claim that the Qur’an is created
(see Chapter 3, Section: 3.3, Point 5); (2) the Murji’ah who believe in sus-
pended judgement (irja’ al-hukm) and that the judgement whether a grave
sinner belongs to ‘the people of paradise’ or ‘the people of hell’ cannot be
answered by ordinary men or by jurists but rather be left (yurja’) to the
mercy of God on the day of judgement; (3) the Qadariyyah who believe that
the individual determines (yuqaddiru) his or her own acts and not his or her
creator, that the individual is able to create his or her good and bad acts; that
is, the qadar is his or her own and not God’s and (4) the Jahmiyyah (or
jabriyyah [predestination]) who believe that the individual’s good and bad
actions are predestined by God, that is,  dictated by the will of God.
Supporters of each of these theological movements have fabricated hadiths
to substantiate their doctrine. Some of the forged hadiths classify other
Muslims as non-Muslims, that is, disbelievers. For instance, the Prophet, in
the view of Shici scholars, is reported to have said the hadith, ‘man ankara
al-qa’im min waladi faqad kafar [Whoever denies the Qa’im, that is, Imam
al-Mahdi, is a disbeliever]’ in an attempt to substantiate their dogmatic
stance with regards to the occulation (ghaibah) of their Imam Muhammad
b. al-Hasan known as al-Mahdi who was born in 255/868 and, in their opin-
ion, who has been in occulation, which is still alive.

(iii) In order to win the hearts and minds of the general public, preachers known
as qussas (singular qass) and beggars used to transmit fabricated hadiths. To
drive the message home more effectively about reward and punishment, the
hereafter and the punishment in the fire, preachers used to exaggerate with
their exhortation accounts adding forged hadiths to make their audience
more attracted to their admonition. Beggars have also jumped on the band
wagon of fabricated hadith. For instance, the forged hadith, ‘al-qur’an hwa
al-dawa’ [The Qur’an is the medicine]’ is given by preachers in order to
encourage people to read the Qur’an frequently and made them aware of the
virtues of the Qur’an (al-Albani 1988, 4, p. 63). However, there are sound
hadiths which refer to the virtues of the Qur’an such as ‘man qara’a bil-
ayataini min akhir surat al-baqarah fi lailatin kafatahu [Whoever reads the
last two ayahs of the Cow, they will be sufficient for him; that is he or she
will be protected by them]’ (al-cAsqalani 1982, 8, p. 671)

(iv) Over-zealous believers and ascetics (al-salihun wal-zuhhad) have wrongly
thought that forging some hadiths can motivate the lukewarm members of
the Muslim community. This is part of their attempt to encourage people to
do good and forbid evil. For instance, followers of Muhammad b. Karram
(d.255/868) who are known as al-Karramiyyah, believe that the act of fab-
ricating a hadith is lawful since it ‘softens people’s hearts’ (li-tarqiq qulub
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al-cammah), as they claim. Other over-zealous hadith fabricators claim that
forged hadiths are allowed to attract the Muslims to the Qur’an at a time
when they have become more attracted to the teachings of Imam Abu
Hanifah (d.80/699–150/767) and history books of Ibn Ishaq (d.85/704–
150/767). An example of a fabricated hadith in this regard is 

dhikru al-anbiya’i min al-cibadati, wadhikru al-salihina kaffaratu al-
dhunubi, wadhikru al-mawti sadaqatun, wadhikru al-nari min al-jihadi,
wadhikru al-qabri yuqarribukum min al-jannati, wadhikru al-nari yubacid-
kum min al-nari, wa-afdalu al-cibadati tarku al-jahli, wa-ra’su mali al-calimi
tarku al-kibri, wathamanu al-jannati tarku al-hasadi, wal-nadamatu min al-
dhunubi al-tawbatu al-sadiqatu [Mentioning the Prophets is part of wor-
shipping, mentioning the righteous people is an atonement for sins,
mentioning death is charity, mentioning the fire is part of jihad, mentioning
the grave brings you closer to paradise, mentioning the fire keeps you away
from it, the best worship is to abandon ignorance, the wealth of the scholar
is to abandon  pride, the price of paradise is to abandon envy and the best
way to repent of sins is the genuine repentance].’ (al-Albani 1988, 4, p. 404)

In the view of al-cIraqi (1996, pp. 108–111), the fabricated hadith is the weak-
est hadith and that some individuals have forged hadiths for exhortation purposes
in order to attract the Muslims to the Qur’an after they have overlooked its value
and have been instead engaged in reading jurisprudence instructions such as those
of Imam Abu Hanifah and conquest books (maghazi) such as the work of
Muhammad b. Ishaq. An example of a forged hadith in this connection is the one
narrated by Abu cIsmah Nuh b. Abi Maryam from cIkramah, from Ibn cAbbas,
which highlights the virtues of Qur’anic surahs.

(v) Sectarian forged hadiths have also emerged in favour of a given school of
thought over others. Examples of sectarian forged hadiths are as follows:
‘abu bakr wa cumar minni bimanzilat harun min musa [The relationship of
Abu Bakr and cUmar with me is like the relationship of Aaron with
Moses],’ ‘abu bakr wacumar khairu al-awwalina wakhairu al-akharina
wakhairu ahli al-samawati wakhairu ahli al-ardi illa al-nabiyyina wal-mur-
salina [Abu Bakr and cUmar are the best of the first people, the best of the
last people, the best of the people of the heavens and the best of the people
of earth except the Prophets and Messengers],’ ‘ahabbu ahli baiti ilaiyah
al-hasanu wal-husain [al-Hasan and al-Husain are the most I like in my
family]’ and ahabbu ahli ilaiyah fatimatu [The most I like in my family is
Fatimah]’ (al-Albani 1988, 4, p. 219, 227 and 322).

(vi) Fabricated hadiths have also proliferated in support of cAli b. Abi Talib.
Shici scholars claim that there are hadiths which the companions know but
have suppressed them in an attempt to undermine cAli’s position, as in
‘When the Prophet and the companions came back from the Farewell
Pilgrimage, he held cAli’s hand and all the companions were watching.
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The Prophet then asked cAli to stand up so that everyone would recognize
him, then the Prophet said, ‘hadha wasiyyi wa’akhi wal-khalifatu min bacdi
fasmacu lahu wa’aticu [This is my regent, my brother and my successor after
me. Listen to him and respect his orders].’ Shici scholars also claim that ‘It
was afternoon time but the sun came back again in respect for cAli and all
people were watching it. However, they claim, Umm Salamah, the Prophet’s
wife, suppressed this incident’ (Ibn Qaiyim al-Jawziyyah n.d., p. 22).

(vii) Tribal solidarity has also been a factor that has led to the emergence of fab-
ricated hadiths. Unscrupulous individuals proliferated hadiths that favour
some cities or countries over others.

(viii) Political solidarity with a ruler has also led to the fabrication of hadiths, as
in ‘al-sultanu zillu allahi fi al-ardi, ya’wi ilaihi al-dacifu, wabihi yantasiru
al-mazlumu, waman akrama sultana allahi cazza wajal fi al-dunya,
akramahu allahu yawma al-qiyamati [The ruler is the shade of God on
earth; he is the one to whom the weak comes, and through him the
oppressed become victorious; whoever supports the ruler of God, he will
be rewarded by God on the day of judgement]’ (Ibn Qaiyim al-Jawziyyah
n.d., p. 161).

(ix) Heretics have also proliferated forged hadiths, as in ‘al-nazaru ila al-wajh
al-hasin yajlu al-basar [Looking at a beautiful face (i.e. lady), improves the
eyesight]’ and ‘al-nazaru ila al-wajh al-hasin cibadah [Looking at a beau-
tiful face (i.e. lady) is worshipping]’ (Ibn Qaiyim al-Jawziyyah n.d., p. 24).
In order to diminish the authority of hadith, the heretics forged, ‘idha
ja’akum canni hadith facriduhu cala kitab allah fama wafaqahu fakhudhuhu
wama khalafa fatrukuhu [Should you hear any hadith ascribed to me, you
should refer it to the Book of God. Whatever that is compatible with it (i.e.
with the Qur’an), take it, and whatever that is incompatible with it, leave
it].’ The heretics claimed that this hadith was incompatible with the Book
of Allah according to Q59:7, ‘wama atakum al-rasulu fakhudhuhu wama
nahakum canhu fantahu [Whatever the Messenger has given you, take, and
what he has forbidden you, refrain from].’ Thus, for them, prophetic
hadiths had no value (al-Nasir 2001, p. 63).

2.7 Validity of Hadith transmission

According to Muslim scholars, a hadith transmitter should be a Muslim, morally
upright, rational (caqil), has reached the age of puberty and does not commit
wrong deeds (ghair fasiq) (al-Suyuti 1996b, 1, p. 163). Forged hadiths, weak and
fabricated isnad are transmitted by unscrupulous individuals and have pervaded
a large number of early tafsir works in spite of the fact that Muhammad is
reported to have warned his companions on two occasions about forging and mis-
quoting his hadiths: if anyone tells a lie about me intentionally, let him be sure of
his place in the hell fire; if anyone speaks of a hadith in my name while knowing
that I have not said it, he is a liar. It is worthwhile to note that there are several errors
that can take place in the matn (text, content) and isnad (chain of authorities)
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during the transmission of hadith such as the addition or deletion of some words
in a hadith, reversing its word order, changing its content and fabricating a
hadith. For this reason, the companions have taken extra care in the narration of
a given hadith. As the hadith enjoys an authoritative weight, the forgery of
hadith has begun primarily for political and theological reasons. The hadith is
employed as a tool to credit or discredit a given individual, party or doctrine (see
Chapter 3, Sections 3.2 and 3.3). In the view of Kamali (2005, p. 82), the year
41/661 marks the beginning of hadith forgery after the assassination of cUthman
b. cAffan and the ensuing civil war between cAli and Mucawiyah. On the con-
troversial issue of forged hadith, Kamali (2005, p. 81) argues that the narration
and transmission of hadith are no less important than testimony and are only
accepted from upright and trustworthy narrators. In the view of Muslim schol-
ars, the fabrication of isnad amounts to disbelief (kufr) and the perpetrator
deserves the death penalty.

However, concern over the accuracy of both the text and chain of authorities
of hadith has increased as textual corruption of hadith has proliferated. Rigorous
and critical criteria have become urgently required in the compilation of hadith
from different individuals and in particular the transmitter’s reliability. This is a
discipline of hadith studies that has become known as impugnment and validation
(al-jarh wal-tacdil) or hadith criticism (naqd al-hadith) whose beginnings go back
to the lifetime of the companions who have spoken of  reliable or unreliable trans-
mitters (Kamali 2005, p. 81; al-Suyuti 1996b, 1, 209ff; Hammadah 2003, p. 26).
For Hammadah (2003, pp. 28–34), the procedure of al-jarh wal-tacdil is related to
Q49:6, ‘ya aiyuha alladhina amanu in ja’akum fasiqun binaba’in fatabaiyanu in
tusibu qawman bijahalatin fatusbihu cala ma facaltum nadimin [O you who have
believed, if there comes to you a disobedient one with information, investigate,
lest you harm a people out of ignorance and become regretful over what you have
done]’ which calls for careful consideration before accepting one’s claim or wit-
ness, that Muhammad has practised this procedure and that Abu Bakr, cUmar,
cAli and Zaid b. Thabit have also practised al-jarh wal-tacdil. By the end of the
successors’ phase around 150/767, al-jarh wal-tacdil has become a discipline in
hadith studies and a procedure that has to be observed due to the increase in the
number of hadith transmitters. According to Kamali (2005, p. 81) and Hammadah
(2003, p. 75), works on the biographies of hadith transmitters and their reliability
in terms of character and qualifications have not begun until the third/ninth
century by traditionists like al-Bukhari (d.256/870) and his student Muslim
(d.261/875). In order to ascertain textual accuracy of a given hadith, traditionists
have applied two tools:

(1) the comparison of text of hadith, and
(2) cross-examining the hadith.

This approach, in the view of Kamali (2005, p. 83), aims to evaluate the accu-
racy of hadith and the reliability of its transmitter. Traditionists, therefore, launch
their investigation mission as detectives on the trail of a fraud. They work as

46 Exegesis and Hadith



validators of hadith literature. Their aim is to discern the genuine from the spuri-
ous hadiths. Among the methods they have applied are the following:

(i) The comparison between the hadiths of different students of the same
scholar,

(ii) The comparison between the oral and written forms of the same hadith,
(iii) The compatibility between the hadith and the Qur’an and
(iv) The comparison of the same hadith said by the same scholar at different

times.

The reliability of a hadith transmitter may be proved or questioned. When his
or her reliability is validated on the basis of his or her uprightness, this is referred
to as al-tacdil. Therefore, the hadith narrator is described as cadl if he is morally
upright, pious and does not commit grave sins. Also, a hadith narrator achieves
the esteemed status of cadl if he or she is described by specific expressions such
as ‘the most reliable person’, ‘reliable and retentive’ (thiqah hafiz), ‘proficient’
(mutqin), ‘conclusive evidence’ (hujjah) and ‘truthful’ (saduq). However, when a
hadith transmitter’s reliability is in doubt and is not proved on the basis of his or
her uprightness, the method of jarh is invoked and the valid grounds for the jarh
should be provided by the hadith investigator. The expression ‘jarh’ literally
means ‘wounding’, that is, taking a blood sample for a blood test, so to speak, in
order to diagnose the source of ‘unreliability in hadith transmission’. Among the
grounds of jarh are the following points that constitute the criteria of impugnment
(jarh):

(i) The belief by the hadith narrator in theological matters that may be classi-
fied as innovation (bidcah) which is counter to the Qur’an and the sunnah;

(ii) The hadith narrator is known for involvement in illegal financial matters
such as fraud;

(iii) The hadith narrator is well known for committing grave sins (al-kaba’ir)
such as associating other deities with God, sorcery, usury, abusing the prop-
erty of an orphan, not taking part in jihad, slander, false accusation of believ-
ing women with fornication and adultery, false testimony, the consumption
of alcohol, homosexuality and fraudulent dealings in financial matters;

(iv) The hadith transmitter charges a fee for transmitting hadith;
(v) For the Hanafis, when a hadith transmitter narrates a hadith but subse-

quently forgets what he narrated, his or her hadith is rejected;
(vi) The denial of a reliable hadith narrator that he or she transmitted a hadith

to another reliable narrator even though the latter reported him or her as
saying the hadith. Such a hadith is rejected;

(vii) The hadith transmitter is described by morally negative expressions such
as ‘liar’ (kadhdhab), ‘not trust worthy’ (laisa bithiqah) and ‘fabricator’
(waddac) which characterize his or her doubtful reliability. However, the
narration of a hadith by an individual who repents from committing wrong
deeds (al-fisq) is accepted and jarh is not invoked;
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(viii) The hadith transmitter is well known for lack of seriousness in learning or
transmitting hadith, forgetfulness, accepting as right what is classified as
wrong by the majority of people and reliability on irregular hadiths;

(ix) The upright character of the hadith transmitter is unknown to the commu-
nity;

(x) The character of the hadith transmitter is characterized by contradictory
statements, one as ‘upright’ (cadl), and the other as ‘jarh’. Due to this dis-
crepancy in recommendation, his or her narration of a hadith is rejected
and the jarh is invoked (al-Suyuti 1996b, 1, pp. 163–189, 2, pp. 209–210;
Kamali 2005, pp. 85–95) and

(xi) The hadith transmitter is unaware of the fact that a given hadith has got
some sort of impugnment and validation.

2.8 Forms of defects in Hadith chain of authorities

There are many defects that may infect the chain of authorities of a hadith. One
of the most important rules of an authentic and sound hadith is that its chain of
authorities should be connected from the beginning to the end. Traditionists have
classified the major defects that may take place during the chain of narration
(Hammadah 2003, pp. 283–290). These defects are as follows:

(i) al-mursal: If in the chain of authorities of a hadith the name of a compan-
ion is dropped by a successor narrating the hadith, this defect in the chain
of authorities is called mursal. For instance, a successor says, The Prophet
said ‘so and so’ without giving the name of the companion in the isnad of
this hadith. An example of a hadith mursal is, ‘ya asma’ idha balaghat al-
mar’atu al-mahid la yasuhhu an yura minha illa hadha wadhak wa’ashara
ila al-wajh wal-kaffain [O Asma’, when a lady menstruates, nothing
should be seen of her except this and that, then the Prophet indicated to his
face and palms of his hands]’ (al-cAzimabadi 1968, 11, p. 161).

(ii) al-munqatic: If in the chain of authorities of a hadith the name of one nar-
rator is dropped before the name of the companion or when in the chain of
authorities of a hadith the name of an unknown narrator is mentioned
before the name of a companion, this form of defect in the chain of author-
ities is called munqatic. An example of a hadith munqatic is, ‘allahumma
inni as’aluka al-thabata fi al-amri [O God, I ask you to make me firm in
my faith]’ (al-Halawi 1977, p. 34).

(iii) al-mucdal: If in the chain of authorities of a hadith two or more narrators
are consecutively dropped, this defect in the chain of authorities is called
mucdal. An example of a hadith mucdal is, ‘lil-mamluki tacamuhu wak-
iswatuhu bil-macrufi wala yukallafu min al-camali illa ma yutiqu [The
slave should be fairly fed and clothed, and should only be asked to do work
that he can do]’ (al-Halawi 1977, p. 32).

(iv) al-mudallas: If in the chain of authorities of a hadith the transmitter nar-
rates from someone from whom he or she has not in fact heard the hadith
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directly but makes the reader feel that he or she has, this form of defect in
the chain of authorities is called mudallas. An example of a hadith mudal-
las is, ‘la tahmidu islama al-mar’i hatta tacrifu cuqdata ra’yihi [Do not
praise someone’s conversion to Islam until you know him or her very
well]’ (Halawi 1977, p. 38).

(v) al-maqlub: If in the chain of authorities of a hadith the transmitter changes the
word order of one of the names such as zyx instead of the correct order xyz
or when someone changes the transmitter’s name with another name that is
more famous so that the hadith becomes more acceptable, this form of defect
in the chain of authorities is called maqlub. An example of a hadith maqlub
is, ‘idha laqitum al-mushrikina fi tariqin fala tabda’uhum bil-salam [If you
meet polytheists outside, do not greet them first]’ (Halawi 1977, p. 67).

(vi) al-mucallaq: If in the chain of authorities of a hadith the transmitter omits
one or more initial narrators, this form of defect in the chain of authorities
is called mucllaq. An example of a hadith mucallaq is, ‘ahabbu al-dini ila
allah al-hanafiyyah al-samha’ [The best religion to God is the simple reli-
gion (i.e. Islam)]’ (al-cAsqalani 1982, 1, p. 116).

(vii) al-mawquf: If in the chain of authorities of a hadith the transmitter attrib-
utes to a companion a statement or an action whether this chain of author-
ities is linked (muttasil) or not linked (ghair muttasil), such as when the
transmitter says that Abu Bakr narrates that the Prophet has said ‘xyz’, this
form of defect in the chain of authorities is called mawquf. An example of
a hadith mawquf is, ‘haddithu al-nasa bima yacrifun. aturiduna an yukad-
hdhaba allahu warasuluh [Talk to people according to their level of under-
standing. Do you want people to disbelieve in God and His Messenger?]’
(al-Halawi 1977, p. 95).

(viii) al-maqtuc: If in the chain of authorities of a hadith the transmitter attrib-
utes to a successor a statement or an action whether this chain of authori-
ties is linked or not linked, this form of defect in the chain of authorities is
called maqtuc. An example of a hadith maqtuc is, ‘salli wacalaihi bidcatuh
[Pray (behind him), as he will be responsible for his innovation].’ This
hadith was narrated by al-Hasan al-Basri when he was asked about pray-
ing behind an innovative person (mubtadic), (al-Halawi 1977, p. 98).

2.9 Classification of Hadith

A hadith is usually judged on a three-point-scale: either as sahih (sound, authen-
tic), hasan (fair, good) or dacif (weak). Hadiths, however, can be classified into
the following (al-Suyuti 1996a, al-cIraqi 1996, Kamali 2005, pp. 164–175, Berg
2000, p. 8, Hammadah 2003, pp. 427–455):

(i) The category mutawatir (multiple source) applies to a hadith that has been
passed on from one transmitter to another through numerous transmitters at
every level of the isnad; this category of hadith was deemed to be beyond
doubt or forgery. Thus, all the narrators could not have collaborated to
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perpetuate a forgery due to the fact that there are many narrators, diverse
localities and different times. However, the credibility of a mutawatir hadith
is based on number of transmitters; they are not required to meet the
requirement of cadalah (uprightness, decency). The narrator of a mutawatir
hadith can be anyone, even a child or a non-Muslim. The mutawatir hadith
can be either a mutawatir lafzi, that is, a mutawatir hadith which consists of
verbatim transmission of the same text (matn) of the hadith or a mutawatir
macnawi, that is, a mutawatir hadith which has the same meaning or theme.
An example of a mutawatir hadith is, ‘talabu al-cilmi faridatun cala kulli
muslimin wamuslimatin [The pursuit of knowledge is an obligation for
every Muslim]’ (al-Kittani 1983, p. 35).

(ii) The category mashhur (well-known, wide-spread) applies to a hadith with
three or more transmitters at each level of the isnad. It is due to the large
number of narrators that this kind of hadith has become known as mashhur
especially during the first three generations of the advent of Islam. Examples
of mashhur hadiths are ‘talabu al-cilmi faridatun cala kulli muslimin wamus-
limatin [The pursuit of knowledge is an obligation for every Muslim]’ and
‘kullu macrufin sadaqatun [Every good deed partakes in charity].’

(iii) The category termed fard (single) applies to hadith with one transmitter.
The fard hadith is sub-divided into the following:
(a) The category fard mutlaq (absolute single) applies to a narrator who is

a companion who has narrated the hadith from the Prophet, even if the
hadith has become well-known (mashhur) and reported by many at the
lower levels of the isnad, as in ‘innama al-acmalu bil-niyyat [Indeed,
one’s deeds are to be judged by their intentions].’ This hadith is nar-
rated by cUmar b. al-Khattab, a companion to the Prophet, and has thus
become acceptable in all the six hadith collections. This kind of hadith
is also referred to as fard mutlaq. 

(b) The category fard nisbi (relative single) which applies to narrators as
a group, narrators from a single place, or a single teacher, such as
people of Kufah, Basrah, Madinah, as in ‘al-qada’u thalathah, fa’ith-
nan fi al-narr wawahid fi al-jannah: fa’amma al-ithnan faqadin qada
bighair al-haqq wahuwa yaclam fahuwa fi al-narr, waqadin qada
bighair al-haqq wahuwa la yaclam fahuwa fi al-narr. Wa’amma al-
wahid alladhi fi al-jannah faqadin bil-haqq fahuwa fi al-jannah
[Judges are of three types, two of whom are in hell and one in para-
dise. The two include a judge who knowingly renders a wrong judge-
ment and another who renders a wrong judgement unknowingly. The
judge who is in paradise is the one who renders a right judgement].’

For Berg (2000, p. 8), however, the fard category of hadith was considered
binding but with less weight.

(iv) The category gharib (strange) applies to a hadith with just one transmitter at
any one link of its isnad, be it the middle, lower or upper end. However, so
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long as there is a link, that is, one narrator, in the isnad, this would qualify
the hadith as gharib. Therefore, it can be said that every fard hadith is also
a gharib hadith but not vice versa. A gharib hadith is similar to fard hadith,
but it may differ with it at the lower levels of the isnad, as in ‘inna hadha
al-din matin fa’awghil fihi birifqin wala tubghid ila nafsika cibadat allah
fa’inna al-munbit la ardan qatac wala zahran abqa [This religion is firm
so penetrate into it gently without causing yourself repulsion in the worship
of God. For a camel rider who does not take rest breaks the animal’s
back without traversing the earth]’ (Kamali 2005, p. 165; Hammadah 2003,
p. 433).

(v) The category ahad (solitary), which is also known as khabar al-ahad,
applies to a hadith that is narrated by one, two or three narrators at every
level, but the number of narrators does not reach that of the mutawatir
hadith. Thus, according to jurists and traditionists, the hadith literature
includes gharib, caziz and mashhur hadiths. An example of a gharib hadith
is, ‘innama al-acmalu bil-niyyat [Indeed, one’s deeds are to be judged by
their intentions]’; an example of a caziz hadith is, ‘la yu’minu ahadukum
hatta akuna ahabba ilaihi min walidihi wawaladihi [None of you truly
believes unless he loves me more than he loves his father and son]’ and an
example of a mashhur hadith is, ‘man kana lahu imamun faqira’atu al-
imami lahu qira’atun [Whoever has an Imam (when praying), whatever the
Imam recites is considered a recitation for him or her].’

(vi) The category caziz (strong) applies to a hadith in which at least one link of
its isnad consists of two narrators. The strength of this category of hadith is
derived from the minimum of the two transmitters in every link of the isnad,
as in the hadith narrated by Anas b. Malik and Abu Hurairah, ‘la yu’minu
ahadukum hatta akuna ahabba ilaihi min walidihi wawaladihi [None of you
truly believes unless he loves me more than he loves his father and son].’

2.10 Criteria of Hadith authenticity

Traditionists have laid down the criteria of the authenticity of a given hadith. An
authentic hadith should fulfil the following requirements of authenticity (Kamali
2005, pp. 181–200; Hammadah 2003, pp. 167–273):

(i) Each hadith is hinged upon an isnad; that is, a hadith must be supported by a
chain of authorities in which the transmitter gives the name of the authority
from whom he learned the hadith and that authority must give the name of his
source or teacher from whom he received the same hadith and so on until it
reaches the Prophet. Thus, the chain of transmitters constitutes the isnad.

(ii) The term cadalah (uprightness, decency) requires that every level of isnad
must be marked by the following:
(1) An upright person (cadil or cadl) who has not committed a grave sin,
(2) He has not committed minor sins and
(3) He is not linked to people of ill-repute or bad manners.
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(iii) None of the narrators in the chain of authorities is known to be implicated
in forgery, sectarian, political or theological disputes.

(iv) The narrator of a hadith must be a contemporary of the teacher on whose
authority he relates the hadith; that is, he must have been born before the
death of his teacher by a period long enough to enable him to acquire the
knowledge of hadith.

(v) The narrator of hadith must enjoy a retentive memory; that is, he should
not be known for lapse of memory and committing frequent errors.

(vi) The text of the hadith must be void of forgery in terms of linguistic and
stylistic features that are characteristic of the Prophet’s discourse. Weak
style, inconsistency in genre, corruption of purpose, the use of obscene
expressions, theologically rejected beliefs that are contrary to the Qur’an
are all features of a forged hadith.

(vii) The text of the hadith must be compatible with the Qur’an. For instance,
the following hadith: ‘The offspring of adultery (zina) shall not enter par-
adise down to seven generations, was rejected by cA’ishah as it is incon-
sistent with Q6:164, ‘wala taziru waziratun wizra ukhra [No soul shall
carry the burden of another soul].’

(viii) A hadith must enjoy historical validity, as in ‘The Prophet levied the jizyah
(poll tax) on the Jews of Khaibar and relieved them of hardship’ which is
claimed to have been narrated by Sacad b. Mucadh and Mucawiyah. This
hadith is discredited historically since:
(a) the jizyah was not known at that time, that is, during the year of

Khaibar (d.7/628),
(b) the Qur’anic legal injunction on jizyah was only revealed later in the

year of Tabuk (d.9/630) and
(c) Sacad b. Mucadh died before the year of Khaibar.

(ix) A hadith must be in agreement with reason and common sense, as in ‘God
revived from the dead the parents of the Prophet Muhammad and they
embraced Islam in his presence.’

(x) The narrator of a hadith must not be unknown (majhul). This includes names
like cAmr dhu Murr al-Hamadani al-Kufi (d.74/693) and Jabbar al-Ta’i.

(xi) Closeness of the student narrator to his teacher (shaikh). Both the student
and his teacher must have established a strong teaching and learning rela-
tionship that can qualify the student to be a hadith transmitter.

(xii) The text and chain of authorities must be 
(a) clear of hidden defects (cilal) related to the text of the hadith such as

the insertion of words, change of a word into another. It may be also
related to the chain of authorities of the hadith. For instance, the
hadith narrated by Yunus, from al-Zuhri, from Salim, from Ibn cUmar,
from the Prophet: ‘One who captures one rakcah (unit) of the Friday
or other prayers, has captured the whole’ is regarded as a defective
hadith (maclul) in terms of transmission and content. The correct
names in the chain of authorities (from al-Zuhri upwards) should be
al-Zuhri, from Abu Salamah, from Abu Hurairah, from the Prophet.
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Also, the word Friday in the text is forged. Thus, the correct text is,
‘Whoever captures one rakcah of a (congregational) prayer has cap-
tured all of it.’

(b) clear of concealment (al-tadlis) which applies to the narrator who
knows what he chooses not to reveal and remains silent. This refers to
a narrator who was a contemporary of his immediate source but has not
met him, yet he makes out as if he did, or the narrator, who may or may
not have met with his immediate source, employs an expression which
implies direct or indirect learning. This is to do with the concealment
of the direct source or hiding some weaknesses in the isnad which is
referred to as tadlis al-isnad and the concealment in the identification
of the teachers which is referred to as tadlis al-shuyukh. 

2.11 Genres of Hadith

In terms of documentation, the hadith literature, according to Kamali (2005,
pp. 31–45), can be classified into the following genres: 

(i) The sahifah (booklet) genre of the early first/seventh century to early
second/eighth century: Some companions have collected, for their own use,
some hadiths during the lifetime of Muhammad. This collection of hadith is
neither systematic nor thematic. Among the companions who have docu-
mented hadiths in a sahifah format are Sacad b. cUbadah (d.15/636), Samura
b. Jundub (d.60/679), Jabir b. cAbd Allah (d.78/697) and cAbd Allah b.
cAmr b. al-cAss (d.65/684), whose sahifah is called al-Sahifah al-Sadiqah
(the true booklet of hadith); cAli b. Abi Talib (d.40/661); Ibn cAbbas
(d.68/687); Anas b. Malik (d.179/795) and Hammam b. Munabbih
(d.34/654–110/728), a student of Abu Hurairah (d.58/677), whose sahifah is
called al-Sahifah al-Sahihah (the correct booklet of hadith).

(ii) The musannaf (classified) genre of mid-second/eighth century. This is based
on thematic classification of hadiths. This genre includes the muwatta’ of
Imam Malik (d.179/795), the musannaf of Macmar b. Rashid (d.154/771) and
the musannaf of cAbd al-Razzaq b. Humam al-Sancani (d.211/826).

(iii) The musnad (supported) genre of the end of the second/eighth century: This
is one of the richest phases of hadith documentation where a greater role has
been given to isnad which links directly the hadith to Muhammad through
the reports of reliable narrators that usually start with a companion.
However, this genre is not based on the themes of hadith. It includes the
musnad of Imam Ahmad b. Hanbal (d.164–241/780–855), the musnad of
Ibn al-Najjar (d.262/875) and the musnad of Abu Dawud Sulaiman b.
Dawud al-Tayalisi (d.204/819).

(iv) The sahih (sound) genre of the third/ninth century: This is represented by
Sahih al-Bukhari of Muhammad b. Ismacil al-Bukhari (d.194–256/809–
869) and Sahih Muslim of Muslim b. al-Hajjaj al-Naisaburi (d.206–
261/821–874) which are referred to as al-sahihain (the two sound
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collections of hadith) and are the most authoritative and comprehensive of
all hadith collections. The sahihain are based on wide travelling to under-
take the task of hadith collection through interviews with various people
who have knowledge of hadith. The sahihain are also marked by reliable
isnad and verification of hadiths. The sahihain are arranged in chapters the-
matically. However, Sahih Muslim is better than Sahih al-Bukhari in terms
of thematic arrangement of chapters and is, thus, user friendly.

(v) The sunan genre of the third/ninth century: This genre specializes in the col-
lection of legal hadiths related to matters like cleanliness, prayer, zakat, pil-
grimage, lawful, unlawful, marriage and divorce. This genre is represented
by Sunan Abu Dawud of Sulaiman b. Ashcath al-Sijistani (d.275/888). This
is marked by reference to weak hadiths (dacif) that are identified as weak by
the author, the various sources through which the author receives the hadith
and the different versions of the text of the hadith. The other sunan works
are Sunan Ibn Majah of Muhammad b. Yazid al-Qazwini (d.273/886)
known as Ibn Majah and Sunan al-Nasa’i of Abu cAbd al-Rahman Ahmad
b. Shucaib al-Nasa’i (d.303/915).

(i) The jamic (comprehensive) genre from the fourth/tenth century: This is a
comprehensive hadith collection marked by thematic chapters on belief
(caqidah), Islamic legal rulings, admonition, social etiquette, Qur’anic exe-
gesis and the biography of the Prophet. This genre is represented by Jamic al-
Tirmidhi of al-Hakim al-Naisaburi (d.405/1014) known as al-Tirmidhi;
al-Tirmidhi’s work is marked by listing sahih (sound), hasan (fair), dacif
(weak) and mucallal (defective) hadiths, alternative isnads to a given hadith.

(ii) The mucjam genre of the fourth/tenth century: This genre lists the contents
alphabetically under the names of the narrators, their teachers, the cities and
tribes to which the narrators belong. This is represented by al-Mucjam al-
Kabir, al-Mucjam al-Awsat and al-Mucjam al-Saghir of Abu al-Qasim
Sulaiman b. Ahmad al-Tabarani (d.360/970/) and Hatib al-Lail wa Jarif al-
Sail of al-Suyuti (d.911/1505).

(iii) The mustakhraj (extracted) genre of the fourth/tenth century: In this genre,
the new compiler gathers new isnads to the same hadiths collected by a pre-
vious author. In other words, new transmitters are added to the chain of
authorities of a given hadith. This is represented by the Mustakhraj of Abu
Bakr b. Ibrahim al-Ismacili (d.371/981) on Sahih Muslim, and the
Mustakhraj cala al-Sahihain of Abu cAbd Allah Muhammad b. Yacqub al-
Shaibani al-Naisaburi (d.344/955) known as Ibn al-Akhram.

(iv) The mustadrak (complementary) genre of the fifth/eleventh century: This
genre refers to a hadith work whose author supplements the work of a previ-
ous hadith compiler by following the same methodology of the previous
scholar. Thus, more hadiths are added to previous works of hadith. This is rep-
resented by the Mustadrak cala al-Sahihain of al-Hakim al-Naisaburi
(d.405/1014) in which the new author adds more hadiths to the ones collected
by the previous compilers al-Bukhari and Muslim of the third/ninth century.
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3.1 Introduction

Soon after the death of Muhammad, Qur’anic exegesis has become heteroge-
neous when it began as an oral tradition during the first/seventh century and when
it began to be recorded during the first quarter of the second/eighth century (see
Chapter 5, Section: 5.2.2). Since then, Muslim exegetes have been working in
politically pressurized and hostile environments. The political status quo has
impinged upon exegesis more than on any other discipline in Islamic studies. The
impact of the Muslim political arena has begun to be felt ever more strongly at
the inception of the Umayyad dynasty than at any other time. Similarly, theolog-
ical cleavages among mainstream and non-mainstream Islam have encroached
upon Qur’anic exegesis. With the evolution of sectarian Islam during the
Umayyad period, the theological veil of Qur’anic exegesis has been lifted and
exegesis emerged in its sectarian cloak. The present chapter provides an insight
into the politico-theological aspects of Qur’anic exegesis and how Qur’anic
semantics has been manipulated by Muslim exegetes to justify and propagate
their political or theological ends.

3.2 Politicizing Qur’anic exegesis

Exegesis, as a discipline of Qur’anic studies, has opened the floodgates of ten-
dentious political semantics. Each Qur’anic lexical item can have as many shades
of meaning as commentators can identify. No sooner had the students of the
Qur’an embarked upon the process of tafsir than the clash between exoteric and
esoteric significations intensified, sparking off the opposing theological, and then
political, hermeneutical views among Qur’an commentators. Thus, the binary
opposition between al-tafsir bil-ma’thur (traditional exegesis) and al-tafsir bil-ra’i
(hypothetical opinion, that is, personal reasoning or rational exegesis) has
emerged signalling the traditional distinction between mainstream, that is, tradi-
tional and mainly Sunni, and non-mainstream, that is, rational, exegetical tradi-
tion that combines Sunni and non-Sunni schools of thought (see Figure 2 in
Chapter 1).
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(1) Allegorical interpretation has become the major feature of sectarian exe-
gesis. While the Shici1 theologians exploit the allegorical, that is, the
esoteric, meaning in Q13:7, ‘innama anta mundhirun walikulli qawmin
had [You are only a warner and for every people is a guide]’ and Q42:23,
‘qul la as’alukum calaihi ajran illa al-mawaddata fi al-qurba [I do not ask
you for this message any payment but only good will due to kinship]’ to
justify their dogmatic views, the Sunni Umayyads consolidate their
claims to the caliphate through the passage about Adam in Q2:30:
‘wa’idh qala rabbuka lil-mala’ikati inni jacilun fi al-ardi khalifah. qalu
atajcalu fiha man yufsidu fiha wayasfiku al-dima’a wanahnu nusabbihu
bihamdika wanuqaddisu laka. qala inni aclamu ma la taclamun [Mention
O Muhammad, when your Lord said to the angels: ‘Indeed, I will make
upon the earth a successive authority.’ They said: ‘Will you place upon it
one who causes corruption therein and sheds blood, while we declare
Your praise and sanctify You?’ God said: ‘Indeed, I know that which you
do not know.’]. Pro-Umayyad poets such as Jarir and al-Farazdaq com-
pare the mothers of Walid I and Yazid II to the sun and the Virgin Mary,
respectively. 

(2) In a similar vein, the Abbasids are looking for a sound foundation upon
which they can establish their dynasty. Ibn cAbbas, a versatile and exem-
plum companion in Islamic law and exegesis and is considered a guarantee
of religious truth has soon become embroiled in the politics of exegesis. For
Western scholars like Nagel (see Berg 2000, p. 133), Ibn cAbbas has acted
as the progenitor of the Abbasid dynasty (132–655/749–1257). The Shici
exegete al-Hasan b. cAli b. Musa al-Rida (d.203/818), in his exegesis Tafsir
al-Qur’an al-Karim, attributes exegetical views to cAli b. Abi Talib in an
attempt to support his dogmatic Shici views based on linguistic allegorical
interpretation. He argues that, in the view of cAli, the meaning of al-
rahman (the entirely Merciful), Q1:3) is morphologically derived from the
word al-raham (the womb) and that every male and female Shici is from the
raham (womb) of Muhammad (fol. 9r).

(3) Through profane literature, the Umayyads used arguments to justify the
monopoly of the caliphate in their family and that the caliphate has been
bestowed upon the Umayyads by God (Watt 1990, pp. 60, 62). Their polit-
ical premise has, therefore, a theological foundation and is based on
Q21:105, ‘anna al-arda yarithuha cibadiya al-salihun [The land (of para-
dise) is inherited by My righteous servants].’ Thus, for the Umayyads, the
earth belongs to God and He has entrusted it to the khalifah, that is, the
Umayyad caliph who is the head of the Islamic state.

Among the poets who supported the Umayyads are Miskin al-Darimi who
wrote poetry in support of Mucawiyah and his son, Yazid, and Jarir who wrote
poetry in support of the Umayyad ruler, Sulaiman b. cAbd al-Malik. Also, al-
Farazdaq wrote political poetry in favour of the Umayyad rule. However, there
were poets who supported Shicism and expressed their support to cAli’s priority



for the succession of Muhammad, including al-Kumait Ibn Zaid, Aiman Ibn
Khuzaim and Asma’ Bint cAqil.

(4) The Umayyads, in a similar vein, have sought a scapegoat through the
notion of free will and pre-determinism to justify their political misfortunes
and the sufferings of the Muslims under their rule (see Rauf 1970, p. 289).
The reign of Mucawiyah b. Abi Sufyan (d.60/679), the founder of the
Umayyad dynasty, and that of his son Yazid (64/683), witnessed the growth
of a deliberate attempt to link the concept of qadar2 (determinism, predes-
tination) more closely with human acts. While cAli discouraged speculation
over qadar, though he sought comfort in it in distress, Mucawiyah justified
his unpopular actions by attributing them to qadar. Subsequent Umayyad
rulers and governors were also said to be of the habit of attributing their
licentiousness and iniquities to qadar (Rauf 1970, p. 290). The dispute over
the meaning of the term qadar is a major factor in the rise and growth of the
early Muslim sects (Rauf 1970, p. 297). Thus, the exegesis of qadar has
taken a political twist through which a fatalistic interpretation is provided
in order to gag the opposition, exonerate the unscrupulous rulers and jus-
tify their political misfortunes.

(5) The Muctazilah views have begun to evolve and take roots during the close
of the first/seventh century of the Umayyad dynasty when the debate over al-
jabr (predestination) has gained momentum and become a wide spread topic.
This is a politically motivated approach by the Umayyad rulers in an attempt
to justify their rule. For instance, Mucawiyah b. Abi Sufyan encouraged free-
dom of speech and debate about al-jabr so that he can gain political authority
and support for his rule and discredit cAli’s legitimacy over him. However,
Mucawiyah’s policy was opposed by prominent jurist companions such as
Abu al-Darda’ (d.33/653) and cUbadah b. al-Samit (d.34/654).

(6) The Muctazilah do not believe in the attributes of God but believe in the cre-
atedness of the Qur’an. For al-Shahrastani (1986, 1, p. 103), this Muctazili
theological stance has been supported by the Abbasid rulers. Some
Qur’anic ayahs articulate sectarian and political boundaries.3

(7) The doctrine of the uncreatedness versus createdness of the Qur’an has
become a contentious and controversial political issue.4 al-Ma’mun (170/
786–218/833) has been attracted by the possibility of compromise con-
tained in the doctrine of the createdness of the Qur’an which is held by the
Muctazilah. This has become an official order by al-Ma’mun in April
833/1429 and his instruction that the Qur’an is the created speech of God
has to be implemented by all jurists (qudat). However, some scholars like
Ahmad b. Hanbal (164/780–241/855) firmly refused to abandon their belief
that the Qur’an is not created. As a result, they were imprisoned and some
of them died. The view that it is uncreated speech asserts that events have
occurred by the qadar (determinism, predestination) of God. Since certain
historical events are mentioned in the Qur’an, these events must have been
eternally known by God (and, therefore, predetermined for the apparent
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agent) and it was believed that the Qur’an had appeared in time and not cre-
ated by mortals. The opposing views of createdness and uncreatedness had
political implications. To say the Qur’an was created as speech of God
implied that He might have created it otherwise, just as he might create a
man tall or short or of medium height. Uncreated speech, on the other hand,
would somehow express the essence of God and so be unchangeable. This
unchangeable character of the Qur’an was part of the justification for
making it the basis of the empire and also increased the authority of the the-
ologians (culama’) as the authorized interpreters of it. However, a created
Qur’an had not the same prestige, and there could not be the same objec-
tion, not as fervent as one opposing its createdness, to its provisions being
overruled by the decree of an inspired imam. Thus, just as the doctrine of
createdness enhanced the power of the caliph and the secretaries, so has
uncreatedness entailed power to the culama’ (Watt 1973, pp. 178–179).

(8) We often encounter two opposing readings of the same Qur’anic text which
reflect the fact of doctrinal and political approaches. For instance, non-
mainstream scholars like the Shici exegetes and exegetes with Shici leanings
such as Mujahid b. Jabr attribute (Q39:33): ‘walladhi ja’a bil-sidqi wasad-
daqa bihi ula’ika hum al-muttaqun [The one who has brought the truth and
those who believed in it are the righteous]’ to cAli b. Abi Talib, while Ibn
Taimiyyah, a mainstream exegete, disagrees with Mujahid and attributes
this ayah to Abu Bakr al-Siddiq.

(9) Circumstances of revelation have been politicized by exegetes. For
instance, Shici exegetes do not regard the ayahs 11 to 20 of Q24 as a direct
reference to cA’ishah, the Prophet’s wife, but rather to the Coptic Mary
(Mariyyah al-Qibtiyyah), the other wife of the Prophet and the mother of
Ibrahim, the Prophet’s son. Shici exegetes like Abu al-Hasan cAli Ibn
Ibrahim Ibn Hashim al-Qummi (d.309/921) claim that there were hypocrit-
ical women who made the false accusation (al-ifk) against the Coptic Mary
and accused her of fornication (al-zina) and that one of these hypocritical
women was cA’ishah who made this false accusation. However, the rest of
non-mainstream exegetes such as the Muctazilah, the Ashcari, the Sufis and
the philosophers argue that Q24:11–20 specifically refer to cA’ishah (al-
Salus 2002, 2, pp. 189–190). 

(10) Modes of reading (al-qira’at) have also been politicized by exegetes. It is
understandable, Gätje (1971, p. 39) comments, that Shici exegetes choose
from among the Qur’anic variants those favourable for their theology.
They go still further, however, and undertake changes and expansions of
the cUthmanic master codex, which, they claim, derive from the ‘genuine’
Qur’an of the Shici Imams. For instance, Q3:110 for Shici scholars reads
as ‘kuntum khaira a’immatin ukhrijat lil-nas [You are the best Imams
produced as an example for mankind]’ where the word ‘ummatin
[nation]’ in the cUthmanic master codex is replaced by ‘a’immatin
[Imams]’. Thus, the Shici Imams, according to the Shici mode of reading,
are given a high political status. Shici theologians justify their mode of
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reading by claiming that the Muslim nation cannot be the best of nations
(khaira ummatin) since they murdered al-Husain, the grandson of
Muhammad. For this reason, they claim that the correct mode of reading
should be the one above. However, mainstream exegetes state that this is
an irregular mode of reading (qira’ah shadhdhah) and should be ‘kuntum
khaira ummatin ukhrijat lil-nas [You are the best nation produced as an
example for mankind].’

(11) Among the political views that have seeped into Qur’anic exegesis is the
legitimate successor to Mohammad, that is, whether it should be Abu Bakr
or cAli. Shici exegetes like al-Tabarsi (d.552/1157; 1997, 6, p. 10) ascribe
exegetical traditions related to the authority of Ibn cAbbas in which
Muhammad is claimed to have said, ‘ana al-mundhiru wa cali al-hadi min
bacdi. ya cali bika yahtadi al-muhtadun [I am the warner and cAli is the one
who guides after me. O, cAli, people who are guided will be guided through
you],’ which is connected to Q13:7, ‘innama anta mundhirun walikulli
qawmin had [You are only a warner, and for every people is a guide].’ For
the Shici exegetes, this prophetic tradition together with Q13:7 represent
Muhammad’s intention to appoint cAli as his successor. In order to dis-
credit the Shici politics and theology, the mainstream exegetes have labelled
them as ‘rejectors’ (rafidah), that is, those who reject legitimacy of the
caliphate of Abu Bakr, cUmar and cUthman.5 Also, mainstream exegetes
like al-Qassab (2003, 3, p. 649), use this stigmatized attribute as part of
their polemics throughout their tafsir works, as in the exegesis of Q33:28 to
29. Similarly, in their exegesis of Q42:23, mainstream exegetes like Ibn
cAtiyyah (1991, 13, pp. 161–162) and Ibn Kathir (1993, 4, p. 115) rebut the
Shici claims with regards to cAli being the legitimate successor to
Mohammad. Also Ibn cAtiyyah and Ibn Kathir reject the tradition provided
by Shici exegetes that highlight the compulsory obedience to the family of
cAli (ahl al-bait) who are cAli, his wife Fatimah and their children, al-Hasan
and al-Husain. For these two mainstream exegetes, the Shici exegesis of
Q42:23 is politically oriented due to the following reasons:
(a) The chain of authorities of the tradition provided by Shici exegtes is

weak;
(b) The narrator of this tradition, Husain al-Ashqar, is unknown, and this is

counter to the rules of narration (see Chapter 2, Sections 2.6 and 2.7);
(c) Q42:23 is a Makkan ayah. Thus, Fatimah and cAli were still unmar-

ried; and
(d) Fatimah and cAli got married after the battle of Badr (d.2/624) which

was after Muhammad migrated to Madinah.

Shici exegetes also claim that whoever opposes the succession of cAli after the
death of Muhammad is a disbeliever, a liar and a hypocrite. They establish their
claim on Q2:4: ‘walladhina yu’minuna bima unzila ilaika wama unzila min
qablika wabil-akhirati hum yuqinun [Those who believe in what has been
revealed to you, and what was revealed before you, and of the hereafter they are
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certain in faith]’ and Q2:9: ‘yukhadicuna allaha walladhina amanu [They think to
deceive God and those who believe]’ which, for them, are evidence for their
political theology (al-Salus 2002, 2, pp. 164, 167–168). In a similar vein, the Shici
exegete al-Qummi (d.309/921) in his analysis of ‘alam tara ila alladhina yuza-
kkuna anfusahum [Have you not seen those who claim themselves to be pure?]’
(Q4:49) is sarcastic about the titles al-siddiq (the truthful one), al-faruq  (the one
who distinguishes truth from falsehood) and dhu al-nurain (the one with two
lights) which mainstream Sunni exegetes attribute to Abu Bakr, cUmar and
cUthman, respectively.

(12) The non-mainstream Murji’i belief recognizes law and order and that the
grave sinner should be tolerated rather than opposed or excluded from the
Muslim community. The Murji’i doctrine is hinged upon two notions (al-
Shahrastani 1986, 1, p. 139):
(a) Where there is faith, sin does not harm; 
(b) There is hope for pardon for all the Muslims who publicly profess their

faith. 

Their doctrine has provided a political shelter for the Umayyad rulers whose
political misfortunes, according to the Murji’ah, cannot be regarded as grave sins
or clear crimes. Theologically, therefore, political opposition or a revolt against
them will be deemed as unlawful (Watt 1962, p. 33). Regardless of their political
misdemeanors, political allegiance to the head of state must be announced on a
weekly basis. This has been in the past and is still practized in our present time
throughout most of the mosques of the Muslim world, especially in the Arab
world. At the end of speech of the Friday prayer, for instance, the Imam of the
mosque is obliged to read a duca’ (a supplication to God) in support of his head
of state.

Fabricated hadiths were also employed by rulers as a political tool to impose
their authority, as in ‘al-sultanu zillu allahi fi al-ardi faman akramahu akramahu
allahu waman ahanahu ahanahu allahu [The Muslim ruler is the shade of God on
earth. Whoever supports him (the ruler), God will support him (the supportive cit-
izen), and whoever does not support him, God will disgrace him (the unsupport-
ive citizen)]’ (al-Albani 2000, 4, p. 66).

(13) The notions of free will and predestination are politically abused. Thus, the
Umayyad claims that they were caliphs of God and that their rule is
divinely predetermined are to some extent an abuse of predestinarian
views. al-Hasan al-Basri, however, was critical of the Umayyads’ assertion
that their acts were by God’s determination and boldly said: ‘The enemies
of God lie’ (Watt 1973, p. 114). Likewise, the Khawarij and the Muctazilah
are exponents of free will. Thus, for their stand point, the Umayyads and
their officials are responsible for their misdemeanours and sins (Watt 1962,
p. 31). The Khawarij in particular call for revolt against the ruler who does not
apply the sunnah in his administration (al-Shahrastani 1986, 1, p. 115).
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(14) Political and theological cleavages can also be traced to the theological
infighting that took place between the mainstream Shaficis and Hanafis, on
the one hand, and between the mainstream Shaficis and non-mainstream
Shicis, on the other, in Persia during the eighth/fourteenth century. al-
Baidawi’s Anwar al-Tanzil wa Asrar al-Ta’wil is a unique example of this
politico-religious conflict. More recently, the Iraq–Iran conflict between
1980 and 1989 has been clothed with a politico-sectarian garment and
blessed by state-appointed jurists. It was justified by Iraq on sectarian
grounds, namely, to stop the Shici Islamic revolution of Khomeini. Thus,
Saddam Hussein managed to win the hearts and minds of the Sunni Muslim
countries, while the Khomeini regime won the support of the Shici commu-
nities outside Iran.

(15) The Shicah of Iran opposed the Ottoman rule on theological grounds. As a
result, during the second half of the sixteenth century, they were executed
by the Sunni Ottoman authorities on charges of heretics and cursing the
rightly guided caliphs Abu Bakr al-Siddiq, cUmar and cUthman (Imber
1979).

(16) Muslim heads of state have recently taken a political shelter in theologi-
cally twisted notions. Some of them have claimed lineage to the Prophet,
that is, they are the descendants of Muhammad. This has been claimed by
Saddam Hussein when he included his name in the family tree of
Muhammad in an attempt to discredit the Shici rulers of Iran, such as
Khomeini who also claims to have been the descendant of the Prophet. In
a similar vein, other Arab rulers have claimed that they are the descendants
of Muhammad such as Muhammad cAli Pasha (d.1847) of Egypt, Hafiz al-
Asad of Syria, the royal family of Jordan and the royal family of Morocco.
Also, when an Islamic activist movement is suppressed and their support-
ers gagged or imprisoned, the government seeks support from religious
leaders to bless their political misdemeanors. A religious legal judgement
(fatwa) is soon issued which is punctuated by Qur’anic passages found in
abundance and given either exoteric or esoteric meanings in support of the
government’s political adventure. Similarly, on their part, political Islamic
organizations or parties, extreme or moderate, have their own exegetical
account to support their activities and actions. Qur’anic passages are also
manipulated to back up their political agendas. As a result, the dichotomy
between jihad (holy war) and no-jihad has evolved recently. The Muslim
general public innocently got caught in the politico-religious crossfire of
Qur’anic exegesis.6

(17) Mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes provide politically oriented
account of Qur’anic passages. An interesting example of political Qur’anic
exegesis is represented by Q5:44–45, 47 which justify revolt against a
ruler who does not rule according to the Qur’an and the sunnah (the stan-
dard practice of Muhammad). Also, ayahs like Q3:110 and Q9:71 which
call for commanding the right and forbidding the wrong constitute a
politico-religious stance. If these ayahs entail a religious obligation to
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enjoin what is right and forbid what is wrong, then the ruler must be held
responsible for this injunction. This can lead either to revolt against the
ruler who does not forbid what is wrong or may lead to political support
to the ruler who commands right. According to Watt (1973, p. 257), even
the phrase ‘the sunnah of the Prophet’ had been used in the past by politi-
cal leaders claiming a religious basis for their activity.

(18) Crude fanaticism has also found its way in hadith literature which
attempts to discredit a given school of thought, as in: ‘There will be a
man in my ummah by the name of Muhammad b. Idris (al-Shafici) who
will be more harmful to my ummah than the devil (iblis), and there will
be a man in my ummah by the name of Abu Hanifah who will be the
shining light (siraj) of my community’ (Kamali 2005, p. 192; Khalifah
1984, 1, p. 442 and Hammadah 2003, p. 109). Another example of a
politically oriented hadith that aims to discredit a theological point of
view is, ‘Whoever says that the Qur’an is the created speech of God
becomes an infidel and his wife stands divorced from him as of that
moment.’ Qur’anic exegesis has become point scoring. By quoting a
well-known exegete, you can back up your politico-religious standpoint.
Mujahid’s name, for instance, has been quoted by cAbd al-Jabbar, a Shici
transmitter, who attributes to Mujahid exegetical views with regards to
Q39:33 and claims that it is a direct reference to cAli b. Abi Talib in an
attempt to implicate Mujahid in Shicism.

(19) For Shici scholars, any one who does not recognize cAli b. Abi Talib as the
legitimate successor to Muhammad is a disbeliever. They support their claim
by the exegesis of Q2:4: ‘walladhina yu’minuna bima unzila ilaika
. . . [Those who believe in what has been revealed to you]’, and Q2:9:
‘yukhadicuna allaha . . . [They think to deceive God].’ For Shici scholars, Abu
Bakr, Ucmar and cUthman are hypocrites, liars and disbelievers (al-Salus
2002, 2, pp. 164, 167–168). Shici exegetes employ the hadith, ‘inna al-mad-
inah la tasluh illa biya aw bika [Madinah can only become fitting through
either me (i.e. Muhammad) or you (i.e. cAli)].’ For them, the appointment of
cAli by Muhammad as the ruler of Madinah in Muhammad’s absence due to
a battle is a proof of Muhammad’s intention to appoint cAli as his successor.
However, for mainstream scholars, this is a forged hadith. Sunni exegetes
also discredit the Shici claim by referring to historical facts such as 
(i) cAli was with Muhammad in the battles of Badr (d.2/624), Khaibar

(d.7/628) and Hunain (d.8/630);
(ii) Muhammad appointed other companions as rulers of Madinah other

than cAli on many occasions, such as cUthman b. cAffan, Ibn Umm
Maktum, Abu Lubabah b. cAbd al-Mundhir. Therefore, for Sunni
scholars, this does not mean that whoever is appointed as ruler of
Madinah should be the legitimate successor to Muhammad.

In his exegesis of Q1:2: ‘al-hamdu lillahi rabbi al-calamin [All praise is due to
God, Lord of the worlds],’ the Shici exegete al-Hasan b. cAli b. Musa al-Rida
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(d.148/765) refers in his exegesis Tafsir al-Qur’an al-Karim to a hadith with an
anecdote about God and Moses in which Moses asks God about the virtues of the
household of the Prophets (al al-nabiyyin). God replies: ‘the virtues (fadl) of the
household of Muhammad are the greatest and that their virtues are greater than
those of the households of other Prophets’ (fol. 8v).

(20) While the Shici scholars are of the opinion that the three caliphs (Abu Bakr,
cUmar and cUthman) are not worthy of the caliphate, Sunni scholars have a
rebuttal to this claim and argue:

(i) Why did cAli give his allegiance to the three caliphs (bayacahum)? 
(ii) Why did cAli accept to work with them willingly and served as a min-

ister (wazir) with each caliph? 
(iii) Why did cAli allow his daughter Umm Kulthum to marry Ucmar?

(21) Shici scholars are of the opinion that the cUthmanic master codex of the
Qur’an has suffered interpolation with regards to the name of cAli b. Abi
Talib. This position is aimed to elevate the status of cAli and his legitimate
succession to Muhammad (see Ali 2005, p. 84).

(22) In the modern time of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, politics has
crept into the holy month of Ramadan. The ayah Q2:185, ‘faman shahida
minkum al-shahra falyasumhu [Whoever sights the new moon of the month
(of Ramadan) let him or her fast it],’ has been accounted for differently.
Consequently, the sighting of the moon for the fasting or the end of fasting
of Ramadan has been politicized, too. Some mosques in Britain, for instance,
claim that Saudi jurists are coerced by the Saudi state to announce the begin-
ning and end of Ramadan regardless of the correct sighting of the moon.
There is also a widespread view among the Muslim population in the Middle
East that some Muslim countries agree to the beginning and end of Ramadan
as a political gesture for or against other Muslim or Arab countries.

3.3 Exegesis and theological cleavages

Qur’anic exegesis has become the channel through which opposing theological
views can be expressed by different mainstream and non-mainstream scholars.
Exegetes representing different schools of Qur’anic exegesis have also traded
polemical statements. For instance, mainstream exegetes of the Andalus school,
such Ibn al-cArabi (d.543/1148) and Ibn cAtiyyah (d.546/1151), describe Sufi
exegesis as mughalat (excess, exceeding of proper Islamic bounds) and ilhad
(heresy), respectively. The clash of exegetical opinions over theologically con-
troversial issues is represented by the following examples:

(1) God’s names and attributes (asma’ wasifat allah) have featured prominently
in the theological discussion among the various mainstream and non-main-
stream schools of thought and their relevant tafsir literature. While Muctazili,
Ibadi, Ismacili and Shici theologians take the hand of God as representation
of His power, the anthropomorphists (al-mushabbihun, al-mujassimun) have
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taken it too literally as the member of a body with flesh and blood, the
Ashcaris have understood it with the qualification of de-anthropomorphism
(al-tanzih) to signify ‘hand as a quality, just as hearing and sight’ (Wensinck
1932, p. 92). While mainstream and non-mainstream theologians believe in
the ‘beautiful names’ of God recurrently referred to in the Qur’an such as the
Seeing (al-basir) and the Hearing (al-samic), the Muctazilah, on the basis of
their doctrine of unity of God (tawhid), reject this because they believe that
it introduces an element of multiplicity into the unity of the divine or essence
(nafs, dhat), and in insisting on ‘unity’, they are asserting that these multiple
attributes or names have no independent or hypostatic existence, but are
merged in the unity of God’s being. In so far as God knows, He knows by
Himself or His essence and not by any hypostatic Knowledge (Watt 1962,
pp. 63–64). For al-Shahrastani (1986, 1, p. 45), the Muctazilah believe that
God is eternal and that eternity is the most peculiar description of His
essence. They absolutely reject all other eternal qualities and attributes . . .
and that sight and hearing are not ideas inherent in His essence. Thus, the
Muctazilah appear unanimously to deny that God possesses any eternal qual-
ity except eternity (see Wensinck 1932, pp. 75, 92).

(2) The fate of the grave sinner (murtakib al-kabirah, literally ‘the one who com-
mits a big sin’) has also raged between the mainstream and non-mainstream
scholars. Examples of this heated debate are represented by the exegetical
views of al-Zamakhshari, who is a non-mainstream Sunni Muctazili, and al-
Baidawi and al-Razi, who are also Sunnis. For the Muctazilah and the
Khawarij, if a grave sinner dies without seeking repentance, he or she will
have a perpetual punishment in the hell fire (mukhallad fi al-nar) and that he
or she will not benefit from any form of intercession (shafacah). This is part
of the Muctazili doctrine of reward and punishment (al-wacd wal-wacid). The
grave sinner for the Muctazilah is neither a disbeliever nor a believer, that is,
he or she is at a level that is between these two levels (manzilah baina al-
manzilatain). The grave sinner, in their view, is neither a disbeliever (kafir)
nor a believer (mu’min). The grave sinner, for them, is called fasiq (licen-
tious). This theological view about the grave sinner is also held by the
Khawarij, the Ibadi and the Qadariyyah, who also hold the view that the
grave sinner’s sins cannot be forgiven unless through repentance, that on the
day of judgement their sins will not be forgiven if they have not repented
before their death and that intercession will not be granted to them. For the
Muctazilah, the Khawarij and the Ibadi, the grave sinner is a disbeliever and
is outside the Muslim faith. As the Muctazilah, the Khawarij and the Ibadi
reject the intercession for the grave sinner, they claim that Q2:255, ‘man dha
alladhi yashfacu cindahu illa bi’idhnih? [Who is there who can intercede with
Him except by His leave?],’ means that God accepts intercession by the
Prophets and the allies of God (awliya’ allah) for those who have good deeds
and have not been admitted to the fire. They also claim that Q2:48, ‘wattaqu
yawman la tajzi nafsun can nafsin shai’an wala yuqbalu minha shafacatun [Fear
a day when no soul will suffice for another soul at all, nor will intercession be
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accepted from it],’ is in support of their theological point of view. For the
Ibadi exegete Itfaiyish (d.1914; 1994, 1, p. 159), Q2:81, ‘bala man kasaba
saiyi’atan wa ahatat bihi khati’atuhu fa’ula’ika ashabu al-nari hum fiha
khalidun [Yes, whoever earns evil and his sin has encompassed him, those
are the companions of the fire; they will abide therein eternally],’ refers to
the perpetual punishment in the hell fire to the grave sinner; even his or her
belief in monotheism (al-tawhid) will not save him or her from the perpetual
punishment in the hell fire (al-Shahrastani 1986, 1, p. 114; al-cAql 1995, p.
95). Similarly, for the Muctazilah, the Khawarij and Ibadi theologians, those
who do not perform hajj are classified as unbelievers and refer to Q3:97,
‘walillahi cala al-nasi hijju al-baiti man istataca ilaihi sabila waman kafara
fa’inna allaha ghaniyyun can al-calamin [Due to God from people is a pil-
grimage to the house, for whoever is able to find thereof a way. But whoever,
disbelieves, then indeed, God is free from need of the worlds],’ to substanti-
ate their claim. For them, every fasiq (licentious) is a disbeliever. Their
exegetical view is based on Q64:2, ‘huwa alladhi khalaqakum faminkum
kafirun waminkum mu’minun [It is He who created you, and among you is
the disbeliever, and among you is the believer].’

For the Ashcaris, who are non-mainstream Sunnis, the grave sinner, unlike the
unbelievers, will not be a perpetual resident in the hell fire. Instead, the Muslim
grave sinner, in their view, will be forgiven and taken back to the garden, al-jan-
nah (al-Shahrastani 1986, 1, p. 101). For mainstream theologians, the grave sin-
ner has an incomplete belief (naqis al-iman) and that he or she is subject to God’s
will (tahta al-mashi’ah) where he or she may be forgiven or may be punished
according to the will of God. The sins of the grave sinner, for mainstream
exegetes, can be forgiven by repentance. Even without repentance, the sins can
also be forgiven by means of shafacah (intercession) and the mercy of God. For
them, Q2:48 is contextually related to the disbelievers rather than to the believers
who have committed grave sins. Thus, for them, the believer’s grave sins will be
pardoned through intercession. Also, in their opinion, the grave sinner will not
have a perpetual punishment in the hell fire but will be discharged due to his or
her tiny belief in God. Their view is based on Q39:53 and Q4:48 and 116. This
view is held by Ibn Kathir and al-Shawkani who rely on the prophetic tradition
narrated by al-Bukhari: ‘yakhruju min al-nar man kana fi qalbihi adna mithqal
dharrah min iman [Whoever has got a tiny particle of belief will be discharged
form the fire].’ Similarly, the mainstream Murji’ah theologians hope for pardon
for all the Muslims since they are ‘people of the qiblah’ – facing Makkah when
performing their prayers, that is, believing in the prophethood of Muhammad.

On the question of those who have committed grave sins, al-Hasan al-Basri
(d.110/728) has taken the view that although they are considered as ‘hypocrites’
(munafiqun), that is, nominal Muslims, they should not be excluded from the
community; they are in great danger of hell and they should be encouraged and
aided to mend their ways (Watt 1962, p. 32). For the non-mainstream Murji’i the-
ologians, they believe in suspended judgement (irja’ al-hukm). In other words, on
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the membership of the community for those who commit a grave sin, the
Murji’ah believe that the judgement whether a grave sinner belongs to ‘the people
of paradise’ or ‘the people of hell’ can neither be answered by ordinary men nor
by jurists but must be left (yurja’) to God’s decision on the day of judgement
(Watt 1962, 33; al-Shahrastani 1986, 1, p. 139). The Murji’ah’s theological
stance is based on Q9:106: ‘wa’akharuna murjawna li-amr allah imma yucadhd-
hibuhum wa’imma yatubu calaihim [There are others deferred until the command
of God, whether He will punish them or whether He will forgive them].’ As for
the Shicah, they believe that God may forgive all kinds of sin, with or without
repentance, except polytheism that cannot be forgiven. The Shici stance on this
matter is, therefore, similar to that of the Sunni theologians.

(3) Mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes unanimously agree that the fate of
the polytheist (al-mushrik), that is, the person who associates others with
God, is hinged upon his or her repentance before death and that no interces-
sion will be granted. In other words, without repentance, the fate of the poly-
theist is the hell fire. Muslim theologians have based their view on the
contentious ayah Q4:48, ‘inna allaha la yaghfiru an yushraka bihi wayagh-
firu ma duna dhalika liman yasha’  [Indeed, God does not forgive associa-
tion with Him but He forgives what is less than that for whom He wills.].

(4) For the Sufi exegetes, al-rahmah al-rahmaniyyah (divine mercy) supercedes
all other epithets of God. Thus, the two epithets al-rahman al-rahim (the Lord
of mercy, giver of mercy, Q1:1) have, as a unit, a distinct signification from
that when it occurs in the body of the same surah Q1 in the third ayah. For
them, their claim is substantiated by textual evidence where these two epi-
thets have preceded other epithets like (rabb al-calamin [Lord of the worlds],
Q1:2) which denotes monotheism and (maliki yawm al-din [Master of the
day of judgement] Q1:4) which signifies eschatology. The Sufi notion of al-
rahmah al-rahmaniyyah, therefore, overlaps with the Murji’ah’s theology
with regards to the grave sinner. In other words, God’s mercy is over-
whelming. Although mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes provide a
similar componential analysis of the epithets (al-rahman) and (al-rahim)
where the former signifies a more general meaning of mercy while the latter
denotes a specific meaning, Sufi exegetes add another spiritual dimension to
the epithet (al-rahman) which, for them, signifies the One who gives exis-
tence to his creatures. Thus, the Sufi exegetical account of (al-rahman) is (the
existential giver) and that this giving of existence is free. Thus, our existence
is in itself a mercy from God.

(5) With regards to the doctrine of the uncreatedness versus createdness of the
Qur’an, there is another significant theological clash between mainstream
and non-mainstream theologians and exegetes. While mainstream scholars
represented by Ahmad b. Hanbal (d.164/780–241/855) believe that the
Qur’an is uncreated, non-mainstream scholars represented by Muctazili and
Ibadi theologians argue that the Qur’an is created. The Muctazili and Ibadi
scholars substantiate their claim by Q6:102, ‘dhalikum allahu rabbukum la
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ilaha illa hu khaliqu kulli shai [That is God, your Lord; there is no deity
except Him, the Creator of all things],’ which, for them, means that since the
Qur’an is a ‘thing’ (shai’), it is, therefore, ‘created’ (makhluq) like other
things that are created by God. However, for the Ashcari, Shici and Ismacili
non-mainstream theologians, the Qur’an is uncreated and is the Word of God
(kalam allah) (see al-Shahrastani 1986). This doctrine has become a philo-
sophically contentious and controversial issue that has ‘a direct bearing on
the problem of time and eternity’. In other words, this theological notion has
led to the ‘philosophical and metaphysical problems of the relation of the
temporal and the eternal’ (Watt 1950, pp. 27–28). From the earliest days of
Islam, Watt (1950) argues, there had been two firm and, for the Muslim,
entirely justified convictions which belonged to the inmost fiber of Islam.
These convictions are as follows: 
(a) The Qur’an is the Word of God. 
(b) The Qur’an appeared in time.

Since both these convictions express something fundamental to the Muslim
faith, they have a direct impact on Qur’anic exegesis. The ultimate basis of this
was the belief that God had spoken to Muhammad or perhaps rather had spoken
through him to the Arabs and other Muslims. The Qur’an was what had been said;
therefore, it must be God’s word or speech. But just as clearly the appearance of
the Qur’an was an event in the sequence of history. In the terse Arabic phrase
‘lam yakun thumma kan [It was not, then it was].’ It was precisely from this
event, the coming of God’s word to Muhammad, that Islam as a historical move-
ment had sprung (Watt 1950). For mainstream theologians, the notion of creat-
edness of the Qur’an is a heretical doctrine. On this theologically contentious
notion, see Note 4 of this chapter. In terms of Qur’anic exegesis, the doctrine of
the uncreatedness versus createdness of the Qur’an is exemplified by Q7:143
(When Moses arrived at Our appointed time and his Lord spoke to him, he said:
‘My Lord, show me (Yourself) that I may look at You.’ God said, ‘You will not
see Me, but look at the mountain; if it should remain in place, then you will see
Me.’ But when his Lord appeared to the mountain, He rendered it level, and
Moses fell unconscious. When he awoke, he said: ‘Exalted are You! I have
repented to You, and I am the first of the believers’). This ayah features two the-
ologically contested views:

(a) Whether Moses heard God speaking to him, that is, the speech of God,
and 

(b) Whether God will be seen in the hereafter. 

For Muctazili, Ibadi, Shici and Ismacili theologians, ayah 143 of Q7 designates
an allegorical signification, that is, what Moses heard was merely a speech
created by God and that God would not be seen in the hereafter. However, main-
stream theologians, including the Ashcari and Sufi, argue that if the speech is said
to be created, it is a creature in the form of a tree, as the non-mainstream exegetes
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claim, which is saying these words to Moses, and this, for the mainstream Sunnis,
represents polytheism (shirk) and heresy (zandaqah/ilhad). In order to substanti-
ate the thesis that the Qur’an was created, Muctazili exegetes also refer to Q2:106,
‘ma nansakh min ayatin aw nunsiha na’ti bikhairin minha aw mithliha [We do not
abrogate an ayah or cause it to be forgotten except that We bring forth one better
than it or similar to it],’ which, in their view, indicates that the Qur’an had not
been eternal and that it was ‘created’ according to circumstances. Therefore, for
the Muctazilah, according to Madigan (2004, pp. 446), what we have on earth is
never the word of God itself but rather an account or report (hikayah) of what
God said, a kind of indirect speech. The speech of God is created in a physical
substrate, for example, the burning bush associated with Moses. Even in Gabriel
it is created. For them, the human language is unable to express and convey fully
the divine thought.

(6) Seeing God in the hereafter: For mainstream and Ashcari exegetes, Q7:143,
‘qala rabbi arini anzur ilaika [He (Moses) said: ‘My Lord, show me
Yourself’],’ indicates that God will be seen in the hereafter by the believers
who win paradise. With regards to this ayah, the philosophical school of exe-
gesis represented by theologians like al-Razi (d.544–604) have also launched
their attack on mainstream theologians represented by the Hanbali school of
thought, and on the Muctazilah, and the anthropomorphists, who he refers to
as al-hashawiyyah (al-Razi 1990, ch. 14, pp. 186–187; al-Shahrastani 1986,
1, p. 106). However, the Muctazilah, the Khawarij, the Ibadi and the Shicah
vehemently object to the notion of seeing God in the hereafter. For them,
Q7:143 does not mean that God will be seen in the hereafter. They also claim
that ‘la tudrikuhu al-absaru [Vision perceives Him not]’ (Q6:103) adds fur-
ther support to their theological stance.

(7) The personality of Muhammad: This is a politically motivated doctrine.
For non-mainstream theologians like the Shicah and the Ismaciliyyah,
Muhammad possesses a divinely inspired wisdom by which he carried on his
work as a political and religious leader. Although both mainstream (Ashcari,
Muctazili) and non-mainsteam (Ibadi) theologians acknowledge Muhammad’s
divinely inspired wisdom, the Shici and the Ismacili theologians argue that
Muhammad’s divine inspiration had been inherited by his physical descen-
dants. In other words, the latter theologians and exegetes want to substantiate
their conviction that after Muhammad, cAli b. Abi Talib is the chiefest of
mankind, the dogma on which the divine imamate or spiritual leadership, is
built up and is vested from time to time in some member of the house of cAli
(see Watt 1950, pp. 34–35). On the notion of imamate, see Point 23 below.

(8) The notion of (ahl al-bait): This notion implies a political overtone due to its
semantic dichotomy where we have the household of Muhammad versus
the household of cAli. This expression occurs in Q33:33 and has dominated
the dichotomy between Sunni and Shici exegetes. For Sunni theologians, (ahl
al-bait) refers to the Prophet’s household, that is, his wives and the houses
where his wives used to live in (Q33:34). Sunni exegetes substantiate their
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view through the intertextual reference between Q33:32 and Q33:33–34
where ayah 32 makes an explicit reference to the Prophet’s wives, ‘ya nisa’a
al-nabiy [O wives of the Prophet]’. However, for Shici exegetes, the notion
of (ahl al-bait) refers to cAli; his wife, Fatimah and his two sons, al-Hasan
and al-Husain.

(9) The question of free will and predestination is another theological issue that
has featured in Qur’anic exegesis. In the view of Rauf (1970, p. 292), the dis-
pute over the notion of qadar and its relation to free will has matured by
71/690 and become an important issue during the lifetime of cAbd Allah b.
cUmar (d.73/692). Exegetes expressed different views with regards to ayahs
like ‘yudillu bihi kathiran wayahdi bhi kathiran [He misleads many thereby
and guides many thereby]’ (Q2:26), as well as Q14:4, Q16:93 and Q18:28,
where the exegetical difference lies in the semantic analysis of the verbs
(yahdi [to guide], yadillu [to misguide] and aghfala [to make someone heed-
less of something]). The qadari exegetes (the Qadarite) and the Muctazili
exegetes such as al-Qadi cAbd al-Jabbar b. Ahmad al-Hamadani (d.414/1023)
claim that, as humans, we are responsible for all of our good and bad actions
and deeds and that God has made us able to do them. Thus, we are the agents
of our good and bad acts. The Qadarite scholars are opposed by the predesti-
nation (jabriyyah) scholars such as the jahmiyyah exegetes who claim that all
our actions and deeds, good and bad, are predestined by God; that is, our own
actions are dictated by the will of God. However, for the Sunni traditional
exegetes, although God creates all people’s actions as well as their will
(iradah) and abilities to execute these actions, the person is still free and in full
control of doing whatever he or she wants to do. Thus, men and women are
the agents of their own good and bad deeds and are in control of them (al-
Sulaim 2006, pp. 92–93; al-Tukhi: fol. 4v).

Although the Qur’an recurrently refers to the notion of free will and holds the
person to be responsible for his or her own deeds, it also makes reference to the
notion of pre-determinism (al-qada’ wal-qadar) which signifies fatalism. For
Thomson (1950, p. 207), this is ‘contradiction’ and that the orthodox theologians
of Islam have brought to light no new answer to this riddle with all their argument.
Thus, pre-destination designates the divine acts that refer to pre-determined cre-
ation and some human acts as foretold by God in eternity. However, the fatalistic
tendencies which are reminiscent of pre-Islamic expressions and the days of igno-
rance (al-jahiliyyah) have been condemned by the early Muslim scholars such as
the four rightly caliphs (see Rauf 1970, p. 289). Pre-Islamic poetry is full of refer-
ences to the determination or control of human life by ‘time’ (al-dahr, al-zaman)
which is an abstract, impersonal force and can be rendered by ‘fate’ or ‘destiny’.
All that happens to a person is brought about by ‘time’ from which comes his or
her success and still more his or her misfortune (Watt 1973, p. 88). The objection
by mainstream Sunni scholars to fatalism is attributed to the fact that the term has
been misinterpreted and made people resign to inevitability. In other words, people
have searched for comfort under the shelter of qadar in adverse circumstances
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(Rauf 1970, p. 290). However, people have wondered whether the inconclusive
assault on Makkah by the Umayyads and the burning of the Kacbah in 64/684
could have occurred by the decree of God (qadar) and in this way served as a spark
leading to the outbreak of the debate (Rauf 1970, 293). The dispute over the exe-
gesis of the notion of qadar has led to the division of the Muslim theologians into
a group of Qadarites holding a liberal interpretation of the word and a majority
extending the term to all happenings in the universe, including human good and
evil deeds (Rauf 1970, 297). Like the Muctazilah, the Shicah also believe in the free
will of man who is responsible for all his acts, good and bad. However, for the pro-
ponents of the doctrine of al-Qadariyyah, God is in total control (determination) of
all events and that one should willingly accept all favourable and unfavourable
matters without any complaint (al-Tukhi fol. 36v). While the Muctazilah are dis-
liked because they are proponents of free will, al-Tabari has been disliked by the
Hanabilah who frown on his exegesis because, for them, he holds theological
stance similar to that of the Muctazilah on free will when he deals with the con-
troversial passage Q7:54, ‘thumma istawa cala al-carsh [God established Himself
on the throne].’ For al-Tabari, this ayah means that God took control of the uni-
verse. This is an esoteric, that is, allegorical, account; therefore, the Hanabilah dur-
ing al-Tabari’s lifetime have been the most vocal opponents to him.

(10) According to the Muctazili doctrine of monotheism, all God’s acts are good;
He does not do bad deeds; He does not provide with the means of unlawful
subsistence (la yarzuq al-haram) but only the means for lawful subsistence and
that He does not create the acts of the individual but rather the individual cre-
ates his or her own acts. For them, if God creates the individual’s acts, His
divine justice will turn into injustice. However, for mainstream and some non-
mainstream commentators, bad deeds are not part of rizq (the provision with
the means of subsistence) but rather only the things that are good and that God
is the creator of the individual’s acts, but the individual acquires these acts and
accordingly he or she is either rewarded or punished. They also refer to Q2:38:
‘qulna ihbitu minha jamican fa’imma ya’tiyannakum minni hudan faman
tabica  hudaya fala khawfun calaihim wala hum yahzanun [We said: ‘Go down
from it, all of you. When guidance comes to you from Me, whoever follows
My guidance, there will be no fear concerning them, nor will they grieve’]’
where the word (minni [from Me]) substantiates the mainstream theological
stance that the individual’s acts are created by God and that the individual has
nothing more than the acquisition of his or her acts. We can explain this by the
example of the manufacturer of knives. If a person purchases a knife, he or she
can either employ it for some good use in the kitchen or use it for a bad deed
of murder. The manufacturer who created the knife cannot be responsible for
the act of murder, but the person who acquired the knife is. Q2:213, ‘wallahu
yahdi man yasha’u ila siratin mustaqim [God guides whom He wills to a
straight path],’ is another ayah which is claimed to refute the Muctazili view.
Mainstream exegetes argue that God provides guidance to the individual but he
or she becomes despotic about his or her guidance.
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(11) The exclusion of the fasiq/fajir (licentious) from acting as a legal witness
and whether a man is to have the name of believer, unbeliever or wrong-
doer. The fasiq/fajir, for the Muctazilah, Khawarij, Ibadi and Qadariyyah,
is at a level that is between these two levels (manzilah baina al-manzi-
latain). The fasiq/fajir, in their view, is neither a disbeliever (kafir) nor a
believer (mu’min). They claim that the fasiq/fajir is at a level that is
between these two levels (manzilah baina al-manzilatain). The grave sin-
ner, for them, is called fasiq (wrong-doer). They also hold the view that
the fasiq/fajir’s sins cannot be forgiven unless through repentance before
his or her death.

(12) The attributes of God (sifat allah): For the Muctazilah, the attributes of God
are not eternal (ghair azali). However, mainstream exegetes have stressed
that the attributes of God are eternal (azali), that is, they are as old as the
existence of God.

(13) Anthropomorphism (al-tashbih) and corporealism (al-tajsim): The notion of
tashbih and tajsim falls within the Qur’anic exegesis of theological
mutashabihat. While mainstream and the majority of non-mainstream
schools of thought reject the notion of anthropomorphism, the non-main-
stream sect called al-mushabbihah (also al-mushabbihun [the anthropo-
morphists]) believes that God’s names have similarities (yashbahu) to those
of the human beings and other creatures, and still others, who are called al-
mujassimah (also al-mujassimun [corporealists]), believe that God has a
body (jism) that has blood and physical parts like two hands, two ears and
a mouth, can be seen in this life, who visits people in a physical form and
has attributes (sifat) like generosity (karim), strength (qawiy) and knowl-
edge (calim). However, for them, God’s body parts are different from
human parts. Non-mainstream Muctazili, Ashcari and Sufi Sunni scholars as
well as non-mainstream Shici, Ismacili and Ibadi scholars do not hold this
belief of anthropomorphism (see al-Shahrastani 1986, 1, 103–105;
Wensinck 1932, pp. 66, 68, 92).

(14) Non-mainstream exegetes like the Shicah, the Ibadiyyah, the Ashcariyyah
and the Muctazilah argue that the literal exegetical analysis, that is, the non-
allegorical meanings, of God’s attributes such as al-maji’ (coming), al-
istiwa’ (sitting on), al-maciyyah (being with, accompanying someone) and
al-kalam (speaking) constitute an insult to God and are not compatible with
His divinity and lordship. Therefore, the non-mainstream school of exege-
sis adopts the allegorical (majazi) approach in the exegetical analysis of
God’s names and attributes which uncovers the underlying signification of
God’s names and attributes. However, the school of mainstream exegesis
rejects this exegetical approach and calls for the non-allegorical (haqiqi)
semantic analysis. In other words, mainstream exegetes adopt a literal
exegetical analysis of God’s names and attributes and do not attach to them
any connotative meanings. According to the mainstream school of exege-
sis, God’s names and attributes are befitting to Him alone. For them,
although God has certain attributes like face, hands, hearing, sight, being
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over the throne and coming, He is free from the limitations of human and
non-human attributes and is above human cognitive faculties and imagina-
tion. For them, God’s names and attributes cannot be applied to human or
non-human beings.

The use of allegory in the exegetical analysis of Qur’anic expressions has been
one of the most controversial issues that divide mainstream and non-mainstream
schools of exegesis. However, allegorical meaning, outside God’s names and
attributes, is acceptable to mainstream exegetes, as in the expression (al-awtad)
in Q38:12 and Q89:6–14. Here, the word al-awtad may have an allegorical mean-
ing referring to ‘the soldiers of Pharaoh who supported him’ just like the pegs
which support the tent. Thus, Pharaoh’s soldiers are ‘the pillars on which his
regime was firmly established’. Similarly, the word acma in Q17:72, ‘waman
kana fi hadhhi acma’ has been given an esoteric rather than an exoteric significa-
tion by both mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes. They unanimously claim
that acma means ‘the person who does not fully appreciate, that is, ‘cannot see’
(literally meaning ‘blind’), the infinite blessings of God in this world while he or
she is enjoying them on a daily basis and that he or she has forgotten about escha-
tology, the reward with paradise and the punishment with the hell fire in the here-
after (for more details, see Chapter 8, Section: 8.2, Point 3).

(15) Opposition to the ruler or governor is a duty and a right for every individual if
a ruler or governor does not rule according to the Qur’an and the sunnah. This
theological position is adopted by the Khawarij and the Murji’ah who disowned
cUthman b. cAffan and fought against cAli b. Abi Talib (al-Shahrastani 1986, 1,
pp. 114; al-Salus 2002, 1, p. 39; al-Baghdadi 2005, p. 61). However, for main-
stream exegetes and theologians, such as the Hanabilah, political allegiance to
the ruler is compulsory regardless of his uprightness and application of the
Qur’an and the sunnah in his administration.

(16) Shicism evolved during the Umayyad dynasty but it took firm roots during the
Abbasid rule. In their attempt to promote Shicism, Shici exegetes resorted to
esoteric exegesis. Thus, their exegetical approaches are based on the following:
(a) Language where their exegesis is characterized by scholastic views

similar to those of the Muctazilah, and
(b) interpretation and personal opinion (ta’wil) in an attempt to substanti-

ate their support to cAli’s household (ahl al-bait).
(17) Proto-Shici phenomena include the following doctrines undertaken by the

Shicah (Donaldson 1936; Watt 1973, pp. 54–59; al-Shahrastani 1986, 1,
146–148; al-Dhahabi 1987, 2, pp. 5–274; al-cAmili 1993, 21, pp. 5–80; al-
Rumi 2002, 1, p. 146–148):
(a) intercession of the 12 Imams (al-shafacah);
(b) infallibility of the 12 Imams (al-cismah);
(c) temporary marriage (zawaj al-mutcah);
(d) the imamate (al-imamah – the legitimate succession of cAli and his

descendants from his wife Fatimah after the death of Muhammad); 
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(e) the awaited guided one, a kind of messiah (al-mahdi al-muntazar – the
awaited al-Mahdi);

(f) occulation (al-ghaibah), that is, the hidden Imam who is al-Mahdi al-
muntazar;

(g) the return of al-Mahdi al-muntazar (al-rajcah);
(h) the practice of al-taqiyyah, that is, the dissimulation of shicism in time

of persecution or danger whether from other non-Shici Muslims or
from non-Muslims;

(i) cAli’s household (ahl al-bait);
(j) the views of companions and successors;
(k) inheriting the Prophets;
(l) Friday prayer should be led by either an infallible Imam (al-imam al-

macsum) or by a just Imam and
(m) the beginning anew (al-bada’) which refers to the renewal of knowledge

about something which someone has not known before. Therefore, abro-
gation in the Qur’an justifies the notion of al-bada’. In other words,
when something was ordained earlier but abrogated at a later stage
shows that having known at the present time the harm or benefit of
something, God has ordained the cancellation or the introduction of
something else. Thus, God has begun anew to do and to learn something
else. 

All of the above points (a-m) are prototypical Shici and Ismacili beliefs which
are rejected by mainstream exegetes as well as by non-mainstream exegetes such
as the Ashcari, Sufi, Muctazili and Ibadi.

(18) Shici exegetes do not attribute Qur’anic reference to any of the three rightly
guided caliphs Abu Bakr, cUmar and cUthman. Unlike mainstream Sunni
exegetes, the Shici scholars explain some ayahs as reference to cAli b. Abi
Talib. For instance, cAli b. Ibrahim al-Qummi (d.328/939), who is a Shici
exegete, adduces a hadith that identifies the seven al-mathani (sabcan min
al-mathani [the seven oft-recited ayahs]) of Q15:87 with the Shici Imams
(Berg 2000, p. 81).

(19) Mainstream Shici scholars, known as twelver Shicis (al-Shicah al-ithna
cashariyyah), believe that Muhammad explicitly appointed cAli as his suc-
cessor (khalifah or Imam) after him. Thus, they illegitimize the succession
(khilafah or imamate) of Abu Bakr. However, other non-mainstream Shici
scholars outside the twelver Shici doctrine claim that Muhammad did not
appoint cAli explicitly to be his legitimate successor. Thus, they legitimize
the succession of Abu Bakr. In other words, for the former, that is, the main-
stream (twelver) Shicah, there is a text (nass) which stipulates Muhammad’s
testament (wasiyyah); however, for the latter, that is, the non-mainstream
Shicah, there is no text, that is, no testament by Muhammad for cAli.

(20) For the Shici exegetes, the Shici Imam, like the Prophets, possesses the
knowledge of the unseen (cilm al-ghaib). However, mainstream and
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non-mainstream exegetes claim that Q3:179, ‘wama kana allahu liyutli-
cakum cala al-ghaibi walakinna allaha yajtabi min rusulihi man yasha’ [God
would not reveal to you the unseen but instead God chooses of His mes-
sengers whom He wills],’ is counter to the Shici doctrine.

(21) Esoteric meaning of the Qur’an is central to the Shici doctrine. For Shici
scholars, cAli’s high rank among the companions is attributed to his knowl-
edge of the esoteric meaning of the Qur’an and that this knowledge has
been passed on to him by Muhammad.

(22) For the Shicah, cAli and his sons are the inheritors of prophethood
according to Q29:27, ‘wawahabna lahu ishaqa wayacquba wajacalna fi
dhurriyatihi al-nubuwwah [We gave to him Isaac and Jacob and placed
in his descendants prophethood],’ and Q57:26, ‘walaqad arsalna nuhan
wa’ibrahima wajacalna fi dhurriyatihima al-nubuwwah [We have
already sent Noah and Abraham and placed in their descendants
prophethood].’ For them, prophethood is given to the descendants of the
Prophets. Shici theologians claim that prophethood passes on to the
descendants.

(23) The notion of imamate (the religious and political role of the Shici Imam)
for Shici exegetes is a continuous divine obligation (sunnah ilayhiyyah
mustamirrah). For them, the imamate is interrelated to the notion of reli-
gious authority (al-marjiciyyah) and that the Imam is divinely selected and
infallible (macsum). To prove the obligation of imamate and that it is one
of the principles of Islam, Shici scholars invoke a hadith, ‘man mata la
imama lahu mata mitatan jahiliyyah [Whoever dies without having an
Imam, dies like an idolater].’ For mainstream exegetes, this is a fabricated
hadith and the Shici Imams were fallible (ghair macsum) since they were not
Prophets but ordinary pious human beings.

(24) Shici scholars express their belief in the doctrine of infallibility (al-cismah)
of the 12 Imams. They also claim that their 12 Imams are always infallible
because the Imam does not have a wahi (divine revelation) like the
Prophets. Thus, for them, the Prophets can be, at times, fallible and may
make mistakes but the wahi reminds them to correct their mistakes. Shici
exegetes have substantiated their theological stance on Q48:2, ‘liyaghfira
laka allahu ma taqaddama min dhanbika wama ta’akhkhara [that God may
forgive for you (Muhammad) what preceded of your sin (errors) and what
will follow]’. They argue that Muhammad has made errors but is reminded,
corrected and forgiven. For the Shici exegetes, Q48:2 refers to Muhammad
when he took ransom (fida’) from the prisoners of war of the battle of Badr
in 2/624 which was an error but God had forgiven him. For mainstream and
non-mainstream exegetes, Muhammad is an infallible Prophet and Q48:2
refers to the errors Muhammad may have made before his prophethood.
Shici exegetes go even further and claim that Q48:2 refers to the forgiveness
of God to all the sins made by the Shicis (al-Tabarsi 1997, 9, p. 140).

(25) Intercession (al-shafacah) is a reality on the day of judgement for main-
stream and non-mainstream theologians and exegetes. The Qur’an and

74 The politics of exegesis



hadith make reference to the intercession of Muhammad for the Muslims,
including the wrongdoers, on the day of judgement. This view is held by
mainstream and some non-mainstream theologians and exegetes. For
instance, the non-mainstream Muctazili scholars provide traditions that have
a theological bearing for their rejection of the doctrine of Muhammad’s
intercession on behalf of people. However, the Shici non-mainstream
exegetes decorate their Imams with the special privilege of intercession on
the day of judgement. Thus, for the Shicah, intercession will be exercised
by Muhammad and the Shici Imams. As for the Khawarij and the
Muctazilah, the notion of intercession violates the doctrine of the punish-
ment of the grave sinner. Thus, they do not hold the view that the grave sin-
ner will enjoy the intercession of Muhammad. Also, for mainstream
exegetes, intercession will be exercised by the Prophets and the virtuous
people. By the same token, Sufi exegetes claim that Sufi saints will be
empowered with intercession on the day of judgement. 

(26) The doctrine of al-taqiyyah refers to the dissimulation of one’s religion,
especially in times of persecution or danger. Scholars who are in favour of
the exercise of al-taqiyyah by Muslims are Ibn cAbbas, Ibn Mascud, al-
Shafici, al-Hasan al-Basri and the Shicis. However, for the Shicah, al-
taqiyyah has a different application from that held by mainstream
theologians (see Point 17h above). Those against the practice of al-taqiyyah
are exegetes like Mujahid and al-Jassas. For mainstream scholars, the belief
in al-taqiyyah is hypocritical (al-Tukhi: fol. 36v).

(27) Shici exegetes such as al-Tabarsi hold the view that the cUthmanic master
codex of the Qur’an suffered some form of interpolation (tahrif) by anti-
Shicism. For him (1997, 3, p. 46), the phrase ‘ila ajalin musamma [for a
specified term]’ is missing from Q4:24. Thus, this ayah should read: ‘. . .
fama istamtactum bihi (ila ajalin musamma) minhunna . . . [So for whatever
you enjoy of marriage (for a specified term) from them give them . . . ].’
This Shici jurisprudential view aims to justify the Shici belief in temporary
marriage.

(28) The Sufis, through the allegorical approach to tafsir and the esoteric signi-
fication (al-macna al-batin) of the Qur’an, have strived towards purification
of the soul and immersion in God. While real allegory (al-majaz) aims at a
directly implied inner meaning as, for example, in the case of the Flood and
Noah’s Ark, where the sea is related to matter and the saving ship to divine
law, this approach of using parallels sees actual events and lawful decisions
as symbols for the spiritual world (Gätje 1971, pp. 40–41; Heinrichs 1992,
pp. 258–270; Wansbrough 1977, pp. 219–226). The influence of Greek
thought has had significant impact upon the exegesis of the phenomenon
and content of the Qur’an and led to variant interpretations.

(29) For Sufi exegetes, Muhammad is the ‘light of God’. To justify their belief,
Sufi scholars provide an esoteric reference to Q61:8, ‘yuriduna liyutfi’u
nura allahi bi’afwahihim [They want to extinguish the light of God with
their mouths].’
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(30) Modern Sufi exegetes such as Muhyi al-Din al-Tacmi (2007, 1, pp. 96, 113)
are polemical towards Sunni scholars whom he refers to as ‘Wahhabis’
(followers of the teachings of the Sunni theologian Muhammad b. cAbd al-
Wahhab [1115–1206/1703–1792]; al-Tacmi 2007, 1, pp. 61, 96, 113, 371,
377, 421, 823, 837; al-Tacmi 2007, 2, pp. 490, 502, 560). al-Tacmi (2007)
also attacks the Sunni scholar Ibn Taimiyyah (d.661–728/1263–1328) and
accuses him of polytheism. By the same token, al-Tacmi provides examples
such as Q3:31 which, in his view, substantiates Sufism and the belief in
Sufi saints (al-awliya’ [friends of God]).

(31) For Sufi exegetes, the Sufi saints enjoy a special Holy status: 
(i) Sufi saints have an equal status to that of the Prophets with regards to

the knowledge of the unseen (al-Tacmi 2007, 1, p. 113).
(ii) The divine secret, ruh al-qudus (Holy Spirit; Q2:87, Q5:110), is a

divine secret whose knowledge is also shared by Sufi saints such as
cAbd al-Qadir al-Jailani (d.561/1165) (ibid.:149).

(iii) The Sufi saints (friends of God) are empowered with intercession on
the day of judgement.

(iv) Sufi saints are workers of miracles (sahib karamat) and they establish
this belief on the esoteric meaning of Q19:24–25.

(32) For Sufi exegetes, the building of tombs and shrines for Sufi saints is tol-
erated. They justify this view through the esoteric meaning of Q18:21,
‘ibnu calaihim bunyanan. rabbuhum aclamu bihim [Construct a building
over them. Their Lord knows best about them].’ For Sufi scholars, the
shrine serves to highlight the Holy status of the Sufi saint.

(33) For Sufi exegetes, Q2:284, ‘in tubdu ma fi anfusikum aw tukhfuhu
yuhasibkum bihi allah [Whether you show what is within yourselves or
conceal it, God will bring you to account for it],’ is abrogated by Q2:286,
‘la yukallifu allahu nafsan illa wuscaha laha ma kasabat wacalaiha ma
iktasabat [God does not charge a soul except with that within its capacity.
It will have the consequence of what good it has gained, and it will bear the
consequence of what evil it has earned]’ with regards to only the non-Sufis
(al-cawamm), but it remains as a non-abrogated ayah with regards to the
Sufis (al-khawass). For mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes, Q2:284
is abrogated by Q2:286.

(34) For Sufi exegetes, Prophets ascend to heavens (isra’, micraj) in body and
soul (jasadan waruhan), but Sufi saints ascend to heavens in soul only. Ibn
cArabi (d.638/1240) and al-Jili (d.822/1419), for instance, claim that they
ascended to heavens (al-Tacmi 2007, 1, p. 327). Mainstream and non-main-
stream exegetes reject this view.

(35) For Sufi scholars, al-Khidr, the mystical Islamic character mentioned in
Q18:60, is considered a Sufi saint with knowledge of the unseen. Sufi
exegetes refer to this view in their analysis of Q18:67–68.

(36) For the Sufis, every created being is God. This is a Sufi notion of the union
of existence (wihdat al-wujud) which evolved during the third/ninth
century. In their exegetical account of Q17:23, Sufi theologians claim that
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God (the Truth) and the creation are inseparable and one entity and that the
universe is nothing but God (cArabi 2006, 1, p. 491; cAbd al-Khaliq 2006, p.
54). The Iraqi Sufi scholar, al-Husain b. Mansur al-Hallaj advocated this
belief and, as a result, was accused of heresy and disbelief and was exe-
cuted on the bridge of Baghdad in 309/921. In his account of Q112:1, the
Sufi exegete, cAbd al-Karim al-Jili (d.822/1419), claims that ‘the human
being is God’ (cAbd al-Khaliq 2006, p. 123).

(37) The non-mainstream exegetes invoke a majazi (allegeorical, esoteric) mean-
ing while the mainstream exegetes adopt a haqiqi (non-allegeorical, exoteric)
meaning to Qur’anic expressions, as in Q33:57, ‘inna alladhina yu’dhuna
allaha warasulahu [those who hurt God and His Messenger]’ (Q33:57).
For instance, al-Jassas (d.370/980; 1994, 3, p. 485) and al-Zamakhshari
(d.538/1144; 1995, 3, pp. 541–542), the first object of the verb (yu’dhi [to
hurt]) is ellipted which is implicitly understood as ‘friends’ (awliya’); that is,
the ayah should read, ‘inna alladhina yu’dhuna (awliya’a) allahi warasulahu
[those who hurt (friends) of God and His Messenger]’. In other words, they
have advanced an esoteric (allegorical) meaning. al-Qushairi (2000, 3, p. 44),
a Sufi exegete, advances a similar meaning. The non-mainstream Ibadi
exegete Itfaiyish (1994, 10, pp. 315–316) also provides a ‘majazi’ meaning
to this ayah. However, mainstream exegetes like Ibn Kathir (1993, 3, p. 496)
and al-Qassab (2003, 3, p. 680) provide an exoteric meaning to this ayah sup-
ported by an exegetical tradition. The latter approach reflects a major char-
acteristic feature of al-tafsir bil-ma’thur school of exegesis. Interestingly, the
Shici exegetes such as al-Tabataba’i (1962, 16, p. 360) and al-Tabarsi (1997,
8, p. 137), also provide an exoteric, that is, non-allegorical meaning to this
problem but without giving an exegetical tradition. However, in his analysis
of ‘qul in kuntum tuhibbuna allaha fattabicuni yuhbibkum allahu wayaghfir
lakum dhunubakum [Say (O Muhammad): ‘If you should love God, then fol-
low me, so God will love you and forgive your sins’]’ (Q3:31), al-Razi, a
philosophical exegete, repeatedly calls for haml al-lafz cala al-haqiqah (to take
the non-allegorical meaning of the word into consideration; al-Razi 1990, 8,
p. 17) and in an attempt to discredit the Muctazili scholars, he carries on his
polemics against cAbd al-Jabbar Abadi (d.415/1024) and al-Zamakhshari
(d.538/1144) during his account of Q3:31 which, for al-Razi, is a direct refer-
ence to awliya’ allah (friends of God). On his part, al-Zamakhshari (1995, 1,
p. 347) launches his polemics against ‘some people who call themselves
awliya’ allah’.

(38) The priority of belief (al-iman) over bad deeds (al-macasi): This doctrine is
held by the Murji’ah (al-Shahrastani 1986, 1, p. 139). According to al-
Shahrastani (1986; Watt 1973, p. 120), the word Murji’ah is morphologically
derived from the nominalized noun (irja’) which means: (a) postponing, that
is, putting after, and (b) giving hope. The Murji’ah’s doctrine asserts ‘where
there is faith, sin does no harm.’ It also calls for the postponement of the deci-
sion of the grave sinner (murtakib al-kabirah) until the reserruction. The
Murji’ah also assert that all the people of the qiblah, that is, the Muslims, are
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believers through their public profession of faith. Therefore, the Murji’ah
hope for pardon for all the Muslims (al-Shahrastani 1986; Watt 1973, p. 121).

(39) For the Muctazilah, avoiding the spread of false accusation of all external
sexual intercourse between a man and a woman which is referred to as (al-
qadhf) is an integral part of faith. Therefore, a person who spreads false
accusation of adultery against a man or a woman becomes an unbeliever.
For mainstream and other non-mainstream exegetes, a person who spreads
false accusation of adultery commits no more than a sin but remains a
believer; that is, he or she is still a Muslim. Their theological stance
against the Muctazilah is backed up by Q24:11, ‘inna alladhina ja’u bil-ifki
cusbatun minkum [Indeed, those who came with false accusation are a
group from among you].’ Therefore, the word minkum (from among you)
means those who spread the false accusation of adultery against cAi’shah,
the Prophet’s wife, are believers from among the other believers; therefore,
they remain as believers.

(40) Mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes have expressed different theological
views with regards to the period of punishment in the hell fire. This is related
to Q6:128, ‘al-naru mathwakum khalidina fiha illa ma sha’ allah [The fire is
your residence wherein you will remain eternally unless God wills otherwise].’
Thus, the period of residence in the hell fire may be eternal or for a limited time.
For Ibn cAbbas, Muqatil as well as for the Muctazilah and other non-main-
stream exegetes, this ayah sigifies perpetual punishment in the hell fire.
However, the exception (illa [unless]) signifies the period when people are in
their graves till the day of resurrection. This period is not part of the perpetual
punishment (al-Razi 1990, 13, p. 158). It can also be as a reference to the excep-
tion period when those tortured are moved from one place of punishment to
another, that is, from the hell fire (jahannam) to the freezing cold (zamharir).
Thus, for linguist exegetes like Abu Haiyan (2001, 4,  pp. 223–224) and Ibn
cAtiyyah (1991, 5, pp. 349–350) who represent the mainstream school of tradi-
tional exegesis, this ayah represents a non-allegorical exception (istithna’ haqiqi)
rather than allegorical exception (istithna’ majazi). If the exception particle (illa)
functions as a non-allegorical exception, it can mean
(a) some people will be punished for a certain period of time but later on

exempted from perpetual punishment,
(b) some Muslims will be punished for a certain period of time but later on

taken out of the hell fire,
(c) the period of time while they are alive in this world without any pun-

ishment and
(d) any other type of additional punishment (al-cadhab al-za’id) that may

be added to those in the hell fire. 

Thus, ayah Q6:128 also constitutes a theological cleavage among exegetes.
The controversy is on whether the speech of God refers to the present world or to
the hereafter. In other words, whether it is a speech directed to people in the pres-
ent world or to people in the hereafter on the day of judgement.
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(41) The ayahs Q24:2–6 have become theologically controversial. For the
Khawarij theologians, the punishment of stoning until death for illegal
sexual intercourse outside marriage (hadd al-zina) by the married man or
married woman should be dropped as, in their view, there is no textual ref-
erence to it in the Qur’an. The Khawarij also argue that the punishment of
80 lashes for the person who slanders a married man and falsely accusing
him of having an illegal sexual intercourse outside his marriage should be
dropped. In other words, the false accuser should not be punished. For other
mainstream and non-mainstream theologians, the accuser is punished with
80 lashes regardless of being married/single or male/female (al-Shahrastani
1986, 1, p. 121).

(42) Although illegal sexual intercourse (al-zina), that is, adultery or fornication,
and its punishment are referred to in Q24:2–3, mainstream and non-main-
stream exegetes have expressed diverse views with regards to the specific
physical definition of an illegal sexual intercourse. For the Hanafi exegtes,
for instance, an illegal sexual intercourse takes place when the glans penis
is fully inserted into the vagina and not when the glans penis enters the rec-
tum of the female partner. For the Maliki, Shafici and Hanbali exegetes, an
illegal sexual intercourse takes place when the glans penis enters the rec-
tum of the female partner. Therefore, for the latter jurists, the punishment
of either a 100 lashes or stoning to death should be applied (al-Kasani 2003,
9, p. 184).

(43) For the Khawarij, the dogma of dissimulation (taqiyyah) in words or action is
illegal. This theological stance is counter to the Shici views (see point 17h
above); (al-Shahrastani 1986, 1, p. 122). The Shici dogma of taqiyyah is also
rejected by mainstream Sunni exegetes, non-mainstream Muctazilah, Ashcari,
Sufi Sunni exegetes, as well as by the non-mainstream Ibadi exegetes.

(44) According to the Khawarij, cAli b. Abi Talib is accused of disbelief (kufr).
Their mufti (official expounder of Islamic law) cImran b. Hittan (d.84/703)
wrote poetry celebrating the assassination of cAli (al-Shahrastani 1986, 1,
p. 121; al-Salus 2002, 1, p. 39; al-Baghdadi 2005, p. 75).

(45) For the Khawarij, the punishment (hadd) for an illegal sexual intercourse
committed by either a virgin or a married woman should be only a 100
lashes but not stoning to death. However, for the Maliki, Shafici, Hanbali
and Shici exegetes, the punishment of either a 100 lashes or stoning to death
should be applied depending on the married or unmarried status of the
woman found guilty of an illegal sexual intercourse.

(46) Mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes have distinct theological points
of view with regards to apostasy (al-riddah). The Qur’an refers to apostasy
in Q5:54, ‘man yartadda minkum can dinihi [whoever of you should revert
from his or her religion]’, but does not state the specific punishment for
apostasy. Thus, a theological cleavage has emerged. For instance, the Hanafi
school of thought excludes apostasy and its punishment. For Hanafi theolo-
gians, the punishment for apostasy can be delivered by God alone in the
hereafter. However, for the Maliki, Shafici, Hanbali and Shici schools of
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thought, the punishment for apostasy is capital punishment (al-qatl). Their
exegetes have established this Islamic legal ruling on the hadith, ‘man bad-
dala dinahu faqtuluhu [If a Muslim discards his or her religion, then kill him
or her]’ (al-cAsqalani 1982, 12, p. 279; al-Qastalani 1996, 6, p. 489). On 14
February 1989, the British Muslim author, Salman Rushdie, for instance,
was charged with blasphemy and apostasy and condemned to death by a reli-
gious legal judgement (fatwa) pronounced by the Iranian cleric Ayatollah
Khomeini because he (Salman Rushdie) was classified as an apostate as a
result of the publication of his controversial novel The Satanic Verses. For the
West, however, this was an attack on freedom of speech.

(47) For some companions like Abu Dharr and Abu Hurairah as well as for
mainstream exegetes like Ibn cAbbas, Muqatil, al-Hasan al-Basri and al-
Qurtubi, animals and birds will be resurrected on the day of judgement.
This theological view is related to Q6:38, ‘wama min dabbatin fi al-ardi
wala ta’irin yatiru bijanahaihi illa umamun amthalukum ma farratna fi al-
kitabi min shai’in thumma ila rabbihim yuhsharun [There is no creature on
or within the earth or bird that flies with its wings except that they are com-
munities like you. We have not neglected in the register a thing. Then unto
their Lord they will be gathered].’ Likewise, non-mainstream scholars like
Itfaiyish, an Ibadi exegete, and al-Zamakhshari, a Muctazili exegete, hold a
similar view to that propagated by mainstream exegetes. However, some
mainstream exegetes like al-Dahhak and Ibn cAtiyyah are against this
exegetical view. Similarly, al-Tabarsi, a Shici exegete, provides a counter
argument in which he claims that animals and birds will not be resurrected
on the day of judgement.

(48) Maliki, Shafici, Hanbali and Shici exegetes consider wine (al-khamr) as part
of the category of general intoxicants (al-muskirat). However, because the
word ‘al-khamr’ is specifically mentioned in Q2:219 and Q5:90–91, Hanafi
exegetes do not regard ‘wine’ as part of the general intoxicants. Therefore,
a theological difference has emerged with regards to the required punish-
ment for the person who consumes either wine or a general intoxicant. For
the Hanafi exegetes, the punishment of 80 lashes is administered to the
person who is found guilty of consuming wine. In the view of Hanafi schol-
ars, however, this punishment should not be given to the person who con-
sumes any kind of general intoxicants. However, for the Maliki, Shafici,
Hanbali and Shici exegetes, the punishment of 80 lashes should be given to
anyone who consumes any kind of general intoxicants, including wine.

(49) The Qur’an refers to homosexuality in Q7:80–81 and in Q11:78–79.
However, the Qur’an does not specify the punishment for this act. This has
led to diverse theological views among mainstream and non-mainstream
exegetes. For the Hanafi scholars, homosexuality does not fall into any cate-
gory of punishment (hadd). For this reason, Hanafi exegetes recommend for
homosexuality the punishment of taczir (censure).7 However, for Maliki and
Hanbali exegetes, stoning to death should be applied to the person who is
found guilty of homosexuality whether he or she is married or not. For the



Shici exegetes, the punishment for homosexuality is either lashing or stoning
to death, depending on the status of being married or unmarried.

(50) For mainstream exegetes like the Hanabilah and the Shaficiyyah, as well as
for non-mainstream Muctazili exegetes, the sunnah cannot abrogate the
Qur’an. It is the Qur’an which abrogates the sunnah. Their theological
stance is based upon the ayah, ‘qul ma yakunu li an ubaddilahu min tilqa’i
nafsi [Say (O Muhammad): ‘It is not for me to change it on my own
accord’]’ (Q10:15). However, mainstream Hanafi and Maliki exegetes
argue that the sunnah can also abrogate an injunction of an ayah since, for
them, both the sunnah and the Qur’an are revelations from God.

(51) For the Muctazilah and the Jahmiyyah, the negation particle (lan [never])
has a different grammatical function from the negation particle (la). For
them, the particle ‘lan’ negates the future only but not the present continu-
ous (al-hal al-mustamirr), as in ‘la acbudu ma tacbudun [I do not worship
what you worship]’ (Q109:2), where the negation particle (la), for the
Muctazilah and the Jahmiyyah, has negated the present tense verb (acbud [to
worship]) which signifies the future (sa’acbud [will worship]). For main-
stream linguist exegetes like Abu Haiyan, the negation particle (la) negates
the present verb (acbud) which signifies the present tense, that is, at the
moment (I do not).

(52) Mainstream and non-mainstream theologians were interested in the notion
of icjaz (inimitability of Qur’anic style) which emerged for scholastic
debate during the years of the Abbasid dynasty (d.132–655/749–1257).
This is to do with the Qur’anic text on the rhetorical level. As a matter of
fact, it was the scholastics (al-mutakallimun) who were heavily involved in
the heated debate on the notion of icjaz. Although Qur’an scholars were pri-
marily concerned with the substantiation of the theological premise ‘no one
can imitate what God makes,’ Muslim scholastic and non-scholastic the-
ologians adopted distinct linguistic and rhetorical approaches to verify this
thesis. During the fourth/tenth century, the debate raged among the schol-
ars such as cAli b. cIsa al-Rummani, a Muctazili, (d.386/996); Ahmad b.
Muhammad al-Khattabi, a Muctazili, (d.388/998); Abu Bakr Muhammad b.
al-Taiyib al-Baqillani, an Ashcari (d.403/1012) and cAbd al-Jabbar al-Asad
Abadi, a Muctazili, (d.415/1024) and continued to flourish during the
fifth/eleventh century by the non-scholastic theologians such as the Ashcari
mainstream linguist and rhetorician, al-Jurjani (d.471/1078 or 474/1081);
the Muctazili linguist, rhetorician and exegete al-Zamakhshari (d.538/1144)
and the non-mainstream Ashcari exegete al-Razi (d.606/1209). During their
debate with the Syriacs, Buddhists and Magians, the scholastic theologians
talked about Qur’an’s stylistic prototypical features, sublime discourse and
order system (al-nazm). The debate raged between the Muctazili and the
Ashcari linguists and rhetoricians. Abu cUthman b. Bahr b. Mahbub al-
Jahiz (d.255/868) was a Muctazili rhetorician and Qur’an scholar. However,
when Muctazili scholars, such as al-Jahiz, al-Zamakhshari, Ibn Sinan al-
Khafaji (d.466/1073), refer to the icjaz of the Qur’an, they employ the
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expression al-fasahah (eloquence) and made fasahah parallel to icjaz.
However, for the Ashcari theologians, such as al-Jurjani, al-Baqillani and
al-Razi, they employ the expression al-nazm (order system) when they
account for icjaz. For the Muctazili scholar al-Rummani, ayah-final expres-
sions (fawasil al-ayat) and assonance (al-sajc) represent Qur’anic icjaz
while his point of view is rejected by the Ashcari theologians such as al-
Baqillani and al-Jurjani who attribute icjaz to Qur’anic order system.
Modern exegetes like Mustafa Sadiq al-Rafici (d.1880–1937) is of the opin-
ion that icjaz is attributed to cadence (iqac al-sawt) and euphony (rakhamat
al-sawt). However, for Saiyid Qutb (d.1906–1966), artistic imagery is a
major feature of Qur’anic icjaz (for more details, see ch. 2, section: 2.5 in
Abdul-Raof  2006).

(53) Muctazili and Ashcari theologians expressed different points of view with
regards to the notion of al-sarfah (dissuasion) which was put forward by the
Muctazili theologian Wasil b. cAta’ (d.131/748) and adopted by the
Muctazili Ibrahim al-Nazzam (d.231/845), who was the teacher of al-Jahiz.
Thus, the notion of al-sarfah has been associated with and adopted by the
Muctazilah. According to the Muctazili Qur’an scholars, the Arabs pos-
sessed the linguistic and stylistic faculties and could have imitated Qur’anic
discourse but God dissuaded them from doing so. This view is not held by
mainstream exegesis (for more details, see ch. 2, section: 2.5 in Abdul-Raof
2006).

(54) Muctazili and Ashcari theologians agree that assonance in Qur’anic dis-
course is an effective rhetorical feature. They also agree that Qur’anic asso-
nance (al-sajc) is subservient to meaning. By doing so, they have made a
distinction between profane literature assonance and Qur’anic assonance.
For them, meaning is subservient to assonance in poetic discourse. The
mainstream Andalus school of exegesis is silent about this phenomenon
and expresses interest only in conceptual chaining in Qur’anic discourse.

(55) For the Maliki, Hanafi, Sahfici and Hanbali theologians, a Muslim who
abandons the daily prayers (tarik al-salat) deliberately (juhudan) is a disbe-
liever and an apostate (murtadd) and, therefore, should be killed. After
being killed, he or she should not be shrouded, offered a funeral prayer or
buried in a Muslim graveyard. Their view is based on Q9:5, ‘fa’in tabu
wa’aqamu al-salata . . . [If they should repent, establish prayer . . . ].’ For
the Maliki, Hanafi and Sahfici scholars, if he or she abandons daily prayers
for lack of motivation (kasalan), he or she should be killed but be shrouded,
offered a funeral prayer and buried in a Muslim graveyard. However, for
the Hanbali theologians, if a Muslim abandons the daily prayers due to lack
of motivation, he or she is considered as licentious but is not a disbeliever
since he or she still testifies monotheism and, therefore, should not be killed
(al-Mawsucah al-Fiqhiyyah 1992, 27, pp. 53–54).

(56) Mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes have distinct theological points
of view with regards to jihad (holy war). The Islamic legal ruling of jihad
is considered by Muslim scholars as either
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(i) fard kifayah (communal obligation), that is, although jihad is an oblig-
atory duty, it can be performed by a representative number of mature
Muslim individuals. Thus, when it is performed by a given number of
individuals, the rest of the Muslim community cannot be regarded as
sinful and are excused for not performing jihad, or 

(ii) fard cain (individual obligation), that is, jihad is an obligatory duty
incumbent upon every individual mature Muslim and that it is a sin if
a Muslim does not take part in it.8

For the non-mainstream Sufi school of exegesis, the notion of jihad has
a mystical meaning only and is void of any physical sense. Sufi
exegetes claim that the meaning of jihad in Q2:216, 274 and Q3:121,
169 denotes the fighting against the real enemy who is the self (al-
nafs), Satan and desire (al-hawa).
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4 Dichotomy between tafsir and
ta’wil

4.1 Introduction

The present chapter introduces the key terms and concepts that will be employed
in subsequent chapters. In order to set the scene for the following chapters of this
work, an in-depth account of the the binary opposition between exegesis (tafsir)
and interpretation (ta’wil) will be investigated from morphological, semantic and
theological perspectives. We shall also list the major areas to which exegesis is
related; the aspects of exegesis; kinds of exegesis; the companion’s views on an
exegetical problem which are taken as evidence, though not being backed up by
a hadith1 and those that are not accepted as evidence, the different meanings
of interpretation, commendable as opposed to objectionable interpretation and
categories of interpretation. 

4.2 What is tafsir?

The definition of the expression tafsir (exegesis, hermeneutics) will be investigated
from morphological, grammatical, semantic, theological and historical perspectives. 

(i) Morphologically, the expression tafsir is related to the verb fassara (to dis-
integrate or break down into pieces) as in fassarat al-nurah (the lime
disintegrated; al-cAkk 1986, p. 52). In other words, as a text analyst, the
exegete breaks the Qur’anic word into its semantic constituents in order to
deduct its signification(s). However, for al-Zamakhshari (1988, 2, p. 163)
and al-Qinnuji (1995, 1, p. 29), tafsir is morphologically related to the
word ‘tafsirah’ meaning either: 
(a) ‘the little amount of a sample water which the doctor examines to find

out the reason of the patient’s illness’ for al-Zarkashi, or 
(b) ‘the lead that is followed in order to reach the source of a given matter’

for al-Qinnuji. Therefore, both meanings signify ‘an investigation into
a given matter’.

(ii) Grammatically, the expression tafsir is a nominalized noun (masdar)
whose root verb is faccala and whose nominalized noun is tafcilah. The
expression tafsir can also be morphologically related to the verb fasara (to
expose, to uncover) whose nominalized noun is tafsirah. Therefore, the



verb fasara is a reversed form (maqlub) of the verb safara meaning ‘to
expose, to uncover’. Thus, we have in Arabic ‘safarat al-mar’atu,’ mean-
ing ‘She exposed her face, that is, she removed her face cover’; ‘imra’ah
sufur’, meaning a lady wearing Western clothes with no head and face
cover; ‘fasara al-subhu,’ meaning ‘It has become morning, that is, dark-
ness has disappeared’; ‘safara al-cimamah can ra’sihi,’ meaning ‘He took
off the turban from his head’ and ‘wal-subhi idha asfara’ (Q74:34) mean-
ing ‘by the morning when it brightens’. Also, we have the active participle
form (safir) meaning (the intermediary or messenger who attempts to elim-
inate the misunderstanding between two parties). In modern standard
Arabic, however, safir means ambassador. Thus, the safir, that is, the
‘exegete’ if we keep the reversed form, is the one who provides the correct
details for the readers who have different views about a given matter.
However, the main linguistic reason for making the expression tafsir on
the pattern tafcil is to signify hyperbole. In other words, tafsir signifies the
provision of a large amount of minute details about a given Qur’anic word
or ayah. Thus, for Ibn cAbbas, the meaning of the Qur’anic phrase ‘wa
ahsana tafsiran’ (Q25:33) is the best explanation. Thus, the two verbs
fasara and safara overlap semantically (cf. al-Raghib al-Asfahani 1997,
p. 262; al-Zarkashi 1988, 2, p. 163).

Gilliot (2002, p. 100), however, is not sure whether the word tafsir is of an
Arabic origin and claims that the verb fassara (to discover something hidden) is a
borrowing from Aramaic, Syriac or Christian-Palestinian words (peshar, pashshar)
and that the same verb is also found in Jewish-Aramaic. For Rippin (1987, p. 236),
the word tafsir appears to have evolved from a description of a poetic figure in
which one hemistich contains an explanation of the preceding one. Although the
word tafsir is historically related to the exegesis of the Qur’an, Rippin (2000, p.
83) notes that the word tafsir is also used by Muslim scholars for commentaries on
Greek scientific and philosophical works, being equivalent to sharh (explanation,
explication). For example, we find the word tafsir applied to the Greek and Arabic
commentaries on the works of Aristotle. Jews and Christians writing in Arabic
also use the word tafsir in the context of translations and commentaries on the
Bible, as it is demonstrated by the works of Saadia Gaon.

(iii) Semantically, the expression exegesis (tafsir) signifies ‘clarification, elu-
cidation and elaboration’ as it is designated by the following ayah: ‘wala
ya’tunaka bimathalin illa ji’naka bil-haqqi wa-ahsana tafsiran [They do
not come to you with an example except that We bring you the truth and
the best explanation]’ (Q25:33).

It is worthwhile to note that Q25:33 is the only citation of the expression tafsir
in the Qur’an. In other words, the word tafsir has occurred only once in the
Qur’an. However, tafsir overlaps semantically with the expression ta’wil, mean-
ing interpretation (see Section 4.3 below). Thus, one can say either tafsir al-ru’ya
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or ta’wil al-ru’ya and both mean the explanation of a dream (al-Raghib al-
Asfahani 1997, p. 425). For this reason, during the lifetime of Muhammad, the
companions viewed the expression tafsir as synonymous with ta’wil. This seman-
tic overlap is manifest in the hadith: ‘allahumma faqqihhu fi al-din wacallimhu al-
ta’wil [O God, make him (cAbd Allah b. cAbbas) knowledgeable in religion and
teach him the ta’wil]’ (Muslim, hadith no. 2477, 1994, 16, p. 55) which is a sup-
plication (duca’) by the Prophet for Ibn cAbbas, his cousin on the father’s side. In
his exegesis, al-Tabari has also employed tafsir to signify ta’wil. However, in
later generations, the meaning of tafsir has become distinct from that of ta’wil.
Unlike ta’wil that is primarily concerned with hypothetical and personal opinion
as well as the allegorical and esoteric signification (al-macna al-majazi and al-
macna al-batin) of a given expression, tafsir is concerned with both the allegori-
cal and non-allegorical, that is, exoteric, signification (al-macna al-zahir and
al-macna al-haqiqi) of a given word, provided the account given is in line with
sound prophetic tradition. In other words, tafsir is concerned with the denotative
(non-allegorical) and connotative (allegorical) meaning of Qur’anic words.2

(iv) Theologically, tafsir involves two aspects: 
(a) It is concerned with the understanding of Qur’anic discourse, its

admonition and legal rulings; the sound chain of authorities and sound
narration from the Prophet; his companions and the early successors
and is mainly hinged upon the Qur’anic text itself. In other words, the
exegesis of a Qur’anic matter, such as a word or an Islamic legal rul-
ing, is established through either the Qur’an, hadith or a companion’s
view. If the exegete does not find any of these sources of exegesis, he
can establish his judgement upon the opinion of an early successor.
However, when the exegete encounters differences of opinion among
the companions, he is required to take the opinion of either Ibn cAbbas
for al-Zarkashi (1988, 2, p. 189) or that of cAli b. Abi Talib for al-
Judaic (2001, p. 316).

(b) Muslim scholars agree unanimously that exegesis is a communal obli-
gation (fard kifayah).3 In other words, exegesis is a duty that is incum-
bent upon a representative number of Muslim individuals in a given
Muslim community.

(v) Historically, tafsir has begun as a natural practice during the lifetime of
Muhammad who has acted as the main authority on the semantic and the-
ological problems of the Qur’anic text. His exegetical explanation has
become known as the exegesis of the Prophet (tafsir al-nabi; for more
details on the Prophet’s exegesis, see Chapter 5, Sections 5.2.1.1, 5.2.1.1.1
and 5.2.1.1.2). The companions have also provided exegetical details to
their respective communities during their teaching in Makkah, Madinah
and Kufah. This has become known as the exegesis of the companions (for
more details on companion exegesis, see Chapter 5, Sections 5.2.1.2,
5.2.1.2.2 and 5.2.1.2.3, and for more details on the historical developments
of tafsir, see Chapter 1).
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4.2.1 Exegesis as a discipline

As a discipline, exegesis is hinged upon the direct narration from Muhammad
himself, from one of his companions or narration from an early successor. Thus,
it can only be achieved through conclusive evidence (dalil qatic). For this reason,
exegesis is concerned with the transparent signification of Qur’anic words that do
not require any personal or hypothetical opinion on the part of the exegete.
Therefore, tafsir depends primarily upon a sound chain of narration (isnad sahih).

For Qur’an scholars and exegetes such as al-Zarkashi (1988, 2, pp. 162–169),
al-Suyuti (1996a, 2, pp. 489–493), al-Raghib al-Asfahani (1997, p. 425), and al-
Dhahabi (1987, 1, pp. 14–16), exegesis is mainly concerned with

(i) the unearthing of the hidden signification of a Qur’anic word gharib al-
Qur’an and which needs to be based on sound narration, as in junah, mean-
ing haraj (objection); khutuwat al-shaitan, meaning camal al-shaitan (the
work of Satan); al-mass, meaning al-jimac (sexual intercourse); al-jibt,
meaning al-shirk (disbelief); jarahtum, meaning kasabtum min al-ithm
(what you have earned of wrongdoing); jasu, meaning mashu (they walk);
dinahum, meaning hisabahum (their account) and sakanun lahum, mean-
ing rahmatun lahum (mercy for them);

(ii) the denotative meanings of Qur’anic words, as in khairan, meaning malan
(wealth, money) in Q2:180, and mucridun, meaning mukadhdhibun (those
who turn away, disbelieve) in Q21:1;

(iii) the linguistic rules of words in isolation and in combination with other
words, as in bil-akhirati hum yuqinun (in the hereafter they have firm
faith; Q2:4) where bil-akhirati (in the hereafter) is a prepositional phrase
which is fronted (foregrounded), that is, muqaddam, in order to achieve the
pragmatic function of prominence of information value and to show
respect to those who believe. It is also the object of the verb yuqin (to have
a firm faith);

(iv) the manner of articulation of Qur’anic words, that is, the Qur’anic modes
of reading, as in ‘wa’idha ra’aita thumma ra’aita naciman wamulkan
kabiran [When you look there (in paradise), you will see pleasure and great
dominion],’ (Q76:20) where the word mulkan can mean either pleasure, if
it is pronounced like mulkan where the letter (m) takes the short vowel /u/
(al-dammah) and the letter (l) is made vowelless (haruf sakin), or it would
mean king or sovereign, if it is pronounced as malikan where the letter (m)
is given the short vowel /a/ (al-fathah) while the letter (l) takes the short
vowel /i/ (al-kasrah);

(v) the detailed semantic componential features of a Qur’anic word, as in
safwan (very soft stone), wabil (torrential rain) and tall (tiny drops of rain)
in Q2:264;

(vi) the multiple significations of Qur’anic words when they occur in a given
context, that is, the allegorical and non-allegorical significations of a given
Qur’anic word (al-haqiqah wal-majaz), as in fi qulubihim maradun (there
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is disease in their hearts, Q2:10) where the word maradun can either have
an allegorical meaning such as wrong belief, envy, desire to do evil actions
and weakness or a non-allegorical meaning, which is pain;

(vii) the reasons for revelation;
(viii) Makkan and Madinan revelations;

(ix) clear and ambiguous ayahs;4

(x) abrogating and abrogated ayahs;
(xi) Qur’anic parables;

(xii) Islamic legal rulings;
(xiii) The specific and general meaning (al-macna al-khass wal-camm), the

restricted and unrestricted meaning (al-macna al-mutlaq wal-muqaiyad)
and the brief and the detailed meaning (al-macna al-mujmal wal-mufassar;
for further details, see Chapter 5, Section 5.2.1.1.1);

(xiv) Arabic morphology, syntax and the three disciplines of Arabic rhetoric:
cilm al-macani (word order, that is, semantic syntax), cilm al-bayan (figures
of speech) and cilm al-badic (embellishments) and 

(xv) the orthography of Qur’anic words, as in amman yamshi sawiyya (or one
who walks erect on a straight path? Q67:22) where the particle amm (or)
is assimilated with the word man (who) to get amman (one who). Also, in
amm man yakunu calaihim wakila (but who will then be their representa-
tive? Q4:109) where the detached particle amm means bal (but).

In his exegesis Jamic al-Bayan fi Ta’wil al-Qur’an, al-Tabari (2005, 1, p. 57)
quotes Ibn cAbbas’s classification of exegesis. According to Ibn cAbbas, there are
four aspects of exegesis: 

(i) An aspect which the Arabs know from their native language: We are told by
Q26:195 that the Qur’an is revealed in a clear Arabic language (bilisanin
carabiyyin mubin). Therefore, a native speaker of Arabic is expected to be
familiar with Arabic syntax and semantics. In other words, a native speaker
of Arabic is expected to be acquainted with Arabic grammatical and mor-
phological rules and with Arabic vocabulary and its linguistic usage. The
major source of this linguistic awareness is derived from classical Arabic
poetry. Arabic grammatical and lexical meaning and usage, however,
should be in line with that of the companions, the successors, Qur’an schol-
ars and linguists; 

(ii) An aspect which every one should be aware of: This refers to Qur’anic
matters whose understanding are straightforward to the native Arab, are not
unclear and do not require an explanation, such as the lawful and unlawful,
of commands, as in ‘fa’aqimu al-salata wa’atu al-zakata wa’aticu allaha
warasulahu [Establish prayer and give zakat and obey God and His mes-
senger]’ (Q58:13); prohibitions, as in ‘wala tajassasu wala yaghtab bac-

dukum bacda [Do not spy or backbite each other]’ (Q49:12) and the ayahs
that designate monotheism and creed, as in ‘faclam annahu la ilaha illa allah
[So know that there is no deity except God]’ (Q47:19);
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(iii) An aspect which scholars are familiar with: This aspect of exegesis is
related to (a) the discovery of Islamic legal rulings from Qur’anic ayahs,
such as those that have occurred in Q2–Q5, and (b) the ayahs that may
involve more than two meanings, as in ‘allahu alladhi rafaca al-samawati
bighairi camadin tarawnaha [It is God who erected the heavens without pil-
lars as you can see them]’ (Q13:2) and

(iv) An aspect which only God knows: This is an aspect of tafsir that is part of
the unseen which is known only to God, such as the time of the day of
judgement, the blowing of the horn, the sending down of Jesus, the condi-
tions of the hereafter, the angels, the jinn, cryptic letters and the theologi-
cally ambiguous ayahs (al-mutashabihat).

For al-cAkk (1986, p. 47), exegesis is of two kinds:

(i) Lexical exegesis (al-tafsir al-lafzi): This is concerned with Arabic morphol-
ogy, syntax, the various modes of reading that are multiple source, irregu-
lar and well known, as well as with individual Qur’anic words which are of
foreign origin, and 

(ii) Semantic exegesis (tafsir macani al-ayat): This is concerned with creed
which is referred to as the tenets of faith, jurisprudence and the discovery of
Islamic legal rulings and with the three disciplines of Arabic rhetoric: word
order, that is, semantic syntax, figures of speech and embellishments.

Although tafsir does not rely on personal opinion, the exegete is allowed to
exercise the discovery (istinbat) of significations of Qur’anic words when there
is no chain of narration for the matter under investigation. In other words, the
exegete can employ his personal judgement to discover the meanings of a poly-
semous word or an ayah in a given context, provided the meaning discovered is
not in violation of the Qur’an and tradition. Thus, for al-Zarkashi (1988, 2,
p. 166), sound hypothetical opinion (al-ra’yu al-mahmud)5 can be exercised by
the exegete. For instance, an exegete is allowed to discover the significations of
the word al-macun in wayamnacuna al-macun (Q107:7). The word al-macun can
either mean

(a) the obligatory zakat,
(b) the poor woman,
(c) water,
(d) fire taken to light up the wood used for cooking,
(e) pasture,
(f) help or
(g) knowledge.

Each of these seven significations is a possible alternative to other meanings
and none of them violates the Qur’an or the tradition. However, the discovery
of an ayah’s sense that is not regarded as ta’wil is ‘wala tulqu bi’aidikum ila
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al-tahlukah’ (Q2:195) for which exegetes have discovered various meanings none
of which is counter to the Qur’an or the tradition. These meanings may be repre-
sented by one of the following: 

(a) The man who fights against a hundred men,
(b) The one who despairs of God’s mercy,
(c) The one who does not spend in charity,
(d) The one who spends his or her money earned through means that are disal-

lowed by Islamic law or
(e) the one who spends all of his wealth in charity and then begs people for

financial aid.

All of these significations are possible and contextually justified since each of
these meanings signifies ‘sin’. Thus, the above significations are not regarded as
ta’wil. It is for this very reason the Qur’an states, ‘wabtigha’a ta’wilihi [seeking
an interpretation suitable to them]’ (Q3:7) which does not make it forbidden for
exegetes to discover the polysemous significations of a given word. It is in this
sense that the expressions tafsir and ta’wil semantically overlap. Also, it is in this
sense that the supplication was made by Muhammad for his cousin Ibn cAbbas,
‘allahumma faqqihhu fi al-din wacallimhu al-ta’wil [O God, make him (Ibn
cAbbas) knowledgeable in religion and teach him the ta’wil]’ (Muslim, hadith no.
2477, 1994, 16, p. 55) should be understood.

The exegesis of the Qur’an, however, which is based upon hypothetical opin-
ion only and without an authentic source and a sound chain of authorities, is not
acceptable to orthodox Muslim scholars whose point of view is backed up by
several Qur’anic ayahs, such as ‘wa’an taqulu cala allahi ma la taclamun [To say
about God what you do not know]’ (Q2:169); ‘wala taqfu ma laisa laka bihi cil-
mun [Do not pursue that of which you have no knowledge]’ (Q17:36) and
‘litubaiyina lil-nasi ma nuzzila ilaihim [To make clear to the people what was
sent down to them]’ (Q16:44), and by the hadith narrated on the authority of Ibn
cAbbas, ‘man qala fi al-Qur’ani bighairi cilmin falyatabawwa’ maqcadahu min
al-nar [Whoever explains the Qur’an without knowledge, he has prepared for
himself a place in fire]’ (al-Tirmidhi, hadith no. 4022, 1994, 8, p. 277); by ‘man
takallama fi al-Qur’ani bira’yihi fa’sab faqad akhta [Whoever talks about the
Qur’an from his own opinion and achieves correctness, he has, indeed, been
mistaken]’ (al-Tirmidhi, hadith no. 4024, 1994, 8, p. 279) and ‘man fassara al-
qur’ana bira’yihi faqad akhta’ [Whoever provides an exegesis of the Qur’an
by his own opinion, then he must have committed an error]’ (al-Zarkashi 1988,
2, p. 181). However, the Qur’an encourages the discovery of meanings by per-
sonal opinion, ‘liyaddabbaru ayatihi wa liyadhdhakkara ulu al-albabi [So that
they might reflect upon its verses and that those of understanding would be
reminded]’ (Q38:29) and so does the hadith ‘al-qur’anu dhalulun dhu wujuhin
muhtamalah, fahmiluhu cala ahsani wujuhih [The Qur’an is semantically
straightforward and has many aspects; therefore, take it at its best significa-
tions]’ (al-Zarkashi 1988, 2, p. 180)
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4.2.2 Companions’ views on exegesis

In terms of the companions’ opinions and narration from Muhammad, we
encounter two notions in Qur’anic exegesis (al-Zarkashi 1988, 2, p. 174; al-Suyuti
1996, ch. 2, pp. 505–506; Abu Hajar 1996, pp. 36–38):

(i) al-marfuc: This expression means ‘attributed to the Prophet’; that is, it refers
to ‘a companion’s opinion that goes back to the tradition but without any
narration of a specific hadith’. It, therefore, designates a companion’s own
hypothetical opinion (ra’i) that is in line with the tradition. Thus, the exeget-
ical views of a companion enjoy the status of al-marfuc. The companions are
believed to have witnessed the revelation and are aware of the circum-
stances of revelation. For this reason, their views represent a sound hypo-
thetical judgement. A companion’s views can also be categorized as marfuc

if he or she is not known for his or her reliance on the views of the People
of the Book, that is, influenced by Jewish anecdotes.6 Thus, the compan-
ions’ views are referred to as hujjah ‘sound evidence’. For instance, a com-
panion may explain a given reason for revelation, an incident that has taken
place which he or she has witnessed or the meaning of a given Qur’anic
expression. In the view of Abu Hajar (1991, pp. 38), a companion’s opin-
ion can be marfuc if it fulfils two conditions: The first is related to the nar-
rator (al-rawi) and the second is related to the narrated opinion (al-marwiy):
(a) The narrator companion should not be known for his or her reliance on

Jewish anecdotes, and
(b) The narrated opinion is related to matters that are taken for granted

such as the reasons for revelation, the conditions of the day of judge-
ment and the hereafter.

For instance, cA’ishah has explained the meaning of Q33:10, ‘idh ja’ukum min
fawqikum wamin asfala minkum wa’idh zaghat al-absaru wabalaghat al-qulubu
al-hanajira [Remember when they came at you from above you and from below
you, and when eyes shifted in fear and hearts reached the throats]’ as ‘kana
dhalika yauma al-khandaqi [That was the day of the battle of al-Khandaq7 (the
trench, the ditch)].’ Thus, her commentary is of a marfuc status because
cA’ishah’s commentary on this exegetical problem is made without reference to
any specific hadith.

Also, the detailed commentary provided by Ibn cAbbas on the story of the
Prophet Ishmael, his father Abraham, his mother Hagar and the building of the
Kacbah is provided without reference to a particular hadith. Thus, it is considered
as marfuc since the information given represents Ibn cAbbas’s views. However,
the exegesis of Abu Hurairah of Q28:46, ‘wama kunta bijanibi al-turi idh nadaina
[You were not at the side of the mount when We called]’ as meaning ‘ya ummata
muhammadin, actaitukum qabla an tas’aluni, wa’ajabtukum qabla an tadcuni [O
the nation of Muhammad, I have given you before you have asked Me, and have
answered you before you have called Me]’ is not considered as marfuc because
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he is known for his heavy reliance on Jewish anecdotes. Therefore, his exegeti-
cal views have been based upon direct quotation from non-Muslim sources. 

(ii) al-mawquf: This expression means ‘own viewpoint’; that is, it refers to ‘a
companion’s opinion that is not attributed to the tradition’. It, therefore,
refers to the narration of a companion which is not based on the tradition but
rather on his personal opinion. In other words, the companion’s exegetical
views are not backed up by the tradition and represent his or her own per-
sonal opinion. Thus, the companions’ views cannot be considered as hujjah.
For instance, Abu Hurairah’s exegetical commentary on Q28:46 mentioned
in the above point is an example of a mawquf exegetical opinion; that is, his
exegesis represents his own hypothetical judgement and his opinions are
based on Jewish anecdotes rather than tradition.

4.2.3 Genres in Qur’anic exegesis

The expression ‘genre’ is employed in the present discussion to designate the
approach (uslub) which a given exegete employs in his Qur’anic text analysis.
Therefore, in Qur’anic exegesis scholarship, the expression uslub which we often
encounter does not refer to the literal meaning ‘style’. Rather, it refers to an
exegetical approach. The main distinctions between exegesis genres are related to
the following:

(i) The amount of details provided by the exegete;
(ii) The use of intertextuality;

(iii) Whether all or some ayahs are accounted for and
(iv) whether exegesis is provided at word, sentence or text level.

Although these genres are different from each other, some exegesis books that
adopt a given genre may be coloured by some features of other genres. al-
Tabari’s work, for instance, features the analytical genre, but it includes compar-
ative genre as well. There are five major genres in Qur’anic exegesis which have
evolved during the different historical phases of exegesis (see Chapter 2 for more
details). These genres are investigated below:

4.2.3.1 Analytical exegesis

This is referred to as al-tafsir al-tahlili which is the most common genre of exe-
gesis in which all the ayahs according to their arrangement in a given surah are
analysed. In other words, it is an ayah-by-ayah exegesis (tafsir musalsal). Thus,
a comprehensive analysis of the whole Qur’an is provided. This genre may also
include the analysis of a selected number of consecutive ayahs of a given surah
or the analysis of a selected surah only. An example of an analytical exegesis that
deals with one surah only is Tafsir Surat al-Hujurat fi Su’alin wa Jawab of Abu
cAbd Allah Mustafa b. al-cAdawi in which he investigates various jurisprudencial
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problems in a question–answer method. It belongs to the school of traditional
exegesis (al-tafsir bil-ma’thur) and also provides exhortation and details on the
circumstances of revelation. Analytical exegesis also provides a comprehensive
investigation of each ayah in terms of significations of its expressions, semantic
ambiguity, grammatical problems, rhetorical features, the reasons for its revela-
tion and its legal rulings. Therefore, it is an ayah-based exegesis.

Analytical exegesis belongs to the early phase of exegesis during the Prophet
and the companions’ phase. It has also continued during other phases until the
present time. However, analytical exegesis books vary in detail and in-depth
analysis from one exegete to another. Thus, one may find an exegesis of one
volume or of several volumes, such as those by al-Tabari, al-Thaclabi, al-Wahidi,
al-Baghawi, Ibn cAtiyyah, al-Tabarsi and Ibn Kathir. It is also worthwhile to note
that exegetes of this genre vary in their analytical approach in terms of narration
from Muhammad and the companions; Qur’anic intertextuality; opinions in sup-
port of a given school of law; grammatical, rhetorical, jurisprudence, historical,
mystical, scientific and cosmic details; exegetical information based upon Jewish
anecdotes and reference to scholastic views.

4.2.3.2 Synoptic exegesis

This is referred to as al-tafsir al-ijmali which is a gist ayah-by-ayah (musalsal)
exegesis in which the exegete provides a periphrastic exegetical outline of the
ayahs according to their arrangement in a given surah. Synoptic exegesis belongs
to the modern phase and attempts to provide the general meaning, the commu-
nicative function and the moral aims of the ayahs in a Qur’an-made-easy style
and a straightforward presentation technique. In this tafsir genre, however, the
surah may be divided into units each made up of a number of ayahs that are
linked together by a common aim, meaning and conceptual signification.
Intertextual semantic links may also be referred to in an attempt to illustrate the
conceptual relatedness and thematic connectivity of some words and the common
conceptual aim they share.

Synoptic exegesis does not account for grammatical, rhetorical, variant read-
ings and jurisprudential details. However, in an attempt to capture the aim of an
ayah, the exegete may refer to its reasons for revelation and its relevant story.
Therefore, synoptic exegesis is ayah based and is an overall semantic paraphrase
of a surah. It is a simple genre that is adopted in radio and television religious pro-
grammes that aim to appeal to the general public and attract a wider section of
society. It is also found as an outline of the surah in Qur’an recitation tapes. More
recently, a synoptic tafsir by Fu’ad al-cIrris (2005) has also briefly accounted for
the linguistic problems and their impact on the meaning of an ayah. He, as a syn-
optic exegete, also employs a simple literary language. His synoptic tafsir focuses
on the linguistic and psychological matters and is linked to contemporary life and
problems which the reader may encounter in his or her daily life. Exegetes of syn-
optic tafsir are like Muhammad Sulaiman al-Ashqar, cAbd al-Rahman al-Sacdi,
Muhammad al-Makki al-Nasiri, Wahbah al-Zuhaili and Mahmud Shaltut.
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Shawqi Daif’s al-Wajiz is a unique example of a synoptic tafsir genre. In English,
there is The Qur’an Outlined: Theme and Text by Hussein Abdul-Raof, which is
also a synoptic exegesis that is primarily concerned with the gist of the surah.
Wahbah al-Zuhaili’s al-Tafsir al-Wasit (2001) is meant for readers of average
educational background and is based on the radio tafisr programmes ‘Qasas min
al-Qur’an [stories from the Qur’an]’ and ‘al-Qur’an wal-Hayat [the Qur’an and
life]’, which he used to give on ‘Idhacat Sawt al-Shacab [the voice of people
radio]’ of Damascus from Saturday to Thursday during the period between 1992
and 1998.

4.2.3.3 Comparative exegesis

This is referred to as al-tafsir al-muqarin which is a comparative-contrastive
exegetical analysis in which the exegete compares and contrasts between differ-
ent views of exegetes on an exegetical problem represented by a given ayah. The
contrasted views may represent different schools of law. The exegete provides a
critical account of other views and introduces his own solution favouring one
opinion over the other and supports his position by evidence from the Qur’an,
prophetic tradition, views of the companions or the successors and reference to
other Scriptures. Comparative exegesis has started during the recording phase
and continued to the present time. This genre is represented by exegetes like al-
Tabari and Ibrahim Khalil. The exegesis radio programme by cAbd al-Rahman b.
cAqil al-Zahiri is also an example of a comparative exegesis genre.

Comparative exegesis genre, therefore, is an ayah-based commentary which is
concerned with various problems such as the grammatically and syntactically
ambiguous ayahs (al-mutashabihat); conceptual relatedness between Qur’anic
parables that occur in different surahs and which complement each other’s over-
all meaning; the comparison between ayahs that are specific or restricted and
those that are general and non-restricted; the comparison between an ayah and a
hadith and the comparison between a given Qur’anic notion, ayah, or surah and
their counterpart notions, sentence, or chapters in the Old or New Testament. The
latter area of comparative genre exegesis has featured in modern research by
Muslim and non-Muslim scholars such as the notion of Jesus and Mary in the
Qur’an and the New Testament, the notion of creation in the Qur’an and the Old
and New Testament and the comparison between the Qur’anic and Biblical story
of Joseph. Most of this research has appeared in academic journals, conferences
and postgraduate theses.

4.2.3.4 Thematic exegesis

This is referred to as al-tafsir al-mawduci which has emerged during the early
years of the formative phase, that is, during the Prophet’s phase (see Chapter 5,
Section 5.2.1.1) and continued up to the modern phase (see Chapter 5, Section
5.2.3). Thematic exegesis is not a musalsal tafsir; that is, thematic tafsir genre
does not follow the arrangement of the ayahs or surahs and occurs at different
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levels of analysis. It can be provided at three levels of analysis: at word level, at
ayah level and at text level. This tafsir genre is not concerned with grammatical
analysis, variant modes of reading and grammatical/rhetorical features of the
ayahs. In this genre, the ayahs, which occur in one or more surahs and share the
same ‘theme’ or same Islamic legal ruling, are put together and their commu-
nicative function, general meaning and jurisprudential rulings explained. In other
words, the ayahs that share a common concept but occur in different surahs are
collected together and provided with a brief exegetical analysis. Thus, thematic
commentary is theme based. Thematic exegesis, for instance, deals with a given
expression such as ‘the believers in the Qur’an’ in which expressions like sifat
cibad al-rahman (the characteristic features of servants of the Most Merciful) or
al-mu’minun (the believers) is accounted for throughout the Qur’an. It also deals
with the meaning of a given ayah such as alladhina fi qulubihim maradun (those
in whose hearts is disease) that has occurred throughout the Qur’an.

The thematic tafsir genre is also concerned with a given notion such as the
notions of al-sabr (patience) or eschatology in a given surah or in the whole
Qur’an, and is also concerned with morality and exhortation of some ayahs in a
given surah or the exhortation of a surah such as exhortation of Q12. An inter-
esting example of thematic exegesis is the Tafsir of Abu al-Hasan al-Harali al-
Marakishi (d.638/1240). In this tafsir, al-Harali collects all the thematically
related ayahs and provides an exegetical outline. His methodical approach in his
tafsir work, however, is based on conceptual chaining (al-munasabah).8 In her
recent thematic tafsir work, Zainab cAtiyyah Muhammad (1995) deals with the
ayahs that share the same theme. However, Zainab also provides a synoptic exe-
gesis where she explains each ayah separately but very briefly, two lines at most.
Her tafsir is thematic because several ayahs from different surahs are put together
and these ayahs share a common theme. 

More recently, however, thematic tafsir genre has attracted the attention of
Muslim scientists who have made attempts to account for the ayahs that refer to
the notion of God’s omnipotence. This has led to the emergence of what is now
known today as al-tafsir al-cilmi (scientific exegesis) such as that of Zakariyah
Hamimi (al-Icjaz al-cIlmi fi al-Qur’an) and Zaghlul al-Najjar (al-Mafhum al-cIlmi
lil-Jibal fi al-Qur’an al-Karim). Tantawi Jawhari (al-Jawahir fi Tafsir al-Qur’an
al-Karim) is another representative of al-tafsir al-cilmi (cf. Wielandt 2002, p. 130).

4.2.3.4.1 FORMS OF THEMATIC EXEGESIS

The most common forms of thematic exegesis genre are as follows:

(a) The analysis of ayahs through Qur’anic intertextuality: Although based on
narration and verbally transmitted, the exegesis of the Prophet and the com-
panions is an example of this form of genre. An example of a modern the-
matic exegesis which adopts this genre is Usul al-cUlum al-Insaniyyah min
al-Qur’an al-Karim: Kashshaf Mawduci (1995) by Zainab cAtiyyah
Muhammad in which she collects the ayahs from different surahs that are
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thematically and intertextually related and provides a brief exegesis in a
simple style of the theme of each ayah. In the twenty-first century, Abu Bakr
Jabir al-Jaza’iri has also provided a thematic genre exegesis in his Aisar al-
Tafasir li Kalam al-cAliy al-Kabir where he lists the themes of a group of
ayahs and gives a brief discussion of some words. Abu al-Hasan al-Harali al-
Marakishi (d.638/1240) in his Tafsir Abu al-Hasan al-Harali al-Marakishi
also provides a brief thematic exegesis of a number of ayahs that are concep-
tually related. al-Harali’s tafsir work is now available under the title of Turath
Abi al-Hasan al-Harali al-Marakishi fi al-Tafsir, which is edited by Muhmadi
b. cAbd al-Salam al-Khayyati (1997). al-Harali’s approach of cilm al-
munasabah (thematic chaining and conceptual relatedness among some con-
secutive ayahs) has been adopted by al-Razi (d.604/1207) and al-Biqaci
(d.885/1480). This form of exegetical genre is an ayah level thematic exegesis.

(b) The collection of the ayahs that share an Islamic legal ruling, that is, ayahs
which are conceptually related, such as jurisprudential ayahs: this form of
thematic genre exegesis has featured in the recording phase (see Chapter 5,
Sections 5.2.2.1 and 5.2.2.2) by exegetes like al-Qurtubi, al-Jassas and Ibn
al-cArabi, as well as in the modern phase by exegetes like Muhammad Siddiq
Hasan in his Nail al-Maram min Tafsir Ayat al-Ahkam. This is an ayah-level
thematic exegesis.

(c) The collection and analysis of the stylistic and linguistic mutashabihat ayahs
through Qur’anic intertextuality (for details on the stylistic and linguistic
mutashabihat ayahs, see Note 4, Point ii of the present chapter). This form of
exegesis features in the recording phase by exegetes such as Abu cAbd Allah
Muhammad b. cAbd Allah al-Iskafi (d.420/1029; Durrat al-Tanzil wa Ghurrat
al-Ta’wil), Mahmud b. Hamzah al-Karmani (d.500/1106; al-Burhan fi
Mutashabih al-Qur’an) and Badr al-Din b. Jamacah (d.733/1332; Kashf al-
Macani fi Mutashabih al-Mathani). This is an ayah-level thematic exegesis
which accounts for the linguistically similar but stylistically dissimilar ayahs.

(d) The collection and analysis of sarcasm (al-sukhriyah) ayahs is another form
of thematic exegesis by modern exegetes like cAbd al-Halim Hafni (Uslub
al-Sukhriyah fi al-Qur’an al-Karim) and (al-Taswir al-Sakhir fi al-Qur’an al-
Karim). This is an ayah-level thematic exegesis.

(e) The investigation of context and lexis is another form of thematic exegesis
genre. This is referred to as al-ashbah wal-naza’ir which is a linguistic account
of Qur’anic words and is mainly concerned with the study of a given lexical
item and the analysis of its various significations according to the different
contexts in which it occurs throughout the Qur’an. Among exegetes who have
dealt with this form of genre are Muqatil b. Sulaiman (al-Ashbah wal-Naza’ir
fi al-Qur’an al-Karim), Yahya b. Salam (al-Tasarif), al-Fairuzabadi (Basa’ir
Dhawi al-Tamyiz fi Lata’if al-Kitab al-cAziz), Ibn al-Jawzi (Nuzhat al-Acyun al-
Nawazir fi cIlm al-Wujuh wal-Naza’ir), al-Thaclabi (al-Ashbah wal-Naza’ir fi
al-Alfaz al-Qur’aniyyah Allati Taradafat Mabaniha wa Tanawwacat Macaniha)
and Mascud Bubu (al-Ishtirak al-Lafzi fi al-Qur’an al-Karim Baina al-
Nazariyyah wal-Tatbiq). This is a word-level thematic exegesis.
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(f) The collection of ayahs that involve grammatical or semantic problems: This
has featured in the recording phase by exegetes like Abu Muhammad cAbd
Allah b. Muslim Ibn Qutaibah (d.276/889; Ta’wil Mushkil al-Qur’an). This
is an ayah-level thematic exegesis.

(g) Topic-based exegesis which is concerned with the collection of ayahs that
deal with topics like abrogation, oath and similitudes (al-amthal): This is an
ayah-level thematic exegesis.

(h) Topic-based exegesis which is concerned with the collection of God’s
omnipotence ayahs that have a scientific background such as cosmology,
the cattle, the womb and the mountains: This is referred to as al-tafsir al-
cilmi (scientific exegesis) which attempts to substantiate the icjaz (inim-
itability) of the Qur’an. Some among the representative scientific exegetes
are Tantawi Jawhari, Zakariyah Hamimi and Zaghlul al-Najjar. This is an
ayah-level thematic exegesis.

(i) The collection of ayahs which have specific reasons for revelation: This form
of thematic exegesis has featured during the recording phase by exegetes like
Abu al-Hasan cAli b. Ahmad al-Wahidi al-Naisaburi (d.468/1075; Asbab al-
Nuzul). This is an ayah-level thematic exegesis.

(j) The analysis of a major theme, that is, leitmotif, of a given surah, such as the
conceptual analysis of monotheism in Q3 or Q112. This form of thematic
exegesis has featured in the modern phase. Among exegetes of this form of
genre are Ibrahim al-Kailani (Tasawwur al-Iluhiyyah Kama Tacriduhu Surat
al-Ancam), Kamal Muhammad cIsa (Qadaya al-cAqidah fi Daw’ Surat Qaf)
and Muhammad Yusuf (Qadaya al-Mar’ah fi Surat al-Nisa’). This is a text-
level thematic analysis because the text of the whole surah is investigated.

(k) The exegesis of the whole Qur’an in a thematic fashion different from tradi-
tional musalsal (ayah-by-ayah) tafsir. This has featured during the modern
phase by exegetes like Muhammad al-Ghazali (Nahwa Tafsir Mawduci
Lisuwar al-Qur’an al-Karim). This is also a text-level thematic exegesis.

4.2.3.5 Literary exegesis

This type of genre has begun in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries by
exegetes like Saiyid Qutb, Muhammad al-Ghazali, Muhammad Mutwalli al-
Shcrawi and Hasan al-Turabi. Among the Shici exegetes who have adopted the
modern literary approach to Qur’anic exegesis is the Iranian exegete Ayatollah
Mahmud Taleqani (d.1980) who also called for a political analysis of the Qur’an.
Taleqani was influenced by the Egyptian exegete Muhammad cAbdu (d.1849–
1905; Amirpur 2005, p. 337).

The major feature of literary exegesis genre is simple language and style in
order to make it more accessible to the ordinary reader. This tafsir genre is not
concerned with linguistic problems, variant modes of reading, Jewish anecdotes,
abrogating and abrogated notions, Islamic legal rulings or the reasons for revela-
tion. At times, literary exegetes attempt to explain some grammatical and rhetor-
ical problems in a simple approach. However, the main objective of literary
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exegesis is to provide admonition through the underlying message of the ayah or
the Qur’anic parable and attempts to make the exhortation similar in temperament
with the current socio-political milieu.

4.2.3.6 Radio exegesis

Radio exegesis (al-tafsir al-idhaci) is a synoptic modern phase Qur’anic exegesis
that has evolved during the second half of the twentieth century. Radio exegesis
is ‘the Qur’an-made-easy’ tafsir genre whose primary objective is to make the
radio audience understand the meanings of the Qur’an in a simplified way. Radio
exegesis is characterized by the following features: 

(i) Time limitation: Since the radio programme has a limited time, radio exe-
gesis genre is not only synoptic in nature but may also be a musalsal tafsir
(ayah-by-ayah).

(ii) Type of audience: Radio exegesis is more often than not directed towards
audience with an average education who are not interested in in-depth
exegetical details that account for grammatical, stylistic or jurisprudential
problems.

(iii) Exhoration: The exegete aims to provide an admonition session through
the analysis of a set of ayahs, as in the two radio programmes by Wahbah
al-Zuhaili, ‘Qasas min al-Qur’an [stories from the Qur’an]’ and ‘al-Qur’an
wal-Hayat [the Qur’an and life]’ on ‘Idhacat Sawt al-Shacab [the voice of
people radio’]’ of Damascus from Saturday to Thursday, during the period
1992 to 1998.

(iv) Thematic unit: The exegete attempts to discuss a set of ayahs that consti-
tute a thematic unit (wihdah mawduciyyah) which can be explained within
the time allowed for the radio programme.

(v) Simplicity and brevity: The exegete provides a simple approach to the
surah or the set of ayahs avoiding technical expressions and lengthy
details. The semantic details of Qur’anic expressions are provided in a
simple language. The meaning of a Qur’anic word is supported by inter-
textual reference to other ayahs, the hadith and at times Arabic poetry. The
exegete also refers to sound hadiths and avoides weak and fabricated ones
in order to save time. When the ayah involves more than one exegetical
opinion from different schools of exegesis, the exegete usually refers to the
most common exegetical view shared by the majority of exegetes who rep-
resent different schools of thought. Similarly, the exegete does not deal
with the notion of abrogation and also does not account for the circum-
stances of revelation in detail.

(vi) Outline: The exegete provides introductory details to the surah referring to
its name(s), number of ayahs, time and place of revelation, general themes
and sometimes its thematic relationship with the preceding surah.

(vii) Jewish anecdotes: The exegete does not refer to Jewish anecdotes in his
radio exegesis programme.
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(viii) Radio vocal skills: To get the message across and achieve psychological
impact on the audience, the exegete employs intonation techniques com-
patible with the exegesis programme. His intonation contours differ from
one set of ayahs or one Qur’anic expression to another as in ayahs referring
to paradise which are produced with an intonation different from those that
refer to the hell fire or the wrath of God. Also, the exegete recites the
ayah(s) under discussion in order to psychologically prepare the audience.

Fu’ad al-cIrris’s tafsir book is originally a Labanese radio programme broad-
cast through the Qur’an radio (idhacat al-Qur’an). However, it is aimed for an
educated audience. Other radio exegesis programmes are by Muhammad al-
Makki al-Nasiri (d.1994) (Morocco), cAbdullah al-Taiyib (d.2003) (Sudan), Fadil
Hasan cAbbas (Jordan), Muhammad al-Sacdi Farhud (Egypt), Wahbah Mustafa
al-Zuhaili (Syria; al-Damir 2006), Muhammad al-Nabulsi (Palestine) and cIsa
cAbdu (Saudi Arabia).

4.2.4 Categories of exegesis

Exegesis, in the view of al-cAkk (1986, p. 47), can be classified into two cate-
gories. These are as follows:

(i) Word-form exegesis (al-tafsir al-lafzi): This category of Qur’anic exegesis
deals with the orthographic shape of the word and accounts for the semanti-
cally and syntactically ambiguous words, authentic versus unauthentic modes
of reading of a given word, morphological and grammatical aspects of a word,
as well as the linguistic aspects of the constituent words of a given ayah.

(ii) Semantic exegesis (tafsir al-macani): This category of Qur’anic exegesis is based
on the three disciplines of (a) belief (cilm al-caqidah) that is referred to as usul al-
din (sources of religion), (b) Islamic jurisprudence that deals with the discovery
of Islamic legal rulings and (c) Arabic rhetoric that deals with the semantically
oriented word order (cilm al-macani) and figures of speech (cilm al-bayan).

Wansbrough (1977, pp. 119–246) offers a typology of tafsir works which
include narrative, legal, textual, rhetorical and allegorical (see Section 4.2.4.1 for
more details). Wansbrough (1977, p. 121; cf. Berg 2000, pp. 148–155) also
employs 12 exegetical devices:

1. Variae lections: They refer to the variant modes of reading adopted by major
Qur’an reciters. Variae lections involve vocalic or diacritic differences and
at times they involve lexical differences; that is, two different words that are
synonymous are employed by different reciters. Variae lections can lead to a
change in meaning that marks a theological cleavage. This exegetical device
has been employed by a number of exgetes like al-Tabari.

2. Poetic loci probantes: They refer to poetic citations from pre-Islamic poetry
that are employed to explain a grammatical or semantic problem in a given
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Qur’anic passage. The exegete usually refers to one or two lines of poetry to
substantiate his exegetical analysis. Although the poetic loci probantes are
taken from profane literature, pre-Islamic Arabic poetry has been praised as
an exegetical tool and is supported by Ibn cAbbas who is reported to have
said, ‘al-shicru diwan al-carab [Poetry is the register of the Arabs],’ meaning
that Arabic (pre-Islamic) poetry is the linguistic and stylistic pool of informa-
tion that can be employed to elucidate a grammatical or semantic problem.

3. Lexical explanation: This involves the use of variant modes of reading,
poetry and synonymous words. A word can also be explicated through refer-
ence to the foreign origin of the word or its Bedouin usage.

4. Grammatical explanation: This exegetical tool provides a periphrasis of
grammatical problems which lead to distinct meanings. This is true of prob-
lems like a noun which can be either in the nominative or the accusative case.

5. Rhetorical explanation: This device has emerged and developed with the
notion of icjaz (inimitability of Qur’anic style). This exegetical device
involves the employment of the three constituents of Arabic rhetoric: word
order, figures of speech and embellishments in order to uncover the aesthetic
and stylistic prototypical features of Qur’anic discourse.

6. Periphrasis: The exegete provides brief exegetical details of a Qur’anic
expression or a grammatical problem. This exegetical tool is encountered in
the majaz tafsir works such as Majaz al-Qur’an by Abu cUbaidah (d.210/825).

7. Analogy: This is referred to as qiyas through which the exegete explains the
meaning of a word that occurs in two different Qur’anic passages through the
comparison of their semantic properties. In other words, the commentator
needs to establish the analogous relationship between the two expressions.

8. Abrogation: This exegetical technique revolves around the abrogating and
abrogated ayahs (al-nasikh wal-mansukh), that is, the ayahs that are can-
celled by other ayahs.

9. Circumstances of revelation: In this exegetical device, the exegete deals with
the reasons for revelation (asbab al-nuzul), that is, the elucidation of the con-
text that precipitated a given Qur’anic passage. We usually encounter
extended narratives that explain the circumstances of a given revelation.

10. Identification: This technique is related to the identification of people who
are related to a given ayah. In his exegetical analysis of an expression, the
exegete provides a one-word gloss for the identification of an individual or a
group of people.

11. Prophetic tradition: Prophetic hadiths are employed as an exegetical tech-
nique and may include an anecdote elucidating a Qur’anic passage.

12. Anecdote: A narrative is used as an exegetical tool to describe an event that
is referred to by an ayah and may also refer to a companion.

4.2.4.1 Wansbrough’s exegetical typology

In his classification of early tafsir literature, Wansbrough (1977, pp. 119–246; cf.
Rippin 1987, pp. 238–239) offers a typology of Islamic exegetical literature. He
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provides a literary approach based on the style of the exegete and the function of
his tafsir. In his exegetical typology, Wansbrough proposes two different criteria
of classification, functional and stylistic, which can produce five sequential form-
ative categories of tafsir texts. The literary characteristics of exegesis during its
formative phase are as follows:

(i) Narrative (haggadic) exegesis: This category of tafsir provides contextual
information related to reasons for revelation. An example of this category is
Tafsir Muqatil b. Sulaiman by Muqatil b. Sulaiman al-Balkhi (d.150/767)
which provides brief folklore details influenced by the Judeo-Christian
milieu, as in Q3:39, ‘musaddiqan bi-kalimatin min allahi [confirming a
word from God]’ (2003, 1, p. 168) and Q20:80, ‘wanazzalna calikum
al-manna wal-salwa [We sent down manna and quails for you]’ (2003, 2,
p. 336). For some ayahs, we may encounter a lengthy commentary as in
Q18:9–26 and 83–98.

(ii) Allegorical exegesis: This is a tafsir category that is concerned with alle-
gorical (majazi), that is, esoteric (batin) interpretation (ta’wil) of Qur’anic
passages in the light of mystical experience. Non-mainstream Muslim
students of the Qur’an have found this genre appropriate for their political
and theorlogical points of view supported by the underlying (batin, majazi)
meaning, such as the Sufi tafsir of Sahl al-Tustari (d.896/1490). The eso-
teric approach reflects the Sufi meditations on the Qur’an.

(iii) Legal (halakhic) exegesis: It is a tafsir category in which the ayahs whose top-
ics are of legal value and indicate Islamic legal rulings are isolated, arranged
and explained by this category of tafsir. These include daily ritual prayer, alms-
giving, holy war, fasting, pilgrimage, lesser pilgrimage, abrogation and the
imposition of poll tax. An example of an early tafsir literature is represented by
Tafsir Khams Mi’at Ayah min al-Qur’an by Muqatil b. Sulaiman al-Balkhi.

(iv) Textual (masoretic) exegesis: In this category of early tafsir literature,
grammatical, semantic and phonetic problems are investigated by philolo-
gists such as al-Farra’ (d.207/822) in his Macani al-Qur’an and Abu
cUbaidah Macmar b. al-Muthanna (d.210/225) in his Fada’il al-Qur’an
which features grammatical problems and the textual variants of some
expressions that lead to different meanings, different grammatical inflec-
tions and different modes of reading. Textual exegesis that deals with the
semantic analysis of the Qur’an is represented by the works of Muqatil b.
Sulaiman al-Balkhi, whose work al-Ashbah wal-Naza’ir deals with
Qur’anic polysemy and semantic collation, and al-Kisa’i (d.187/802),
whose work Mushtabihat al-Qur’an features the grammatically similar but
stylistically distinct ayahs and their contextually different meanings. For
Wansbrough (1977, p. 215), the exegetical procedures symbolized by the
terms wujuh, naza’ir and mutashabihat were derived from a view of scrip-
ture as self-contained and self-explanatory.

(v) Rhetorical exegesis: This is a tafsir category which is concerned with the
prototypical stylistic and literary features of Qur’anic discourse such as
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Majaz al-Qur’an by Abu cUbaidah (d.210/825), which focuses on the notion
of icjaz from a rhetorical perspective, and Ta’wil Mushkil al-Qur’an of Ibn
Qutaibah (d.276/889).

4.3 What is ta’wil?

Interpretation is referred to as ta’wil in Qur’anic studies and has been a contro-
versial notion in Qur’anic exegesis due to the ideological manipulation. This con-
troversy is mainly attributed to the fact that ta’wil has acquired a double-edged
meaning. The present discussion provides an in-depth account of the expression
ta’wil in terms of its morphological, semantic, theological and historical over-
tones. 

(i) Morphologically, the expression ta’wil is a nominalised noun derived from
the verb ala (to bounce or return from). Thus, awala al-kalama ta’wilan
means he reflected upon someone’s speech thoroughly and provided it
with an accurate explanation. In other words, he has provided an exegesis
for it. Also, awala al-shai’ means to return something; al-Zarkashi 1988, 2,
p. 164; al-Suyuti 1996a, 2, p. 491; al-Dhahabi 1987, 1, p. 16; Abu Hajar
1991, p. 18. The nominalised noun (ta’wil) can also be derived from the
verb awwala (to provide an exegetical account, that is, meaning [fassara];
al-Zamakhshari n.d.:12; al-Raghib al-Asfahani 1997, p. 38). 

(ii) Semantically, the notion of ta’wil is the analysis of the signification of a
Qur’anic lexical item through hypothetical evidence (dalil zanni). It is pri-
marily concerned with the discovery (istinbat) of underlying significations
of Qur’anic words. In other words, it unearths the allegorical and esoteric
significations of a given expression. Thus, the text analyst ignores the deno-
tative and literal meaning of the word and provides an interpreted significa-
tion that is established on probability (al-ihtimal). Probability of
signification takes one of the following forms:

(1) The restricted meaning (al-macna al-muqaiyad) probably designates an unre-
stricted meaning (al-macna al-mutlaq), as in ‘wahuwa alladhi yaqbalu al-taw-
bata can cibadih [It is He who accepts repentance from His servants]’
(Q42:25), which refers to the general meaning of accepting ‘repentance’
from anyone anywhere. However, there are ayahs which signify that repen-
tance in some cases cannot be accepted by God such as at the moment of
death, seeing the major signs of the Hour (al-ayat al-kubra lil-sacah), when
someone dies while he or she is still a disbeliever, as in Q2:187; Q3:90;
Q4:17, 18; Q5:34, 39; Q85:10. These ayahs designate the restricted meaning
of repentance. The same applies to ‘fatahriru raqabatin [to free a slave]’
(Q58:3) where the word raqabah (literally meaning ‘neck’) has an unre-
stricted (mutlaq) meaning which has been made restricted (muqaiyad) by the
word mu’minatin (a believer) in ‘fatahriru raqabatin mu’minatin [to free a
believing slave]’ (Q4:92; al-Khudaribik 1969, p. 188).
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(2) The general meaning (al-macna al-camm) probably designates a specific
meaning (al-macna al-khass), as in ‘wa’uhilla lakum ma wara’a dhalikum [All
others beyond these are lawful to you]’ (Q4:24) which has a general meaning
that has been specified by the hadith, ‘la tunkah al-mar’atu cala cammatiha
wakhalatiha [Do not marry your wife’s aunt while your wife is still alive with
you].’ Tradition, that is, hadith or sunnah, can specify the meaning of an aya
that has a general meaning, as in ‘waman yaqtul mu’minan mutacammidan
fajaza’uhu jahannam [Whoever kills a believer intentionally, his recompense
is hell]’ (Q4:93) whose general meaning is made specific by the hadith, ‘man
ja’akum wa’amrakum jamicun yuridu an yufarriqa jamacatakum faqtuluhu
[When you are united and someone comes to you aiming to divide your unity,
then kill him].’ Similarly, the general meaning of ‘wal-sariqu wal-sariqatu
faqtacu aidiyahuma [You should amputate the hands of the male and the
female thief]’ (Q5:38) is made specific by the hadith ‘la tuqtac al-yadu illa fi
rubci dinarin fasacidan [The thief’s hand should not be amputated unless he or
she steals the value of a quarter of a Dinar or more]’ (Q5:38).

(3) The polysemous meaning (al-macna al-mushtarak) probably designates one
of its other meanings. In Qur’anic discourse, we have (a) polysemous words
and (b) polysemous phrases. Examples of polysemous words are like ‘wal-
mutallaqatu yatarabasna bi’anfusihinna thalathata quru’in [Divorced women
should not remarry for three menstrual periods]’ (Q2:228) where the word al-
qar’ (singular), meaning a menstrual period, and the word quru’, meaning
menstrual period(s) in plural, are polysemous, which means either al-tuhr
(cleanliness of or free from menstrual blood) or al-haid (menstruation,
period). Another example of polysemy at word level is the expression cascasa
(Q81:17) which can mean either aqbala (to come, arrive) or adbara (to go
away, to leave). Examples of polysemous phrases are ‘aw yacfuwa alladhi
biyadihi cuqdatu al-nikahi’ [or the one in whose hand is the marriage contract
foregoes it]’ (Q2:237) where the phrase cuqdatu al-nikahi is polysemous,
meaning either al-waliy (the legal guardian) because he has ‘the tie’ before
the marriage contract or al-zawj (the husband) because he has ‘the tie’ after
the marriage contract.

(4) A non-allegorical (haqiqi) expression probably designates an allegorical sig-
nification(9), as in ‘wal-subhi idha tanaffasa [And the dawn when it breathes]’
(Q81:18) where the expression tanaffasa can have a non-allegorical meaning
(to breathe) and an allegorical meaning (to come, arrive), and also in ‘wa’u-
la’ika al-aghlalu fi acnaqihim [Those will have shackles upon their necks]’
(Q13:5) where the word al-aghlalu can allegorically mean ‘maghlulun can al-
iman [There is a veil upon their hearts, they cannot see the truth]’ and can also
allegorically mean ‘al-acmal alfasidah [the wrong deeds that have controlled
them and led them to hell]’. However, the word al-aghlalu can non-allegori-
cally mean iron collars, shackles (Abu Haiyan 2001, 5, p. 359) 

The expression ta’wil has occurred 17 times in the Qur’an as a polysemous
expression that denotes distinct significations, including the following:
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(a) ‘Interpretation’ and ‘specific meaning’ as in Q3:7, ‘fa’amma alladhina fi
qulubihim zaighun fayattabicuna ma tashabaha minhu ibtigha’a al-fitnati
wabtigha’a ta’wilihi [As for those in whose hearts is deviation from truth,
they will follow that of it which is unspecific, seeking discord and seeking
an interpretation suitable to them]’;

(b) ‘The result, outcome or end’ as in Q4:59, ‘dhalika khairun wa ahsanu
ta’wilan [That is the best way and best in result]’ and also in Q7:53; 

(c) ‘Interpretation of deeds’ as in Q18:78 and 82, ‘dhalika ta’wilu ma lam tas-
tic calaihi sabran [That is the interpretation of that about which you could not
have patience]’ and 

(d) ‘Interpretation of dreams’ as in Q12:6, 37, 44, 45, and 100, ‘hadha ta’wilu
ru’yaya [This is the explanation of my dream].

(iii) Theologically, the expression ta’wil has also become a demarcation point
between sound and unsound exegesis. However, this theological contro-
versy did not develop during the lifetime of Muhammad, his companions or
the early successors. During that time, the two notions of tafsir and ta’wil
were synonymously used and whose signification overlapped semantically.
At that time, both expressions meant ‘to explain the meaning of an expres-
sion and its underlying signification’. This overlap in meaning between
tafsir and ta’wil is encountered in Q3:7, ‘wama yaclamu ta’wilahu illa allahu
[No one knows its true interpretation except God]’ and also in the hadith,
‘allahumma faqqihhu fi al-din wacallimhu al-ta’wil [O God, make him (Ibn
cAbbas) knowledgeable in religion and teach him the ta’wil]’ (Muslim,
hadith no. 2477, 1994, 16, p. 55). However, the controversy found its way
during the emergence of the Muslim scholastic theology (cilm al-kalam) and
the Muctazilite philosophy during the second half of the third/tenth century.
In their Qur’anic text analysis, Muslim scholastics rely heavily on their
rational approach rather than analogy (al-qiyas) on Qur’anic intertextuality
and the tradition transmitted through a chain of authorities from the earliest
period of Islam preferably from Muhammad or one of his companions.
However, they may adopt examples based on the Qur’an or tradition if they
comply with their own hypothetical opinion. If these examples do not match
their reasoning, they ignore them (al-cAkk 1986, p. 55). Thus, a discredited
work of exegesis can be categorized as tafsir mu’awwal (an interpreted exe-
gesis) meaning an exegesis that is allegorical (majazi), based upon personal
hypothetical opinion (al-ijtihad or al-dirayah) and the discovery (al-istinbat)
of underlying signification of a given Qur’anic word as opposed to tafsir bil-
ma’thur (traditional, mainstream exegesis). Similarly, a given commentator
is labelled as mu’awwil (an interpreter), an expression with semantically
negative connotation, rather than being referred to as mufassir (an exegete)
and his commentary is categorized as tafsir bilra’i (hypothetical opinion
exegesis). The semantic distinction between tafsir and ta’wil has begun to
show theological delineation and has been coloured by a political overtone.
Historically, therefore, it is reasonable to suggest that the dispute over tafsir
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and ta’wil can be traced back to the earliest sectarian disputes in Islam
between the general community and the followers of Muhammad’s son-in-
law and cousin, cAli b. Abi Talib (d.40/661), known as the Shicah, who
wished to appropriate the word ta’wil for reference to interpretation of ‘con-
cealed’, that is, esoteric, Qur’anic expressions as demanded by Shici doctrine
(cf. Rippin 1987, p. 236).

(iv) Historically, the synonymous and overlapping signification between the two
technical terms tafsir and ta’wil is also encountered in early exegesis works
by al-Tabari (d.310/927) and al-Maturidi (d.333/944) in which the two
expressions are interchangeably employed in the titles of their works, as well
as in the work of other Qur’an scholars such as Mujahid b. Jabr (d.104/722)
(Abu Hajar 1991, p. 18). However, early exegetes like Muqatil b. Sulaiman
(d.150/767) have made a distinction between tafsir and ta’wil. For Muqatil,
tafsir refers to what is known on the human level and ta’wil as what is known
to God alone (Rippin 1987, p. 236). For Versteegh (1993, p. 63), the verb
ta’awwala is used in the early commentaries and tradition meaning ‘to apply
a verse to a given situation’ since the main motive for examining and dis-
cussing the text of the Qur’an is to investigate its applicability to religious
and social practices. For Gilliot (2002, p. 100), the distinction between tafsir
and ta’wil has been attested since the first half of the second/eighth century,
and probably before, in the earliest rudimentary attempts to classify exege-
sis. Representation of this distinction between tafsir and ta’wil is the opposi-
tion between the transmission (riwayah) of exegesis from early authorities,
such as the companions, and an exegesis built upon critical reflection
(dirayah), as a declaration of al-Maturidi (d.333/944) in his Qur’anic com-
mentary indicates: ‘The tafsir belongs to the companions, the ta’wil to the
scholars (fuqaha’), because the companions saw the events and knew the cir-
cumstances of the revelation of the Qur’an’ (Gilliot 2002, pp. 100–101).

4.3.1 Classification of interpretation

Unlike tafsir, which is based on conclusive evidence (dalil qatic), ta’wil is hinged
upon hypothetical evidence (dalil zanni), that is, personal opinion, and, at times,
is marred by subjective political and dogmatic leanings. The objection of Muslim
orthodox scholars against ta’wil as an approach in Qur’anic hermeneutics is based
on three references in the Qur’an. These are Q17:36, ‘wala taqfu ma laisa laka
bihi cilmun [Do not pursue that which you have no knowledge]’; Q2:169, ‘wa’an
taqulu cala allahi ma la taclamun [(Satan orders you) to say about God what you
do not know]’ and Q16:44, ‘litubaiyina lil-nasi ma nuzzila ilaihim [To make clear
to people what was sent down to them]’. Accordingly, the word ta’wil has
assumed a double-edged meaning. Therefore, the notion of ta’wil can be classi-
fied into commendable ta’wil and objectionable ta’wil:

(i) Commendable ta’wil (al-ta’wil al-mahmud)10 depends upon sound per-
sonal understanding of the significations of a given Qur’anic word and is
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adopted only after exhausting other sources of tafsir such as Qur’anic
intertextuality, the tradition, sound narration and views of the companions
or early successors. In other words, commendable ta’wil takes the context
of a given ayah into account and the commentary provided is in line with
the Qur’an and the tradition. Thus, although a Qur’anic commentary
adopts a ta’wil approach based on the Qur’an, the tradition and sound nar-
ration, it is classified as tafsir bil-ma’thur (mainstream, traditional exege-
sis).11 For instance, ‘inna rabbaka labilmirsad [Indeed, your Lord is in
observation]’ (Q89:14), where the word labilmirsad can be exegetically
accounted for as an expression that is related to the nominalized noun al-
rasd (observation). Thus, one can say, ‘rasada salimun al-binta,’ meaning
Salim observed the girl. Thus, Salim is a rasid – an observer (al-Raghib
al-Asfahani 1997, p. 221). However, the expression labilmirsad can be
interpreted, that is, as given a ta’wil, ‘al-tahdhir min al-tahawun bi’amr
allah wal-ghaflati can al-ahbati wal-isticdadi lil-cardi calaihi [a warning
against indifference towards God’s commands and negligence of and
unpreparadness for meeting Him]’ (al-Dhahabi 1987, 1, p. 21). Thus, the
second meaning is regarded as ta’wil because it accounts for the underly-
ing rather than the denotative meaning.

(ii) Objectionable ta’wil (al-ta’wil al-madhmum)12 is the most controversial
area of Qur’anic exegesis. It is established primarily upon personal critical
reflection and hypothetical judgement (al-dirayah) without any reference to
Qur’anic intertextuality, the tradition, sound narration and views of the
companions or the early successors, as in Q55:19, ‘maraja al-bahraini yal-
taqiyani [He released cAli and Fatimah, meeting side by side]’ whose ta’wil
is cAli b. Abi Talib and his wife Fatimah; that is, the expression al-bahraini
is taken as symbolic, an allusion (isharah) to cAli and Fatimah, rather than
an explanation of the expression’s denotative meaning (the two seas). An
interesting example of an objectionable ta’wil that is symbolic and trans-
formed into imagery is given by the Shici exegete al-Qummi (d.309/921). In
Q18:60–82, a long dialogue takes place between al-Khidr and Musa. For al-
Qummi, this is related to a prognosis of Muhammad’s appearance as herald
of the true faith (Wansbrough 1977, p. 245). 

By the same token, Sufi exegetes heavily rely on esoteric analysis which
is considered by mainstream exegetes as objectionable interpretation, as in al-
kahf in Q18:16, ‘al-khalwah maca allah,’ which means the seclusion with God;
al-kalb in Q18:18, meaning the self (al-nafs) (al-Tacmi 2007, 1, pp. 344–345);
al-insana in Q96:5, meaning Muhammad (al-Tacmi 2007, 2, p. 862); al-arda in
Q99:1, meaning the human being (al-Tacmi 2007, 2, p. 875); al-baqarah in
Q2:68–69, meaning the self (al-nafs; cArabi 2006, 1, p. 18); al-walid in Q17:23,
meaning the educator who is the Sufi scholar; al-walid al-ruhi, meaning the spir-
itual educator (ibid., 1, p. 491), but al-walid in Q90:3 means God, since He feeds
people (ibid., 2, p. 837); al-nacal in Q20:12, meaning the self (al-nafs) (ibid.,
1:365) and al-ma’ in Q21:30, meaning God (ibid., 1:375). 
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Also, in Q20:5, ‘al-rahmanu cala al-carshi istawa [The most Merciful who is
above the Throne established],’ an allegorical meaning is provided that is differ-
ent from that given in the translation. The word involved in Q20:5 is istawa,
which is interpreted as istawla, meaning ‘to capture, seize’. However, this eso-
teric signification is linguistically flawed because the verb istawa means ‘to get
established on, to settle on’. Therefore, in Arabic one can say, ‘istawaitu cala al-
kursi,’ meaning ‘I sat on the chair’ but it does not mean, ‘I seized the chair.’ The
meaning of istawa as ‘to get established on, to settle on’ is backed up by Qur’anic
intertextuality in Q23:28, ‘fa’idha istawaita anta waman macaka cala al-fulki
[When you and those with you have boarded the ship].’ Thus, istawa here also
signifies ‘to board, that is, to settle on the ship’.

The application of grammatical rules with disregard to sound narration also
gives rise to objectionable ta’wil, as in Q5:6, ‘ya aiyuha alladhina amanu idha
qumtum ila al-salati faghsilu wujuhakum wa-aidiyakum ila al-marafiqi wamsahu
biru’usikum wa arjulakum ila al-kacbaini [O you who have believed, when you
rise to perform prayer, wash your faces and your forearms to the elbows and wipe
over your heads and wash your feet to the ankles].’ The ta’wil involved in this
ayah is represented by the word arjulakum (your feet). An exegetical account
which relies on hadith provides the accusative case (al-nasb), that is, the short
vowel /a/ (al-fathah) to the noun arjula (feet).

Objectionable ta’wil also stems from the explanation of theologically ambigu-
ous expressions and notions (al-mutashabihat; see Note 4 of the present chapter),
such as the unravelling of the underlying significations of cryptic letters and the
names and attributes of God. For mainstream theologians, the knowledge of such
matters is exclusive to God alone. These theologically ambiguous matters are
referred to by Q3:7, ‘huwa alladhi anazal calaika al-kitaba minhu ayatun muhka-
matun hunna ummu al-kitabi wa’ukharu mutashabihatun fa’amma alladhina fi
qulubihim zaighun fayattabicuna ma tashabaha minhu ibtigha’a al-fitnati
wabtigha’a ta’wilih wama yaclamu ta’wilahu illa allahu. wal-rasikhuna fi al-cilmi
yaquluna amanna bihi, kullun min cindi rabbina [It is He who has sent down to
you (O Muhammad) the Book. There are verses in it that are precise – they are
the foundation of the Book – and others ambiguous. As for those in whose hearts
is deviation from truth, they will follow that of it which is ambiguous, seeking
discord and seeking an interpretation suitable to them. No one knows its true
interpretation except God. However, those firm in knowledge say, ‘We believe in
it. All of it is from our Lord].’ It is the last section of this ayah, ‘wama yaclamu
ta’wilahu illa allahu [No one knows its true interpretation except God]’ that con-
firms the position adopted by orthodox Muslim scholars with regard to objec-
tionable ta’wil that deals with theologically ambiguous expressions and notions
whose knowledge lies with God alone. Their position is also derived from the end
part of this ayah, ‘wal-rasikhuna fi al-cilmi yaquluna amanna bihi, kullun min
cindi rabbina [However, those firm in knowledge say, ‘We believe in it. All of it
is from our Lord’].’ Also in the light of this ayah, an exegete who dares to deal
with such impermissible matters, is claimed to be aiming to stir discord among
people, ‘ibtigha’a al-fitnati [seeking discord]’. 
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Therefore, although we are urged by the Qur’an to reflect upon it, as in Q38:29,
‘kitabun anzalnahu ilaika mubarakun liyaddabbaru ayatihi waliyatadhakkara ulu
al-albab [This is a blessed Book which We have revealed to you (O Muhammad)
that they might reflect upon its ayahs and that those of understanding would be
reminded]’ Q47:24, ‘afala yatadabbaruna al-qur’ana am cala qulubin aqfaluha
[Then do they not reflect upon the Qur’an, or are there locks upon their hearts?]
and Q54:17, ‘walaqad yassarna al-qur’ana lil-dhikri fahal min muddakir [We
have certainly made the Qur’an easy for remembrance, so is there any who will
remember?],’ we are not entirely free to employ our personal judgement without
being armed with substantiating evidence based on Qur’anic intertextuality and
sound tradition.

4.3.1.1 Forms of objectionable interpretation

For traditional mainstream theologians, objectionable ta’wil applies to one of the
following five forms:

(a) An exegesis provided by an unqualified exegete; that is, the exegete does not
possess the required linguistic/stylistic and jurisprudential skills of exegesis
(for more details see Chapters 7 and 8, respectively);

(b) The exegesis of theologically ambiguous notions and expressions, such as
the cryptic letters, the names and attributes of God;

(c) The exegesis of those who are claimed to belong to a non-mainstream school
of law;

(d) The exegesis which is based on allusion (al-isharah) in an attempt to unravel
the underlying (esoteric) meaning of Qur’anic expressions and

(e) The exegesis that is based on personal desire (al-hawa) and imitation (al-
taqlid), that is, without sound sources or critical talent.

Thus, the outcome of any of the above forms represents impermissible
Qur’anic commentary; that is, it is considered by mainstream Muslim scholars as
being objectionable ta’wil (al-Qinnuji 1995, 1, p. 17–18).

4.3.2 Categories of interpretation

There are two major prerequisites for interpretation to be commendable and
acceptable. When the following two conditions are met, the Qur’anic commenta-
tor can ignore the denotative, that is, the literal or surface, meaning of a given
expression and adopt the underlying signification. This also applies to Islamic
legal rulings and jurisprudential matters whose derivation of meaning is based
upon the literal meaning of the relevant expression (al-cAkk 1986, pp. 58–62).
The two prerequisites of ta’wil are as follows: 

(a) The meaning derived is one of the probable significations which the text
involves. This meaning should also be compatible with Arabic language lin-
guistic norms, on the one hand, and, 
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(b) On the other hand, interpretation also needs to be substantiated by sound evi-
dence (dalil sahih) in terms of Qur’anic intertextuality, sound tradition and
the standard practice of the Prophet.

Therefore, the major distinguishing factor between the two categories is the
weight of the evidence (al-murajjah) available to the exegete. Based on the above
two conditions, ta’wil is of two categories: 

(i) Close interpretation (ta’wil qarib): This kind of interpretation requires min-
imum evidence. For instance, the interpretation of the Qur’anic expression
zahara in ‘wala yubdina zinatahunna illa ma zahara minha [They (i.e.
women) do not expose their adornment (i.e. beauty) except that which nec-
essarily appears thereof]’ (Q24:31). For Imam al-Shafici, the verb zahara is
interpreted as the lady’s face and the palms of her hands, since this is the
most probable signification for al-Shafici. His evidence, however, is sup-
ported by the story that has been narrated by cA’ishah: ‘When cA’ishah was
with her husband, Muhammad, Asma’ Bint Abi Bakr entered the house
wearing a thin Syrian dress. On seeing her, the Prophet looked down and
said, ‘O Asma’, what is this? When a lady menstruates, it is not recom-
mended that anything of her body is shown except this and that, and he
referred to the palm of his hand and face.’ 

Another example of close interpretation is the word qumtum in ‘ya aiyuha
alladhina amanu idha qumtum ila al-salati faghsilu wujuhakum wa-aidiyakum ila
al-marafiqi wamsahu biru’usikum wa arjulakum ila al-kacbaini [O you who have
believed, when you rise to perform prayer, wash your faces and your forearms to
the elbows and wipe over your heads and wash your feet to the ankles]’ (Q5:6).
The denotative, that is, literal or surface, meaning of the verb qumtum is to stand
up, which should not be taken into consideration. Instead, the close interpretation,
cazamtum (to decide, to determine), which is also the closest probable significa-
tion, has to be adopted. Thus, the context of qumtum signifies ‘determination,
decision’ in Q5:6 rather than ‘standing up’. The evidence for this interpretation is
based on the fact that a Muslim is not required to have the ablution after he or she
has started the act of praying. 

(ii) Distant interpretation (ta’wil bacid): This kind of interpretation requires
strong evidence based on sound narration, as in ‘wamsahu biru’usikum wa
(arjulakum)/(arjulikum) ila al-kacbaini [Wipe over your heads and (wash)/
(wipe) your feet to the ankles]’ (Q5:6) where we have two modes of read-
ing: (1) A mode of reading in which the expression arjulakum occurs in the
accusative case mansub (arjula [feet], in the accusative case). Thus, it is
coordinated to the first noun wujuhakum (your faces) which is also in the
accusative case; that is, both nouns, wujuhakum and arjulakum, are the
direct objects of the same verb aghsilu (to wash). This interpreted meaning
is also backed up by the standard practice of Muhammad where he was seen
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frequently washing his feet during his ablution and that he had not been seen
wiping over his feet except over his leather socks. This meaning is also sup-
ported by a prophetic tradition. It has been narrated by Muslim that
Muhammad saw a man performing his ablution without washing his ankles.
Muhammad said to the man, ‘wailun lil-acqabi min al-nari [Woe to the
ankles from fire].’ This mode of reading Q5:6 (arjulakum) is also supported
by cAli b. Abi Talib, who notes that ‘this is a form of foregrounding and
backgrounding’; that is, it is a syntactic matter related to word order that
places a word at either the end or the beginning of the same sentence. In
other words, the word arjulakum should have occurred next to the noun
wujuhakum. Moreover, the mode of reading with the accusative case is a
multiple source reading. Thus, based upon this sound narration, the inter-
preted meaning of the expression arjulakum is not considered as a distant
interpretation but rather it is a close one that is commendable and accept-
able. (2) The other interpreted meaning provides the same noun in the gen-
itive case – majrur (arjuli [feet], in the genitive case). Thus, it is coordinated
to the first noun ru’usi (faces) which is also in the genitive case; that is, both
nouns, ru’usikum and arjulikum, are the direct objects of the same verb
amsahu (to wipe over). This interpreted meaning allows the individual dur-
ing the ablution for prayer not to wash his or her feet but only to wipe over
them. Because this interpreted meaning is not backed up by any sound
prophetic tradition, it is considered as a distant interpretation. However, this
distant interpreted meaning is also based on a multiple source mode of read-
ing, but it is not based on a prophetic tradition. In other words, this inter-
preted meaning is established on a mode of reading but not on a sound
hadith.
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5 Evolution of exegesis

5.1 Introduction

The present chapter provides an informative analysis of the origins of Qur’anic
exegesis as a procedure. The main focus of our discussion is to offer an in-depth
account of the various historical stages of Qur’anic exegesis that has started from
the early first/seventh century to our present time, the exegetical tools employed
by given exegetes of a paricular school of exegesis during an evolutionary phase,
as well as the characteristic features and sources of each phase. Our account
focuses on the degree of authority in tafsir, whether Muhammad has authorized
the exegesis of the Qur’an, how much exegesis Muhammad has actually provided
to his companions, whether his compnaions’ exegetical views can be taken for
granted and whether there has been reluctance to the exegesis of the mutashabi-
hat (the stylistically and linguistically similar or dissimilar) ayahs.

Three major evolutionary phases have been identified in our historical analy-
sis. The nascent phase of Qur’anic exegesis is represented by the classical form-
ative phase that has become the bedrock of the subsequent two phases. An
evaluation is also provided of the role of Muhammad, the companions, early and
late successors as well as contemporary exegetes. The present chapter also pro-
vides details about the controversial exegetical tool of Judaeo-Christian anec-
dotes, whether Muhammad and his companions have used them in their exegesis,
the degree of leniency and/or reluctance among companion and successor
exegetes with regards to the employment of Judaeo-Christian anecdotes as an
exegetical tool and whether they are employed in jurisprudential matters. Most
interestingly, the present chapter traces the evolution of rational exegesis known
as ‘hypothetical opinion’ exegesis and why it is stigmatized by other schools of
exegesis. It also provides an account of why the Qur’an is in need of prophetic
tradition. The impact of hadith on Qur’anic exegesis and the autonomy of tafsir
from hadith will also be discussed.

5.2 Evolutionary phases of exegesis

Throughout the last 1,400 years, the exegesis of the Qur’an has gone through
many historical and controversial stages. The present study provides an in-depth



The formative phase of Qur’anic exegesis

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3

Muhammad The companions Early and late successors

Figure 4 Stages of the formative phase

It is worthwhile to note that it is during the third stage of the formative phase
which starts from the first quarter of the second/eighth century, that is, during the
late successors’ lifetime, that Qur’anic exegesis has begun to be recorded in a
volume form. This formative phase represents the major foundation stage in the
historical development of Qur’anic exegesis. During the formative phase, exege-
sis has gone through three different yet interrelated foundation phases that are
featured in the exegesis of the Prophet, the companions and the successors. It is
also worthwhile to note that exegesis has largely remained during the three stages
of the initial formative phase as an integral part of hadith and is based mainly on
oral transmission, that is, without being recorded in a written volume form.
However, during the third stage of the formative phase of the successors,
Qur’anic exegesis has become independent of hadith and begun to be recorded.

5.2.1.1 Exegesis of the prophet

This is known as tafsir al-nabi (exegesis of the Prophet) and is referred to as tafsir
al-qur’an bil-sunnah (exegesis of the Qur’an by prophetic tradition). The exege-
sis of the Qur’an goes back to the lifetime of Muhammad. As a receiver of the
revelation, Muhammad has been the mouthpiece of the Islamic religion as we are
informed by Q16:44, ‘wa’anzalna ilaika al-dhikra litubaiyina lil-nasi ma nuzzila

historical investigation of the development of exegesis during its three major evo-
lutionary phases which are formative (Section 5.2.1), recording (Section 5.2.2)
and modern (Section 5.2.3). What follows is a thorough historical account of the
development of Qur’anic exegesis.

5.2.1 The formative phase

This phase represents the classical period of Qur’anic exegesis and extends over
three crucial stages: stage 1 of the formative phase is during Muhammad’s life-
time, stage 2 of the formative phase starts after the death of Muhammad and is
led mainly by companion exegetes and stage 3 of the formative phase is led by
early and late successor exegetes. This is illustrated by the following diagram:
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ilaihim walacallahum yatafakkarun [We revealed to you the message (i.e. the
Qur’an) that you may make clear to the people what was sent down to them and
that they might give thought].’

Muhammad’s commentary has been the cornerstone of the exegesis of the
Qur’an as Q59:7 explains, ‘wama atakum al-rasulu fakhudhuhu wama nahakum
canhu fantahu [Whatever the messenger has given to you – take it, and what he
has forbidden you – refrain from].’ The Prophet’s commentary is also related to
his sunnah, that is, his customary practice that indicates his actions and sayings.
For instance, when Tawus b. Kaisan al-Yamani (d.106/724) used to read two
units of prayer (two rakcahs) after the afternoon (casr) prayer, he is advised by Ibn
cAbbas to abandon this practice as Muhammad has ordered them not to do so. For
Muslim scholars, Muhammad is given the eloquence (al-bayan) which involves
linguistic and rhetorical competence that enables him to elucidate the Qur’anic
text to his companions. Thus, what is not explained in the Qur’an is made clear
by the prophetic tradition as in the rituals of pilgrimage and the five daily prayers.
This is based on the following hadiths: ‘khudhu canni manasikakum [Take your
rituals from me]’ and ‘sallu kama ra’aitumuni usalli [Pray as you have seen me
pray]’ (al-Qurtubi 1997, 1, p. 74).

5.2.1.1.1 EXEGETICAL TECHNIQUES OF THE PROPHET’S EXEGESIS

The Prophet’s exegesis takes the form of unravelling the significations of Qur’anic
expressions or ayahs that are unknown to his companions. His exegesis has
become the tradition and features in one of the following exegetical techniques:

(i) Explaining a general meaning or a theological matter (bayanun limujmalin):
The Prophet, for instance, has shown and explained precisely the form and
manner of the five daily prayers, the amount of zakat and the specific rites
of pilgrimage, which are referred to in a general way by Q2:42, ‘wa’aqimu
al-salata wa’atu al-zakata warkacu maca al-rakicin [Establish prayer and give
zakat and bow with those who bow in worship and obedience].’
Muhammad has also said, ‘khudhu canni manasikakum [Learn your rites
from me]’ and ‘sallu kama ra’aitumuni usalli [Pray as you have seen me
praying]’ (al-Qurtubi 1997, 1, p. 74).

(ii) Explaining a semantic ambiguity (tawdihun limushkilin): The companions
have encountered semantically unclear expressions which have been
explained by Muhammad, as in Q2:187, ‘wakulu washrabu hatta
yatabayyana lakum al-khaytu al-abyadu min al-khayti al-aswadi min al-fajri
[Eat and drink until the white thread of dawn becomes distinct to you from
the black thread of night].’ It is narrated by cUdai b. Hatim that when he
asked Muhammad about the meanings of the expressions al-khayt al-abyad
and al-khayt al-aswad and whether they were al-khaitan (the two threads).
The Prophet answered, ‘la bal huwa sawadu al-laili wabayadu al-nahari
[No, it is the darkness of the night and the whiteness of the day]’ (al-Qurtubi
1997, 2, p. 315).
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Also, Q14:27, ‘yuthabbitu allahu alladhina amanu bil-qawli al-thabiti fi al-hay-
ati al-dunya wafi al-akhirati [God keeps firm those who believe, with the firm
word, in worldly life and in the hereafter],’ is semantically ambiguous. However,
this ambiguity is unravelled by the Prophet’s exegesis through his hadith: ‘al-mus-
limu idha su’ila fi al-qabri yashhadu an la ilaha illa allahu wa’anna muhammadan
rasulu allahi [The Muslim, when he or she is asked in his or her grave, he or she
answers. “There is no deity worthy of worship but God and that Muhammad is His
messenger”]’ (al-Bukhari 1981, hadith no. 1303, Muslim 1994, hadith no. 2871).

Also, the expression quwwah (literally meaning ‘strength’, Q8:60) is explained by
the Prophet as al-rami (throwing, that is, throwing of arches in the battle field). It is
also narrated from cAli b. Abi Talib that he asked the Prophet about the meaning of
al-hajj al-akbar (the greater pilgrimage) in Q9:3 and the Prophet answered, ‘It means
yawm al-nahr (the day of immolation)’.1 It is also narrated from Ubai b. Kacb that he
asked the Prophet about the meaning of al-taqwa in Q48:26, ‘fa’anzala allahu sakiA
natahu cala rasulihi wacala al-mu’minina wa’alzamahum kalimata al-taqwa [God
sent down His tranquillity upon His messenger and upon the believers and imposed
upon them the word of righteousness]’ and the Prophet answered, ‘It means la ilaha
illa allah [There is no deity worthy of worship but God].’ Muhammad also explained
to his companions the meaning of mutahharatun as in ‘mutahharatun min al-haid
wal-buzaq wal-nukhamah [purified from menstruation, saliva and mucus]’ which
occurs in Q2:25, ‘lahum fiha azwajun mutahharatun [They will have therein purified
spouses]’ (al-Zarkashi 1988, 2, p. 173; al-Dhahabi 1987, 1, pp. 49–60).

Similarly in:
‘casa an yabcathaka rabbuka maqaman mahmudan [So that your Lord may
raise you to a highly praised status]’ (Q17:79) where the expression
maqaman mahmudan (a highly praised status) is semantically ambiguous.
The Prophet, however, explains this phrase as al-shafacah (intercession).

(iii) Specifying the generic (takhsis al-camm): For instance, the expression
zulm in Q6:82 literally means aggression. However, when Ibn cAbbas
enquires about the meaning of this word that occurs in the ayah, ‘alladhina
amanu walam yalbisu imanahum bizulmin [They who believe and do not
mix their belief with injustice]’ (Q6:82), the Prophet provides a different
signification, that is, al-shirk (association of others with God). In his expla-
nation of this expression to the companions, Muhammad has referred to
Qur’anic intertextual reference in Q31:13, ‘ya bunaiyah la tushrik billahi,
inna al-shirka lazulmun cazimun [O my son, do not associate anything with
God. Indeed, association with Him is great injustice]’ where the expres-
sion zulm is explained by this ayah as al-shirk. Thus, the Prophet adopts
the exegetical technique of Qur’anic intertextuality which is referred to as
tafsir al-qur’an bil-qur’an (the exegesis of the Qur’an by the Qur’an).

Muhammad also explained to his companions the general meaning of the expres-
sion mafatihu al-ghaibi (the keys of the unseen) in Q6:59, ‘wacindahu mafatihu
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al-ghaibi la yaclamuha illa hu [With Him are the keys of the unseen; none knows
them except Him].’ For this expression, the Prophet says, ‘mafatihu al-ghaibi
khams [the keys of the unseen are five]’ and then refers to Q31:34, ‘inna allaha
cindahu cilmu al-sacati wayunazzilu al-ghaitha wayaclamu ma fi al-arhami wama
tadri nafsun madha taksibu ghadan wama tadri nafsun bi’aiyi ardin tamut inna
allaha calimun khabir [Indeed, God alone has knowledge of the hour and sends
down the rain and knows what is in the wombs. No soul perceives what it will
earn tomorrow, and no soul perceives in what land it will die. Indeed, God is
Knowing and Acquainted].’

Also, the expression al-maitatu (the dead animals) in hurrimat calaikum al-mai-
tatu (The dead animals are prohibited to you) in Q5:3 occurs in a generic sense,
but the Prophet’s exegesis provides a specific meaning for some dead animals
when he makes it permissible for the Muslim to eat dead fish according to the
hadith: ‘huwa al-tahuru ma’uhu, al-hillu maitatuhu [It (the sea) is that whose
water is clean and whose dead is allowed]’ (Malik 1996, hadith no. 45).

(iv) Restricting the unrestricted (taqyid al-mutlaq): For instance, the expression
yadd (hand) in Q5:38, ‘al-sariqu wal-sariqatu faqtacu aidiyahuma [As for
the male and female thief, amputate their hands]’ refers to an unrestricted
signification which has been restricted by the Prophet to mean al-yamin (the
right hand). Also, an Islamic legal ruling may occur with an unrestricted
meaning, as in Q4:11–12, ‘min bacdi wasiyyatin [after any bequest he may
have made]’ which has been given a restricted signification as al-thuluth
(the third) by the Prophet (al-Bukhari 1981, hadith no. 1233, and Muslim
1994, hadith no. 1628).

Although Muhammad has been often asked by the companions, the amount of
details the companions have got through his exegesis is still unknown. It can be
claimed, however, that Muhammad must have explained what was unclear to his
inquisitive companions. cUmar b. al-Khattab was also narrated as saying that the
last revelation was Q2:281 known as ayat al-riba (the interest ayah): ‘wattaqu
yawman turjacuna fihi ila allahi thumma tuwaffa kullu nafsin ma kasabat wahum
la yuzlamun [Fear a day when you will be returned to God. Then every soul will
be compensated for what it earned, and they will not be wronged]’ (Q2:281) and
that it was left unexplained by the Prophet who passed away soon after.

5.2.1.1.2 FEATURES OF THE PROPHET’S PHASE

The exegesis of Muhammad can be characterized by the following features:

(i) Lexical paraphrase: The exegetical details provided to the companions are
informative but marked by brevity and the paraphrastic details of Qur’anic
expressions.

(ii) Non-holistic: The commentary does not include the entire Qur’an but
rather specific ayahs or expressions are explained briefly.
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(iii) Qur’anic intertextuality: The Prophet’s exegesis is hinged upon the exege-
sis of the Qur’an by the Qur’an.

(iv) Jewish anecdotes: The commentary of the Prophet does not include refer-
ence to Jewish anecdotes.2

(v) Oral transmission: Although the exegesis provided by the Prophet is the
companions’ major source of understanding the Qur’an, it has remained
unrecorded. The companions are instructed by Muhammad not to record
his hadith or his exegetical views for fear of confusing what he says with
the Qur’an. The other reason for not having the Prophet’s exegesis
recorded is attributed to the fact that most of the companions are illiterate
and the writing materials are not easily available.

(vi) Absence of poetic loci: This is referred to in Arabic as al-shawahid which
means quotations from pre-Islamic Arabic poetry. These are not relied
upon in the Qur’anic exegesis of the Prophet.

(vii) Absence of variant readings: The exegetical details provided by the
Prophet to his companions do not refer to modes of reading.

(viii) Absence of anthropomorphism and ambiguous ayahs: The Prophet has not
dealt with the controversail theological issues like the theological
mutashabihat expressions or the names and attributes of God (for more
details on theological mutashabihat, see n. 9 of Chapter 1).

5.2.1.2 Exegesis of the companions

The companions have shown remarkable interest in Qur’anic exgesis from the
early stage of the revelation. Although the Qur’an is in Arabic and the companions
enjoy a high degree of linguistic skills, they have encountered some semantic dif-
ficulties. After the death of the Prophet, the expansion of the Muslim state and the
need and influence of the foreign non-Arab converts, the need for Qur’anic exe-
gesis has increased. The informative details given by different companions vary
from one to another depending on a number of factors, including the following: 

(i) The companion’s volume of contact with and enquiries made to the Prophet, 
(ii) The companion’s knowledge of Islamic legal rulings, 

(iii) The companion’s knowledge of the various circumstances of revelation and 
(iv) The companion’s own general knowledge. 

The successor Masruq b. al-Ajdac (d.63/682) describes the level of knowledge
among the companions as ikhadh which is the plural of ikhadhah, meaning brooks,
which signifies that different brooks have different levels of water (cf. Abu Hajar
1991, p. 33). cUmar b. al-Khattab (d.23/644), for instance, asks about the meaning
of takhawwuf in Q16:47, ‘aw ya’khudhahum cala takhawwufin [or that He would
seize them gradually in a state of dread].’ A man from the tribe of Hadhil informs
him of its meaning as tanaqqus (decrease, diminution), which is a dialect of this
tribe. Also, cAbd Allah b. cAbbas (d.68/687), known as al-bahr (the sea of knowl-
edge), turjuman al-qur’an (the Qur’an’s translator) and habru al-ummah (the
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learned man of the Muslim nation), seeks help for the expressions (fatir) in Q6:14,
‘fatir al-samawati wal-ard [creator of the heavens and earth]’ and iftah in Q7:89,
‘rabbana iftah bainana wabaina qawmina bil-haqqi [Our Lord, decide between us
and our people in truth]’ whose significations are explained to him as ibtada’a (to
begin, that is, to create) and yukhasim (to decide, to judge), respectively. cUmar and
Ibn cAbbas also enquired about the meanings of other expressions like abban (grass,
Q80:31), hananan (affection, Q19:13), ghislin (discharge of wounds, Q69:36) and
al-raqim (inscription, Q18:9). Similarly, cAbd Allah b. cUmar (d.73/692) is unable
to provide an answer to the meaning of Q21:30 when he is asked by a man. He rec-
ommends Ibn cAbbas for this matter who provides the meaning: ‘the heavens was
a joined entity and did not rain, the earth was a joined entity and did not grow veg-
etation. Later on, God separated the heavens and made it rain, and separated the
earth and made it grow vegetation’ (al-Zarkashi 1988, 2, p. 191; Abu Hajar 1991,
p. 34; al-Dhahabi 1987, 1, p. 72). The companions’ understanding of Qur’anic
intertextuality, the circumstances of revelation and abrogating ayahs vary from one
to another. For instance, Qudamah b. Mazcun al-Jamhi was given a senior post in
Bahrain by cUmar. When Qudamah was reported to cUmar as having alcohol and
got drunk, he was summoned by cUmar to explain his position. Qudamah, however,
admitted what was reported and justified his position by Q5:93, ‘There is not upon
those who believe and do righteousness any blame concerning what they have eaten
in the past if they now fear God and believe and do righteous deeds, and then fear
God and believe, and then fear God and do good. God loves the doers of good’ and
claimed that this applied to him as he was among those who believed, did right-
eousness, then feared God, believed in Him, feared God, did good and took part in
Badr, Uhud and al-Khandaq battles with the Prophet. Qudamah, however, was
unaware of the circumstances of revelation relevant to Q5:93 which he used to sup-
port his case. As cUmar was unable to take a final decision about this matter, he
asked Ibn cAbbas for an explanation who referred to Q5:90, ‘O you who have
believed, indeed, intoxicants, gambling, sacrificing on stone alters to other than
God, and divining arrows are but defilement from the work of Satan, so avoid it that
you may be successful’ as an exegesis of the Qur’an by the Qur’an and explained
to them its circumstance of revelation. cUmar supported Ibn cAbbas’s exegesis and
Qudamah was found guilty (Abu Hajar 1991, p. 35). Similarly, cUmar asks Ibn
cAbbas about the meaning of Q2:266, ‘ayawaddu ahadukum an takuna lahu jan-
natun min nakhilin wa-acnabin [Would one of you like to have a garden of palm trees
and grapevines underneath which rivers flow in which he has from every fruit?]’ and
Ibn cAbbas explains it to him as ‘This is a similitude which God has given meaning:
“Would anyone of you like to do good deeds all his life but just before his death he
commits wrong deeds which destroy all his good deeds for which he is in desperate
need?”’ (Yahya 2002, p. 184).

5.2.1.2.1 PROMINENT COMPANION EXEGETES

After the death of Muhammad, a number of companions have provided an invalu-
able service to Qur’anic exegesis. Among them are Abu Bakr al-Siddiq
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(d.13/634), cUmar b. al-Khattab (d.23/644), cUthman b. cAffan (d.35/656), cAli b.
Abi Talib (d.40/660), cAbd Allah b. cAbbas (d.68/687), cAbd Allah b. Mascud
(d.32/652), Ubai b. Kacb (d.20/640), Zaid b. Thabit (d.45/665), cA’ishah (d.58/
677), Abu Musa al-Ashcari (d.44/664), Macadh b. Jabal (d.18/639), Abu al-
Darda’ (d.33/653), cAbd Allah b. cUmar (d.73/692), Anas b. Malik (d.91/709),
Umm Salamah (Hind) (d.59/678) and cAbd Allah b. cAmru b. al-cAss (d.65/684).
However, the most knowledgeable of all these companions are believed to be cAli
b. Abi Talib, cAbd Allah b. cAbbas, cAbd Allah b. Mascud and Ubai b. Kacb
whose names are recurrently referred to in exegesis works throughout the evolu-
tionary stages of exegesis (al-Zarkashi 1988, 2, p. 174; al-Suyuti 1996a, 2, p. 529;
Abu Hajar 1991, p. 33; al-Judaic 2001, p. 314; Yahya 2002, p. 180). Below is an
outline of the four most prominent companion exegetes: 

(i) cAli b. Abi Talib (d.40/660): He is well-known among the companions for
his knowledge in jurisprudence, eloquence, oration and poetry. His knowl-
edge of exegesis is also attributed to his being one of the households of the
Prophet. Ibn cAbbas acknowledges that he has learned exegesis from cAli.
However, the volume of narration from cAli varies among exegetes and the
different schools of exegesis. Most importantly, there are sound and false
narrations attributed to him. The false narrations from cAli are usually
referred to by a given school of thought to support a given theological posi-
tion. Among the prominent scholars who narrate from cAli are Abu Hurairah
(d.58/677) and Sufyan Ibn cUyainah (d.107/725–198/813) (al-Suyuti 1996a,
2, p. 529; al-Dhahabi 1987, 1, pp. 91–94; Yahya 2002, p. 197).

(ii) cAbd Allah b. cAbbas (d.68/687): He is well-known for his sharp discovery,
hypothetical analysis, knowledge of the significations of Qur’anic dis-
course, knowledge of the semantically ambiguous Qur’anic expressions and
his command of Arabic poetry. His knowledge of exegesis is also attributed
to his being one of the households of the Prophet and his close friendship
with prominent companions who are also knowledgeable about the Qur’an.
The most characteristic feature of cAbd Allah b. cAbbas is his inquisitive
mind which has led him to investigate Qur’anic expressions and learn their
significations from the People of the Book who have accepted Islam, such
as cAbd Allah b. Salam Ibn al-Harith al-Isra’ili (d.43/663) and Kacb al-
Ahbar (Kacb Ibn Matic al-Himyari al-Yamani; d.34/654). Thus, Ibn
cAbbas’s exegesis is claimed to have been influenced by the People of the
Book’s views. Among the ambiguous matters which are investigated by the
companions like Ibn cAbbas are those that are explained by the Old
Testament such as the name of the man whom al-Kidr killed, the colour of
the dog of the companions of the cave and the size of Noah’s ark (al-
Dhahabi 1987, 1, p. 76; Yahya 2002, p. 188). However, Ibn cAbbas has been
criticized by other exegetes for his reliance in some of his exegesis on
Arabic poetry and the People of the Book’s views. Their opposition to Ibn
cAbbas’s approach to exegesis is based on the view that the Prophet is nar-
rated to have said, ‘la tusaddiqu ahla al-kitabi wala tukadhdhibuhum
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[Neither disbelieve nor believe the People of the Book],’ on the one hand,
and that poetry is madhmum (blameworthy, objectionable), on the other (al-
Dhahabi 1987, 1, p. 76). However, his approach, based on the disentangle-
ment of meaning through pre-Islamic poetry, has continued its way in the
exegesis of the successors and reference to him is recurrently made by
major exegetes throughout the various stages of Qur’anic exegesis. Among
the prominent scholars who narrate from Ibn cAbbas are al-Bukhari and Ibn
Jarir al-Tabari (al-Suyuti 1996a, 2, pp. 530–535). Ibn cAbbas has also estab-
lished his school of exegesis in Makkah. His school has been supportive to
the recording of Qur’anic exegesis and his students have managed to take
lecture notes and produce them in a book form.

(iii) cAbd Allah b. Mascud (d.32/652): He is well-known for being one of the first
six people who accepted Islam, his close companionship with the Prophet,
being one of the best memorizers of the Qur’an and for his hypothetical opin-
ion approach to exegesis with regards to jurisprudential matters. Among the
prominent scholars who narrate from Ibn Mascud are al-Bukhari and Ibn Jarir
al-Tabari (al-Dhahabi 1987, 1, pp. 90–91; Yahya 2002, pp. 191–196). Ibn
Mascud is the founder of the Kufah school of exegesis. His school, however,
is mainly interested in hadith studies and jurisprudence and is unenthusiastic
towards the recording of Qur’anic exegesis.

(iv) Ubai b. Kacb (d.20/640): He is well-known for being the first scribe of the
Prophet in Madinah, the master of Qur’an reciters and one of the most
prominent memorizers of the Qur’an. He is also known for his extensive
knowledge of the meanings of Qur’anic expressions and for his knowledge
of the Old and New Testaments due to his Jewish background. Among the
prominent scholars who narrate from Ubai b. Kacb are Ibn Jarir al-Tabari
and Imam Ahmad in his Musnad (The Principal Work) (al-Dhahabi 1987,
1, pp. 94–95; Yahya 2002, pp. 198–199). Ubai b. Kacb has established the
Madinah school of exegesis. His school, however, is against the recording
of Qur’anic exegesis and is unresponsive towards the teaching of exegesis.

5.2.1.2.2 SOURCES OF COMPANIONS’ EXEGESIS

The exegesis of the companions is hinged upon four major sources (al-Dhahabi
1987, 1, p. 40; al-Shinqiti 1996, 1, p. 7; Yahya 2002, p. 200). These exegetical
sources are as follows:

(i) The Qur’an: The unravelling of an exegetical problem can be achieved
through reference to the Qur’an. This is referred to as Qur’anic intertextu-
ality, ‘tafsir al-qur’an bil-qur’an’ (the exegesis of the Qur’an by the Qur’an)
which is an approach that attempts to disentangle a linguistic or theological
Qur’anic expression or ayah through another textual reference to it in the
Qur’an. The manifestation of exegesis of the Qur’an by the Qur’an is recur-
rently featured in many examples throughout the Qur’an, as in Q2:168,
‘wala tattabicu khutuwati al-shaitani [Do not follow the footsteps of Satan]’
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which is further explained by Q24:21, ‘waman yattabic khutuwati al-shai-
tani fa’innahu ya’muru bil-fahsha’i wal-munkari [Do not follow the foot-
steps of Satan. Whoever follows the footsteps of Satan, indeed, he enjoins
immorality and wrongdoing]’ and Q18:4, ‘wayundhira alladhina qalu
ittakhadha allahu walada [It (the Qur’an) warns those who say, “God has
taken a son”]’ which is explained by a number of ayahs: ‘kaburat kalimatan
takhruju min afwahihim [Grave is the word that comes out of their mouths]’
(Q18:5), ‘waqalu ittakhdha al-rahmanu walada. laqad ji’tum shai’an idda
[They say, “The Most Merciful has taken for Himself a son.” You have
done an atrocious thing]’ (Q19:88–89), ‘afa’asfakum rabbukum bil-banina
wattakhadha min al-mala’ikati inatha [Has your Lord chosen you for hav-
ing sons and taken from among the angels daughters?]’ (Q17:40), ‘waqalat
al-yahudu cuzairun ibn allah waqalat al-nasara al-masihu ibn allah [The
Jews say, “Ezra is the son of God,” and the Christians say, “The Messiah is
the son of Allah”]’ (Q9:30) and ‘wayajcaluna lillahi al-banati subhanahu
[They attribute to God daughters, exalted is He]’ (Q16:57).

This exegetical approach can be adopted in exegesis and occurs in one of the
following exegetical techniques:3

(a) Generic and specific meaning (takhsis al-camm or haml al-camm cala al-
khass): The generic signification that underlies a given expression can be
extracted through Qur’anic intertextual reference to its counterpart specific
signification, as in Q1:7, ‘sirata alladhina ancamta calaihim [the path of those
whom You have bestowed favour]’ whose general meaning is furnished with
specific details by Q4:69, ‘fa’ula’ika maca alladhina ancama allahu calaihim
min al-nabiyyina wal-siddiqina wal-shuhada’i wal-salihina’ [Those will be
with the ones upon whom God has bestowed favour of the Prophets, the stead-
fast affirmers of truth, the martyrs and the righteous. Those are the excellent
companions].’ The prohibition made by Q2:228, ‘wal-mutallaqatu yatarab-
basna bi’anfusihinna thalathatu quru’in [Divorced women remain in waiting
(i.e. do not remarry) for three periods]’ signifies a general prohibition which
is made specific by Q33:49, ‘ya aiyuha alladhina amanu idha nakahtum al-
mu’minati thumma tallaqtumuhunna min qabli an tamassuhunna fama lakum
calaihinna min ciddatin tactaddunaha [O you who believed, when you marry
believing women and then divorce them before you have touched them (i.e.
consummated the marriage), then there is not for you any waiting period to
count concerning them]’ and by Q65:4, ‘wa’ulatu al-ahmali ajaluhunna an
yadacna hamlahunna [For those who are pregnant, their term is until they give
birth].’ Similarly, the prohibition made in Q4:22, ‘wala tankihu ma nakaha
aba’ukum min al-nisa’i [Do not marry women whom your fathers married]’
is too general; that is, does nikah (marriage) refer to al-wat’ (to have sexual
intercourse with the wife) or al-caqd (marriage contract)? However, the signi-
fication of this general ayah is made specific by Q33:49, ‘ya ayyuha alladhina
amanu idha nakahtum al-mu’minati thumma tallaqtumuhunna min qabli an
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tamassuhunna [O you who believed, when you marry believing women and
then divorce them before you have touched them (i.e. consummated the mar-
riage’ which explains to us that the specific meaning is al-wat’ (to have sexual
intercourse with the wife). 

Similarly, in Q5:1, ‘uhillat lakum bahimatu al-ancami illa ma yutla calaikum
[Lawful for you are the animals of grazing livestock except for that which is
recited to you in this Qur’an]’; here, the signification is too general with regard
to what is not allowed. This general meaning is untied by a Qur’anic reference in
Q5:3 which specifies the required signification:

hurrimat calaikum al-maitatu wal-damu walahmu al-khinziri wama uhilla
lighairi allahi bihi wal-munkhaniqatu wal-mawqudhatu wal-mutaraddiy-
atu wal-natihatu wama akala al-sabcu illa ma dhakkaitum wama dhubiha
cala al-nusubi wa’an tastaqsimu bil-azlami dhalikum fisqun [Prohibited
to you are dead animals, blood, the flesh of swine and that which has
been dedicated to other than God and those animals killed by strangling or
by a violent blow or by a head-long fall or by the goring of horns and
those from which a wild animal has eaten, except what you are able to
slaughter before its death, and those which are sacrificed on stone alters
and prohibited is that you seek decision through divining arrows. That is
grave disobedience].

Similarly, Q24:27, ‘ya aiyuha alladhina amanu la tadkhulu buyutan ghaira
buyutikum hatta tasta’nisu [O you who have believed, do not enter houses other
than your own houses until you ascertain welcome]’ which denotes the general
signification of ‘entering other people’s houses should not be made before we are
greeted by the inhabitants.’ This general meaning is made specific by Q24:29,
‘laisa calaikum junahun an tadkhulu buyutan ghaira maskunatin fiha matacun
lakum [There is no blame upon you for entering houses not inhabited in which
there is convenience for you]’ which refers to ‘the entering without permission of
houses that are not inhabited and in which there is something that belongs to us’.
Also, the general meaning of the expression kalimat (words) in Q2:37, ‘fatalaqqa
adamu min rabbihi kalimatin fataba calaihi [Adam received from his Lord some
words and He accepted his repentance]’ is unravelled by the specific meaning
referred to by Q7:23, ‘qala rabbana zalamna anfusana wa’in lam taghfir lana
watarhamna lanakunanna min al-khasirin [They (Adam and Eve) said, “Our
Lord, we have wronged ourselves, and if You do not forgive us and have mercy
upon us we will surely be among the losers”]’ which explains what these ‘words’
are. This also applies to Q40:28, ‘wa’in yaku sadiqan yusibkum bacdu alladhi
yacidukum [If he should be truthful, there will strike you some of what he prom-
ises you]’ whose general meaning is made specific by Q40:77, ‘fa’imma nuriyan-
naka bacda alladhi naciduhum aw natawaffayannaka fa’ilaina yurjacun [Whether
We show you some of what We have promised them or We take you in death, it
is to Us they will be returned].’
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(b) Semantic ambiguity and paraphrase (tabyin al-mujmal or hamlu al-mujmal
cala al-mubaiyan): Semantic ambiguity occurs when a given Qur’anic
expression occurs unexplained. However, paraphrastic informative details
may occur later on in the Qur’an. This form of Qur’anic intertextuality holds
between two different surahs, as in Q1:4, yawm al-din (the day of judge-
ment), which is explained by Q82:17–19, ‘wama adraka ma yawm al-din.
thumma ma adraka ma yawm al-din. yawma la tamliku nafsun linafsin
shai’an wal-amru yawma’idhin lillah [What can make you know what is the
day of judgement? Then what can make you know what is the day of judge-
ment? It is the day when a soul will not possess for another soul power to do
a thing, and the command, that day, is entirely with God].’ Qur’anic inter-
textuality also occurs within the same surah, as in Q101:1, al-qaricah (the
striking calamity), which constitutes a semantic ambiguity that is explained
later on by Q101:4–5, ‘yawma yakunu al-nasu kal-farashi al-mabthuth.
watakunu al-jibalu kal-cihni al-manfush [It is the day when people will be
like dispersed moths, and the mountains will be like fluffed up wool].’ A sec-
tion of an ayah may also constitute a semantic ambiguity as in Q2:284,
‘wa’in tubdu ma fi anfusikum aw tukhfuhu yuhasibkum bihi allah [Whether
you show what is within yourselves or conceal it, God will bring you to
account for it]’ which is explained by the other ayahs, Q2:285–286: 

‘The Messenger has believed in what was revealed to him from his Lord and
so have the believers. All of them have believed in God and His angels and
His Books and His Messengers . . . and they say, ”We hear and we obey. We
seek Your forgiveness, our Lord, and to You is the final destination . . . Our
Lord . . . do not burden us with that which we have no ability to bear, and
pardon us, forgive us and have mercy upon us. You are our protector . . . .

(c) Unrestricted (mutlaq) and restricted (muqaiyad) meaning (taqyid al-mutlaq
or haml al- mutlaq cala al-muqaiyad): An ayah may signify an unrestricted
meaning such as in Q58:3, tahriru raqabatin (the freeing of a slave) where the
expression raqabah (a slave, literally meaning ‘a neck’) may refer either to a
believer or an unbeliever. However, another ayah provides a restricted mean-
ing untangling the first reference by Q58:3 to the same semantic problem, as
in Q4:92, ‘tahriru raqabatin mu’minatin [the freeing of a believing slave]’
which clarifies the unrestricted meaning of Q58:3 by giving us a more
restricted reference to the person; that is, reference is made to ‘the believer’
only. Also, in Q4:92, ‘fasiyamu shahraini mutatabicain [a fast for 2 months
consecutively]’; here, reference to ‘fasting’ occurs in an unrestricted way.
However, the employment of the expression mutatabicain (consecutively)
restricts the signification of ‘a fast for 2 months’. Similarly, in Q3:102, ‘ya
aiyuha alladhina amanu ittaqu allaha haqqa tuqatihi [O you who have
believed, fear God as He should be feared]’; here, the command to fear God
is referred to in an unrestricted way, while in Q64:16 reference to the fear of
God is made in a restricted way, ‘ittaqu allaha ma istatactum [Fear God as
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much as you are able].’ In Q5:3, ‘hurrimat calaikum al-maitatu wal-damu . . .
[Dead animals, blood, . . . are prohibited to you],’ reference is made to an
unrestricted prohibition which is the word al-damu (blood) because it
includes both the spilled-out (al-masfuh) and the non-spilled-out (ghair al-
masfuh) blood. However, this unrestricted signification is made restricted by
Q6:145, ‘qul la ajidu . . . fa’innahu rijsun [I do not find within that . . . indeed,
it is impure],’ where we are told about the nature of blood that is prohibited,
namely, al-masfuh ( spilled out) only.

(d) Variant modes of reading disambiguate the meaning: Although there are dif-
ferent modes of reading, a given mode of reading may disentangle the seman-
tic ambiguity of a given expression, as in Q2:198, ‘laisa calaikum junahun an
tabtaghu fadlan min rabbikum [There is no blame upon you for seeking
bounty from your Lord],’ whose meaning and context are explained by
another mode of reading that is attributed to Ibn cAbbas, ‘laisa calaikum
junahun an tabtaghu fadlan min rabbikum fi mawasimi al-hajji [There is no
blame upon you for seeking bounty from your Lord during the pilgrimage sea-
son],’ which includes the exegetical details (fi mawasimi al-hajji [during the
pilgrimage season]). Similarly, the meaning of Q17:93, ‘yakuna laka baitun
min zukhrufin [You have a house of ornament],’ is explained by another
mode of reading attributed to Ibn Mascud: ‘yakuna laka baitun min dhahabin
[You have a house of gold]’; this explains the meaning of zukhrufin (orna-
ment) by the word dhahabin (gold). Also, in Q62:9 the word fascu (to proceed)
is explained by another mode of reading which employs the synonym famdu
that reflects the same signification of fascu. Similarly, the meaning of an
Islamic legal ruling can be explained as in Q4:12, ‘wa’in kana rajulun yurathu
kalalatan aw imra’atun walahu akhun aw ukhtun falikulli wahidin minhuma
al-sudus [If a man or woman leaves neither ascendants nor descendants but
has a brother or a sister, then for each one of them is a sixth],’ where we are
not told whether the akhun aw ukhtun (a brother or a sister) are a step brother
and a step sister from the father or the mother. However, the other mode of
reading attributed to Sacad b. Abi Waqqas clarifies this matter: ‘wa’in kana
rajulun yurathu kalalatan aw imra’atun walahu akhun aw ukhtun min umm
falikulli wahidin minhuma al-sudus [If a man or woman leaves neither ascen-
dants nor descendants but has a brother or a sister from the mother, then for
each one of them is a sixth]’ where min umm (from the mother) untangles the
meaning of the first mode of reading. However, these modes of reading by Ibn
cAbbas, Ibn Mascud and Sacad b. Abi Waqqas are classified as irregular modes
of reading (qira’ah shadhdhah) (for more details on modes of reading, see
point xx of Section 5.2.1.2.3 below).

(e) Context and implicit meaning: The context in which a given ayah occurs can
disambiguate its meaning as in Q13:31, ‘law anna qur’anan suyyirat bihi al-
jibalu aw qutticat bihi al-ardu aw kullima bihi al-mawta bal lillahi al-amru
jamican [If there was any Qur’an by which the mountains would be removed
or the earth would be broken apart or the dead would be made to speak, it
would be this Qur’an],’ where the answer to the conditional sentence that

Evolution of exegesis 123



begins with the conditional particle law (if) is not provided by the subordi-
nate sentence jawab al-shart; that is, there is no answer after the conditional
sentence ‘law anna qur’anan suyyirat bihi al-jibalu aw qutticat bihi al-ardu
aw kullima bihi al-mawta.’ However, through context we can extract the
meaning as ‘lakana hadha al-qur’an [It would have been this Qur’an].’

(f) Qur’anic parables: Some Qur’anic parables are referred to briefly in a given
surah but are explained in detail in another surah such as the story of Adam
and Iblis where a brief reference is made in Q3:59, Q4:1, Q7:189 but details
are given in Q2:30–39, Q7:11–25 and Q15:26–44. Similarly, the parable of
Moses and Pharaoh is briefly mentioned in Q28:3–4 but occurs in detail in
Q26:10–68, and the parable of Musa and al-Khidr is briefly referred to by
Q20:40 but details are given by Q18:60–82.

(g) Semantically related expressions: Qur’anic intertextuality provides examples
of expressions that occur in different places of the Qur’an but complement
each other semantically as in the reference to the creation of Adam where
different expressions are employed such as min turab (from dust, Q3:59),
min tin (from clay, Q23:12), min hama’in masnun (from an altered black
mud, Q15:26) and min salsal kal-fakhkhar (from clay like that of pottery,
Q55:14). However, semantically, all these expressions refer to the same
notion of creation and the evolutionary phases of man’s creation.

(ii) The Prophet’s opinion: The companions have also established their exege-
sis on Muhammad’s views who used to answer their queries and explain to
them various semantic and theological matters. This includes the unravel-
ling of a general meaning or a theological problem, semantically ambiguous
expressions and specifying the signification of an expression which signi-
fies a generic meaning. These points have been discussed in Section
5.2.1.1.1 where the categories of the Prophet’s exegesis are explicated.

(iii) Hypothetical opinion and discovery of significations (al-ijtihad wal-istin-
bat): The companions’ main sources for the unravelling of Qur’anic expres-
sions are the Qur’an and the tradition (al-sunnah wal-hadith). However, if
they are unsuccessful in finding the answer for a given exegetical problem
through one of these two sources, some of the companions, such as Ibn
cAbbas and Ibn Mascud, used to discover (yastanbit) the meaning and
employ their hypothetical opinion (yajtahid). This approach is based on
their sound knowledge of Arabic language, poetry, culture as well as the
culture of their contemporary People of the Book. Such linguistic and cul-
tural awareness is of high value to the understanding and discovery of the
multi-faceted significations of the Qur’anic text or the Islamic legal rulings.
For instance, the extraction of the meanings of ayahs such as ‘laisa al-birru
bi’an ta’tu al-buyuta min zuhuriha [It is not righteousness to enter houses
from the back]’ (Q2:189), innama al-nasi’u ziyadatun fi al-kufri [Indeed,
the postponing of restriction within sacred months is an increase in disbe-
lief]’ (Q9:37), ‘qutila ashabu al-ukhdud [The companions of the trench
were cursed]’ (Q85:4) and ‘wala takunu kallati naqadat ghazlaha min bacdi
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quwwatin ankathan [Do not be like she who untwisted her spun thread after
it was strong]’ (Q16:92) requires sound acquaintance with ancient Arabic
history and anecdotes in addition to the knowledge of their circumstances of
revelation that surround each of the above ayahs. However, both Ibn cAbbas
and Ibn Mascud employed personal opinion (ra’i) with regards to jurispru-
dential matters (ifta’) only and did not resort to their own personal opinion
for mutashabih ayah analysis.

(iv) Jewish anecdotes: It is worthwhile to note that this is a minor source of exe-
gesis on which the companions used to rely (see n. 5 of Chapter 1). The
companions, more often than not, ask the Jews or the Christians who have
accepted Islam about some matters with which they are more familiar
through their Scriptures. The new converts may have different views on
those which occur briefly in the Qur’an such as the parables of the Qur’an
and some stories of ancient nations related to Judaism and Christianity.
While the Qur’an employs the parables of ancient nations as a point of
departure for admonition and makes a brief reference to them, the Old and
New Testaments provide more details about these parables. Thus, reference
to these Scriptures is part of some of the companions’ critical research such
as that of Ibn cAbbas.

5.2.1.2.3 FEATURES OF COMPANIONS’ PHASE

The exegesis of the companions is marked by the following features:

(i) Exegesis as part of hadith: Exegesis has still not become an independent
discipline in its own right but continued to be part of the study of hadith
and general Islamic studies.

(ii) lack of structure: Because exegesis is still part of hadith, it has not
enjoyed a methodological structure in terms of ayahs or surahs. In other
words, the companions’ exegesis is marked by ayahs from different
surahs and ayahs that belong to distinct themes rather than being sys-
tematically arranged according to the arrangement of the ayahs and
surahs. Therefore, the companion’s exegesis is not a musalsal (ayah-by-
ayah) commentary.

(iii) Recording: After Muhammad’s death, the companions have started the
process of recording his hadith. At this stage, no effort has been made
yet on the part of the companions to record the commentary on the
Qur’an they have learned from the Prophet.4 However, some of the com-
panions used to include within-the-text exegetical notes in their personal
codices of the Qur’an for teaching or learning purposes. The only
recorded document written by a companion is al-Sahifah al-Sadiqah (the
truthful booklet) by cAbd Allah b. cAmru b. al-cAss (d.65/684) which,
according to this companion, is based on his personal communication
with the Prophet (al-Rumi 2002, 1, p. 29). It should also be noted that
Ibn cAbbas has not penned what we have today Tafsir Ibn cAbbas.
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However, it is only the Makkah school of exegesis led by Ibn cAbbas
which allows its students to record the lecture notes of their teacher.
Students of the Madinah and Kufah schools of exegesis are not sanc-
tioned by their teachers to note down their lecture notes.

(iv) Transmission: The transmission of exegesis has started in different parts
of the larger Muslim state.

(v) Teaching and learning: Major exegesis scholars have emerged and
passed their knowledge of exegesis to their students in different parts of
the Muslim state.

(vi) Marfuc status: The narration of a given companion enjoys the status
of marfuc (a point of view attributed to Muhammad) even though it is
not supported by a hadith (see Chapter 1, Section 1.2 and Figure 1 in
Chapter 1). This applies to exegetical matters such as the circumstances
of revelation and the notion of eschatology which the companions are
well-acquainted with.

(vii) Brevity: Exegesis is marked by brief linguistic commentaries, charac-
terized by lack of in-depth account and reference to the general meaning
of the ayah is not made (for instance, the exegesis by Ibn cAbbas
[d.68/687] and Mujahid [d.104/722]).

(viii) Non-holistic: The companions’ exegesis is a partial account of the
Qur’an. It does not account for all the ayahs and surahs of the Qur’an.
Instead, only some ayahs or expressions of different surahs are explained.

(ix) Qur’anic intertextuality and hadith: The companions’ exegesis is hinged
upon the exegesis of the Qur’an by the Qur’an and the exegesis of the
Qur’an by the hadith they have heard directly from the Prophet.

(x) Jewish anecdotes: The companions’ exegesis does not include a large
amount of details taken from the new Jewish and Christian converts. The
companions’ reliance on the converts takes the form of clarification of a
given meaning that can neither be explained by Qur’anic intertextuality
nor supported by a hadith.

(xi) Oral transmission: Exegesis has been transmitted orally by the compan-
ions’ students and remained unrecorded during this formative stage.

(xii) Verbatim transmission: During their exegesis of the Qur’an in the light
of hadith, the companion exegetes transmitted the prophetic tradition
verbatim.

(xiii) Similar exegetical views: Due the fact that the companions live in a
small geographical area, they have had the opportunity to see each other.
These two factors justify the unanimity and harmony of their exegetical
views with regards to the majority of linguistic and theological prob-
lems. The companions have also expressed similar views with regards to
Islamic legal rulings. However, their views differ in terms of their sound
understanding of the reasons for revelation,5 their varied linguistic skills
and cultural awareness.

(xiv) Discovery and hypothetical opinion: When the companions fail to unravel
the signification of an exegetical problem through Qur’anic intertextuality
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or the hadith, they discover the meaning and employ their personal opin-
ions based on their sharp linguistic competence; extensive awareness of
various matters related to the revelation, such as circumstances of revela-
tion and abrogating and abrogated ayahs and sound awareness of the
Arabic culture, Arabic poetry and the People of the Book’s culture and cir-
cumstances. The companions, such as Ibn Mascud, have also employed
the approach of hypothetical opinion for the discovery of Islamic legal rul-
ings since Islamic schools of thought have not emerged yet at this forma-
tive stage of exegesis. However, their exegesis is based on commendable
personal opinions. Discovery and personal opinion were resorted to by
some companions only in the absence of sound traditions.

(xv) Synoptic exegesis: This is referred to as al-tafsir al-ijmali which is only con-
cerned with the overall signification of a given ayah without any details.

(xvi) Absence of poetic loci: Companion exegetes do not refer to al-shawahid
which are quotations from pre-Islamic or early Islamic Arabic poetry to
substantiate an exegetical or philological point of view.

(xvii) Absence of anthropomorphism and ambiguous ayahs: The companions
have not got involved in the sensitive and controversial theological issues
like the theological mutashabihat and the names and attributes of God.

(xviii) Absence of scholastic theological views since scholastic theology has
not been introduced in Qur’anic exegesis: Scholastic theology is con-
cerned with the names and attributes of God, anthropomorphism and
predestination and is adopted by Muctazili exegetes.

(xix) Reasons for revelation, abrogating and abrogated: The exegetical com-
ments provided by the companions to their students also deal with the
circumstances surrounding the revelation of a given ayah and the nasikh
and mansukh ayahs.

(xx) Different modes of reading(6): Among the companions, we encounter
two modes of reading:
(a) The multiple source mode of reading, which is referred to as al-qira’ah

al-mutawatirah, is passed on from one Qur’an reciter to another and is
the common and well-known mode among the companions, and

(b) The irregular mode of reading, which is referred to as al-qira’ah al-
shadhdhah, is considered as an unreliable source of exegesis. An
irregular mode of reading is sub-classified into two kinds:
(1) Single-source mode of reading, as in ‘fasiyamu thalathati

aiyamin mutatabicat [to fast 3 consecutive days]’ which is read
by cAbd Allah b. Mascud where the word mutatabicat (consec-
utive) has not been adopted by any other companion and is not
found in the cUthmanic master codex of the Qur’an, and

(2) Inserted mode of reading, as in ‘walahu akhun aw ukhtun min
umm [and he has a step brother or a step sister from his
mother]’ which is adopted by Sacad b. Abi Waqqas where he
inserts the expression min umm (from [his] mother) which is
not part of the original ayah.
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5.2.1.3 Exegesis of the successors

With the departure of the companions, a third phase begins with the emergence
of prominent successor exegetes who are the students of the companion exegetes
and have established their own approaches to Qur’anic exegesis. The views of the
successor exegetes have featured in many prominent works of subsequent classi-
cal exegetes such as Ibn Jarir al-Tabari, al-Suyuti, al-Baghawi and Ibn Kathir.
However, the authenticity of the successors’ exegesis is that of mawquf.7 This is
attributed to the following factors:

(i) The majority of the successors are taught by the companions. 
(ii) They have not witnessed the incidents surrounding the circumstances of

revelation or met the Prophet. 
(iii) There are differences in opinions among the successors with regards to

exegetical matters.
(iv) Some of their exegesis is marked by the lack of sound chain of authorities and
(v) The successors are influenced by hypothetical opinion and discovery of

meanings.

For these reasons, the successors’ views on exegesis have not been considered as
conclusive evidence (hujjah) against the views of other exegetes in subsequent
phases. It is also worthwhile to note that their views have been questioned by schol-
ars like Ibn Taymiyyah and Imam Abu Hanifah (al-Zarkashi 1988, 2, p. 174; Ibn
Taimiyyah 1997, p. 96; al-Dhahabi 1987, 1, p. 132; Abu Hajar 1991, p. 44).

5.2.1.3.1 THE BIRTH OF FORMATIVE SCHOOLS OF EXEGESIS

This phase is characterized by the emergence of four schools of Qur’anic exege-
sis8 established by companion exegetes whose students are called ‘the early
successors’ (ru’us al-tabicin) or by successor exegetes (al-Zarkashi 1988, 2,
pp. 174–175; al-Suyuti 1996a, 2, pp. 536–537; al-Dhahabi 1987, 1, pp. 105–130,
Abu Hajar 1991, pp. 41–43; al-Khudairi 1999; Yahya 2002, pp. 214–221). The
four formative schools of Qur’anic exegesis are

(i) Makkah,
(ii) Madinah,

(iii) Kufah and
(iv) Basrah.

It is also worthwhile to note that the first two schools, Makkah and Madinah,
are sometimes subsumed as the school of Hijaz, while the other two schools,
Kufah and Basrah, are also at times subsumed as the school of Iraq.

5.2.1.3.1.1 The formative school of exegesis in Makkah This is established by
cAbd Allah b. cAbbas whose prominent students include the following: 
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(a) Sacid b. Jubair al-Asadi (d.95/713): He is of an Ethiopian origin, has narrated
from Ibn cAbbas and Ibn Mascud and noted for his knowledge in hadith,
jurisprudence and modes of reading. He is the first to record a booklet on
Qur’anic exegsis on the request of cAbd al-Malik b. Marwan (d.86/705). Sacid
has been executed in 95/713 by al-Hajjaj in the city of Wasit, southern Iraq.

(b) Mujahid b. Jabr al-Makhzumi (d.21–104/641–722): He is a well-known
jurist, has revised the Qur’an three times under Ibn cAbbas’s supervision in
terms of exegesis but does not always narrate from his teacher Ibn cAbbas.

(c) cIkramah al-Barbari (d.25–105/645–723): He is the slave (mawla) of Ibn
cAbbas and is originally a Moroccan Berber. He has narrated from Ibn
cAbbas, cAli b. Abi Talib and Abu Hurairah. Among scholars who narrate
from him are al-Bukhari, Muslim and Abu al-Darda’.

(d) Tawus b. Kaisan al-Yamani (d.106/724): He is from Yemen and is well-
known for his piety and contact with major companions.

(e) cAta’ b. Abi Rabah (d.27–114/247–732): He is known for his knowledge in
jurisprudence and of the ceremonies of pilgrimage as well as for his piety.

5.2.1.3.1.2 The formative school of exegesis in Madinah This is established by
Ubai b. Kacb whose prominent students are

(a) Abu al-cAliyah Rafic b. Mahran al-Riyahi (d.93/711): He is well-known for
his knowledge of the modes of reading. He has narrated from cAli b. Abi
Talib, Ibn cAbbas, Ibn Mascud and Ubai b. Kacb. He is also taught by Ibn
cAbbas for 4 years while he (Ibn cAbbas) was the ruler of Basrah.

(b) Muhammad b. Kacb al-Qurazi (d.118/736): He is well-known for his knowl-
edge in hadith and jurisprudence, his piety and the reliance on personal hypo-
thetical opinion with regard to jurisprudential matters.

(c) Zaid b. Aslam al-cAdawi (d.136/753): He is noted for his extensive knowl-
edge in exegesis and jurisprudence. He is also known for adopting a hypo-
thetical opinion approach to exegesis with regards to jurisprudential matters.

It is worthwhile to note that the Makkah and Madinah schools of exegesis are
referred to as al-Hijaz school of exegesis (for more details, see Chapter 6 on the
formative schools of exegesis).

5.2.1.3.1.3 The formative school of exegesis in Kufah This is established by
cAbd Allah b. Mascud whose prominent students include

(a) cAlqamah b. Qais (d.61/680): He is known for his sharp memory and piety.
cAlqamah has narrated from cUmar b. al-Khattab, cUthman b. cAffan and cAli
b. Abi Talib and is the most well-known narrator from Ibn Mascud.

(b) Masruq b. al-Ajdac al-Hamadani (d.63/682): He is noted for his knowledge
of exegesis and the semantic problems of Qur’anic expressions.9

(c) al-Aswad b. Yazid b. Qais al-Nakhci (d.74/693): He is a jurist and has nar-
rated from Abu Bakr, cUmar, cAli, Bilal and Ibn Mascud.
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(d) Murrah b. Sharahil al-Hamadani (d.76/695): He narrated form Abu Bakr,
cUmar, cAli and Ibn Mascud and is known for his piety.

(e) cAmir b. Sharahil al-Shacbi (d.20–109/640–727): He is the jurist of Kufah
and well-known for his knowledge of jurisprudence. He narrates from
cUmar, cAli, Ibn Mascud, Abu Hurairah, cA’ishah, Ibn cAbbas and Abu Musa
al-Ashcari.

5.2.1.3.1.4 The formative school of exegesis in Basrah This is established by
al-Hasan al-Basri (d.110/728), a successor exegete, who is noted for his piety,
detachment from worldly gains and for his knowledge of Islamic legal rulings.
As a renowned preacher (qass), al-Hasan is admired in Basrah for his emotion-
ally charged sermons and admonition speeches. As an exegete, he is influenced
by Sacid b. al-Musaiyab of the Madinah school and narrates from cAli, Ibn
cUmar, and Anas. Among al-Hasan al-Basri’s prominent students is Qatadah b.
Dicamah al-Sadusi (d.117/735). Although blind, Qatadah was well-known for
his sharp memory, and knowledge of Arabic linguistics, poetry and history.
Qatadah narrates from Anas, Abu al-Tufail, Ibn Sirin, cIkramah and cAta’ b. Abi
Rabah.

It is worthwhile to note that the successor exegetes who belong to the
school of exegesis of Iraq reside in Kufah are cAlqamah, Masruq, al-Aswad
al-Nakhci, Murrah al-Hamadani and cAmir al-Shacbi. Other exegetes who
belong to the school of Iraq have lived in Basrah such as al-Hasan al-Basri
and Qatadah al-Sadusi. For this reason, the Iraqi school of exegesis subsumes
the Kufah and the Basrah schools of exegesis (see Chapter 6 on the formative
schools of exegesis).

5.2.1.3.2 SOURCES OF SUCCESSORS’ EXEGESIS

Early and late successors have established their Qur’anic exegesis on the same
two major sources which the companions have relied upon, namely, the Qur’an
and the tradition, in addition to the views of the companions, hypothetical opin-
ion and Jewish anecdotes.

5.2.1.3.3 FEATURES OF SUCCESSORS’ PHASE

The major features of the successors’ Qur’anic exegesis are as follows:

(i) Glosses and periphrasis: The exegesis of the successors is brief, con-
cerned with lexical paraphrase and deals with word level semantic
analysis. Their exegesis is confined to glossary details which is a peri-
phrastic analysis of Qur’anic expressions.

(ii) Partial: The successors have not provided a holistic exegetical account
of the Qur’an. Only some of the ayahs or expressions are dealt with
according to the learning needs of the successor exegete. 
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(iii) Reliance on companions’ opinions: The exegesis of the successors
is hinged upon the companions’ views upon which the schools of
exegesis in Makkah, Madinah and Iraq are established. In other words,
the exegesis of the successors is still based upon narration and oral dic-
tation from the companions.

(iv) Recording: Although the environment has been marked by teaching and
learning exegesis, the successors have not taken serious steps to provide
a comprehensively recoded exegesis of the entire Qur’an. The recording
of exegesis is still brief and basic.10

(v) Lecture notes: The transmission of Qur’anic exegesis in a recorded
mode has been based on the lecture notes taken by students from the
teachings of their exegete teachers.

(vi) Own comments: The pupils have acted as transmitters of their teacher
exegetes’ views. However, these students have often added their own views
as well as, in some cases, the views from other sources. Therefore, as trans-
mitters, the students’ recorded Qur’anic commentaries are marked by their
own glosses and comments which are inserted in the original text of the
teacher exegete. Thus, at this stage, tafsir works have begun to undergo
redactional processes, and some tafsir works have later on become marked
by extrapolation techniques. Most importantly, at this stage, political and
theological cleavages have become more apprarent than ever before. As a
result, Qur’anic exegesis has suffered, at the hands of unscrupulous trans-
mitters, from interpolation and augmentation. It is not surprising, therefore,
to find different exegetical views about a given Qur’anic expression attrib-
uted to the same companion exegete such as Ibn cAbbas.

(vii) Lack of structure: The recorded exegesis of the successors is neither
well-structured nor methodological. More often than not, the hadiths are
listed unsystematically and are sandwiched by ayahs of some Islamic
legal rulings. Therefore, the successor exegetes have not provided a
well-structured exegesis in terms of the arrangement of the ayahs and
surahs. Only selected ayahs of different surahs are dealt with. Although
the exegetical works of the successors are marked by the arrangement of
ayahs as they occur in the Qur’an, we do not encounter a 100 percent
musalsal tafsir. In other words, some ayahs in each surah are left out
without a commentary. Thus, it is a selective exegesis.

(viii) Polarization: This is attributed to the influence of the companions’
schools of exegesis. The exegesis of the successors has been coloured by
the views of the three companion exegetes who have taught them; for
instance, in terms of narration, the views of Ibn cAbbas feature in the exe-
gesis of the successors in Makkah, the views of Ubai b. Kacb feature in
the exegesis of the successors in Madinah and the views of Ibn Mascud
feature in the exegesis of the successors in Iraq.

(ix) Hypothetical opinion and discovery of signification: The successors have
employed their hypothetical opinion for theological and non-theological
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matters in an attempt to discover the underlying significations of
Qur’anic expressions. This is due to the pressing needs of the time, espe-
cially the need for the discovery of contemporary Islamic legal rulings
and other jurisprudential matters.

(x) Anthropomorphism and theological mutashabihat ayahs: The successors
have shown interest in the exegesis of controversial theological issues
like the mutashabihat expressions and the names and attributes of Allah.
Some of their exegetical views are categorized by orthodox Muslim
scholars as an objectionable and unsound discovery.

(xi) Differences in opinion: Due to the expansion of the Muslim state, suc-
cessor exegetes have lived in various places and, therefore, do not have
the opportunity to see each other in order to discover a meaning unani-
mously. Their exegetical views, however, have not differed significantly
from one to another.

(xii) Emergence of schools of thought (al-madhahib): Serious differences in
opinion with regard to the exegesis of the Qur’an have begun to emerge
and their influence has begun to be felt. These cleavages are mainly attrib-
uted to the contemporary political circumstances are related to Islamic legal
rulings, circumstances of revelation, abrogating and abrogated, linguistic
and theological problems that have a direct bearing upon the exegetical
account provided by different exegetes according to their schools of law.

(xiii) Tafsir as part of hadith: Exegesis, as a discipline, has not yet become
independent. The study of Qur’anic exegesis by the successors is still
part of the study of hadith. 

(xiv) Heavy reference to Judaeo-Christian anecdotes: While the companions
are reluctant to rely heavily on the Jewish and Christian converts’ views,
the successors have relied heavily on the views of their convert inform-
ants. However, the views derived from the Jewish and Christian converts
have not influenced jurisprudential matters. The exegetical views that are
taken from the converts are related to genesis and other metaphysical
matters as well as details related to the parables of ancient nations that are
referred to by the Old and New Testaments. The successors have mainly
learned about the Jewish anecdotes from the converts such as cAbd Allah
b. Salam Ibn al-Harith (d.43/663); Kacb Ibn Matic al-Himyari al-Yamani,
known as Kacb al-Ahbar (d.34/654); Wahab b. Munabbih (d.34–
110/654–728) and cAbd al-Malik b. Juraij (d.150/767).

(xv) Absence of poetic loci: Successor exegetes do not refer to quotations from
pre-Islamic or early Islamic Arabic poetry in their exegetical analysis.

(xvi) Variant modes of reading: Commentaries of the successors refer to dif-
ferent modes of reading to explain grammatical or semantic problems
involved in a given ayah.

(xvii) Circumstances of revelation, abrogating and abrogated: The successor
exegetes have also provided brief explanations for the circumstances
surrounding the revelation of a given ayah and the abrogating and abro-
gated ayahs.

132 Evolution of exegesis



5.2.1.3.4 DIFFERENCES IN THE EXEGESIS OF COMPANIONS AND SUCCESSORS

Although the companions’ exegesis is characterized by unanimous agreement on
major exegetical problems, one can still encounter disagreement among them
with regard to some Qur’anic expressions. We have also noticed exegetical dif-
ferences in the successors’ commentaries. The present discussion attempts to pro-
vide an explicated account of the exegetical differences among the companions
and those that are felt among the successors. The major differences are encoun-
tered in one of the following exegetical aspects:

(i) Semantic problems: These include polysemous expressions like qaswarah
(Q74:51) which can signify either al-rami (the arch thrower) or al-asad (the
lion) or cascasa (Q81:17) which can mean either iqbal al-lail (the arrival of
the night) or idbar al-lail (the departure of the night); the expression quru’
(Q2:228), which is the plural of (qar’), signifies either al-haid (a menstrual
period) or al-tuhr (purity between menstruation) and the expression mukhal-
ladun (Q56:17) means either la yahramun (They do not get old) or cala sin
wahid (of the same age). Similarly, the word al-sarim in Q68:20 is polyse-
mous which has four meanings: as dark as night time, as white as day time,
black ashes and cut off.

(ii) Shades of meaning: Some Qur’anic expressions have shades of meaning
which are not inconsistent with each other, as in, ‘faminhum zalimun linaf-
sih waminhum muqtasidun waminhum sabiqun bil-khairat’ [Among them is
he who wrongs himself, and among them is he who is moderate and among
them is he who is foremost in good deeds]’ (Q35:32). According to this con-
text, the word zalim is given three different meanings: 

(a) The person who says his or her prayer late, that is, after its specified time
is finished, (b) the person who does not pay the prescribed zakat, or (c) the person
who accepts interest. Also, the word muqtasid is given the following meanings:
(a) the person who says his or her prayer during its specified time, (b) the person
who pays the zakat only or (c) the person who does not accept interest. The
expression sabiq has also been given various significations such as (a) the person
who says his or her prayers at the beginning of its time, or (b) the person who
pays the prescribed zakat as well as the payment of charity (sadaqah). All of these
significations represent shades of meaning. In other words, all the three signifi-
cations enjoy the same general meaning that denotes a common theme of prayer
and charity with varying degrees of righteousness.

(iii) Different words for the same referent: The companions and the successors
describe the same referent with different expressions, for example, ‘al-sirat
al-mustaqim [the straight path]’ (Q1:6), which is given distinct significa-
tions: (a) Islam, (b) the path of being an obedient servant of God, (c) the
obedience of God and the Prophet and (d) the following of the Sunni school
of law. All these significations have a common meaning related to each
other. In other words, they have interrelated rather than separate meanings.
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(iv) Circumstances of revelation: The companions and the successors have
provided different circumstances of the revelation of the same ayah, as in
‘la ikraha fi al-din [There shall be no compulsion in acceptance of the reli-
gion]’ Q2:256), which has been given three distinct circumstances of rev-
elation. For Ibn cAbbas, this ayah is about the wives of the Ansar who used
to allow their only son to accept Judaism. When the Jewish tribe of Banu
al-Nadir are evicted, Q2:256 is revealed informing the families whose sons
are living with this tribe to give them the choice of either to remain with
the Jews or to come back to their Muslim parents. For Mujahid, Q2:256 is
about a gentleman from the Ansar who wanted to force his slave to accept
Islam. However, for Masruq, the reason for revelation of this ayah is about
a gentleman who accepted Islam and was one of the Ansar but his two sons
remained Christians. When he asked them to accept Islam, they refused.
The father complained to the Prophet and Q2:256 was revealed (al-Wahidi
2000, p. 45).

(v) Variant modes of reading: Different companions and successors have dif-
ferent modes of reading. This difference may have influenced the signifi-
cation of a given expression according to the mode of articulation of the
same word, as in Q15:15 where we have the word sukkirat meaning sud-
dat (be blocked) because the letter (k) is doubled. However, the other mode
of reading is sukirat meaning suhirat (got fascinated) because the letter (k)
is not doubled. The same applies to Q14:50 which has the mode of read-
ing, min qitrin anin (very hot molten brass), where we have two separate
words, qitrin (molten brass) and anin (very hot), and in the other mode of
reading, min qatiranin (of liquid pitch), we have a preposition min (from)
followed by a single word qatiranin (liquid pitch). The same applies to the
mode of reading, lamastum (to have a sexual intercourse) or the other
mode of reading, lamastum (to touch by hand) in Q4:43.

(vi) Synonymy: Some Qur’anic expressions have been provided with synony-
mous significations, as in tubsal in Q6:70 which is given similar meanings
through the synonymous words: (a) turtahan (to be deposited as security)
and (b) tuhbas (to be arrested, detained) where both meanings signify
‘keeping someone’.

(vii) Grammatical analysis: The companion and successor exegetes have pro-
vided different significations for the same ayah which they have analysed
grammatically in different ways, as in Q2:37, ‘fatalaqqa adam min rabbihi
kalimat’ which can either mean ‘Adam received from his Lord some
words’ where the word adam should be in the nominative case, that is,
adamu and the word kalimat (words) are in the accusative (genitive) case
as the direct object, ‘kalimatin’; thus, we get ‘fatalaqqa adamu min rabbihi
kalimatin.’ The other meaning is, the words from his Lord received Adam,
that is, Adam was received by his Lord’s words where adam is used in the
accusative case as the direct object, that is, adama and the word kalimat
occurs in the nominative case, that is, kalimatun; thus, we get ‘fatalaqqa
adama min rabbihi kalimatun.’ 
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Implicit pronouns in Arabic may also lead to different exegetical views due to
distinct grammatical analyses. For instance, in ‘thumma dana fatadalla fakana
qaba qawsaini aw adna [Then he approached and descended, and was at a dis-
tance of two bow lengths or nearer]’ (Q53:8–9) we have the implicit masculine
singular pronoun huwa (he) in the verb dana (to approach) which can refer either
to Jibril (Gabriel), according to the views of cA’ishah, Ibn Mascud, Ubai b. Kacb
and Abu Hurairah or the implicit pronoun huwa (he) refers to the Prophet, accord-
ing to Ibn cAbbas and Anas b. Malik (al-Rumi 1996, p. 52).

(viii) Abrogating and abrogated ayahs: Different exegetical views are provided to
the same ayah due to disagreement among companion and successor
exegetes on whether it is an abrogated ayah or not, as in Q2:115, ‘walillahi
al-mashriqu wal-maghribu fa’ainama tuwallu fathamma wajhu allahi [To
God belongs the east and the west. So wherever you might turn, there is the
face of God].’ For Jabir b. cAbd Allah, Ibn cUmar, Sacid b. al-Musaiyab,
cAta’, al-Shacbi and al-Nakhci, this ayah has not been abrogated and its legal
ruling remains intact. However, for Ibn cAbbas, it has been abrogated by
Q2:144, ‘fawalli wajhaka shatra al-masjidi al-harami wahaithu ma kuntum
fawallu wujuhakum shatrah [So turn your face (i.e. yourself) towards the
sacred mosque. And wherever you are, turn your faces towards it in prayer].’

(ix) Different narrations from the Prophet: This is due to the fact that, at times,
the companions are not in the company of Muhammad, and they miss out
some of his statements (hadith) regarding some Islamic legal rulings.
Therefore, some companions have narrated more hadiths from the Prophet
than others on jurisprudential matters. This has a knock on effect on
exegetical views with regard to the meaning of a given ayah. For instance,
the views of cAli b. Abi Talib and Ibn cAbbas regarding Q2:234, ‘wallad-
hina yutawaffawna minkum wayadharuna azwajan yatarabbasna bi’an-
fusihinna arbacata ashhurin wacashran [Those who are taken in death
among you and leave wives behind, their wives shall wait 4 months and 10
days],’ and Q65:4, ‘wa’ulatu al-ahmali ajalahunna an yadacna hamlahunna
[For those who are pregnant, their term is until they give birth],’ are based
on the literal meanings of these two ayahs. In other words, the widow
should wait for 4 full months after her husband’s death before she can get
married again, and when her husband dies while she is pregnant, she can-
not get married again until she has given birth. However, for Ibn Mascud,
the second case is different where the pregnant widow can get married
again immediately after giving birth. Ibn Mascud’s view is based on the
story of a lady called Subaicah al-Aslamiyyah who was pregnant when her
husband died and gave birth a few days after his death. When she men-
tioned this to the Prophet, he allowed her to get married again. According
to the narration of this story, cAli b. Abi Talib and Ibn cAbbas have
changed their opinion. Thus, giving birth for the pregnant widow is the
decisive factor; therefore, the period of waiting for 4 months and 10 days
applies only to the non-pregnant widow (al-Qurtubi 1997, 3, p. 166).
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The factor of different narrations also applies to Q22:19, ‘hadhani khasmani
ikhtasamu fi rabbihim [These are two adversaries who have disputed over their
Lord].’ For Ibn cAbbas, this refers to the believers and the people of the Book.
However, for Mujahid, this ayah refers to the believers and the pagans who dis-
pute about eschatology; for cIkramah, it refers to paradise and the hell fire, and
for Qatadah, this ayah refers to the person who believes and that who disbelieves
(Ibn Kathir 1993, 3, p. 206).

(x) Allegorical and non-allegorical significations: Some successor exegetes
have provided an allegorical, that is, implicit, esoteric and hypothetical,
meaning al-macna al-majazi for some ayahs, for example, in Q111:4, ‘ham-
malata al-hatabi [the carrier of firewood]’ where the expression al-hatabi is
given an allegorical signification by Mujahid and Qatadah al-Suddi alluding
to al-namimah (slander and backbiting). However, for Sacid b. Jubair, al-
hatabi is given a non-allegorical, that is, literal, exoteric signification al-
macna al-haqiqi which means firewood (al-Razi 1990, 32, p. 158). Similarly,
Q53:43, ‘wa’annahu huwa adhaka wa’abka [And that it is He who makes
one laugh and weep]’ has been given a hypothetical opinion signification by
Sahl b. cAbd Allah, ‘God has made the obedient cheerful due to the mercy
bestowed upon them and has made the disobedient miserable by inflicting
them with His wrath’; an allegorical meaning by al-Dahhak, ‘God makes the
earth laugh through plantation and makes the sky cry through the rain’ and
a non-allegorical meaning by al-Hasan al-Basri and al-Kalbi, ‘God makes
the companions of paradise laugh and the companions of the hell fire cry’
(al-Shawkani 1996, 5, p. 144; cf. al-Rumi 1996, p. 51).

5.2.2 The recording phase

During the Prophet’s lifetime, exegesis has not been written down by the com-
panions who only learn by heart what they ask and narrate what they hear of hadith
from the Prophet. Like the hadith, the process of recording exegesis has started
after Muhammad’s death. The caliphate of cUmar b. cAbd al-cAziz (d.66–101/685–
719)11 is characterized by the recording of Qur’anic exegesis which is still part of
the hadith collection effort on the part of Muslim scholars. Although the narration
and teaching of exegesis have started in different parts of the Muslim state during
the phases of the companions and the successors, the process of recording and seri-
ous scholarship in exegesis have in fact begun during the phase of the post-suc-
cessors. In other words, the companion and successor exegetes of these two phases
have not undertaken the task of writing any Qur’anic exegesis. Instead, the post-
successors have collected exegetical and narration details based on the views of
the prominent companion and successor exegetes, as in Tafsir Mujahid which is
not written, in fact, by Mujahid himself but rather is recorded by Ibn Abi Najih as
a transmission from (can) Mujahid. The same applies to Ibn cAbbas who has not
written any book on exegesis. In other words, ‘most scholars contended them-
selves with the transmission by pupils’ (Versteegh 1993, p. 51).
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The phase of recording exegesis marks the post-successors’ period which starts
from the first quarter of the second/eighth century, that is, the end of the
Umayyads (d.41/661–132/749), and the beginning of the Abbasids, that is,
132/749, and extends to our present time. During the recording phase, there have
been two separate but interrelated phases. These are as follows:

(i) Tafsir as part of hadith phase: Qur’anic exegesis during this phase has
remained part of the collection of hadith by major hadith scholars who have
not dealt with all the ayahs or surahs. The exegesis of some ayahs is sand-
wiched between the hadiths. This phase has started from the end of the
first/seventh century and lasted until the first half of the second/eighth
century. Hadith scholars who have collected the hadith and included the
tafsir of some ayahs at the same time are like Yazid b. Harun al-Salami (d
117/735), Shucbah b. al-Hajjaj (d.160/776), Sufyan al-Thawri (d.161/777),
Wakic b. al-Jarrah (d.197/812), Sufyan b. cUyainah (d.198/813), Ruh b.
cUbadah al-Basri (d.205/820), cAbd al-Razzaq al-Sancani (d.211/826), Adam
b. Abi Iyas (d.220/835) and cAbd b. Humaid (d.249/863). This phase is also
characterized by partial rather than holistic approach; that is, only some
ayahs from various surahs are accounted for, and only selected expressions
of the ayah are explained. None of these exegesis books are available today.

(ii) Tafsir as an independent discipline phase: Qur’anic exegesis has gained
an autonomous research status from the beginning of the second/eighth
century onwards and has become independent from hadith. This phase is
characterized by a well-structured and holistic approach that accounts for
the whole Qur’an according to its ayahs and surahs as they are arranged in
the Qur’an. Among the prominent exegetes of this phase are al-Dahhak b.
Muzahim al-Balkhi (d.105/723),12 Muqatil b. Sulaiman al-Balkhi (d.150/
767), cAbd al-Malik b. cAbd al-cAziz b. Juraij (d.80–150/699–767), Sufiyan
b. Sacid b. Masruq al-Thawri (d.161/777), Yahya b. Salam (d.124–200/741–
815), Abu Zakariyah cAbd Allah al-Farra’ (d.207/822), Abu Bakr cAbd al-
Razzaq al-Sancani (d.211/826), Ibn Majah (d.273/886), Ibn Jarir al-Tabari
(d.310/922), Abu Bakr b. al-Mundhir al-Naisaburi (d.318/930), cAbd al-
Rahman b. Abi Hatim (d.327/938), Abu al-Shaikh b. Habban (d.369/979),
al-Hakim (d.405/1014) and Abu Bakr b. Mirdawaih (d.410/1019). The exe-
gesis of those scholars is based on the narration from the Prophet, the com-
panions, the successors and the post-successors. In other words, it belongs
to the mainstream exegesis, al-tafsir bil-ma’thur.

5.2.2.1 Forms of early recorded exegesis

Since Qur’anic exegesis has begun to be documented in book form, four major
forms of Qur’anic exegesis have been adopted by early successors during the end
of the first/seventh and early second/eighth centuries. Although these recorded
Qur’anic exegesis works are marked by being methodologically independent of
hadith, they are characterized by their succinct approach to exegesis. The four
main forms of early recorded Qur’anic exegesis are as follows: 
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(i) Glossary exegesis: This form deals mainly with semantically ambiguous and
polysemous Qur’anic expressions.13 Most importantly, this form of early
recorded exegesis provides a definition form of selected words from selected
ayahs, as in the exegesis works by Mujahid (d.21–104/),14 Ibn Juraij
(d.150/767) and Sufiyan al-Thawri (d.161/777). Although the whole surahs are
accounted for, only selected expressions from selected ayahs are dealt with.

(ii) Linguistically based exegesis: This is a form of Qur’anic exegesis which
mainly provides linguistically based glossaries and brief details about
semantically ambiguous and polysemous Qur’anic expressions and gram-
matical problems as in the exegesis works by al-Kisa’i (d.187/802)15 and al-
Farra’ (d.207/822). Although the whole surahs are accounted for, only
selected expressions from selected ayahs are dealt with.

(iii) Brief paraphrastic incomplete exegesis: Although this form of Qur’anic
exegesis accounts for all the surahs, it only provides brief exegetical details
about selected phrases or expressions of selected ayahs, as in the exegesis
work by al-Dahhak (d.105/723).

(iv) Detailed and holistic paraphrastic exegesis: This is a form of exegesis that
provides informative paraphrastic details of all the surahs and their con-
stituent ayahs, as in the exegesis work by Muqatil b. Sulaiman (d.150/767).
It can, therefore, be safely claimed that Muqatil is the first Qur’an exegete
who has provided an ayah-by-ayah (musalsal) exegesis.

5.2.2.2 Features of recording phase

This is the longest phase in the history of exegesis and is marked by a variety of
interesting features:

(i) Recording: Qur’anic exegesis has now begun to be recorded either as
part of hadith or as an independent discipline.

(ii) Systematic structure: Qur’anic exegesis has now become musalsal
(ayah-by-ayah). Thus, it has taken a methodological structure in terms
of a consistent account of all the ayahs and surahs and according to their
arrangement in the Qur’an. Thus, it has become known as tafsir musal-
sal (ayah-by-ayah exegesis).

(iii) Independent discipline: Qur’anic exegesis has become at a later stage an
independent discipline and no longer part of hadith.

(iv) Lack of isnad (chain of authorities): Although Qur’anic exegesis of this
phase is based on sound narration, some exegetes do not refer to the
whole chain of authorities. Narration has been exclusive to the circum-
stances of revelation.

(v) Unsound chain of authorities: Some unauthentic exegetical views have
found their way in some books of exegesis as a result of reliance on
hadiths that are not backed up by a sound chain of authroities. As forged
hadiths proliferated out of control, it has become difficult to discern the
genuine chain of authorities from the spurious. 
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(vi) Incomplete narration: Some Qur’anic commentaries are marked by an
incomplete chain of authorities. The exegete quotes the views of his pred-
ecessor exegetes without reference to their names. Thus, unauthentic and
unsound views have seeped through Qur’anic exegesis during this phase.

(vii) Uncritical: Some exegetes of this phase do not provide a critical account
of the meaning of a given ayah or a Qur’anic expression. They mainly
rely upon the views of other predecessor exegetes without providing a
critical account of their own. Thus, we encounter both objective and
subjective exegetical views of the scholars quoted. This has led to the
listing of both sound and unsound exegetical views.

(viii) Hypothetical opinion (al-dirayah, al-fihm al-caqli): Some exegetes have
provided details based on their hypothetical opinions and discovery of
significations. Although both narration and hypothetical personal views
have dominated the recording phase, rational exegetical studies have
been the favourable approach among Muslim scholars. Qur’anic exege-
sis has become limited to specific Qur’anic disciplines such as reasons
for revelation which are provided with limited chain of authorities.

(ix) Grammar-based exegesis: Grammar-based Qur’anic exegesis is a form of
the hypothetical opinion (non-mainstream) approach to exegesis. This
approach has flourished during this phase and prominent linguists have
written down their commentaries such as al-Zajjaj (d.311/923), al-Nahhas
(d.338/949), al-Wahidi (d.468/1075) and Abu Haiyan (d.745/1344).

(x) Differences among exegetes: Some exegetes have favoured the views of
some scholars over others, with regard to some jurisprudential matters
and the views related to a given school of law or sect.

(xi) Spread of sects: Different schools of law have emerged and sectarian
fanaticism has begun to influence exegesis.

(xii) Misquotation for political ends: Transmitters of exegetical views of an
authority often blend the views of an exegete with their own and misquote
the original source in an attempt either to gain support for the dogmas of
their school of thought or to substantiate a theological point of view.

(xiii) Philosophy, scholastic theology and cosmic sciences: Philosophical
views, scholastic theology and cosmic details have been employed in
Qur’anic exegesis. Some of the major scholastic exegetes are al-Qadi
cAbd al-Jabbar Abadi (d.414/1023), al-Zamakhshari (d.538/1144) and
Ibn cArabi (d.560–638/1164–1240), and there are also philosophical and
cosmic exegetes, for example, al-Razi (d.609/1209).

(xiv) Mysticism: Some exegetes have taken a mystical dimension in their
exegetical account of the Qur’an, such as al-Haqa’iq which is an
abridged exegesis by Abu cAbd al-Rahman Muhammad b. al-Husain al-
Salli al-Naisaburi (d.413/1022) and Muhyi al-Din b. cArabi (d.638/1240).

(xv) Different schools of exegesis: Different schools of Qur’anic exegesis
have begun to flourish. Each school has adopted a distinct approach to
the textual and semantic analysis of the Qur’an and the various
approaches are provided as follows:
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(1) Syntactic exegesis adopted by al-Zajjaj in his Macani al-Qur’an, al-
Wahidi in his al-Basit and Abu Haiyan in his al-Bahr al-Muhit;

(2) Philosophical exegesis adopted by exegetes, for example, al-Razi in
his Mafatih al-Ghaib;

(3) Jurisprudential exegesis adopted by jurists such as Abu Bakr al-
Jassas in his Tafsir Ahkam al-Qur’an and Abu cAbd Allah al-
Qurtubi in al-Jamic li-Ahkam al-Qur’an;

(4) Historical exegesis adopted by exegetes like Abu Ishaq al-Thaclabi
(d.427/1035) in his al-Kashf wal-Bayan can Tafsir al-Qur’an and
Abu al-Hasan al-Khazin in his Lubab al-Ta’wil fi Macani al-Tanzil;

(5) Scholastic (Muctazili) exegesis adopted by cAbd al-Jabbar in his
Tanzih al-Qur’an can al-Matacin, Abu cAli Muhammad b. cAbd al-
Wahhab al-Jiba’i (d.303/915) in his Tafsir al-Qur’an, Abu al-Qasim
al-Kacbi al-Balkhi (d.319/931) in his Tafsir al-Qur’an, cAli b. cIsa
al-Rummani (d.384/994) in his Tafsir al-Qur’an, cAbd al-Jabbar al-
Asad Abadi (d.414/1023) in his Tafsir al-Qur’an and al-
Zamakhshari (d.538/1144) in his al-Kashshaf;

(6) Mystical exegesis adopted by Sufi exegetes like Abu cAbd al-
Rahman Muhammad b. al-Husain al-Salli al-Naisaburi (d.413/1022)
in his al-Haqa’iq, Abu al-Qasim cAbd al-Karim al-Qushairi
(d.465/1072) in his Lata’if al-Isharat, and Muhyi al-Din b. cArabi
(d.638/1240) in his Tafsir al-Qur’an al-Karim and

(7) Sectarian exegesis adopted by Shici exegetes such as al-Hasan b.
cAli al-cAskari (d.231–260/) in his Tafsir, Muhammad b. al-Hasan
Abu Jacfar al-Tusi (d.351/962) in his al-Muwaddih fi Macani al-
Qur’an and Abu Mansur al-Hasan b. Yusuf b. cAli Ibn al-Muttahir
al-Hilli (d.726/1325) in his Kanz al-cIrfan fi Fiqh al-Qur’an.

(xvi) Topical exegesis: Some exegetes have researched in one aspect of exe-
gesis such as Ibn Qaiyim al-Jawziyyah (d.691/1291–751/1350) in his al-
Tibyan fi Aqsam al-Qur’an which deals with the major parts of the
Qur’an, al-Raghib al-Asfahani (d.502/1108) in his Mufradat al-Qur’an
which deals with Qur’anic lexical items, Abu Zakariyya Yahya al-Farra’
(d.207/822) in his Majaz al-Qur’an which deals with semantic ambiguity
and polysemous significations of Qur’anic expressions, Abu cUbaidah
Macmar b. al-Muthanna (d.210/825) in his Majaz al-Qur’an which deals
with the multiple meanings of Qur’anic expressions, al-Wahidi in his
Asbab al-Nuzul which deals with the reasons for revelation, al-Nahhas in
his al-Nasikh wal-Mansukh which deals with abrogating and abrogated
ayahs and Abu Bakr Ibn al-cArabi (d.543/1148) in his Ahkam al-Qur’an
which deals with jurisprudential matters.

(xvii) Jurisprudence: Juristic studies have matured during the recording phase
and several jurisprudential exegesis works have emerged whose major
concern is focused on the explication of Islamic legal rulings.
Jurisprudential exegesis is not holistic and focuses only on jurisprudence
ayahs. Major jurisprudential exegetes are Abu Bakr Ahmad al-Jassas
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(d.370/980), who provides a Hanafi school of law exegesis; Abu al-
Hasan cAli al-Tabari, known as Ilkiya (d.504/1110), whose exegesis rep-
resents the Shafici school of law and Abu Bakr Muhammad Ibn
al-cArabi, whose exegesis represents the Maliki school of law.

(xviii) Jewish anecdotes: Qur’anic exegesis of the recording phase is charac-
terized by reference to the Judeo-Christian anecdotes. This is the result
of the influence of the successor and post-successor exegetes upon
exegetical studies of this phase.

(xix) Historical commentaries: During the recording phase, exegetical histor-
ical studies have flourished and extensive historical details have been
added to Qur’anic parables and historical matters. Major historical
exegetes are like Abu Ishaq al-Thaclabi (d.427/1035) and Abu al-Hasan
al-Khazin (d.725/1324).

(xx) Poetic loci: Quotations from pre-Islamic or early Islamic Arabic poetry
are abundant in the majority of commentaries during the recording
phase. Poetic loci are employed to back up or explicate a grammatical or
a semantic problem involved in a given ayah. However, this is not the
case with early recorded Qur’anic commentaries of the first half of the
second/eighth century.

(xxi) Variant modes of reading: Commentators of the recording phase refer in
varying degrees to different modes of reading related to different mean-
ings of the same Qur’anic expression.

(xxii) Conceptual chaining: Commentators of the recording phase have shown
interest in the textual features of thematic connectivity, textual allusion
and intertextuality, such as al-Razi, Abu Haiyan and al-Biqaci.

(xxiii) Anthropomorphism and ambiguous ayahs: This is a major feature of this
phase during which commentators have freely referred to the controver-
sial theological issues like the mutashabihat expressions and the names
and attributes of God. These exegetical views are categorized by ortho-
dox Muslim scholars as an objectionable and unsound discovery.

(xxiv) Interpolations: Textual corruption of tafsir works has proliferated where
augmentation and interpolation by unscrupulous transmitters have fea-
tured during this phase. We encounter recurrent augmentations and
redactions by copyists of earlier manuscripts in order to substantiate
their own theological or political views. Editorial intrusion and refor-
mulation have also taken place through transmitters.

(xxv) Own comments: As recensionists, recorded Qur’anic commentaries
have often included own comments of the recensionist and are marked
by their own glosses and comments which are inserted in the commen-
tary text of the original exegete. The reader is led to believe that the
compiler’s own comments are the iconic companions’ exegetical views.

(xxvi) Different transmissions: A recorded Qur’anic commentary of an early
exegete sometimes includes different transmissions where the usual
cahin of authorities is replaced by new transmitters. Thus, all of a sud-
den, we may encounter more than one informant.
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(xxvii) Different recensions: There seem to have been in circulation variant
recensions of the same commentary by the same early second/eighth
century exegetes such as Muqatil (d.150/767). These different recen-
sions include different chains of authorities and transmitters. Thus, the
authenticity of a given recension cannot be guaranteed. This leads to a
more serious problem of whether the views of a given exegete quoted in
one recension are indeed his, the transmitter’s or the recensionist’s.

(xxviii) Different transmissions: The exegetical views of the companions such as
the views of Ibn cAbbas (d.68/687) have been recorded and transmitted
with different versions by later transmitters. This has created scepticism
about the authenticity of views of the original exegete. 

(xxix) Glosses and paraphrase: Explanatory lexical comments are adopted by early
Qur’anic commentators, such as Muqatil (d.150/767), who provide a word-
level account and are merely concerned with lexical explanations through
glosses and brief periphrastic explanations of Qur’anic expressions.

(xxx) Circumstances of revelation, abrogating and abrogated: Recorded
Qur’anic commentaries refer with varying degrees of elaboration to the
circumstances surrounding the revelation of a given ayah and the abro-
gating and abrogated ayahs.

5.2.2.3 The Andalus school of exegesis

Under the Muslim rule, Spain and Portugal, known as al-Andalus, have witnessed
a robust tafsir activity which evolved during the third/ninth century and culmi-
nated in the eighth/fourteenth century. The first Andalusi recorded works of tafsir
are Tafsir Baqiyyu b. Makhlad of Abu cAbd al-Rahman Baqiyyu b. Makhlad b.
Yazid (d.201–276/816–889), Kitab al-Hidayah ila Bulugh al-Nihayah of Makki
b. Abi Talib al-Qaisi (d.437/1045), Ahkam al-Qur’an of Abu Bakr Ibn al-cArabi
(d.543/1148), al-Muharrar al-Wajiz fi Tafsir al-Kitab al-cAziz of cAbd al-Haqq b.
cAtiyyah (d.546/1151), Jamic Ahkam al-Qur’an of Muhammad b. Ahmad b.
Farah al-Qurtubi (d.671/1272), al-Tashil fi cUlum al-Tanzil of Muhammad b.
Muhammad b. al-Juzzi al-Kalbi (d.741/1340) and al-Bahr al-Muhit fi Tafsir al-
Qur’an al-Karim of Muhammad b. Yusuf Abu Haiyan (d.754/1353).

The scholarship of the Andalusi exegetes has been marked by two approaches:

(i) Linguistic exegesis: This school of exegesis is based on the grammatical
analysis of the Qur’anic text and is represented by Makki b. Abi Talib al-
Qaisi, Ibn cAtiyyah, Ibn al-Juzzi al-Kalbi and Abu Haiyan.

(ii) Jurisprudential exegesis: The focus of this school of exegesis is on jurispru-
dential analysis of injunctions in the Qur’an. This is represented by Baqiyyu
b. Makhlad b. Yazid, Abu Bakr b. al-cArabi and al-Qurtubi.

5.2.2.3.1 FEATURES OF THE ANDALUS SCHOOL

The Andalus school of exegesis is marked by the following exegetical characterisitics:
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(i) Mainstream exegesis: Exegstes of the Andalus school are proponents of the tra-
ditional exegesis. We encounter Qur’anic intertextuality examples, exegetical
details backed up by traditions as well as companion and successor exegtes’
points of view which are the major constituents of mainstream Qur’anic exegesis.

(ii) Variant modes of reading: Tafsir works of the Andalus school of exegesis
make recurrent reference to the modes of reading. This is evident in both lin-
guistic and jurisprudential Andalus school of exegesis where syntactically
based semantic subtlties can be captured by distinct grammatical analyses.

(iii) Anti-Muctazilah views: Andalusi exegetes are proponents of traditional
mainstream Islam which vehemently opposes Muctazilah theological views.

(iv) No interest in hypothetical opinion exegesis: As the Andalus school of exe-
gesis is hinged upon mainstream tafsir, the Andalusi exegetes do not favour
esoteric significations. However, they resort to hypothetical opinion in
terms of linguistic analysis of Qur’anic expressions and passages but have
shown no allegorical tendencies in their exegesis.

(v) Opposition to Judeo-Christian anecdotes: Commentaries of the Andalus
school are critical of Jewish anecdotes, disapprove them and do not refer to
them in detail. Although the Andalusi commentators reject the Jewish anec-
dotes as an exegetical device such as Ibn al-cArabi, we encounter, at times,
very brief reference to them.

(vi) Poetic loci: Quotations from pre-Islamic or early Islamic Arabic poetry vary
from one Andalusi commentary to another. For instance, Ibn cAtiyyah and Abu
Haiyan do not employ many poetic citations while al-Qurtubi employs poetic
citations abundantly, but Ibn al-cArabi refers to poetic loci only occasionally.

(vii) Grammar-based account: Some Andalusi exegetes have provided grammar-
based exegetical account of Qur’anic passages.

(viii) Legal-based account: The tafsir works of some Andalusi exegetes are pri-
marily concerned with jurisprudential details.

(ix) Impact of early exegetes: The Andalus school of exegesis has been influ-
enced heavily by the views of early exegetes such as al-Tabari (d.310/922),
Ilkiya al-Tabari (d.504/1110), al-Zamakhshari (d.538/1144) and al-Razi
(d.606/1209).

5.2.2.4 The Sufi school of exegesis

Sufism is Islamic mysticism that appeared during the end of the second/eighth
century and developed as a mystical practice during the end of the third/ninth
century. The major objective of early Sufism was to fill in a moral vacuum and most
importantly to abandon the pusuit of material gains. Thus, it shared the moral con-
cerns of the Basrah school of exegesis. It began as total devotion to worship, piety
and asceticism within the framework of mainstream Islamic law. At a later stage,
however, Sufism was influenced by beliefs and practices that were not compatible
with its original spiritual aims. The first recorded Sufi works of tafsir are Haqa’iq al-
Tafsir of Muhammad b. al-Husain al-Salami (d.412/1021), Lata’if al-Isharat of cAbd
al-Karim b. Hawazin al-Qushairi (d.465/1072) and Tafsir al-Qur’an al-Karim of
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Muhyi al-Din b. cArabi (d.638/1240). The latter, however, has been the most influ-
ential Sufi work of Qur’anic exegesis. Bin cArabi lived in Seville (ishbilya), Spain,
and travelled to the Middle East and North Africa in pursuit of Sufi saints who were
regarded as friends of God.

5.2.2.4.1 FEATURES OF THE SUFI SCHOOL

The Sufi school of exegesis is characterized by the following exegetical features:

(i) Esoteric exegesis: Exegstes of the Sufi school are mainly concerned with the
allegorical sense of a Qur’anic expression or ayah. For them, an expression
has an underlying meaning that alludes to a mystical experience or notion.

(ii) Mystical approach: Sufi exegetes stress mysticism and the struggle between
the body and the soul, that is, the fight against the self and body desires.

(iii) Mystical anecdotes: Sufi exegetes highlight anecdotes of Sufi saints who
witnessed a supernatural experience or worked a miracle.

(iv) Impact of other beliefs: Some Sufi exegetes expressed exegetical views
that demonstrate the impact of other faiths and spiritual practices on Sufi
tafsir such as Christianity, Buddhism and Persian neo-platonic philosophy.
This is evident in the discussion of Sufi saints’ anecdotes. In terms of
Christian theology, Sufi exegetes echoed a similar view with regards to
God’s essence and the union of existence.

(iv) Jurisprudential matters: Sufi exegetes do not elaborate on problems related
to Islamic legal rulings.

(v) Judeo-Christian anecdotes: Sufi exegetes do not refer to Jewish or Christian
anecdotes.

(vi) No interest in the variant modes of reading, circumstances of revelation or
grammatical or stylistic analysis.

(vii) Reference to statements by cAli b. Abi Talib or the Shici Imam Jacfar al-
Sadiq: For Sufi theologians, cAli was the first friend of God.

(viii) Prophetic tradition: Sufi exegesis makes little intertextual reference to hadiths.
(ix) Potic loci: Sufi exegtes do not employ quotations from pre-Islamic or early

Islamic Arabic poetry to substantiate their exegetical views.
(x) historical details are not found as Sufi exegetes do not deal with Qur’anic

parables and historical matters.
(xi) Allusion in meaning prevails in Sufi exegetical works, and the details are

mainly based on Sufi hypothetical opinions and discovery of meanings.
(xii) Polemic: Modern Sufi exegetes such as Muhyi al-Din al-Tacmi (2007) are

very critical of Sunni scholars such as Ibn Taimiyyah (d.661–728/1263–
1328) and accuses him of polytheism. Muhyi al-Din al-Tacmi makes recurrent
polemics against what he calls al-wahhabiyyah (the Wahhabis), followers of
the teachings of the Sunni theologian Muhammad b. cAbd al-Wahhab
(d.1115–1206/1703–1792) (Muhyi al-Din al-Tacmi 2007, 1, pp. 96, 113, 371,
377, 421, 823, 837; 2, pp. 490, 502, 560)

(xiii) Lack of reference to companion and successor exegetical views.
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5.2.3 The modern phase

The modern school of Qur’anic exegesis has evolved during the twentieth and
early twenty-first century. Exegetes of the recording phase have exhausted the
approaches to Qur’anic exegesis and their relevant sources. Numerous tafsir works
have been written by exegetes since the second/eighth century of the previous
phase and the major schools of exegesis have been thoroughly accounted for.
Exegetes of the modern phase, therefore, have not provided a significant contri-
bution to Qur’anic exegesis in terms of a new school that adopts a fresh approach
different from the already well-established approaches to exegesis. However,
modern exegetes are influenced by contemporary socio-political needs and scien-
tific developments which have led to the emergence of a school in exegesis that
takes into account modern scientific, medical, social and political developments.

5.2.3.1 Features of the modern phase

The modern school of Qur’anic exegesis is characterized by the emergence of
new trends in exegesis. These include the following:

(i) Stagnation: The modern phase can be considered as a stagnation phase of
scholarship during which no significant contribution is being made in exe-
gesis. Schools of exegesis have already taken shape and the Qur’an has been
accounted for comprehensively by exegetes during the recording phase.

(ii) Hypothetical opinion: Exegesis of the modern phase is characterized by
hypothetical opinion. However, in addition to hypothetical opinions and
discovery of significations, some modern exegetes refer to prophetic tradi-
tion and the views of companions and successors.

(iii) Anthropomorphism and mutashabihat ayahs: The majority of modern com-
mentators provide their personal hypotheitical opinions on the controversial
theological issues like the mutashabihat expressions and the names and
attributes of God. Other modern commentators have adopted the main-
stream orthodox approach to these matters and provided a commendable
analysis based on the bila kaif notion (to believe without asking how).

(iv) Articles and books: Exegetes of the modern phase have accounted for some
ayahs or surahs in the form of papers read in conferences or published in
either magazines or academic journals of Islamic studies. Other exegetes
have also accounted for the whole Qur’an.

(v) Non-Muslim views: The Qur’an has also captured the attention of non-
Muslims. Exegesis by non-Muslim scholars has also emerged during the
modern phase. Their exegesis, however, is limited to papers either read in
conferences or published in academic journals of Islamic studies. Their
views are mainly based on hypothetical opinion. Exegesis by non-Muslim
scholars is also limited to some Qur’anic expressions, some ayahs or surahs,
such as Ian Netton’s analysis of Q18 (2000) and Antony Johns’ analysis of
the story of Job (1999 and 2001).
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(vi) Surah structure: Modern exegetes have shown interest in the structure of the
surah dividing it into thematic units, such as Sacid Hawwa’s al-Asas fi al-
Tafsir.

(vii) Conceptual chaining: Some modern commentators refer to thematic con-
nectivity and textual allusion between consecutive surahs and ayahs such as
those by al-Zuhaili, Saiyid Qutb and Sacid Hawwa.

(viii) Synoptic commentaries: Modern commentators have shown interest in gist
exegesis which provides brief periphrastic details of ayahs, such as al-
Sacdi’s Taisir al-Karim al-Rahman.

(ix) Stylistic simplicity: Modern commentaries are characterized by the stylistic
patterns of modern standard Arabic that are accessible to the ordinary reader.

(x) Literary style: Modern commentators have adopted a literary genre in their
commentaries with simple narrative style that can be accessible by the lay-
man reader, such as commentaries by Saiyid Qutb, Muhammad Mutwalli
al-Shacrawi and Muhammad al-Ghazali.

(xi) Grammar-based and stylistic analysis: Modern Qur’an scholars have pro-
vided a comprehensive word-by-word syntactic analysis of every single
ayah of the Qur’an but without any exegetical details such as Muhyi al-Din
al-Darwish’s Icrab al-Qur’an al-Karim wa Bayanuhu (10 volumes). This
grammatical approach is different from that of Abu Haiyan and al-Nahhas
who provide a detailed commentary with particular interest in grammatical
problems. Modern Qur’an scholars also provided a detailed stylistic account
of Qur’anic particles and conjuncts, for example, Muhammad cAbd al-
Khaliq cAdimah’s Dirasat li-Islub al-Qur’an al-Karim (11 volumes). This
stylistic analysis is not a Qur’anic commentary and is different from al-
Zamakhshari’s Kashshaf.

(xii) No interest in the variant modes of reading: Exegetical details about the
variant modes of reading has been shunned by the exegetes of the modern
school of Qur’anic exegesis.

(xiii) Radio and TV programmes: This is referred to as al-tafsir al-idhaci. Some mod-
ern Qur’an scholars provide weekly Qur’anic exegesis programmes. It is a form
of synoptic commenatary (for more details, see Chapter 4, Section 4.2.3.6).

146 Evolution of exegesis



Schools of the Formative Phase

Schools of Hijaz Schools of Iraq

Makkah Madinah Kufah Basrah

Ibn Abbasc Ubai b. Ka bc Ibn Mas udc al-Hasan al-Basri

Figure 5 The four schools of the formative phase

Each of the four schools of Qur’anic exegesis can be distinguished by prototypi-
cal features specific to its approach and exegetical techniques employed in the
textual analysis of the Qur’an. Although these schools were contemporary to each
other and were founded by companion or early successor exegetes, there were

6.1 Introduction

In the present chapter, we shall investigate the four major formative schools of
exegesis that have evolved during the lifetime of the companions and early suc-
cessors whose views have significantly shaped up the later generations of both
classical and modern Qur’an scholars. In other words, the formative schools
encompass the second and third stages of the formative phase (for more details,
see Sections 5.2.1.2 and 5.2.1.3). These major schools are as follows:

(i) The school of Hijaz which subsumes the two schools of Makkah and
Madinah, and 

(ii) The school of Iraq which subsumes the two schools of Kufah and Basrah.

The four schools of the formative phase are illustrated by Figure 5 below:

6 The formative schools of
exegesis



some divergent exegetical views and approaches among them. In this chapter, we
aim to explore the prototypical exegetical features of each school and the process
of inter-fertilization among the proponents of the four schools. The present
account is based on the exegetical works of the formative phase such as those by
Ibn cAbbas, Mujahid, Muqatil and al-Hasan al-Basri as well on other sources such
as al-Khudairi (1999).

6.2 The Makkah school of exegesis

The school of Makkah was founded by Ibn cAbbas (d.68/687) and was the most
influential in Qur’anic exegesis. Ibn cAbbas was the Prophet’s paternal cousin
and well-known for his extensive knowledge of the Qur’an, Arabic language, pre-
Islamic poetry, Arabic history and culture (ayyam al-carab) and Arabic genealogy
(ansab al-carab). He was rightly nicknamed as habr al-ummah (the encyclopaedic
man of the Muslim nation) and turjuman al-qur’an (the translator of the Qur’an).
He enjoyed a special status among the companions, and for his encyclopaedic
knowledge, Ibn cAbbas was cUmar b. al-Khattab’s close aide. He was appointed
by cAli b. Abi Talib the ruler of Basra for four years. Among the students of Ibn
cAbbas are Mujahid (d.104/722), Sacid b. Jubair (d.95/713), cIkramah
(d.105/723), cAta’ (d.114/732) and Tawus (d.106/724). It is worthwhile to note
that when Ibn cAbbas was in Basrah, al-Hasan al-Basri left for Madinah and the
two scholars neither met in Basrah nor in Makkah during any of the hajj seasons.
However, when Ibn cAbbas was in Basrah, Abu al-cAliyah (d.90/708) attended the
study circles of Ibn cAbbas. Most importantly, however, Abu al-cAliyah remained
a pro-Madinah school scholar and was not influenced by Ibn cAbbas’s exegetical
views. The influence of his teacher, Ubai b. Kacb, remained evident in Abu 
al-cAliyah’s journey of studying Qur’anic exegesis.

6.2.1 Features of Makkah school of exegesis

The major prototypical exegetical features of the Makkah school are:

(i) Hypothetical opinion (ijtihad) and discovery (istinbat): This is attributed to
the fact that the founder of the school, Ibn cAbbas, encouraged his students,
such as Mujahid and cIkramah, to critically debate Qur’anic matters and pro-
vide their exegetical personal opinions, that is, to practise ijtihad and istinbat
in Qur’anic exegesis. This, however, is contrary to the schools of exegesis led
by Ibn Mascud in Kufah, Ubai b. Kacb in Madinah and al-Hasan al-Basri in
Basrah. The personal opinion approach, among other factors, made the
Makkah school’s reputation broaden and the number of its proponents swell
(see Section 6.2.3). To a limited extent, however, the Basrah school’s
exegetes were influenced by the Makkah school’s practice of ijtihad.
Although the Makkah school exegetes adopted the approach of personal
opinion and discovery of significations in the analysis of Qur’anic expres-
sions related to the names and attributes of God (asma’ wa-sifat allah) and
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theological mutashabihat, their exegesis was based upon mainstream theo-
logical views. In other words, their personal opinion account aimed at prov-
ing rather than disproving the literal, that is, exoteric, meaning of the names
and attributes of God. For instance, both Ibn cAbbas and Mujahid confirmed
the yadd (hand) of God in Q39:67, ‘wal-samawatu matwiyyatun biyaminih
[The heavens will be folded in His right hand],’ and the cain (eyes) of God in
Q11:37, ‘wasnac al-fulka bi-acyunina [Construct the ship under Our eyes].’

(ii) The recording of exegesis in the form of lecture notes: Ibn cAbbas encour-
aged his students to take notes of his exegesis-teaching sessions. These
basic lecture notes, however, should not be confused with recording
Qur’anic exegesis in the form of volumes.1

(iii) The use of Jewish anecdotes in exegesis: Ibn cAbbas was highly influenced
by the Jewish converts Kacb Ibn Matic al-Himyari al-Yamani known as
Kacb al-Ahbar (d.34/654) and cAbd Allah b. Salam Ibn al-Harith
(d.43/663). Students of the Makkah school, such as Mujahid, Sacid b. Jubair
and cIkramah, were also influenced by Jewish anecdotes. This influence
was extended to their successor students, such as al-Suddi (d.127/744).

(iv) The use of poetic loci in Qur’anic exegesis.
(v) The study of Qur’anic exegesis as a discipline independent of hadith. The

major reason for this can be attributed to the fact that the Makkah school
was not as much enthusiastic about the study of hadith as its counterparts,
the schools of Madinah and Kufah.

(vi) Special interest in the exegesis of pilgrimage ayahs and their jurispruden-
tial rulings: This interest can be attributed to the large numbers of pilgrims
coming to Makkah who used to enquire about matters related to pilgrim-
age and minor pilgrimage (al-cumrah).

(vii) Interest in admonition (al-wacz) and urging people for the renunciation of
pleasure in worldly things (al-zuhd).

(viii) Special interest in linguistic analysis: Exegetes of the Makkah school
demonstrated, more than any other school, an interest in linguistic exege-
sis such as the following: 

(a) Semantic comparison of Qur’anic expressions;
(b) Semantically ambiguous Qur’anic expressions (gharib al-Qur’an), polyse-

mous and synonymous Qur’anic expressions (al-ashbah or al-wujuh
wal-naza’ir) and semantic ambiguity;

(c) Etymological analysis of Arabicized Qur’anic words (al-mufradat al-
mucarrabah), their meanings and original language. The reason for this par-
ticular interest in Arabicized expressions can be attributed to the geographical
fact that Makkah is adjacent to Hijaz and that the Arab tribes living there are
well-known for their linguistic purity, and linguistic environment, which is
sought after by exegetes. Also, the reason why the Makkah school is more
successful in the study of Arabicized words is attributed to the fact that a large
number of pilgrims come to Makkah who are native speakers of Arabicized
Qur’anic words. Thus, non-native Arab-convert exegetes such as Mujahid,
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Sacid b. Jubair, cAta’ and cIkramah of the Makkah school excelled in this ety-
mological analysis of Qur’anic words and their meanings in their original lan-
guage, such as hasab meaning hatab (firewood), al-qistas meaning al-cadl
(justice), al-tur meaning al-jabal (mountain), taha meaning ya rajul (O, gen-
tleman), al-jibt meaning al-shaitan (Satan) and al-taghut meaning al-kahin
(soothsayer or priest). cIkramah, for instance, used to provide the meanings in
Nabatean and Abyssinian languages, while Mujahid used to deal with the
meanings of Greek and Syriac words.

6.2.2 Success of Makkah school

One may wonder why the Makkah school of Qur’anic exegesis is more widely
narrated by various exegetes than the other three schools of the formative phase.
The success of the Makkah school can be attributed to the following major
factors:

(i) The founder of the Makkah school, Ibn cAbbas, outlived other companion
exegetes. He died in 68/687, while Ibn Mascud, the founder of the Kufah
school, died in 32/653, and Ubai b. Kacb of the Madinah school died in
20/640. Thus, the teaching of Ibn cAbbas continued, his students increased
and his views spread to more parts of the Muslim world through his
students. However, although al-Hasan al-Basri, the founder of the Basrah
school, died in 110/728, he had only one student, Qatadah.

(ii) The large number of pilgrims who come annually to Makkah used to con-
vey his exegetical views as well as the views of his students to their local
communities in various parts of the Muslim world.

(iii) Ibn cAbbas encouraged his students to travel to other Muslim countries to
teach exegesis and be his ambassadors for his exegetical views. Both
Mujahid and cIkramah travelled to several countries such as Egypt,
Morocco and Iraq where they lived in either Basrah or Kufah.

(iv) Ibn cAbbas encouraged his students to record exegesis as lecture notes. His
students’ lecture notes and books became valuable sources for Qur’an schol-
ars elsewhere. Thus, Ibn cAbbas’ views disseminated rapidly and widely.

(v) The political stability in Makkah was a source of attraction to Qur’an schol-
ars who immigrated to it to learn Qur’anic exegesis. Sacid b. Jubair, for
instance, immigrated from Kufah and settled in Makkah as a result of the
civil war (fitnah) in his home town which broke out between cAli and
Mucawiyah in 36/656. Stability also provided an appropriate environment
for teaching and recording exegesis.

6.2.3 Impact of Makkah school on other exegetes

The Makkah school of exegesis had significantly influenced the views of
exegetes from other schools of exegesis. The impact of the Makkah school was
evident on the school of Kufah and the school of Basrah:
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(i) Sacid b. Jubair, for instance, influenced some exegetes from the Kufah
school such as al-Dahhak and al-Suddi who both narrated from Ibn
cAbbas’s student, Sacid b. Jubair. Similarly, Sufyan al-Thawri from Kufah
was also influenced by Ibn cAbbas’ views through his students Mujahid,
cAta’, cIkramah and Sacid b. Jubair.

(ii) The Basrah school was also influenced by the Makkah school. Ibn cAbbas
was appointed the Amir (ruler) of Basrah by cAli b. Abi Talib for four years
during which he taught Abu al-cAliyah who became a close friend of Ibn
cAbbas and visited him in Makkah several times when he went for pilgrim-
age. Academically, however, Abu al-cAliyah was more attached to Ubai b.
Kacb of the Madinah school. cIkramah also lived in Basrah and was admired
by both al-Hasan al-Basri and Qatadah, al-Hasan’s student. However, al-
Hasan al-Basri was more attached to the Madinah school of exegesis and its
student Sacid b. al-Musaiyab. The other main reason why the Makkah
school did not influence al-Hasan could be attributed to the fact that he was
living in Madinah for the whole period of Ibn cAbbas’s four-year rule of
Basrah. al-Hasan had no chance of meeting Ibn cAbbas neither in Basrah nor
during pilgrimage. One cannot verify, however, whether this was a deliber-
ate action by al-Hasan to avoid Ibn cAbbas or a mere co-incidence.

The Makkah school, however, was not able to influence the exegetes of the
Madinah school. On the contrary, the Madinah school frowned upon the Makkah
school for their indulgence in istinbat (discovery) and ijtihad (independent per-
sonal judgement) and the discussion of controversial theological matters such as
the theological mutashabihat and the names and attributes of God.

6.3 The Madinah school of exegesis

The school of exegesis in Madinah was founded by Ubai b. Kacb (d.20/640) who
was the first scribe of the Prophet and renowned for his advanced skills in articula-
tory phonetics and intonation techniques required for the modes of reading. Ubai, a
well-educated Jewish convert, was also well-known for his accurate memorization
of the Qur’an and sound knowledge of the Old and New Testaments. Among his
students were Abu al-cAliyah (d.93/711), al-Qurazi (d.118/736), cUrwah b. al-
Zubair (d.93/711) and Zaid al-cAdawi (d.136/753). The scholars of Madinah had a
lukewarm interest in the study and teaching of exegesis. Instead, they were more
fascinated by the study and teaching of hadith, Islamic history, biographies and con-
quests or military expeditions (maghazi). The large number of companions who
were still living in Madinah such as cUmar b. al-Khattab and Abu Hurairah helped
in the study of hadith to flourish and most importantly to be the centre for sound
hadiths in terms of their sound chain of authorities (isnad) and sound text (matn).
However, the reputation of the Madinah school failed to gain wide circulation due
to the fact that the major scholars of the Madinah school, such as Ubai b. Kacb and
Zaid b. Thabit (d.45/665), were too busy with the teaching of hadith and the modes
of reading. Thus, limited narrations had been cited from this school due to
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(i) lack of students of exegesis who could convey their teachers’ exegetical
views to other parts of the Muslim world, and 

(ii) lack of lecture notes that could have been passed on to late successors.
Scholars of the Madinah school did not allow their students to record
exegetical views of their teachers. In other words, the Madinah school of
Qur’anic exegesis did not sanction the recording of exegesis lecture notes.

6.3.1 Features of Madinah school of exegesis

The following are the major characteristics of the Madinah school:

(i) The Madinah school was interested in the exegesis of Islamic legal ruling
ayahs such as those related to marriage, and in giving reasons as to why a
given legal ruling is favoured over the other.

(ii) The Madinah school was interested in explaining some circumstances of
revelation.

(iii) The Madinah school was interested in the traditional approach to modes of
reading which is concerned mainly with the articulatory phonetics of Qur’anic
expressions. In other words, the Madinah school focused on the different pho-
netic forms which a given Qur’anic word may have; that is, a word can be
pronounced differently with or without a change of meaning. This included
phonetic problems such as double sound (mushaddad) or single sound
(sukun) as well as accusative (mansub) or nominative (marfuc) case sounds.
Therefore, the Madinah exegetes were not influenced by exegetical modes of
reading (al-qira’ah al-tafsiriyyah) as an exegetical, semantically based tech-
nique developed by the Kufah school. An example of an ordinary mode of
reading that takes into account the criteria of articulatory phonetics is
Q17:106, ‘waqur’anan faraqnahu [It is a Qur’an which We have revealed in
parts],’ which has another mode of reading in terms of articulatory phonetics
which is waqur’anan farraqnahu where the letter /r/ is doubled, and Q104:9,
‘fi camadin mumaddadah [in towering columns],’ which has a different mode
of reading as in ‘fi cumudin mumaddadah’ where the short vowel  /a/ (fathah)
in camadin is replaced by the short vowel /u/ (dammah), that is, cumudin.

(iv) The Madinah school objected strongly to the teaching and recording as
lecture notes of Qur’anic exegesis. cUrwah b. al-Zubair (d.93/711), for
instance, burnt his books and lecture notes of Qur’anic exegesis.

(v) The Madinah school did not sanction Jewish anecdotes in Qur’anic exegesis.

6.4 The Kufah school of exegesis

The founder of the Kufah school was the companion exegete Ibn Mascud
(d.32/653) who was influenced by cUmar b. al-Khattab with regards to extreme
rigour and scrutiny in hadith in order to avoid fabricated and weak ones.
Although Ibn Mascud laid down the foundation of the Kufah school of exegesis,
he was heavily involved and more interested in giving a formal legal judgement
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(ifta’) and jurisprudence than in Qur’anic exegesis. The city of Kufah, therefore,
had become the centre for jurists and became more famous than the school of
Makkah in this regard. Among the students of Ibn Mascud were cAlqamah b. Qais
(d.61/680), Masruq b. al-Ajdac (d.63/682), al-Shacbi (d.20–109/640–727) and
cAbidah b. cAmru al-Salmani (d.72/691). Among the followers of the Kufah
school from the successors were Ibrahim al-Nakhci (d.74/693) who was the
student of cAlqamah. The Kufah school was called the personal opinion school
(madrasat al-ra’i). However, the expression ‘personal opinion’ (al-ra’i) should
not be confused with the same expression that was later on used in the literature
of Qur’anic exegesis to refer to ‘rational’ or ‘hypothetical opinion’ whose con-
notative meaning, for mainstream exegetes, denoted a stigmatized exegetical
approach adopted by non-mainstream exegetes of various approaches to exege-
sis, such as the Muctazili, Ashcari, Sufi, Shici and Ibadi exegetes. As the non-
mainstream exegetes employ al-ra’i in their Qur’anic exegesis, they are dubbed
as ‘interpreters’ (mu’awwilun), that is, those who employ their ‘hypothetical per-
sonal opinion’ especially when dealing with theological mutashabihat and the
names and attributes of God. However, during the formative phase of Qur’anic
exegesis, the expression ‘personal opinion’ (al-ra’i) was employed by the Kufah
school in the context of jurisprudence and giving formal legal judgement only. In
other words, exegetes of the Kufah school relied upon their personal opinion
when they answered a problem related to an Islamic legal ruling and ayahs related
to the allowed and the prohibited. Thus, their personal opinion was limited to
jurisprudential matters. Most importantly, their views on any Islamic legal ruling
ayah is supported first by a hadith with a sound chain of authorities and a sound
text. If they had no such hadith, they had to provide an answer based on their per-
sonal opinion. Thus, exegetes of the Kufah school were neither concerned with
theological mutashabihat nor with the names and attributes of God. Therefore,
their ra’i was commendable, and thus, they were not ‘interpreters’ (mu’awwilun)
and their personal opinions were mainly jurisprudence-oriented. Also, the city of
Kufah was the centre for the modes of reading led by Ibn Mascud. Later on, how-
ever, it was plagued with civil war in 36/656.

6.4.1 Features of Ku fah school of exegesis

The Kufah school was characterized by the following prototypical features:

(i) The Kufah school was interested in the analysis of Islamic legal rulings
ayahs. For this reason, their personal opinion approach to jurisprudential
matters was introduced.

(ii) The Kufah school was neither interested in the analysis of the theological
mutashabihat ayahs nor in the analysis of Qur’anic expressions that are
related to the names and attributes of God.

(iii) The Kufah school was interested in the analysis of modes of reading ayahs.
They developed a new exegetical technique in exegesis, namely, the exeget-
ical mode of reading (al-qira’ah al-tafsiriyyah) which is semantically based.
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In other words, unlike the Madinah school of exegesis, the Kufah school is
not phonetically oriented; that is, it is not concerned with the articulatory
phonetics of words and their different modes of pronunciation. The tech-
nique of exegetical modes of reading is concerned with the elimination of
semantic ambiguity. Thus, the inserted, that is, additional, disambiguating
words are not part of the cUthmanic master codex. The exegetical mode of
reading involves the addition of one word or more in the interest of disam-
biguating an ayah or a word within the ayah. For instance, Q5:89 is read as
‘fasiyamu thalathati aiyamin mutatabicat [to fast for three consecutive
days]’ according to the exegetical mode of reading by Ibn Mascud where the
word mutatabicat (consecutively) is inserted in order to provide exegetical
clarification. Also, Q5:38, ‘wal-sariqu wal-sariqatu faqtacu aidiyahuma [the
thief, male and female, amputate their hands],’ constituted a jurisprudential
problem as to which hand to be cut off, the right or the left. This problem
was resolved by Ibn Mascud’s exegetical mode of reading: ‘wal-sariquna
wal-sariqatu faqtacu aimanahum [the thief, male and female, amputate their
right hands].’ Explaining a Qur’anic word can be achieved through lexical
substitution by means of the exegetical modes of reading, as in Q66:4,
‘faqad saghat qulubukuma [your hearts listened to falsehood],’ which has
Ibn Mascud’s exegetical mode of reading as ‘faqad zaghat qulubukuma
[your hearts deviated]’ where the word saghat (to lean towards, that is, lis-
ten to falsehood) is replaced by zaghat (to deviate).

(iv) The Kufah school expressed no interest in the teaching and recording of
Qur’anic exegesis for fear of giving an erroneous meaning to a Qur’anic
expression or a flawed exegetical analysis to an ayah. The Kufah school
showed only limited interest in the exegesis of Islamic legal ruling ayahs.
However, this position in Kufah had changed during the late successors’
phase where interest in the study, teaching and recording Qur’anic exegesis
had increased.

(v) The Kufah school was not interested in Judeo-Christian anecdotes.
(vi) The Kufah school represented by Ibn Mascud and his students cAlqamah b.

Qais, cUbaidah b. cAmru al-Salmani and Masruq b. al-Ajdac opposed the
recording of exegesis. cUbaidah, for instance,  asked his students to bring
back to him all their lecture notes so that he could destroy them and make
sure that he was not misquoted.

6.5 The Basrah school of exegesis

The founder of the Basrah school was the early successor exegete al-Hasan al-
Basri (d.110/728) who was born and grew up in Madinah. He was brought up by
Umm Salamah (Hind), the Prophet’s wife. He was highly influenced by cUmar b.
al-Khattab and later became one of the students of Anas b. Malik (d.91/709) who
was a companion and the servant of the Prophet. Like his father, al-Hasan was a
well-known preacher (qass or qassas), led an ascetic life and was heavily involved
in preaching morality, admonition and the renunciation of pleasure in worldly
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things. This ascetic life style of al-Hasan al-Basri became the fingerprints of his
approach to Qur’anic exegesis. This exegetical technique, however, was opposed
by other scholars from other schools of exegesis such as Abu al-cAliyah, a
Madinan school scholar. Also, cAli b. Abi Talib was reported to have objected to
the admonition approach (uslub al-qassasin). The main objection of scholars to the
Basrah school’s approach of admonition was based on the fact that the students of
al-Hasan employed fabricated and weak hadiths which were employed to support
the topic of their admonition lectures. The two major figures of the Basrah school
were al-Hasan and his student Qatadah al-Sadusi (d.117/735). Both scholars, how-
ever, were known for their leniency towards acceptance of hadiths without either
sound chain of authorities or even without any chain of authorities. Unlike Kufah,
Basrah enjoyed stability and was not inflicted by the civil war and sectarian
beliefs. Basrah was well-known for its ascetic life pattern and Ibn Sirin
(d.110/728) was the unique product of this spiritual milieu. Ibn Sirin, however,
was critical of his contemporary scholar al-Hasan al-Basri with regard to the lat-
ter’s encouragement of teaching exegesis, recording it, using a hypothetical
approach based on personal judgement and discovery of meanings (ijtihad and
istinbat) in exegetical matters, and most importantly, of al-Hasan’s tadlis2 in his
narration of hadith. Although both Ibn Sirin and al-Hasan al-Basri were well-
known for their ascetic life style, the former was more known for his joyful atti-
tude (mizah), laughing and joking (mujamalah) than the latter. On the contrary,
al-Hasan was known for his stressed-out look, feeling sad (mahzun), being preoc-
cupied with death and the hereafter. Moreover, al-Hasan al-Basri used to complain
of forgetfulness (al-nisyan). This is contrary to his student, Qatadah, who,
although blind, was well-known for his sharp memory and the memorization of a
vast number of hadiths. The city of Basrah was an attractive place to other Qur’an
scholars from other schools of exegesis such as cIkramah of the Makkah school.
The views of the Basrah school was also felt in the exegesis of cAbd al-Razzaq al-
Sancani from Yemen who was influenced by Qatadah when the latter visited
Yemen. However, al-Sancani was the student of the late successor exegete Sufyan
b. cUyainah (d.107-198/725–813) who was the advocate of the Makkah school.

6.5.1 Features of Bas rah school of exegesis

Among the major prototypical features of the Basrah school are as follows:
(i) The Basrah school was influenced by the Madinah school of exegesis.

Both al-Hasan al-Basri and his student Qatadah were influenced by Sacid
b. al-Musaiyab of the Madinah school.

(ii) The Basrah school showed a limited interest in hypothetical opinion (ijti-
had). However, hypothetical opinion was not employed in the analysis of
theological mutashabihat and the names and attributes of God. In his exe-
gesis of Q2:102, ‘wama unzila cala al-malakaini bibabila haruta wamaruta
[that which was revealed to the two angels at Babylon, Harut and Marut],’
al-Hasan al-Basri, for instance, denied that Harut and Marut were angels
because he argued that angels did not teach people magic.
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(iii) Less interested in Jewish anecdotes. This can be attributed to the influence
of the Madinah school on al-Hasan al-Basri and his student Qatadah.
Although Qatadah mentioned some Jewish anecdotes, he expressed reser-
vation and referred to them very briefly.

(iv) The Basrah school was not stringent enough with hadith in terms of its text
and chain of authorities. In other words, exegetes of the Basrah school
accepted the hadith that was without sound chain of narration (hadith mur-
sal). This is a direct influence of Anas b. Malik who was known for his
flexibility and leniency (mutasahil) towards hadith’s chain of authorities,
sound text of hadith and acceptance of a hadith without chain of authori-
ties. The other major reason for the use of hadiths without sound chain of
authorities was due to the fact that the Basrah school was interested in the
gist of the hadith rather than its accurate text (matn) so long as it could sup-
port the admonition topic they were talking about during their admonition
session.

(v) The Basrah school was interested in admonition (al-wacz) and urging
people to renounce the pleasure of worldly gains. Both al-Hasan al-Basri
and his student Qatadah were excellent preachers (qussas, singular qass).
Through their emotionally charged admonition sessions, they attempted to
raise the emotional temperature and spiritual sentiments of their audience
by urging them to adopt an ascetic life style and abandon the worldly
pleasure of the present life. Thus, the Basrah school had sown the seeds of
Sufism.

(vi) The Basrah school was interested in the detailed and emotively charged
analysis of ayahs related to the stories of Prophets and reward and punish-
ment. This is interrelated and complementary to their approach of admo-
nition in Qur’anic exegesis. 

(vii) The Basrah school employed elevated style and highly eloquent expres-
sions for effective psychological and emotional impact on the audience.
Their exegesis is also marked by emotive expressions as an exegetical and
psychological technique required for morality lessons.

(viii) The Basrah school was interested in the contextual approach to exegesis.
This is a linguistic exegetical technique that is concerned with the thematic
chaining (al-munasabah) of ayahs and the thematic relationship that binds
consecutive surahs together.

(ix) The Basrah school was highly interested in linguistic exegesis. This was
represented by their interest in Arabic grammar as well as in the modes of
reading as a linguistic exegetical technique. The Arab linguist Abu al-
Aswad al-Du’ali (d.69/688), who lived in Basrah, laid down the first rules
of Arabic grammar. A large number of non-native Arabs, converts or non-
converts, came to Basrah which was the commercial window of Iraq. It
was felt extremely important to lay down the rules of Arabic grammar to
preserve Arabic from linguistic corruption. Thus, the widespread atmos-
phere of linguistic interest in Basrah had influenced the Basrah school of
exegesis.
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(x) Although the Basrah school was influenced by Ibn Mascud of the Kufah
school in terms of his exegetical modes of reading (al-qira’ah al-
tafsiriyyah), the Basrah school was more interested in the traditional artic-
ulatory phonetics approach to modes of reading adopted by the Madinah
school of Ubai b. Kacb. In other words, the Basrah school focused on the
different phonetic forms which a given word might have; that is, a word
could be pronounced differently according to different vowels with or
without a change of meaning.

6.6 Exegetical techniques of the formative phase

The four schools of the formative phase adopted a number of exegetical tech-
niques, such as follows:

(i) Exegesis of the Qur’an through the Qur’an, that is, Qur’anic intertextuality
(tafsir al-qur’an bil-qur’an): This is an intertextual exegesis technique
which aims to explain the meaning of a Qur’anic expression or an ayah
through one of the following linguistic approaches:
(1) Semantic similarity, that is, synonymy (al-ashbah): In this technique, the

exegete makes a semantic analogy between two ayahs through syn-
onymy that exists between them either at the word level or at the thematic
level. Therefore, semantic similarity is sub-classified into the following: 
(a) Word-level semantic similarity: The exegete compares two differ-

ent ayahs that share lexical items with similar meanings. For
instance, Q2:28, ‘kaifa takfuruna billahi wakuntum amwatan
fa’ahyakum thumma yumitukum thumma yuhyikum [How can you
disbelieve in God when you were lifeless and He brought you to
life, then He will cause you to die, then He will bring you back to
life],’ is semantically similar, that is, synonymous, to Q40:11, ‘qalu
rabbana amattana ithnataini wa’ahyaitana ithnataini [They will say,
‘Our Lord, You made us lifeless twice and gave us life twice],’ and
Q19:87, ‘la yamlikuna al-shafacata illa man ittakhadha cinda al-
rahmani cahda [None will have the power of intercession except he
who had taken a covenant from the Most Merciful],’ is semantically
similar to Q20:109, ‘yawma idhin la tanfacu al-shafacatu illa man
adhina lahu al-rahmanu waradiya lahu qawla [That day, no inter-
cession will benefit except that of one to whom the Most Merciful
has given permission and has accepted his word],’ and

(b) Thematic-level semantic similarity: This is the most common
exegetical tool adopted by the exegetes of the formative phase. It
is a comparison at the thematic level in which the exegete finds
two different ayahs with different words, but they share the same
leitmotif that is expressed in different words. Thus, the two ayahs
are conceptually linked, as in Q2:37, ‘fatalaqqa adamu min rabbihi
kalimatin fataba calaihi [Adam received from his Lord some
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words, and He accepted his repentance],’ which is thematically
related to Q7:23, ‘qala rabbana zalamna anfusana wa’in lam tagh-
fir lana watarhamna lanakunanna min al-khasirin [They said, “Our
Lord, we have wronged ourselves, and if You do not forgive us and
have mercy upon us, we will surely be among the losers”],’ and
Q7:205, ‘wadhkur rabbaka fi nafsika tadarrucan wakhifatan
waduna al-jahri min al-qawli bil-ghuduwwi wal-asali wala takun
min al-ghafilin [Remember your Lord within yourself in humility
and in fear without being apparent in speech, in the mornings and
the evenings and do not be among the heedless],’ which is themat-
ically chained to Q17:110, ‘qul udcu allaha aw udcu al-rahmana
aiyan ma tadcu falahu al-asma’u al-husna [Say, “Call upon the
Most Merciful. Whichever name you call, to Him belong the best
names”].’ Thus, these ayahs are thematically synonymous.

(2) Orthographic similarity, that is, polyseymy (al-naza’ir, al-wujuh): In
this technique, the exegete provides the different meanings which a sin-
gle Qur’anic expression may have in the same surah or in different
surahs.

(3) Semantic ambiguity (gharib, mushkil): In this exegetical technique, the
exegete provides the meaning(s) of a Qur’anic expression that is
semantically ambiguous because it is rarely used by the Arabs due to
being a foreign word or dialect-specific.

(4) Explaining the generic by the specific (tafsir al-camm bil-khass): This
is an exegetical technique through which the exegete explains an ayah
that has a generic meaning by means of another ayah that has a specific
meaning, as in Q3:92, ‘lan tanalu al-birra hatta tunfiqu mimma tuhib-
bun [Never will you attain the good reward until you spend in the way
of God from that which you love],’ which generally refers to al-infaq
(spending). Through Qur’anic intertextuality, the generic meaning of
al-infaq is explained by Q76:8, ‘wayutcimuna al-tacama cala hubbihi
miskinan wayatiman wa’asiran [They give food in spite of love for it to
the needy, the orphan and the captive]’ which provides a specific mean-
ing to how al-infaq should be made. Similarly, Q5:32, ‘min ajli dhalika
katabna cala bani isra’ila annahu man qatala nafsan bighairi nafsin aw
fasadin fi al-ardi faka’annama qatala al-nasa jamican waman ahyaha
fak’annama ahya al-nasa jamican [Because of that, We decreed upon
the Children of Israel that whoever kills a soul unless for a soul or for
corruption done in the land, it is as if he had slain mankind entirely.
And whoever saves one, it is as if he had saved mankind entirely],’ pro-
vides a generic meaning because the word nafs (soul) occurs in the
indefinite form and bears a generic meaning. However, Q4:93, ‘waman
yaqtul mu’minan mutacammidan fajaza’uhu jahannamu khalidan fiha
[Whoever kills a believer intentionally, his recompense is hell wherein
he will abide eternally],’ explains the specific meaning of what nafs
actually means. Therefore, through Q4:93, the word nafs specifically
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means a believer. Also, the generic meaning of the expression su’an (a
wrong deed) in Q4:123, ‘man yacmal su’an yujza bihi [Whoever does a
wrong will be recompensed for it]’ is made more specific by the
expression kafaru (to disbelieve) in Q34:17, ‘dhalika jazainahum bima
kafaru [We repaid them because they disbelieved].’

(5) Explaining the ambiguous (tawdih al-mubham): Through this linguis-
tic exegetical tool, the exegete finds an ayah that can disambiguate the
meaning of another ayah, as in Q9:106, ‘wa’akharuna murjawna li’amri
allahi imma yucadhdhibuhum wa’imma yatubu calaihim [There are oth-
ers deferred until the command of God whether He will punish them or
whether He will forgive them]’ where the word akharun (others) is
semantically ambiguous. Through Qur’anic intertextuality, this ambi-
guity in meaning can be explained by Q9:118, ‘wacala al-thalathati
alladhina khullifu hatta idha daqat calaihim al-ardu bima rahubat
wadaqat calaihim anfusuhum wazannu an la malja’a min allahi illa
ilaihi thumma taba calaihim liyatubu [He also forgave the three who
were left behind and regretted their error to the point that the earth
closed in on them in spite of its vastness and their souls anguished them
and they were certain that there is no refuge from God except in Him.
Then He turned to them so they could repent]’ whose circumstance of
revelation refers to Hilal b. Umaiyah, Mararah b. Rabic and Kacb b.
Malik. Similarly, Q79:25, ‘nakala al-akhirati wal-ula [exemplary pun-
ishment for the last and the first transgression]’ is a semantically
ambiguous ayah whose meaning can be explained by two more ayahs:
Q28:38, ‘waqala fircawnu ya aiyuha al-mala’u ma calimtu lakum min
ilahin ghairi fa’awqid li ya hamanu cala al-tini fajcal li sarhan lacalli
attalicu ila ilahi musa wa’inni la’azunnuhu min al-kadhibin [Pharaoh
said, “O eminent ones, I have not known you to have a god other than
me. Then ignite for me, O Haman, a fire upon the clay and make for me
a tower that I may look at the god of Moses. Indeed, I do think he is
among the liars],’ which explains the meaning of the word al-ula, that is,
the first transgression made by Pharaoh, and Q79:24, ‘ana rabbukum al-
acla [I (Pharaoh) am your most exalted lord],’ which explains the mean-
ing of al-akhirati, that is, the second transgression made by Pharaoh.

(ii) Exegesis of the Qur’an through prophetic tradition (tafsir al-qur’an bil-sunnah):
(1) The use of a hadith that can disambiguate the meaning of an ayah, as in

Q2:230, ‘fa’in tallaqaha fala tahillu lahu min bacdu hatta tankiha zaw-
jan ghairahu [If he has divorced her for the third time, then she is not
lawful to him afterward until after she marries a husband other than
him],’ which can involve one of the following different meanings.
Q2:230 means either
(a) a divorced lady has to re-marry another man through a marriage

contract (caqd nikah) only without any physical contact with the
second husband. This means that in order for her first husband to
be allowed to re-marry her, she is legally required to have a new
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marriage contract with her second husband. The new marriage
contract with her second husband allows her first husband to re-
marry her even though her second husband has made no sexual
intercourse with her. However, there is no hadith in support of this
meaning, or

(b) a divorced lady has to re-marry another man and is required to have
a marriage contract and a sexual intercourse with the second
husband. This means that in order for her first husband to be allowed
to re-marry her, she is legally required to have a new marriage con-
tract as well as a sexual intercourse with her second husband. This
meaning is supported by a hadith. The meaning of Q2:230 is disam-
biguated by the hadith narrated by al-Bukhari: ‘la tahillu laka hatta
tadhuqa al-cusailah [You are not allowed to re-marry her unless she
tastes the glans],’ which literally means, ‘You are not allowed to re-
marry the wife you divorced unless the glans of her new husband
enters her vagina]’ (al-cAsqalani 1982, 9, p. 464)

(2) The use of a hadith that can explain an ayah that has a general meaning
(tafsil ma huwa mujmal), as in Q4:103, ‘inna al-salata kanat cala al-
mu’minina kitaban mawqutan [Indeed, prayer has been decreed upon
the believers a decree of specified times],’ whose meaning is too gen-
eral since we are neither informed about the prescribed number of times
of the daily prayers nor of the traveller’s prayer. Similarly, in Q9:103,
‘khudh min amwalihim sadaqatan tutahhiruhum watuzakkihim biha
[Take from their wealth a charity by which you purify them and cause
them increase],’ the meaning is general; in other words, we are not
informed about the amount and conditions of zakat. Therefore, Q4:103
and Q9:103 provide a general meaning. However, the general meanings
of both of these ayahs are made clear by different hadiths. The
prophetic hadith makes it clear: ‘buniya al-islamu cala khmasin . . .
wa’ita’ al-zakat [Islam is based upon five pillars . . . . and the payment
of charity (zakat)]’ (al-cAsqalani 1982, 1, p. 49). Also, the Prophet
sent Macadh to the people of Yemen and told him, ‘aclimhum anna
allaha iftarada calaihim sadaqatan fi amwalihim tu’khadhu min agh-
niya’ihim waturaddu cala fuqara’ihim [Inform them that God imposed
upon them the payment of charity from their wealth taken from their
rich people and given to their poor]’ (al-cAsqalani 1982, 3, p. 261).
Thus, the hadith has explained and made the general meaning of the
Qur’an more specific.

(3) The use of a hadith that has a specific meaning in order to explain an
ayah that has a generic meaning (takhsis ma huwa camm), as in Q5:38,
‘wal-sariqu wal-sariqatu faqtacu aidiyahuma jaza’an bima kasaba
nakalan min allah [Amputate the hands of the male and female thief in
recompense for what they committed as a deterrent punishment from
God],’ whose generic meaning has been made specific by the standard
practice of the Prophet (al-sunnah). According to the generic meaning,
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whoever steals, his or her hand should be cut off whether the stolen
thing is valuable or invaluable, or the quantity is little or large.
However, the sunnah has specified the generic meaning of Q5:38. The
Prophet has explained to his companions that the amputation of the
hand should not be carried out for stolen fruits regardless of the quan-
tity stolen. Similarly amputation of the hand should not be carried out
for any stolen thing whose value is less than a quarter of a Dinar which
was the currency then. Q5:38 is made specific by the hadith: ‘la tuqtac

al-yadu illa fi rubci dinarin fasacidan [The thief’s hand should not be
amputated unless he or she steals the value of a quarter of a Dinar or
more]’ (al-Khudaribik 1969, p. 188)

Similarly, Q4:11, ‘yusikum allahu fi awladikum lil-dhakari mithlu hazzi al-
unthayain fa’in kunna nisa’an fawqa ithnain falahunna thulutha ma tarak wa’in
kanat wahidatan falaha al-nisfu wali’abawaihi likulli wahidin minhuma al-sudus
mimma tarak in kana lahu walad [God instructs you concerning your children
(i.e. their portions of inheritance): for the male, what is equal to the share of two
females. But if there are only daughters, two or more, for them is two-thirds of
one’s estate. And if there is only one, for her is half. And for one’s parents, to
each one of them is a sixth of his estate if he left children]’ and Q4:12, walakum
nisfu ma taraka azwajukum . . . [For you is half of what your wives leave . . .]’
whose meanings are generic and show that the will (al-wasiyyah) can precede
muqaddamah cala and inheritance (al-mirath) regardless of its value and quantity.
However, this generic meaning is made specific by the hadith narrated by
Macadh: ‘anna allaha qad tasaddaqa calaikum bithuluthi amwalikum cinda
wafatikum ziyadatan fi hasanatikum [God has given you as charity the third of
your wealth after your death in order to increase your good deeds]’ as well as the
hadith narrated by cAli b. Abi Talib, ‘anna al-rasula qada bil-daini qabla al-
wasiyyati wal-mirathi [The Prophet gave preference to the debt to be paid before
the will is read and the inheritance is given],’ where we are told specifically that
the will can precede the inheritance if the will does not exceed third of the value
of what is inherited. In other words, the inheritors should respect, that is, read, the
will of the deceased before they divide his or her inheritance.

(iii) Exegesis of the Qur’an through the companions’ views (tafsir al-qur’an bi-
aqwal al-sahabah). The exegetical views of the companions had become
authoritative for early and late successor exegetes, as in the following
examples:

Example 1: ‘wayara alladhina utu al-cilma alladhi unzila ilaika min rabbika
huwa al-haqqa [Those who have been given knowledge see that what is revealed
to you from your Lord is the truth]’ (Q34:6).

According to Mujahid, as narrated from Ibn cAbbas, the phrase, ‘alladhina utu
al-cilma [those who have been given knowledge]’ means ‘the scholars’ which
means ‘the companions of Muhammad’.
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Example 2: ‘aw lamastum al-nisa’a [or you have contacted women]’ (Q4:43):
According to cAli and Ibn cAbbas, the expression lamastum is a metonymy

whose meaning is ‘to have a sexual intercourse’.
Example 3: Although there is no direct reference to prostration (al-sajdah) in

Q6:90, ‘ula’ika alladhina hada allahu [Those are the ones whom God has
guided],’ Mujahid, as narrated from Ibn cAbbas, states that there should be a com-
pulsory prostration (sajdah wajibah) with this ayah since Ibn cAbbas used to per-
form prostration with this particular ayah.

Example 4: ‘hatta idha ja’a ahadakum al-mawtu tawaffathu rusuluna wahum la
yufarritun [When death comes to one of you, Our angels of death take him, and they
do not fail in their duties]’ (Q6:61) where for Mujahid and Qatadah, as narrated from
Ibn cAbbas, the expression rusuluna (literally meaning ‘messengers’) means malak
al-mawt (angel of death) and that ‘the death angel has supporters from other angels.’

6.7 Hadith as an exegetical tool by the four schools

Although the prophetic hadith and the sunnah are the second major source in
Qur’anic exegesis, there was a divergence of interest among the exegetes of the
formative schools of exegesis with regard to the use of hadith in Qur’anic exege-
sis. This is illustrated in terms of the position of each school towards the use of
hadith in exegesis:

(i) The Makkah school: Although this school of exegesis adopted and encour-
aged the hypothetical approach to Qur’anic exegesis, its exegetes were not
interested in the employment of hadith that can support the meaning of a
given ayah. Thus, we do not encounter much reference to hadith in the
exegetical works of this school. Exegetes of the Makkah school rely heav-
ily on two sources: (a) the exegetical technique of Qur’anic intertextuality
(tafsir al-qur’an bil-qur’an), as in Mujahid’s tafsir, and (b) the views of Ibn
cAbbas, as in the tafsir works by the successors.

(ii) The Madinah school of exegesis: Scholars of this school relied heavily on
hadith in Qur’anic exegesis. However, recurrent reference to hadith is more
evident in the hadith and sunnah works by scholars of this school than in
tafsir works because the Madinah school was lukewarm towards the study
and teaching of Qur’anic exegesis.

(iii) The Kufah school of exegesis: Exegetes of this school were reluctant to
employ hadith as an exegetical tool in explaining the Qur’an for fear of
making a mistake in their exegetical analysis and for fear of using forged
ones which were in circulation. Although the Kufah school was vigorous in
the acceptance of a hadith in terms of its sound chain of authorities and
sound text (matn), for its founder, Ibn Mascud, explaining the meaning of an
ayah by a hadith is regarded as being based on personal judgement (ijtihad)
and, therefore, should be avoided in Qur’anic exegesis. Instead, Ibn Mascud
encouraged the use of a very limited number of hadiths and the employment
of personal opinion. The Kufah school rejected the employment of personal
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judgement and discovery of meaning with regard to explaining the meaning
of a Qur’anic expression. However, Ibn Mascud encouraged the use of per-
sonal judgement and discovery of meaning only with regards to ayahs of
jurisprudential problems.

(iv) The Basrah school of exegesis: As preachers (qussas), exegetes of this
school were more interested in the employment of hadith in Qur’anic exe-
gesis than the other three schools. This is due to the fact that this school was
influenced by the Madinah school and also it was interested in admonition
and preaching (al-wacz). Thus, hadith was a major source in the tafsir works
of the Basrah school. Qatadah, for instance, was well-known for his sharp
memorization of hadiths which he employed in his exegesis of circum-
stances of revelation and the Makkan and Madinan revelations. However,
the hadiths used by this school were without sound chain of narration
(hadith mursal) and were mainly related to morality.

6.8 Evolution of sects and impact on the formative schools

The word firqah in Islamic studies is translated as sect whose plural is firaq (sects).
However, in military Arabic, the word firqah means regiment. In Islamic studies,
the plural word firaq is also referred to as ahl al-ahwa’ (people of personal desire).
The word ahwa’ is the plural of hawa and is morphologically derived from the
verb yahwa meaning to fall into. Thus, we have al-hawiyah (hell), which, accord-
ing to Q101:9, also means abyss, infernal depth, and the political diplomatic idiom
haffat al-hawiyah means the beginning/edge of a deteriorating political/diplomatic
situation. However, the word yahwa also signifies seeking a personal desire (i.e.
to wish). Thus, the expression ahl al-ahwa’ is theologically motivated and conno-
tatively designates those whose mistaken belief makes them ‘fall into the hellfire’.
The same expression is also referred to in tafsir literature as alh al-bidac meaning
innovationists, that is, people of innovation. However, this stigmatized expression
is rejected by non-mainstream theologians and exegetes.

Among the sects that materialized during the formative phase of exegesis were
the Shicah, al-Khawarij, al-Qadariyyah and al-Murji’ah. The dissemination of
these sects had some form of impact in one way or another on Qur’anic exegesis
activity during this phase of tafsir evolution. The emergence of these sects led to
divergent political, ideological and theological points of view with regard to the
exegesis of a given Qur’anic ayah (for further details on these sects and the polit-
ical and theological cleavages among exegetes, see Chapter 3, Sections 3.2 and
3.3). These sects made their presence felt among successor exegetes of the form-
ative phase. However, none of the companion exegetes of the formative phase
was dubbed by any of these sects. Below are the major observations about the
impact of sects upon early and late successor exegetes:

1 The impact of sects was mostly felt by the Iraqi school of exegesis. Views of
these sects were attributed to the exegetes of the school of Kufah and the
school of Basrah.



2 The city of Kufah was plagued by the civil war in 36/656. Shicism and
Murji’ah emerged and took firm roots in Kufah.

3 The city of Basrah witnessed the emergence of al-Khawarij and al-
Qadariyyah (for more details, see n. 1 of Chapter 1 and n. 2 of Chapter 3,
respectively).

4 Mujahid of the Makkah school was not popular among some Muslim com-
munities in the Muslim world due to his exegetical views that did not take into
account the exoteric, that is, literal meaning of Qur’anic expressions. Mujahid
provided an esoteric, that is, allegorical, non-literal, rather than exoteric, that
is, non-allegorical, literal, exegesis. This esoteric exegetical approach was
rejected by mainstream exegetes who were pro-exoteric exegesis.

5 cIkramah of the Makkah school of exegesis was accused of Khawarij leanings.
6 The founder of the Basrah school, al-Hasan al-Basri, was accused of mild

Qadariyyah leanings.
7 Ibn Sirin, a Qur’an scholar who lived in Basrah, criticized the Qadariyyah

which spread in his city.
8 al-Nakhci of the Kufah school criticized al-Murji’ah which spread in his city.
9 al-Shacbi, al-Nakhci and al-Suddi of the Kufah school of exegesis were

accused of Shicism. It was believed that they expressed some views which
were understood as having some form of Shici leanings in their tafsir but later
on abandoned their views and denounced Shicism.

10 The impact of sects was not felt by the Hijaz school of exegesis represented
by the school of Makkah and the school of Madinah. The Hijaz school
strongly warned against the views of sects that had spread in Kufah and
Basrah. There were, however, some reservations towards the views of
Mujahid of the Makkah school.

11 The influence of sects and their ideological views could not penetrate the
school of Madinah. This was attributed to (a) the large number of compan-
ions living in Madinah, (b) the strong impact of the teaching of hadith by this
school and (c) the non-existence of philosophical views.

12 Late successor exegetes were more influenced by the ideological views of
sects than the early successors.

6.9 Comparative analysis of the four schools

In order to appreciate the achievement, influence of each of the four schools of
exegesis, and the process of inter-fertilization among them, we need to provide a
comparative investigation of the schools’ approaches, exegetical techniques and
the impact of the evolution of sects on their exegetical views. In the light of what
we have discussed above, we can propose the following contrastive and compar-
ative details of the epic journey of the formative schools represented by the four
major schools of Qur’anic exegesis:

1 There was inter-fertilization among the four schools of Qur’anic exegesis.
Although the Hijazi (Makkah and Madinah) and the Iraqi (Kufah and
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Basrah) schools of exegesis were independent of each other, the influence of
one school over the other was evident. Sacid b. Jubair, for instance, was from
Kufah but became a student of the Makkah school. However, Sacid b. Jubair
was influenced by the Kufah school with regard to abandoning ijtihad (per-
sonal judgement) and istinbat (discovery of meaning), which were not
encouraged by Ibn Mascud of the Kufah school, although the Makkah school
welcomed this exegetical approach. Similarly, the late successors, al-Suddi
(d.127/744) and al-Dahhak (d.105/723), who were educated in Kufah, were
proponents of the Makkah school and adopted the exegetical views of Ibn
cAbbas. The same applies to Sufyan al-Thawri (d.161/777), who was edu-
cated in Kufah, but adopted the exegetical approach and views of Ibn
cAbbas. Another interesting example of inter-fertilization in Qur’anic exege-
sis is the case of Mujahid and Qatadah. Although Mujahid was from the
Makkah school and Qatadah from the Basrah school, they were both influ-
enced by Ibn Mascud of the Kufah school with regard to modes of reading.
More interestingly, the founder of the Basrah school of exegesis, al-Hasan al-
Basri, was influenced by Sacid b. al-Musaiyab, who was a student of the
Madinah school. Similarly, Qatadah from the Basrah school, a student of its
founder al-Hasan al-Basri, went to Madinah and was taught by Sacid b. al-
Musaiyab. Therefore, it is safe to claim that the place of birth of a given
exegete is not a guarantee of his exegetical views with regard to the school
of exegesis of his domicile or birth place.

2 The school of Madinah was suspicious of the school of Makkah. For
instance, when Mujahid visited Madinah, he found himself unpopular due to
his use of ijtihad and istinbat which were frowned upon by the scholars of
the Madinah school who opposed these two exegetical techniques in the
analysis of Qur’anic expressions and theological mutashabihat. Similarly,
cIkramah of the Makkah school encountered the same unenthusiastic recep-
tion from Madinah exegetes. Sacid b. al-Musaiyab of the Madinah school
expressed critical remarks against cIkramah when he visited Madinah.

3 Although the two schools of Madinah and Kufah expressed half-hearted
interest towards the study of exegesis and explaining Qur’anic expressions or
ayahs for fear of making an inaccurate judgement or saying something
wrong, narration from scholars of the Madinah school was less frequent than
that from scholars of the Kufah school. This is clear evidence that the
Madinah school was more cautious towards and less interested in the study
of exegesis. Scholars of the Madinah school repeatedly warned against indul-
gence in Qur’anic exegesis to avoid erroneous analysis of the word of God.

4 Although the two schools of Madinah and Kufah were engaged in the teach-
ing of Qur’anic exegesis, both schools were against the recording of exege-
sis. Therefore, lecture notes were not allowed. If lecture notes were
documented, students were requested by their teachers to burn their notes for
fear of recording flawed exegetical views that could be passed on to other
scholars elsewhere and in order to stop the dissemination of erroneous
Qur’anic exegesis through inadvertent misquotation. For instance, cUrwah b.
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al-Zubair (d.93/711), a Madinah school exegete, and cAlqamah b. Qais
(d.61/680), a Kufah school exegete, burnt their books and lecture notes on
Qur’anic exegesis. Similarly, cUbaidah b. cAmru al-Salmani (d.72/691), a
student of Ibn Mascud, asked his students to bring back to him all their
lecture notes so that he could destroy them in their presence. However, the
schools of Makkah and Basrah encouraged the teaching and learning of
Qur’anic exegesis as well as the recording of lecture notes and writing on
exegesis.

5 Although the two schools of Madinah and Kufah demonstrated interest in the
study of hadith, the Madinah school was characterized by hadiths that were
narrated with sound chain of authorities. This was due to the fact that 
(i) a number of major companions such as Abu Hurairah (d.58/677) and

Zaid b. Thabit (d.45/665)3 lived in Madinah and influenced successor
exegetes such as Sacid b. al-Musaiyab (d.93/711) of Madinah, and

(ii) the influence of cUmar b. al-Khattab (d.23/644) on the school of
Madinah with regard to hadith and his advice to scholars not to use it
unless supported by a sound chain of authorities. Although Ibn
Mascud, the founder of the Kufah school, was also influenced by the
views of cUmar b. al-Khattab with regard to hadith, the Kufah school
exegetes were interested in the exegetical analysis of jurisprudential
ayahs. Therefore, in the absence of a soundly narrated hadith, the
Kufah scholars relied on their personal opinion judgement in their ver-
dict on a given jurisprudential problem. This exegetical approach of
the Kufah school seems to be a safety valve to avoid fabricated hadiths
that were in circulation.

6 Although the two schools of Madinah and Kufah were rigorous with the text
of hadiths and their sound chain of authorities, the Basrah school was lenient
towards the acceptance of hadiths without verification of the accuracy of
their content or chain of authorities.

7 Although the Basrah school was influenced by the Madinah school, the
Basrah school was less rigorous in the acceptance of hadiths, their chain of
narration and acceptance of hadiths without any chain of narration.

8 Although the two schools of Madinah and Kufah were hadith-centred, that
is, they heavily relied on hadith, the Madinah school was not willing to pass
a personal opinion judgement on a jurisprudential problem in the absence of
a soundly narrated hadith. In other words, the Madinah school would not
accept a hadith without a sound chain of authorities. However, the Kufah
school did not hesitate to express a personal opinion judgement on a
jurisprudential problem when there was no soundly narrated hadith avail-
able to the exegete.

9 Although the Kufah school of exegesis was classified as a hypothetical opin-
ion school (madrasat ra’i), exegetes of this school expressed their personal
opinions only with regard to lawful and prohibited jurisprudential matters
but had neither indulged in the exegetical analysis of Qur’anic expressions
related to the names and attributes of God nor in the analysis of theological
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mutashabihat.4 On the contrary, the two schools of Makkah and Basrah were
heavily involved in the exegetical analysis of the names and attributes of God
and freely expressed their personal opinions towards these theologically con-
troversial problems.

10 Although the two schools of Makkah and Basrah were interested in admoni-
tion, learning about and taking a moral lesson from the previous unbelieving
nations, urging people to lead an ascetic life and renounce the pleasure in
worldly things, the exegetes of the Makkah school were not as much enthu-
siastic about this approach as their Basrah counterparts.

11 Although Sacid b. al-Musaiyab (d.93/711) of the Madinah school revised the
Qur’an with Ibn cAbbas, Sacid was not influenced by Ibn cAbbas’s exegeti-
cal views, interest in teaching and recording exegesis, and the use of ra’i.

12 Although Abu al-cAliyah (d.93/711) was a resident of Basrah, he was hardly
influenced by the Makkah school of exegesis. However, Abu al-cAliyah
became one of the students of its founder, Ibn cAbbas, when the latter was
appointed as the ruler of Basrah for four years.

13 Although Abu al-cAliyah was a proponent of the Makkah school of exegesis,
he was not interested in teaching exegesis. Thus, he had no students, and his
reputation and the narration of his views were limited. This is further evi-
dence of the impact of the Madinah school on Abu al-cAliyah as he was more
attached to the views of Ubai b. Kacb and Sacid b. al-Musaiyab of the
Madinah school than to the views of the Makkah school. Most of the views
of Ubai b. Kacb are narrated by Abu al-cAliyah.

14 Although the Basrah school was a proponent of the Madinah school, al-
Hasan al-Basri adopted a limited amount of hypothetical opinion but not with
regard to theological mutashabihat and the names and attributes of God. He
expressed his personal opinion in his exegesis of Q2:102 where he denied
that Harut and Marut were angels.

15 The Basrah school was heavily influenced by Sacid b. al-Musaiyab
(d.93/711) of Madinah in jurisprudence. This was evident in the religious
legal judgement of both al-Hasan al-Basri and his student Qatadah.

16 Ibn Sirin (d.110/728) was a Qur’an scholar who lived in Basrah but was orig-
inally from Madinah. Like al-Hasan al-Basri, Ibn Sirin was well-known for
his extreme piety. Although Ibn Sirin lived in Basrah and was contemporary
to al-Hasan al-Basri, he was critical of al-Hasan for his encouragement of
teaching Qur’anic exegesis, recording it and giving his personal opinion
about it. Most importantly, Ibn Sirin was critical of al-Hasan for his tadlis
(see n. 2 of the present chapter).

17 Jabir b. Zaid al-Basri (Abu al-Shactha’; d.93/711) was an authority in
Qur’anic exegesis and was influenced by the Makkah school. When Ibn
cAbbas lived in Basrah, Jabir was influenced by his views. However, Jabir
was more influenced by the spiritual environment of Basrah. He preferred the
ascetic way of life, discouraged the recording and teaching of exegesis and
preferred to deal with jurisprudence and giving formal legal judgement
(ifta’). This is evidence of the impact of the Madinah school on Jabir.
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18 The eruption of political and religious civil war (fitnah) in Kufah forced
Qur’an scholars to immigrate to politically more stable towns such as
Makkah. The political stability in Makkah attracted many Qur’an scholars
such as Sacid b. Jubair, who immigrated from Kufah and settled in Makkah
as a result of the civil war in his home town.

19 The personal opinion and discovery of meaning approach adopted by the
Makkah school constituted the beginning of the rational non-mainstream
exegesis adopted by most late successor and modern exegetes.

20 Although the school of Makkah sanctioned personal judgement and discovery
of meaning, exegetes of this school were in line with the mainstream theo-
logical standpoint shared by the other three schools with regard to the theo-
logical notion of ‘without asking how’ (bila kaif). None of the four schools
questioned ‘how’ an attribute, or how a name of God came about. In other
words, they firmly believe in the names and attributes of God without ques-
tioning their meanings or how they came about and what they look like.

21 The Madinah school was the least narrated from among the other schools of
exegesis. This was attributed to the fact that the scholars of Madinah expressed
half-hearted interest in the study and teaching of Qur’anic exegesis. Instead,
they were passionately involved in the study and teaching of hadith.
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7.1 Introduction

The present discussion is concerned with the linguistic pre-requisites of the
exegete. For both mainstream and non-main stream scholars, the exegete of the
Qur’an should possess advanced linguistic and stylistic competence in order to
qualify for the elucidation of the Qur’anic text. The exegete is expected to be a
professional linguist dexterous to provide an encyclopaedic bird’s-eye analysis of
Qur’anic expressions. As a Qur’an scholar, the exegete should be acquainted with
linguistic resources that deal with semantic syntax such as

(i) those that account for expressions that are not commonly used and also for the
grammatically ambiguous expressions, that is, words which may have more than
one grammatical analysis in terms of case ending or morphology, as well as 

(ii) those which investigate the semantically ambiguous words and polysemous
expressions.

Since Qur’anic discourse is characterized as a multi-faceted genre, stylistic
analysis should also be involved to account for semantic problems from the per-
spective of Arabic rhetoric. It is, therefore, highly significant for an informative
exegetical analysis to account for 

(i) genre variations which involve semantically oriented distinct stylistic pat-
terns which share similar linguistic structures and 

(ii) different pragmatic functions of expressions according to the rhetorical role
or the position of a word in the ayah.

The present chapter provides a comprehensive list of the grammatical, semantic,
stylistic and rhetorical devices which an exegete is required to be armed with in
order for his or her exegesis to be in line with the commonly held views of Qur’anic
exegesis. Throughout this account, we shall provide explicated linguistic details to
back up each linguistic pre-requisite. Our account of the linguistic and stylistic
devices of exegesis is based on reputable exegetes, linguists and rhetoricians such
as al-Tabari (2005), b. al-Anbari (1970), cAdimah (1972), al-Karmani (1996), 
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al-Tirmidhi (1988), al-Razi (1990), al-Kafawi (1993), Ibn Qaiyim al-Jauziyyah
(1994), al-Iskafi (1995), al-Zamakhshari (1995), al-Nasafi (1996), al-Qurtubi
(1997), Abu Haiyan (2001), al-Raghib al-Asfahani (n.d.) and Ibn cAshur (n.d.)

7.2 Prerequisites of the exegete

For a Qur’an scholar to be a qualified exegete of the Qur’anic text, he or she is
required to be well-acquainted with a pool of linguistic and stylistic devices that
enable him or her to undertake the linguistic, rhetorical and textual analysis of the
Qur’an. This set of linguistic-stylistic tools is employed by the exegete as an illu-
minating device that enables him or her to penetrate the complex syntactic,
semantic and rhetorical defences of the multi-faceted Qur’anic discourse. This
involves the following exegetical linguistic-stylistic tools:

1. Co-referentiality: In Qur’anic exegesis and Arabic linguistics, this gram-
matical problem is referred to as cawdat al-damir and is referred to in
European linguistics as ‘co-referentiality’ or ‘pronominalization’. Co-refer-
entiality is the most recurrent linguistic problem in Qur’anic exegesis as it
may lead to different exegetical analyses. An explicated account is provided
below to illustrate this grammatical Qur’anic feature:

fa’anzala allahu sakinatahu calaihi wa’aiyadahu, Q9:40, where co-referen-
tiality is represented by the attached pronoun (al-damir al-muttasil) -hi (him)
in calaihi which may refer to 

(i) Muhammad, which is the most acceptable grammatical analysis. Thus,
the meaning is, ‘God sent down His tranquillity upon Muhammad and
supported him,’

(ii) Abu Bakr al-Siddiq. Thus, the meaning is, ‘God sent down His tran-
quillity upon Abu Bakr and supported him,’ or

(iii) To both Muhammad and Abu Bakr al-Siddiq. In other words, we should
have calaihima (on both of them). Therefore, the meaning is, ‘God sent
down His tranquillity upon Muhammad and Abu Bakr and supported
them.’ The reason why we find the singular co-referential pronoun -hi
instead of the dual -hima (both of them) is to signify their, that is,
Muhammad and Abu Bakr, unity as one person. For this reason, we
encounter a different orthographic version, that is, mode of reading, in
other codices such as that of Hafsah, the Prophet’s wife, as ‘fa’anzala
allahu sakinatahu calaihima wa’aiyadahuma [God sent down His tran-
quillity upon Muhammad and Abu Bakr and supported both of them].’

(iv) However, the co-referential pronoun -hu (him) attached to the verb
wa’aiyadahu refers to Muhammad only.

We may have a series of co-referential pronouns in the same ayah. For
instance, in Q48:9, the co-referential pronoun -hu (him) in watusabbihuhu (and
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exalt Him) must refer to God only, ‘litu’minu billahi warasulihi watucazziruhu
watuwaqqiruhu watusabbihuhu bukratan wa’asila [That you (people) may
believe in God and His Messenger and honour him (the Prophet) and respect him
(the Prophet) and exalt Him (God) morning and afternoon]’ (Q48:9).

A co-referential pronoun may cause semantic ambiguity as in the ayah about
Mary (maryam) in ‘fanadaha min tahtiha alla tahzani,’ Q19:24) where the pro-
noun -ha may refer either

(i) to Jesus where the meaning will be, ‘But he (Jesus) called her from below,’
or

(ii) to Gabriel where the meaning is, ‘But he (Gabriel) called her from below.’
This exegetical analysis is backed up by the linguistic feature of intertextu-
ality in Q19:17, where reference has already been made to Gabriel:
‘fa’arsalna ilaiha ruhana fatamaththala laha basharan sawiyya [We sent to
her Our Spirit (Gabriel) to appear before her in the form of a perfected man].’

Also in:

ula’ika yu’minuna bihi ‘[They are the ones who believe in the Book/
Muhammad/God/guidance]’ (Q2:121) where the co-referential pronoun -hi
may refer either to the Book (i.e. the Qur’an), Muhammad, God or guidance
(al-huda).

Similarly in:

‘innama al-nasi’u ziyadatun fi al-kufri yudallu bihi alladhina kafaru [Indeed,
the postponing of restriction within sacred months is an increase in disbelief
by which those who have disbelieved are led further astray]’ (Q9:37) where
the co-referential pronoun -hi (it) should refer to al-nasi’u (the postponing [of
restriction within sacred months]) and not to ziyadatun (an increase).
Therefore, we get the meaning: postponing sacred months is an increase in
disbelief by which those disregard God are led further astray. For this reason,
the passive voice yudallu (are led further astray) refers to the other passive
voice zuyyina (something, that is, this deed of postponing) is made pleasing
(i.e. alluring to them).

Also in:

‘wa’ataina musa al-kitaba wajacalnahu hudan libani isra’ila [We gave Moses
the Scripture and made it a guide for the Children of Israel]’ (Q17:2) where
the co-referential pronoun -hu attached to the verb wajacalna (made) may
refer to either

(i) Musa (Moses), where the meaning will be, ‘We gave Moses the Scripture
and made him a guide for the Children of Israel,’ or



(ii) al-kitaba (the Scripture), where the meaning is,  ‘We gave Moses the
Scripture and made it a guide for the Children of Israel.’

Similarly, in

‘walaw shi’na larafacnahu biha [If We had willed, We could have elevated
him thereby]’ (Q7:176), where the co-referential pronoun -hu attached to the
verb larafacna (to elevate) may refer to either

(i) al-insan (man, that is, mankind). Thus, the meaning is, ‘If We had willed,
We could have raised him high by them (i.e. by our signs)],’ which is the
commended exegesis, or

(ii) al-kufr (disbelief) where the meaning changes to ‘If We had willed, We could
have taken from him the disbelief in Our signs].’ This is the view of Mujahid.

Also, in:

‘alladhina atainahum al-kitaba yacrifunahu kama yacrifuna abna’ahum’
(Q2:146) where the masculine co-referential pronoun -hu attached to the
verb yacrifuna (to know) may refer to either

(i) the expression al-haqq (the truth) which is a masculine noun as well. This
is the exegetical view of Ibn cAbbas where the meaning is, ‘Those to whom
We gave the Scripture know it’ (i.e. the truth’ as they know their own
children), or

(ii) the implicit noun, Muhammad, according to Mujahid where the meaning
will be, ‘Those to whom We gave the Scripture know him (i.e. Muhammad)
as they know their own children.’

A controversial example of co-referentiality is found in the exegesis of Q13:2
explained below:

‘allahu alladhi rafaca al-samawati bighairi camadin trawnaha ‘[It is God who
erected the heavens without pillars that you can see]’ (Q13:2) where the co-ref-
erential pronoun -ha attached to the verb tarawna (to see) can refer to either

(i) the noun al-samawati (the heavens), where the meaning is, ‘God has raised
up the heavens with no visible supports,’ or

(ii) the noun camadin (supports, pillars) where this exegesis becomes uncom-
mended which means, ‘God has raised up the heavens with invisible sup-
ports.’ In other words, there are pillars which are used to raise up the
heavens but these pillars cannot be seen by humans.)

A co-referential pronoun can also undertake the semantic function of cause and
effect, as in
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‘fa’idha qara’ta al-qur’ana fastacidh billahi min al-shaitani al-rajim. . . innama
sultanuhu cala alladhina yatawallawnahu walladhina hum bihi mushrikun
[When you recite the Qur’an, first seek refuge in God from the outcast Satan
. . . His authority is only over those who ally themselves with him and those
who, because of him, join partners with God]’ (Q16:98–100) where the co-
referential pronoun -hi (him) may refer to allah (God) or al-shaitan (Satan).
However, if the linguistic analysis is based on the second alternative, that is,
-hi (him) refers to al-shaitan (Satan), the exegetical account of the co-refer-
ential pronoun would mean ‘because of’ or ‘as a result of’.

2. Repetition and co-referentiality: It is of value to the reader if he or she is
made aware of the textual feature of repetition and its semantic function in
Qur’anic textual analysis. Let us consider the following example:

‘wal-sama’a rafacaha wawadaca al-mizan. alla tatghaw fi al-mizan. wa’aqimu
al-wazna bil-qisti wala tukhsiru al-mizan [He raised the heaven and made the
human being erected in a straight form, that you should judge with justice
and that you should establish weight in justice and do not make the balance
deficient]’ (Q55:7–9) where the noun al-mizan is repeated three times. The
reader may wonder why a co-referential pronoun is not employed in the sec-
ond and third ayahs. In his exegetical analysis, the exegete is expected to
explain that the expression (al-mizan) cannot be replaced by a co-referential
pronoun to get:

‘wal-sama’a rafacaha wawadaca al-mizan. alla tatghaw fihi . . . wala tukhsiruhu
[He raised the heaven and made the human being erected in a straight form,
that you should judge with justice by it . . . and do not make it deficient]’ where
we have the co-referential pronouns -hi (it) and -hu (it) attached to fihi and
tukhsiruhu in the second and third ayahs, respectively, and which refer to the
same noun, al-mizan. Although this alternative stylistic structure is grammati-
cally sound, it distorts the meaning of the original ayahs Q55:7–9. The major
reasons for the repetition of the noun al-mizan and the non-occurrence of co-
referentiality are attributed to the following semantic factors:

(i) These three ayahs have been revealed at different times and not as a unit
during one circumstance of revelation.

(ii) The expression (al-mizan) is a polysemous word that has three different
meanings: 

(1) In Q55:7, it means ‘ictidal al-insan [the straight erection of man’s
body],’ that is, ‘bunyat al-insan [the physical straight shape of the
human being],’

(2) In Q55:8, it means, ‘al-hukm bil-cadl’ [to judge (rule) with justice]’ and
(3) In Q55:9, it means, ‘alat al-wazn [the balance, that is, the tool used in

the shop to weigh things up],’ and
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(iii) the expression al-mizan is not semantically repeated in the second and third
ayah. Therefore, the use of co-referentiality will not convey the three dis-
tinct meanings. Thus, the expression al-mizan is semantically polysemous.

3. Intertextuality: The exegete is expected to enjoy the memorization of the
Qur’an by heart. Knowing the Qur’an by heart enables the exegete to estab-
lish intertextuality easily. For the mainstream school of exegesis, there are
three major sources of Qur’anic exegesis: the Qur’an, the tradition and the
companions’ views. Intertextuality refers to the first source of exegesis
where a Qur’anic expression or an ayah is elucidated by another ayah, as in

‘wa’idha aradna an nuhlika qaryatan amarna mutrafiha fafasaqu fiha fahaqqa
calaiha al-qawlu fadammarnaha tadmira [When We intend to destroy a city,
We command its affluent but they defiantly disobey therein. So the word
comes into effect upon it, and We destroy it completely]’ (Q17:16).

This is a controversial ayah which constitutes a theological cleavage between
different schools of exegesis. The Muctazili exegetes who belong to the non-
mainstream school of exegesis claim that God commands people to commit evil
deeds and then destroy them for these deeds. Thus, the meaning will be, ‘When
We intend to destroy a city, We command its affluent and they will do the evil
deeds for which they deserve to be punished, and We destroy it completely.’ For
the Muctazilah, ‘God’s command’ to the affluent of the city is allegorical
(majazi), that is, God gave them wealth but they abused it and therefore, deserved
His wrath. The Qadariyyah1 advocate a similar exegetical view to that of the
Muctazilah. However, for other mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes, God
does not order people to commit wrong deeds for which they will be held
accountable and punished. On the contrary, they argue, people are commanded to
do good deeds but they disobey the command of their Lord. Thus, this exegetical
view is based on Qur’anic intertextuality represented by the following ayahs:

‘wama kunna mucadhdhibina hatta nabcatha rasula [We would never pun-
ish until We sent a messenger]’ (Q17:15), ‘wama kana rabbuka muhlika al-
qura hatta yabcatha fi ummiha rasula [Your Lord would never destroy
cities without first raising a messenger in their midst]’ (Q28:59), ‘ma yaf-
cal allahu bicadhabikum in shakartum wa’amantum ? [What will God do
with your punishment if you are grateful and believe?]’ (Q4:147), ‘wama
kunna muhliki al-qura illa wa’ahluha zalimun [We would not destroy the
cities except while their people were wrongdoers]’ (Q28:59), ‘inna allaha
la ya’muru bil-fahsha’ [Indeed, God does not order immorality]’ (Q7:28)
and ‘wama arsalna fi qaryatin min nadhirin illa qala mutrafuha inna bima
ursiltum bihi kafirun [We did not send into a city any warner except that
its affluent said, “Indeed, we are disbelievers in that which you were
sent”]’ (Q34:34)
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In their attempt to rebut the view advocated by the Muctazilah and the
Qadariyyah, mainstream and other non-mainstream exegtes support their exeget-
ical view by grammar-based details where the ayah Q17:16 is regarded as an
elliptical sentence in which the expression ‘bitacati allah watawhidihi [to heed
God and observe monotheism]’ which occurs after the object mutrafiha (its afflu-
ent). Thus, the non-elleptical grammatical structure should be ‘wa’idha aradna an
nuhlika qaryatan amarna mutrafiha (bitacati allah watawhidihi) fafasaqu fiha
fahaqqa calaiha al-qawlu fadammarnaha tadmira.’ Based on this grammatical
analysis, the meaning of Q17:16 is, ‘When We decide to destroy a town, We
command those corrupted by wealth to reform (and heed God and observe
monotheism) but they persist in their disobedience. Our sentence is passed, and
We destroy them utterly.’

Some Qur’anic exegesis works such as Adwa’ al-Bayan by al-Shinqiti are
entirely based on Qur’anic intertextuality where an ayah is explained through ref-
erence to intertextaully related ayahs, as in, ‘waman kafara fa’inna allaha
ghaniyyun can al-calamin [Whoever disbelieves, then indeed God is free of need
of the worlds]’ (Q3:97), which is explained by the ayahs ‘waqala musa in takfuru
antum waman fi al-ardi jamican fa’inna allaha laghaniyyun can al-calamin [Moses
said,  “If you should disbelieve, you and whoever is on the earth entirely, indeed,
God is free of need and praiseworthy]’ (Q14:8), ‘qalu ittakhadha allahu waladan
subhanahu huwa al-ghaniyyu [They have said, “‘God has taken a son.” Exalted
is He. He is the one free of need]’ (Q10:68), ‘ya aiyuha al-nasu antum al-fuqara’u
ila allahi wallahu huwa al-ghaniyyu al-hamid [O mankind, you are those in need
of God, while God is the free of need, the praiseworthy]’ (Q35:15), ‘in takfuru
fa’inna allaha ghaniyyun cankum wala yarda licibadihi al-kufra [If you disbelieve,
indeed, God is free of need of you. He does not approve for His servants disbe-
lief]’ (Q39:7) and ‘fakafaru watawallaw wastaghna allahu wallahu ghaniyyun
hamid [They disbelieved and turned away. God dispensed with them and God is
free of need and praiseworthy]’ (Q64:6).

In other cases of intertextuality, prophetic hadiths are employed to elucidate a
given ayah. In other words, the Qur’an is accounted for through the second source
of Qur’anic exegesis, that is, the tradition, as in ‘yuthabbitu allahu alladhina
amanu bilqawli al-thabiti fi al-hayati al-dunya wafi al-akhirati wayudillu allahu
al-zalimina wayafcalu allahu ma yasha’ [God will give firmness to those who
believe in the firmly rooted word, both in this world and the hereafter, but He
leaves the evildoers to stray: God does whatever He wills]’ (Q14:27) where a tra-
dition is cited explaining this ayah: ‘idha uqcida al-mu’minu fi qabrihi atahu atin
thumma yashhadu an la ilaha illa allah wa’anna muhammadan rasul allah [When
the believer is awaken in his or her grave, a person comes to see him or her, and
then he or she gives the testimony that there is no deity but God and that
Muhammad is the messenger of God].’ According to exegetes, Q14:27 is inter-
textually linked to this tradition by which we are informed that the believer is
enabled by God to remember the shahadah (the profession of faith) when he or
she is questioned in the grave.
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4. Lexical morphology: The exegete should be aware of the morphological
system (al-ishtiqaq) of Qur’anic words and the relationship between deriva-
tion and the various nuances of a given word, as in ‘arsilhu macana ghadan
yartac wayalcab [Send him with us tomorrow and he will enjoy himself and
play]’ (Q12:12) where the word yartac (to enjoy) should end with a vowel-
less consonant harf sakin which is the letter /cain/ and cannot be read as
yartaci because the word yartac is derived from the verb ratactu (to enjoy one-
self) and not from the verb racaitu (to watch over, to guard).

Also in ‘ya’juju wama’juju mufsiduna fi al-ardi [Gog and Magog are ruining
this land]’ (Q18:94) where the two nouns ya’juju (Gog) and ma’juju (Magog) are
morphologically derived from ajij al-nar (the flame of fire) and are both of an
Arabic origin. Since they are derived from ajij al-nar, this means that they start
with the initial vowel /alif/, that is, the hamzah. Therefore, the initial letter, that
is, the hamzah (the letter /alif/, that is, the vowel /a/) should be maintained.
Also in ‘al-rabbaniyyun wal-ahbar [the rabbis and scholars]’ (Q5:44) where the
word al-ahbar is a plural noun which is morphologically related to either 

(i) the singular noun al-habr which means a rabbi,
(ii) the noun al-habr which means al-surur wal-nicmah (joy and blessing),

(iii) the noun al-habar which means athar (a mark),
(iv) the noun al-hibr which means handsome or
(v) the noun al-hibr which means equal, parallel, as in salimun laisa lahu hibr

(Salim has no parallel, that is, no one can match him).

Of course, the qualified exegete selects one of the above different meanings
according to the context in which the word occurs. For Q5:44, the exegetical
meaning of the word al-ahbar is ‘rabbis’, that is, meaning number (i) above.

Morphology has caused serious semantic problems in Qur’anic exegesis. For
instance, the word imam is wrongly analysed as a plural noun that is morpholog-
ically related to umm. This is unacceptable to linguist exegetes and has thus been
considered as an uncommended exegesis (tafsir madhmum) and is thought of as
belonging to bidac al-tafasir (an innovation exegesis). This is a sectarian tafsir
which claims that the word imam in ‘yawma nadcu kulla unasin bi’imamihim
[We shall summon each community, along with its leader]’ (Q17:71) is a plural
noun whose singular form is ‘umm’ which means ‘mother’. Thus, sectarian
exegetes claim that, on the day of judgement, individuals from different commu-
nities will be summoned represented by their ‘mothers’, that is, ‘by their imam’.
In their view, the reasons why people, on the day of judgement, are called forth
by their mothers rather than by their fathers are

(i) to establish justice for Jesus and substantiate the motherhood of his mother
Mary,

(ii) to demonstrate the honourable status of al-Hasan and al-Husain when their
mother Fatimah accompanies them and
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(iii) to cover up for the individuals who were born out of adultery and had no
legal fathers. Thus, when they are accompanied by their mothers only, no
one will find out about their past and that their mothers were adulteresses.

However, for other mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes, especially lin-
guist exegetes, the above exegetical analysis is counter to Arabic grammar and
that the plural of the word umm (mother) is not (imam) but rather ummahat
(mothers). Therefore, the exegete is expected to investigate this linguistic prob-
lem in order to provide other exegetical avenues supported by the Qur’an, tradi-
tion or companions’ views. The accurate meaning of (imam) can be either 

(i) the record of deeds (kitab al-acmal): This exegetical account is supported by
Qur’anic intertextuality between Q17:71 and Q36:12, ‘wakulla shai’in
ahsainahu fi imamin mubin [We keep an account of everything in a clear
record]’ and also between Q17:71 and Q18:49, ‘wawudica al-kitabu fatara
al-mujrimina mushfiqina mimma fihi [The record of deeds will be placed
open and you will see the criminals fearful of that within it],’

(ii) scripture: This exegetical analysis is backed up by companion and succes-
sor exegetes like Abu Hurairah, Ibn cAbbas, Mujahid and Muqatil or

(iii) prophet: This exegetical account is supported by the hadith, ‘latattabic kullu
ummatin ma kanat tacbudu. fayattabicu man kana yacbudu al-tawaghita al-
tawaghit [Every nation will follow whatever they used to worship. Those
who used to worship false gods, will follow the false gods].’

5. Context: The occurrence of an ayah or a segment of an ayah is decided by
its context. The impact of context in Qur’anic discourse and its relationship
to exegesis is illustrated by examples like, ‘la ilaha illa hu khaliqu kulli shai
[There is no deity except Him, the creator of all things]’ (Q6:102) and
‘khaliqu kulli shai’ la ilaha illa hu [The creator of all things, there is no deity
except Him]’ (Q40:62). The exegete needs to alert the reader to the stylistic
change in these two ayahs where we have different stylistic patterns: 

(la ilaha illa hu + khaliqu kulli shai’) and 
(khaliqu kulli shai’ + la ilaha illa hu). 

The study of the text linguistic feature of context in Qur’anic exegesis has not
been employed by exegetes. Thus, we highly recommend it in Qur’anic exegesis.
The exegete is required to provide an informative analysis of the stylistic varia-
tion that has taken place in the above two ayahs which are similar linguistically
but distinct stylistically. It is beneficial to illustrate to the reader why a shift in
genre has taken place in the initial or final segments of Q6:102 and Q40:62. It is
only through reference to the context of cases like these that an accurate elucida-
tion of meaning can be achieved. The change in genre lies in the occurrence of
the segment la ilaha illa hu (there is no deity except Him) sentence-initially in
Q6:102. This segment, however, occurs sentence-finally in Q40:62. The reason
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for this change in genre is attributed to the fact that the context of Q6:102 refers
to the leitmotif of polytheism in the previous ayah Q6:101 which constitutes the
context of situation for Q6:102. Therefore, Q6:102 is employed as substantiation
of the tenet of faith of monotheism and a rebuttal to polytheism. However, in
Q40:62, a stylistic change has taken place where the segment khaliqu kulli shai’
(the creator of all things) occurs sentence-initially which is attributed to the fact
that the context of Q40:62 deals with the notion of creation in Q40:57 and God’s
omnipotence in Q40:60 and 61. Thus, to achieve thematic continuity and main-
tain the conceptual flow of argument, the segment that deals with a given theme
has to be shifted to the beginning of the ayah to achieve conceptual chaining with
its context. Context as a text linguistic feature in Qur’anic discourse is concerned
with stylistic variation either at segment, that is, phrase, level or sentence, that is,
ayah, level (for more details, see Abdul-Raof 2004).

Context in Qur’anic exegesis also plays a decisive role in the diagnosis of the
specific meaning required by the ayah under investigation. For instance, the word
su’ is a unique polysemous lexical item which involves 20 different meanings,
each one is context-sensitive, as expounded by the following examples:

(i) Infidelity (al-khiyanah), as in ‘kadhalika linasrifa canhu al-su’a wal-
fahsha’a [We did this in order to keep infidelity and indecency away
from him]’ (Q12:24),

(ii) Adultery (al-zina), as in ‘ma jaza’u man arada bi’ahlika su’ [What
should be the reward of someone who tried to commit adultery with
your wife?]’ Q12:25),

(iii) Sexual desire towards women (al-mail ila al-nisa’), as in ‘ma calimna
calihi min su’ [We have not found in him any sexual desire towards
women]’ (Q12:51),

(iv) The genitals (al-cawrah), as in ‘yuwari saw’atikum [to conceal your pri-
vate parts]’ (Q7 :26),

(v) Hurt (al-adha), as in ‘wala tamassuha bisu’ [and do not hurt her (the she-
camel)]’ (Q7:73),

(vi) Evil (al-munkar), as in ‘anjaina alladhina yanhawna can al-su’ [We
saved those who forbade evil]’ (Q7 :165),

(vii) Harm (al-durr), as in ‘lastakthartu min al-khairi wama massaniya al-su’
[I would have abundant good things and no harm could touch me’
Q7:188),

(viii) Sin (al-dhanb), as in ‘innama al-tawbatu cala allahi lilladhina yacmaluna
al-su’a bijahalatin [The repentance accepted by God is only for those
who commit sins in ignorance]’ (Q4:17),

(ix) An act of injustice (al-zulm), as in ‘in tubdu khairan aw tukhfuhu aw
tacfu can su’ [If you do good, openly or in secret, or if you pardon an act
of injustice]’ (Q4:149),

(x) Destruction (al-halak), as in ‘wa’idha arada allahu biqawmin su’an fala
maradda lah [If God wills destruction on a people, no one can ward it
off]’ (Q13:11),
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(xi) Punishment (al-cadhab), as in ‘qul man dha alladhi yacsimukum min
allahi in arada bikum su’an aw arada bikum rahmatan [Say, “Who is it
that can protect you from God if he intends for you a punishment or a
mercy”]’ (Q33:17),

(xii) Ignomity (al-qubh), as in ‘yatawara min al-qawmi min su’i ma
bushshira bih [He hides himself from the people because of the ignomity
of which he has been informed]’ (Q16:59),

(xiii) Distress (al-bala’), as in ‘wayakshifu al-su’ [He answers the distressed]’
(Q27:62),

(xiv) Grief (al-huzn), as in ‘in tamsaskum hasanatun tasu’hum [They grieve
at any good that befalls you]’ (Q3:120),

(xv) Defeat (al-hazimah), as in ‘fanqalabu binicmatin min allahi wafadlin lam
yamsashum su’ [They returned with favour from God and bounty, no
defeat having touched them]’ (Q3:174),

(xvi) Corpse (al-juththah), as in ‘liyuriyahu kaifa yuwari saw’ata akhihi [To
show him  how to cover his brother’s corpse]’ (Q5:31),

(xvii) Disbelief (al-kufr), as in ‘thumma kana caqibatu alldhina asa’u al-su’a an
kadhdhabu bi’ayati allahi wakanu biha yastahzi’un [Then the end of
those who disbelieved was the worst consequence because they denied
the signs of God and used to redicule them]’ (Q30:10),

(xviii) Verbal abuse (al-sabab), as in ‘wayabsitu ilaikum aidiyahum wa’alsi-
natahum bil-su’ [They will strech out their hands and verbally abuse
you]’ (Q60:2),

(xix) Mental illness (al-junun), as in ‘ictaraka bacdu alihatina bisu’ [One of our
gods may have inflicted mental illness on you]’ (Q11:54) and

(xx) Black features (al-sawad), as in ‘takhruj baida’a min ghairi su’ [It (the
hand) will come out white rather than black]’ (Q20:22).

The word qur’anahu is an interesting example of how context specifies the
meaning of a given word, as in

fa’idha qara’nahu fattabic qur’anah [When We have explained the Qur’an,
you have to act according to it]’ (Q75:18)

According to the context of Q75:18, the meaning of qur’anahu is, ‘to act upon
the instruction of the Qur’an after it has been explained to you’.

6. Co-text: This is another text linguistic feature of Qur’anic discourse that is
concerned with the surrounding linguistic environment that conditions the
occurrence of lexical items and their morphological form. Co-text has been
an under-researched area by exegetes, although it provides highly valuable
exegetical details about Qur’anic discourse. The study of the text linguistic
feature of co-text in Qur’anic exegesis has neither been employed by main-
stream nor by non-mainstream exegetes. Thus, we highly recommend it in
Qur’anic exegesis. The following examples illustrate the role of co-text in
the exegetical analysis of the Qur’anic text:
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‘wama arsalnaka illa mubashshiran wanadhiran [We sent you only to give
good news and warning]’ (Q17:105) where the phrase mubashshiran wanad-
hiran (to give good news and warning) contains the word mubashshiran (to
give good news) rather than bashiran (bringer of good news)2 as we have
encountered elsewhere in the Qur’an, as in Q2:119, Q34:28, Q35:24 and
Q41:4. The reason for the occurrence of the expression mubashshiran in this
particular morphological form in Q17:105 is attributed to the impact of the
grammatical co-text in which we have expressions of the same morphologi-
cal form like mabcuthun (to be resurrected), mashura (to be affected by
magic) and mathbura (to be destroyed) in Q17:98, 101 and 102, respectively.
To achieve stylistic symmetry, the morphological form needs to be preserved.
Co-text as a text linguistic feature in Qur’anic discourse is concerned with sty-
listic variation at the word level. It is worthwhile to note that co-text and
grammatical consonance also occurs in Q3:27, Q10:31 and Q30:19 which can
be accounted for through the grammatical co-text of Q6:95 (for more details,
see Abdul-Raof 2004 and ch. 6, section 6.8.1 of Abdul-Raof 2005).

7. Linguistic and stylistic mutashabihat: Stylistic variation is a prototypical lin-
guistic feature in Qur’anic discourse which is interrelated to Qur’anic exegesis.
Generally, this linguistic problem involves the text linguistic components of con-
text and co-text as well as their stylistic impact on Qur’anic genre.3 However,
there is another form of linguistic and stylistic mutashabihat which the exegete
is required to elucidate to the reader where we encounter two ayahs from differ-
ent surahs which are different stylistically due to a grammatical change in

(i) morphological form, as in

ya’tuka bikulli sahirin calim [who will bring you every learned magician]
(Q7:112)

‘ya’tuka bikulli sahharin calim [who will bring you every accomplished
magician]’ (Q26:37) where these mutashabih ayahs are stylistically dissimi-
lar in the morphological form of their respective nouns sahirin (magician) in
Q7:112 and sahharin (magician) in Q26:37. Due to the lexical co-text in
Q7:109 in which the same word sahirin is used, the word sahirin is also
employed by Q7:112 in the same form. Lexical co-text has also influenced
the occurrence of sahirin in a different morphological form, namely,
sahharin in Q26:37 due to the occurrence of the same morphological form in
Q26:153 and 185 where the word musahhar is employed.

(ii) case ending, as in

‘wacada allahu alladhina amanu wacamilu al-salihati lahum maghfiratun
wa’ajrun cazimun [God has promised those who believe and do righteous
deeds that for them there is forgiveness and great reward]’ (Q5:9)
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‘wacada allahu alladhina amanu wacamilu al-salihati minhum lahum maghfi-
ratan wa’ajran caziman [God has promised those who believe and do righteous
deeds that for them there is forgiveness and great reward]’ (Q48:29) where we
have a stylistic variation in these mutashabih ayahs represented by the nomi-
native case in the segment maghfiratun wa’ajrun cazimun (forgiveness and
great reward) of Q5:9 while the segment maghfiratan wa’ajran caziman (for-
giveness and great reward) of Q48:29 has an accusative case. The reason for
the accusative case in Q48:29 is attributed to the verb wacada (to promise)
whose direct object is the segment maghfiratan wa’ajran caziman. However,
for Q5:9, the exegete needs to divide it into two structural units:

Unit 1: wacada allahu alladhina amanu wacamilu al-salihati and
Unit 2: lahum maghfiratun wa’ajrun cazimun.

Because Q5:9 has undergone the grammatical process of ellipsis, it occurs in
the nominative case. In other words, the ellipted element can be either qala allahu
(God said) or anna –(that) after the first unit of the ayah. Therefore, the second
unit of Q5:9 is in the nominative case because it represents a complete nominal
sentence, ‘jumlah ismiyyah’, with an inchoative and predicate, ‘mubtada’
wakhabar’, which both occur in the nominative case. Thus, the second unit should
read as qala allahu: ‘lahum maghfiratun wa’ajrun cazimun [God said, “for them
there is forgiveness and great reward”],

or as ‘anna lahum maghfiratun wa’ajrun cazimun [that for them there is for-
giveness and great reward]’.

(iii) singular and plural form, as in

‘dhalika bima qaddamat aidikum [That is for what your hands have put forth]’
(Q3:182) and ‘dhalika bima qaddamat yadaka [That is for what your hands
have put forth]’ (Q22:10). In these mutashabih ayahs, the stylistic change is
represented by the plural noun aidikum (your hands – plural form for more
than one person) in Q3:182 and the dual noun yadaka (your hands – dual, mas-
culine) in Q22:10. An informative exegetical account is expected to provide
details about the linguistic pattern of Q3:182 and refers to the context in which
it has occurred. The context of Q3:182 refers to the wealthy people who are
depicted by Q3:180 and 181 as greedy and do not help the poor. For this con-
textual reason, the plural noun aidikum is employed. Similarly, the context of
Q22:10 refers to one individual called al-Nadar b. al-Harith in Q22:8 and 9 and
for this reason the dual noun yadaka is used referring to his two hands.

(iv) definite and indefinite nouns, as in

‘waman azlamu mimman iftara cala allahi al-kadhiba [Who could be more
wrong than someone who invents lies against God]’ (Q61:7) and ‘waman
azlamu mimman iftara cala allahi kadhiban [Who could be more wrong than
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someone who invents lies against God]’ (Q6:21). It is beneficial to provide a
linguistic account to the reader explaining the reason why a definite noun, al-
kadhiba (lying, lies), is employed in Q61:7 but an indefinite noun, kadhiban,
occurs in Q6:21. This is concerned with the linguistic process of collocation
where the definite noun al-kadhiba collocates with the expression iftara (to
invent lies against someone) when the definite noun is followed by the con-
junctive particle wa (and) + a new sentence. Our linguistic observation is also
supported by other examples like Q3:75, 78; Q4:50 and Q5:103. However, the
indefinite noun kadhiban collocates with the same expression, iftara, but the
indefinite noun is followed by the conjunctive particle aw (or) + a new sen-
tence. Our observation is also supported by Q7:37, Q10:17 and Q29:68.

8. Irregular grammatical analysis: The exegete needs to provide an accurate
grammatical account of a given ayah since an irregular (shadhdh/gharib)
grammatical analysis leads to incorrect meaning of the Qur’anic passage, as
in ‘wabatilun ma kanu yacmalun [They were doing futile deeds]’ (Q11:16)
where the word batilun (futile, worthless) should be in the nominative case
(marfuc) so that the accurate signification can be provided. Accordingly, the
word batilun performs the grammatical function of inchoative (mubtada’)
and (ma kanu yacmalun [what they were doing]) is the predicate (khabar).
Even if the noun batil is considered as a foregrounded predicate (khabar
muqaddam), it should still be with the nominative case, that is, batilun, and
ma kanu yacmalun acts as a backgrounded inchoative (mubtada’
mu’akhkhar). However, an irregular grammatical account will provide the
accusative case marking (mansub) for this word. Thus, we get batilan. This
grammatical view is held by the Kufan grammarian and Qur’an recitor cAli
b. Hamzah al-Kisa’i (d.187/802). The noun batilan, for al-Kisa’i, is in the
accusative case because it has become the object of the verb yacmalun (they
were doing) while the particle ma is accounted for as a grammatically redun-
dant item. Therefore, the underlying meaning, for al-Kisa’i, is ‘wakanu yac-

maluna batilan [They were doing futile deeds].’ The latter grammatical
analysis is a mode of reading supported by Ubai b. Kacb and Ibn Mascud.
There is a second grammatical justification for the accusative noun batilan.
This noun occurs in the accusative case because it has the underlying mean-
ing of a nominalized noun (masdar) which is batula butlanan (it has become
completely futile) + ma kanu yacmalun (what they were doing) where the
particle ma is not grammatically active. Thus, we have the masdar (butlanan)
in the accusative case.

9. Different grammatical functions lead to distinct meanings: Grammatical
case endings designate distinct exegetical analyses, as in ‘anna allaha bari’un
min al-mushrikina warasuluhu [God and His messenger are released from the
treaty obligations to the idolaters]’ (Q9:3) where the ayah has two subjects,
allah (God) and rasulu (messenger). For this reason, the second subject, rasulu,
occurs in the nominative case (-u). This means that the segment warasuluhu is
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coordinated to mactuf cala the first segment, ‘anna allaha bari’un min al-
mushrikina [God is released from the treaty obligations to the idolaters].’
Thus, the coordinated segment warasuluhu should mean ‘and so is His mes-
senger’. Therefore, grammatically, warasuluhu is in the nominative case due
to initial position having the grammatical function of mubtada’ (inchoative).
Accordingly, it has the implicit meaning, warasuluhu bari’un minhum
(and His messenger is also released from the treaty obligations to them [the
idolaters]). 

However, if the noun rasulu occurs in the genitive case as ‘anna allaha bari’un
min al-mushrikina warasulihi’, where we have rasuli, in this case, the meaning of
the ayah has changed dramatically to ‘God is released from the treaty obligations
to both His messenger and the idolaters]’.4 For more details, see point 13 on the
variant modes of reading that follow.

Similarly in ‘kallama allahu musa taklima [God spoke to Moses],’ (Q4:164)
where the subject noun allah occurs in the nominative case -u. Therefore, the object
of the verb kallama is the noun musa. However, this grammatical analysis provides
a counter argument for the non-mainstream Muctazili exegetes. For this reason, the
Muctazilah change the grammatical nominative case of the subject (allahu) to the
accusative case (allaha) so that musa will be the subject with an implicit nomina-
tive case and God the object in order to suit their dogmatic approach that God did
not speak to Moses and also, for them, Q4:164 signifies an allegorical, that is, eso-
teric, meaning where the verb kallama denotes ‘trial’ rather than ‘speaking’. Thus,
for non-mainstream exegestes, Q4:164 means, ‘God tested Moses.’

10. The semantic function of particles and prepositions: Arabic particles5

have preoccupied Qur’an exegetes due to their impact upon the meaning of
a given ayah. The exegete is required to be aware of the semantic functions
of particles and prepositions as explicated below:

(a) Particles in Qur’anic discourse

(i) The particles in and idha are employed in conditional sentences and signify
different levels of probability although they are both conditional particles
(shartiyyah) and both mean if, as in, ‘in cudtum cudna [If you do the same
again, so shall we]’ (Q17:8) and ‘in yantahu yughfar lahum ma qad salaf [If
they cease, what has previously occurred will be forgiven for them]’
(Q8:38) where both particles, in and idha, are conditional. However, the
meaning of the particle in (if) of Q17:8 and Q8:38 signifies improbability;
that is, some thing is unlikely to take place. The semantic function of
improbability of the particle (in) applies to other ayahs like ‘in tahrus cala
hudahum [If you should strive for their guidance]’ (Q16:37). However, the
semantic function of the particle (in) may change in other contexts. Let us
consider other examples: ‘in cindakum min sultanin bihadha [You have no
authority for this claim]’ (Q10:68), ‘in kanat illa saihatan wahidatan [It was
not but one blast]’ (Q36:29), in al-kafiruna illa fi ghurur [The disbelievers
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are not but in delusion]’ (Q67:20) and ‘wa in minkum illa wariduha [And
there is none of you except he or she will be exposed to it]’ (Q19:71). The
semantic function of the particle (in) has changed in yet another context and
has acquired the grammatical function of a negation particle (nafiyah)
meaning ma (is not). In Q36:29, Q67:20 and Q19:71, the particle (in) sig-
nifies negation. It is worthwhile to note that when the particle (in) assumes
the grammatical function of negation, it occurs with the stylistic pattern of
‘in . . . illa . . . [not . . . but . . .].’ We also encounter this function in other
examples such as ‘in huwa illa wahyun yuha [It is not but a revelation]’
(Q53:4). Grammatically, therefore, the noun like al-kafiruna (the disbeliev-
ers) or the pronoun like huwa (he) that occurs immediately after the particle
(in) functions as an inchoative (mubtada’).

However, the particle (in) assumes a different meaning as in ‘in hadhani
lasahirani [These two men are sorcerers]’ (Q20:63). In this ayah, the particle (in)
means yes and is grammatically redundant, that is, has no grammatical function.
For this reason, the demonstrative pronoun hadhani (these) occurs in the nomi-
native case and has the grammatical function of inchoative whose predicate
(khabar) is sahirani (sorcerers) which is also in the nominative case. However,
the meaning of the particle idha (if) denotes a high probability that something will
take place, as in ‘idha ja’a nasru allahi wal-fathu [If God’s help comes and he
opens up your way]’ (Q110:2). The meaning of high probability designated by
idha also applies to ayahs that depict (a) eschatological phenomena, as in Q56:1–
4, Q82:1–2, Q84:1 and Q99:1, and (b) natural phenomena, as in Q81:17 and
Q84:18, as demonstrated below:

‘idha waqacat al-waqicah . . . idha rujjat al-ardu rajjan . . .’ [When the occur-
rence occurs . . . When the earth is shaken with convulsion . . . ]’ (Q56:1–4),
‘idha al-sama’u infatarat wa idha al-kawakibu intatharat . . . [When the sky
breaks apart. When the stars fall, scattering]’ (Q82:1–2), ‘idha al-sama’u
inshaqqat [When the sky split open]’ (Q84:1) and ‘idha zulzilat al-ardu
zilzalaha [When the earth is shaken with its final earthquake]’ (Q99:1).
However, when the context of situation changes, other conditional particles
are encountered such as law (if) and la’in (if), as in ‘law nasha’u lajacalnahu
hutaman [If We willed, We could make it dry debris]’ (Q56:65), ‘law nasha’u
jacalnahu ujajan [If We willed, We could make it bitter]’ (Q56:70) and ‘la’in
rajacna ila al-madinati . . . [If we return to the city . . . ]’ (Q63:8). The mean-
ing of the conditional particle law depicts threat and warning while the parti-
cle la’in signifies indecision, lack of guarantee and very low probability. Thus,
the particle idha is stylistically inappropriate for this context of situation.

(ii) The particle inna, as in

‘inna lana la’ajran . . . ? [Shall we be rewarded . . .?]’ (Q7:113) and ‘inna
laka alla tajuca fiha wala tacra [Indeed, it is promised for you not to be
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hungry therein or be unclothed]’ (Q20:118) where the particle inna in
Q7:113 means labudda (there must be). However, in Q20:118, the meaning
of the particle inna is understood by merging it with the word laka (to you)
to get annaka (that you, that is, that you will not be hungry. . . ). The mean-
ing of inna in Q20:118 can also be calaina (we guarantee that . . .).

(iii) The particle (an), as in:

‘fala tattabicu al-hawa an tacdilu [Refrain from following your own desire so
that you can act justly]’ (Q4:135) where the particle an means mahabbata an
(as a desire from you in order to). In other words, there is an ellipted word
before an which is mahabbata.

Similarly, in

‘yubaiyinu allahu lakum an tadillu [God makes this clear to you so that you do
not make mistakes]’ (Q4:176) where the meaning of an can only be arrived at
if we account for the ellipted expression li’an la (in order for you not to). In
other words, the sentence structure should be ‘yubaiyinu allahu lakum li’an la
tadillu.’ This meaning also applies to ‘inna allaha yumsiku al-samawati wal-
arda an tazula [God holds the heavens and the earth lest they vanish]’ (Q35:41)
where the ellipted expression li’an la (in order for you not to) should be taken
into consideration in the exegetical analysis of this ayah. Thus, the sentence
structure is ‘inna allaha yumsiku al-samawati wal-arda li’an la tazula.’

(iv) The particle lacalla usually signifies hope (al-raja’), as in ‘wama yudrika
lacallahu yazzakka [What would make you perceive, (O Muhammad), that
perhaps he might be purified]’ (Q80:3). However, in other contexts, lacalla
has other shades of meaning, such as
(a) an interrogative meaning (al-istifham), as in ‘la tadri lacalla allaha

yuhdithu bacda dhalika amran’ [You do not know, perhaps God will
bring about after that a different matter]’ (Q65:1) and

(b) a wish (al-tamanni), as in ‘lacalli ablugha al-asbaba [I may reach the
ways]’ (Q40:36).

However, other linguist exegetes consider the particle lacalla in Q40:36 as con-
veying the meaning of doubt (al-shakk); that is, it has the underlying meaning of
casa ablughu (I am not sure that I will reach).

(v) The particle lakinna has the meaning of confirmation, that is, stress (al-
ta’kid), as in ‘lakinna cadhaba allahi shadid [But the punishment of God is
severe]’ (Q22:2).

(vi) The negation particles la (do not) and lan (never): The exegete is required to
be familiar with the semantically oriented stylistic variation between the nega-
tion particles la and lan. In Arabic rhetoric, the negation of an action through
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the negation particle la (do not) is stylistically more effective than through the
employment of the negation particle lan (never). This is due to the grammati-
cal fact that the particle la signifies continuity of negation (al-dawam fi al-nafi)
as well as its length in terms of time. In other words, a verb that is negated by
la expresses a longer period of negation than the verb negated by lan. However,
the Muctazilah and the Jahmiyyah reject this grammatical point of view and
claim that lan negates the future but not the present continuous, as in

‘la acbudu ma tacbudun [I do not worship what you worship]’ (Q109:2)
where the negation particle la denotes the present time; that is, ‘the Prophet
does not accept to worship the idols in the present time and also in the future.’

(vii) The co-ordination particle wa (and) means aw (or): The conjunction particle
wa does not always have the meaning  of ‘and’, but it also occurs with the
semantic function of ‘possibility of choice’ (waw al-taqsim [the possibility
particle]) where more than one choice may take place, as in Q22:27, ‘wa’ad-
hdhin fi al-nasi bil-hajji ya’tuka rijalan wacala kulli damirin [Proclaim to the
people the pilgrimage; they will come to you on foot or on every lean camel]’
and in Q66:5, ‘thaiyibatin wa’abkara [previously married or virgins]’.

(b) Prepositions in Qur’anic discourse

(i) The preposition can in ‘alladhina hum can salatihim sahun [Those who are
heedless of their prayer]’ (Q107:5) signals the exegetical meaning ‘missing
one of the five daily prayers’. However, if the preposition can is replaced by
fi, that is, we have ‘alladhina hum fi salatihim sahun’, the meaning of the
ayah changes to ‘Those who are not sure of the number of rakcahs they have
done in one of the prayers.’

(ii) The preposition fi (in) means cala (on), as in ‘wala’usallibannakum fi jud-
huci al-nakhli [I will crucify you on the trunks of palm trees]’ (Q20:71)
where the preposition fi occurs while the expected preposition is cala.
However, the occurrence of fi in this ayah refers to the fact that the middle
part of the palm tree is used for crucifying. Thus, although the preposition
cala is grammatically accurate, its usage is semantically inaccurate.

(iii) The preposition li means cala, as in ‘yakhirruna lil-adhqani sujjadan [They
fall upon their faces in prostration]’ (Q17:107) since the act of sujud (pros-
tration) is done with their face down and the forehead ‘upon’ the floor.

(iv) The meaning of the preposition li (to) means bi (with), as in ‘falamma
tajalla rabbuhu lil-jabali [When his Lord revealed Himself to the mountain]’
(Q7:143) since the Lord was seen by the mountain and the mountain, hav-
ing seen the greatness of the Lord, crumbled to dust.

(v) The preposition bi has the semantic function of + Accompaniment, as in

‘subhana alladhi asra bicabdihi lailan [Glory to Him who made His servant
travel by night]’ (Q17:1). This exegetical analysis is supported by the
intertextually related tradition ‘allahumma anta al-sahibu fi al-safari [O my
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Lord, You are the best companion in travelling, that is, You are the best to
accompany me].’ Thus, it is ungrammatical to read the same ayah without
the preposition bi, that is, ‘subhana alladhi asra cabdahu lailan.’

(vi) The meaning of the preposition bi (with) means min (from), as in ‘cainan
yashrabu biha cibadu allahi [A spring of which the righteous servants of
God will drink]’ (Q76:6) where the underlying meaning of the preposition
bi is related to the collocation of this preposition with the implicitly under-
stood verbs such as yataladhdhadhu (to take pleasure in) and yurwa (to
quench one’s thirst) which both collocate with the preposition bi.

(vii) The meaning of the preposition can (about) means min (from), as in ‘yaqbalu
al-tawbata can cibadihi [It is He who accepts repentance from His servants]’
(Q42:25) where the underlying meaning of the preposition can is min.

(viii) The preposition cinda has different meanings, as in ‘wa’inahum cindana lamin
al-mustafain al-akhyar [Indeed, they are to Us among the chosen and outstand-
ing]’ (Q38:47). The first meaning is, ‘With Us (i.e. God), they will be among
the elect,’ which is advocated by the mainstream school of exegesis. The sec-
ond meaning is, ‘In Our (i.e. God’s) knowledge, they will be among the elect,’
which is advocated by the non-mainstream school of exegesis. This ayah, there-
fore, has led to theological cleavages among exegetes. For the mainstream
school of exegesis, the preposition cinda signifies an adverb of place meaning
with. Thus, meaning to be with God. This has the semantic entailment of ‘see-
ing God’. However, for the Muctazili non-mainstream school of exegesis, the
preposition cinda is allegorical which means fi cilmina (in God’s knowledge).

(ix) The preposition cala means cala al-raghmi min, walaw anna (although, in
spite of), as in ‘wayutcimuna al-tacama cala hubbihi miskinan wayatiman
wa’asiran [They give food, to the needy, the orphan and the captive,
although they love it themselves]’ (Q76:8)

11. Definite and indefinite noun: The exegete is also required to be familiar
with the use of the definite as opposed to the indefinite noun and the impact
of the definite/indefinite case on the overall meaning of the ayah, as in

‘subhana alladhi asra bicabdihi lailan [Glory to Him who made His servant
(Muhammad) travel by night]’ (Q17:1) where the expression lailan (by
night) is employed in the indefinite case instead of the definite al-laila (the
night) for two reasons: 

(i) To achieve the pragmatic function of glorification, that is, to glorify this
particular night, and 

(ii) To denote the semantic function of portioning (al-bacdiyyah), that is, to sig-
nify ‘the extremely short time’ which the night journey required by the Buraq
(a creature on which Muhammad made his ascension to the seven heavens).

Let us consider the following examples:
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(i) ‘bala man kasaba saiyi’atan wa’ahatat bihi khati’atuhu fa’ula’ika ashabu al-
nari [Yes, on the contrary, whoever earns evil and his sin has encompassed
him, those are the companions of the fire]’ (Q2:81) where we have two sin-
gular nouns saiyi’a (evil) and khati’ah (sin). The exegete is required to
explain that the singular noun forms indeed signify the plural since the evil
doer commits several evil deeds and sins.

(ii) ‘allahu waliyyu alladhina amanu yukhrijuhum min al-zulumati ila al-nuri
walladhina kafaru awliya’uhum al-taghutu yukhrijunahum min al-nuri ila al-
zulumat [God is the ally of those who believe. He brings them out from dark-
ness into the light. As for the disbelievers, their allies are false gods who take
them from the light into darkness]’ (Q2:257) where the word nur (light)
occurs in the singular in order to refer to God since monotheism is a major
Qur’anic tenet of faith. However, the expression zulumat (darkness) occurs in
the plural in the Qur’an because it implies the notion of polytheism which has
several forms such as false gods and sources of disbelief. Thus, although the
word al-taghut (false gods) occurs in the singular, its co-referential pronoun -
hum (them) occurs in the plural to denote the multiple sources of polytheism.

12. The direct objects of the same verb: A verb may take more than one
object. Let us consider Q16:5–8: ‘wal-ancama khalaqaha lakum fiha dif’un
wamanaficu . . . walakum fiha jamalun hina turihuna . . . watahmilu
athqalakum ila baladin lam takunu balighihi . . . wal-khaila wal-bighala wal-
hamira litarkabuha wazinatan . . . [He has created for you the grazing live-
stock. In them is warmth and numerous benefits . . . and for you in them is
the enjoyment of beauty when you bring them in for the evening . . . and they
carry your loads to a land you could not have reached . . . and He created the
horses, mules and donkeys for you to ride and as adornment . . .].’ In this
ayah, the verb khalaqa (to create) occurs with four objects. However, the sec-
ond, third and fourth objects are far away from the first object which may
cause a grammatical ambiguity. Thus, in Q16:5, the first object is al-ancama
(livestock) which is provided with more descriptive sentences, that is, ayahs
6–7 which have led to the postponement of the other objects which occur at
the beginning of ayah 8. Therefore, according to Arabic grammar, the nouns
al-khaila (horses), al-bighala (mules) and al-hamira (donkeys) are also the
objects of the same verb khalaqa in Q16:5.

13. Variant modes of reading: Variant Qur’anic modes of reading (al-qira’at)
can produce semantically different interpretations. A qualified exegete has to
be aware of the semantic subtleties involved, as in ‘anna allaha bari’un min
al-mushrikina warasuluhu [God and His messenger are released from the
treaty obligations to the idolaters]’ (Q9:3) where the noun rasul (Prophet)
should occur in the nominative case, that is, rasulu plus the co-referential
pronoun -hu (his) attached to it that refers to allah. However, an irregular
mode of reading will provide an accusative case to the noun rasul. Thus, we
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get rasuli, which generates a significant change of meaning. An uneducated
Bedouin heard a man reading Q9:3 with the irregular mode of reading and
commented, ‘in kana allahu bari’an min rasulihi fa’ana minhu bari’un [If
God is dissociated from His messenger, so am I.]’ With regard to the variant
modes of reading, the exegete needs to consider the following linguistic
matters:

(i) It is possible to read the noun rasul with a nominative case, that is, rasulu
and that this is the most common mode of reading.

(ii) It is possible to read Q9:3 with inna instead of anna.
(iii) It is possible to read the noun rasul in the accusative case, that is, rasula,

which is considered as a coordinated noun to the first noun allaha, where
both have the grammatical function of the noun of anna.

(iv) That the accusative case rasula is the mode of reading of Ibn cAbbas and
Yacqub Ibn Ishaq al-Basri (d.205/820).

(v) It is possible to read the noun rasul with a genitive case, that is, rasuli where
the full expression will be rasulihi, and this is the mode of reading adopted
by al-Hasan al-Basri who considers the conjunctive particle wa (and) as an
oath particle, waw al-qasam, meaning, wahaqqi rasulihi. Thus, we get the
genitive case (rasulihi).

Different exegetical views stem from the variant modes of reading of the
preposition, as in Q69:9, which can be read as either

‘waja’a fircawnu waman qablahu [And there came Pharaoh and those before
him]’ (Q69:9) where the preposition qabla (before) refers to the past disbe-
lieving nations that came before Pharaoh, or

‘waja’a fircawnu waman qibalahu [And there came Pharaoh and those in
front of him]’ (Q69:9) where the preposition qibala (in front of) refers to
Pharaoh’s army. We are told by historical exegetes that Pharaoh used to
march behind his advancing army. Thus, his army is in front of him.

14. Exegetical modes of reading: It is imperative that the exegete is aware of
the paraphrastic notes that are inserted by some companions in their own
codices of the Qur’an which they have kept for teaching in their locality and
for their own personal use. The exegetical modes of reading (qira’ah cala al-
tafsir) aim to elucidate some semantically ambiguous Qur’anic expressions
but are not part of the revelation; that is, they are not compatible with the
orthography of the cUthmanic master codex (khat or rasm al-mishaf al-cuth-
mani), as in ‘wama yaclamu ta’wilahu illa allahu wal-rasikhuna fi al-cilmi
yaquluna . . . [Only God knows its true meaning. Those firmly grounded in
knowledge say . . . ]’ (Q3:7). However, in Ubai b. Kacb’s codex we find a
different stylistic structure:
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‘wama yaclamu ta’wilahu illa allahu (wayaqulu) al-rasikhuna fi al-cilmi . . .
[Only God knows its true meaning. Those firmly grounded in knowledge
(they) say . . .].’ This is an attempt by Ubai b. Kacb to disambiguate the orig-
inal grammatical structure and make it easy for him to understand what this
particular ayah signifies. The translation, however, does not reflect the com-
plex versus simplex stylistic structures between the two modes of reading.

Similarly in

fama istamtactum bihi minhunna fa’tuhunna ujurahunna faridatan [So for
whatever you enjoy of marriage from them, give them their due bride-gift as
an obligation]. (Q4:24)

However, the codex of Sacid b. Jubair includes the following exegetical mode
of reading:

‘fama istamtactum bihi minhunna (ila ajalin musamma) fa’tuhunna ujurahunna
faridatan [So for whatever you enjoy of marriage from them (for a specific
period of time), give them their due bride-gift as an obligation]’ where he
includes the exegetical details, ila ajalin musamma (for a specific period of
time), as paraphrastic information to elucidate the meaning of the original ayah.

15. Semantic ambiguity: Semantic ambiguity results from the linguistic fact
that some words are polysemous. In Arabic linguistics, polysemy is referred
to as al-ashbah wal-naza’ir which is an integral part of Qur’anic exegesis as
it leads to different exegetical accounts, as in ‘wadmum yadaka ila janahika
takhruj baida’ min hgairi su’in [Place your hand under your armpit and it will
come out white, though unharmed]’ (Q20:22). In the view of Muqatil and
Abu Haiyan, the noun janah means the area which includes the upper arm to
the armpit. Thus, the meaning becomes, ‘Place your hand under your armpit
and it will come out white, though unharmed.’ However, for al-Razi, the
noun janah means al-sadr (the chest). Thus, the meaning is, ‘Place your hand
on your chest and it will come out white, though unharmed.’

Also in

‘hafizu cala al-salati wal-salati al-wusta [Maintain with care the obligatory
prayers and in particular the middle prayer]’ (Q2:238) where the expression
al-salat al-wusta is semantically ambiguous and exegetes have attributed dif-
ferent meanings to it.

This expression can mean either

(i) the dawn prayer (salat al-fajr),
(ii) the noon prayer (salat al-zuhr),

(iii) the afternoon prayer (salat al-casr),
(iv) the sunset prayer (salat al-maghrib),
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(v) Friday prayer (salat al-jumcah),
(vi) the five daily prayers (al-salawat al-khams) or
(vii) an unspecific prayer (salat ghair mucaiyanah), that is, no one knows to

which prayer it specifically refers. Therefore, this is similar to the unspecific
day of the night of glory (lailat al-qadr).

However, the majority of mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes are of the
opinion that the expression ‘al-salat al-wusta’ denotes the third meaning, that is,
‘salat al-casr’. This exegetical view is supported by the view of cA’ishah. Thus, we
have the meaning, ‘Maintain with care the obligatory prayers and in particular the
middle, that is, afternoon, prayer.’

Similarly in ‘allahu yarzuqu man yasha’u bighairi hisab [God gives provision
to whom He wills without account]’ (Q2:212) the word hisab poses a semantic
ambiguity and is, therefore, a polysemous expression which entails one of the fol-
lowing significations:

(i) That God gives a considerable amount of provision for whoever He pleases
without any limit,

(ii) That God gives provision freely for whoever He pleases without being
asked by anyone why He has done so,

(iii) That God gives provision for whoever He pleases without blaming Himself
for what He has done,

(iv) That God gives provision for whoever He pleases and that the person rewarded
does not know the source of this provision and the way it is provided and

(v) That God gives provision for whoever He pleases without holding the
person rewarded accountable or blamed for the bad deeds he or she has been
doing because God forgives and punishes whoever he pleases without tak-
ing their deeds into account.

However, in the foregoing list, the most plausible exegetical analysis relates to
(i) and the least plausible account relates to (v).

An interesting example of semantic ambiguity is represented by the verb
(qassa) in

‘waqalat li’ukhtihi qussihi [She said to his sister, “Follow him”]’ (Q28:11), where
the verb qassa in qussihi is not semantically related to the meaning ‘to narrate’
but rather to a different meaning, ‘to follow up, to trace one’s news’. Thus, the
meaning of Q28:11 should be, ‘She said to his sister, “Follow up his news.”’

Divergent exegetical views are well-represented by the distinct significations
of the semantically ambiguous polysemous word istawa in

‘dhu mirratin fastawa wahuwa bil-ufuqi al-acla [He rose to his true form
while he was in the higher part of the horizon]’ (Q53:6–7) where the word
istawa has been given seven diverse meanings:
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(i) That Gibriel ascended to the sky after he taught Muhammad the Qur’an,
(ii) That Gibriel stood up and appeared in his natural form in which he was cre-

ated when he met Muhammad,
(iii) That the Qur’an became well-established in the chest of Gibriel when he

ascended to Muhammad,
(iv) That the Qur’an became well-established in the chest of Muhammad when

it was revealed to him,
(v) That Muhammad stood upright in his strength and prophetic mission,

(vi) That Muhammad ascended through the ascention to heaven and
(vii) That God sat upon the throne.

16. Ellipsis: This is referred to as al-hadhf in Arabic rhetoric and is closely
related to Qur’anic exegesis, as in ‘inna rahmata allahi qaribun min al-
muhsinina [The mercy of God is close to those who do good]’ (Q7:56). This
is an elliptical ayah in which the ellipted word is the modified noun, al-ism
al-mawsuf, which is the implicit noun shai’un (something). Thus, the lin-
guistic structure of the non-elliptical ayah should be ‘inna rahmata allahi
(shai’un) qaribun min al-muhsinina [The mercy of God is something close
to those who do good].’ This linguistic elucidation provides an answer to
the inquisitive reader who may wonder why the adjective qaribun (near)
occurs in the masculine form. Having discussed the problem of ellipsis, the
exegete explains that since the ellipted noun (shai’un) is masculine, its mod-
ifier, that is, the adjective, should also occur in the masculine form as a
requirement of Arabic grammar. Thus, Q7:56 does not constitute a gram-
matical incongruity. Arabic grammar has been observed by Q7:56 through
the grammatical process of ellipsis which is a prototypical characteristic of
Qur’anic Arabic.

Similar to ‘walaw sha’a allahu lajamacahum cala al-huda [If God had willed,
He would have brought them all to guidance]’ (Q6:35) and ‘falaw sha’a
lahadakum ajmacin [Had He so willed, He would have guided you all]’ (Q6:149),
in Q6:35, there is no ellipsis involved and the verb sha’a (to will) has an explicit
subject (allahu). However, Q6:149 is an elliptical ayah in which the subject of the
verb sha’a is ellipted. The exegetical account for this linguistic problem is that the
subject (allahu) is employed in Q6:35 in order to eliminate misunderstanding and
inaccurate entailment on the part of the reader. Q6:35 aims to make it clear to the
reader that the action denoted by the verb jamaca (to bring together) is performed
by the subject (allahu) rather than by the other nearby subject (Muhammad)
which occurs in the previous ayahs Q6:33, 34 and the initial segment of ayah 35.
Thus, ellipsis of subject is not permitted and it has become a grammatical require-
ment that the actual doer of the action (jamaca) which is the subject (allahu)
should be employed. This is not the case in Q6:149 where the subject (allah)
occurs in the initial segment of the same ayah. Thus, it is grammatically possible
to have the subject of the verb (sha’a) ellipted since this grammatical process will
not lead to misunderstanding.
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17. Foregrounding and backgrounding: This is referred to as al-taqdim wal-
ta’khir in Arabic rhetoric. The translation, however, does not reflect the sty-
listic change involved in the foregrounding and backgrounding grammatical
processes. Examples of this stylistic problem are ‘iqtarabat al-sacatu wan-
shaqqa al-qamaru [The hour draws near and the moon is split in two]’
(Q54:1) where the original linguistic structure is ‘(inshaqqa al-qamaru) waq-
tarabat al-sacatu [the moon is split in two and the hour draws near].’

The predicate of the particle (inna) should not be foregrounded; however, it can
be foregrounded for the following reasons:

(i) It occurs as a construct noun phrase (zarf, that is, mudaf wamudaf ilaih), as
in ‘inna ladaina ankalan wajahiman [Indeed, with Us for them are shackles
and burning fire]’ (Q73:12), and in ‘inna laka alla tajuca fiha wala tacra
[Indeed, it is promised for you not to be hungry therein or be unclothed]’
(Q20:118).

(ii) It occurs as a genitive noun phrase (jar wamajrur), as in ‘inna fiha qawman
jabbarina [Indeed, within is a people of tyrannical strength]’ (Q5:22).

Similarly in ‘walawla kalimatun sabaqat min rabbika lakana lizaman wa’ajalun
musamman [And if not a word that preceded from your Lord, it (the punishment)
would have been an obligation due immediately, and if not for a specified term
decreed]’ (Q20:129) the original grammatical structure is ‘walawla kalimatun
sabaqat min rabbika (wa’ajalun musamman) lakana lizaman.’

The Qur’an talks to an audience. Thus, Arabic rhetoric is of value to the
exegetical analysis of the Qur’anic text. With regards to the rhetorical notion of
deviation from the linguistic norms (al-khuruj cala muqtada al-zahir), the
exegete is required to explain the contextual and pragmatic reasons of ayahs
that have undergone the foregrounding process which involves the occurrence
of the noun (phrase) at the beginning of the sentence. In Arabic rhetoric, this
initial noun (phrase) is referred to as al-musnad ilaihi. It is worthwhile to alert
the reader to the fact that the foregrounded musnad ilaihi is employed as a fea-
ture of God’s omnipotence for a number of pragmatic, that is, communicative,
functions such as:

(i) the elimination of doubt in the addressee’s (reader’s) mind, 
(ii) the rebuttal of opponent’s thesis, 

(iii) the substantiation of God’s omnipotence and 
(iv) the rhetorical function of specification (al-takhsis). 

These pragmatic functions are illustrated below by the examples in Q16:65, 70,
71, 72, 78, 80 and 81, ‘allahu anzala min al-sama’i ma’an [God sent down rain from
the sky]’; ‘allahu khalaqakum [God created you]’; ‘allahu faddala bacdakum cala
bacdin fi al-rizq [God has favoured some of you over others in provision]’; ‘allahu
jacala lakum min anfusikum azwajan [God has made for you from yourselves
mates]’; ‘allahu akhrajakum min butuni ummahatikum [God has extracted you from
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the wombs of your mothers]’; ‘allahu jacala lakum min buyutikum sakanan [God has
made for you from your homes a place of rest]’ and ‘allahu jacala lakum mimma
khalaqa zilalan [God has made for you shades from that which He has created].’

However, alternative verb-initial (musnad) sentences will fail to deliver the
foregoing communicative functions because the initial verb signifies non-continu-
ity. Noun-initial structures beginning with allahu are context-sensitive; that is,
they occur in the context of denial, for example, denial of God’s blessings, accept-
ing polytheism, denial of Muhammad’s prophethood or disbelief in eschatology.

18. Partial synonymy:6 Qur’anic exegesis is hinged upon the analysis of seman-
tic subtleties of expressions. The exegete is required to provide a detailed
semantic investigation of words to elucidate their similarity with or differ-
ence from other words that have occurred elsewhere in the Qur’an. The same
ayah may have two words that are partially synonymous, as in ‘innama
ashku baththi wahuzni ila allah [I only complain of my suffering and my
grief to God]’ (Q12:86), where the word bathth (suffering) is partially syn-
onymous with huzn (grief). Although some Qur’anic expressions occur as
synonyms, Qur’anic discourse provides interesting examples of incomplete
synonymy. In other words, although two or more words may have similar
significations, they do not semantically represent an identical meaning since
they occur in different contexts, for example, in the following:

(i) al-safh: This means ‘to abandon the punishment of a person for some-
thing wrong he or she has done, and, moreover, to abandon the blame
for doing it’. Its meaning denotes clemency and, therefore, is more gen-
eral than that of the expression al-cafu. It is like granting someone ‘gen-
eral amnesty’, so to speak. The expression (al-safh) is morphologically
related to safhat al-wajh (the side of the face). Therefore, it means that
someone has turned his or her face aside from the wrong doer, that is,
to completely ignore and forgive the wrong deed of the accused, as in
‘facfu wasfahu [Pardon and overlook]’ (Q2:109).

(ii) al-cafu: This means ‘to forgive the wrong deed of a person and not to
demand his or her punishment’, as in ‘faman cafa wa’aslaha [Whoever
pardons and makes reconciliation]’ (Q42:40). The word al-cafu is
semantically related to the word al-fadl (doing someone a favour) and
is also employed in the sense of writing off someone’s debt, as in
‘cafawtu lisalimin bimali [I told Salim not to give me back the money
he borrowed from me].’

(iii) al-maghfirah: This means, ‘to forgive the wrong deed of a person, not
to demand his or her punishment, and to cover up for his or her wrong
deed’. Its meaning, therefore, is more specific than that of al-cafu. The
meaning of al-maghfirah is semantically related to the word (al-ghafr)
which signifies al-ghita’ (the cover of something). Thus, al-maghfirah
denotes ‘to cover up for the bad deed committed by someone’, as in
‘maghfiratin min rabbikum [forgiveness from your Lord]’ (Q3:133).
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Similarly in

(i) al-asaf: This signifies ‘severe grief with a state of rage and anxiety’, as in
‘watawalla canhum waqala ya asafa cala yusufa [He turned away from them
and said, “Oh, my sorrow over Joseph”]’ (Q12:84). This expression is mor-
phologically related to al-asafah which means ‘the delicate and soft
ground’. Thus, a person with al-asaf is described as a person who is ‘psy-
chologically fragile and sensitive’, that is, raqiq al-nafs. Therefore, he or she
quickly becomes sad, in rage and overwhelmed by anxiety, ‘saricu al-huzni
wal-jazaci wal-ghadabi.’

(ii) al-asa: It means ‘sadness for what had taken place’, as in ‘likaila ta’saw cala
ma fatakum [In order that you do not grieve for what you miss]’ (Q57:23).
It signifies ‘al-inkisar wal-dhubul wakhaibat al-amal [despondency, being
withered and frustration]’.

(iii) al-bathth: This expression signifies ‘grief with serious illness’, as in
‘innama ashku baththi wahuzni ila allah [I only complain of my suffering
and grief to God]’ (Q12:86) in which Joseph’s father is depicted as a person
who cannot bear the severity of sadness and this has led to his illness.
Therefore, the person is expected to complain about it.

(iv) al- hazan: This is the antonym of al-farah (happiness, joy), as in, ‘waqalu
al-hamdu lillahi alladhi adhhaba canna al-hazana [They will say, “Praise to
God who has removed from us all sorrow”]’ (Q35:34).

(v) al-hasrah: This word means ‘severe grief and the feeling of remorse for
what had been missed’, as in, ‘ya hasrata cala ma farrattu [Oh, how great is
my regret over what I neglected]’ (Q39:56). This expression is semantically
related to 
(a) ‘hasarat al-dabbatu [The animal has stopped walking]’; that is, it is

unable to walk anymore, that is, crippled. Therefore, the person with
severe grief and remorse is likened to an animal which is of no use to
its owner, and 

(b) ‘inhasarat quwahu [His or her physical power has weakened]’ due to
his or her grief and distress.

Within the semantic analysis required by Qur’anic exegesis, the exegete also
needs to be aware of the linguistic fact that some expressions that are ortho-
graphically similar denote distinct meanings due to their respective collocation,
as in al-kurh and al-karh in the ayahs, ‘kutiba calaikum al-qitalu wahuwa kurhun
lakum [Fighting has been enjoined upon you, though you dislike it]’ (Q2:216)
where the word kurh (to dislike something) is employed to denote ‘something
hard to be done. Although it is voluntary, it is not liked by people. Nevertheless,
someone makes an effort to undertake it without compulsion.’ Thus, the expres-
sion (kurh) collocates with the word al-qital (fighting) which was voluntary, hard
and disliked by people. Nevertheless, some companions undertook it willingly.

‘thumma istawa ila al-sama’i wahiya dukhanun faqala laha walil-ardi a’tiya
tawcan aw karhan [Then He directed Himself to the heaven while it was smoke
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and said to it and to the earth, “Come into being willingly or by compulsion.”]’
(Q41:11) where the word karh (to do something by compulsion) is employed to
signify that ‘someone else has forced you to do something.’ In other words, there
is compulsion since a command is given to someone/something to execute an
action. Thus, the expression (karh) collocates with the context in which coercion
is involved as in Q41:11 in which al-sama’i wal-ardi (the heaven and the earth)
were ordered by God to come and they did.

19. Selectional restrictions:7 A word which is normally known to have a nega-
tive connotative meaning may be clothed with a new positive connotation as
a stylistic technique at the lexical level. In other words, stylistically, such an
expression with a negative connotation is expected to collocate with words
of a negative connotation. For instance, the verb yaqtarif usually co-occurs
with the inherent componential feature (negative) that has the semantic
entailment of bad deeds. Therefore, it qualifies for the meaning ‘to commit’
that semantically entails ‘to do bad deeds’, as in

‘walitasgha ilaihi af’idatu alldhina la yu’minuna bil-akhirati waliyardawhu
waliyaqtarifu ma hum muqtarifun [So the hearts of those who disbelieve in the
hereafter will incline towards deceptive speech and that they will be satisfied
with it and that they will commit that which they are committing]’ (Q6:113),
‘inna alladhina yaksibuna al-ithma sayujzawna bima kanu yaqtarifun [Indeed,
those who earn blame for sin will be recompensed for that which they used to
commit]’ (Q6:120) and ‘amwalun iqtaraftumuha [Wealth which you have
obtained]’ (Q9:24) where the semantically negative word yaqtarif has co-
occurred with the (negative) words ‘alldhina la yu’minuna [those who disbe-
lieve]’ in Q6:113, ‘inna alladhina yaksibuna al-ithma [those who commit sin]’
in Q6:120 and the wider context that alludes to ‘those who love the fleeting
materialistic things more than God and the Prophet’ in Q9:24. The exegete
should be aware of the following semantic analysis of the verb (yaqtarif):

(i) It is morphologically related to the nominalized noun (iqtiraf) which means
(earning, gaining).

(ii) It is morphologically related to the noun al-qarf which means the bark of the
tree or the scab of a wound.

(iii) It is employed for the rhetorical function of hyperbole.
(iv) It usually collocates with (negative) and (bad deeds).
(v) It may collocate with positive and good news if it is employed allegorically

(isticarah). 
(vi) It is derived from the verb qarafa (to peel the bark) as in, ‘qarafa salimun al-

shajarata [Salim peeled the bark of the tree].’ Thus, we have qarf (the bark
of the tree).

However, the selection restriction rule, negative and bad deeds, that is imposed
upon the verb yaqtarif is violated in Q42:23. This word has occurred in a new
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stylistic environment, ‘waman yaqtarif hasanatan nazid lahu fiha husna [Whoever
does a good deed, We shall increase it for him]’ (Q42:23) where (yaqtarif)8 has,
stylistically speaking, unexpectedly collocated with the word hasanatan (a good
deed) that has the semantic feature (positive). Therefore, yaqtarif entails fresh
componential features (positive) and (good deeds). However, the verb (yaqtarif)
adopts a new meaning in ‘wa’amwalun iqtaraftumuha [Wealth which you have
obtained]’ (Q9:24) where yaqtarif co-occurs with amwal (money, wealth).

20. The past tense that signifies a future tense: In Qur’anic discourse, some
verbs occur in the past but their meaning refers to the future, as in, ‘ata amru
allahi [The command of God is coming]’ (Q16:1), ‘wanufikha fi al-suri
fasaciqa man fi al-samawati waman fi al-ardi [The horn will be blown and who-
ever is in the heavens and whoever is on the earth will fall dead]’ (Q39:68) and
‘wabarazu lillahi jamican [They will come out for judgement before God]’
(Q14:21) where the verbs ata (came), saciqa (fell dead) and barazu (came out)
are in the past tense but their meaning denotes a future tense.

21. The present tense that signifies a past tense: Some present tense verbs
denote a past tense, as in ‘qad yaclamu ma antum calaihi [Already He knows
that upon which you stand]’ (Q24:64), and ‘falima taqtuluna anbiya’a allahi
[Why did you kill the Prophets of God?]’ (Q2:91) where the verbs yaclamu
(to know) and taqtuluna (to kill) are in the present tense but their meaning
refers to an action that had taken place in the past.

22. The active participle (ism al-facil) and passive participle (ism al-mafcul)
signify a future tense, as in ‘wa’inna al-dina lawaqicun [The judgement will
take place]’ (Q51:6) and ‘ba’aiyikumu al-maftun [Which of you is afflicted
with madness]’ (Q68:6) where the active participle waqicun (taking place)
has the meaning of a nominalized noun, ‘definitely taking place’  (al-wuquc)
and signifies the underlying meaning of disbelief in eschatology. The same
applies to the passive participle maftun (afflicted) which signifies the nomi-
nalized noun al-fitnah (affliction).

23. The use of the active participle to denote the meaning of a passive par-
ticiple, as in ma’in dafiq (spurting fluid, Q86:6), la casima al-yawma min amri
allah [There is no protector today from the decree of God]’ (Q11:43) and
‘jacalna haraman aminan [We made (Makkah) a safe sanctuary]’ (Q29:67),
where the active participles dafiq (spurting), casim (protector) and amin (safe)
have the meaning of a passive participle madfuq (spurted), macsum (pro-
tected) and ma’mun (made safe), respectively. This is referred to in Arabic
rhetoric as cognitive allegory (al-majaz al-caqli) with an object relationship
because the intended passive participle functions as the object of the sentence.

24. The use of the passive participle to denote the meaning of an active par-
ticiple, as in ‘innahu kana wacduhu ma’tiyya [His promise has ever been
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coming]’ (Q19:61) and ‘hijaban mastura [concealed partition]’ (Q17:45)
where the passive participles ma’tiyya (has been coming) and mastura (con-
cealed) have the meaning of an active participle atiya (coming) and satira
(concealing), respectively. This is referred to in Arabic rhetoric as cognitive
allegory (al-majaz al-caqli) with a subject relationship because the intended
active participle functions as the subject of the sentence.

25. The use of a plural noun that signifies a singular meaning, as in ‘fanadathu
al-mala’ikatu [The angels called him]’ (Q3:39) and ‘yunazzilu al-mala’ikata
bil-ruhi [He sends down the angels with the inspiration]’ (Q16:2) where the
nouns al-mala’ikatu (the angels) and al-mala’ikata (the angels) occur in the
plural but in fact they mean one angel, namely, jibril (Gabriel).

Also in, rabbi arjicuni [My Lord, let me return]’ (Q23:99) where the addressee
pronoun -u (you, plural) refers to an addressee in the plural while in fact the
meaning in terms of the underlying grammatical status of the pronoun should be
an addressee in the singular because the addressee is meant to be God. Therefore,
while the surface meaning of Q23:99 is, ‘My Lord, You (plural) return me,’ its
exegesis should be based upon the singular pronoun, ‘rabbi arjicni’ (My Lord,
return me) so that misunderstanding is eliminated by the entailment of the angels
in the act of ‘returning someone to life’.

26. The use of a singular noun that signifies a plural meaning, as in ‘inna al-
insana lafi khusrin [Indeed, mankind is in deep loss],’ (Q103:2) where the
noun al-insana (man, that is, mankind) occurs in the singular but whose
underlying meaning is the plural al-anasiy (people). However, it is also
worthwhile for the exegete to highlight the fact that the same noun (al-
insana) occurs in ‘khuliqa al-insanu min cajal [Man was created hasty]’
(Q21:37) and in ‘inna al-insana khuliqa haluca [Man was truly created anx-
ious]’ (Q70:19) with the meaning of the singular referring to Adam. In
other words, unlike Q103:2, the noun al-insana in Q21:37 and Q70:19
denotes the singular meaning only. This exegetical analysis is based on the
exegetes’ views of Mujahid, Sacid b. Jubair, cIkramah, al-Suddi, al-Kalbi,
Muqatil and al-Dahhak.

27. The use of the singular that signifies a dual meaning, as in ‘wallahu wara-
suluhu ahaqqu an yurduhu [It would be more fitting for them to please God
and His messenger]’ (Q9:62) where the co-referential pronoun -hu
(Him/him) attached to the verb yurdu (to please) is singular which may refer
either to allah (God) or to rasul (messenger, that is, Muhammad). The reader
should be informed that the underlying grammatical status of the singular co-
referential pronoun -hu is dual -ma (both of them). Thus, the exegetical
analysis of Q9:62 should highlight the grammatical fact that a dual pronoun
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is meant and the meaning involves the word kilahuma (both of them).
Therefore, Q9:62 involves the underlying grammatical structure: ‘wallahu
warasuluhu ahaqqu an yurduhuma [It would be more fitting for them to
please both God and His messenger].’

28. The use of the dual (al-muthanna) that signifies a singular meaning, as
in ‘alqiya fi jahannama . . . [Hurl  into hell . . .]’  (Q50:24), where the dual
pronoun -a (you two) attached to the verb alqi (to throw) signifies the sin-
gular which refers to the angel in charge of the hell fire. The occurrence of
the noun in the dual form is to achieve the rhetorical functions of hyperbole
and affirmation. The dual verb form (alqiya) is equal to saying the singular
verb form (alqi) twice, that is, alqi, alqi (You [singular] throw, throw [him
or her] into hell).

29. The use of the plural that signifies a dual meaning, as in ‘in tatuba ila
allahi faqad saghat qulubukuma [If both of you (wives) repent to God, for
your hearts have deviated, (all will be well)]’ (Q66:4) where the plural noun
qulubu (hearts) should be understood as  a dual noun qalba (two hearts).
Thus, with the attachment of the possessive dual pronoun kuma (your, pos-
sessive, dual), the underlying dual noun is qalbakuma (your two hearts of
you two).

30. The use of the masculine that signifies the feminine, as in ‘faman ja’ahu
mawcizatun min rabbihi [Whoever has received an admonition from his
Lord]’ (Q2 :275) and ‘inna rahmata allahi qaribun min al-muhsinin [The
mercy of God is near to those who do good]’ (Q7 :56) where, in the first
example, there is a feminine noun mawcizatun (feminine, singular) but its
implicit co-referential pronoun occurs as a masculine -t (it [masculine, sin-
gular]) which, stylistically speaking, should be ja’at + hu (i.e. ja’athu). This
implicit feminine co-referential pronoun is referred to in Arabic grammar as
ta’ al-ta’nith (the /t/ of the feminine). Similarly, in the second example, we
encounter an adjective, qaribun (near). As a grammatical requirement in
Arabic, the adjective takes the feminine and the masculine form of its noun.
In other words, if the noun is masculine, its adjective occurs in the masculine
form, and if the noun is feminine, its adjective occurs in the feminine form.
However, the noun rahmata (mercy) is feminine but its adjective, qaribun,
occurs in the masculine. The reason for this is attributed to the grammatical
fact that the feminine word rahmata is a false feminine noun whose underly-
ing meaning should be understood as masculine, that is, al-tarahhum (for-
giveness, mercy) or al-ihsan (kindness). The exegete is required to alert the
reader to this grammatical problem and should refer to the false feminine
noun (al-mu’annath ghair al-haqiqi) in Arabic grammar whose underlying
signification denotes a masculine noun.
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31. The use of the feminine that signifies the masculine, as in ‘alladhina
yarithuna al-firdawsa hum fiha khalidun [Those who will inherit the highest
part of paradise will abide therein eternally]’ (Q23:11) where we have a mas-
culine noun al-firdawsa (the highest part of paradise) but its co-referential
pronoun occurs in the feminine form -ha (it, feminine). To eliminate this sty-
listic misunderstanding on the part of the reader who is unaware of advanced
Arabic grammar, the exegete is expected to elucidate this exegetical and lin-
guistic problem. This stylistic problem is attributed to the grammatical fact
that the word al-firdawsa is a false masculine noun (mudhakkar ghair haqiqi)
whose underlying meaning should be understood as feminine, that is, al-jan-
nata (paradise).

32. The vocative (ya – O): The vocative particle ya is usually employed when
addressing someone. However, the vocative is used for the pragmatic function
of surprise (al-tacajjub) rather than an address to someone, as in, ‘ya hasratan
cala al-cibadi [How regretful for the servants]’ (Q36:30) and ‘an taqula nafsun
ya hasrati cala ma farrattu fi janbi allahi [Lest a soul should say, “Oh, how great
is my regret over what I neglected in regard to God”]’ (Q39:56) where the
noun hasratan (regret) is an abstract noun that cannot be addressed. Therefore,
the vocative is employed as a pragmatic signal for surprise and whose rhetor-
ical value is to achieve a warning to those who are not heeding their Lord.

33. Shift: This is a prototypical stylistic feature of Qur’anic discourse. Shift is
employed in the Qur’an as rhetorical decoration with the pragmatic function
of reinforcing the message and the psychological function of awakening the
heedless reader. However, shift may lead to misunderstanding on the part of
the reader and for this reason the exegete is required to account for it in his
textual analysis. Shift is referred to in Arabic as al-iltifat which involves a
stylistic change at different levels, as in

(i) the person: Linguistically, this is referred to as shift in person where
some ayahs involve a stylistic change in the pronoun in terms of
person, as in

‘qala la takhtasimu ladaiyah waqad qaddamtu ilaikum bil-wacid. ma yubad-
dalu ladaiyah wama ana bizallamin lil-cabid. yawma naqulu lijahannama hal
imtala’ti? [God will say, “Do not dispute before Me while I had already pre-
sented to you the warning. The decree will not be changed with Me and never
will I be unjust to the servants.” On the day We will say to hell, “Have you
been filled?”]’ (Q50:28–30) where there is a shift from the third person sin-
gular in qala (He said) to the first person singular in ladaiyah (to me), qad-
damtu (I presented) and ana (I) and then another pronoun shift to the first
person plural in naqulu (We say). The first person plural that refers to God
is referred to as the majestic plural or the plural of majesty. However, all
these pronoun shifts grammatically refer to the same person (allah) which
occurs implicitly in ladaiyah, qaddamtu and naqulu.
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Similarly in ‘waman yacsi allaha warasulahu fa’inna lahu nara jahannama
khalidina fiha abadan [Anyone who defies God and His messenger will have hell
fire to live in for ever]’ (Q72:23) where we have a pronoun shift from the mas-
culine third person singular pronoun -hu (him) in lahu (to him) to the masculine
third person plural pronoun -in (they) which is attached to the active participle
khalid (to live in for ever). Other examples of shift are encountered in Q17:97,
Q22:8–10, Q24:31 and Q65:11.

(ii) the tense: Verbs in the same ayah may occur in different tenses, as in

‘inna alladhina kafaru wayasudduna can sabili allahi [Those who disbelieved
and avert people from the way of God]’ (Q22:25) where we have two verbs;
the first, kafaru (disbelieved), occurs in the present tense while the second,
yasudduna (to avert), occurs in the past. This also applies to Q30:40.

(iii) verbal-nominal sentence: We also encounter a stylistic shift in the same
ayah which has two segments: one with a verb, that is, a verbal sentence,
and the other without a verb, that is, a nominal sentence, as in ‘wa’idha
laqu alladhina amanu qalu amanna wa’idha khalaw ila shayatinihim qalu
inna macakum innama nahnu mustahzi’un [When they meet those who
believe, they say, “‘We believe,’ but when they are alone with their evil
ones, they say, ‘Indeed, we are with you. We were only mockers,’”]’
(Q2:14) where after the first verb qalu (they said), there is a direct speech
sentence with a verb amanna (we believed), while after the second verb
qalu (they said), there is a direct speech sentence without a verb; there-
fore, a shift has taken place where we have a nominal sentence, ‘inna
macakum [Indeed, we are with you]’ followed by another nominal sen-
tence, ‘innama nahnu mustahzi’un [We were only mockers].’

The exegete is also required to explain that shift, as a rhetorical mechanism, is
employed to achieve varied pragmatic functions such as 

(a) rebuke to the unbelievers, an indication of God’s displeasure with them,
and a warning to what they claim against Him, as in ‘waqalu ittakhadha al-
rahmanu walada. laqad ji’tum shai’an idda [They say, “The Most Merciful
has taken for Himself a son.” You have done an atrocious thing]’ (Q19:88–
89) where shift has occurred from third person plural pronoun -hum (they)
implicit in the verb qalu (they say) to the second person plural pronoun
antum (you) implicit in the verb ji’tum (you have done).

(b) to indicate God’s omnipotence, as in ‘wahuwa alladhi arsala al-riyaha bushran
baina yadai rahmatihi wa’anzalna min al-sama’i ma’an tahura [It is He who
sends the winds as good tidings before His mercy (i.e. rainfall), and We send
down from the sky pure water]’ (Q25:48) where shift has occurred from the
third person singular pronoun in huwa (He) to the first person plural pronoun
nahnu (We) that occurs implicitly in the verb anzalna (We send down).
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34. Coordination: This is referred to in Arabic grammar as al-catf which is
achieved by the coordination (conjunction) particles like wa (and) and fa (so,
therefore) and takes different forms that are relevant to Qur’anic exegesis, as in

(i) the coordination of the specific to the general (catf al-khass cala al-camm)
where some thing represents the general subject matter occurs first, fol-
lowed by something else more specific that is regarded as part of the gen-
eral thing mentioned earlier, as in

‘hafizu cala al-salawati wal-salati alwusta [Maintain with care the obligatory
prayers and in particular the middle prayer]’ (Q2:238) where the general
thing is al-salawati (the obligatory five daily prayers) which is followed by
the specific kind of prayer represented by the expression al-salati alwusta
(the middle prayer) which is part of the general noun, al-salawat.

‘man kana caduwwan lillahi wamala’ikatihi warusulihi wajibrila wamikala .
. . [If anyone is an enemy of God, His angels and His messengers, of Gabriel
and Michael . . .]’ (Q2:98) where a general noun mala’ikatihi (His angels)
occurs and followed by specific nouns jibrila (Gabriel) and mikala (Michael)
that are part of the general noun mala’ikah (angels). This also applies to
‘waman yacmal su’an aw yazlim nafsahu [Whoever does a wrong or wrongs
himself]’ (Q4:110) and ‘waman azlamu mimman iftara cala allahi kadhiban
aw qala uhiya ilaiyah walam yuha ilaihi shai’un [Who could be more unjust
than someone who invents a lie against God or claims that “a revelation has
come to me” while nothing has been revealed to him] (Q6:93).

(ii) the coordination of the general to the specific (catf al-camm cala al-khass)
where a specific thing is mentioned first followed by something else that is
more general but is regarded as part of it, as in

‘inna salati wanusuki [My prayer and my rites]’ (Q6:162) where salat
(prayer) represents a specific act of worship followed by the general acts of
worship nusuk (rites) which also includes the act of (salat) as part of it.

‘atainaka sabcan min al-mathani wal-qur’an al-cazim [We have certainly given
you seven of the often-repeated ayahs and the great Qur’an]’ (Q15:87) where
the specific is ‘sabcan min al-mathani (the often repeated ayahs, that is, Q1 al-
fatihah) followed by the general noun al-qur’an al-czim (the great Qur’an).

However, the exegete does not need to account for the common form of coor-
dination which takes place between two nouns, as in ‘al-sama’i wal-ardi [the
heaven and the earth]’ (Q22:70) or two verbs, as in ‘wala tahinu wala tahzanu [Do
not lose heart and do not dispair]’ (Q3:139). This form of coordination, therefore,
does not lead to exegetical problems that affect the meaning of the ayah. 

202 Linguistic and stylistic tools of exegesis



Coordination with the particle (fa) also occurs in Qur’anic discourse, as in

‘qad khalat min qablikum sunanun fasiru fi al-ardhi fanzuru kaifa kana caqi-
batu al-mukadhdhibina [Similar situations as yours have passed on before
you, so proceed throughout the earth and observe how was the end of those
who denied]’ (Q3:137) where coordination is achieved by the particle (fa)
attached to the verb anzuru (to observe).

35. Different words that are semantically related to a single source: This is
related to meaning relations among a set of semantically related words. Some
Qur’anic lexical items occur without elaboration but are also intertextually
related to other expressions elsewhere in the Qur’an. On the surface, these
expressions are semantically related in the sense that they are concerned with
the same source of reference, as in ‘khalaqnakum min turabin [We created
you from dust]’ (Q22:5), ‘khalaqna al-insana . . . min hama’in masnun [We
created man . . . from an altered black mud]’ (Q15:26), ‘inna khalaqnahum
min tinin lazib [We have created them from sticky clay]’ (Q37:11) and ‘kha-
laqa al-insana min salsalin kalfakhkhar [He created man from clay like that
of pottery]’ (Q55:14) where the lexical items turabin (dust), hama’in masnun
(an altered black mud), tinin lazib (sticky clay) and salsalin kalfakhkhar (clay
like that of pottery) are distinct expressions. Therefore, semantically, these
words are the hyponyms of the word turab (dust, soil). This is due to the fact
that these words are semantically related in the sense that they are of the
same source, namely, turab. Thus, semantically, turab is a superordinate
term. The exegete needs to explain this linguistic fact in order to eliminate
the misunderstanding that these ayahs are semantically contradictory.

36. Arabic rhetoric: A qualified exegete is required to be familiar with the three
disciplines of Arabic rhetoric: word order (cilm al-macani), figures of speech
(cilm al-bayan) and embellishments (cilm al-badic). The most significant ele-
ment in this diverse stylistic field is the pragmatic functions of each discipline
(for more details on Arabic rhetoric and its pragmatic functions, see Abdul-
Raof 2006). The exegete is encountered with the controversial rhetorical
problem of esoteric (underlying, non-literal) versus exoteric (surface, literal)
signification with regards to allegorical, that is, metaphorical and non-alle-
gorical, or non-metaphorical, expressions that lead to different dogmatic and
theological views. This makes a significant distinction between a mainstream
and a non-mainstream school of exegesis. Exegetes who adopt allegorical sig-
nification, that is, the esoteric meaning, are the non-mainstream exegetes such
as the Muctazilah like al-Zamakhshari, the Shicah such as al-Tabataba’i and
the Ibadiyyah such as Itfaiyish and Ahmad al-Khalili. However, exegetes who
advocate non-allegorical, that is, exoteric signification, are the mainstream
exegetes like al-Tabari and Ibn Katir. Let us consider the following examples
which depict rhetorical features that are relevant to Qur’anic exegesis and
which have led to theological cleavages among schools of exegesis:
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(i) Metaphor or allegory (al-isticarah): This is the most controversial issue
among mainstream and non-mainstream schools of exegesis, as in

‘al-rahmanu cala al-carsh istawa [The Lord of mercy has estab-
lished on the throne]’ (Q20:5) where the expression al-carsh is
exegetically analysed as either

(a) non-allegorical, that is, exoteric and literal, meaning ‘the throne,
the seat’, or

(b) allegorical, that is, esoteric and non-literal, meaning ‘sway over,
power’.

It is worthwhile to note that the expressions al-carsh istawa, or istawa cala al-
carsh, have occurred in the Qur’an six times (Q7:54, Q10:3, Q13:2, Q25:59,
Q32:4 and Q57:4). Therefore, we will encounter distinct exegetical views advo-
cated on this contentious expression depending on the school of exegesis to
which the exegete belongs.

(ii) Epizeuxis (al-takrir or al-tikrar) occurs recurrently in Qur’anic dis-
course and the exegete is required to elucidate the pragmatic functions
of this rhetorical feature which include 

(1) to achieve confirmation (al-ta’kid). Epizeuxis occurs at word level
and phrase level, as in

‘wala tulbisu al-haqqa bil-batili wataktumu al-haqqa wa’antum
taclamun [Do not mix the truth with falsehood, or hide the truth
when you know it]’ (Q2:42) where the word al-haqqa (the
truth) is repeated.

‘idh qala allahu ya cisa . . . bi’dhni . . . bi’dhni . . . bi’dhni . . .
bi’dhni . . . [God will say, ‘Jesus, . . . by My leave . . . by My
leave . . . by My leave . . . by My leave . . .]’ (Q5:110) where
the word bi’dhni (by My leave) is repeated to confirm that the
miracle has taken place by God’s licence and power and not
by Jesus. Thus, the repetition is a rebuttal to the divinity
attributed to Jesus.

‘fabi’aiyi ala’i rabbikuma tukadhdhiban [Which, then, of your
Lord’s blessings do you both deny?]’ (Q55:13) where this
phrase is repeated 31 times in Q55. It occurs in the context of
three different categories of people: (1) the unbelievers, (2) the
highly pious believers and (3) the ordinary believers.

(2) to demonstrate high respect to the noun repeated in the same ayah,
as in
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‘alam taclam anna allaha lahu . . . wama lakum min duni allahi
. . . [Do you not know that to God belongs . . .? Without God,
you will have no . . . ]’ (Q2:107) where the noun allah is
repeated while the expected grammatical form should be min
dunihi (without Him), that is, the use of the co-referential pro-
noun -hi (Him) attached to the preposition duni (without),
instead of the use of the explicit noun in min duni allahi (with-
out God). Thus, the noun allah is repeated for the pragmatic
function of showing God’s majesty and respect to Him.

(3) to highlight the significant value conveyed by the noun that is
repeated, as in

‘al-hajju ashhurun maclumatun . .  al-hajja . . . wala jidala fi
al-hajji [The pilgrimage takes place during the prescribed
months . . . the pilgrimage . . . and no quarrelling during the
pilgrimage . . . ]’ (Q2:197) where the repeated noun is al-hajj
(the pilgrimage) and the expected grammatical structure should
be wala jidala fihi (and no quarrelling during it), that is, the
employment of the co-referential pronoun -hi (it) attached to
the preposition fi (during), instead of wala jidala fi al-hajji (and
no quarrelling during the pilgrimage).

(4) to highlight the high status of the repeated noun, as in

‘qala ya adamu anbi’hum bi’asma’ihim falamma anba’ahum
bi’asma’ihim qala . . . [He said, “O Adam, inform them their
names.” When he had informed them of their names, He said,
. . . ]’ (Q2:33) where we see the noun bi’asma’ihim (with their
names) repeated, while the expected grammatical structure
should be biha (with them, that is, with the names), that is, the
use of the co-referential pronoun -ha (them) attached to the
preposition bi (with), instead of bi’asma’ihim.

(5) to avoid semantic ambiguity, as in

‘kullun amanna billahi wa mala’ikatihi wa kutubihi wa rusulihi
la nufarriqu baina ahadin min rusulihi [All of the them have
believed in God, His angels, His Scriptures and His messengers.
“We make no distinction between any of His messengers,” they
say]’ Q2:285) where we have only one specific noun, namely,
rusulihi (His messengers), repeated and not the other nouns
mala’ikatihi (His angels) and kutubihi (His Scriptures). The
exegete is required to elucidate to the reader the grammatical
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reason why this ayah avoids the employment of a different
grammatical structure minhum (between them), that is, the use
of the co-referential pronoun -hum (them) attached to the prepo-
sition min  (between, literally meaning ‘from’). The pragmatic
reason for this specific style, that is, the repetition of the noun
(rusulihi) rather than its pronoun is primarily to avoid semantic
ambiguity since the use of the pronoun (-hum) will lead the
reader to believe that the other noun mala’ikatihi (His angels) is
also included in the act of ‘make no distinction between’
denoted by the negated verb (la nufarriqu baina). Thus, had we
got the alternative style, ‘kullun amanna billahi wa mala’ikatihi
wa kutubihi wa rusulihi la nufarriqu baina ahadin minhum,’ we
would have got an inaccurate exegesis, ‘All of them have
believed in God, His angels, His Scriptures and His messengers.
“We make no distinction between any of them,” they say’ due
to (i) the non-repetition of the noun rusulihi, and (ii) the use of
the co-referential pronoun -hum attached to min. However, a
comparative linguistic-stylistic analysis between the above ayah
Q2:285 and its counterpart Q3:84 will be highly beneficial to
the reader. Let us consider Q3:84,

’qul amanna billahi wama unzila calaina wama unzila cala
ibrahima wa’ismacila wa’ishaqa wayacquba wal-asbati wama
utiya musa wacisa wal-nabiyyuna min rabbihim la nufarriqu
baina ahadin minhum [Say, “We believe in God and in what has
been sent down to us and to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and
the Tribes. We believe in what has been given to Moses, Jesus
and the Prophets from their Lord. We do not make a distinction
between any of them (i.e. between any of the Prophets)”]’ where
we have in the last segment of the ayah ‘la nufarriqu baina
ahadin mihum [We do not make a distinction between any of
them]’ a linguistic structure with a style different from that we
have already encountered in Q2:285 above. Unlike Q2:285, the
ayah Q3:84 does not repeat any of the nouns listed, but instead
the co-referential pronoun -hum (them) is employed where it is
attached to the preposition min (between). The reason for this is
attributed to the fact that this style does not lead to semantic
ambiguity since the exegetical analysis is straightforward, ‘la
nufarriqu baina ahadin minhum [making no distinction between
any of them]’, that is, the belief in all of the listed Prophets
rather than in one of them specifically.

(iii) Interrogative question for the pragmatic function of rebuke: This is
referred to in Arabic rhetoric as al-istifham al-tawbikhi (rebuke ques-
tion), al-istifham al-inkari (denial question) and al-istifham al-majazi
(allegorical/metaphorical question), as in
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‘ma lakum idha qila lakum anfiru fi sabili allahi aththaqaltum
ila al-ardi? [Believers, why, when it is said to you, “Go and
fight in God’s way,” do you feel weighed down to the
ground?]’ (Q9:38) where we have an interrogative ayah
employed rhetorically to achieve the pragmatic function of
denial and rebuke (al-inkar wal-taqric), that is, denying their
excuses and claims and rebuking them.

Similarly in ‘attalaca al-ghaib? [Has he penetrated the unknown?]’ (Q19:78)
this is a rhetorical question employed for sarcasm and rebuke.

However, an interrogative question may convey the pragmatic function of
magnifying the horror of the day of judgement and instilling fear in the mind of
the reader/hearer, as in ‘ma al-haqqah? [What is the inevitable hour?]’ (Q69:2).
Yet in Q69:3 we encounter another interrogative question, ‘wama adraka ma al-
haqqah? [What will explain to you what the inevitable hour is?]’ (Q69:3); this
ayah conveys to the reader the pragmatic function of rebuke. We are admonished
that mankind do not appreciate the enormity of the horror of the day of judgement
because no one has yet experienced it.

(iv) Noun-initial sentences: According to Arabic rhetoric, the noun occurs
sentence-initially as musnad ilaihi (the inchoative, literally meaning
someone or something to which something or some action is attributed)
for the pragmatic function of specification (al-takhsis), as in ‘allahu
yabsutu al-rizqa liman yasha’ wayaqdir [God extends provision for
whom He wills]’ (Q13:26), ‘allahu nazzala ahsana al-hadithi [God has
sent down the best statement]’ (Q39:23) and ‘allahu yaqulu al-haqqa
[God says the truth]’ (Q33:4) where the noun allahu has the rhetorical
function of al-musnad ilaihi and which is employed in this stylistic pat-
tern in order to highlight the fact that the acts of bast al-rizq (the exten-
sion of provision), inzal ahsan al-hadith (the sending down of the best
statement) and qawl al-haqq (the saying of the truth) represented by
their relevant verbs yabsut (to extend), anzala (to send down) and
yaqulu (to say) are specific to God alone and no one else is able to do
so. However, in the same surah, we encounter a noun-initial sentence,
but later on the style changes to the ordinary Arabic word order; that is,
the verb occurs initially, as in ‘allahu alladhi sakhkhara lakum al-bahra
[It is God who subjected to you the sea]’ (Q45:12) where the musnad
ilaihi noun (allahu) occurs sentence-initially for the pragmatic function
of specification, that is, the action of taskhir (the subjection of) belongs
to God alone. However, later on, we encounter a different stylistic word
order, ‘khalaqa allahu al-samawati wal-arda bil-haqqi [God created the
heavens and earth in truth]’ (Q45:22), where the verb khalaqa (to cre-
ate) which is rhetorically the musnad that occurs sentence-initially for
the pragmatic function of highlighting new information to the adressee.
The exegete is required to explain that for rhetorical reasons, the verb
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(khalaqa) occurs first in order to highlight God’s justice rather than
God’s omnipotence. This is substantiated by the word bil-haqqi (in
truth). Thus, to highlight the Qur’anic notion of God being Just and that
His justice is based on the fact that since the heavens and the earth are
created with the utmost precision, His justice also entails utmost preci-
sion and without prejudice or the slightest of injustice. This linguistic
analysis is also substantiated by the rest of the ayah, ‘walatujza kullu
nafsin bima kasabat wahum la yuzlamun [So that every soul may be
recompensated for what it has earned and they will not be wronged]’
(Q45:22). Therefore, to highlight the message that on the day of reck-
oning, no one will be wronged and that each individual person will be
rewarded according to his or her own good or bad deeds, the verb-
initial stylistic pattern is required.
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8 Jurisprudential tools of exegesis

8.1 Introduction

Mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes are expected to be aware of Islamic law
and its major sources, although their tafsir work is not primarily concerned with
legal exegesis. Jurisprudential exegetical details are particularly indispensable for
surahs like 2, 4 and 5 which are punctuated by several injunctions. We shall high-
light in this chapter the jurisprudential tools and theological devices which the
exegete is expected to be armed with. The present discussion argues that, in addi-
tion to the linguistic and stylistic competencies, the exegete is also required to be
well-acquainted with Qur’anic studies and other exegetical theological devices
such as Islamic legal rulings, sources of jurisprudence, circumstances of revela-
tion, abrogating and abrogated ayahs, and the tenets of faith and Makkan and
Madinan revelations. Examples will be provided throughout this discussion.

8.2 Jurisprudential tools

Regardless of the school of exegesis to which a tafsir work is based on, there are
several theological devices which are of value to any form of Qur’anic exegesis.
These include the following:

1. Explicit and implicit tenets of faith: Qur’anic discourse is hinged upon the
four tenets of faith (mabadi’ al-iman) which are monotheism (al-tawhid),
prophethood (al-nubuwwah), eschatology (al-bacth, al-macad) and reward and
punishment (al-thawab wal-ciqab).1 The exegete is required to diagnose each
tenet of faith which features in a given ayah. Some ayahs, however, may fea-
ture more than one tenet of faith, while others may not represent any. The
ayahs that do not feature a tenet of faith may represent other leitmotifs such as
admonition, God’s omnipotence or an Islamic legal ruling. Most importantly,
the exegete is required to explain the two categories of the tenets of faith:

(i) Explicit tenets of faith: These are expressed through expressions that are
related to each tenet. For instance, expressions like subhana (glory to
God) and la ilaha illa hu (there is no deity except Him; Q2:255, Q11:14,
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Q13:30) explicitly denote monotheism, as in subhanaka (May You be
glorified; Q2:32), subhanahu an yakuna lahu waladun (Glorified is He
above having a son, Q4:171) and subhanahu watacala camma yasifun
(Glorified is He and high above what they describe; Q6:100)

Monotheism is also featured by Qur’an-specific expressions such as ucbudu
allaha malakum min ilahin ghairuhu (Worship God; you have no deity other than
Him; Q7:59, 65, 73, 85, Q11:50, 61, 84) and innama huwa ilahun wahidun (He
is but one God, Q14:52, Q16:51). However, Q2:21 is not an example of monothe-
ism because the expression ucbudu rabbakum (worship your Lord) can be
expressed by any faith or Scripture, and also no reference is made to the notion
of monotheism by this particular expression. The same applies to ‘wawahabna
lahu ishaqa wayacquba wajacalna fi dhurriyyatihi al-nubuwwata wal-kitaba [We
gave him his reward in this world . . . We gave to him Isaac and Jacob and placed
in his descendants prophethood and scripture . . . ]’ (Q29:26). Similarly, in
‘a’atina bicadhab allah in kunta min al-sadiqin [Bring us the punishment of God,
if you should be the truthful]’ (Q29:27), we cannot claim that the tenet of faith of
prophethood has been represented by this ayah. This is due to the fact that the
notion of prophethood is strictly applicable to the prophethood of Muhammad,
that is, only when it designates Muhammad as a Prophet. In the same vein, if ref-
erence by the explicit expression al-kitab (the Book) denotes other Scriptures
divinely revealed to other Prophets other than Muhammad, this is not a reference
to the tenet of faith of prophethood. Therefore, the word al-kitab (the Book) is not
a tenet of faith in Q29:27 because it refers to Abraham.

The tenet of faith of prophethood is introduced according to the following
criteria: 

(i) the expression al-kitab (the Book; Q2:2, Q21:10) and dhalika al-kitabu la
raiba fihi (This is the Book about which there is no doubt; Q2:2);

(ii) the expression Qur’an, as in ‘wa’idha quri’a al-qur’anu fastamicu lahu
wa’ansitu [When the Qur’an is recited, then listen to it and pay attention that
you may receive mercy]’ (Q7:204);

(iii) when one of the names of the Qur’an is mentioned like al-furqan (the stan-
dard; Q25:1), al-dhikr (the message; Q15:9), al-tanzil (the revelation;
Q26:192), nur (light; Q4:174, Q5:15), qawlun fasl (decisive speech;
Q86:13), al-sirat al-mustaqim (the straight road; Q1:6, Q6:153), al-haqq
(the truth; Q69:51), burhan (proof; Q4:174) and nicmah (blessing; Q93:11); 

(iv) the expression al-rasul (the Prophet; Q29:18) and
(v) direct speech to Muhammad, as in ‘idha ja’aka al-munafiquna [When the

hypocrites come to you]’ (Q63:1) and ‘wa’idha ra’awka in yattakhidhunaka
illa huzuwa [When they see you (Muhammad), they ridicule you]’
(Q25:41).

The tenet of faith of eschatology is represented by explicit expressions like
al-sacah (the hour), ma tucadun (what you are promised), yawma al-bacth
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(resurrection), yawma yubcathun (the day on which they will be resurrected),
bacatha (to resurrect), yawma al-qiyamati (on the day of judgement) and ilaihi
yurjacun (you will return to Him), as in ‘inna alladhina yumaruna fi al-sacati
[Those who dispute concerning the Hour]’ (Q42:18), ‘wa’in adri aqaribun am
bacidun ma tucadun [I do not know whether what you are promised is near or far]’
(Q21:109), ‘thumma bacathnakum min bacdi mawtikum [Then We revived you
after your death]’ (Q2:56) and ‘thumma innakum yawma al-qiyamati tubcathun
[Then indeed you will be resurrected on the day of resurrection]’ (Q23:16).

The expressions like bacatha (to resurrect), bacth (resurrection) and mabcuthun
(resurrected) designate explicitly the tenet of faith of eschatology. However,
bacatha is a polysemous word and has other meanings which do not signify escha-
tology. For instance, the expression bacatha, meaning ‘to send’, does not denote
eschatology, as in ‘bacatha allahu al-nabiyyina [God sent the Prophets]’ (Q2:213),
‘fabcathu hakaman min ahlihi wahakaman min ahliha [Send an arbitrator from his
family and an arbitrator from hers]’ (Q4:35) and ‘fabacatha allahu ghuraban [God
sent a crow]’ (Q5:31). It is also important to note that the word bacatha meaning
‘to raise or elevate the status of someone’ does not signify the tenet of faith of
eschatology. A rhetorical question may also designate an explicit reference to the
tenet of faith of eschatology with one of these expressions, as in ‘a’idha kunna
cizaman warufatan a’inna lamabcuthuna khalqan jadidan? [When we are bones
and crumbled particles, will we truly be resurrected as a new creation?]’ (Q17:49
and Q17:98) and ‘a’idha mitna wakunna turaban wacizaman a’inna lamabcuthun?
[When we have died and become dust and bones, are we indeed to be resur-
rected?]’ (Q23:82 and Q37:16) where the expression mabcuthun (to be resur-
rected) denotes an explicit reference to eschatology.

The tenet of faith of reward and punishment is usually introduced by the
explicit expressions like al-jannah, or jannat, al-firdaws (paradise, the garden), al-
nar, jahannam (the fire, hell fire), cadhabun alimun (painful punishment).
However, if we encounter the expression cadhab (punishment) that refers to
God’s wrath or punishment in this present life, in this case, it does not designate
the tenet of faith of reward and punishment. An example of this is ‘i’tina bicad-
habi allahi in kunta min al-sadiqin [Bring God’s punishment down on us, if what
you say is true]’ (Q29:29) where the word cadhab occurs but does not represent
the tenet of faith of reward and punishment because it refers to the punishment in
this life and not in the hereafter.

(ii) Implicit tenets of faith: These are expressed indirectly by other expres-
sions. Their diagnosis, therefore, requires an in-depth exegetical analy-
sis, as in ‘waqalat al-yahudu cuzairun ibn allah waqalat al-nasara
al-masihu ibn allah . . . ittakhdhu ahbarahum waruhbanahum arbaban
min dun allah [The Jews say, “Ezra is the son of God,” and the
Christians say, “The Messiah is the son of God . . . .” They have taken
their scholars and monks as lords besides God]’ (Q9:30–31), ‘afabil-
batili yu’minun? [Then, do they believe in falsehood?]’ (Q29:67) and
‘waman azlamu mimman iftara cala allahi kadhiban? ‘[Who is more



unjust than one who invents a lie about God?]’ (Q29:68) where refer-
ence has been made explicitly to polytheism. Therefore, this is an
implicit reference to monotheism. Similarly, in Q2:22, the expression la
tajcalu lillahi andadan (do not attribute to God equals) expresses poly-
theism but indirectly reiterates monotheism. Thus, the expression min
dunihi (besides Him [God]) is also an indirect reference to monotheism.

The tenet of faith of eschatology is designated by implicit expressions like buc-
thira ma fi al-qubur (the contents of the graves are scattered), al-quburu bucthirat
(the contents of graves are scattered), yubdi’u al-khalqa thumma yuciduhu (begins
creation and then repeats it), ilaihi tuqlabun (to Him you will be returned), all in
Q29:21; walawla ajalun musamma (if not for the decree of a specified term) in
Q29:53, and also in ‘afala yaclamu idha bucthira ma fi al-qubur [Does he not
know that when the contents of graves are scattered]’ (Q100:9), ‘wa’idha al-
quburu bucthirat [When the contents of graves are scattered]’ (Q82:4), ‘yubdi’u
allahu al-khalqa thumma yuciduhu [God begins creation and then repeats it]’
(Q29 :19) and ‘allahu yunshi’u al-nash’ata al-akhirata [God will produce the final
creation]’ (Q29 :20).

The tenet of faith of prophethood is also introduced implicitly through expres-
sions like yu’min (to believe), mu’min/mu’minun (believer/believers) and their
antonyms yakfur (to disbelieve) kafir/kuffar (disbeliever/disbelievers) since they
denote the belief or disbelief in the message of Muhammad and the Qur’an.

Similarly, in ‘qul siru fi al-ardi thumma anzuru kaifa kana caqibatu al-mukad-
hdhibina. qul liman ma fi al-samawati wal-ardi. qul lillah [Say, “Travel through
the land, then observe how was the end of the deniers”; say, “To whom belongs
whatever is in the heavens and earth?”; say, “To God”]’ (Q6:11–12) where the
tenet of faith of prophethood is referred to implicitly through the imperative verb
qul (say, that is, “you Muhammad”) which is addressed to Muhammad. The verb
qul in Q6:11–12 means ‘tell them,’ ‘ask them’ and ‘tell them,’ respectively. Thus,
the exegetical meaning of this ayah is, ‘O Muhammad, tell them to travel through
the land and then observe how was the end of the deniers. O Muhammad, ask
them to whom belongs whatever is in the heavens and earth? O Muhammad, tell
them it belongs to God.’

It is also imperative that the exegete refers to the fact that some ayahs intro-
duce more than one tenet of faith. Let us consider some ayahs which signify two
tenets of faith: ‘subhana alladhi asra bicabdidhi lailan [Glorified is He who took
His servant (i.e. Muhammad) by night]’ (Q17:1). In this ayah, two tenets of faith
have been featured: monotheism through the expression subhana (glory) and
prophethood by the expression cabdihi (His servant) which is a direct reference to
Muhammad as a Prophet.

‘walladhina kafaru bi’ayati allahi waliqa’ihi ula’ika ya’isu min rahmati w’u-
la’ika lahum cadhabun alimun [The ones who disbelieve in the signs of God and
the meeting with Him, those have despaired of My mercy and they will have a
painful punishment]’ (Q29:23) where the expression liqa’ihi (the meeting with
Him) expresses eschatology while the expression cadhabun alimun (a painful
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punishment) expresses reward and punishment. The same applies to ‘waqala
innama ittakhadhtum min duni allahi awthanan . . . thumma yawma al-qiyamati
. . . wama’wakum al-naru . . . [And (Abraham) said, “You have only taken idols,
other than God . . . Then on the day of resurrection . . . Your refuge will be the
fire . . . .”]’ (Q29:25) where we encounter three tenets of faith: (a) implicit
monotheism through the expressions min duni allahi (other than God) and
awthanan (idols),  (b) eschatology by the expression yawma al-qiyamati (on the
day of resurrection) and (c) reward and punishment through the expression
wama’wakum al-naru (your refuge will be the fire).

More interestingly, some ayahs introduce two tenets of faith as well as a theme,
as in

‘ucbudu allaha warju al-yawma al-akhira wala tacthaw fi al-ardi mufsidin
[Worship God and expect the last day and do not commit abuse on the earth]’
(Q29:36) where we have monotheism in ucbudu allaha (worship God), eschatol-
ogy in warju al-yawma al-akhira (expect the last day) and the theme of admoni-
tion in wala tacthaw fi al-ardi mufsidin (do not commit abuse on the earth).

It is also worthwhile to note that a single tenet of faith may be represented by
the whole surah, as in Q112, where monotheism is featured, and Q93 and Q94
where prophethood is featured. A whole surah may also introduce two tenets of
faith such as Q99 where eschatology is featured in Q99:1–6 and reward and pun-
ishment are featured in Q99:7–8 and Q101 where ayahs 1–5 represent eschatol-
ogy and ayahs 6-11 introduce reward and punishment, respectively.

2. Islamic legal rulings (al-ahkam) and sources of jurisprudence (usul al-
fiqh): The exegete is required to have a sound knowledge of Islamic legal
rulings, although his exegesis work may not be specifically designed for
legal exegesis. Islamic legal rulings include matters related to what is
allowed and not allowed, prayers, zakat, fasting the month of Ramadan, pil-
grimage, marriage, sex outside marriage (al-zina), divorce, transactions and
inheritance. However, exegetes who belong to different schools of exegesis
and different schools of thought are expected to provide different exegetical
views on the same legal problem. The major Islamic legal rulings occur in
Q2, Q4 and Q5 where the injunctions are pointed out explicitly. However,
some of these injunctions may be explained through the discovery of the
ayah’s meaning (al-istinbat) as in whether the fasting of someone who has
cohabited with his wife before the start of the dawn will still be valid. We are
told by Q2:187, ‘You believers are permitted to have a sexual intercourse
with your wives during the night of the fast . . . seek what God has ordained
for you, eat and drink until the white thread of dawn becomes distinct from
the black.’ Thus, the fast of the husband and wife is valid since they cohab-
ited before the start of the dawn which marks the beginning of the new day
which they have planned to fast. Therefore, the discovery of meaning of the
validity of the fast is based on the exegetical analysis of Q2:187. The dis-
covery of meaning can also be arrived at through the combination of two
interrelated ayahs that refer to the same legal problem as in the period of



weaning the baby whether it is 24 months or 30 months as we are told by
‘wahamluhu wafisaluhu thalathuna shahran [The baby’s bearing and wean-
ing take a full thirty months]’ (Q46:15) and ‘wafisaluhu fi camain [It takes
two years to wean the baby]’ (Q31:14). Thus, the discovery of meaning is
based on the shortest period of time; that is, the weaning of the baby should
be after 24 months.

3. The names and attributes of God (asma’ wasifat allah): The names and
attributes of God have been one of the most controversial issues in Qur’anic
exegesis which, since the formative phase, have led to theological cleavages
among mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes. The exegetical analysis of
the names and attributes of God has led to the conviction among mainstream
exegetes that they should be explained non-allegorically (haqiqi), that is, lit-
erally rather than metaphorically. This is the view held by the school of tra-
ditional, that is, mainstream, exegesis (al-tafsir bil-ma’thur). However,
non-mainstream exegetes who belong to the school of rational, that is, hypo-
thetical opinion, exegesis (al-tafsir bil-ra’i, al-tafsir al-caqli) adopt an alle-
gorical (majazi) approach to the exegetical analysis of the names and
attributes of God. Although the exegetical views of the exegete stems from
the school of exegesis he belongs to, the exegete is required to demonstrate
a theological insight into this exegetical problem through a contrastive and
comparative analysis of a given name or attribute of God.

The prophetic tradition ‘inna lillahi tiscatun watiscina isman ma’atan illa wahi-
dan man ahsaha dakhala al-jannah [God has got ninety-nine names, one hundred
except one, and whoever knows them will enter paradise]’ does not refer to the
exact number of God’s names, that is, that God has got only ninety-nine beauti-
ful names which are referred to as al-asma’ al-husna, as we are told by ‘walillahi
al-asma’u al-husna fadcuhu biha [to God belong the best names, so invoke Him
by them]’ (Q7:180), such as al-rahmanu (the entirely merciful), al-rahimu (the
giver of mercy), al-ra’ufu (the kind), al-halimu (the forbearing), al-basiru (the
seeing), al-jabbaru (the compeller), al-samicu (the hearing) and al-haiyu (the ever-
living). Qur’an scholars are of the opinion that God has got other names, and
most importantly, the above mentioned hadith is classified as a weak tradition.
Based on ‘laisa kamithlihi shai’un [There is nothing like unto Him]’ (Q42:11),
‘afaman yakhluqu kaman la yakhluqu afala tadhakkarun [Is He who creates like
one who does not create? So will you not be reminded?]’ (Q16:17), ‘hal taclamu
lahu samiyya [Do you know of any similarity to Him?]’ (Q19:65) and walam
yakun lahu kufuwan ahad [Nor is there to Him any equivalent]’ (Q112:4), main-
stream and the majority of non-mainstream exegetes claim that no human or non-
human being can ever be able to have a matching name or attribute of God and
that these names and attributes are God-specific. Also, exegetes argue:

(i) None of God’s names or attributes has deceased, is defective, can be
matched or is finite. Thus, there has been a strong objection to the
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Jahmiyyah’s conviction that some of God’s names have ceased to exist.
There has also been objection to the anthropomorphists (al-mushabbihun)
and the corporealists (al-mujassimun) who argue that some creatures have
got attributes or names similar to those of God.

(ii) Although some human or non-human beings have names which sound
alike to those of God, none of the creatures’ names can be identical in
meaning to those of God. A person or an animal may be qawiy (strong,
powerful) but his or her or its strength cannot be identical in the literal sense
to the might and power of God.

(iii) God cannot be named with what he has not named himself, such as calling
Him al-abb (the father). In the exegetes’ view, this is attributed to the fact
that God’s names are by divine order tawqifiyyah and no other names can
be added to the list other than those given by God Himself.

According to the mainstream school of exegesis, the names and attributes of
God are befitting to Him alone. Moreover, mainstream exegetes argue that God
has also got two kinds of attribute:

(i) Entity attributes (sifat dhatiyyah), such as al-cilm (knowledge), al-qudrah
(power), al-samc (hearing), al-wajh (face), al-yadain (two hands), al-cainain
(two eyes), and

(ii) Action attributes (sifat ficliyyah) which are taken by God whenever He sees
it fit. These attributes include actions like
(a) al-istiwa’ (to be sitting or establishing Himself on the throne), as in ‘al-

rahmanu cala al-carshi istawa [The Most Merciful who is established
above the throne]’ (Q20:5);

(b) al-maciyyah (being with, accompanying someone), as in ‘inna allaha
maca alladhina ittaqaw walladhina hum muhsinun [Indeed, God is
with those who fear Him and those who are doers of good]’
(Q16:128), ‘la takhafa inni macakuma asmacu wa’ara [Do not be
afraid. Indeed, I am with you both. I hear and see]’ (Q20:46), ‘la
tahzan inna allaha macana [Do not grieve. Indeed, God is with us]’
(Q9:40) and ‘wahuwa macakum ainama kuntum [He is with you
wherever you are]’ (Q57:4);

(c) al-nuzul ila al-sama’ al-dunya (coming down to the lower atmosphere),
as in the hadith ‘yanzilu rabbuna ila al-sama’i al-dunya [Our Lord
descends to the lower heaven]’;

(d) al-maji’ (coming), as in ‘waja’a rabbuka [Your Lord has come]’
(Q89:22);

(e) al-batsh (vengeance), as in ‘inna batsha rabbika lashdid [Indeed, the
vengeance of your Lord is severe]’ (Q85:12);

(f) al-imsak (restraining), as in ‘wayumsiku al-sama’a an taqaca cala al-ardi
[He restrains the sky from falling upon the earth]’ (Q22:65);

(g) al-akhdh (taking), as in ‘fa’akhadhahum allahu bidhunubihim [God
seized them for their sins]’ (Q3:11) and
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(h) al-kalam (speaking), as in ‘wakallama allahu musa taklima [God spoke
to Moses directly]’ (Q4:164)

Although both mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes maintain that God’s
attributes signify perfection (al-kamal), the school of non-mainstream exegesis
such as the Shicah, the Ibadiyyah, the Ashcariyyah, and the Muctazilah hold the
view that the literal, that is, non-allegorical (haqiqi) exegetical meanings of God’s
names and attributes constitute a theological insult to God and are not compati-
ble with His divinity and lordship. The school of mainstream exegesis, however,
argues that the names and attributes of God should be accepted as haqiqi, that is,
as they are orthographically presented in the Qur’anic text without any connota-
tive significations that reflect allegorical or esoteric meanings. Thus, since both
non-literal (esoteric, allegorical, metaphorical) and literal (exoteric, non-allegor-
ical, non-metaphorical) exegeses have evolved, the exegete is expected to be
aware of these theological cleavages (for more details on political and theologi-
cal cleavages in Qur’anic exegesis, see Chapter 3 of the present work).

4. Circumstances of revelation: Informative details about the context of reve-
lation related to a given ayah(s) is of value and interest to the reader, as in

‘wahum yanhawna canhu wayan’awna canhu [They prevent others from him
but they themselves keep away from him]’ (Q6:26) where the circumstance
of revelation is related to the Prophet’s uncle Abu Talib, who likes his
nephew Muhammad and asks Quraish not to harm him but continues to
disbelieve Muhammad and keep away from him.

‘qad naclamu innahu layahzunuka alladhi yaqulun [We know that you
(Muhammad) are saddened by what they say]’ (Q6:33) where the reason for
revelation is related to al-Harith b. cAmir b. Nawfal who used to disbelieve
the Prophet during daytime in front of people so that Quraish will not kill
him, that is, al-Harith, but when al-Harith is with his family and close rela-
tives, he openly and whole-heartedly recognizes Muhammad as a genuine
Prophet. He used to tell them, ‘anna muhammadan sadiqun wahuwa nabiyyu
allah [Indeed, Muhammad is truthful and he is the messenger of God].’ al-
Harith also used to visit Muhammad secretly at night in recognition of his
prophethood and to convey his sincere apology for not being able to declare
his faith openly for fear of Quraish’s reprisal against him and his family.

Also in

‘laisa al-birru bi’an ta’tu al-buyuta min zuhuriha walakinna al-birra man
ittaqa wa’tu al-buyuta min abwabiha [It is not righteousness to enter houses
from the back door, but righteousness is the fear of God. Enter houses from
their main doors]’ (Q2:189). This is about pessimism. It is to do with the pre-
Islamic custom of entering the house from the back door for a year when
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things go wrong with someone or when problems are persistent. This ayah
admonishes people to abandon this superstitious habit since the best way to
achieve righteousness is not through entering the houses through the back
door but the truly good person is the one who is mindful of God. In other
words, righteousness is the solution to pessimism and that one has to put his
or her full trust in his or her Lord in order to overcome a problem.

As there is no unanimous agreement among Muslim scholars as to what the
exact context of revelation for a given ayah, it is, therefore, imperative that the
exegete lists all the possible circumstances of revelation for the same ayah, as in
‘am turiduna an tas’alu rasulakum kama su’ila musa min qablu [Do you intend to
ask your messenger as Moses was asked before?]’ (Q2:108) where this ayah has
different circumstances of revelation: 

(i) It may be related to Rafic b. Khuzaimah and Wahab b. Zaid who challenged
Muhammad to bring down a scripture from the heaven to read and to create
rivers so that they believe him as a Prophet.

(ii) It may be related to cAbd Allah b. Abi Kacb and a group of people from
Quraish who asked Muhammad to turn al-Safa into gold, to enlarge the
space of the area of Makkah and to create rivers in Makkah.

(iii) It may be related to a group of Jews who challenged Muhammad to bring
down a whole scripture in one scoop from the heavens in a similar fashion
to that of Moses when he brought the Old Testament.

(iv) It may be related to cAbd Allah b. Abi Umaiyah al-Makhzumi who chal-
lenged Muhammad to bring a letter from the heavens addressed to him,
that is, to cAbd Allah b. Abi Umaiyah, and that it should read, ‘This is
from the Lord of the worlds to cAbd Allah b. Abi Umaiyah al-Makhzumi.
This is to let you know that I, God, have sent Muhammad to all
mankind.’ 

(v) It may be related to other people who disbelieved Muhammad and used to
tell him, ‘We shall not believe you as a messenger of God unless you bring
down God and the angels in front us.’

5. Abrogating and abrogated ayahs: The notion of abrogation is a theologi-
cally controversial issue in Qur’anic exegesis and has led to theological
cleavages among mainstream and non-mainstream schools of exegesis. The
Qur’an exegete is also expected to be aware of the fact that there are theolo-
gians who hold the view that the Qur’an can only be abrogated by the Qur’an
itself. In other words, an ayah can only be abrogated by another ayah and not
by a tradition. Thus, the sunnah cannot abrogate the Qur’an (an ayah). This
exegetical position is held by Hanbali, Shafici, Shici, Ibadi and Muctazili
exegetes who have substantiated their stance by the Qur’anic text, ‘qul ma
yakunu li an ubaddilahu min tilqa’i nafsi [Say, “(O Muhammad), It is not for
me to change it on my own accord”]’ (Q10:15). However, for Hanafi and
Maliki exegetes, an ayah can be abrogated by a hadith, as in
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‘kutiba calaikum idha hadara ahadakum al-mawtu in taraka khairan al-wasiyyatu
lil-walidaini wal-aqrabina bil-macrufi haqqan cala al-muttaqin [Prescribed for you
when death approaches any one of you if he leaves wealth is that he should make a
bequest for the parents and near relatives according to what is acceptable, a duty
upon the righteous]’ (Q2:180). This is the bequest ayah (ayat al-wasiyyah) over
which theologians are undecided whether it is abrogated or not. In other words,
whether it is compulsory for a person with wealth to write a will or not before his or
her death. The majority of scholars claim that one does not have to leave a will if he
or she does not have debts. A will, however, is compulsory for any one who has
debts, rich or poor. However, if a person has a family, his or her wealth and posses-
sion will be automatically inherited by them without a will. Thus, Q2:180 is abro-
gated by the hadith narrated by Ibn cAbbas, ‘innaka in tadhara warathataka aghniya’
khairun min an tadharahum calatan yatakaffafuna al-nasa [If you leave your inheri-
tors wealthy it is better than leaving them poor asking people for help]’ (al-Qurtubi
1997, 1, p. 257; Ibn al-cArabi 2004, p. 96). This ayah also highlights the injunction
on the bequest for the parents (al-wasiyyatu lil-walidaini). However, Hanafi and
Maliki theologians argue that the injunction expressed by this ayah has been abro-
gated by the tradition: ‘inna allaha qad acta kulla dhi haqqin haqqahu fala wasiyyata
liwarith [God has given everyone his or her own rightful possession. Thus, there is
no bequest for the inheritor].’ Thus, for them, parents can inherit the wealth of their
children. Relatives of the deceased can also inherit him or her.

Companion and successor exegetes have also expressed different exegetical
views on whether an ayah is an abrogated one or not, as in Q2:115, ‘walillahi al-
mashriqu wal-maghribu fa’ainama tuwallu fathamma wajhu allahi [To God
belongs the east and the west. So wherever you might turn, there is the face of
God].’ For Jabir b. cAbd Allah, Ibn cUmar, Sacid b. al-Musaiyab, cAta’, al-Shacbi
and al-Nakhci, this ayah has not been abrogated and its legal ruling remains intact.
However, for Ibn cAbbas it has been abrogated by Q2:144, ‘fawalli wajhaka sha-
tra al-masjidi al-harami wahaithu ma kuntum fawallu wujuhakum shatrah [So
turn your face (i.e. yourself) towards the sacred mosque. And wherever you are,
turn your faces towards it in prayer.]’

Similarly, exegetes have had divergent views with regard to whether Q2:240 is
an abrogated ayah or a clear one (muhkamah): ‘walladhina yutawaffawna
minkum wayadharuna azwajan wasiyyatan li-azwajihim matacan ila al-hawli
ghaira ikhraj [Those who are taken in death among you and leave wives behind,
for their wives is a bequest: maintenance for one year without turning them out].’
The majority of exegetes believe that Q2:240 is abrogated by Q2:234 which stip-
ulates the ‘waiting period of the widow for four months and ten days’ and not for
one year, ‘walladhina yutawaffawna minkum wayadharuna azwajan yatarab-
basna bi’anfusihinna arbacata ashhurin wacashran [Those who are taken in death
among you and leave wives behind, they (i.e. their wives) will have to wait
for four months and ten days]’ (Ibn al-cArabi 2004, 1, p. 1239; Ibn Kathir 1993,
1, p. 280; al-Tabarsi 1997, 2, p. 102; al-Shawkani 1996, 1, p. 325). This jurispru-
dential difference among exegetes also applies to Q2:190 and Q2:256 (Ibn al-
cArabi 2004, 1, pp. 134, 263; al-Shawkani 1996, 1, p. 238).
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6. Prophetic Hadith: An exegete is required to be well-acquainted with
prophetic traditions since they are a vital source for the elucidation of the
Qur’an and one of the two major sources after the Qur’anic text. In other
words, the traditions illuminate a large number of ayahs and are intertextu-
ally linked to them, as in

‘wahuwa aladdu al-khisam [He is the bitterest of opponents]’ (Q2:204)
which is explained by and intertextually related to the tradition, ‘inna
abghada al-rijali ila allahi al-liddu al-khasimu [The most hated person to God
is the one who is the fiercest of opponents].’

‘inna alladhina yashtaruna bicahdi allahi wa’imanihim thamanan qalilan
ula’ika la khalaqa lahum fi al-akhirati wala yukallimuhum allahu wala yanzuru
ilaihim yawma al-qiyamati wala yuzakkihim walahum cadhabun alimun
[Indeed, those who sell out the covenant of God and their own oaths for a small
price will have no share in the life to come. God will neither speak to them nor
look at them on the day of resurrection. He will not cleanse them of their sins,
and agonizing torment is awaiting them]’ (Q3:77) which is explained by the
tradition, ‘inna lillahi tacala cibadan la yukallimuhum yawma al-qiyamati wala
yuzakkihim wala yanzuru ilaihim. qila: ‘waman ula’ika ya rasul allah?’ qala:
‘mutabarri’un min walidaihi raghibun canhuma, wamutabarri’un min waladihi,
warajulun ancama calaihi qawmun fakafara nicmatahum watabarra’a minhum’
[There are for God, the Exalted, some people, to whom He will neither speak
to, nor will He look at them, nor will He purify them of their sins. The Prophet
is asked, “Who are they, O Messenger of God?” He replies, “The person who
disavows his parents and does not want them, the parent who disavows his or
her son or daughter and the person who expresses ingratitude towards people
who have done great favours to him or her but disavows those people”].’

‘wama kana allahu mucadhdhibahum wahum yastaghfirun [God would not
punish them while they seek forgiveness]’ (Q8:33) which is elucidated by the
tradition, ‘al-cabdu aminun min cadhab allahi ma istaghfara allaha cazza
wajall [The person is safe from the punishment of God as long as he or she
has sought the forgiveness of God, Most Exalted, Most Powerful].’

‘wa’adbara al-sujud [and after prostration (i.e. prayer)]’ (Q50:40) which is
illuminated by the tradition, ‘ya ibn cabbas rukcatan bacda al-maghrib adbara
al-sujud [O Ibn cAbbas! After the sun set prayer, do two rakcas (two units of
prayer)].’

7. Qur’anic parables and similitudes: In Qur’anic studies, this is referred to
as al-qasas wal-amthal (stories and similitudes). We are informed by the
Qur’an that both the stories and the similitudes are for admonition, morale-
boosting and deriving moral lessons from them, as we are told by a number
of ayahs, as in the following examples: 



‘walaqad anzalna ilaikum ayatin mubaiyinatin wamathalan min alladhina
khalaw min qablikum wamawcizatan lil-muttaqin [We have certainly sent
down to you distinct ayahs and examples from those who passed on before
you and an admonition for those who fear God].’ (Q24:34)

‘laqad kana fi qasasihim cibratun li’uli al-albab [In their stories, there was
certainly a lesson for those of understanding].’ (Q12:111)

‘wayadribu allahu al-amthala lil-nasi lacallahum yatadhakkarun [God pres-
ents examples for people that perhaps they will be reminded].’ (Q14:25)

‘watilka al-amthalu nadribuha lil-nasi lacallahum yatafakkarun [We present
to people these examples that perhaps they will give thought].’ (Q59:21)

The exegete is expected to explain the historical background of the stories such
as that of Adam, Iblis, Musa, cIsa, Banu Isra’il, as well as other Prophets such as
Lut, Hud, Salih. The Qur’an refers to seven major categories of parables which
are mentioned in the Qur’an in different places and with variant lengths and
styles. These are as follows:

(i) Parables which depict the life and experience of previous Prophets before
Muhammad, as in the parables of Noah (Q7:59-64, Q10:71–73, Q11:25–
49), Hud (Q11:58–58, Q26:124-140), Shucaib (Q7:85–93, Q11:84-95,
Q26:176-190), Abraham (Q11:69-76, Q21:51–73), Joseph (Q12), David
(Q38:21–25, Q21:78–82), Moses (Q14:5–6, Q20:9-47, Q20:83–97) and
Jesus (Q3:42-55, Q4:171–172);

(ii) Parables which explain the life and experience of virtuous people who
aimed to establish the truth and guide people to the right path and the
excellent social etiquettes, as in the parable of Luqman (Q31:12-19);

(iii) Parables which inform the reader about the life of evildoers who disbelieved
their respective Prophets and as a result were inflicted with God’s wrath,
such as the people of cAd (Q7:65–72, Q11:59, Q41:13–15, Q51:41–45,
Q89:6-9), the people of Thamud (Q7:73–79, Q17:59, Q29:38, Q54:23,
Q89:9), the people of Lot (Q7:88–84) and the people of Shucaib (Q7:85–93);

(iv) Parables that refer to pervious historical events which depict the suffering
of righteous people and their persecution by a tyrannical ruler, such as the
parable of the companions of the ditch (ashab al-ukhdud) in Q85:4-8, and
the parable of the companions of the cave (ashab al-kahf) in Q18:9-26;

(v) Parables that refer to pervious historical events which depict the evil acts
of aggression by evildoers, such as the story of Pharaoh (Q20:49-72,
Q20:77–78, Q26:), the story of Gog and Magog (Q18:83–98) and the
anecdote of the elephant in Q105 which is about the invasion of Makkah
by the Abyssinians under their General Abraha in 4/626;

(vi) Parables that depict historical events related to Muhammad and his com-
panions, such as Q17, and Q33:9-27 and
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(vii) Parables that depict the struggle between Satan and mankind represented
by the story of Adam and Iblis, as in Q2:38–38, Q3:59, Q7:25–11, Q15:26-
44 and Q20:115–123.

We also encounter in the Qur’an some similitudes which the exegete is
required to account for, as in the following examples:

‘ya ayyuha alladhina amanu la tubtilu sadaqatikum . . . . [O you who believe,
do not invalidate your charity . . . ].’ (Q2:264)

‘anzala min al-sama’i ma’an fasalat awdiyatun biqadariha fahtamala al-sailu
zabadan rabiyan wamimma yuqiduna calaihi fi al-nari ibtigha’a hilyatin aw mat-
acin zabadun mithluh kadhalika yadribu allahu al-haqqa wal-batila fa’amma al-
zabadu fayadhhabu jufa’an wa’amma ma yanfacu al-nasa fayamkuthu fi al-ardi
kadhalika yadribu allahu al-amthala [He sends down from the sky, rain and val-
leys flow according to their capacity, and the torrent carries a rising foam. From
that ore which they heat in the fire, desiring adornments and utensils, is a foam
like it. As for the foam, it vanishes, being cast off. But as for that which bene-
fits people, it remains on the earth. Thus, God presents examples].’ (Q13:17)

‘mathalu alladhina kafaru birabbihim acmaluhum karamadin . . . [The
example of those who disbelieve in their Lord is that their deeds are like
ashes . . . ].’ (Q14 :18)

‘walladhina kafaru acmaluhum kasarabin baqicatin yahsabuhu al-zam’anu
ma’an hatta idha ja’ahu lam yajidhu shai’an [Those who disbelieve, their
deeds are like a mirage in a lowland which a thirsty one thinks is water until,
when he comes to it, he finds it is nothing].’ (Q24:39)

‘mathalu alladhina ittakhadhu min duni allahi awliya’ . . . [The example of
those who take allies other than God . . . ].’ (Q29:41)

‘muhammadun rasul allah . . . . [Muhammad is the messenger of God].’
(Q48:29)

8. Makkan and Madinan revelations: Although the surahs are well-defined
into two categories, Makkan and Madinan, there are some ayahs which the
exegete is required to know whether they are Makkan but occur in a Madinan
surah or Madinan but inserted into a Makkan surah, as in Q6:151–153 which
are Madinan ayahs but are placed in Q6 which is a Makkan surah, and
Q24:58 which is a Makkan ayah but is inserted in Q24 which is a Madinan
surah. Other examples are Q14 which is a Makkan surah but has two
Madinan ayahs: Q14:28–29, and Q20 which is a Makkan surah but has a
Madinan ayah: Q20:130. Similarly, Q47 is a Madinan surah but has Q47:13
which is a Makkan ayah.
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The odyssey of Qur’anic exegesis was launched by Muhammad in the first/sev-
enth century and continued down to our present time. However, the scholarship
of Qur’anic exegesis flourished and gained momentum only by the end of the
formative phase during the end of the first/seventh and early second/eighth
century onwards. The role of Muhammad in Qur’anic exegesis is announced by
Q16:44, ‘anzalna ilaika al-dhikra litubaiyina lil-nasi ma nuzzila ilaihim [We
have revealed to you the Qur’an so that you can explain to people what was sent
down for them].’ Commentary on the Qur’an is claimed to be hinged upon
sources of divine knowledge passed on to Muhammad who is divinely
instructed to teach it to his companions. This knowledge is of two categories:
one is based on sound transmission of prophetic traditions which include
occasions for revelation, abrogating and abrogated ayahs; foreign words in
the Qur’an; variant modes of reading and Qur’anic parables. The other is
based upon the discovery (al-istinbat) of and reflection (al-tadabbur) upon the
significations of Qur’anic expressions. The latter category of knowledge is
subcategorized into

(i) knowledge about which Muslim scholars hold different opinions with
regard to whether it is permissible (ja’iz) knowledge. This kind of knowl-
edge attempts to unravel the significations of ambiguous Qur’anic notions
and expressions such as the unseen matters (al-ghuyub), the specific time of
the Hour (qiyam al-sacah) and the names and attributes of God. These
notions, for orthodox Muslim scholars, should be believed in without any
discussion and whose significations should be taken denotatively, literally
and non-allegorically. In other words, a Muslim is expected to believe in
these theological notions without subjecting them to one’s finite human
cognitive resources or compare them to similar notions or expressions such
as ‘God’s hearing,’ ‘God’s seeing.’ Orthodox Muslim scholars also argue
that one is not encouraged to take these expressions and compare them to
human ears and hearing or human eyes and seeing. This view is based on
the notion of de-anthropomorphism (al-tanzih, that is, tanzih al-rabb)
according to which God should not be compared in terms of His names and
attributes with people’s names and attributes. Their view is backed up by
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Q42:11, ‘laisa kamithlihi shai’un [There is nothing like unto Him].’ This
kind of knowledge is related to the notion of objectionable ta’wil.       

(ii) knowledge about which Muslim scholars hold similar opinions with regard
to the discovery of minor and major Islamic legal rulings, grammatical
analysis of ayahs, the rhetorical features of ayahs and spiritual guidance that
includes admonition and moral lessons of the Qur’an. This kind of knowl-
edge is related to the notion of commendable ta’wil.

* Through his words and deeds, Muhammad has become the first and best
commentator after the Qur’an, as the Qur’an is claimed to have explained itself
via intertextual reference within it (al-qur’anu yufassiru nafsahu). The Qur’an
describes itself as ‘kitabun fussilat ayatuhu qur’anan carabiyyan [A Book whose
statements have been detailed; it is an Arabic Qur’an]’ (Q41:3). Thus, the words
fussilat (have been detailed) and carabiyyan (in Arabic) indicate Qur’anic inter-
textuality. Nevertheless, there is little known how much in fact Muhammad, as
an exegete, has explained to his companions. Nevertheless, Muhammad’s sunnah
(standard practice, that is, his words and actions) and the Scripture of Islam have
soon established exegetical inter-relationship. In terms of Qur’anic exegesis, this
relationship between the Qur’an and the sunnah has become a matter of interde-
pendence. In the view of mainstream and non-mainstream Muslim scholars, it is
the Qur’an which is in need of the sunnah and not vice versa. Although the sun-
nah elucidates the Qur’an, it is the Qur’an, and not the sunnah, which can abro-
gate some Qur’anic ayahs. In other words, no matter how important a given
prophetic tradition is, it cannot abrogate an ayah.

* After the death of Muhammad, two important matters took place and were
related to Qur’anic exegesis:

(i) During the rule of cUmar b. al-Khattab (d.23/644), the theological
mutashabihat was once discussed by a companion, but cUmar opposed it
and punished the person who talked about it. The opposition to talking in
public about the mutashabihat is a view held by Goldziher (1920; cf. Rippin
1987,  p. 237), Abbot (1967, pp. 111–113) and Wansbrough (1977, p. 158).
However, Birkeland (1955, p. 19), Gätje (1971, p. 32), Leemhuis (1988, p.
16) and Gilliot (1999, p. 7) are of the opinion that the companions were free
to debate the mutashabihat, that is, the theologically ambiguous ayahs and
notions. The discussion of theological mutashabihat was something unusual
for the Muslim community. We are of the opinion that if there was such an
opposition to the discussion of theological mutashabihat, it must have been
justified in the light of two factors: 
(a) Undue concern over the likelihood of confusing the prophetic tradition

with exegetical views especially those that are hinged upon personal
opinion, and

(b) Over zealous concern by companions about the analysis of theological
mutashabihat as an orthodox defence against the spread of independent
reasoning and hypothetical opinion. In the companions’ view, their



action was a safety valve against the proliferation of what they consid-
ered as ‘heretical exegetical views’.

(ii) The Muslim community witnessed a period of intense theological and polit-
ical ferment. The fitnah (civil war) in 41/661 was sparked off by the assas-
sination of the third caliph cUthman b. cAffan in 35/656. This is a major
juncture in Islamic history, which, together with the evolution of hypothet-
ical opinion based on speculative thought, had led to political and theolog-
ical wrangling, the emergence of non-mainstream exegetical views, hadith
fabrication and forged exegetical views falsely ascribed to iconic compan-
ions such as Ibn cAbbas. Qur’anic exegesis had, therefore, become the vehi-
cle through which dogmatic and political views were funneled. With the
proliferation of personal reasoning exegesis, exegetical polemics had flour-
ished, too. The date of cUthman’s assassination also marks the beginning of
the study of tradition as an independent discipline by Muslim scholars.

However, Abbot (1967) is also of the opinion that, in general, there was oppo-
sition to Qur’anic exegesis by the companions. To this, we can argue that

(i) the companions’ priority, after Muhammad’s death, was to collect and
record his hadith;

(ii) both the hadith and exegesis were parallel to each other in terms of record-
ing. Interest in recording the tradition and Qur’anic exegesis as independent
disciplines began during the early decades of the second/eighth century;

(iii) the recording of Qur’anic exegesis was not as paramount as that of the tra-
dition. After the assassination of cUthman in 35/656, the companions were
concerned about the proliferation of fabricated hadith and weak chain of
authorities;

(iv) Qur’anic exegesis was entirely backed up by hadith;
(v) Qur’anic exegesis was part of tradition studies. In other words, tafsir was

overshadowed by the widespread interest in the study of the tradition and
(vi) it is true that the Madinah and the Kufah schools of Qur’anic exegesis were

lukewarm towards the teaching and recording of exegetical views for fear
of either making an error in the analysis of a Qur’anic passage, or being mis-
quoted by own students and later generations. For instance, cUrwah b. al-
Zubair (d.93/711) of the Madinah school burnt his exegesis, and cAbidah b.
cAmru al-Salmani (d.72/691) of the Kufah school asked his students to burn
their exegetical works in his presence.

* As Qur’anic exegesis gained an independent status from tradition in the
second/eighth century, the majority of Muslim exegetes, during the recording
phase, had let their imagination run wild and had the opportunity of using their
personal opinion to provide a specific sense to a given Qur’anic expression. We
often encounter numerous semantic details for a single lexical item, at times
exceeding a dozen. One is left wondering which meaning is true and which one is
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purely hypothetical. This fact has led Rippin (1983, p. 320) to conclude that many
generations of Muslim scholars studied the Qur’an with a freedom and a result-
ant unleashing of creativity which has been obscured by the unhistorical nature
of the Arabic lexicons. An examination of Qur’anic exegetical sources reveals the
story behind some of the more preposterous meanings recorded in those works.
According to Rippin (1983, p. 316), ‘the exegetes had the opportunity of using
their imaginations to provide an appropriate meaning.’ Rippin (1983, p. 320) con-
cludes that the definition of certain Qur’anic words is arbitrary and results from a
desire to solve intra-Qur’anic and Qur’an versus dogma conflict.

* The exegete is expected to be an encyclopaedic Qur’an scholar who is well-
acquainted with Arabic linguistics, stylistics, and most importantly, the semanti-
cally oriented pragmatic functions of Arabic rhetoric. These three pre-requisites
have contributed to the evolution of non-mainstream Qur’anic exegesis. For
mainstream exegetes, the partisans of non-mainstream exegetes have gone far
astray in their hermeneutical analysis. Unlike the mainstream school of Qur’anic
exegesis which takes into account the exoteric (non-allegorical, literal) meaning
(al-macna al-zahir) of the Qur’an, Shici, Ismacili, Ibadi and Sufi tafsirs have been
influenced by Muctazili views. Thus, a non-mainstream school of exegesis has
been established where Qur’anic exegetes resort to the esoteric (allegorical,
underlying) meaning (al-macna al-batin) of the multi-faceted meanings of
Qur’anic expressions. Therefore, each exegete espouses different theological and
political views for some Qur’anic passages. This in fact depends on whether an
exegete advocates or rejects independent reasoning (al-ijtihad) and discovery of
meaning (al-istinbat).

* The politico-religious impact has been felt right from the early years of Islam
and the evolution of exegesis. In the view of Watt (1973, p. 216), politico-
religious movements have developed during the first/seventh century. Different
religious attitudes have political implications and both developed under the
Umayyad rule (ibid.:230). Thus, tafsir activity has suffered during the new
politico-religious milieu. Moreover, a large number of early and classical works
of exegesis of the recording phase from the first quarter of the second/eighth
century onwards underwent redactional processes and intrusive exegetical views
of the compilers of early tafsir manuscripts. Thus, the authenticity of early
Muslim works of Qur’anic exegesis has raised scepticism among Western schol-
ars. Their scepticism is not without a good reason and, therefore, can be attrib-
uted to a number of factors, such as

(i) there are weak and fabricated chain of authorities in classical tafsir works;
(ii) classical tafsir works abound with fabricated hadith and intrusive poetic loci

falsely ascribed to pre-Islamic poets;
(iii) contradictory exegetical reports which are ascribed to iconic companions

pervaded a large number of early tafsir works. For instance, we encounter
different exegetical reports transmitted by different transmitters on the
authority of Ibn cAbbas;



(iv) some classical tafsir works are ascribed to different authors. For instance,
the Tafsir Ibn cAbbas or Tanwir al-Miqbas min Tafsir Ibn cAbbas exists
in twenty manuscripts and has been ascribed to Ibn cAbbas (d.68/687), al-
Kalbi (d.146/763), al-Dinawari (d.308/920) and al-Fairuzabadi (d.817/
1414) and

(v) classical tafsir works suffer from redactional processes and interpolation by
compilers of early manuscripts that are passed on from one generation to
another.

*It is worthwhile to point out that the activity of Qur’anic exegesis gathered more
momentum in both its oral and written transmission after the death of Muhammad.
Two major factors had an impact upon Qur’anic exegetical scholarship:

(i) Muhammad’s exegesis was orally transmitted but was not holistic. This is
attributed to the infrequent nature of enquiries made by the companions.

(ii) Prophetic tradition was not recorded as it was not sanctioned by
Muhammad himself.

Therefore, classical tafsir works were influenced by the following factors:

(i) Heavy reliance on the views of companions and their successor students,
(ii) The penetration of forged hadiths into exegetical works for politico-reli-

gious interests and
(iii) Redactional processes and extrapolation techniques.

It can be claimed, therefore, that Qur’anic exegesis started as early as the
first/seventh century with the emergence of the four schools: the school of
Makkah, the school of Madinah, the school of Kufah which were established by
companion exegetes, and the school of Basrah which was founded by a successor
exegete. In a similar vein, we can safely claim that the recording of tafsir works
in a musalsal (ayah-by-ayah) or a non-musalsal form began during the first quar-
ter of the second/eighth century. Our view, however, is contrary to Wansbrough’s
claim (1970, p. 247) that Qur’anic exegesis could not have been started before the
third/ninth century. One of the arguments of Wansbrough for rejecting the
authenticity of the old exegetical works is the intrusion of poetic citations
(shawahid) because poetry, in his view, as an exegetical device is not present in
the exegesis of Muqatil (d.150/767), al-Kalbi (d.146/763) and Sufyan al-Thawri
(d.161/777) who represent the early Muslim exegetes of the formative phase.
However, it has been claimed that pre-Islamic and early Islamic citations from
profane literature as a means of explaining little-used or rare Qur’anic expres-
sions, that is, gharib expressions, have been employed during the second/eighth
century in Majaz al-Qur’an by Abu cUbaidah (d.210/825) and in Macani al-
Qur’an by al-Farra’ (d.207/822; Gilliot 2002, p. 104). Gätje (1971, p. 33) is also
of the opinion ‘that reference to such poetic loci in order to explain word mean-
ings actually does go back to Ibn cAbbas or his pupils, for the introduction of
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extensive grammatical investigations into Qur’anic exegesis is of early origin’.
Wansbrough’s assumption regarding the role of poetry in classical tafsir tradition
of the formative phase has also been contested by Boullata (1990). In his attempt
to verify the role of poetry in early tafsir texts, Boullata investigates a manuscript
copy of Masa’il Nafic Ibn al-Azraq which dates from the fifth/eleventh century. It
has become clear to Boullata that what is generally referred to as the masa’il of
Ibn al-Azraq and the answers of Ibn cAbbas with poetic citations is a composite
text whose historical fluidity permitted continual growth by variant additions and
that the circumstances of the presentation of the material are differently described
by various compilers. Boullata also raises the possibility that some of the poetic
citations attributed to early poets, named and not named, are themselves com-
posed by later persons to authenticate a particular Qur’anic hermeneutics. For
instance, Boullata is doubtful that Ibn cAbbas would have quoted the poet Ibn al-
Akhtal (d.92/710), a younger contemporary of Ibn cAbbas, for Ibn al-Akhtal,
born in about 20/640, would only be a young poet to Ibn cAbbas and too little-
known to be cited as an authority, though, later, he was quoted favourably by
grammarians and philologists of Basrah and Kufah. 

While Wansbrough claims that the reference of rare or unknown Qur’anic
words to the great corpus of early Arabic poetry is an exegetical method which is
considerably posterior to the activity of Ibn cAbbas, Boullata (1990) asserts that

(1) the content, that is, the number of the masa’il (questions), is not only one that
has continued to grow over the years as the need to explain more of the
Qur’anic words but also one whose transmission has not been uniformally
preserved;

(2) illustrative pre-Islamic poetic loci have been employed as a tafsir tool which
has been preserved in a tradition of oral transmission for several generations
before it was put down in writing with enlargements;

(3) it was natural for the Arabs to employ the shawahid in early Qur’anic exegesis;
(4) there is an Arab proclivity to cite proverbs or shawahid orally to corroborate

ideas in certain circumstances and
(5) one cannot determine what of these materials is authentic and what is not, but

everything points to the possibility that there existed a smaller core of mate-
rials which were most likely preserved in a tradition of oral transmission for
several generations before they were put down in writing with enlargements. 

Thus, for Boullata, this is a very old Arab trait which Ibn cAbbas could possi-
bly have practised in his oral tafsir tradition. Thus, Boullata (1990) argues that the
tradition which aligns Ibn cAbbas with lexicographical matters related to the
Qur’an is early, although it was clearly subject to elaboration as the years passed
where there have been additions and the number of lexical items grows. While
Wansbrough believes that the ‘earliest exegetical composition in which poetic
shawahid were regularly employed is the Macani al-Qur’an of al-Farra’
(d.207/822)’, Boullata (1990) argues that this may be so but does not exclude the
possibility of oral traditions a long time before al-Farra’, despite the fact that we
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may have no written proof of it to corroborate oral reports. It is interesting to note
that, in his work on Q78:24 and Arabic lexicography, Rippin (1983) refers to
poetic citations employed by some Muslim exegetes. He is, however, sceptical of
this technique and is of the opinion that some of these poetic loci to Qur’anic
vocabulary usages have been invented by the authors of the tafsir works, given
the overwhelming pressure to produce such evidence, once the study of the
Qur’an had reached the stage of being compared to profane poetry. Even the
exegetes, Rippin (1983) adds, must have felt the ridiculousness of the situation,
for a number of them seem to feel constrained to add an explanation of how the
Qur’anic word (bard) of Q78:24 could ever have evolved from its normal mean-
ing of ‘cold’ into ‘sleep’.

* Soon after the death of Muhammad in 11/632, four major classical schools
of Qur’anic exegesis evolved. These were

(1) the Makkah school led by Ibn cAbbas (d.68/687) and the Madinah school led
by Ubai b. Kacb (d.20/640) which were known as the Hijaz school of
Qur’anic exegesis, and

(2) the Kufah school led by Ibn Mascud (d.32/653) and the Basrah school led by
al-Hasan al-Basri (d.110/728) which were known as the Iraqi school.

Although these schools of the formative phase were led by different compan-
ion and successor scholars, they represented the mainstream orientation of
Qur’anic exegesis based on

(i) the two canons, the Qur’an and tradition. This applies to the four schools;
(ii) the exoteric meaning of Qur’anic expressions. This also applies to the four

schools;
(iii) divergent interest in the employment of hadith as an exegetical tool. There was

not enough interest among the Makkah school exegetes to employ prophetic
tradition, who resorted instead to Qur’anic intertextuality and the views of Ibn
cAbbas. Similarly, the Kufah school was lukewarm towards the use of hadith
for fear of giving an inaccurate exegetical analysis and were in doubt of forged
hadiths that were in circulation. The Madinah school were enthusiastic in the
employment and the study of hadith. The Basrah school, however, had shown
a tremendous interest in hadith as an exegetical technique as reference to hadith
served their admonition methodology. In Basrah, it was felt that there was a
moral vacuum that had to be filled in. The Basrah school of exegesis, therefore,
called for abandoning the pursuit of material gains;

(iv) non-employment of rational exegesis, that is, personal opinion (al-ra’i),
counter to commended exegetical views;

(v) lack of interest in the discussion of theological mutashabihat, including the
names and attributes of God. If the mutashabihat were ever discussed,
exegetes of the formative phase were attempting to substantiate rather than
discredit them and

(vi) invoking personal opinion in jurisprudential problems only.
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* There are, however, striking methodological differences among the early
four schools of Qur’anic exegesis with regard to their educational orientation and
methodological approaches towards Qur’anic exegesis, such as the following:

(i) The Madinah and Kufah schools were more conservative and hadith-
oriented than the other schools. For the Madinah school, hadith was the
key to unveil the Qur’an. However, the Kufah school did not employ
hadith for exegetical purposes for fear of error.

(ii) The Madinah and Kufah schools of exegesis did not adopt Judeo-Christian
anecdotes as an exegetical technique or a source of exegesis.

(iii) Although the companion exegetes of the Makkah school were reluctant to
rely heavily on the views of Jewish and Christian converts, the successor
exegetes of the Basrah school relied heavily on the views of their convert
informants. However, neither the companion nor successor exegetes from
the Makkah or Basrah schools adopted the views derived from the Jewish
anecdotes and other converts in jurisprudential matters. Jewish anecdotes
can only be found in the context of Qur’anic parables, stories of previous
unbelieving nations and the ayahs related to the creation of the universe.

(iv) The Madinah and Kufah schools were interested in the modes of reading. The
Makkah and Basrah schools were not interested in the modes of reading,

(v) The Kufah school was more liberal towards the employment of irregular modes
of reading, especially Ibn Mascud’s reliance on exegetical modes of reading
(qira’ah cala al-tafsir). The companions of the Kufah school read some Qur’anic
expressions differently from the canonical cUthmanic master codex. Variant
modes of reading involve vocalic or diacritic differences. The Kufah school’s
mode of reading was semantically based and involved grammatical functions,
doubling of letters, addition of words or prepositions, for clarification purposes.

(vi) The Madinah school’s mode of reading was phonetically oriented. In other
words, their mode of reading was based on articulatory phonetics and was
concerned with variant forms of pronunciation of a given word.

(vii) The Basrah school was influenced by the Madinah school with regard to
the phonetically based mode of reading.

(viii) The Makkah school was enthusiastic towards the linguistic approach to
Qur’anic exegesis such as the semantically ambiguous expressions, ety-
mological analysis of words and the less commonly used words.

(ix) The Basrah school was influenced by the Makkah school with regard to
linguistic exegesis and the employment of grammar in exegesis.

(x) Although the Basrah school was influenced by the Makkah school with
regard to the use of personal opinion, exegetes of the Basrah school
demonstrated less enthusiasm than the school of Makkah exegetes in the
employment of personal opinion and independent judgement (ijtihad).

(xi) The Basrah school was influenced by the Madinah school with regard to
hadith. However, the Madinah and Kufah schools were more stringent
than the Basrah school with regard to hadith’s sound chain of authorities
and hadith text.
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(xii) The Makkah and Basrah schools were more liberal than the Madinah and
Kufah schools towards the teaching and documentation of tafsir in the
form of lecture notes, the employment of tafsir for admonition purposes
and willingness to adopt Judeo-Christian anecdotes in tafsir works.

* It is interesting to note that Ibn cAbbas employed his personal opinion (ra’i)
in tafsir. He exercised independent judgement and discovery of meaning (istin-
bat) and so did the exegetes of the Basrah school. However, Ibn cAbbas used his
personal opinion in the analysis of mutashabihat to prove rather than to disprove
them, employed his personal opinion in jurisprudential matters related to pil-
grimage and was not enthusiastic towards the esoteric meaning of Qur’anic
expressions. In a similar vein, Ibn Mascud of the Kufah school employed hypo-
thetical opinion as a third source in Qur’anic exegesis but only in the absence of
a tradition and only with regard to an answer to a jurisprudential problem. The
early and late successors’ exegetical views, however, became more divergent and
employed different exegetical sources. These included the Qur’an, the tradition,
companions’ views, Jewish anecdotes and hypothetical opinion. However, the
expression ‘hypothetical opinion’ (ra’i), as an exegetical technique employed by
Ibn Mascud of the Kufah school was not equivalent to the same expression ‘hypo-
thetical opinion’ which was employed during both the recording and modern
phases of exegesis, especially by the late successors onwards. After the departure
of Ibn cAbbas and Ibn Mascud, hypothetical opinion assumed a different conno-
tative meaning that was synonymous with both

(i) objectionable exegesis (tafsir madhmum) because it is based on allegorical
and esoteric meaning, and

(ii) non-mainstream exegesis (ta’wil) because it relies heavily on Jewish anec-
dotes and is not enthusiastic enough towards the employment of hadith.

The reason for this shift in meaning is due to the fact that both Ibn cAbbas and
Ibn Mascud reined their employment of ‘hypothetical opinion’ and made use of it
for jurisprudential problems but did not employ it for the analysis of theological
mutashabihat matters. This is not true of exegetes from later generations after Ibn
cAbbas and Ibn Mascud.  Exegetes of the recording phase let their imagination
and hypothetical opinion run wild.

Therefore, we can conclude that in early tafsir literature, the binary opposition
tafsir and ta’wil has been employed interchangeably by Qur’an commentators.
The companion Ibn Mascud, the founder of the Kufah school of Qur’anic exege-
sis, has always been referred to as a scholar who employs ta’wil as an approach
to the Qur’anic text. Similarly, all the literature in Arabic on Qur’anic exegesis
employs the word ta’wil when it refers to Ibn Mascud. However, what is meant is
that Ibn Mascud employs the commendable form of ta’wil, and most importantly,
he has only dealt with Islamic legal rulings. Thus, he used to employ his own per-
sonal opinion on jurisprudential matters. It is, therefore, of value to highlight the
fact that Ibn Mascud has not got involved in the analysis of Qur’anic expressions
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that are related to the names and attributes of God, and he has not expressed his
personal opinion on sensitive theological matters like the garden, the fire, the day
of judgement, the seeing of God on the day of judgement and the notion of cre-
ation. For this very reason, Ibn Mascud has been wrongly dubbed as a mu’awwil
(using his personal hypothetical opinion) and that his school is the source of the
evolution of ta’wil approach to the Qur’anic text. This, I believe, is a mistaken
view since the word ta’wil, during Ibn Mascud’s time, has not yet assumed the
objectionable signification. Thus, the word (ta’wil) has assumed today a double-
edged meaning: al-ta’wil al-mahmud (commendable interpretation) and al-ta’wil
al-madhmum (objectionable interpretation).

al-Suyuti (1996a, 2, p. 491) has established a dichotomy of exegetical modes
in which tafsir is defined as the transmission of authoritative witness, scil. to the
occasions of revelation (riwayah/samac/shahadah), and ta’wil as the product of
research and expertise, scil. in the analysis of scripture (dirayah/istinbat). The
polarity has found diagrammatic expression in the work of Maturidi. For him,
tafsir belongs to the companions of the Prophet, ta’wil to the jurists (al-tafsir lil-
sahabah wal-ta’wil lil-fuqaha’; Wansbrough 1977, p. 154). The tafsir and ta’wil
polarity is explained further by al-Suyuti (ibid.). The antithesis tafsir and ta’wil is
also represented by the purely formal criteria of riwayah (sound transmission
through a chain of authorities) and dirayah (personal opinion), respectively,
where riwayah alludes to al-tafsir bil-ma’thur (mainstream exegesis) and dirayah
refers to al-tafsir bil-ra’i (non-mainstream exegesis).

*Although the companions and the early successors are considered as sacrosanct
by mainstream and most non-mainstream exegetes, their intellectual capacity and
level of comprehending the Qur’an vary from one to another. Hermeneutical works,
in theory, are hinged upon the views of the companions and successors. However,
the reliability status of their views can be classified into three categories:

(i) marfuc, that is, attributed to Muhammad: This means that a companion’s
opinion on a given hermeneutical matter goes back to the tradition but with-
out the narration of a specific tradition. The exegetical opinions of the com-
panions enjoy the status of marfuc since they are believed to have witnessed
the revelation, are aware of the circumstances of revelation, are not influ-
enced by Judaic and Christian anecdotes and have witnessed or taken part
in historical events such as battles. A companion’s opinion that is of marfuc

status is also classified as conclusive evidence in Qur’anic exegesis.
(ii) mawquf, that is, attributed to the companion him or herself and does not go

back to Muhammad: This means that a companion’s opinion on a given
exegetical matter is entirely based on his or her personal opinion without
any supporting tradition. The exegetical views of a companion enjoy the
status of mawquf if he or she is known for being influenced by Judaic and
Christian anecdotes and also known for being not stringent or critical
enough in the assessment and acceptance of a tradition. A companion’s
opinion that is of mawquf status is classified as non-conclusive evidence
(ghair hujjah) in Qur’anic exegesis.
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(iii) maqtuc, that is, disconnected from the lifetime of Muhammad: The
hermeneutical views of both early and late successors are of a maqtuc status
due to the following reasons: 

(a) The successors did not witness the revelation;
(b) They did not witness historical events like battles or some incidents that

took place during the lifetime of Muhammad;
(c) They were influenced by Judeo-Christian anecdotes;
(d) They were lenient towards forged hadith and were not stringent in their

assessment of the chain of authorities;
(e) They adopted personal opinion and discovery of meaning and
(f) They were influenced by non-mainstream theological views that were

considered as objectionable interpretation (ta’wil madhmum). Thus,
successors’ exegetical views which are of a maqtuc status are classified
as non-conclusive evidence in Qur’anic exegesis.

*During the end of the first/seventh century, foreign philosophical views found
their way to the Muslim community and Muctazili views began to take roots such
as the createdness of the Qur’an which emerged during the early years of the
first/seventh century. This led to the evolution of the Muctazili school of Qur’anic
exegesis based on esoteric and allegorical analysis. The esoteric Muctazili
approach to Qur’anic exegesis was enthusiastically adopted by Shici and Ibadi
exegetes who were heavily influenced by Abu Hasim al-Jiba’i (d.321/933).
Recorded Muctazili exegetical works began to emerge during the third/ninth
century such as those by Abu Bakr cAbd al-Rahman b. Kaisan al-Asamm
(d.240/854), Abu al-Qasim cAbd Allah al-Kacbi (d.319/931), Abu Muslim
Muhammad b. Bahr al-Asfahani (d.322/933), Abu cAli Muhammad al-Jiba’i
(d.303/915) and was culminated by al-Kashshaf of the iconic Muctazili exegete
al-Zamakhshari (d.538) who was a Sunni Hanafi theologian.

*Under the Muslim rule, Spain and Portugal, known as al-Andalus, witnessed
a robust tafsir activity which evolved during the third/ninth century, that is, within
the recording phase, and culminated in the eighth/fourteenth century. Thus, a new
school of Qur’anic exegesis evolved whose exegetical tradition lasted until the
eighth/fourteenth century. This was called the Andalus school of Qur’anic exe-
gesis whose exegetical approach was grammar and jurisprudence-oriented,
hadith-based and enthusiastic about the modes of reading. Generally, however,
the Andalus school was in line with the exegetical orientation of both the
Madinah and Kufah schools. 

*During the second half of the second/eighth century, concern about the moral
vacuum and interest in discarding material and worldly gains had led to the evo-
lution of mysticism. As a result, this had led to the emergence of a new school of
Qur’anic exegesis during the third/ninth century which was entirely based upon
the esoteric analysis of the Qur’anic text and was markedly influenced by foreign
philosophical thought and mystical practices. Recorded Sufi tafsir works began to
emerge during the fifth/eleventh century marking the launch of the Sufi school of
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Qur’anic exegesis. This, however, was culminated by the emergence of the
unique Sufi tafsir work by the iconic Sufi exegete Muhyi al-Din b. cArabi
(d.638/1240). Although b. cArabi lived in Spain, he was not influenced by the
Andalus school of Qur’anic exegesis. The Sufi milieu of Seville (ishbilya) where
he lived made its impact on his lifestyle, while the Sufi saints of North Africa,
Iraq and Syria appealed to his passionate mystical curiosity. Sufi tafsir tradition
has continued up to the twenty-first century.

* Historically, therefore, Qur’anic exegesis has been through three major phases:

(i) The formative phase which subsumes the two Hijaz schools and the two
Iraqi schools,

(ii) The recording phase and
(iii) The modern phase.

Rippin (2000, p. 85) claims that a debate has raged for a century now in schol-
arly literature concerning the origins of tafsir as a procedure and as written works.
In tracing the historical development of the different phases of exegesis, Rippin
(2000) argues that it is possible to separate out four periods of exegesis. However,
the separation, for Rippin, is artificial, particularly fuzzy at the edges and cer-
tainly in need of refinement. Rippin’s four periods of Qur’anic exegesis are as
follows:

(i) The formative period of exegesis: This is characterized by a series of books
the character of which is more cohesive and thus more likely to be authen-
tic, although certainly not free of later interpolation, reformulation and edi-
torial intrusion. The tafsir works that may fit into this period are those by
Muqatil (d.150/767), al-Farra’ (d.207/822) and cAbd al-Razzaq al-Sancani
(d.211/827).

(ii) The classical period of exegesis: This is often considered to come into exis-
tence with al-Tabari’s Jamic al-Bayan can Ta’wil aiy al-Qur’an (d.311/923).

(iii) The mature period of exegesis: Within this period, there is an abundant
number of works, such as al-Nahhas’s Icrab al-Qur’an (d.338/949), al-
Thaclabi’s al-Kashf wal-Bayan can Tafsir al-Qur’an (d.427/1035), al-
Zamakhshari’s al-Kashshaf (d.538/1143), al-Tabarsi’s Majmac al-Bayan fi
Tafsir al-Qur’an (d.552/1157), al-Razi’s al-Tafsir al-Kabir, or Mafatih al-
Ghaib (d.604/1207), Ibn Kathir’s Tafsir al-Qur’an al-cAzim (d.774/1372)
and al-Suyuti’s work al-Durr al-Manthur (d.911/1505).

(iv) The contemporary period of exegesis: Modern exegetes attempt to simplify
the content of the texts to make them accessible to the reader. The twentieth
century has also witnessed the spread of synoptic and thematic exegesis as
contemporary approaches to the analysis of the Qur’anic text.

* Each phase of exegesis is distinguished by its ad hoc sources and exegetical
techniques that are identifiable in Qur’anic exegetical works of a given phase.
Although exegetical techniques vary from one phase to another, they tend to

Concluding remarks 233



either overlap in some phases or increase in number at a given phase. Among the
exegetical techniques that have featured in the Prophet’s exegesis are Qur’anic
intertextuality (tafsir al-qur’an bil-qur’an) and the tradition. However, the exeget-
ical techniques that characterize the companion exegetes include Qur’anic inter-
textuality, the tradition, circumstances of revelation, brief Judaic and Christian
anecdotes, mainstream discovery of meaning and personal opinion employed to
clarify a jurisprudential problem in the absence of a hadith and modes of reading.
During the recording phase of both early and late successors, we encounter more
exegetical devices such as Qur’anic intertextuality, the tradition, companion
exegetical views, detailed Judaic and Christian anecdotes, personal opinion,
poetic citations from pre-Islamic poetry, circumstances of revelation, abrogating
and abrogated, linguistic and stylistic analysis, and modes of reading. Most of the
exegetical techniques of the recording phase have been duplicated by modern
exegesis. However, new tafsir tools have featured in modern tafsir works, such as
scientific and socio-political details, and surah structure.

Some of our exegetical techniques above are referred to as exegetical devices
by Wansbrough (1977, p. 121). His exegetical devices include

(i) variae lections which deal with variant modes of reading that are identifi-
able in many commentaries of various phases of exegesis;

(ii) poetic loci probantes which refer to the quotations by commentators from
Arabic poetry;

(iii) lexical details through reference to different modes of reading, poetic cita-
tion or reference to the origin of the word if it is foreign;

(iv) grammatical elaboration through reference to the grammatical functions
that can be assumed by a word and the subsequent change of meaning;

(v) rhetorical details that aim to uncover the inimitability of Qur’anic dis-
course and its prototypical stylistic characteristics;

(vi) periphrasis which provides a glossary form of tafsir based on brevity;
(vii) analogy which aims to compare the meaning of two expressions that occur

in different passages;
(viii) abrogating and abrogated ayah details that aim to discuss what is abro-

gated and by which ayah;
(ix) circumstances of revelation employed to discuss the context of ayahs;
(x) identification of specific names related to specific ayahs;

(xi) hadith used for exegetical purposes and
(xii) anecdotes employed to explain the meaning of an ayah.

*Although some companion and successor exegetes relied upon Judaic and
Christian anecdotes, the views of the Jewish and Christian converts did not influ-
ence jurisprudential matters. The new converts’ views were restricted to stories
of previous unbelieving nations, genesis and metaphysical matters.

* The objection to the recording of hadith came not only from Muhammad but
also from some of his companions, after his death, like cUmar b. al-Khattab
(d.23/644) and Abu Musa al-Ashcari (d.44/664) who also opposed the writing
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down of hadith. However, there were companions who wrote down, for their own
personal use, some hadiths in the form of sahifah (booklet). During the closing
years of the first/seventh century and the early years of the second/eighth century,
hadith began to be recorded on the official instruction of cAbd al-cAziz b. Marwan
(d.65–85/684/704) and his son cUmar b. cAbd al-cAziz (d.97–101/715–719). The
task was delegated to the Madinan scholar Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d.124/742) and
Ibn Hazm (d.120/737), the ruler of Madinah. As apologetic and polemic hadiths
were in circulation, scepticism shrouded the chain of authorities and the text of
hadith. Thus, hadith scholars began to record the hadith in a more systematic
order and classified its form during the mid of second/eighth century. Hadith
studies were established as a discipline, and impugnment and vindication (al-jarh
wal-tacdil) procedure was introduced. Then, hadith collection in the form of sahih
began during the third/ninth century.

Prophetic hadith became the key to Qur’anic exegesis. In the view of Hassan
b. cAtiyyah (d.120/737), the Qur’an is in need of the tradition and not vice versa
(al-Qurtubi 1997, 1, p. 74). The tradition, however, remained in an oral trans-
mission since Muhammad’s lifetime and until the early Umayyad dynasty (d.41–
132/661–749). Although the hadiths are paramount to Qur’anic hermeneutics and
Qur’anic intertextuality is at times hinged upon them, during the recording phase
of Qur’anic exegesis, the recording of hadith is influenced by political and dynas-
tic agendas of the Umayyads and the Abbasids (d.132–655/749–1257). Thus, for
political or religious reasons, theologians invoke the name of the Prophet or the
name of Ibn cAbbas in order to back up their views. Rival and dissident groups
and schools of thought have contributed to hadith fabrication. The authenticity of
hadith material has become shrouded in scepticism. This has a knock on effect on
the school of mainstream exegesis (al-tafsir bil-ma’thur) whose premise is hinged
upon the intertextuality within the Qur’an and prophetic tradition. For tradition-
ists, there are four major sources of Qur’anic exegesis: the Qur’an, the tradition,
the views of the companions, and to some extent, the views of early successors.
However, for non-mainstream scholars, the scholastics and the Sufis, rational
analysis based on hypothetical opinion is the major source of Qur’anic exegesis
in addition to a limited sample of passages or views derived from the above four
sources whenever they are in harmony with a given problem in question.

* Our account has focused on the degree of authority in exegesis, whether
Muhammad authorized the Qur’an to be explicated, how much exegesis the
Prophet has actually provided to his companions, whether his companions’
exegetical views can be taken for granted and whether or not the companions
like cUmar b. al-Khattab expressed reluctance towards the exegesis of the the-
ological mutashabihat ayahs. It is interesting to note that the earliest mode of
the transmission of a recorded book of Qur’anic exegesis were the notes taken
by successor students from their companion teachers. The phase of recording
Qur’anic exegesis in a consistent, comprehensive and methodological fashion
started during the first quarter of the second/eighth century onwards. During
this phase of transition from orality to literacy, we observe a number of major
developments:
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(i) During the recording phase, augmentation of the chain of authorities was
evident. Exegetes do not refer to the full chain of authorities, but rather
mention only the last name in the chain of authorities of a given hadith.

(ii) Hadiths which were told on the authority of Muhammad’s companions
were fabricated and falsely ascribed to iconic companions.

(iii) Interpolations, different transmissions, and original manuscripts under-
went some form of redactional work.

(iv) Intrusive exegetical reports were falsely ascribed to iconic figures of the
formative phase.

(v) Intrusive poetic citations were falsely ascribed to pre-Islamic poets.
(vi) Theological views prevailed reflecting an exegete’s own dogmatic stance

and political dimensions espoused by the exegete.
(vii) Exegetes have provided a holistic exegetical account of all the ayahs and

surahs of the Qur’an; thus, the ayah-by-ayah (musalsal) tafsir has emerged.
(viii) And most importantly, exegetes have divorced tafsir from hadith; thus,

Qur’anic exegesis has been granted an autonomous scholarship identity. 

According to Abu Talib al-Makki (d.386/986), complete books and works
(majmucat) did not appear until after the year 120/737 or later. In his view, some
writings were issued after the death of Sacid Ibn al-Musaiyab (d.94/713) and after
the death of the early successors. This brings us to around the year 140/757.
Among the early successors are cAmr Ibn Dinar (d.126/743) and Abu Hazim al-
Acraj (Salamah Ibn Dinar (d.135/752). The remarks of Abu Talib al-Makki have
been taken up again by Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d.505/1111) and al-Saiyid
Muhammad Murtada al-Zubaidi (d.1205/1709; cf. Gilliot 1999, p. 3). Ahmad
(1967, p. 78) is also of the opinion that it is in the first quarter of the second/
eighth century, about 120/737, that the practice of recording exegesis came into
being. Our view of comprehensive exegetical works is counter to that of Gilliot
(2002, p. 104) who is of the opinion that such works are not complete commen-
taries, that they may have amounted to a kind of notebook (sahifah) and that they
do not always follow the order of the Qur’anic text. Gilliot (1999, p. 1) is also of
the opinion that the phase of recording began in the second half of the
second/eighth century. Versteegh (1993, p. 51), however, is of the opinion that
during the first centuries of the hijrah, almost no scholar recorded his teachings
as an independent book. In some cases, authors wrote down their lectures for use
within a restricted group of people. Our claim of the initial start of recording
Qur’anic exegesis is also counter to Rippin (1987, p. 238) who claims that man-
uscript evidence for tafsir barely reaches back to the third/ninth century. Our view
that Qur’anic exegesis has begun to be recorded during the first quarter of the sec-
ond/eighth century is also counter to Wansbrough’s (1970, p. 247) that Qur’anic
exegeses is not likely to have been articulated before the third/ninth century.

* Although exegetical works began to roll out during the recording phase in the
second/eighth century, Qur’anic exegesis remained part of the hadith collection.
Thus, Qur’anic exegesis was not autonomous of tradition since the first/seventh
century until the first half of the second/eighth century. By the early decades of
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the second/eighth century, Qur’anic exegesis became independent from tradition
studies and musalsal, holistic and well-structured exegesis gained momentum.
However, some early exegetical works were subjected to editorial intrusive com-
ments, as an extrapolation technique, which were ascribed to the original author.
In other words, early exegetical works underwent redactional processes and some
of them included poetic citations (shawahid) which were falsely attributed to
pre-Islamic poets in an attempt to substantiate own exegetical views. Since com-
panions’ views were authentic and held in high esteem, some early exegetical
works which had dogmatic or sectarian leanings falsely ascribed views to iconic
companions such as Ibn cAbbas.

Early successors played a significant role in the development of the nascent
Qur’anic exegesis and its recording. The exegesis of the successors was hinged
upon oral dictation by the companions to their students and was based upon the
direct contact between the teacher exegete and his students. Thus, the exegesis of
the successors was primarily based upon narration and oral dictation from the
companions. However, during the recording phase, we have observed variant
recensions in circulation which include different isnads and transmitters of the
same commentary by the same early second/eighth century exegetes such as
Muqatil (d.150/767). For this reason, the authenticity of a given recension cannot
be guaranteed and we are not absolutely sure whether the views of a given
exegete are in fact his or those of the recensionist(s).

The recording phase, however, witnessed yet another major problem, namely,
augmentation of isnad, interpolations, different transmissions, and the same man-
uscript underwent some form of redactional work. For instance, the exegetical
views of some companions such as those of Ibn cAbbas (d.68/687), the Prophet’s
paternal cousin, were recorded and transmitted with different versions by later
transmitters. As a result, the tafsir of Ibn cAbbas has been rejected by the advo-
cates of scepticism (cf. Goldfeld 1981, Versteegh 1990). At times, it is difficult
to discern the genuine from the spurious views of the original exegete. Among
the Western scholars who have taken a sceptical stance towards ‘the mythical’
Ibn cAbbas are Sprenger, Nöldeke and Schwally who see inconsistency in his
tafsir. They claim that the contradictions are numerous and this can be attributed
to the fact that either 

(i) his students erred or
(ii) his students intentionally misquoted him on a very large scale or that 

(iii) he himself continually altered his teachings.

One would not spend a long time with the classical Qur’anic commentaries,
Gilliot (1999, p. 10) asserts, before one realizes that the interpretations which they
transmit from Ibn cAbbas are often contradictory. Although there are seven versions
in the transmission of Ibn cAbbas’ tafsir, for Goldfeld (1981), all the seven versions
include authentic exegetical views of Ibn cAbbas. Nevertheless, these seven ver-
sions are marked by augmentations and interpolations. Each version, for Versteegh
(1990, p. 237), is authentic in the sense that it depends on the original teaching of
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Ibn cAbbas, but there seems to be no way to determine which of the surviving ver-
sions is more closely connected to the original teaching than the others. Abbott
(1967) also lends her support to the reliability of isnad and the authorship of early
Muslim traditions. Like the ascription to Ibn cAbbas, scepticism over the historic-
ity and authenticity of the early Islamic texts also applies to the canonical sayings
of the Ithna cAshariyyah Shici Imams (twelver Shici religious leaders). In connec-
tion with the canonical sayings of the Imams, Henry Corbin mentions the scepti-
cism of many scholars that the Imams ever actually said many of the things
attributed to them (see Adams 1985, p. 150). In the view of Adams (1985), there is
no attempt to deal with the issue in terms of the normal criteria for establishing the
authenticity of a text or its attribution.

* The impact of the interest in linguistic exegesis by the Makkah and Basrah
schools was felt during and after the formative phase. By the early years of the
second/eighth century, that is, the beginning of the recording phase, the lexico-
graphical tradition remained the dominant tafsir approach (uslub) which took one
of the following forms:

(i) Intra-lingual tafsir work such as the tafsir work attributed to Ibn cAbbas,
(ii) gharib tafsir works such as the work attributed to Ibn Qutaibah,

(iii) wujuh tafsir works such as the works by Muqatil and Abu cUbaidah and
(iv) mutashabih works such as the tafsir work attributed to al-Kisa’i.

During the early decades of the marathon journey of the recording of tafsir
works which began during the first quarter of the second/eighth century, various
tafsir genres evolved as a result of the ramification of the schools of Qur’anic exe-
gesis. These include

(i) glossary exegesis which is concise and based on paraphrastic details of
Qur’anic expressions;

(ii) narrative exegesis where reference is made to anecdotes that were either
based on Judeo-Christian milieu, or on mythical anecdotes glorifying the
household of cAli (ahl al-bait), as in the tafsir work by al-Hasan b. cAli b.
Musa al-Rida (d.148/765);

(iii) jurisprudential exegesis which is concerned with injunctions and
(iv) linguistic exegesis which deals with modes of reading, grammatical func-

tions and linguistic analysis of expressions.

However, more genres of Qur’anic exegesis evolved after the second/eighth
century and up to the present time such as 

(i) analytical exegesis which is musalsal and ayah-based; 
(ii) synoptic exegesis, though based on gist, is musalsal and ayah-based; 

(iii) comparative exegesis which is musalsal and ayah-based;
(iv) thematic exegesis which is neither a musalsal nor ayah-based tafsir; it is

only concerned with the overall meaning of the surah or passage;
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(v) literary exegesis which is musalsal and ayah-based;
(vi) scientific exegesis which is concerned with scientific expressions that are

analysed in the light of modern scientific advancements;
(vii) paraphrastic exegesis that provides brief details or a glossary of words

with concise elaboration and
(viii) radio exegesis which is synoptic, simplified and at times musalsal and

ayah-based depending on the type and time of the radio program.

We can conclude that the lexicographical approach of the formative and early
recording phases which evolved during the second half of the second/eighth
century such as the tafsir work by al-Kisa’i (d.187/802) has not been adopted by
exegetes of the modern phase. Although tafsir works based on other classical
techniques or forms have continued into the twentieth century, the main concern
of the modern exegete has been to get the Qur’anic message across in a tafsir-
made-easy fashion to the literate but linguistically inefficient and not necessarily
formally religiously trained readers. Thus, the function of tafsir has changed in
our modern time. The main concern of the modern exegete is that Qur’anic exe-
gesis should be reader-friendly, that is, to be made more accessible to a wide
range of readership. Consequently, the twentieth century has witnessed the spread
of synoptic musalsal (ayah-by-ayah) exegesis (al-tafsir al-wajiz, al-mukhtasar or
al-ijmali) as a contemporary approach to the analysis of the Qur’anic text.

*The study of the evolution of Qur’anic exegesis entails the examination of the
binary opposition tafsir (exegesis) and ta’wil (interpretation). The major objective
of exegesis is to unravel and explicate Qur’anic discourse in order to discover its
accurate significations, Islamic legal rulings and spiritual values. An exegete,
however, is not entirely free in his commentary. This is mainly attributed to the
antithesis between the two notions of tafsir and ta’wil that has taken a political
and theological twist. A Qur’anic commentary is categorized as ‘objectionable’
and ‘unsound’, that is, madhmum. This work is also characterized as tafsir
mu’awwal (an interpreted exegesis), that is, a subjective account, because the
exegetical approach adopted by the exegete is based on his hypothetical personal
opinion through which he attempts to justify his theological and/or political
points of view with regard to some Islamic matters in Islamic history or theology.
The notion of tafsir is hinged upon narration (al-riwayah or al-naql) which is
based on upholding the predecessors’ opinion (al-ittibac) and what they have
actually heard (al-samac). This narration usually refers to that taken directly from
the Prophet, his companions and the early generation of the successors. In other
words, tafsir should not be exercised through hypothetical opinion and one’s own
judgement without a sound source of narration and sound chain of authorities.
However, ta’wil is based on hypothetical personal opinion (al-dirayah). Thus,
ta’wil has been ‘viewed with grave suspicion on account of its potentially protean
nature, rendering it susceptible to ideological manipulation, while tafsir  has
come to be promoted as authoritative’ (Afsaruddin 2001, p. 316).

Tafsir, as a discipline, is much wider than the discipline of ta’wil. While tafsir
is employed for ayahs, ta’wil is used for significations such as those of the word
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(al-huda) which is a polysemous lexical item with seventeen different meanings.
Most importantly, the dichotomy between tafsir and ta’wil leads to the theologi-
cal and political contradistinction between mainstream and non-mainstream
Islam. Sunni mainstream tafsir is tradition-bound and most importantly is hinged
upon exoteric (zahir) meaning, Qur’anic intertextuality, prophetic tradition, com-
panions and early successors’ views. Non-mainstream tafsir comprises

(i) Sunnis such as the Muctazilah, the Ashcaris, the philosophers, and the Sufis,
and 

(ii) non-Sunnis, such as the Shicah, the Ismacilis, the Zaidis, the Khawarij and
the Ibadis.

The non-mainstream tafsir, however, is hinged upon the esoteric (batin), that
is, underlying or allegorical, meaning of a Qur’anic expression. Technically, the
expression tafsir is employed in the exegesis of any kind of text; that is, text exe-
gesis is the discipline of ‘text analysis’. Ta’wil, however, is employed in divine
scriptures only. Probability of meaning applies to expressions whose denotative,
that is, literal or surface, meaning is not evident. In tafsir, probability of meaning
is given less weight than in ta’wil. A probable signification for non-scholastic
scholars is acceptable only if it is backed up by sound tradition as substantiating
evidence. It is for this reason that non-scholastic theologians employ ta’wil from
a linguistic perspective. In other words, for them, ta’wil refers to explicating the
meaning of a given expression, or adopting one of the various significations
which a given word may entail. Therefore, ta’wil overlaps with tafsir. For
Afsaruddin (2001, p. 317), exoteric (literal) tafsir approach sees the text as the
object of human understanding, while the esoteric (allegorical) tafsir approach
allows the text to be regarded as more a component of understanding itself.

As a mechanism of textual analysis, Rippin (1987, pp. 236–237) notes that exe-
gesis or interpretation is not an exclusive scholarship to the early Muslim students
of the Qur’an. Jewish and Christian students of the Bible have employed the two
terms of tafsir and ta’wil in their commentaries on the Bible in Arabic. The
Jewish theologian Sacdiyah Gaon (d.330/942) has written Tafsir Basit Nass al-
Tura (The Simple Exegesis of the Old Testament Text), which is a translation of
the Pentateuch, and the Copt Butrus al-Sadamanti has written al-Muqaddimah fi
al-Tafsir (Introduction to Exegesis), in around the year 1260, which is concerned
with the exegesis of the New Testament passion narratives (cf. Wansbrough
1977, p. 200).

The exegete is allowed to exercise sound personal opinion that does not violate
the Qur’an or the tradition in order to discover the meaning of a polysemous word
such as the various meanings of the antonyms (khifafan wathiqalan) in anfiru khi-
fafan wathiqalan (Q9:41) whose meanings can be

(i) the young and the elderly,
(ii) the active and the non-active,

(iii) the healthy and the sick,
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(iv) the rich and the poor or
(v) the bachelor and the married.

All of these alternative meanings are possible and can provide the sound required
meaning of the ayah. However, the unsound (objectionable) discovery (al-istinbat
al-madhmum) of a signification leads to ta’wil that is not established upon a sound
chain of authorities and is considered by mainstream theologians as counter to the
Qur’an and the tradition. This is particularly true in sectarian commentary which is
hinged upon allegorical and symbolic interpretation, as in ‘maraja al-bahraini yal-
taqiyan [He (God) released the two seas meeting side by side]’ (Q55:19). In this
ayah, some exegetes have provided an unsound interpretation that has violated the
Qur’an and the tradition. The meaning of al-bahrain (the two seas) is interpreted as
(cAli b. Abi Talib, the fourth rightly guided caliph, and his wife Fatimah) which is
regarded by orthodox Muslim scholars as an objectionable ta’wil. Exegetical views
like this have led Rippin (1987, p. 236) to suggest that the dispute over exegesis and
interpretation is to be traced back to the earliest sectarian disputes in Islam between
the general community and the followers of the Prophet’s son-in-law and cousin,
cAli b. Abi Talib (d.40/661), known as the Shicah, who wished to appropriate the
word ta’wil for reference to interpretation of ‘hidden’, that is, esoteric, parts of the
Qur’an as demanded by Shici doctrine.

One may also encounter extremely odd interpretations given to some Qur’anic
expressions (al-Suyuti 1996a, 2, pp. 527–528), such as ‘walakum fi al-qisasi hay-
atun ya uli al-albabi [There is for you in legal retribution the saving of life]’
(Q2:179) where the expression al-qisasi (legal retribution) is claimed to have the
meaning ‘Qur’anic stories’; the expression ‘walakin liyatma’inna qalbi [Only that
my heart may be satisfied]’ (Q2:260) where the word qalbi (my heart) is claimed
to be a friend of Abraham called Qalbi; the ayah, ‘alladhi jacala lakum min al-sha-
jari al-akhdari naran fa’idha antum minhu tuqidun [It is He who made for you
from the green trees fire and then from it you ignite]’ (Q36:80) is claimed to have
the expression al-akhdari (green) meaning Abraham; the expression naran (fire)
meaning nur muhammad (the light of Muhammad) and the expression tuqidun (to
ignite) meaning taqtabisun al-din (to adopt or acquire the religion); the ayah ‘rab-
banawala tuhammilnama la taqata lana bihi [Our Lord, do not burden us with that
which we have no ability to bear]’ (Q2:286) is claimed to refer to al-hubb (love)
and about ‘wamin sharri ghasiqin idha waqab [I seek refuge in the Lord from the
evil of darkness when it settles]’ (Q113:3) it is also oddly claimed that the expres-
sion ghasiq means the penis and the verb waqab means to get erected!

Although each interpretation is a form of exegesis, one cannot claim that each
exegesis is necessarily an interpretation. Thus, exegesis is much wider than inter-
pretation because exegesis provides an account of both allegorical (connotative)
and non-allegorical (denotative) significations of a given expression based on
sound narration which involves views of reliable sources such as the Prophet, his
companions or the early successors. Also, any textual analysis whose evidence is
conclusive is exegesis (tafsir) while any analysis whose evidence is hypothetical
is interpretation (ta’wil).
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*Modern research in Qur’anic exegesis, both theoretical and practical, is a vital
discipline for the understanding of the Scripture of Islam in the twenty-first
century. Andrew Rippin (1982 and 1999) has highlighted the lack of research in
exegesis and the need for it as well as the need to study other early tafsir manu-
scripts in order to appreciate the development of early Qur’anic hermeneutics and
the periodization of the exegetical enterprise based upon a sequential emergence
of exegetical tools (1999, p. xv). While Rippin (1999, p. xix) asserts that ‘the
study of tafsir is still very much in its infancy,’ Wild (1996, p. vii) observes that
‘the genesis of the Qur’anic text continues to absorb the interest of scholars.’
Moreover, Charles Adams (1976, cf. Rippin 1982, p. 224) brings to our attention
an important research fact: ‘Qur’anic study is also badly neglected in another of
its aspects, that which deals with the traditional interpretation of the Scripture of
the Islamic community itself.’

We hope that the present work on the schools of Qur’anic exegesis has pro-
vided an informative contribution to the scholarship of this vital discipline of
Qur’anic studies.
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Glossary

Ablution  
Abrogating and abrogated  

 
Absolute single hadith    
Action attributes    
Acts of worship  
Additional punishment   
Allegorical significations   
Allusion  )(  
Almighty God has spoken the truth 

   
Ambiguous    
Ambiguous ayahs  
Amputation of hands and legs from 

opposite sides     
 

Analogy  
Analytical exegesis   
Anthropomorphism     
Anthropomorphist    
Anti-Semitism  ) (  
Apostasy  
Apostate  
Arabic genealogy   
Arabicized expressions   
Arbitration  
Asceticism  
Ascetics  
Assonance  
Assyrians  
Atonement  
 
 
 
 

Atonement for an oath   
Attributed to (the Prophet)  ) 

(  
Attributes of Allah   
Augmentations    
Authentic mode of reading   
Authentic tradition   
Ayah-by-ayah exegesis   
 
Babylonians  
Backgrounded inchoative   
Bad deeds  
Beginning anew  
Belief  
Bequest  
Biography of the Prophet   
Biography of transmitters   
Blood money  
Blood revenge  
Brief meaning   
By divine order  
 
Canonical revelation  
Capital punishment   
Categories of exegesis   
Censure  
Chain of authorities   
Charity  
Children of Israel   
Choice  
Christianity    /  
 
 
 
 



Circumstances of revelation  
 

Civil war  )     
(  

Classified compilation of hadith 
 

Clear ayahs  
Close interpretation   
Codex   
Cognitive allegory   
Cohesion  )  (  
Commanding the right   
Commands  
Commendable interpretation  

 
Commentary  
Commentator  
Common people  
Communal obligation   
Companions  
Companion’s opinion that goes back 

to the tradition but without any 
narration  

Companion’s opinion that does not go 
back to the tradition  

Compulsion  
Compulsory prostration   
Comparative exegesis   
Concealment )1 ( )   ( 

)2 ( )   (  
Concealment in identification of 

teachers   
Concealment of belief  
Conclusive evidence     
Confederates of Quraish   
Confession  
Connotative meaning   
Conquest  
Consensus  
Consonance  
Content  
Context and implicit meaning  

  )(  
Continuity of negation    
Contracted temporary marriage  

 
Coordinated to   
Copt   

Coptic   
Copyist   ) (  
Corporal world   
Corporealism  
Corporealists  
Correct mode of reading   
Create  
Createdness of the Qur’an   
Creator  
Critical reflection  
Cut off  
 
Day of judgement   
Days of ignorance   
De-anthropomorphism  ) 

(  
Defect   ) (  
Defective hadith   
Denial of human attributes to Allah 

 
Denotative meaning   
Desires  
Detailed meaning   
Determinism  
Discovery  
Disobedience   
Distant interpretation   
Divine decree  
Divine determinism  
Divine inspiration   
Divine illumination  
Divine justice   
Divine light   
Divine predestination  
Divine victory    
Divine wisdom   
Divinity  
 
Early successors   
Effeminates  
Elite  
Embellishments   
Entity attributes    
Eschatology    
Esoteric meaning    )(  
Eternal  
Eternally in hell    
Ethics  
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Evidence  
Evolution of exegesis 

 ) (  
Evolutionary phase   
Exceeding of proper bounds     

 
Excess in religion    
Exegesis  
Exegesis of the Qur’an by 

companions’ views    
 

Exegesis of the Qur’an by 
the Qur’an    

Exegesis of the Qur’an by tradition 
   )(  

Exegete  
Exegetical mode of reading   

 
Exile  
Exoteric meaning   ) 

(  
Expiation  
Extrapolation  
 
Fabrication   
Fabricator   
False accusation    
False narration   
Familial connections  
Family of the Prophet   
Fertile crescent   
Figures of speech   
Follow personal desire   
Forbidding the wrong    
Foregrounded predicate   
Forged tradition   
Forgive   )(  
Forgiveness  
Formal exegesis   
Formal legal (jurisprudential) 

judgement  
Formative phase   ) 

(  
Fornication  
Freed slave  
Friends of God  

 ) (  
Funeral prayer   

Garden  
Genealogy of the pagan Arabs  

 ) (  
Ghassanids  
Generic and specific 

meaning   )   
(  

General meaning   
Generic meaning   
Give oath of allegiance  
Giving formal legal (jurisprudential) 

judgement  
Glans  ) (  
God’s essence  ) (  
God’s friends (allies)   
God’s omnipotence   
God’s will  ) (  
God’s word   
Good tradition   
Grave sinner   
Guessing  
 
Hadith studies   
Heir     
Hell fire    
Heresy   )(  
Heretical  )(  
Hermeneutics  
Hidden meanings of Qur’anic 

expressions   
Highway robbery  
Historical exegesis   
Historically continued practice of the 

Prophet    
Holy war  
Hypocrisy  
Hypocrite  
Hypothetical opinion  
Hypothetical opinion and discovery of 

significations     
Hypothetical evidence   
Hypothetical judgement  
Hypothetical opinion exegesis  

 )(  
 
Imamate  ) (  
Imitation  
Impose poll tax   
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Imprecation  
Improbability  
Impugnment and vindication  

 
Inchoative  
Inclinations  
Incomplete belief   
Inconclusive evidence   
Independent thinking  
Individual obligation   
Inevitable  )  (  
Inevitability  
Infallibility  ) (  
Infallible   
Inferior world   
Infirm tradition   
Inimitability  
Injunctions  
Injustice  
Inserted mode of reading  ) 

(  
Intellect  
Intellectual world   
Intercession  
Interpolation     
Interpolation of the 

Qur’an   
Interpretation  
Intoxicants  
Introspective examination of self 

  
Irregular hadith   
Irregular mode of 

reading   
Islamic legal rulings  
Jewish anecdotes  
Jihad  
Jihadist  
Judaism  
Jurisprudence  
Jurisprudential exegesis 

   
Jurist  
Justice  
 
Kharijites  
Know the unseen   
Knowledge of the unseen   

Lash  
Lashing  
Late successors   
Lawful  
Lawful subsistence   
Leather socks  
Legal exegesis   
Legal injunctions  
Legatee  ) (  
Legitimate successor  
Lesser pilgrimage  
Licentious  
Licentiousness  
Life of the Prophet   
Light of certainty   
Linguistic exegesis   
Literary exegesis   
Lordship  
Loyalty  
Lying under oath  
 
Mainstream exegesis   
Mainstream school of law   

   
Main text  
Main text of hadith   
Major signs of the Hour   

 
Married person    
Master codex   )(  
Memorizer of the Qur’an  
Menstruation  
Mesopotamia   
Miracle    ) (  
Modern exegesis   
Modes of reading  
Monotheism  
Monotheist  
Morally upright  
Multiple hadith   
Multiple source mode of reading  

 
Mystical  
 
Narrated opinion  
Narration 1 .  2 . 

)  /(  
Narration of exegesis   
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Narratives    
Narrator  
Negation particle   
Nestorian   
Nestorianism   
Nomadic life  
Nominal Muslim    
Non-allegorical signification    

 )   /(  
Non-canonical revelation  
Non-eternal   
Non-mainstream exegesis   
Non-mainstream school of law  

    
Non-virgin  
 
Objectionable interpretation   
Obligation  
Obligatory duty  
Obscure  
Old Testament  
Oral transmission   )  

(  
Own viewpoint  
 
Pagan  
Paganism  
Paradise  
Paraphrastic exegesis   
Penal law  
People of the Book   
Period of waiting  
Perjury  
Permissible  
Perpetual punishment in hell fire  

  
Personal affairs   
Personal desire  
Personal opinion   /  
Piety    
Pilgrimage  
Pilgrim  
Poetry is the register of the Arabs  

  
Poetic loci    
Polemic   )(  
Polemical ayahs     
Poll tax  

Polysemy  )  / (  
Polytheism  
Polytheist  
Portents of the final Hour   
Post-successors   
Prayer  
Preacher  
Precautionary dissimulation  
Predestination  )(  
Predeterminism   
Predicate  
Pre-Islamic affairs   
Principles of Islamic law   
Probability    
Profession of faith  
Profligate  
Prohibited  
Prohibitions  
Prophethood  
Prophetic tradition   
Punishment  )(  
 
Quotations  
Poetic quotations    
Qur’an and tradition  ) 

(  
Qur’anic intertextuality   

 
Qur’anic parables   
Qur’anic quotations    
Qur’anic studies   
 
Radio exegesis   
Rational exegesis   
Reason  
Reason-based  
Reasons for revelation   
Record of deeds   
Recording  
Recording phase   
Redaction   
Reflection  
Register of deeds   
Rejecters  
Relative single hadith    
Reliable transmitter  ) (  
Religious authority  ) (  
Religious community  
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Religious leader  
Religious extremism  /  
Religious judge   
Religious legal judgement    
Repent  
Repentance  
Report-based  
Restricted meaning   
Restricting the unrestricted   

)   (  
Retaliation  
Return  ) (  
Revelatory text   
Reward and punishment   
Rightly-guided caliphs   
Rites  
Rituals of pilgrimage   
Ritual prayer  
 
Sacred mosque   
Sarcasm    
Sarcastic allegory   
Sasanians  
Scholastic theology   
Scholastic theologian  
School of law (thought)  
Scientific exegesis   
Seceders  
Sect  
Sectarian  
Sectarian exegesis   
Sectarian fanaticism   
Seeing God   
Self purification   
Semantic ambiguity  
Semantically ambiguous Qur’anic 

words   
Semantic ambiguity and paraphrase 

  )   (  
Semantically ambiguous Qur’anic 

expressions   
Semantic exegesis   
Semantic similarities  )(  
Sensual world   
Sermon   
Shici divine  
Shrine  
Shroud    

Single hadith   
Single source mode of reading   

  
Slander  
Smoothed path  
Solitary hadith   
Sound chain of narration    
Sound evidence   
Sound narration    
Sound tradition   
Sound (commendable) personal 

opinion   
Sound views   
Sound hypothetical opinion  

 
Sources of doctrine   
Sources of jurisprudence   
Sources of Islamic law   
Sources of religion   
Specific meaning   
Specifying the generic   
Speech of God   
Spiritual leadership  
Spiritual world   
Standard practice of the Prophet  

 
Stoning  
Straight path   
Strange hadith   
Strong hadith   
Subject to God’s will    ) 

(  
Successors  
Sufi order   
Sufi saint     
Summary execution   ) 

(  
Superior world   
Supposition  
Suspended judgement   
Synagogue   )(   
Synonymous expressions    

)(  
Synonymous 

 meaning   
Synonymy  )(  
Synopsis exegesis    /
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Temporary marriage   
Tendencies  
Terminated  
Testament  
Thematic exegesis 

  
 
Thematic unit   
Time  )(  
Time of the Hour   
Time of ignorance  
Topical exegesis    

)(  
Tradition  
Traditional exegesis   
Traditionist  ) (  
Transmission of hadith   
Transmission of hadith through 

personal contact    
 

Transmitter  
Transmitters of hadith   
Trial  
Tribal solidarity   
Tribulation  
Trustworthiness and discrediting  

 
 
Unanimous agreement  
Unauthentic mode of reading   
Uncreatedness of the Qur’an   

 
Union of existence   

Unit of prayer   
Unknown upright character  

 
Unlawful  
Unlawful subsistence   
Unlawful sexual intercourse  
Unrestricted meaning   
Unseen matters  )(  
Unsound (objectionable) discovery 

  
Unsound interpretation   
Unsound views   )(  
Upholding predecessors’ opinion 
Upright  
 
Waiting period  
Weak tradition   
Weight of the evidence  
Well-known hadith   
Well-known mode of reading  

 
What is heard  
Wicked    
Will  
Wipe   
Without asking how   
Word order   
World of sovereignty   
Wrong-doer  )(  
Wrong-doing    
 
Zoroastrian  
Zoroastrianism  
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1 Preamble to Qur’anic exegesis

1 The Khawarij, literally meaning rebels or dissidents are those who broke away, for the-
ological and political reasons, from cAli b. Abi Talib (d.40/661) during the war with the
governor of Syria, Mucawiyah (d.60/680), in what is known as the battle of Siffin in
37/657 (Gätje 1971, p. 18; al-Shahrastani 1986, 1, pp. 114–122). The word Khawarij is
derived from the Arabic verb kharaja (to go out, to secede). The first notable secession
was that of a group of cAli’s soldiers at the battle of Siffin who objected to any form of
arbitration at the battle and protested that the judgement should be left to God alone.
Later on they have got more supporters in Kufah. The Khawarij are divided into a
number of sub-sects and believe that the grave sinner (murtakib al-kaba’ir) would go to
hell, that non-Kharijites were disbelievers (kafir) and could thus be killed, and that any
upright believer, even a black slave, could become Imam, whether or not he descended
from the Quraish tribe. The modern descendants of the Khawarij today are the Ibadis.
The Ibadiyyah, therefore, represents a moderate wing of the Khawarij. The founder of
Ibadiyyah is cAbd Allah b. Ibad who was a first/seventh century Kharijite leader. The
Ibadiyyah’s theology is influenced by the Muctazilah, such as the doctrine of the cre-
ation of the Qur’an, that the individual’s deeds are created by God and that although the
grave sinner is a monotheist, he or she is no longer a believer (muwahhid la mu’min).
There are Ibadis today in Oman, East Africa and North Africa (Netton 1992, pp. 109,
145; al-Shahrastani 1986, 1, pp. 134–135).

2 The word ‘hadith’ is a nominalized noun (masdar) and is thus morphologically derived
from the verb haddatha (to say something, speak) and has been exclusively employed
for the ‘sayings of the Prophet’ which later on have been also known as the sunnah (the
customary practice of Muhammad that indicates his actions and sayings). Although both
the Qur’an and hadith address similar exhortation lessons, their discourses are stylisti-
cally dissimilar (for details on stylistic and linguistic features of Qur’anic discourse, see
ch. 1 in Abdul-Raof 2004). There are 35 linguistic and 19 textual prototypical features
of Qur’anic Arabic (ibid.). For details on rhetorical features of Qur’anic discourse, see
ch. 12 in Abdul-Raof 2003. For more details on hadith, see Chapter 2, Sections 2.2, 2.3,
2.4, 2.5 and 2.6 of the present book.

3 The isnad (chain of authorities) provides the name of the eyewitness of the actual event,
the person to whom he or she related the event, the person to whom this transmitter
(muhaddith) related the matn (actual text of the hadith) and so forth until the hadith was
recorded (Berg 2000, p. 7).

4 Traditional Qur’anic exegesis is referred to as al-tafsir bil-ma’thur which is the first
school of exegesis that started during the lifetime of Muhammad. The major sources are
Qur’anic intertextuality, prophetic hadiths and companions’ views. This school of
Qur’anic exegesis represents mainstream, that is, orthodox, Islam and does not allow
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rational, that is, personal hypothetical, opinions to be expressed with regards to the
elucidation of the Qur’an.

5 Jewish anecdotes are referred to in Arabic as al-isra’iliyyat which is the plural of
isra’iliyyah and is related to the Children of Israel (banu isra’il). Jewish anecdotes are
folklore details influenced by the Judeo-Christian milieu. According to muslim exeget-
ical sources, the word Israel (which in Arabic is isra’il) was the name for the Prophet
Yacqub (Jacob) who is the father of the Prophet Yusuf (Joseph). Jewish anecdotes rep-
resent the exegetical views of both the Jews and the Christians on specific Qur’anic
subject matters. These views, however, are often of the converts from these two faiths.
Jewish anecdotes are one of the exegetical techniques in Qur’anic exegesis. As a tool,
Jewish anecdotes are employed by both schools of exegesis: traditional, that is, al-tafsir
bil-ma’thur, and hypothetical opinion, that is, al-tafsir bil-ra’i. Muhammad gave per-
mission to his companions to ask the People of the Book (ahl al-kitab), especially the
Jews, about clarifications regarding certain Qur’anic expressions and parables (qasas
al-anbiya’), but he also warned them not to take their views completely for granted.
However, Muhammad left this matter to the comapnion’s common sense. It is worth-
while to note that Jewish anecdotes have acquired a negative connotation in Qur’anic
exegesis. Thus, a work of tafsir which is heavily dependant on these anecdotes is not
taken as a reliable tafsir source. Jewish anecdotes are classified into

(i) those that are true,
(ii) those that are untrue and

(iii) those that are in between maskutun canhu (literally meaning ‘to be quiet about
them’), that is, neither true nor untrue, but the exegete is allowed to quote the ‘in-
between’ Jewish anecdotes.

6 al-tafsir bil-ra’i (hypothetical opinion or rational exegesis) is the second major school of
Qur’anic exegesis which subsumes mainstream and some non-mainstream exegetes.
The exegetical views of this school are primarily hinged on the exegete’s personal hypo-
thetical opinion. Therefore, it is referred to as rational or hypothetical, that is, personal
opinion, school of exegesis. This school of Qur’anic exegesis involves many ramifica-
tions (fee Figure 2 in Section 1.2 for more details on the dichotomy between the two
major schools of Qur’anic exegesis).

7 For more details on different political and theological exegetical matters, see Chapter 3,
Sections 3.2 and 3.3.

8 There are two kinds of mode of reading: multiple source and irregular modes of read-
ing. For all schools of Qur’anic exegesis, the Qur’anic text is that which is entirely
hinged upon the multiple source mode of reading (qira’ah mutawatirah) which is
regarded as most authentic and common among the Qur’an recitors, and most impor-
tantly, the mode of reading that has been passed on from one recitor to another.
However, the irregular mode of reading (qira’ah shadhdhah) is a form of reading which
is adopted by one companion only; thus, it is ad hoc and may be rejected by other
schools of exegesis. The irregular mode of reading is a form of within-the-text exegeti-
cal information (qira’ah cala al-tafsir) that has been adopted by some companions but
failed to acquire recognition and has not been passed on from one generation of recitors
to another. For this reason, the irregular mode of reading does not constitute a Qur’anic
form; that is, it is rejected and is considered as a non-Qur’an because it accepts lexical
addition (i.e. the use of an exegetical word or periphrastic details, that is, the use of an
expression to explain something in a given ayah). It is also important to note that all the
irregular modes of reading are abrogated by the cUthmanic master codex, they are not
allowed to be used in any prayer and they cannot be accepted as evidence to substanti-
ate any jurisprudential matter.

9 There have been divergent exegetical views on muhkam and mutashabih and some of
them are as follows:



(i) That all the Qur’an is mutashabih. This is based on Q39:23, ‘allahu nazzala
ahsana al-hadithi kitaban mutashabihan mathani [God has sent down the best
statement: a consistent Book wherein is reiteration],’ which signifies that all the
ayahs, throughout the Qur’an, are identical to each other in terms of (a) theolog-
ical significance, (b) eloquence, (c) rhetorical value, (d) linguistic and stylistic
elevation, (e) inimitability and (f) spiritual therapy.

(ii) That all the Qur’an is muhkam and is based on Q11:1, ‘kitabun uhkimat ayatuhu
thumma fussilat [This is a Book whose ayahs are perfected and then presented
in detail],’ which signifies that all the ayahs are (a) inimitable; (b) intertextually
related, that is, explain each other and (c) do not contradict each other.

(iii) That the Qur’an is a blend of both muhkam and mutashabih ayahs. This is sup-
ported by Q3:7, ‘minhu ayatun muhkamatun hunna ummu al-kitabi wa’ukharu
mutashabihat [There are ayahs in the Qur’an that are precise which are the foun-
dation of the Book, and other ayahs are unspecific].’ This is the ayah from which
the controversy over the muhkam and mutashabih has stemmed.

(iv) The mutashabih represents theological matters whose meanings are exclusive to
God only, such as (a) the day of judgement (qiyam al-sacah); (b) the coming out
of the Cheat, that is, the Charlatan (khuruj al-dajjal); (c) names and attributes of
God (asma’ wasifat allah); (d) theologically sensitive ayahs that involve expres-
sions such as the seeing of God, the rivers in paradise and the size, taste, and
form of fruits in paradise and (e) cryptic letters at the beginning of some surahs
(al-ahruf al-muqattacah or al-muqattacat). This exegetical view is based on Q3:7,
‘wama yaclamu ta’wilahu illa allah [No one knows its true interpretation except
God].’ The muhkam, however, is what is known to exegetes either through their
surface meaning or through personal hypothetical opinion.

(v) That the mutashabih is what is ambiguous to the exegete, while the muhkam is
what is clear and self-explanatory.

(vi) That the mutashabih is whatever that requires more than one meaning, while the
muhkam is whatever that requires one meaning only.

(vii) That the meaning of the mutashabih can be justified by the exegete such as why
the number of units in daily prayers is different, and why do we fast in Ramadan
rather than in other months of the year. However, the meaning of the muhkam
is known and the exegete can provide a reason for a given meaning.

(vii) That the mutashabih is semantically non-autonomous, that is, whose meaning is
dependant upon other ayahs. The muhkam, however, enjoys semantic autonomy
and does not require reference to other ayahs.

(ix) That the meaning of the mutashabih can only be derived through hypothetical
opinion, while the meaning of the muhkam is directly derived from a given cir-
cumstance of revelation.

(x) That the mutashabih ayahs occur elsewhere in the Qur’an with some minor lin-
guistic or stylistic variation, while the muhkam ayah occurs only once and is not
repeated again.

(xi) That the mutashabih includes (a) the repeated stories of the Prophets, (b) stories of
past nations and (c) similitudes (al-amthal). What constitutes the mutashabih features
in these stories are (a) the words that have different shades of meaning when they
occur in different stories, (b) when the same story is narrated elsewhere in the Qur’an
with a different style and word order and (c) the words that have similar shades of
meaning when they occur in different places of the same story. However, the
muhkam includes (a) obligatory duties (al-fara’id), (b) reward and (c) punishment.

(xii) That the mutashabih includes the abrogated ayahs (al-mansukh), while the
muhkam includes what is legal or illegal (al-halal wal-haram).

(xiii) That the mutashabih includes the ayahs that are linguistically and stylistically
similar but are semantically dissimilar, while the muhkam ayahs are those which
do not enjoy these linguistic and stylisitc phenomena.
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(xiv) That God’s attribute expressions (sifat allah) are muhkam because they can be pro-
vided with exegetical details. In other words, an attribute can be given a semantic
analysis. However, at the same time, God’s attributes are considered as mutashabih
because exegetes do not know about ‘the how’ (al-kaifiyyah) of each expression.
For instance, exegetes know the semantic details of God’s attributes such as the
attribute of al-maji’ (coming) in ‘waja’a rabbuka wal-malaku saffan saffa [Your
Lord has come and the angels, rank upon rank]’ (Q89:22); the attribute of al-istiwa’
(God establishing Himself above the throne), as  in ‘thumma istawa cala al-carsh
[Then God established Himself above the Throne]’ (Q7:54, Q10:3, Q13:2); ‘al-
rahmanu cala al-carshi istawa [The Most Merciful who is above the throne estab-
lished]’ (Q20:5) and the attribute of yadd (hand), as in ‘yadu allahi fawqa aidihim
[The hand of God is over their hands]’ (Q48:10). Thus, these attributes are
muhkam. However, exegetes are unable to unravel how the coming of God will be
like (i.e. how God will walk), how did the istiwa’ (i.e. the establishment on the
throne) take place and how does the hand of God look like. Thus, although the
Arabic lexicon can provide a semantic definition of an attribute of God, it can be of
no assistance to the exegete as to ‘how’ an attribute actually functions or looks like.

For more details on theological mutashabihat, see n. 4 of Chapter 4. For more details on
linguistic mutashabihat, see the manuscript Tafsir Mutashabihat al-Qur’an (author
unknown; d.1161/1748), Istanbul, Veliyyüddin Ef.

10 The Shicah have developed their own legal system based on hadiths transmitted and
authenticated by Jacfar al-Sadiq (d.148/765) and other Shici Imams (cf. Watt 1990, p.
116). The Ismacilis (al-ismaciliyyah) are also adherents of Shicism. However, they
believe in the imamate of Ismacil b. Jacfar, the eldest son of the Shici Imam Jacfar al-
Sadiq; that is, they acknowledge seven principal Imams after the death of Muhammad.
The Ismacilis are also known by other names such as al-batiniyyah, al-qaramitah and al-
mazdakiyyah (al-Shahrastani 1986, 1, p. 192). The term al-batiniyyah, however, is
related to Qur’anic exegesis since it refers to hypothetical opinion which the
Ismaciliyyah believe in. Also, al-batiniyyah is derived from al-batin, that is, the esoteric
(underlying, hidden or allegorical) meaning as opposed to exoteric (surface, literal or
non-allegorical) meaning. In terms of intertextuality between hadith and the Qur’an in
Qur’anic exegesis, the Shicah employ only the hadiths which are narrated on the author-
ity of their own Imams and are deeply sceptical about the majority of the hadith litera-
ture adduced by other mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes.

11 After Iran embraced Islam, the dominant schools of thought were the Sunni Hanafi and
Shafici. Shicism began to emerge after the tenth/sixteenth century and Shicite theology
began to enjoy political weight at the expense of dramatic Sunni ebb. Shicism in Iran had
become a Safavid political mechanism encouraged by the Safavid rulers to counter the
Ottoman Empire. Imber (1979), for instance, brings to our attention the Ottoman Shici
sects who were persecuted during the second half of the tenth/sixteenth century. This
marks the theological and political cleavage between the Ottoman state and the Safavid
state. The Shicis were executed by the Sunni Ottoman authorities on charges of heretics
and cursing the rightly guided caliphs Abu Bakr al-Siddiq, cUmar and cUthman. For
Imber (1979, p. 272), the death penalty was not invariable, particularly in cases which
involved large groups of heretics. During the early years of the first decade of the twenty-
first century, sectarian differences surfaced afresh in Iraq after the end of Saddam
Hussein’s rule in March 2003. In Iraq, 2006 marks the beginning of a new sectarian twist.
After the blowing up of the 1200-year-old Shici shrine in the Iraqi city of Samarra’ on
Wednesday, 22 February 2006, sectarian violence between the Shicis and Sunnis claimed
more than 130 lives in the first two days, among them 47 Shicis; across Iraq, 180 Sunni
mosques burnt out, 10 Sunni mosque imams killed and 15 abducted.

12 The commentary Tanwir al-Miqbas min Tafsir Ibn cAbbas ascribed to Ibn cAbbas is
essentially a lexicographical work which consists of simple glosses to the Qur’anic text.



It is basically an intra-lingual Arabic translation of the Qur’an which aims to make dif-
ficult Qur’anic expressions accessible to the reader and is devoid of textual and gram-
matical analysis (cf. Rippin 1988, p. 164).

13 During the third century after al-Shafici (d.204/820), two scholars, building on the work
of predecessors, produced what became standard collections of ‘sound’ or authentic
hadiths. The books, both entitled al-Jamic al-Sahih (the sound collection), and usually
known as ‘the two Sahihs’, were by al-Bukhari (d.194/810–256/870) and Muslim
(d.202/817–261/875) respectively. Along with these two collections, four other collec-
tions came to be regarded by scholars as specially reliable and are called Sunan. They
are those by Ibn Majah (d.272/886), Abu Dawud (d.274/888), al-Nasa’i (d.303/915) and
al-Tirmidhi (d.292/904). The four Sunans, as they are often called, and the two Sahihs
are known to Muslim scholars as ‘the six books’ and are arranged in chapters according
to the questions of law involved (Watt 1973, p. 259). It is worthwhile to note that the
Shici exegetes do not recognize these ‘six books’ as sources of authentic hadiths.

14 Kamali (2005, 66ff) provides an interesting account of hadith forgery and gives some
political reasons for this phenomenon such as the political differences between cAli and
Abu Bakr, cAli and Mucawiyah, cAli and cA’ishah, as well as the political cleavages
between cAbd Allah b. al-Zubair and cAbd al-Malik b. Marwan, and between the
Umayyads and the Abbasids. Kamali (2005, p. 67) claims that numerous fabricated
hadiths have been recorded in condemnation of Mucawiyah such as When you see
Mucawiyah on my pulpit, kill him. On their part, the Umayyad supporters have forged
their own hadiths such as ‘The trusted ones are three: I (i.e. Muhammad), Gabriel, and
Mucawiyah.’ As for the Abbasids, they also have fabricated political hadiths like ‘When
the caliphate reaches banu al-cAbbas, it will not leave them until they surrender it to
Jesus the son of Mary.’ Racial, tribal and linguistic fanaticism is another context in
which hadith has been fabricated (Kamali 2005, p. 68). Thus, we encounter forged
hadiths on the superiority of the Arabs over non-Arabs. The forgers of hadith are mainly
the story-tellers and preachers who make up stories and attribute them to the Prophet.
People who want to please or flatter their overlords also forged hadiths on the virtues of
certain varieties of food such rice, lentils, aubergines (Kamali 2005, p. 69).

15 For more details on the requirements of hadith authenticity, see Chapter 2, Section 2.7.
16 It is worthwhile to note that the notion of naskh (abrogation) has been linked to the com-

pilation of the Qur’an. Different Western scholars have advanced distinct views on how
the Qur’an has come to assume its present shape. For Burton, for instance, the final text
of the Qur’an has been produced by Muhammad himself. Wansbrough, however, argues
that the final text of the Qur’an emerged a century or more after the death of
Muhammad. Both Burton and Wansbrough have linked the emergence of the final text
of the Qur’an with the notion of naskh (Powers 1988, p. 117).

17 Wansbrough (1970, p. 247) has rejected the authenticity of the old tafsir works. His prem-
ise is based on the use of poetic quotations (shawahid) from profane literature as an exeget-
ical tool to explain difficult Qur’anic expressions. In his view, poetry, as an exegetical device
has not been employed by early exegetes of the formative phase such as Muqatil
(d.150/767), al-Kalbi (d.146/763) and Sufyan al-Thawri (d.161/777). However, Gilliot
(2002, p. 104), Gätje (1971, p. 33) and Boullata (1990) oppose Wansbrough’s argument and
claim that employment of shawahid by exegetes go back to Ibn cAbbas and his students.

18 It should be noted that wujuh works (al-wujuh wal-naza’ir) are not restricted to Qur’anic
exegesis. There are wujuh works that deal with poetry and the multiple senses of poetic
expressions, wujuh works that deal with Arabic language in general, wujuh works that
deal with Arabic grammar, as well as wujuh works that deal with jurisprudential matters.

2 Exegesis and Hadith

1 Although Muhammad discouraged the companions to write down his hadiths to avoid
confusing them with the Qur’an, there are reports that some of his companions wrote
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down some hadiths for their personal use without a systematic order or thematic classi-
fication. The documentation of hadith has become a preoccupation of Muslim scholars
as concerns have increased over memory, error and inaccuracy in hadith. As time
passed, the chain of authorities has become longer and details of names, places and dates
therein become burdensome for anyone’s memory. However, during the successors’
phase, cUmar b. cAbd al-cAziz (d.101/719) assigns officially the task of writing down
the hadith to Abu Bakr Muhammad b. Hazm (d.120/737), the governor of Madinah. The
same task has also been designated to Muhammad b. Muslim b. Shihab al-Zuhri
(d.124/742) of Madinah who is the teacher of Imam Malik (d.179/795). Imam Malik has
also shown interest in the collection of hadith and his Muwatta’ has become a well-
known hadith collection work. The extensive hadith collections have been later accom-
plished during the second/eighth and third/ninth centuries (al-Khatib 1963; al-Sibaci
1978; Kamali 2005, 22ff).

3 The politics of exegesis

1 According to Schmidtke (2006, p. 108), Muctazili intellectual thought was enthusiasti-
cally adopted by Shici and Ibadi theologians, Karaite Jews and Christians. The impact
of Muctazili doctrines on the twelver Shicis began to be felt during the second half of the
third/ninth century. For instance, the Shici scholar al-Sharif al-Murtada (d.436/1044)
adopted the Muctizili doctrines of Abu Hashim al-Jiba’i (d.321/933). Thus, the fusion of
Shicism and Muctazilism reached its final shape (ibid., p. 109).

2 The doctrine of qadar is called al-qadariyyah (Qadarism) and the person who believes
in qadar is called qadari. The qadari (Qadarite) is the one who believes that both good
and bad qadar come from God and submits totally to it (al-Shahrastani 1986, 1, p. 43).
For Thomson (1950, p. 208), the cradle of the Qadarite movement was Christian
country, Iraq and Syria. The first to profess free will in Islam was a man of Basrah,
Macbad al-Juhaini and his immediate successor is said to have been a man of Damascus,
Abu Marwan Jailan, crucified by the caliph Hisham (d.105–125/724–743) at the gate of
his capital.

3 Annabelle Böttcher (2003) provides an interesting discussion of the Sunni and Shici
clerical networks, their pyramidal shape and the social, religious and political role of the
Islamic network leaders in the Middle East. The main duty of the network leader is to
elucidate the sharicah, educate his network followers and guide them how to apply the
sharicah in their daily life. Böttcher (ibid., p. 43) also argues that the differences between
Sunni and Shici conceptions of political and religious authority seem to have influenced
network structures inasmuch as the charismatic authority of Shici network leaders is
linked to their position in the official Shici religious hierarchy. In recent Shici history,
religious power merged with political power. The same applies to Sunni non-Sufi net-
work leaders. Confrontation has also emerged in the Middle East such as Lebanon
where in Saida, a coastal town in the south of Lebanon, the Naqshabandi network leader
Shaikh Sacad regularly clashes with the orthodox Sunni network leaders. These con-
frontations are mere power struggle over zones of influence where two expansionist
conceptions of Islamic mission, the dacwah, collide. The Sufi, that is, Naqshabandi,
practices such as the birthday celebrations for the Prophet have also created many prob-
lems with mainstream Sunni currents in the United States. The Naqshabandiyyah is a
Sufi order named after Baha’ al-Din Naqshaband (d.791/1389) and his Sufi order is
widely active throughout the world today, including the United Kingdom (Bradford and
Leeds), where they also practise annually the birthday celebrations for the Prophet. In
recent years, they have started organizing marches through the Yorkshire cities of Leeds
and Bradford in the United Kingdom.

4 It is probably impossible now to determine when the doctrine that the Qur’an was cre-
ated first held explicitly. Statements that it was held by theologians of the first/seventh
and the second/eighth century must be accepted with great reserve. This doctrine is
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linked to Jahm b. Safwan (d.128/746) and later on the Jahmiyyah non-mainstream sect.
The earliest person who is reported to have held that the Qur’an was created was al-Jacd
b. Dirham (d.124/741), who was put to death by the caliph Hisham (d.105–125/
723–742). al-Jacd b. Dirham was the teacher of Jahm. al-Jacd b. Dirham was said to have
been a Manichaean and to have been the first both to take views from the Sabaeans and
philosophers and to hold the doctrine of tactil (the denial of human or mundane attrib-
utes to God; al-Shahrastani 1986, 1, p. 86). The notion of tactil literally means the strip-
ping from God of everything anthropomorphic. The notion of tactil sigifies that God is
unique and that nothing resembles Him. No attribute might belong to God which
belonged to man. While the Jahmiyyah denied the human attribute to God (tactil),
Muqatil b. Sulaiman (d.150/767), in an attempt to refute the Jahmiyyah’s argument,
exaggerated God’s attributes and became an anthropomorphist; thus, Muqatil had laid
down the foundation of anthropomorphism (tajsim and tashbih).

The assertion that al-Jacd b. Dirham derived the doctrine of the Qur’an’s creation from
a Jew called Labid may be merely slander. For the Jahmiyyah, God is characterized above
all by Divinity (al-uluhiyyah). Thus, the method of tactil leads to an abstract, bare and fea-
tureless conception of God, which robs the religious consciousness of much that is pre-
cious to it (Watt 1950, p. 31). Like the Muctazilah, the Jahmiyyah hold the view that God’s
knowledge, like the Qur’an, is created. The other belief of both the Muctazilah and the
Jahmiyyah is that God is not seated on the throne which seemed to them to involve spa-
tial restriction and a limitation of God’s being. In accordance with this, they asserted that
when Moses heard a voice, he did not hear the speech of God or God speaking – the infi-
nite God could not be restricted to the compass of finite words – what Moses heard was
merely a speech created by God (Watt 1950, pp. 29, 31–32; Wensinck 1932, pp. 77–79).
This, of course, has a significant implication on the exegesis of Q7:143. This ayah
involves two theological beliefs: the speech of God and whether God will be seen in the
hereafter. For non-mainstream exegetes such as the Shicah, the Ismaciliyyah, the
Ibadiyyah, the Muctazilah and the Jahmiyyah, God will not be seen in the hereafter even
by the believers.

5 Among the basic points of the Rafidi doctrine are

(i) the identity of the rightful Imam;
(ii) the accusation of unbelief against most of the companions;

(iii) the rejection of Abu Bakr, cUmar and cUthman as legitimate successors to
Muhammad and

(iv) the rejection of ijtihad (the independent judgement of the jurist in legal matters;
cf. Watt 1973, pp. 160–161).

Some supporters of cAli, however, have gone to the extreme. For instance, Bayan b.
Samcan al-Nahdi (lived in Iraq after 100/718) was an extreme supporter of cAli b. Abi
Talib and claimed the divinity (uluhiyyah) of cAli. cAbd Allah al-Qasri murdered
Bayan due to his extreme Shicism and burned his body (Shakir 1988, p. 76).
Exagerated Shici views can also be traced to the Fatimids (al-Fatimiyyun)
(d.297–567/909–1171) who ruled in North Africa and in Egypt. The Fatimids issued
an order that prohibited the sale of al-malakhya (a vegetarian meal from a vegetable
called Jew’s mallow [corchorus olitorius]) because Mucawiyah used to like it. The
same order also prohibited people to eat al-jarjir (watercress) because cA’ishah used to
eat it (Farahat 1997, p. 28).

6 The manipulation of religion by politicians has also found its way in modern American
and British politics. To justify his invasion of Iraq in March 2003, the American
President George W. Bush claimed in 2005 that God had ordered him to do so. Reading
from the same song sheet, the British Prime Minister Tony Blair announced on Friday,
3 March 2006, that he went to war on Iraq with the USA because his decision ‘is guided
by his Christian faith . . . and that the judgement is made by God’.
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7 In Islamic law, the expression taczir is a nominalized noun derived from the verb cazzara
(to smack hard). In Qur’anic exegesis, however, the verb (cazzara) means ‘to support’,
as in Q5:12, Q7:157 and Q48:9. Censure (al-taczir) in Islamic law is a form of punish-
ment given by the judge rebuking the person who commits an illegal act that does
not require any category of hadd (punishment). However, taczir is issued not only
through verbal rebuke but also through smacking or imprisonment (al-Jaziri 1972, 5,
pp. 320–321).

8 According to Muslim scholars, the notion of fard kifayah (communal obligation ) refers
to any obligatory duty which should be undertaken by a representative number of
mature Muslim individuals. When it is performed by a given number of individuals, the
rest of the Muslim community are not considered as sinful and are excused for not per-
forming it, such as raising the call for prayers (adhan), the cid prayers, washing the
deceased, praying for him or her and burying him or her. The antonym of communal
obligation is an individual obligation (fard cain). An individual obligation is defined as
an obligatory duty incumbent upon every individual mature Muslim, such as the five
daily prayers, zakat, hajj, respect of parents and truthfulness (al-Ashqar 1997, pp.
36–37; Netton 1997, p. 80).

4 Dichotomy between tafsir and ta’wil

1 For more details on hadith, its collection, transmission and classification under one of
many categories of trustworthiness, see Chapter 2, Section 2.2.

2 Denotative meaning (al-macna al-qamusi) is a term used in semantics as part of classi-
fication of types of meaning. It involves the relationship between a word as a linguistic
unit and the non-linguistic entities to which it refers. It is also called referential mean-
ing. It is the dictionary definition of a given word, for instance, the denotation of lion
by its dictionary definition (asad). The antonym of ‘denotative meaning’ is ‘connotative
meaning’ (al-macna al-ishari). Thus, the connotation, that is, connotative meaning, of
lion might include bravery (shajacah) and strength (quwwah; cf. Crystal 1983, p. 104).
Denotative meaning is also related to non-allegorical, that is, exoteric, signification,
while connotative meaning refers to allegorical, that is, esoteric, signification.

3 In Islamic law, the notion of fard kifayah (communal obligation) refers to any obliga-
tory duty which can be performed by a representative number of mature Muslim indi-
viduals. For more details, see n. 8 in Chapter 3.

4 Although the Qur’an is described as entirely mutashabih by Q39:23, ‘allahu nazzala
ahsana al-hadithi kitaban mutashabihan [God has sent down the best statement: a con-
sistent Book wherein is reiteration],’ this meaning does not, however, mean ‘ambigu-
ous’ in this ayah. It signifies here that the Qur’an consists of ‘ayahs that are identical in
value to each other, intertextually referring to each other, logically arranged, consistent
with and do not contradict each other’ (Ibn Kathir 1993, 4, p. 52; al-Qurtubi 1997, 15,
p. 218). The other meaning of the expression mutashabih refers to ‘ambiguous ayahs.’
In this sense, the notion of mutashabihat can be divided into two categories:  

(i) Theological mutashabihat which are concerned with Qur’anic notions like the
names and attributes of Allah, the time of the Hour, the conditions of paradise, the
conditions of hell fire and the significations of cryptic letters. 

(ii) Stylistic mutashabihat which are any two or more ayahs that display stylistic and
linguistic similarities. As the exegete is expected to be armed with the expertise of
Arabic linguistics, the interpretation of such ayahs is permissible. For instance,
Q23:83, ‘laqad wucidna nahnu wa’aba’una hadha [We have been promised this,
we and our forefathers],’ and Q27:68, ‘laqad wucidna hadha nahnu wa’aba’una
[We have been promised this, we and our forefathers],’ are stylistically similar
and, therefore, represent stylistic mutashabihat. The only linguistic distinction
between them is the occurrence of the demonstrative pronoun hadha (this) at the
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end of Q23:83 and in the middle of Q27:68. It is worthwhile to note that English
fails to mirror the linguistic distinction between stylistically similar ayahs. For
further details and examples on stylistic mutashabihat, see Abdul-Raof 2004. For
more details on the divergent exegetical views with regards to muhkam and
mutashabih, see n. 9 of Chapter 1.

5 The antonym of the expression al-ra’yu al-mahmud (sound [commendable] personal opin-
ion) is al-ra’yu al-madhmum (unsound [objectionable] personal opinion) which is entirely
based upon the personal judgement of a given exegete without relying on any chain of nar-
ration from the Prophet, his companions or the early successors. It features in many
schools of exegesis and is adopted to back up an exegete’s theological or political posi-
tion. For a detailed discussion and examples, see Section 4.3.1 of the present chapter.

6 For more details on Jewish anecdotes, see n. 5 of Chapter 1.
7 The Arabic expression al-Khandaq means ‘the ditch or the trench’. After the battles of

Badr in 2/624 and Uhud in 3/625, al-Khandaq was the third major confrontation
between the Prophet in Madinah and his enemies from Makkah. To protect Madinah
from the encroaching Makkans in 5/627 with 10,000 men, Muhammad, on the advice
of Salman al-Farisi, had a trench dug to the North of the oasis. The siege lasted about
two weeks and, despite several assaults, the trench successfully guarded the oasis of
Madinah and the besiegers retired (Ali 1983, p. 1100; Netton 1997, p. 145).

8 Conceptual or thematic chaining refers to the exegetical approach referred to as cilm al-
munasabah which is concerned with leitmotifs that are conceptually linked. In other
words, it accounts for the intertextual relationships between different ayahs whose leit-
motifs are similar and which occur in the same or in different surahs. Thus, it is an
exegetical approach that falls within the school of linguistic exegesis. The first exegete
who introduced conceptual chaining in Qur’anic exegesis was Qatadah of the Basrah
school. Although Qatadah referred to the notion of consonance in exegesis, this valu-
able methodical approach in linguistic exegesis remained in a rudimentary shape until
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d.604/1207), al-Harali (d.638/1240) and Burhan al-Din al-Biqaci
(d.885/1480) managed to produce their tafsir works which feature conceptual chaining.
However, in terms of tafsir genre, their tafsir works are analytical.

9 For some exegetes, an ayah which involves majaz is like ‘inna alladhina yu’dhuna
allaha warasulahu [Those who hurt God and His Messenger]’ (Q33:57). This view is
represented by the Muctazili school of exegesis represented by al-Zamakhshari
(d.538/1143; 1995, 3, pp. 541–542) which has also been echoed earlier by the theolo-
gian al-Jassas (d.370/980; 1994, 3, p. 485). For al-Jassas, the first object of the verb
yu’dhi (to hurt) is ellipted which is implicitly understood as ‘friends’ (awliya’); that is,
the ayah should read ‘inna alladhina yu’dhuna (awliya’a) allahi warasulahu [Those who
hurt God’s (friends) and His Messenger].’ Thus, an esoteric meaning (allegorical) has
been advanced (cf. Heinrichs 1992, pp. 258–270).

10 For al-Juwaini (d.419/1028–478/1085), commendable ta’wil is referred to as ta’wil
maqbul (acceptable ta’wil; cf. al-cAkk 1986, p. 59).

11 The expression al-tafsir bil-ma’thur (traditional, mainstream exegesis) is one of the major
schools of exegesis that is primarily based on Qur’anic intertextuality, and the views that
are derived from prophetic tradition, the companions and the early successors.  

12 For al-Juwaini, objectionable ta’wil is referred to as ta’wil ghair sa’igh (not permissible
ta’wil, that is, unacceptable; cf. al-cAkk 1986, p. 59).

5 Evolution of exegesis

1 The day of immolation (yawm al-nahr) is on the 10th of dhu al-hijjah which is the last
month of the Muslim lunar calendar and during which pilgrimage takes place.

2 This is referred to in Arabic as al-isra’iliyyat which is the plural of isra’iliyyah and is
related to the Children of Israel (banu isra’il). According to the Qur’an, isra’il (Israel) is
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the Prophet Yacqub (Jacob) who is the father of the Prophet Yusuf (Joseph). For more
details, see n. 5 of Chapter 1.

3 It should be pointed out that Qur’anic intertextuality, ‘tafsir al-qur’an bil-qur’an’ (the
exegesis of the Qur’an by the Qur’an) is directly related to the notion of abrogating and
abrogated (al-nasikh wal-mansukh). The cases of Qur’anic intertextuality that are
related to this notion are (a), (b) and (c).

4 The process of recording Qur’anic exegesis has started in the first quarter of the sec-
ond/eighth century, that is, during the successors’ phase. The recording of hadith, how-
ever, was limited to writing down of hadiths which were in oral circulation during the
early years of the second/eighth century.

5 Although most of the companions have experienced and witnessed the revelation, they
have expressed distinct opinions with regard to some of the reasons for revelation, as in
laisu sawa’ (they are not the same, Q3:113) to which different circumstances of revela-
tion are given by Ibn cAbbas and Ibn Mascud. For Ibn cAbbas, the revelation of this ayah
is related to a group of unbelievers who accepted Islam and their tribe got very annoyed.
Ibn Mascud, however, attributes the revelation of this ayah to the late arrival of the
Prophet to the mosque for the evening prayer while the companions were waiting for
him (al-Wahidi 2000, p. 66). For more examples, see al-Wahidi (2000).

6 For Muslim scholars, the authentic version of the Qur’an is that which is entirely
hinged upon the multiple-source mode of reading. In other words, a mode of reading
of a given Qur’anic expression that is most common and is adopted by the majority
of the companions is regarded as a well-known mode of reading. Since it is passed on
from one reciter to another, it is referred to as a multiple source mode of reading. Any
other mode of reading that is adopted by one companion only is labelled as an irreg-
ular mode of reading. The irregular mode is a form of within-the-text exegetical infor-
mation (qira’ah cala al-tafsir) that has been adopted by some companions. For Muslim
scholars, this mode of reading does not constitute a Qur’anic form; that is, it is
rejected and is considered as a non-Qur’an. The irregular mode of reading takes the
form of lexical addition, that is, the use of an exegetical word, or periphrastic details,
that is, the use of an expression to explain something in a given ayah. It is also impor-
tant to note that

(i) all the irregular modes of reading were abrogated by the cUthmanic master codex,
(ii) they were not allowed to be used in any prayer and

(iii) they could not be accepted as evidence to substantiate any jurisprudential matter.

7 For more details about the dichotomy between marfuc, mawquf and maqtuc exegetical
views, see Figure 1 in Chapter 1, Section 1.2.

8 It is worthwhile to note that the expression ‘schools of Qur’anic exegesis’ we have
employed in this particular section should not be confused with the technical expression
that is also referred to as ‘schools of Qur’anic exegesis’. The subtle distinction between
the two expressions is that, in this section, the expression ‘schools of Qur’anic exege-
sis’ refers to the formative teaching institutions, so to speak, where the companion
exegetes used to teach their students in various places and countries. Most importantly,
one needs to realize that the sources of exegesis for these schools established by the
companions are mainly the same which are Qur’anic intertextuality and the tradition,
and that the approach adopted by the companions’ schools of exegesis is identical in
many respects. However, when the latter expression ‘schools of Qur’anic exegesis’ is
employed as the title of this book or in subsequent chapters, it refers to the various
approaches adopted by the mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes, the different
sources relied on, the different exegetical linguistic and jurisprudential tools adopted by
various exegetes throughout the birth and development of Qur’anic exegesis. Therefore,
the latter expression ‘schools of Qur’anic exegesis’ also signifies the variegated orien-
tations that have coloured Qur’anic exegetical works, classical and modern.

Notes 259



9 The word masruq is morphologically derived from the verb saraqa (to steal, to rob).
Thus, masruq is the passive participle (ism al-mafcul) of the verb saraqa which means
stolen. When the exegete Masruq was a child, he was stolen and then found and returned
to his parents. Thus, he was nicknamed as Masruq.

10 It is worthwhile to note that the recording of the prophetic tradition (al-sunnah or al-
hadith) has begun at the end of the first/seventh century. Therefore, the recording of
Qur’anic exegesis which is part of the hadith has in fact flourished during the reign of
the Umayyad caliph cUmar b. cAbd al-cAziz (d.101/720; known as cUmar II). The
recording and collection of hadith material in an official manner have also flourished
during his reign. Abu Bakr Ibn Muhammad Ibn Hazm (d.120/737) and Muhammad Ibn
Muslim Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d.124/742) are among those who compiled hadiths at
cUmar’s behest (cf. Berg 2000, p. 7). Other examples of recorded Qur’anic exegesis
include that of Ibn cAbbas (d.68/687), who dictated his exegetical views to his student
Mujahid b. Jabr (d.104/722); Sacid b. Jubair, who wrote a booklet (sahifah) of exegesis
to the caliph cAbd al-Malik b. Marwan (d.86/705); Abu al-cAliyah al-Riyahi (d.90/708),
who wrote an extended booklet of exegesis based on the views of his teacher Ubai b.
Kacb (d.20/640); the leader of Muctazilites, cAmru b. cUbaid al-Basri (d.143/760), who
wrote his exegesis based on his teacher al-Hasan al-Basri (d.110/728); cAbd al-Rahman
al-Suddi (d.127/744) who is said to have written a Qur’anic exegesis  and Zaid b. Aslam
(d.136/753).

11 cUmar b. cAbd al-cAziz, who is also known as the fifth caliph, has assumed his caliphate
in 99/717. During his reign, he ordered the collection and recording of hadith without
exegesis. Thus, Qur’anic exegesis studies have become an independent discipline of
hadith.

12 It is worthwhile to note that al-Dahhak was not tutored by any of the companions of the
schools of exegesis. Although he might have met Ibn cAbbas and narrated frequently
from him, al-Dahhak was not one of his students; that is, he did not learn Qur’anic exe-
gesis directly from him. However, he relied on Sacid b. Jubair, Ibn cAbbas’s student, in
his narration from Ibn cAbbas.

13 Other recorded, linguistically based and glossary-form Qur’anic exegetical works that
are independent of hadith are those by Wasil b. cAta’ (d.131/748), Aban b. Taghlub b.
Rabah (d.141/758), Yunus Ibn Habib (d.182/798), Abu Jacfar al-Ru’asi (d.187/802), al-
Farra’ (d.207/822), Abu cUbaidah (d.212/827), al-Akhfash (d.215/830), Abu cUbaid al-
Qasim b. Salam (d.224/838), Ibn Qutaibah (d.276/889), al-Mubarrad (d.285/898),
Thaclab (d.291/903), Ibn Kaisan (d.299/911), al-Fadl b. Salamah (d.300/912) and al-
Zajjaj (d.311/923).

14 Mujahid b. Jabr al-Makki was born during the caliphate of cUmar b. al-Khattab.
15 al-Kisa’i is a prominent Kufi Qur’an scholar and a well-known reciter. He is one of the

seven major reciters of the Qur’an. He is the counterpart of Sibawaihi, the head of the
Basrah school of grammar. al-Kisa’i has also met, in Basrah, with al-Khalil b. Ahmad
al-Farahidi (d.776/1374), the founder of Arabic grammar.

6 The formative schools of exegesis

1 Although Ibn cAbbas, unlike other companion exegetes of the Madinah and Kufah
schools, encouraged his students to take lecture notes, there was no Qur’anic exegesis
in a volume form that is holistic and well-structured until the first quarter of the
second/eighth century. Thus, the phase of recording exegesis had begun during the late
successors’ period which extended from the end of the Umayyads (d.41–132/661–749)
to the beginning of the Abbasids (d.132/749). Ibn cAbbas, for instance, had never
penned his Tafsi r, which we have today in a book form. Similarly, Tafsir Mujahid which
we have today was in the form of lecture notes but was later recorded in a book form
by Ibn Abi Najih as transmitted by (can) Mujahid.
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2 Tadlis in hadith studies means that the transmitter narrates a hadith from people whom
he has not actually heard them directly making the reader feel that he has met them and
learned the hadith from them. Thus, al-Hasan, as a transmitter, narrates hadiths from
companions or early successors whom he has not heard from directly.

3 Sacid b. al-Musaiyab (d.93/711) of Madinah was taught by Zaid b. Thabit (d.45/665).
Sacid was less than ten years old when Ubai b. Kacb passed away (d.20/640) and did not
have the opportunity to study with Ubai, the founder of the Madinah school of exege-
sis. Sacid was Abu Hurairah’s son-in-law and was known for his piety and knowledge
in jurisprudence and religious legal judgement. As a student of the Madinah school,
Sacid opposed the teaching and recording of tafsir and used to turn his head away when
asked about an exegetical matter and say, ‘ana la aqulu fi al-qur’ani shai’an [I do not
say anything about the Qur’an].’

4 For an informative account of theological mutashabihat, see n. 9 of Chapter 1 and n. 4
of Chapter 4.

7 Linguistic and stylistic tools of exegesis

1 For more details on Qadariyyah, see n. 2 of Chapter 3.
2 Since Arabic and English are linguistically incongruous languages, translation equiva-

lence is not possible to achieve in applied semantics. Although the two expressions,
mubashshiran and bashiran, are active participles in Arabic, their equivalent meaning in
English is almost the same, ‘bearer of good news’. English does not have the linguistic
mechanism of morphological shift which Arabic enjoys and which is a prototypical
characteristic of Qur’anic genre.

3 In both Qur’anic studies and exegesis, the mutashabihat ayahs have been tackled from
a theological perspective only. We believe that this controversial subject matter is also
required to be approached both linguistically and stylistically. Therefore, we have made
a distinction between theological mutashabihat and linguistic mutashabihat. For more
details on the notions of muhkam and mutashabih, see n. 9 of Chapter 1 in the present
work. For theological mutashabihat, see Chapter 8, Section 8.2, point 3 of this work, and
also Abdul-Raof 2003 (ch. 6, section 6.3). For a detailed investigation of the various
kinds of linguistic mutashabihat in Qur’anic discourse, the reader is referred to Abdul-
Raof 2004.

4 Qur’anic exegetes and linguists claim that the ayah Q9:3 was the main reason for the
writing down of Arabic grammar. A man came to cUmar b. al-Khattab and read this
ayah with the noun His Prophet in the genitive case, that is, rasulihi, and claimed that
he learned this mode of reading in Madinah. cUmar objected to this reading and urged
him to read the noun with a nominative case, that is, rasuluhu. He told the man, ‘inna
allaha la yabra’u min rasulihi [Indeed, God does not dissociate Himself from His mes-
senger!].’ The minute difference is between the letter /lam/ (/l/ letter) with either the
short vowel /u/ or the short vowel /i/. cUmar ordered that no one was allowed to read the
Qur’an unless he was a linguist. He also called the well-known grammarian Abu al-
Aswad al-Du’ali (d.69/688) and asked him to lay down the foundation of Arabic gram-
mar and write a book about it (al-Darwish 1992, ch. 4, p. 54; al-Zamakhshari 1995, 2,
p. 237; Abu Haiyan 2001, ch. 5, p. 8).

5 Due to the fact that Arabic and English are linguistically incongruous languages, equiv-
alence in meaning between the two languages cannot be maintained. Thus, the transla-
tions of Arabic particles like ‘in’ and ‘idha’ cannot be conveyed to the English reader
through the meaning of the English condition particle (if) for both Arabic particles.

6 Synonymy is a universal linguistic feature that occurs in both oral and written discourses.
Mainstream and non-mainstream exegetes have expressed diverse opinions with regard
to synonymy in Qur’anic discourse. Mainstream exegetes such as al-Tabari, Ibn
Taimiyyah, Ibn cAtiyyah, Ibn Kathir, al-Raghib al-Asfahani, al-Qurtubi are proponents
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of the view that Qur’anic discourse does not have any synonymy. Non-mainstream
exegetes such as al-Zamakhshari, and scholastic rhetoricians of Muctazili leanings such
as al-Khattabi, have also advocated the opinion that Qur’anic discourse does not involve
complete synonymy. al-Suyuti, a mainstream exegete, has remained undecided.
Mainstream Qur’an scholars like al-Zarkashi also holds the view that the language of the
Qur’an does not have any synonymy.

7 This is closely related to applied semantics and the notion of equivalence in translation
theory. The verb yaqtarif represents a limit of translatability in Qur’an translation of
Q6:113, 120, Q9:24 and Q42:23 (for more details on the semantic problems in Qur’an
translation and their impact on Qur’anic exegesis, see Abdul-Raof 2001).

8 For more details on selectional restrictions and entailment in Qur’anic Arabic, see
Abdul-Raof 2004, ch. 5, section 5.5, and for semantic componential features in Qur’anic
Arabic, see Abdul-Raof 2004, ch. 3, section 3.2.1.

8 Jurisprudential tools of exegesis

1 The exegetical account of the tenets of faith in the Qur’an is an exegetical tool of exe-
gesis which we adopt in the surah structure (for more details on our surah structure in
the light of the tenets of faith, see Abdul-Raof 2005a ch. 4, section 4.7, and Abdul-Raof
2005b).
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