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INTRODUCTION

ISL312 Exegesis of the Qur'an is a one-semester fourteen credit
unit course prescribed as subsidiary Course for students of B.A. in
Islamic Studies programme of the National Open University of
Nigeria. The Course is also suitable for anyone who is interested in
understanding the growth and developments of the exegesis of the
Quran - Tafsir. There is no compulsory pre-requisite for the
Course.

This Course Guide tells you briefly what the Course is all about, what you are
expected to know in each Unit, what Course Materials you will be using

and how you can work your way through these Materials. It also
emphasizes the need for Tutor Marked Assignments. Detailed information on
your Tutor Marked Assignments is found in the separate file which will be
sent to you later. There are periodic Tutorial Classes that are linked to the
Course.

WHAT YOU WILL LEARN IN THIS COURSE

The overall aim of ISL312 Exegesis of the Quran is to introduce
you to the basic issues in the commentary of the Quran, the Book
from which all the principles and injunctions of Islam are drawn
and which was revealed to the Prophet Muhammad bit by bit for a
period of twenty-three vyears. Your understanding of Tafsir will
provide your understanding the Holy Qur‘an.

COURSE AIMS

The aim of this Course is to give you a comprehensive
understanding of the following basic issues of Tafsir, i.e its
emergence and development, its kinds, its primary and secondary
sources and their significance. It also aims at acquainting you with
some prominent Mufassirin past and presentwith brief appraisal of
their works of Tafsir. The two concluding Units expose you to the
Orientalists and Muslim Scholars translations of the Quran. These
aims will be achieved by:

Introducing you to the meaning and significance of the terms
Tafsir and Ta'wil of the Qur'an.

Leading you forward to understanding the emergence and
sources of the Tafsir.

Assisting you to identify various kinds of Tafsir.
Exposing you to the personality and qualities of Mufassir.

Highlighting the biography and works of some
selected
Mufassir.
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COURSE OBJECTIVES

Further, to achieve the aims set out above, there are overall
set objectives. In addition, each Unit has specific objectives. The
Unit

objectives are always included at its beginning. You should read
them before you start working through the units. You may want to
refer to them during your study of the unit to check your progress.
You should always look at the wunit objectives after completing
a unit. This is the way by which you can confirm whether you have
done what was required of you by the unit.

Stated below are the wider objectives of this course as a whole. By
meeting these objectives, you should have achieved the aims of
the course as a whole.

WORKING THROUGH THIS COURSE

To complete this Course, you are required to read the study units,
read recommended books and read other materials provided by the
National Open University of Nigeria (NOUN). Each unit contains
self-assessment exercise, and at points in the Course, you are
required to submit assignments for assessment purposes. At the
end of this course also there is a final examination. You will find
below list of all components of the Course and what you have to do.

COURSE MATERIALS
Major components of the course are:

1. Course Guide
2. Study Units

3. Textbooks

4. Assignment File

5. Presentation Schedule.

In addition, you must obtain the materials. They are provided by the
NOUN. Obtain your copy. You may contact your tutor if you have
problems in obtaining the Course materials.

Each unit contains a number of self-tests. In general, these self-tests
question you on the material you have just covered or require you to apply
them in some ways and, thereby, help you to gauge your progress and
to assignments. The exercises will assist you in achieving the stated learning
objectives of the individual units and of the course.
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SET TEXTBOOKS

You are required to purchase any of the under listed textbooks. You
need

them for this and some other Islamic studies courses.

Yusuf Ali, A (1948): The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary, South Africa,
Islamic Propagation Centre International

Abdul, M.O.A. (1978). The Holy Book of Islam, Nigeria: Islamic
Publications Bureau.
Al-Qattani, Manna’(1978), Mabahith fi ‘Ulimi’l-Qur’an, Al- Qahirah:
Matba‘u "I-Halbi.
As-Suyiti, Abdur-Rahman (1978). Al-ltgan fi-Uliimi’l-Qur’an, Al-
Qahirah: Al Mat-ba ‘atu "I-Halabi .
As-Sabbagh, Muhammad (1973). Lamahat fi ‘Ulami’l-Qur’an, Beirut, : Al-
Maktabu "I-Islami.
Abdu’r-Rahma, Doi (1990). Shari’ah: the Islamic Law, United Kingdom,
Taha Publishers.
Ibn Kathir, Ismail (1997). Tafsir al-Qur’an al-‘Azim, Beirut: Dar al-Fikr.
Philips, Abu Ameenah, ((1997). Usool at-Tafseer, Lagos: Al-Waseelat
Publishers.
Qutb, Sayyid (1979). In the Shade of the qur’an, United Kingdom: MWH  London
Publishers.

STUDY MODULES AND UNITS

MODULE 1: PRELIMINARIES

Unit 1: Definition of Terms

Unit 2: The Role of the Prophet and the Sahabah
Unit 3: The Early Schools of Tafsir

Unit 4. Later Stages in the Development of Tafsir

MODULE 2: APPROACHES TO TAFSIR

Unit 1: At-Tafsir bi ‘I-ma’thir 1.e. Traditional Commentary

Unit 2: At-Tafsir bi ‘I- ra‘y i.e. Intellectual Approach

Unit 3: At-Tafsir al-Madhhabr i.e. Sectarian Commentary

Unit 4: A't-Tafsir bi “I-Israiliyyat ( Judeo-Christian Based Commentary)
Unit 5: A't- Tafsir al- ‘Asri i.e. Modernists Commentary

MODULE 3: SOURCES OF TAFSIR AND QUR’AN TRANSLATIONS
Unit 1: Primary Sources of Tafsir

Unit 2: Secondary Sources of Tafsir

Unit 3: The Early Translation into English by Orientalists

Unit 4: The Muslim Translations into English.
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ASSIGNMENTS FILE

In this file, you will find all details of the work you must submit to your tutor
for marking. The marks you obtain from these assignments will count toward
the final mark you obtain for this course. Further information on assignments
will be found in the Assignment File itself and later in this Course Guide
in the section on assessment.

ASSESSMENT

There are two types of the assessment for the course. First aspects are the
Tutor-Marked Assignments; second, are the written examinations.

In tacking the assignments, you are expected to apply information and
knowledge acquired during this course.

The assignments must be submitted to your Tutor for formal assessment
in accordance with the deadlines stated in the Assignment File. The work you
submit to your Tutor for assessment will count for 30% of your total course
mark.

At the end of the course, you will need to sit for a final three-hour
examination. This will also count for 70% of your course mark.

TUTOR-MARKED ASSIGNMENTS

There are fifteen (13) Tutor-Marked Assignments in this course. You need
to submit four of the assignments; the best three marks you obtain from the
four will be counted and added to your examination marks for the final
grading.

The Tutor Marked Assignment questions for the units in this course are
contained in the section seven of each unit. You should be able to complete
your assignments from the information and materials contained in your set
textbooks, reading and study units. However, you are advised to use other
references to broaden your view point and provide a deeper understanding
of the subject.

When you have completed each assignment, send it together with Tutor-
Marked Assignment form to your Tutor. Make sure that each assignment
reaches your tutor on or before the deadline given in the Assignment
File. If, however, you cannot complete your work in time, contact your
tutor before the assignment is done to discuss the possibility of an examination.
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FINAL EXAMINATION AND GRADING

The final examination of ISL312 will be of two hours duration and 70% a
value of the total course grade. The examination will consist of questions
which reflect the type of self-testing, practice exercise and Tutor-Marked
problems you have come across. All areas of the course will be assessed.

You are advised to revise the entire course after studying the last unit before
you sit for the examination. You will find it useful to review your
Tutor- Marked Assignments and the comments of your Tutor on them
before the final examination.

This table shows how the actual final course marking is broken down.

Assessment Marks

Assignment 1-4 Best three marks out of the
four contain 10% each = 30%
of course mark

Final Examination 70% of overall course marks

Total 100% of course marks

PRESENTATION SCHEDULE: The presentation schedule included in
your course materials gives you the important dates for the completion of
tutor-marked assignments and attending tutorials. Remember you are
required to submit all your assignments by the due date. You should guard
against lagging behind in your work.

The dates for submission of all assignment will be communicated to you. You

will also be told the date of completing the study units and dates for examinations.
Below is an overview of the Course and schedule for the presentation of the
assignments.

Unit Weeks Activity | Assignments
Title of Work

Module 1: Preliminaries

Unit 1 | Course Guide/Definition of Terms | Week 1 Assignment 1

Unit 2 | The Role of the Prophet and the Week 2 Assignments
Sahabah 2

Unit 3 | The Early Schools of Tafsir Week 3 Assignment 3

Unit 4 | Later Stages in the Development | Week 4 Assignment 4
of Tafsir

Module 2: Approaches to Tafsir
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Unit 1 | At-Tafsir bi ‘l-ma’thar i.e. Week 5 Assignment 1
Traditional Commentary

Unit 2 | At-Tafsir bi I-ra‘y i.e. Week 6 Assignment 2
Intellectual Approach

Unit 3 | At-Tafsir al-Madhhabt i.e. | Week 7 Assignment 3
Sectarian Commentary

Unit4 | A't-Tafsir bi Week 8 Assignment 4
(Judeo-Christian Based
Commentary)

Unit5 | A't- Tafsir  al-‘Asrt i.e. | Week 9 Assignment 5
Modernists Commentary

MODULE  3: SOURCES OF TAFSIR  AND QUR’AN
TRANSLATIONS
Unit 1 | Primary Sources of Tafsir Week 10 | Assignment 1
Unit 2 | Secondary Sources of Tafsir Week 11 | Assignment 2
Unit 3| The Early Translation into English Week 12 | Assignment 3
Unit4 | The Muslim  Translations into | Week 13 | Assignment 4
English

Revision 1
Examination 1
Total 10

HOW TO GET THE MOST FROM THE COURSE

Since you will have minimal contact with the lecturer of this course, you
are expected to do a lot of independent studying.

As you study independently, take notes about points that you do not
understand and endeavour to clear up such points at the various tutorials
and discussions organized on the course. Each Unit is interspersed with
self-tests which are meant to enable you to evaluate yourself against the set
objectives in the units as you progress. You are advised to take the Unit
objectives seriously since they will guide you in your reading of the Unit
contents.

In distance learning, the study units replace the university lecture. This is
one of the great advantages of distance learning; you can read and work
through specially designed study materials at your own pace, and at a time and
place that suits you best. Think of it as reading the lecture instead of listening
to lecturer. In the same way lecturer might set you some reading to do, the
study units tell you when an in-class exercises your study provide exercise
for you to do at appropriate points.

DOWNLOAD MORE RESOURCES LIKE THISoN ECOLEBOOKS.COM



https://ecolebooks.com/
https://ecolebooks.com/
https://ecolebooks.com/
https://ecolebooks.com

Ecolebooks.com o

Each of the study units follows a common format The first item is an
introduction to the subject matter of the unit, and how a particular unit
IS
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integrated with the other units and the course as a whole. Next is a set of
learning objectives. These objectives let you know what you should be able to
do. When you have finished the units, you must go back and check
whether you have achieved the objectives. If you make a habit of doing this,
you will scientifically improve your chances of passing the course.

The main body of the units guides you through the required reading from
other sources.

Reading Section

Remember that your tutor’s job is to help you. When you need help, don’t

hesitate to call and ask your tutor to provide it.

1. Read this Course Guide thoroughly.

2. Organize a Study Schedule. Refer to the Course Overview’ for more
details. Note the time you are expected to spend on each unit and how the
Assignments relate to the units. Whatever method you choose to

use, you should decide on and write in your own dates for
working on each unit.

3. Once you have created your own study schedule, do everything you can to
stick to it. The major reason that students fail is that they get behind with
their Course work if you get into difficulties with your schedule, please,

let your Tutors know before it is too late for help.

4. Turn on Unit |, and read the introduction and the objectives for the
unit.

5. Assemble the study materials. Information about what you need
for unit is given in the “overview” at the beginning of each unit.

You will almost always need both the study unit you are working
on and one of your set books on your desk at the same time.

6. Work through the unit. Itself has been arranged to provide a sequence for
you to follow. As you work through the unit you will be instructed to read
sections from your set books or other articles. Use the unit to guide your
reading.

7 Review the objectives for each study unit to confirm that you have
achieved them. if you are not sure about any of the objectives, review the
study materials or consult your tutor.

8. Review the objectives for each study unit to confirm that you have
achieved them. if you are not sure about any of the objectives,

review the study materials or consult your tutor.

9. When you have submitted an assignment to your tutor for marking, do not
wait for its return before stating on the next unit. Keep to your schedule. When
the assignment is returned, pay particular attention to your tutor’s comments, both
on the tutor-marked assignment form and also on what is written on the
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assignment. Consult your tutors as soon as possible if you have any questions or
problems.

10. After completing the last unit, review the course and prepare yourself
for the final examination. Check that you have achieved the unit
objectives (listed at the beginning of each unit) and the course objectives
(listed in the Course Guide).

TUTOR AND TUTORIALS

There are eight (8) hours of tutorials provided in support of this course. You
will be notified of the dates, times and locations of these tutorials, together with
the name and phone number of your tutor as soon as you are allocated a tutorial
group.

Your tutor will mark and comment on your assignments. Keep a close watch
on your progress and on any difficulties you might encounter. He

will also provide assistance to you during the course. You must mail

your tutor-marked assignments to your tutor well before the due

date (at least two working days are required). They will be marked

by your tutors and returned to you as soon as possible.

Do not hesitate to contact your tutor on telephone, e-mail, or discuss

with him if you need help. The fallowing might circumstances in
which you would find help necessary.

Contact your tutor if:

You do not understand any part of the study unit or the assigned
readings.

You have difficulty with the self-assessments exercises.

You have a question or problems with an assignment, with your

tutor’s comments on any assignment or with the grading of an
assignment.

You should try your best to attend the tutorials. This is the only chance to have
face to face contact with your tutor and to ask questions which are
answered instantly. You can raise any problem encountered in the course of
your study. To gain the maximum benefit from course tutorials, prepare
a question list before attending them, you will learn a lot from participating in
the discussions actively.
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SUMMARY

ISL312 intends to introduce you to the studies on the commentary and
explanations written on the Qur’an as a Holy Book. Upon completing
this course; you will be able to answer questions such as:

What are the similarities and differences between tafsir and ta ‘wil
Why is Tafsir a necessity in the understanding of the Qur’an?
How did the science of Tafsir emerged and developed?

Identify the primary and secondary sources of Tafsir.

What are the kinds of Tafsir and what are their bases in the study of
Tafsir

Who is a Mufassir and what are his qualities?

What is the role played by Al-Tabari,al-Razi, Ibn Kathir, Al-Baydawi,
Al-Suyuti, al-Tha’labi, Al-Alusi and Nasafi in the development of the
science of Tafsir.

Trace the growth and development of Quran translation.

We wish you success.
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NATIONAL OPEN UNIVERSITY OF NIGERIA

ISL312: Exegesis of the Qur’an

MODULE 1: PRELIMINARIES

Unit 1: Definition of Terms

Unit 2: The Role of the Sahabah and Early Schools
Unit 3: The Early Schools of Tafsir

Unit 4: Later Stages in the Development of Tafsir

UNIT1 : DEFINITION OF TERMS

CONTENTS
1.0 Introduction
2.0 Objectives
3.0 Main Contents
3.1 Literal and Technical Definition of Tafsir
3.2 Literal and Technical Definition of Ta 'wil
3.3 Similarities and Dissimilarities between Tafsir and Ta 'wil
3.4 Translating and commenting on the Qur’an in non-Arabic Languages
4.0 Conclusion
5.0 Summary
6.0 Tutor marked Assignment
7.0 References / further Reading

1.0 INTRODUCTION

The Qur’an is the divine Book of the Muslims revealed to the Prophet
Muhammad (S.A.W) through arch-Angel Jibril at both cities of Makkah and
Medinah piece-meal between the period of 610 and 632 CE. Some of its contents are
well detailed in composition while some are brief. These non-detailed verses
need more explanation for clarification and understanding. This development gives
rise to the science of Tafsir (i.e. the exegesis of the Qur’an). The question
then arises: what is Tafsir? This unit answers your question; acquaints you
with the
literal and technical definition of the word and traces its origin. Welcome.

2.0 OBJECTIVES
It is hoped that at the end of this unit, you should be able to:

Explain the literal and technical sense of the term Tafsir
Expound the literal and technical sense of Ta 'wil
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Compare and contrast the terms Tawil and Tafsir
Expatiate on Tarjamah as it relates to Tafsir

3.0 MAIN CONTENT

3.1 Literal and Technical Meaning of Tafsir.
The Arabic word “Tafsir” derives from four-radical Arabic verb (fi ‘lu ruba‘t) which
has “fassara”, yufassiru and tafsir as its perfect, imperfect and verbal noun
respectively. Thus the Arabic word “Tafsir” literally means explanation, exposition,
elucidation, and explication. (Cowan 1973). It should be noted that the afore-
mentioned synonymous words cannot be substituted for Tafsir as they are generally
used in the literal context. Each of these words could be used in reference to
explanation of other texts rather than commentary on the Qur’an
Meanwhile Tafsir could be technically defined as an independent branch of learning
through which well and clear explanation and commentaries are provided in
Qur’anic studies for more clarification of its laws, tenets and messages for guidance
of mankind. It is in this vein that the Glorious Book itself says:

“For any parable they bring, we will bring you the

Truth and better explanation (7afsiran) (Qur’an.25:33)

The above Qur’anic verse points out that it was Allah (S.\W.T), himself who
charged Prophet Muhammad (S.A.W) to embark upon explaining the Qur’an
(Tafsir). From the time of this revelation, the running of Tafsir became the duty of the
Prophet (S.A.W) and later the duty of knowledgeable Muslims for the guidance of
mankind.

Thus as an Islamic branch of learning, Tafsir connotes providing explanation and
running commentary on words and expressions of the Holy Qur’an. This is done at
times in the light of :

(@) Asbabu ‘n-Nuzul: i.e. the circumstances are occasions surrounding the revelation of
a particular passage of the Qur’an.

(b) Al-Qiraat i.e. the variant readings of some words in the Qur’an and

(c) Al-Nasikh wa ‘I-Mansiikh i.e. the theory of abrogation.

Self Assessment Exercise 1
Examine the lexical and technical significance of the Arabic term “Tafsir”.

3.2 Literal and Technical Definition of Ta’wil
Another word, interchangeably used with Tafsir is Tawil. Let us consider its literal

and technical definition as we did in respect of “Tafsi”. The relationship between
them will then become clearer to us.
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The Arabic word “ta 'wil” derives from the four-radical Arabic verb “awwala”. Its
imperfect form and verbal noun are “yuawwilu” and “tawilan” respectively. The
word literally means to implement, to explain and to interpret.

It should be pointed out here that the afore-mentioned literal definition of 7a ‘'wil may
be generally used in literal context without referring to the Quran.

Meanwhile, ta’'wil could be technically defined as an act of shifting Qur’anic
expression away from its general obvious meaning to a certain specific meaning for
some reasons or motives. In this vein: Qur’an says:

It is He who has sent down to you the book. In it are verses that are

entirely clear, they are foundations of the book and others not entirely

clear ; so as for those in whose hearts there is a deviation, they follow

that which is not entirely clear; thereof seeking discord and seeking for

its hidden meanings. But none knows its hidden meaning save Allah.

And those who are firmly grounded in knowledge say: we believe in

It; the whole of it are from our Lord. And none receive admonition except

men of understanding (Qur’an 3:7)

The above-quoted Qur’anic verse divides ta 'wil into right and wrong fa ‘wil. It goes
further to point out that only Allah (S.W.T) and some pious knowledgeable people that
know the right za’wil of ambiguous expression in the Qur’an. Those people who
have deviation in their heart follow the ambiguous expression and seek for its hidden
meaning without sound knowledge.

It should be pointed out at this juncture that various commentaries took the channel of
ta’wil to find their way into the science of Tafsir  Strictly speaking therefore, ta 'wil
means interpretation or rendering of what is considered to be the intended
meaning of a Qur’anic verse or word. Men with sectarian tendencies: the
theologians, the Sufis and the modern exegetist of the Qur’an used this extensively
The Ahmadiyyah Muslim use za 'wil on a large scale.

Self Assessment Exercise 2
Try a critical explanation of the literal and technical significance of the term
“ta’wil”.

3.3 Similarity and Difference between Tafsir and Ta’wil

Early generation of Muslims considered both Tafsir and Ta'wil as
synonymous words that connote the same exercise in the Qur’anic studies. In the
later centuries, nineth and tenth centuries of Christian era, the term “Ta 'wil” started
attracting new connotations. During the earlier period of Islam both Tafsir and
Ta'wil were regarded as exercise of explaining, interpreting and commenting on the
Qur’anic expression for more clarification. After the demise of Companions of the
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Prophet (S.A.W), their Successors (7abi‘un) came into the limelight of Tafsir.
Itwas then that deviating and heretical commentary of Qur’anic expression found
their ways into the Tafsir branch of knowledge. This development generated a
hypothesis of discerning correct commentary of the Qur’anic expression from the
deviatig and heretical one. Consequently the term “7a 'wil” was set aside by the then
Islamic scholars for the artificial commentary of Qur’anic expression in order
to give it air of legitimacy. 7a'wil was then referring to the shifting of a
Qur’anic expression from its obvious meaning to one of its less likely meanings
due to its context.

Self Assessment Exercise 3

Briefly discuss the circumstance surrounding the attraction of new connotation
of

the term Ta 'wil.

3.4 Translating and Commenting on the Qur’an in Non-Arabic Languages
Another word related to Tafsir is Tarjamah i.e. translation. This may be harfiyyah
(i.e. literal) or Tafsiriyyah i.e. interpretational. The harfiyyah is usually discouraged
because it fails to give the real meaning by ignoring the contextual spirit of words
and passages explained. In the Tafsiriyyah translation, the translator gives an
explanatory rather than literal translation. In some cases explanatory notes are also
given in parenthesis. The origin and development of Qur’an translating shall be
expatiated upon in Module 3 of this Course.

4.0 CONCLUSION

Tafsir is a branch of Islamic learning which probes into commentaries run on
the Holy Qur’an for the thorough understanding of its injunctions, tenets and
messages. This is based on factors such circumstances surrounding revelation of the
passage, variat reading of some words, theories of abrogation etc, etc.

Ta'wil is a terminology that relates to Tafsir. Although it is sometimes
interchangeably used with it, in its strict sense, tawil means interpretation or
rendering of what is considered to be the intended meaning of a Qur’anic verse or
word; or shifting Qur’anic expression from its obvious meaning to one of its less
likely meanings resorted to in most cases by Scholars with sectarian tendencies to give
legitimacy to their point of view.

Tarjamah means translation; it may be literal which should be discouraged
Or interpretational providing explanatory notes in parenthesis.

5.0 SUMMARY
This unit discusses the dual terms Tafsir and Ta 'wil. It thoroughly examines
the positions of both terms in the Quranic studies. In the concluding sub-sections a
highlight of the similatities and differences between both terms and hints on literal
and interpretational Qur’anic translating are given.
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6.0 TUTOR MARKED ASSIGNMENT
Expound the concept of Tafsir within the context of Qur anic studies.
Discuss Qur’an 3:7 as it relates to the significance of Ta 'wil in the science
of Tafsir.
Compare and contrast Tafsir and Ta 'wil.
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UNIT 2: THE ROLE OF PROPHET MUHAMMAD AND THE SAHABAH
IN THE EMERGENCE OF TAFSIR

CONTENTS
1.0 Introduction
2.0 Objectives
3.0 Main Contents
3.1 The Need for Tafsir and the role of the Prophet
3.2 Role of the Sahabah in the emrgence of Science of Tafsir
3.3 Characteristics of the contribution of the Prophet and the Sahabah
to the Science of Tafsir
3.4 Characteristics of the Tafsir of the Sahabah
4.0 Conclusion
5.0 Summary
6.0 Tutor marked Assignment
7.0 References / further Reading

1.0 INTRODUCTION

As explained to you in Unit 1 Tafsir as one of the Sciences that emerged from
Quranic studies involves providing explanation and running commentary on the

Quranic passages, Surahs or Ayahs which are usually based on circumstances
surrounding the revelation of the passage, theory of abrogation, variant readings, etc. etc.
You were also acquainted with the literal and technical significance of the term Tawil.
The question arises: Are Quranic passages not explanatory enough or were they
not understandable to the Arabs who were its immediate recipients? What then was the
role of the Prophet; and what roles did the Sahabah played in the emergence of the

Science of Tafsir? Answers to these questions are provided in this Unit. Read on.

2.0 OBJECTIVES
After a thorough digestion of the Unit by you you should be able to

Expound the need for Tafsir

Highlight the role of the Prophet in the emergence of Tafsir.

Expatiate on the role of the Sahabah in the emrgence of Science of Tafsir
Highlight the characteristics of the contribution of the Prophet and the Sahabah to
the Science of Tafsir.

3.0 MAIN CONTENTS
3.1 The Need for Tafsir
To some extent, it may be valid to claim that the early muslims who were contemporaries

of the Prophet Muhammad (s) had no difficulty in understanding the message of the
Qur’an This is because the book was revealed in their language and that the revelation
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came in the rhythmic, musical and rhetorical style of their language. Besides they knew
the circumstances surrounding the revelations. However, despite the above facts, there
was need for Tafsir because of the following reasons:

(i) New Meanings for existing words.
The Qur’an came with new words and certains expressions that were not hitherto known
during the pre-Islamic era; or known but with a different connotation. For instance, the
word Zakat which had the original meaning of “growing” has been given a new meaning
of purity in the warrant for collecting Zakat WhICh came to the Prophet thus:

-‘ é {f}ﬁ :S:.).::.}.»JH- L LA.

s 52

Meaning: Al LA 4 e -

Of their goods take alms so that thou might purify and sanctify them.

(Q.9:103).

Zakat thus became a means whereby wealth is distributed and spread in circulation as wide

as possible. For fulfilling this obligation, therefore, the giver is purified by reducing his

attachment to material possessions or wealth. This thus makes for his spiritual

development.

Salat is another word. Its original meaning is supplication (du ‘ah). Its Islamic acquired

meaning is the devotional worship which begins with the takbiratu ‘I- Ihram, the saying

of the first Allahu akbar and terminates with Tas/im.

(ii) The Allegories:

Besides the above there are certain verses of the Qur’an which have been described as
amblguous and allegorlcal in the Holy Book itself as follows:

5 J\JA.IEI Jm)&umuuzmu@u)&u 1.& A *uuaw\z.u

1;-::f:s&\JYJMWijLuhgﬁmAﬁ\}GASJj)f Ji ‘353\\)1.11.1

Meaning: It is He Who has sent down to thee the Book. In it are

verses basic (i.e. of established meaning). They are the foundation

of the Book; Others are allegorical. But those in whose hearts is
perversity follow the part thereof that are allegorical, seeking discord,
and searching for its hidden meanings. But no one knows its hidden
meanings except God. And those who are firmly grounded in knowledge
say “ we believe in the Book; the whole of it is from our Lord; and none
will grasp the message except men of understanding. (Q.3:7)

(iii) Anthropomorphic Expressions:

The Qur’an also contains anthropomorphic expressions such as the verses which
describes God as sitting on the throne.(Q.20:5). There are others like the One in Siaratu
“n-Nir which describes God as the light of the Heavens and the Earth (Q. 24:36) or that
which describes the width of paradise as covering the heavens and the earth.
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(iv) The Nasikh, Mansukh, Mujmal and Mugayyad:

The Holy Book also conatains expressions described as Nasikh and Mansiikh (abrogating
and abrogated); there are others described as Mujmal (of general application) and
mugayyad (of conditional or specific application)

Self Assessment Exercise 1
Is there any need for Tafsir? Give reasons.

3.2 The Role of Prophet Muhammad in the Tafsir of Qur’anic passages (S)
The above five points by their nature required explanations or interpretations at least
from the prophet Regardlng the expected role of the Prophet Allah addresses him thus:
S tud.\_nd_ﬁ. Jts)..as.”

Meaning: ot ALk 3 B &

And We revealed on to you (O Muhammad), a Reminder
that you may explain to people what has been revealed unto them;
and so haply they will reflect. (Q. 16:44)

Evidence abounds that the Sahabis (Companions) of the Prophet asked him questions
about the verses and expressions that were ambiguous to them or allegorical just as they
asked for the acquired meanings of Islam gave to some words already known

In the Books of Hadith, we learn that the Prophet explained the words s Sk diga .(

those with whom God was annoyed) occurring in Siratu “|-Fatihah as alluding to the
Jews; and that the word w3 (those who went astray) as alluding to the Christians.
We also learn that when verse 187 of Chapter Two was revealed with the
directive: o
- A S (I j )33 S ”Z;'ﬁ_; & ‘f-t 9) e 9!

2

SH

ZI:i
£

Meaning: And eat and drink (during fasting) until white thread becomes
distinct to you from the black”
One Adi b. Hatim took two threads, one white and another black, and kept them under his
pillow. When he looked at them at night he failed to distinguish one from the other.
Then he went to the Prophet in the morning and narrated his experience. The Prophet
Muhammad explained that what was meant by the expression was day and night.

Abdullah Ibn Mastd was reported to have consulted the prophet (S.A.W) when the
following verse was revealed:

“Those who believe and do not obscure their faith with zulm (transgression). For them is
security and they are rightly guided” (Qur’an 6:82)
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Some of the companions became confused as the lexical meaning of zulm covers
any kind of wrong ranging from major to minor. The prophet (S) explained the word
(zulm) in

the following statement:
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It is not as you all think. It is what Lugman said to his son: Verily shirk is the greatest form
of zulm (in Qur’an 31:13)

In this event the distinct feature of the first developmental stage of Tafsir
was demonstrated by the Prophet (S) himself by explaining the Qur’an with the Qur’an.
This feature, since the period became the divinely ordained method of understanding
and interpreting the Qur’an.

These Prophetic Commentaries (al-Tafsir al_Nabawi) are to be found in the collections
made by Imam Bukhari, Muslim, Tirmidhi and others.

Self-Assessment Exercise 2
Examine the contribution of the Prophet Muhammad to the emergence of Tafsir.

3.3 The Contribution of the Sahabah to the Emergence of Tafsir

After the death of the Prophet Muhammad (S), the Sahabis were left to the exercise of
their reasoning faculty for the understanding of the Qur’an and provision of solutions for
the new problems that were arising among them. Naturally as with any new
development, there were people who welcomed efforts being made to interprete and
explain Qur’anic passages. On the other hand, some Companions feared explaining
anything in the Holy Book. They regarded such exercises the prerogative of the Prophet.

Itis related that Abubakr, the first Caliph, was once asked about the meaning of Q.4:85.

Lo AL u. d. ué. 4. S - i
Sid G
<
A . SO EES & (A e A

And that his reply was:
“which sky would provide me with shelter and which earth would

bear me if | were to say something concerning the Book of God

which | do not know”.
Meanwhile, there were disciples of the Prophet Muhammad who used to comment on the
Qur’an even in the presence of the Companions. Umar b. al-Khattab (the second Caliph)
used to give priority to Ibn abbas over others to the extent that some Companions
protested. He then called Ibnu Abbas and asked the Companions about the prediction in
chapter 110. As the Companions could not provide any explanation Ibnu Abbas
explained the prediction as referring to the time of the death of the Prophet Muhammad.
Umar endorsed that opinion and thereby justified his preference for the young lbnu
Abbas.
Although many Sahabah, including the rightly guided Caliphs (the Khulafa’ Rashidiin),
Abubakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman and ‘Ali, changed their mind and commented on Quranic
verses opposition to the idea of Tafsir persisted. Up till the year 216H/831 C.E., there
were scolars such as al-Asma‘T who kept aside from Tafsir for piety reasons.
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In addition to the Khulafa’, other recognized scholars of Tafsir during the first decade of
Islam were Abdullah b. Abbas (d. 20 H/664 C.E.), Abdullah b. Mas‘ad (d.32 H/653
C.E.), Ubayy bn Ka‘b (d.20H/640 C.E.), Zayd b. Thabit (d. 45 H/665 C.E.) and Abdullah

b. Zubayr (d. 73 H/692 C.E.).
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Self Assessment Exercise 3
Discuss the attitudes of the Sahabis towards tafsir.

3.4 Characteristics of the Tafsir of the Sahabis

The contributions of the Sahabis to the science of Tafsir were not in form of complete
works. Rather, they were explanation of some few verses.

The celebrated Tafsir of Ibnu Abbas was compiled and attributed to Fayrtiz Abadi, author
of the celebrated Qamiis al-Mubhit, a classical dictionary of the Arabic Language.

The Tafsir of Ibnu Abbas contains a lot of weak reports and fabricated lies.

The Tafsir of the companions clearly show that there were differences in their
understanding of the imports of some Qur’anic passages. Such differences were however
minimal.

In most cases the Tafsir of the Sahabis were in brief form and short expressions.

Their deduction of juridical judgements from the Qur’anic verses was very rare and
contained no traces of support for any school.

No independent work existed for any of them. Their Tafsir were in form of verbal
reports and hearsays. Such reports were sometimes recorded in the text of the Qur’an
that some people thought they were Quranic texts.

During the period of the Companions, Tafsir took the form of Hadith transmission. They
were neither arranged according to their chapters nor themes.

Self Assessment Exercise 4
Shed light on the features of the Tafsir of the Sahabah.

4.0 CONCLUSION

The need for Tafsir arises because the Qur’an contains new words and introduced
meanings unfamiliar to the Prophet’s Companions for existing expressions. The divine
book also contains allegories and anthropomorphic expressions which required
explanations. Furthermore, some of the passages of the Holy Book cannot be understood
in isolation from circumstances surrounding their revelation, theories of abrogation,
generalization and specification.

The Prophet was saddled with the responsibility of explaining the divine messages and
gave answers to questions put across to him relating to commentaries on Quranic

passages by his Companions. Records of such explanations provided by him are

preserved in Hadith collections and known as Tafsir Nabawi.

The Sahabah too contributed to the emrgence of Tafsir including the pious among them
who first regarded the exercise as prerogative of the Prophet.

The Tafsir at this stage was characterized by being explanation of few words aand verses,
brevity of expression and minimum deduction of juridical or theological rules and lack of
traces of support for any school of thought.
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5.0 SUMMARY

This Unit begins with a highlight of reasons adduced for the need for tafsir. It presents
the role of the Prophet Muhammad which metamorphoses into what is known in Tafsir
circle as Tafsir Nabawrt. The attitude of the Companions of the Prophet and their
contribution to the science of Tafsir is also highlighted. The unit concludes with a
summary of the charesteristics of Tafsir at this stage.

6.0 TUTOR MARKED ASSIGNMENT
How did Tafsir originate?
Discuss the role of the Prophet in the emergence of Tafsir.
Examine the role of the Sahabah.

7.0 REFERENCES AND FURTHER READING
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UNIT 3: PROMINENT EARLY TAFSIR SCHOLARS AND SCHOOLS

CONTENTS
1.0 Introduction
2.0 Objectives
3.0 Main Contents
3.1 Ibn Abbas and His Tafsir
3.2 Abdullah b. Mas “ud, Ali bn Abi Talib and Ubayy b. Ka‘b :
3.3 The Makkah Early School of Tafsir
3.4 The Early School of Tafsir in Madinah and Iraq
3.5 The characteristics of the contribution of the Early Schools of Tafsir
4.0 Conclusion
5.0 Summary
6.0 Tutor marked Assignment
7.0 References / further Reading

1.0 INTRODUCTION

Out of all the Sahabis, four contributed to the Tafsir literature more than others. These
were lbn Abbas, Ibn Mas‘iid, Ali bn Abi Talib and Ubayy b. Ka‘b. We now give a brief
life history of each of them with particular reference to their contribution to the Tafsir
literature.

Secondly, there were three main schools of Qur’an exegesis which had developed by the
end of the first half of the first century of hijrah. They were those of Makkah, Madina
and Irag. The role of these schools will also be made clear to you.

2.0 OBJECTIVES
At the end of this Unit you should be able be able to:

Analyze the contribution of Abdullah bn Abbas to the science of Tafsir

Highlight the contribution of Abdullah Ibn Mas’ud, Ali bn Abi Talib and Ubayy
Ibn Ka’b in the development of the science of Tafsir.

Give account of early School of Tafsir in Makkah
Discuss the early school of Tafsir in Madina and Iraqg.
Pinpoint the characteristics of Tafsir at this stage of its development.

3.0 MAIN CONTENT

3.1 Ibn Abbas and His Tafsir

Abdullah b. Abbas was born three years before Hijrah. At his early life, he associated
with the Prophet Muhammad (S), because his aunt Maymiinah was a wife of the Prophet.
The Prophet blessed him and prayed God to increase him in divine wisdom.

After the death of the Prophet, Ibn ‘Abbas associated with the leading Safiabah and
learnt from them a lot of traditions he was not opportuned to learn from the Prophet. He
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later gained reputation as Hibr u ‘/-Ummah (the Rabbi of the Community), Ba#r ul- ‘Ilm (Sea
of Knowledge) and Tarjuman al-Qur’an (Interpreter of the Qur’an). It was related that
angel Jibril told the Prophet (S) that Ibn ‘Abbas was the best of the community.

His knowledge of the Arabic language and literature was very extensive. This assisted him
to a large extent in his understanding of the Qur’an. As an illustration the following incident
can be cited. One Nafiu b. al-Azraq once asked him a large number of questions relating to
the Qur’an, adding that corroborative evidence from Arabic poetry must be provided.
Ibn ‘Abbas was reported to have given the meaning of 200 words with a verse of pre-Islamic
Arabic poetry for each in proof of his contention.

Also, Ibnu ‘Umar, another disciple was reported to have narrated that a man came to him
asking about the meaning ailgal  (8) Sl gl 51y jualis and that he directed the man
i i °

5

- -

to Ibn Abbas who explained the passage and said Sisdlal 32 35533 meant the heavens

were rainless and ¥ & 5458 meant the earth was barren and that meant the
‘ﬂm d’d:l’ @L}g—;ﬂ

heavens were made to rain and the earth was turned green. The man became astonished of
Ibn ‘Abbas capability in interpreting the passage.

Tafsir 1bn ‘Abbas. Reports abound showing that Ibn ‘Abbas has commentary on almost
every words in the Qur’an. These were however, a mixture of authentic and weak
reports. He was thus accused on relying on stories narrated by the People of the Book, the
Jews and the Christians. His commentaries on Qur’anic passages are therefore taken with
caution and reservation by Qur’anic exegists. They reposed little confidence on the Tafsir
attributed to him. Even al-Shaf i ‘i, one of the leading Imams in Islam, had to
observe that only about a hundred is authentic out of the reports related to 1bn ‘Abbas.

The reason that could be adduced for this situation was that many men of innovation,
selfish desires and destructive motives who wanted to exploit the confidence Muslims
reposed in his Tafsir have ascribed on to him fabricated lies and reports unbefitting the
masses talkless of the Interpreter of the Qur’an. The Tafsir usually ascribed to Ibn Abbas
therefore, should not be allowed to discredit him.

Self Assessment Exercise 1

Who was Ibn Abbas? Give a critical assessment ot the Tafsir work attributed to him.
3.2 Abdullah bn Mas‘ad, Ali bn Abi Talib and Ubayy bn Ka ‘b.
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Abdullah bn Mas‘uad: This Sahabi was one of the first six Muslims and the first disciple of
the Prophet Muhammad to recite the Qur’an in public in the city of Makkah. As a result of
that he suffered persecution from the Quraysh. He was also a hafiz, i.e. one who can recite
the whole Qur’an from memory. The Prophet Muhammad (S) loved listening to him
reciting the Qur’an. Like other scribes who wrote the Qur’anic revelations as they
came, he was well acquainted with circumstances surrounding the passages when
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they were being revealed. He too had close association with the Prophet Muhammad (S).
He participated in the battle of Badr, and was sent on a mission to Kufah by ‘Umar b. al-
Khattab as a vizier of Amir ‘Ammar b. Yasir and as a teacher. He thus resided in Kufah, as
a teacher of Hadith, Tafsir and Figh and also as a Qadr.

Ibn Mas‘ud was next to Ibn ‘Abbas in narrating reports bearing on Tafsir. Many of the
reports ascribed to him however, like those of Ibn ‘Abbas have been regarded as weak

and fabricated.

All bn Abt Talib is quoted in the Hilyatu ‘-Awliya of Abt Nu‘aym al-Ishfahani as
saying: “There is no verse whose circumstances and place of revelation | do not know. My
Lord has surely endowed me with a reasonable heart and inquisitive tongue”. Another
report quotes him as saying: “By Allah! There is no verse which I do not know whether it
was revealed at night, during the day, on plane ground or on a mountain”. Authentic
reports from him bearing on Tafsir are however, far less than those of lbn

‘Abbas and Ibn Mas‘id as a result of his numerous friends and foes. As his enemies
discredited his knowledge and views, his extreme allies among the shi ‘ites
indiscriminately fabricated reports and ascribed them to him in support of their shi ‘ite
inclinations. They know that would add credit to his position in Tafsir.

Ubayy bn Ka‘b bn Qays al-Ansari: This personage was one of the scribes who wrote the
revelation for the Prophet Muhammad (S) at Madina. He was a prominent reciter of the
Qur’an and an erudite exegist of Holy Scriptures. Before he embraced Islam, he was a
Jewish rabbi. A large number of traditions relating to Qur 'an exegesis were reported from
him. Although such reports were fewer than those of other four companions viz Ibn Jarir
al-Tabari, Abu Hatim al-Sijistani, al-Hakim, author of Kitab al-Mustadrak and Imam
Ahmad, author of Musnad. He died during the reign of Umar b. Khattab.

Self Assessment Exercise 2
Write brief life history of Abdullah bn Mas “ud, Ali bn Abi Talib and Ubayy bn Ka’b.
Evaluate their contribution to 7afsir.

3.3 Makkah School of Tafsir
Abdullah b. Abbas was the master of school of Tafsir in Makkah. He sat in
the
Mosque of Kabah explaining the Qur’an to a number of his Companions who were
tabi‘in (successors of the Sahabis). Those students who received training in the Qur’an
exegesis from him and benefited from his vast knowledge were usually held in high
esteem by their successors.
On the students of the school of Tafsir in Makkah, Ibnu Taymiyyah, a
celebrated
Muslim theologian of the second century commented:
“The people of Makkah were the best of the exegetes because
they were disciples of Ibn ‘Abbas”.
Some of such students were:
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(i)
(i)

(iii)

(iv)

Sa ‘id bn Jubayr, killed by Hajjaj bn. Yasuf in 95 A.H. at the age of 45. He
was regarded as the best Qur’an exegetist among the tabi ‘in (d. 95/713).
Mujahid bn. Jubayr. This is another personage belonging to the Makkah
school of Tafsir. Both Imam of the Shafi‘t school of Islamic Jurisprudence and
Imam Bukhari the traditionist relied on Mujahid’s Tafsir in their works. This
Is enough testimony to his position as an exegetist. He died in 104 A.H/722
C.E. In a report narrated from him, he IS reported as saying:

SO0S G - ual.n AR AAAY A QU Adoa AU
_,aLu
: Cfmd Gﬂ; »:ij:» U';} J.Lil.
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Meaning: | read the whole Qur’an to Ibn Abbas three times, stopping at every
verse asking him the occasion and mode of its revelation”.Yet, Mujahid had less
exegetical reports from Ibn “Abbas than his other colleagues. He was accused
of basing his commentaries on the Holy Qur’an on his personal views.
Consequently, while some Qur’an exegetes rejected his interpretations, some
sects such as the mutaZ|I|tes take delight in them particularly in the case of

S g\ &9  lbn Tabari quotes him as interpreting this as

...... X B 3. %\ 3.
Sodadtd OGS

m " expecting reward from its Lord, no

creation will see anything of God.

Ikrimah (d.105 A.H./723 C.E.). This personage was the mawla (house boy)
of 1bn Abbas. He had the largest number of reports from Ibn Abbas bearing
on Tafsir. He however had credibility problem. Some accused him of taking
daring decisions in matters of Tafsir and that he was a kharijite who also
claimed that his master 1bn Abbas was a Kharijite. Some people (e.g.) Ibn
Hajar) however, defended him and say “ His Kharijite inclinations if
established should not affect his reports because he was not an advocate of the
movements; and that even the allegation was not proofed beyond reasonable
doubt.

Tawiis bn. Kaysan (d.106 A.H./724 C.E.). This personage was of Yamanite
origin. He was renowned for his piety and trustworthiness.
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(V) ‘Ata bn. Abi Rabah (d. 114 A.H./732 C.E.). Ibn Abbas himself used to refer
people of Makkah to him for consultations while Abu Hanifah remarked that
he was he best Qur’an exegete. Reports from him relating to Tafsir were
minimal due to his objection to the use of personal opinion.

Self Assessment Exercise 3
Enumerate the personages who belonged to the Makkah School of Tafsir ; give
a highlight of their contribution to the science.

3.4 The Madinah and Iraqi Schools of Tafsir

Madinah was the first capital of the Islamic State. It was inhabited by the Prophet and
his early Companions. The most prominent among its exegetes as earlier pointed out
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was Ubayy b. Ka ‘b. Many notable successors of the Prophet Muhammad’s
Companions became his student. Among such students were Abu ‘Aliyyah (D. 90
A.H./708 C.E.), Muhammad b. Ka ‘b al — Qarzi (d. 117 A.H./735 C.E.) and Zayd b.
Aslam (d. 130/747).

The School of Tafsir in Iraq: At the head of the school of Tafsir in Irag was
Abdullah b. Mas‘ad. The concensus of the Ullama (Muslim Scholars) was that the
foundation of interpreting the Qur’an by personal iponion ([jitihad) was laid by Ibn
Mas‘ad and became a legacy of the ‘Ulama of Iragi School of Tafsir
andJurisprudence. They employed personal opinions (ra‘y) in judging controversial
legal issues and understanding of the Qur’an and Sunnah. They were thus renowned as
Ahl al-Ra .

The most prominent among the students of Ibn Mas‘tid were: Algamah b. Qays (d.
102/720), al-Aswad al-Yazidi (d. 75 A.H./695 C.E.), Murrah al-Hamdani, al-Hasan al-
Basri (d. 121/738); Qatadah al-Sudsi (d. 117/735), etc.

Self Assessment Exercise 4
Write notes on the Madinah and Iragi Schools of Tafsir. Mention the prominent
members of the Schools and their contribution to Tafsir.

3.5 Characteristics of Tafsir at this stage of its development

The following points can be made about the characteristics of the exegesis of lbn
Abbas, Ibn Mas “ud, Ali bn Abi Talib, Ubayy bn Ka’b and the Tabi‘ins who belonged to
those Makkah, Madina and Iraqi schools of Tafsir.

The celebrated Tafsir of Ibn ‘Abbas was compiled and attributed to Fayriiz Abadi,
author of the celebrated Qamis al-Muhit, a classical dictionary of the Arabic
Language.

The Tafsir of Ibn “Abbas contains a lot of weak reports and fabricated lies.

Inclusion of Isra‘iliyat (reports of judeo-christian origin) and indiscriminate
adoption of views of Jews and Christians became more pronounced. They became
extremely inquisitive about detail of various stories in the Quranic expression which are
not discussed in detail, such as the number and color of the dogs of people of cave
(Ashabu’l-Kahf) in Saratu,l Kahf, names of the ten brothers of prophet Yusuf in
Saratu-Yasuf, birth and ascension of prophet Isa in Siratu Al-Imran and Siirah
Maryam.

Differences of opinions abound in the Tafsir of the Tabiin and the nucleus of
sectarian tendencies began to surface. For instance Qatadah delved deeply into the
issue of Qada and Qadar; he was accused of being a Qadarite. Hasan al-Basri
interpreted the Qur’an, affirmed Qadar and accused his opponents of disbelief.

This stage also introduces chains of transmitters to the texts of Tafsir as a means of
authentication of Tafsir as it was used in Hadith. Apart from this, the scholars
of
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Tafsir refrained from commenting on the anthropomorphic expressions
ambiguous expressions and mysterious letters (Hurifu 'I-Mutashabihat) in the Qur’an

Self-Assessment Exercise 5
Examine the features of Tafsir at this stage in the development of Tafsir.

4.0 CONCLUSION
Ibn Abbas, Ibn Mas “td, Ali bn Abi Talib, Ubayy bn Ka’b and some Tabi‘ins became
prominent in the development of the science of tafsir. Schools of Tafsir scholars
received students for training surfaced in the cities of Makkah, Madina and Iraqi.
The celebrated Tafsir of Ibn ‘Abbas actually compiled and attributed to Fayrtz Abadi
contains a lot of weak reports and fabricated lies.
Features of Tafsir at this stage includes indiscriminate adoptionof Judeo-christian

views’ differences of opinions based on sectarian tendencies and introduction of
shains of transmitters as in Hadith collections. The Mufassirun avoided commenting on
ambiguous words and expressions.

5.0 SUMMARY
This Unit contains a critical account of the contributions of Abdullah bn °Abbas, abdullah
bn Mas‘ud, Ali bn Abi Talib and Ubayy bn Ka‘b to the Tafsir branch of Islamic studies.
It identifies the early schools of Tafsir in Makkah, Madina and Iraq and discusses their tutors
and students. It also presents the main characteristics of Tafsir at this stage in the
development of the science.
6.0 TUTOR MARKED ASSIGNMET

Write the contribution of Abdullah Ibn abbas to the development of Tafsir

Write notes on Abdullah bn Mas “ud, Ali bn Abi Talib and Ubayy bn Ka ‘b and

their contribution to Tafsir.
Examine the contribution of the early Makkah School of Tafsir to the science.

Distinguish the characteristics of the early schools of Tafsir.
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UNIT 4: LATER STAGES IN THE DEVELOPMENTS IN TAFSIR

CONTENTS
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6.0 Tutor Marked Assignment

7.0 References / Further Reading

1.0 INTRODUCTION

As could be noted in the previous Units, Tafsir took the form of oral transmission during
the time of the Prophet Muhammad, his companions and the tabi ‘un. The report that

Ibnu Abbas dictated a Tafsir of the whole Qur’an to his student Mujahid who wrote them
in his scrolls could not be substantiated with evidence. So also was the report which
attributed a Tafsir compilation to Sa‘id bn. Jubayr. Thus, it is the post-tabi ‘7z period that
witnessed the efforts made in recording Tafsir. This can be divided into stages and in this
unit students shall be acquainted with the developmental stages in the science of Tafsir and
their features

2.0 OBJECTIVES
It is hoped that by the end of this unit students should be able to.
Expound developments in Tafsir in the post — tabi ‘in periods
Identify the four stages of the developments
Highlight the features and characteristics of the developments
- Give accounts of the contribution of scholars of various Islamic disciplines to the
development of Tafsir.

3.0 MAIN CONTENTS

3.1 The First and Second Stages in the later Developments of Tafsir
The First Stage
This was the period when Tafsir was recorded as part of the Hadiths. During this

period, the collections of the Traditionists during their tours of Islamic cities and towns
included Qur’an exegetical reports attributed to the Prophet Muhammad (S), or the
Sahabah or the Tabi‘in. Prominent among such Traditionists were Shu‘bah bn. al-
Hajaj (d.160 A.H./782 C.E.), Waki‘ bn. al-Jarah (d. 197 A.H./819 C.E.). All of these
were leading Traditionists who related their Quranic exegetical reports to their
predecesors who were leading Qur’an exegetes and made such reports as sections in
their Hadith collections.
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The Second Stage

This is the period when Tafsir became independent of Hadith. During this period,
exegesis of Quranic verses was arranged according to the Holy Book’s chapters and
verses. Chains of transmission remained preserved. This was accomplished by some
distinguished learned men such as Ibn Majah (d.273 A.H.), Ibn Jarir al-Tabari (d. 310
A.H./), Abu Bakr al-Nisabari (d. 318 A.H./), Ibn Abi Hatim (d. 327 A.H./), l1bn
Hibban (d. 369 A.H./) and Ibn Mardawayh (d. 410A.H./). Their Quranic exegesis
were recorded with chains of authorities from the Prophet Muhammad, the Sahabah
or the Tabi ‘un.

The characteristics of Tafsir at these two stages can be summarized as follows:
The first compiled complete Tafsir of the Qur’an was produced by some
outstanding scholars of Hadith (Muhaddith)

Authours continued to lay great emphasis on chains of narration (/srnad) ending
with either the Prophet (S), the Safiabah (Companions), Tabi un and Atba“ "t-
Tabi’tn and the Matn (text) as a basis of authentication of Tafsir.

Great stress was also placed on literary forms and grammatical constructions of
Arabic language in some of the Tafsir of the time.

Various forms of anonymous statements and opinions were recorded and

used as an explanation of the Qur’anic expression without mentioning their

source. Consequently, accurate accounts of the explanation of the Qur anic

expression were mixed with inaccurate ones indiscriminately.

Self Assessment Exercise 1

Discuss the first and second stages of developments in the science of Tafsir
during the post — Tabi’tn period.

Highlight the characteristics of the contribution of Scholars to Tafsir during the
first and second stages of its development.

3.2 The Third and Fourth Stages in the later Developments of Tafsir
The Third Stage
This is the period when chains of authorities were excluded from recorded Tafsir.
Indescriminate inclusion of weak and extraneous reports was noticed. The category of
Mufassirian (Scholars of Tafsir), identified during this period relied on Tradition in
their books but expunged the chains of authorities. They reported their predecessors
without attributing their words to them. Many of them collected both weak and
authentic views. Fake reports abound in their Tafsir and traces of Judeo — Christian
sources became more wide-spread.

The Fourth Stage
During this stage, the sciences of Arabic language such as Naaw and Qawa ‘id
(grammar and syntax) and Sarf' (morphology) were developed. Schools of
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Jurisprudence and Theology emerged. Many books of philosophy were translated.
All these exerted great influence on Tafsir literature.

In actual fact, Tafsir was subjected to the inclination of the exegete (mufassir) , his
kind of talent and sectarian inclination to the extent that it is sometimes restricted to
only the art in which the author specialized.
For instance a grammarian such as al-Zajjaji, al-Waqidi and Abia Hayyan spent as
much efforts as they could doing grammatical ananlysis of the Qur ‘an, digressing to
the various branches of Arabic grammar and divergent opinions on that issue at the
expense of real explanation or interpretation of a passage.
A rationalist such as Fakhr Razi concerned himself in his commentaries with the views
of philosophers, correction of their errors and great indulgence in metaphysics. Also, a
jurist like al-Qurtubi seized every available opportunity to enter into proofs of
legal principles and to reply the adversaries of his school.
The historians and storytellers such as al-Tha‘lab1 and al-Khazin would leave
explanation of verses aside, delving into details of reports and narratives at the
slightest opportunity. The utmost interest of rationist thinkers, the mutazilites such as
al-Rumani, al-Juba’i, Zamakhshari and Tabarsi was to give allegorical interpretation to
Quranic passages in accordance with his sectarian tendencies and personal opinions.
During this last stage also, some exegetes specialized on particular topics. Ibn
Qayyim wrote on divisions of the Qur’an; Abu Ubaydah wrote on metaphorical
expressions of the Qur’an.Al-Raghib al-Ishfahani wrote on vocabularies of the
Qur’an while Abu Jafar al-Nahas wrote on the abrogating and the abrogated in the
Qur’an.
Apart from these enumerated above, many others specialized in other areas of the
Qur’an and made useful contributions, which have become sources of information for
students and references for scholars.

2.1 FEATURES OF FIFTH STAGE
Fifth stage of Tafsir development featured some characteristics which are as
follows:

a) Arabic philosophy and Arabic lexicography were introduced into the study
of Tafsir in which great emphasis was laid on the Qur’anic words and
phrases for the understanding of the Quranic text. By this several scholars of
Arabic philology and lexicography wrote several works on the discipline for
public consumption.

b) Greek Aristotelianism, Plato’s philosophical views and science were
introduced into the study of Tafsir. Several major works of these Greek
philosophy and science which have been translated into Arabic began
to
impact substantially on the study of Tafsir. This is highly reflected in the
Tafsir of the Mu tazilah which gives superiority of logic and reason over
textual revelation of the Qur’an. Similarly the Sufi philosophical doctrine
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of pantheism was spear - headed by Ibn Arabi and made it to influence his
works on Tafsir.
c) Several heretical and deviant sects in Islam delved into the Tafsir of
the
Qur’an through which they used the Qur’anic expression to buttress their
heterodox doctrine. They went into the extent of presenting the Qur’an as a
coded statement which their sects can unlock.

Self Assessment Exercise 2
Discuss the third stage of developments in the science of Tafsir. Include
the features of Tafsir at this stage in your discussions among other things.
Highlight the characteristics of the contribution of Scholars to Tafsir during the
fouth stage of its development.

3.0 CONCLUSION
The post-tabi‘in period witnessed tremendous efforts made in the development of
Tafsir literature. In the first stage of this growth Traditionists such as Shu‘bah bn. al-
Hajaj (d.160 A.H./782 C.E.), Waki* bn. al-Jarah (d. 197 A.H./819 C.E.). during their
tours of Islamic cities and towns included Qur’an exegesis attributed to the Prophet
Muhammad (S), or the Safabah or the Tabi‘in in their reports.

In the second stage Tafsir of Quranic verses was arranged according to the Holy
Book’s chapters and verses independent of Hadith with chains of transmission
preserved. Scholars at this period included Ibn Jarir al-Tabari (d. 310 A.H./) and
ended with Ibn Mardawayh (d. 410A.H./).

Exegetes of the third stage though relied on both authentic and fake Hadiths

in
their works they expunged the chains of authorities.

During the fourth stage, Tafsir was subjected to the inclination of the mufassir , his
kind of talent and sect to the extent that it is sometimes restricted to only the art in
which the author specialized. This trend extends to modern times.

5.0 SUMMARY

This unit examines latter developments in Tafsir after the passing away of the first three
generations of Muslim. It divides the period into four stages identifying prominent
exegetes of each stage and highlighting the features and characteristics of
their

contribution in their commentaries on the Holy Qur’an. It also identifies several
sciences and tendencies that became pronounced in the interpretation of the Qur’an
during the fourth stage in the growth of Tafsir knowledge.

6.0 TUTOR MARKED ASSIGNMENT
Discuss the contribution of Scholars to Tafsir during the third stage of it developmental
process.
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Give a brief survey of the impact which Arabic language and Islamic sciences has on the
development of Tafsir.
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