
		
			[image: Tafsir_cover_Eng.jpg]
		

	
		
			[image: ]

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Contents

			Muhammad Bin Hamad Al Thani Center for Muslim Contribution to Civilization

			Foreword

			Reviewer’s Note

			Introductory Remarks

			Introductory Sections

			Chapter One

			Of Exegesis and Hermeneutics; Exegesis being a Science

			Chapter Two

			Sources of the Science of Tafsīr

			Chapter Three

			On the Authenticity of Tafsīr without Reliance on Transmitted Reports and the Meaning of Tafsīr based on Opinion

			Chapter Four

			What ought to be the Aim of the Mufassir?

			Chapter Five

			On the Occasions of Revelation

			Chapter Six

			Of Recitals

			Chapter Seven

			Stories of the Qur’ān

			Chapter Eight

			The Names of the Qur’ān, its Chapters, their order and names 

			Chapter Nine

			Semantic Scope of the Qur’ān

			Chapter Ten

			 On the Inimitability of the Qur’ān

			Bibliography

		

	
		
			Muhammad Bin Hamad Al Thani
Center for Muslim Contribution
to Civilization

			The Center was established in 1983, when Sheikh Muhammad bin Hamad Al Thani was the Minister of Education for the State of Qatar. The idea behind its formation emerged as a response to the urgent need to provide publication of accurate and academically sound English translations of the most notable works of the Islamic heritage, illustrative of the civilizational and human contribution of Islam, on a global scale. 

			In May 2010, Her Highness Sheikha Moza bint Nasser, Chairperson of the Qatar Foundation for Education, Science and Community Development announced the affiliation of the Center to the College of Islamic Studies at Hamad bin Khalifa University.

			The efforts of the Center were focused almost entirely on translations from Arabic to English language which saw the publication of 16 notable books of the Arab Islamic heritage in 23 volumes all of which related to various disciplines and were published by Garnet Publishing, United Kingdom.

			In 2015, the Center reviewed its objectives which now stand as follows:

			1.	Raising awareness among Muslims and non-Muslims regarding the civilizational heritage of Muslims.

			2.	Introducing the contributions of Muslims to human civilization.

			3.	Participating in the promotion of academic research in the area of Islamic civilizational contribution.

			4.	Enabling researchers in the field of the civilizational contributions of Muslims to communicate and dialogue with each other, with a view to turning the Center into a bridge and point of collaboration between them.

			5.	Highlighting and emphasizing the organized endeavors and role of the State of Qatar in the revival of the Islamic civilizational heritage.

			In accordance with its objectives, it subsequently expanded the scope of its work and academic pursuits to include:

			1.	abridgement of a number of significant works

			2.	editing of manuscripts

			3.	translation of books from other languages to Arabic and

			4.	translation of works from English to other world languages.

			Foreword

			I am pleased to introduce to the English-speaking world an abridged version of the Introductions of Muḥammad Ṭāhir bin ʻĀshūr (d. 1393 AH/1973 CE) popularly known as Ibn ʻAshūr to his Tafsir al-Taḥrīr wa al-Tanwīr. The Center had so far been publishing translations of classical works of the Islamic civilization. Owing to the expansion of our work’s scope, we have now included works which might not be termed classical in the general sense of the word, but which are certainly imbued with that sense of classicism. Ibn ʻĀshūr’s al-Taḥrīr wa al-Tanwīr is one such work in our estimation, and merited translation into English and publication owing to its comprehensive nature and significance. Qur’ānic studies has long since become an important research area among the Islamists of the West and the modernists of the Muslim world, in addition to its permanently paramount status in the eyes of Muslim scholars. 

			Al-Taḥrīr wa al-Tanwīr enjoys immense popularity among Muslim scholars and masses, not least because of its engagement with both classical Islamic thought as well as modern reformist thought. No less a reformer himself, Ibn ʻĀshūr’s exegesis serves as a convenient bridge between the classical and the modern and provides a breath of fresh air to all those delving in the depths of the Qur’ānic message. His Introduction, popularly known as Muqaddimat Ibn ʻĀshūr, beautifully and succinctly weaves all significant issues emerging from the early period of Qur’ānic studies into a narrative that benefits the scholar as much as it does the lay person. 

			I would like to commend Prof. Muhammad al-Ghazali for rendering this rich text into beautiful English, Prof. Dheen Mohamed of our Center for reviewing the manuscript and penning a Reviewer’s note, and Dr. Muhammad Modassir Ali for tirelessly editing the text. I am hopeful that the scholarly community will greatly benefit from this work.

			Prof. Aisha al-Mannai

			Director, CMCC

		

	
		
			Reviewer’s Note

			The Muslim world, in recent times, has witnessed the emergence of an increased interest in Qur’ānic studies, especially in its exegetical domain. The interest in itself is not of any surprise, as the Qur’ān – with the Sunnah of the prophet (peace be upon him) – is the foundational source of Islam. Throughout its fourteen centuries of history, no century has passed without some exegetical production of the Qur’ān, usually in the form of commentaries seeing the light of day. Arabic language had the lion’s share in this. Although there emerged commentaries in all major Muslim languages, many non-Arab Muslims were also keen to produce their commentaries in Arabic. One of the major motives for this phenomenon was undoubtedly, a sacred affinity that Muslims felt to the Qur’ān and the immense respect in which they held the Arabic language.

			Before the dawn of the modern era in the Muslim world, engaging with the Qur’ān through interpretation, exegetical enterprises, scriptural reasoning and other scholarly encounters such as the endeavors to derive legal rulings from it, was considered to be the work of specialized scholars who were recognized by scholarly communities of their time for their competency and excellence in Islamic learning. Their exegetical works displayed their mastery of the knowledge and literary skills needed for such an undertaking. Even those who produced notes on commentaries (ḥawāshiyy) such as Tafsīr al-Jamal and al-Ṣāwī, from the Arab world, and Kubra Zadah from among non-Arabs, were experts and accomplished scholars of their times.

			With the advent of the modern period in the Muslim world, by the late nineteenth century a radical shift could be observed in the area of Qur’ānic exegesis. A wave of what was termed “reform” slowly started proliferating Muslim consciousness. In some cases it led to a rise in an antagonistic attitude towards the traditional modes of studying the Qur’ān while favoring accommodation of modern western intellectual trends which had started making a niche for themselves throughout the Muslim world. Scholars from Egypt and India, in particular, played a very significant role in this new development and a variety of trends emerged. There were scholars who advocated vehemently against strict adherence to any established school of law and theology. Others began to question the authority of the Sunnah. Still others, motivated by the modernistic spirit, indulged in what they called the modernistic intellectual understanding of the Qur’ān according to which among other things, its miracles became myths and a case for demythologization was made. Still others called for a return to the origins, giving birth to multifarious versions of puritanism. The advocates of all these trends and others felt the necessity of providing a fresh interpretation of the Qur’ān that would help in disseminating their way of seeing Islam and the way forward for Muslims toward progress and development.

			In the midst of these concurrently emerging trends and their advocates, the notable presence of an unprecedented conviction loomed large: that direct contact with the Qur’ān and its interpretation did not require knowledge of all those medieval sciences for arriving at a sound understanding of the Qur’ān, and that everyone could and should encounter the Qur’ān directly and without any intermediaries. Many journalistic articles appeared as exegeses of the Qur’ān; many independent tafsīrs were produced. Most of them by unqualified people according to the standards set by Muslim intellectual tradition of exegesis. As a result, a type of superficiality started proliferating across the Muslim world concerning Islamic sciences, and most importantly in the area of the Qur’ānic studies.

			It is in the midst of these developments that the great Tunisian scholar Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir bin ʻĀshūr (d. 1393/1973) appeared as an exceptional scholar. A graduate of al-Zaytūna, Ibn ʻĀshūr was an encyclopedic scholar. Like the majority of great Muslim scholars of the past, he excelled in all the major areas of traditional Islamic learning. He was undoubtedly influenced by the spirit of reform, but his deep knowledge and experience in teaching and writing saved him from falling in the ditch of modernism. He was modern, but not a modernist. It was not easy to avoid the negative influences of the atmosphere of his time, but his mastery of classical sciences, deep insight and wisdom and critical mindset enabled him to maintain a successful balance between competing trends. He wrote many books discussing the Islamic social system, principles of development in Islam, objectives of sharīʻah and several monographs, in addition to the countless talks he delivered. His magnum opus, however, remains his commentary on the Qur’ān, which he produced in forty-two volumes. In it, Ibn ʻĀshūr demonstrates not only his respect for the great classical masters of Qur’ānic scholarship, but one also often finds him critiquing them for what he considers “lapses” on their part and displays a calculated and balanced approach between the scholarship of the past and concerns of his own time. He achieved this balance in a manner that commanded appreciation from all quarters. He did not reduce the Qur’ānic message to a particular notion like some of his contemporaries tended to do. Rather, he took the Qur’ān in its totality and comprehensiveness.

			One of the hallmarks of his erudite yet lucid commentary is its introduction. As is usual for many of the lengthy Qur’ānic commentaries of the past, Ibn ʻĀshūr’s commentary also included in his introduction a lengthy discussion of major issues that pertain to the sciences of the Qur’ān, ʻUlūm al-Qur’ān. Topics such as the nature of the Qur’ān as a divinely revealed book, its history, message, its collection and transmission, its preservation, its recitations and interpretations are some of the major issues discussed in this introduction. These issues and many others related to them have become the focus of serious interest in western academia only to later resonate in the Arab-Muslim world too. Thus, modern hermeneutics, theories of literary criticism and the various techniques of lower and higher criticism known to the area of biblical criticism have become effective methodological tools in approaching different aspects of the history of the Qur’ān.

			Some contemporary western scholars of Qur’ānic studies, such as John Wansbrough, Patricia Crone, Michael Cook and others developed many theories of their own, which their western colleagues themselves found difficult – even impossible – to maintain. Nevertheless, their hypotheses – along with what was already available from the start of the western interest in the Qur’ān, from the Middle Ages in general and from the eighteenth century in particular – constitute an area of concern for contemporary Muslim scholarship.

			It is against this background that the CMCC decided to undertake the translation of Ibn ʻĀshūr’s Muqaddimah into English, making available an extraordinary piece of writing on the history of the Qur’ān to scholars of Qur’ānic Studies and adding an indispensable source to those already available for the English-reading scholarly community. It should be remembered that Ibn ʻĀshūr does not address a majority of these modern and contemporary issues raised by scholars directly. His discussions of the issues, however, provide concrete material that can help scholars and researchers in the field.

			While searching? for a possible translator for this work, we came to know of Prof. Muhammad al-Ghazali’s (from the International Islamic University, Islamabad) interest in Ibn ʻĀshūr’s works. Fortunately for us, he immediately and wholeheartedly accepted our invitation to provide a translation of Ibn ʻĀshūr’s Introduction. Ghazali’s abridged translation is preceded by a brief study of the introduction, succinctly summarizing its contents. I had the pleasure of reviewing the translation while its editing and then preparation of the manuscript for publication was carried out by Dr. Muhammad Modassir Ali, Senior Researcher at the Center. It is hoped that this abridged translation will be a welcome addition to the modern library of Qur’ānic Studies and will benefit the scholars of the field.

			Finally, I take this opportunity to thank both the translator and the editor for their painstaking work, Prof. Aisha Yousef al-Mannai, Director of the CMCC, for penning the Foreword for this work despite her relentless academic and social engagements. We are particularly indebted to the Hamad Bin Khalifa University Press and their staff for undertaking the publication process of the book with their usual professional excellence. 

			May Allah bless them all!

			Dheen Mohamed

			Professor, CMCC at CIS-HBKU

			Doha, Qatar

			Ramaḍān 1442/April 2021.

		

	
		
			Introductory Remarks

			Human reason, it is obvious, is not sufficient to answer all questions relating to human felicity and failure. The ultimate moral issues cannot be settled by mere reliance on empirical procedures and rational analyses. Human rational faculties are seldom free from prejudices and subjective predilections, if not obsessions. Deep-seated passions and self-serving emotions also often blur human vision of reality. Religious diversity – present in all periods of history – itself explains these influences on man’s quest for self-understanding and ontological awareness. Between pure monotheism and outright polytheism, absolute transcendentalism and total immanentism, notions of unrestrained free will and rigid fatalism, there has appeared in history unlimited variety in religious thought and behavior. These varieties have brought to the fore such a complex and contradictory trajectory of human conception of the sacred and the resultant patterns of religious thought and experience that can provide little help in finding the truth and a straight path to reality. 

			Ever since his inception in creation, man has pursued the ideal of immortality. Man has struggled hard to find a clue to overcome the phenomenon of death and extinction. A great deal of religious vocation of mankind had been devoted to this apparently impossible aim. They tried to achieve this ideal through finding ways and means of relating themselves to the absolute and the transcendental spheres of the reality. In other words, the search for God was pursued by man as part of his quest for immortality. This aim necessitated an affirmation of afterlife – a life of total emancipation from the ills and imperfections of this world. A great deal of human spiritual endeavor has been directed to this aim. Through pursuing a host of spiritual practices of liberating the self from physical entanglements and animalistic attachments to material and corporeal prisons of this world, man has desperately pursued the ideal of immortality. However, all these endeavors failed to reach the desired aim, if only because these human attempts could not reach the real locus of a true and trustworthy spiritual bond with the Ultimate Reality for want of authentic guidance – a guidance traceable to God and testified by His authorized messengers. 

			Man has also occupied himself with searching for authentic moral criteria of right and wrong, good and evil in terms of which he could discipline his wayward pursuit of beastly passions and lowly desires. However, groping in darkness without attaining proper guidance by an authentic search has only landed him in contradictions and paradoxes – making history an unending storehouse of ignorance, agnosticism and confusion. Because without an unconditional surrender before a supra-human authority – an authority characterized by (i) absolute knowledge, (ii) total mercy, (iii) complete control over time and space and all existents and (iv) un-mitigated impartiality, all these issues could never be resolved.

			Man is not just an animal whose desires and ambitions could be exhausted by mere biological gratification. Hence the endless human quest for religion and spirituality. While physical needs of human life could find means of satisfaction here and now in time-space and the whole environment, the diet of spirit and soul is not obtainable within the physical resources of this habitat. A diet that could quench the thirst of soul and saturate the appetite of the spirit could only be made available from transcendental sources – sources beyond the terrestrial reach of mankind. 

			A great number of ailments affecting human beings that show themselves in endless anxiety, stress, inner troubles and conflicts, estrangement and ennui that are on the increase despite proliferation in the means of physical pleasure and comfort, is essentially due to lack of proper recourse to the real source of spiritual health and healing. Since these ailments plague the innermost depths of the human soul, these could not find a cure except through the healing touch of the Lord Creator and hearing His comforting voice expressed in His own Revelation. Any other mode of cure sought elsewhere is of little avail – it is indeed fraught with the greater risk of enhancing the ailment. 

			There are things visible to the eyes or to the mind’s eye, just as there are things that defy these immediate sources of perception. Matters of belief and unbelief, obedience and transgression, good and evil, could only be conceived of through a deeper inner reflection by the heart and soul guided by heavenly light. So physical objects, for instance, need two lights, that of the eye and the outer light of the sun to see. In the same way, the perception of higher realities also requires two lights: the inner light of the soul and the outer light of Divine guidance. 

			Every human being has an unlimited capacity for love. Love generates the highest urge in man to pursue virtuous and noble aims in life. With the weapon of love, man has been able to conquer everything under the sun. However, all worldly objects of love, being finite, cannot saturate this unlimited capacity for yearning and craving. The ultimate object of love is Allah, the Creator of man and the Generator of love in his life. Love requires knowledge of the beloved. It cannot remain content with ignorance of the beloved. The soul is restless without seeking greater knowledge of the Beloved. This knowledge has been revealed by the Beloved Himself through His Revelation to the one who is His highest loving servant, namely Prophet Muḥammad (peace be upon him).

			It is in the nature of man to obey the ordinances issued by those who are worthy of obedience in his estimation. Usually three criteria serve as the key to determine this worth: capacity, generosity and perfection/beauty. The only Being Who stands highest in these three respects is Allah Almighty.

			Man by nature is prone to mistakes and blunders as he is inclined to repent and surrender. He errs and repents. He seeks forgiveness and repentance. These are inner matters of the soul beyond penalty and sentence.

			There is an inherent moral consciousness present in every human despite all fantastic theories to the contrary. Man cannot exist in an ethical vacuum and moral void. There is no moral holiday in man’s life when he could feel emancipated from all scruples. Even if anyone were alone in the wilderness of desert or darkness of ocean, he would still feel the tinge of moral censure over his own acts of evil. Therefore, there has to be somewhere laid down a definitive authoritative moral code to express approval for virtue and disapproval for vice, a code that is clear and transparent to be followed by all. Such a Universal code could only come from a Divine source. Inner consciousness of man demands this code and feels a natural urge to abide by it. 

			The very existence of man here and now must find a justification, a raison d’etre. When man looks around himself, observes and reflects over this vast phenomenon, nothing appears to be without a utility and purpose. He asks himself, muses and wonders about his own place here, his status and vocation. He searches for meaning and purpose of his temporary existence here. His life here in a great many ways is defined in terms of this purpose. Without it, he is at par with this world of matter – the World of bestiality and animality – even worse in utility and status. This purpose could only be defined by Man’s Creator and the Creator of the cosmos in which man has been placed. All other explanations are fraught with conflicts and confusions for these have been suggested to man by his own whims and vagaries. The only valid definition of the purpose of creation can come from the Creator Himself. Hence the need for Divine Revelation. If one does acknowledge his Creator and Sustainer, he must also accept Him as a source of Mercy and Compassion. A cursory glance over this universe will provide sufficient evidence for the abundance of Divine Mercy showered all around. Therefore, the Merciful God could not leave His creature alone to grope in the darkness of ignorance regarding his raison d’etre. Without a satisfactory answer to this fundamental question by clear Divine Guidance, life could not be immune from moral disaster, spiritual crisis and anarchy.

			A book that could serve as the absolute, authentic and trustworthy source of guidance and instruction in all such matters of life in which human reason or imagination are incapable of helping mankind, should be an absolutely true and miraculous book. Otherwise, it will not be able to perform the function of an authentic and trustworthy source of guidance. The Qur’ān is the only such book of guidance that claims to be a true, authentic and inimitable communication from God in absolute terms. It claims to be the only living and valid Divine Speech and Heavenly Guidance for mankind that is available to answer fundamental questions about life and reality. It defines the raison d’etre of man in clear and emphatic terms and holds a definite promise of salvation in the hereafter. It lays down eternal laws of ultimate success on the basis of the infinite source of Divine knowledge and wisdom. This Book is not something which might be a result of limited and deficient human intellection or reasoning that is seldom free from subjective feelings, momentary passions, faltering emotions, capricious conceptions or fleeting perceptions. Its laws of moral virtue and rectitude have issued from the Absolute Knowledge of the Creator and Sustainer of mankind who created human nature. This nature is universal and immutable and fully invested by its Creator to cope with the problems and challenges of life through an adequate and adroit moral response under Divine Guidance. For this purpose, sufficient resources have been provided in nature within and nature without. Therefore, pursuing the path laid down in this Book could promise real peace and harmony, justice and balance in life at all levels of existence, because this path has been shown by God who alone is aware of the nature of His own creature, whose will pervades in history and who is observant of all its events. 

			Over and above this rationale for Divine Guidance – a rationale which springs from undistorted natural reasoning of man, God has invested His Book with internal evidence of its own truth attested by its self-evident miraculous qualities. This has been done to establish a conclusive and incontestable argument for the Divine origin of the Book revealed by Him to His Messenger. 

			Therefore, the entire credibility of the Qur’ān rests on its uncontested miraculous status, a status that the Qur’ān has forcefully reiterated throughout its pages. 

			What is a miracle and how it is to be defined in contrast to what is not a miracle? 

			All things that occur in this world may be classified into three categories: normal events, wonderful events and miraculous events. 

			The first are events connected with normal cause-effect processes at work in this world of matter, time and space. We sow some seeds in soil and, given necessary conditions, a tree sprouts and yields its fruits. When we fall ill, we take the appropriate medication and relieve ourselves of the pain and suffering from the malady. We feel hunger and satisfy it by proper diet. We undertake trade and commerce and earn profits. We employ various means of overcoming an aggressive enemy in a battle. These are examples of cause-effect processes that are at work in this universe. Our God-given senses and intelligence aid us in knowing and manipulating these processes to our advantage. 

			The second category consists of certain wonderful and marvelous events. These occur by the use of exceptional knowledge, expertise, ingenuity and imagination wherewith some individuals are specially gifted. In the ultimate analysis, these events are also explainable in terms of the cause-effect system that is operating at a higher plane in the universe. Many inventions by men and women of exceptional talents, including some of the magical wonders, fall in this category. What is common between the first and second categories of events is that a replication is possible in both. Whatever has been achieved by some people could also be attained, even surpassed, by others with more or less similar talent, skill and effort.

			But the case of miracles is altogether different. It is an event that takes place in history but it is beyond the reach of historical forces. It cannot be a product of a cause-effect process. It is neither an ordinary occurrence nor even a wonderful event of the second category. It is something that cannot be emulated by mankind’s total given capacity. It occurs by Divine Act mediated through the person of the Prophet and manifested through him to humanity at large in space-time. The difference between a miraculous deed and human invention is as wide as the difference between God and man. As man cannot replicate the Divine creation of sun, moon, stars and galaxies, so he is unable to emulate the Divine Miracle. The difference between books produced by human intelligence and ingenuity and the Book revealed by God is infinitely greater. Although God has not explicitly challenged mankind to create the sun and moon, human inability in this regard has been implicitly postulated in the Qur’ān. However, in the case of the Qur’ān, there is an open challenge from its Divine Author, repeated and reiterated in its verses, posed to the entirety of humankind to produce a single specimen similar to its shortest chapter. 

			No book had been the focus of closer attention by such a large number of learned men throughout such a long time span as the Qur’ān. For the Muslims, this focused interest in the Qur’ān had been quite natural and befitting – an interest that exhausted their potential and resources in reading and understanding this Book. For it represented to them the ultimate source of Divine Guidance and the last call of the Creator to humanity. Even those who failed to recognize its Divine origin could not ignore this Book that changed the entire horizon of human life ever since it entered history. Millions of pages have been written by both believers and non-believers to understand and explain its contents, assess and evaluate its pervasive impact on the course of history. This process is ongoing and would seem set to continue till the end of time. For the believers, it has always been an essential part of their religious life and consciousness. Indeed, for them it will continue to be a part of their reality even beyond the confines of this world. For it has issued from the Divine Attribute of Speech transcending space-time limitations. Authentic Tradition lends credence to the Muslim belief that the Qur’ān will be recited by its own Author as a special rewarding feat to the believers – those inmates of the Paradise who will have endorsed and upheld its eternal truth in this world. 

			The Muslim undertaking to understand and explain the Qur’ān started with the beginning of its revelation in the seventh century of the Common Era. As the process of revelation continued with the progress of the Prophet’s mission of guiding people, forming and reforming the believers’ community, the Companions focused their attention on learning and applying the message of the Qur’ān in their lives. The Prophet (peace be upon him) personally presided over this grand activity. He not only communicated every piece of the Revelation to the community – men and women, young and old alike – but also explained its purport and applied its purpose in their lives. He implemented its teachings on himself first, before enforcing its writ on his followers. In this way, the Qur’ān occupied the status of the primary and ultimate source of religious guidance and moral inspiration in the life of the community. At the same time, it became the main generating force of social change and the supreme source of cultural progress and dynamism in the life of the Muslims. The Qur’ān transformed the entire patterns of thought and behavior and the whole spectrum of the lives of its followers. Its reform and education was total and touched every general feature and particular trait of the Muslims’ lives. It radically changed perspectives and altered attitudes and animated the Muslim community with a new vision of life and fresh vigor to change the course of history. 

			Those of the Prophet’s Companions who were closest to him were naturally able to receive higher levels of Divine knowledge and wisdom revealed in the Qur’ān as they were greater beneficiaries of its practical fruits of reform and rectitude. There has been from the beginning a close nexus between thought and deed in these Companions’ relationship with the Qur’ān. It was this unique integration between knowledge and action engendered in their lives by the Prophet (peace be upon him) that ensured preservation of the Qur’ānic message and its onward transmission. The Companions who carried on the Prophet’s mission after him transmitted the knowledge of the Qur’ān – both in theory and practice – to the next generation of the Muslims (tābi‘ūn). This process, which started in the seventh century of the Common Era, has continued to this day without a moment’s interruption. The substance of the Divine Guidance objectified in the Qur’ān was essentially supplied by the teaching of the Prophet (peace be upon him) who exemplified its ideal application as the highest model of Islamic vision and values. Those of his Companions who directly benefited from him, passed on this legacy to the younger generations of the Muslims. In this way, not only the text of the Revelation was preserved by the community but also its authentic explanation. This authentic explanation was provided by the Prophet (peace be upon him) and those of his Companions who attended the events of the Revelation and practically participated in the reform initiated by the Qur’ān under the Prophet’s leadership and guidance. 

			This, however, does not mean that human reason has been barred from pondering and reflecting on the Qur’ān because the Prophet (peace be upon him) had already supplied its authentic interpretation. On the contrary, the latter served as a basic guiding framework for a continuous study and understanding of the Divine Book by the subsequent generations of the Muslims. Within the given framework of meaning and purpose and without prejudice to the authentic principles of interpretation, the scholars of Islam have exhausted their potential to study the Qur’ān, enrich and expand, deepen and diversify its knowledge. These efforts gradually contributed to the crystallization of the distinct discipline of tafsīr. The various approaches adopted by the scholars of tafsīr in understanding and explicating the Qur’ānic text further diversified this core discipline into different branches – all focused on discerning the Divine will as revealed in the Qur’ān.

			Apart from various branches of tafsīr that grew out of the main tree, as it were, like legal, linguistic and literary studies of the Qur’ān, another important field of study gradually evolved which was given the name: ‘Ulūm al-Qur’ān. The latter was in fact an enlarged form of introduction to tafsīr that constituted integral part of major works of tafsīr. It covered those features of the Qur’ān, the knowledge of which was regarded as necessary to the understanding of the Qur’ān or more specifically to the study of tafsīr. The field of ‘Ulūm al-Qur’ān had been increasingly expanding during the last one hundred years encompassing mainly the following topics related to tafsīr. (i) Revelation: history, stages, compilation and recording, variant readings, order of verses and chapters etc., and (ii) Inimitability of the Qur’ān: various concepts of the miracle, Arabs’ response to the Qur’ān, different views about rhetorical aspects of the Qur’ān, literary evidence of the Qur’ānic miracle etc. 

			These aspects of knowledge about the Qur’ān have been regarded as essential introduction to the study of the tafsīr proper. In recent times, ‘Ulūm al-Qur’ān has been incorporated as a regular part of the curricular scheme of Islamic education giving the discipline a new momentum and serving as an incentive to greater academic activity in the field. 

			In the tradition of scholarship on tafsīr, the greatest Muslim geniuses of all ages have made a significant contribution toward enriching this field. Through the development of the discipline of tafsīr these great scholars have participated in this historical project without interruption since the Prophet’s time. Each writer on tafsīr has, in a way, presented to posterity all the fruits of his labor of love, expressed in the form of reflection on the Divine Book, an occupation that virtually claims life-long engagement. In addition to this enthusiastic participation by the most celebrated scholars of the community, in explaining and spreading the message of the Qur’ān, many of the scholars of tafsīr have also shared with their readers the highlights of the long path of the struggle made by them to reach an understanding of the Qur’ān. As pointed out above, they rendered this service to their readers in the form of their comprehensive prologues to tafsīr.

			Each of these introductions varies in size, scope and volume. While most of them are concise and focused on the salient features of this discipline, briefly outlining the approach adopted in their own works, some are quite copious and comprehensive. Such lengthy prologues contain elaborate introductions to the discipline of tafsīr. This is in addition to explaining at length the manner in which they dealt with the issues involved in the works produced by them. In this way, such introductions assume the status of a full-fledged monograph on the grammar of tafsīr, as it were. One of the outstanding specimens of such a comprehensive introduction in the recent times, is the one written by Ibn ʻĀshūr.(1)

			Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir bin ‘Āshūr, the author of this work on tafsīr, was born in Tunisia in 1879 and died there in 1973. His family, especially his father Muḥammad and his maternal grandfather Muḥammad al-‘Azīz bin ‘Atūr, had been highly reputed for religious scholarship. This scholarly background provided a conducive atmosphere for the exceptional academic growth and development of Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir bin ‘Āshūr.

			His early education started by memorizing the Qur’ān. This was followed by a study based on the curricular textbooks of Islamic disciplines. At the young age of fourteen, he joined the famous seminary of al-Zaytūna for advanced studies in Islamic disciplines. He proved himself a bright student in completing the courses of study at al-Zaytūna covering the disciplines of sharī‘ah, Arabic language and literature, medicine and French language.

			The well-known works of Ibn ‘Āshūr include, apart from the present work on tafsīr, Maqāṣid al-Sharī‘ah, Uṣūl al-Niẓām al-Ijtimā‘ī fī al-Islām, Uṣūl al-Taqaddum fī al-Islām and many others including some unpublished works. In his writings, Ibn ‘Āshūr has been recognized by his contemporaries as a profound author treating the subject from a rich multi-disciplinary background. The scholars of Tunisia regard him as the last specimen of the all-round classical scholarship of yore. This trait is reflected, among other things, in his mastery of Arabic prose, something that has been seen as reminiscent of the great stylists of the past.

			Muhammad Ṭāhir al-Mīsāwī, a contemporary scholar from Tunisia, sums up his estimation of the vast academic potential of Ibn ‘Āshūr in the following words: “his life is so rich and varied in academic attainments that little wonder when you go through any of his works, you feel as if you were in the company of a galaxy of scholars combining a linguist, a man of letters, an exegete, a doctor of the tradition, jurist, educationist, historian, philosopher and logician.” This eulogistic sort of statement by al-Mīsāwī might smack of the exaggeration of many modern intellectuals who are prone to perceive knowledge as necessarily classified into given categories of so-called specialization. But those of us who have had the good fortune of seeing some recent intellectual masters and pedagogists of the traditional lore – men who could still be found living until the 80s and 90s of the previous century – though they were by then fast becoming a rare breed and scarce resource – will easily testify to the accuracy of his estimation and veracity of his appreciation. 

			However, according to most of his biographers and reviewers, his vast understanding in the whole range of the traditional Islamic learning apart, Ibn ‘Āshūr stands out prominently as an exceptional scholar of tafsīr as fully borne out by his work al-Taḥrīr wa al-Tanwīr.

			He has attempted this tafsīr, his magnum opus, from the strength of possessing a vast understanding of the main currents in the prevailing tradition of Islamic scholarship. He thus put his life-long earnings in the studies of Islam at the service of his exegetical project. 

			This present work is an abridged English translation of the author’s long introduction to the outstanding work of Tafsīr: al-Taḥrīr wa al-Tanwīr. This introduction is so comprehensive and well-written that it contains elements of a full-fledged work on ‘Ulūm al-Qur’ān. It agitates more or less the same conventional issues that formed the substance of earlier works albeit with many variations on the theme and useful additions to the subject.

			This comprehensive introduction has been divided by the author into ten sections, each dealing with an important issue concerning tafsīr. A precis of each section is provided below.

			(i)	In section one, the author has discussed the literal and technical meanings associated with the key words tafsīr and ta’wīl. Defining the science of tafsīr, he says: “it is the name of that discipline which discusses the meanings of the Qur’ānic words and the brief or extensive knowledge derived therefrom.” He, however, points out that using the word “science” (‘ilm) for tafsīr is a liberal application of the term. He justifies this application by registering the fact that Muslim scholars engaged themselves with this field of knowledge before developing other Islamic disciplines. Scholastic pursuit of tafsīr by the early scholars engendered among them the skill of discerning the peculiar features of Qur’ānic discourse. Their insights were disseminated among the later scholars of the Qur’ān, who found them immensely beneficial in their studies and placed them prominently in their written notes on tafsīr. These notes gradually evolved into a systematic and organized knowledge about the Qur’ān. In this way, a distinct discipline emerged which was focused on knowledge of the Qur’ān. The author has also explained in this section, the status of tafsīr in the whole body of Islamic knowledge called al-‘Ulūm al-Shar‘iyyah, placing it at the head for obvious reasons. 

				He has also traced the genesis of tafsīr to the earliest periods of the revelation. After highlighting the seminal contribution made by two prominent Companions, namely ‘Abd Allāh bin ‘Abbās and ‘Alī bin Abī Ṭālib, to the foundation of tafsīr, he cautions against many weak and unauthentic reports that have crept into certain works of tafsīr claiming their origin in the statements of these two Companions. 

				Further, in this section, the author has explained the linguistic and technical difference between the terms tafsīr and ta’wīl. Citing various usages of these terms as mutually distinct – even exclusive– that have been in vogue among some scholars, he takes the position that essentially the two terms are interchangeable. 

			(ii)	In this section, the author explains the main sources of knowledge on which scholars of tafsīr must rely in order to qualify for a scholarly study of tafsīr. These sources, according to him, include thorough knowledge of Arabic language, including a profound understanding of Rhetoric and Stylistics. The author cites earlier authorities, like al-Zamakhsharī and al-Sakkākī, to emphasize the essential requirement of a deep awareness of the literary tradition of Arabic language in order to appreciate the inimitable character of the Qur’ān. In fact, he goes further than this to argue that a knowledge of the linguistic and literary aspects of the Qur’ānic text is a sine qua non even for deriving injunctions from its verses. He cites a number of verses to substantiate this argument by demonstrating that the real stress, emphasis, purport, purpose or implication of a Qur’ānic statement could only be appreciated by recourse to the above fields of knowledge. For without reference to the canons of Arabic Rhetoric and Stylistics, the definite import of a Divine statement could hardly be determined in terms of approval and disapproval. And without the latter, no injunctions could be derived from the Qur’ān and, therefore, the Divine will cannot be revealed to the human mind. 

			(iii)	The third section deals with a highly important and sensitive issue relating to tafsīr, namely the status of “received knowledge” or the explanation of the Qur’ān based on reports (al-Ma’thūr) and its counterpart, namely the knowledge of the Qur’ān based on individual thinking or opinion (al-Ra’y). The author discusses various views in this regard. After a critical evaluation of these views, he comes to the conclusion that very little substantial tafsīr is traceable to the Prophet (peace be upon him). Whatever quantum of knowledge relating to the Qur’ān that has been handed down by the Companions had been, according to the author, in the nature of personal views of these Companions deduced from the Qur’ān. To support this view, the author refers to variant reports of tafsīr traceable to different Companions. If all these explanations of Qur’ānic verses were based on the Prophet’s authoritative interpretation, he argues, then there should have been no variance in these reports. This fact has led the author to the conclusion that while certain portions, albeit highly significant ones, have been interpreted by the Prophet (peace be upon him) himself, the rest of the Companions’ reports of tafsīr fall in the category of individual reflection on the Qur’ān and the fruits of this reflection. Therefore, the author asserts, the field of tafsīr must essentially be a synthesis of both the elements of reason (al-Ra’y) and tradition (al-Ma’thūr). 

				Thereafter, the author agitates the issue of the so-called esoteric interpretation of the Qur’ān. He explains the problem with reference to the seminal contribution of Imam Ghazālī to this subject. The latter not only critically examined this trend but also presented, in his own writings, the valid form of such an extended interpretation. The author notes, in the light of Imam Ghazālī’s criticism of this trend, the damage done by its votaries to the comprehensibility of the Qur’ān. He cites a number of examples from the texts of the Qur’ān to demonstrate the difference between the two kinds of esoteric interpretation: admissible and inadmissible. The first maintains the original direct meaning of the text but transcends it to derive a moral lesson relevant for the present reader. The second undermines the exoteric message of the Qur’ān in preference for the so-called inner and occult nuances. According to the author, the modes and methods of interpreting the Qur’ānic text developed and defined by the scholars of tafsīr provide sufficient security against any such distortive attempts.

			(iv)	In section four, the author defines the aims that a competent scholar of the Qur’ān should pursue. In this context, he spells out the fundamental objectives of Revelation to emphasize the need for a mufassir to function within the framework of these objectives. A conscious observance of these objectives on the part of the scholar shall guard him against rendering the text as a fluid open-ended object of reading into it whatever runs contrary to its real objectives. He frequently cites verses from the Qur’ān – in both this and other sections – to underline a strict adherence to this purposeful pursuit of Qur’ānic study. For to him, no amount of scholarly activity or ratiocination focused on the Qur’ān could yield any meaningful fruit if it vitiates the very objectives that this Book so clearly defines for itself. In this respect, the author spells out the following objectives of the Revelation:

			1.	reforming beliefs and teaching the right creed;

			2.	reforming morals;

			3.	general and particular injunctions;

			4.	defining the political order of the Ummah;

			5.	narrating events of past peoples and communities;

			6.	teaching people in accordance with the needs of the time;

			7.	preaching and counseling, giving glad tidings and admonitions; and

			8.	establishing evidence for the inimitability of the Qur’ān.

				Thereafter, he defines the scope of tafsīr and points to various approaches – both general and specific – adopted by different scholars in their works. He also determines the limits for bringing the discussion of various issues pertaining to other branches of Islamic studies into the works of tafsīr. In this respect, he clearly places various other Islamic disciplines in relation to the discipline of tafsīr to show how far a mufassir could be justified in expanding his discussion with the help of the other disciplines. In sum, he concludes that any piece of knowledge or insight provided by other disciplines that is helpful in understanding the import and implications of Qur’ānic verses could profitably be included in the discussions of tafsīr. In this regard, the author notices two different trends among the scholars of Islam. One of them, represented by Ibn Rushd (junior), is the attempt to demonstrate a concord and compatibility between the statements of the Qur’ān and the findings of human knowledge relevant to those statements. The author has recorded his own preference for this trend. However, he has laid down certain conditions for this enlargement of the framework of tafsīr: (i) extreme brevity in the mention of issues relating to other branches of knowledge; (ii) strict adherence to Arabic semantics in deducing meanings from the Qur’ānic text that are related to other branches of knowledge; (iii) maintaining the direct literal sense of the words and constructions unless there is a strong reason to make a departure from it; (iv) avoiding any attempt to press into service a meaning artificially – a meaning contrary to the direct spontaneous connotation supported by Arabic semantics. 

				The other trend is represented by men like al-Shāṭibī and Abū Bakr bin al-‘Arabī. They held that the quantum of knowledge available to the early Arabs had been sufficient for the comprehension of the Qur’ānic message. Any subsequent development and expansion in human knowledge, therefore, need not be relied upon to interpret the statements of the Qur’ān, they argued. The author, however, strongly refutes this argument and contends that though essential guidance had been available to the early generations from the Qur’ānic text, findings and insights from other sources could subsequently become available which could help a mufassir attain a better understanding and application of the text. He also expresses the view that many of these insights, independently attained by men of knowledge, could lend further evidence to the truth of the Qur’ān and thus testify to its miraculous status. The author, however, admits that indeed there remain many areas of human knowledge and experience that have little connection with the Qur’ān, like mythology, prosody and rhymes etc. Therefore, he concludes, such things as provide no aid in our understanding of the Revelation fall outside the scope of tafsīr.

			(v)	Section five has been devoted to a discussion of the occasions of the revelation (asbāb al-nuzūl). Ibn ʻĀshūr points out that often these receive exaggerated attention to the extent that it seems that each verse must necessarily have been revealed in connection with a historical event. However, the fact of the matter, according to the author, is that the Qur’ān, which has been revealed for the guidance of humanity, does not depend for its unfolding in history on any incident requiring particular legislation. Yet indeed, the author contends, there are certain occasions that should be known to a scholar of tafsīr if only because they relate to a verse in many significant ways. These either provide detail for some concise expression, elaborate some ambiguous statement or explicate the content from any other aspect. There are also certain occasions that may guide a scholar to the arguments relevant to the explanation of a verse, or to the appreciation of some rhetorical aspects of the Qur’ān. Since appreciating the literary miracle of the Qur’ān depends on an acute knowledge about the circumstances attending the revelation, a knowledge of these occasions is extremely significant for this purpose. 

				The author classifies these occasions into five main categories:

			1.	where understanding of a verse, which is ambiguous, depends on the understanding of the occasion; 

			2.	where a historical event gives rise to certain revelation; 

			3.	where many events occur in succession. Then a verse is revealed containing an injunction. When the scholars say that this verse has been revealed concerning that event, they only mean that this particular event/individual is included in the application of this verse.

			4.	where some verses have an apparent connection with some events. When a scholar points out this connection, it seems as if these verses are meant to refer to these events per se. However, the aim of the scholar is only to point to the fact that these events are included in the general message contained in these verses;

			5.	where these occasions help explain certain ambiguities that appear in some of the verses;

				The author has illustrated these five categories with examples from the Qur’ān to show the valid use of the occasions of the revelation. There seem, however, to be striking similarities between some of the above categories, particularly between the first and the fifth and between the third and the fourth. Therefore, these could easily be reduced to three categories rather than five. 
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