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To date, over 50 Masters and Doctoral dissertations written in the universities of the
Arab world have been devoted to the thirty-volume al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir by the
Tunisian Qadi and Rector of Zaytiina, Muhammad al-Tahir b. “Ashiir (d. 1973), one of
the most influential and encyclopadic authors of his generation." There are only a
handful of published book-length works in Arabic on the Tahrir* and, despite recent
advances in English-language scholarship on the typology of fafsir,’ none in
English,* while translations of works of Qur’anic hermeneutics into English in
general can be counted on the fingers of one hand.” In the first 125 pages of al-Tahrir
wa’l-tanwir Ibn °Ashiir presents his approach in the form of a modern mufassir’s
manual consisting of a preamble and ten prolegomena. This paper sums up the contents
of this important contemporary treatise and situates it as a proposed rediscovery of
Qur’anic inimitability (i‘jaz, lit. ‘incapacitation’) and a curriculum for exegetes that
identifies the disciplines needed to study the Qur’an, beginning with rhetoric and
tropology.

Ibn Ashiir’s Education, Scholarly Output, and Views®

Muhammad al-Tahir b. Muhammad b. Qadi Muhammad al-Tahir Ibn °Ashir
(1296-1393/1879—-1973) hailed from a leading Moroccan family of Shadhili Idrisis
who had settled in Andalusia, emigrated back to Morocco shortly before the
Reconquista, and finally resettled in Tunisia. His paternal grandfather was chief
Maliki judge, Mufti and Nagib al-ashraf (‘Prefect of Sharifs’) in Tunis while his
maternal grandfather was the first ever minister for Al Bey III. After memorising the
Qur’an and learning French he began his education at al-Zaytuina—Tunisia’s principal
institution of Islamic learning—in 1892 at the age of thirteen. His teachers included his
maternal grandfather, the then Prime Minister Muhammad al-°Aziz Bu‘shir
(1825-1907), who also taught another teacher of his, the conservative Shaykh
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Muhammad Salih al-Sharif al-Bija°1 (1868—1921) who emigrated to Ottoman lands;
Salim b. “‘Umar Bii Hajib al-Banbali (1829-1924)—a senior fagth and philologist with
whom he thoroughly studied the Muwatta’ and Sahih al-Bukhari, which gave Ibn
Ashiir the grounding in hadith studies he put to use in the fafsir as well as in
independent works on these two collections; Muhammad al-Nakhli; the Hanafi
Mahmiid b. al-Khiija; and Ahmad Jamal al-Din of the Bana Khayar (fl. 1905), a fagih
with whom he read Qatr al-nada in grammar and al-Dardir in Maliki figh. He
completed his studies in 1896, having quickly distinguished himself as an exceptional
student, following which he was appointed to teach at the Sadiqiyya College in 1900.
Three years later he became a first-class Professor at Zaytuna, then a State Deputy
Administrator of Zayttina in 1904 at age 25. The latter post gave him his first platform to
express his views on education reform, as did his appointment as a member of the
revision committee for educational programmes in 1908, where his contributions
covered reform in the cities of Kairouan, Sousse, Sfax, Tozeur, and Gafsa. The essays
he published in 1967 on Islamic education in the Arab world entitled Alaysa al-subhu
bi-qarib? (‘Is it not Almost Dawn?’), subtitled ‘Arabo-Islamic Teaching: Historical
Study and Reformist Views’, were actually started in 1902 (at age 23) and finished in
1907. This is a youthful work in which he is prone to exaggerate.” He was certainly
marked by Muhammad °Abduh’s second visit to Tunis in 1903, and later penned an
anonymous defense of the latter’s Transvaal farwa.® In 1908 he was also appointed to
the Mixed Property Council (whose court had been created by the French in 1888 to
promote the interests of French colonists in real estate matters, and as part of the
calculated erosion of Sharia courts). From 1913 to 1923 he held the post of top Maliki
qadi,” at which time he joined the ‘Academic Supervisory Bureau’ of Zaytiina—its
administrative committee. He left the judiciary and returned to teaching in 1923
(at Zaytuna and at the famed Sadiqiyya college founded in 1875 by the Islamic

10 the same

modernist Khayruddin Pasha) only to be appointed ‘Deputy Chief Mufti
year. In 1932, he became Rector of Zayttina with the title of Shaykh al-Zaytiina in 1932
as well as ‘Shaykh al-Islam of the Maliki School’—the first Maliki scholar to be given
such a title, which was created for him.!! Then, in 1933 he was branded as pro-French
for not unconditionally endorsing a farwa published by the Mufti of Bizerte stating that
naturalised Tunisians had left Islam. This charge was consistent with past accusations
that he had not taken a stand against the 1930 neo-crusader Eucharistic Congress
organised by the French in Carthage (near Tunis) to celebrate the hundredth
anniversary of the occupation of Algeria.'” Ibn °Ashiir was appointed Shaykh
al-Zaytiina again from 1944 to 1955, at which time he introduced the teaching of
physics, chemistry, and algebra, eliminating from the syllabus some traditional
materials he considered irrelevant to modern Islamic learning, in the face of opposition.
His contemporaries described him as being indefatigable, conscientious, prolific,
courteous, and humble despite his superior erudition and sharp analytical mind,
as well as a superb public speaker and top philologist.'* Yet, despite this,
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Basheer M. Nafi’s remark that ‘[t]lime and again throughout his career, Ibn ®Ashir
proved to be a non-activist reformist, a somewhat detached intellectual ... politically
cautious and socially ambivalent’ seems apt.'*

At the same time as teaching, administering Zaytiina, delivering fatwas, promoting
reform, and supervising cases and pronouncing verdicts as Senior Qadi, Ibn °Ashir
found time to produce dozens of books and an untold number of articles. In 1947 he
published a landmark two hundred-page work on legal theory entitled Magasid
al-shari‘a—echoing the title and scope of an earlier work, Mahasin al-shari‘a, by the
Shafi‘1 jurisprudent al-Qaffal al-Kabir (d. 365/976)—in which he built on al-Shatibi’s
(d. 790/1388) own concept of these purposes, notably adding new ones such as freedom
and creating tolerance (al-samaha), ‘the first of the attributes of the Sharia and the
greatest of its objectives’.'> Most of his forty-odd works revolve around language and
literature, specifically rhetoric (Miijaz al-balagha; on al-Mutawwal and its commen-
taries; lessons on Qur’anic inimitability, the last two unpublished); usage, semantic and
oratory (Usil al-insha’ wa’l-khataba; an edition of al-Batalytsi’s al-Igtidab with
commentary; and Ghara’ib al-isti‘mal, the latter two unpublished); poetry (works on
the mu‘allagat, al-Hamasa, al-Mutanabbi, al-Nabigha, Suhaym, and al-A°sha)
including encyclopadic editions and commentaries (such as his annotated edition of
the Andalusian poet Ibn Khagan’s (480-528/1087-1134) Qala’id al-‘igyan, and
Bashshar b. Burd’s (96-168/715-784) Diwan; and grammar (on Khalaf al-Ahmar’s
Mugaddima, unpublished). He also devoted time to history (7arikh al-‘Arab,
unpublished); Stfism (an oft-republished commentary on al-Biisir’s panegyric
Burdat al-madih entitled Shifa’ al-qalb al-jarih); fatwas and legal verdicts
(al-Fatawa; Qadaya wa-ahkam shar‘iyya); jurisprudence (al-Wagqf wa-atharuhu fi
al-Islam); lessons on al-Khalil (Dirasat fi al-lugha and Masa’il fighiyya wa- ‘amaliyya,
both unpublished); biography (Tarajim ba‘d al-a‘lam, unpublished); two major hadith
commentaries, respectively on the Muwatta’ and Sahih al-Bukhari, both of which he
had read closely with the jurist and philologist Shaykh Salim b. “‘Umar Bu Hajib
al-Banbali; legal theory and philosophy (al-Tawdih wa’l-tashih on al-Qarafi’s Tangih,
Magqasid al-shari‘a al-Islamiyya, Ar@’ ijtihadiyya, unpublished); and ancient medicine
(correction and commentary on Ibn Zahr’s al-Intisar li-Jaliniis, a defense of Galen).

Ibn °Ashiir became Rector of Zaytiina for a second time, at 77 years of age, on the
invitation of Tunisia’s first President, Habib Bourguiba, in 1956, the year Tunisia
gained its independence after 75 years of French protectorate and the accompanying
secularisation of Tunisian public education. That year the first volume of his magnum
opus came out, the Qur’anic commentary entitled Tahrir al-ma‘na al-sadid wa-tanwir
al-‘aql al-jadid min tafsir al-Kitab al-majid (‘Verification of the Sound Meaning and
Enlightenment of the New Mind in the Exegesis of the Glorious Book’),' better
known as al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir (‘The Verification and Enlightenment’), comprising
the prolegomena and commentaries on Sirat al-Fatiha and Juz® ‘Amma.'” This was
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followed by a further 29 volumes, the last of which was published in 1970, three years
before his death. This Tafsir was over half a century in the making, as is shown by
several quotations from his maternal grandfather Muhammad al-°Aziz Bii°shir
(d. 1907), one of which he dates thus: ‘My grandfather the minister dictated to me
one night in the year 1318/1900 ...’ that is, when Ibn °Ashiir was but 21 years old.'®
In one of his very last works, the 1964 Usiil al-nizam al-ijtima ‘i fi al-Islam, he revisits
his previous discussions of freedom and tolerance and concludes that a Muslim’s
freedom of religion excludes apostasy but includes:'®

the choice of any doctrinal school he wishes, given that they vary in the
degrees of right and wrong. Thus a Muslim can be a Salafi, an Ash®ari
or a Maturidi Sunni; or he can be a Mu‘tazili; a Khariji; a Zaydi; or an
Imami ... We do not declare apostate any of those who pray to the same
gibla.

The Prolegomena

This is the first study in a European language on Ibn ¢Ashiir’s theory of fafsir in his
one-hundred-and-thirty-page ‘Ten Prolegomena’ (al-Muqgaddimat al-‘ashr) to
al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, which sums up his approach to Qur’anic hermeneutics.*’ The
Mugaddimat cover definitions, methodology, the sources and bases on which Ibn
¢Ashiir built, the disciplines from which he borrowed, and the tools which he used in
order to extract original analyses and fresh views for the benefit of modern readers of
the Qur’an. They reveal the author’s mastery of his craft and the utility of his proposal
for a modern streamlining of the science of tafsir. His renewed focus on the
understanding of linguistic inimitability (al-i‘jaz al-lughawi) invites future mufassirs
to reassess their scholarship and eliminate superfluous aspects. He organised the
Qur’anic disciplines around their essential themes, put complex thoughts and analyses
into everyday language, and explained technicalities without subjecting readers to
jargon or overly succinct allusions. In the process, he couched his text in a pure Arabic
idiom to reflect its subject-matter and displayed erudition and originality with his
authoritative references and novel insights.>' In his preamble he states his two
intentions of discovering new meanings of the kind previous exegetes had either missed
or left unspoken, and, secondly, formulating a middle position between their various
interpretive stances:*>

[T made] it incumbent on myself to bring out, in the exegesis of the
Qur’an, allusive points (nukar) I have seen no one find before me, and to
arbitrate, as it were, among the schools of exegetes, sometimes lending
support and sometimes standing in opposition. For contenting oneself
with habitual discourse is an impoverishing (ta‘til) of the Qur’anic
outpour, which is never exhausted.
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The hunt for nukat and lata’if is indeed the exegete’s goal, short of which a tafsir
remains a glossary. Seven centuries before, al-Baydawi described his own endeavour as
‘a book in this discipline that would contain the essence of all that has reached me ...
including brilliant allusions (nukat bari‘a) and marvelous subtleties (lata’if ra’i‘a)

which I and those before me have brought to light.**

The preamble ends by staking the claim of the Tahrir to both classicism and
authoritative innovation: ‘In sum it contains the best of what is found in the tafsirs, and
it also contains better than what is found in the tafsirs.’** The authorial stance of
continuator-cum-arbitrator—an exegete’s trope>>—is itself the result of cogitation and
seasoned experience, as Ibn ¢ Ashiir had indicated in the opening pages of the preamble.
He thus presents the Tahrir as the sum of a lifetime of study and reflection into which,
like many exegetes before him, he has poured his mastery of all that qualifies as
ancillary disciplines to Qur’anic exegesis, particularly the arts of language. This is
reflected in the length of the last of the ten prolegomena (30 pages) entitled ‘On the
Miraculous Inimitability of the Qur’an’ while all the others are between eight and
thirteen pages long except for the eighth (‘The Name Qur’an and the Ordering and
Names of its Verses and Chapters’), which comes in at 23 pages. It is for this same
reason that the Tahrir has been described as ‘on the whole a rhetorical, tropological,
linguistic, and rationalistic exegesis that is mindful of transmitted narrations and also

concerns itself with the Qur’anic readings’ .2

1. Tafsir is the Science of Qur’anic Exegesis and ta’wil is its Synonym

Ibn °Ashiir begins his prolegomena with seven pages discussing definitions, entitled
‘Regarding tafsir and ta’wil and the fact that fafsir is a science’. Tafsir and ta’wil are
usually respectively translated as ‘lexical exegesis’, ‘commentary (as a genre)’,
and ‘manifest meaning’ on the one hand and, on the other, ‘hermeneutics’ and
‘interpretation’, particularly ‘figurative interpretation.” Fasara in Arabic means ‘to lay
bare’ (kashafa), and thus the primary meaning of its cognate tafsir is indeed
‘paraphrastic gloss’, while ala means literally ‘to return’ (raja‘a, ‘ada). By virtue of
such return, Ibn °Ashir contends, ta’wil, far from straying away from the original
meaning, is in fact a foundational/jurisprudential (bi’l-ma‘na al-usilt) regrounding
of sense back to both meaning and intent:*’

awwalahu means ‘he referred it back to the purport’ (arja‘ahu ila
al-ghayat al-magsiida), and the purport of a vocable is its meaning and
whatever the speaker intends by it.

Ibn °Ashiir further posits that in Arabic usage and etymology—and according to
Tha®lab (Ahmad b. Yahya al-Shaybani, d. 291/904), Ibn al-A°rabi (Abu “Abd Allah
Muhammad b. Ziyad al-Hashimi, d. 231/846), Abti ‘Ubayda (d. 210/825), and
al-Raghib al-Isfahani (d. 502/c. 1108) among other linguists and exegetes—as well as
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in the texts of the Qur’an and the Sunna, zafsir and ta’wil are synonyms. Either one may
be used indifferently to mean both a literal paraphrase and a further exploration of
meanings beyond the letter of the text, although ‘some have reserved tafsir for the
apparent meaning (al-ma‘na al-zahir), and ta’wil for the ambiguities
(al-mutashabihat)’ *® This is illustrated by fact that early exegetes, such as Mujahid
(d. 102/721), Abu “Ubayd al-Qasim b. Sallam (d. 224/839), and al-Tabari (d. 310/c.
922), primarily seem to have used the two terms interchangeably.”® Ibn ¢Abbas (d.
68/688) gave ta’wil a deeper meaning on two occasions: first in his statement ‘I am
among those who know its 7a’wil’** in commentary on Q. 3:7, and none knows its
interpretation (ta’wil) except God and those firmly grounded in knowledge, and his
quadripartite typology of hermeneutics:"

Tafsir has four different perspectives (awjuh): a tafsir familiar to Arabs
because it is their own language; a tafsir no one has any excuse not to
know; a tafsir known only to the people of learning; and a fafsir whose
ta’wil is known only to God.

As is demonstrated in the list below, synonymity is in line with the usage suggested in
the very titles of early rafsirs, while later ones more openly imply a deeper level of
exegesis by the word ta’wil:

al-Tabari (d. 310/923): Jami® al-bayan ‘an ta’wil ay al-Qur’an

Abt Muslim al-Isfahani (d. 322/934): Jami¢ al-ta’wil li-muhkam al-tanzil
al-Maturidi (d. 333/945): Ta’wilat al-Qur’an

al-Taj al-Kirmani (d. after 500/1107): Ghara’ib al-tafsir wa-°aja’ib al-ta’wil
al-Zamakhshart (d. 538/1143): al-Kashshaf ‘an haqa’iq ghawamid al-tanzil wa- uyin
al-agawil fi wujith al-ta’wil

al-Baydaw1 (d. 708?7/13087?): Anwar al-tanzil wa-asrar al-ta’wil

al-Nasaft (d. 710/ 1310): Madarik al-tanzil wa-haqa’iq al-ta’wil

Two more precise understandings of ra’wil are also established, ‘dream interpretation’
and ‘applicable Shari°a meaning’. The first is self-explanatory in both its Qur’anic
(e.g., throughout Siirat Yiisuf) and Sunnaic contexts. The second stood for a type of
knowledge that required depth and insight beyond mere lexicology, as in al-Khidr’s
ta’wil of what had left Moses perplexed (Q. 18:78 and 82) and the hadith ‘O God, give
him [Ibn ©Abbas] deep understanding in religion and teach him ra’wil’ ** or the passage
of time, as in the befalling of a known but heretofore unactualised disclosure: Do they
await but its final unfolding (ta’wilahu)? The day its final unfolding comes, those that
had forgotten it before shall say, Indeed, our Lord’s messengers certainly brought
truth (Q. 7:53, cf. Q. 10:39) and the warning Mugqatil attributes to Ibn “Abbas, ‘Learn
the ta’wil before others come and make taw’il according to the wrong ta’wil!”>® Both it
and the understanding of ta’wil/tafsir synonymity are at the core of the use of the term
ta’wil in both the Qur’an (cf. Q. 3:7, Q. 4:59, Q. 17:35) and Sunna. This is illustrated in
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the mutually elucidatory dichotomies proposed by scholars (see Table 1 below), while
al-Aliisi (d. 1270/1854) defined ta’wil as ‘indisputably defined today as a
divinely-inspired cue and transcendent gnoses unveiling themselves to the wayfarers
from behind the shutters of phrases and pouring down from the rain-clouds of the

unseen on the hearts of gnostics, while fafsir is other than that.

>34

What tafsir is

What ta’wil is

Ibn “Abbas

* partly known to the scholars

* partly known to the Arabs

* partly known to all (halal &
haram)

* known to God alone

al-Maturidi>

* the province of the sahaba;

* categorical assertion of a
gloss, equivalent to
witnessing;

* single perspective

* the province of the jurists;

* exposition of the upshot of
the matter (bayan
muntaha al-amr);

* steering the discourse to its
plausible meaning;

* preponderant but
non-categorical
explanation;

* multiple perspectives

Aba Talib al-Tha¢labi>®
(d. c. 488/1095)

* lexical usage (wad® al-laf?);
* marker of intent (dalil
al-murad);

* narration (riwdya)

* subaudition (batin al-lafz),
* real intent (hagiqat
al-murad),

* expertise (diraya)

al-Raghib al-Isfahani®’

* mostly about words,
especially single words and
difficult words, but also
subtext such as background
stories

* mostly about meanings
and entire clauses;
* showing whether general

or specific usage applies

al-Baghawt™®
(d. 516/1122)

* about the circumstances of
revelation, the importance
of the verse and its
background

* shifting (sarf) the verse to
a plausible meaning
suitable to its context

al-Sharif al-Jurjani
(d. 816/1413)

* narration (riwdya)

* expert knowledge (diraya)

al-Kafyaji*
(d. 879/1474)

* transmissive and narrative;
* the province of the sahaba

* linguistic and expert;
* the province of the jurists

Table 1. The mufassirs’ Understanding of tafsir and ta’wil.
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After it has been made clear that Ibn °Ashiir includes all of the above in
his understanding of tafsir, we can better appreciate his technical definition of
. 41

1t as:

the science that investigates the exposition of the meanings of the
Qur’anic vocables and all that is inferred therefrom, whether in
abridged or in extensive fashion ... its subject-matter being the
vocables of the Qur’an from the perspective of the investigation of its
meanings.

He then proceeds to defend the appellation of ‘science’ (‘ilm) in relation to fafsir.
Although not a science in the sense of ‘universally applicable propositions for
demonstrable empirical claims’ (matliabat khabariyya yubarhan ‘alayha ... wa-hiya
qadaya kulliyya), tafsir, he says, was nevertheless considered to be a science for six
possible reasons:

(1) Since tafsir gave rise to so many disciplines and general principles, it is
considered the first of them, and a general principle in and of itself.

(i) In their classification of the sciences, scholars have said that to posit
demonstrable universally applicable propositions as the precondition for
something to be called a science is only a prerequisite for the ratiocinative
disciplines (al- ‘uliim al-ma“qiila). It is not a precondition for the sacro-legal and
literary disciplines, for which it is enough that its avenues of investigation bestow
a kind of scholarly perfection to their practitioners, and the highest among them
in this is zafsir.

(iii)) Terminological definitions are ‘verifications’ (al-ta‘arif al-lafziyya tasdigar)*
according to some expert logicians, because they end up as propositions from
which countless meanings may be derived, which makes them tantamount to
universal rules. The probative factor of Arabic poetry and other linguistic
proof-texts, for example, acts as a demonstration for these propositions. This is
one example of the derivative disciplines mentioned in the first bullet point
above, which shows that tafsir is comparable to a science.

(iv) The recourse to general principles is a constant of tafsir. Before addressing
passages such as Whatever verse We abrogate ... (Q. 2:106), and none knows its
interpretation (Q. 3:7), and of the Book are the finalised verses (Q. 3:7), one must
first establish the principles of abrogation (al-naskh), those of interpretation
(al-ta’wil), and those of unabrogable finality (al-muhkam) respectively. The sum
total of such groundings is called a science by extension.

(v) Since it behoves tafsir to also cover the clarification of the bases of legislation and
its general principles, it follows that it deserves to be called a science in this
respect as well. However, exegetes have focused on the meanings of the Qur’an
to such an extent that they have neglected the principles of legal theory in the
course of their activity, except in a few cases.
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(vi) Tafsir was the first thing Muslim scholars worked upon before turning to the
rest of the sciences. The acquisition of mastery in the disciplines related to tafsir
led to the development of comprehensive sciences that are more specifically
related to the Qur’an than to anything else. Hence, tafsir itself was named
a science. As the discipline sine qua non for understanding the speech of
God it is the pre-eminent sacred science, as is described by al-Ghazali in the
first book of Ihya’ ‘uliim al-din and al-Baydawi in the preamble to his Tafsir.
It also deserves to be thus described as the conglomerate of the knowledge
of Meccan and Medinan suras, of the abrogant and the abrogate, of the bases
of the rules of legal theory such as the “Gmm (‘general’) and the khass (‘specific’),
of the Qur’anic readings, and of many other aspects of the contents of the

Qur’ an.®

Scholars, furthermore, have approached tafsir according to the two broad method-
ologies respectively known as ‘transmission’ (athar), famously represented by Malik
b. Anas and Ibn Jarir al-Tabari, and ‘theory’ (nazar), represented by the likes of
al-Zajjaj (d. 311/923) and Abi °Ali al-Farisi (d. 377/987), although Ibn °Ashiir goes
on to show (see below, section 3) that al-Tabari, in reality, is much more analytical than
he himself was prepared to admit. Then came ‘two major linguistic exegetes who were
contemporaries, one in the East and one in the West’, al-Zamakhshari (d. 538/1143)
who emphasised linguistics, and Ibn ‘Atiyya (d. 546/1151) who emphasised
jurisprudence.** These are Ibn ¢Ashiir’s top two sources in his Tafsir, followed by
other exegetes, as well as grammarians, philologists, and canonists; among those he
cites less than ten times are al-Mahdawi (d. 430/1039),* al-Tabarsi (d. 560/1165), and
Abi al-Su‘ud (d. 982/1574), with the conspicuous absence of al-Rummani, Yahya b.
Sallam, and Muhammad °Abduh (d. 1323/1905) who are only mentioned two or three
times*® despite the high esteem in which he held them (see Table 2).

Author Work Citations
al-Zamakhshart al-Kashshaf and Asas al-balagha 800
Ibn “Atiyya al-Muharrar al-wajiz 400
al-Razi Mafatih al-ghayb (‘and perhaps Durrat 250
al-tanzil*y"’
Ibn al-°Arabi1 al-Maliki | Ahkam al-Qur’an 200
al-Tabari Jami¢ al-bayan 170
al-Farra® Ma‘ant al-Qur’an 140
al-Wahid1 Tafsirs and Asbab al-nuziil 125
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Author Work Citations
al-Zajjaj Ma‘ant al-Qur’an 118
al-Raghib al-Isfahani Mufradat al-Qur’an (‘and perhaps Durrat 110
al-tanzil*y*®
al-Taftazani Hashiyat al-Kashshaf 100
Ibn Hisham Mughnit al-labib and al-Tadhkira 100
Abii °Alf al-Farist al-Hujja li’l-qurra’ al-sab‘a 90
al-Fayrtizabadi al-Qamiis al-muhit and Basa’ir dhawt 90
al-tamyiz
Abii Hayyan al-Bahr al-muhit 80
al-Baydawi Anwar al-tanzil 80
al-Tib1 Hashiyat al-Kashshaf 80
al-Sakkaki Miftah al-‘uliam 80
Abt “Ubayda Majaz al-Qur’an 75
al-Ghazali Thya’, al-Asna, al-Mustasfa, al-Mustazhiri, 70
al-Wajiz
al-Sayyid al-Jurjani Hawashi al-Kashshaf and Sharh al-Miftah 65
Ibn Jinni Sharh al-Hamasa 60
al-Mubarrad al-Kamil 60
Ibn °Arafa al-Ttnis1 Tafsir (bi-taqyid al-Ubbi) 60
°Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani | Dala’il al-i‘jaz 50
al-Alusi Rih al-ma‘ant 50
Ibn al-Hajib Mukhtasar, Amali, Kafiya, and Idah 50
al-mufassal
Qadi ‘Iyad al-Shifa, Ikmal al-Mu‘lim, and Tartib 50
al-madarik
al-Baghawi Ma‘alim al-tanzil 40
al-Khafaji Hashiyat Anwar al-tanzil 40
al-Suyuti al-Durr al-manthiir and al-Itgan fi “ulim 30
al-Qur’an
al-Nahhas Ma‘ant al-Qur’an 30
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Author Work Citations
al-Marzuqi Sharh al-Hamasa 30
Qutb al-Din al-Shirazi Hashiyat al-Kashshaf, Sharh al-Miftah, 25
Sharh al-Kulliyyat
Abi Muslim al-Isfahani | Jami® al-ta’wil li-muhkam al-tanzil 25
“Umar al-Qazwini al-Kashf ‘ala al-Kashshaf 20
al-Tha‘labi al-Kashf wa’l-bayan 20
al-Jassas Ahkam al-Qur’an 20

Table 2. Citations in Ibn °Ashiir’s Tafsir in descending order of frequency.*’

Abrogation

Ibn ¢Ashiir does expound his perspectives on naskh at length when he turns to explain
Whatever verse We suppress (nansakh) or cause to be forgotten, We supply better or
the like thereof ... (Q. 2:106), at which time he covers its meaning, its linguistic usage
and cognates, its applications, the fact that literal naskh is an existential (wujiidi)
replacement of one entity by another, the circumstances of revelation, the parsing of the
verse and more. He defines the function of naskh in the context of this verse as a
double duty: although literally applicable to certain Qur’anic verses and shart
rulings—‘because addressing the Muslims is more important than addressing the
Jews’—nevertheless it also applies to prior revelations.”® There is therefore, implied in
the verse, a rebuke of the Medinan Jews who seized upon the Qur’an’s confirmation of
the divine origin of the Torah as an excuse to reject both the Prophet’s status and the
authority of the Qur’an over them. He defines naskh in legal theory as ‘the removal of a
shart ruling with a direct address’ from the Lawgiver, ‘which excludes resumptive
legislation (al-tashri® al-musta’naf), since it is not a removal, and excludes the
cancellation of primal non-liability (raf® al-bara’at al-asliyya) through resumptive
legislation, since primal non-liability is not a legal ruling but a mere continuation of the
non-legally-liable status of people before the coming of a sacred dispensation to

them’.!

Ibn ¢Ashiir stands with the scholarly majority in affirming the abiding presence, in the
Qur’anic text, of verses whose legislative force was abrogated but whose recitational
and scriptural status remains forever (naskh al-hukm diin al-tilawa / al-rasm)—the most
frequent of the three types of abrogation (both wording and ruling, wording but not
ruling, ruling but not wording).>* A Qur’anic verse can be abrogated by a hadith, even a
non-mass-transmitted one in his view, such as the Prophet’s statement on the Farewell
Pilgrimage, ‘Behold! no bequest for inheritors’ (ala la wasiyyata li-warith).>> His view
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on the reason why the script (rasm) of such verses remains is based on his theory of
style as the foremost proof of the Qur’an’s miraculous inimitability:>*

After their legislative status was abrogated there was no reason for them
to remain recited and written in the Qur’anic volumes other than
what their cluster contains of eloquence, in that three of their verses
weld together as the [minimum-length] challenge to produce the like
thereof. An example is the verse of bequest in the Sura of Contracts
[= Q. 5:106-108].

This remarkable finding in relation to the structure of abrogated content is confirmed by
another three-verse cluster that had made bequests to parents and close relatives a
categorical obligation in Siirat al-Bagara (Q. 2:180-182), then was also abrogated after
the verses of inheritance made all bequests a voluntary choice.”

2. The Auxiliary Disciplines of tafsir are Arabic, athar, asbab, and usiil

In his second prolegomenon entitled “Where the Science of tafsir Draws From’ Ibn
¢ Ashir lists ‘the seamless whole formed of the science of Arabic and the science of
reports as well as the history of the Arabs and the principles of jurisprudence ... some
also mention dialectic theology and the science of the Qur’anic readings’.”® The latter,
he avers, are linguistic proofs rather than exegeses.”’ By the ‘science of reports’
(“ilm al-athar) is meant hadith, encompassing not only the sayings reported from the
Prophet Muhammad but also those of his Companions and of their Successors
(which form the bulk of exegetical reports) as well as the historical occasions of
revelation (asbab al-nuziil).>® “The science of Arabic’ consists in ‘the body of the
language (matn al-lugha), morphology (al-tasrif), grammar (al-nahw), semantic
(al-ma‘ani), and rhetoric (al-bayan)’, as inferred from ‘the orations of the Arabs, their
poetry, and the constructs of their stylists (bulagha’)’>® Contrary to al-Suyiti, he
excludes law from the auxiliaries of exegesis ‘because the understanding of the Qur’an
does not hinge on the questions of figh’.°° He concludes with a caveat that the fact that
the science of exegesis takes advantage of these disciplines does not contradict its status

as the head and foundation of all the Islamic sciences.®’

The Qur’an is replete with allusions, ellipses, questions meant as affirmations or
exhortations, apostrophes, recurring leitmotivs, similes, and parables that all patently
qualify as rhetorical tropes both in themselves and in their syntactic-semantic contexts.
Semantics and rhetoric are therefore of primary import to Qur’anic commentary
because of their indispensable roles in demonstrating the inimitability of the
Qur’anic style.%> Al-Zamakhshari invokes ‘curses on whoever dares treat Qur’anic
commentary when devoid of these two sciences!’,63 an echo of al-Wahid1’s strenuous
reminders in the introduction to his Basir.%* This preoccupation with i¢jaz by way of the
theme of eloquence (baldgha) is central to Ibn “Ashiir’s Tafsir. It explains why he
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brings it up in almost all of his prolegomena® and why he so often cites the Hanafi
Mu‘tazili al-Sakkaki’s (d. 626/1229) Miftah al-‘uliim (over 80 times in the Tahrir),
which is devoted to ma‘ani and bayan, and its commentaries by al-Taftazani
(d. 792/1390), al-Sayyid al-Jurjani (d. 816/1413), al-Khatib al-Qazwini (d.
739/1339), and others. Another much-cited source is “Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani (d.
471/1078) and his seminal treatises Dala’il al-i‘jaz (‘The Proofs of Qur’anic
Inimitability’) and Asrar al-balagha (‘The Secrets of Eloquence’). Ibn ¢ Ashiir excerpts
a rebuttal of anthropomorphists from the former’s section on sapiential metaphor
(al-majaz al-hikmi):%°

A certain crowd that dabble in Qur’anic commentary without
knowledge habitually misconstrue the kernels of vocables that are
applied to signify metaphor and figurativeness to have an external
sense—that is to say, literal—thereby corrupting the meaning,
invalidating the purport and depriving themselves and the listeners
knowledge of the very place of eloquence and the place of honour!

Ibn °Ashiir devotes the next page to diagnose the reason for such incompetence as an
absence of what he calls ‘taste’ (dhawgq), defined by his grandfather the minister
Muhammad al-*Aziz Bi‘shir as:®’

originating from proficiency in the wusage of the stylists
(tatabbu® isti‘mal al-bulagha’) ... and reflecting on the speech that
has most definitely reached the apex of eloquence. The claim to possess
such perceptive taste can only be accepted from the elite, and it weakens
and strengthens according to one’s assiduous pursuit of such reflection.

Examples of speech that has reached the apex of eloquence are the Mu‘allagat,
Diwan al-hamasa, Nahj al-baldagha, al-Hariri’s Magamat, and the epistles of Badi®
al-Zaman al-Hamadhani.®® Ibn ¢Ashir returns to this theme further down and adopts
al-Sakkaki’s identification of dhawq as the one innate sense that is indispensable in
understanding inimitability (i%jaz).*” Although he maintains silence on Ibn Ashiir, Isa
Boullata in his survey of the stylistic inimitability of the Qur’an in exegetical literature
points out that Bint al-Shati® (‘A’isha *Abd al-Rahman, 1913-1998), ‘the first woman
ever to write Qur’an exegesis ... disagrees with those who ascribe the ijaz of the
Qur’an to anything but its unique style’.’” This is an unmistakably Ibn °Ashirian

position as well.”!

3. Athar is Not a Method and ra’y is a Misnomer for nazar and ‘ilm

The third prolegomenon is ‘On the Soundness of tafsir Through Other Than
Transmitted Sources and the Meaning of Speculative Exegesis (tafsir bi al-ra’y) and
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the Like’. In the first prolegomenon Ibn °Ashiir had opposed ‘reports’ (athdar) not to
‘opinion’ (ra’y) but to ‘theory’ (nazar). Here, he severely rebukes those who consider
that exegesis should be only transmitted from the Prophet:”>

They have indeed narrowed the vastness of meanings of the Qur’an and
the springs of the sciences that can be extracted from it! They have,
moreoever, contradicted themselves in what they themselves compiled
of exegeses, and have imputed errors to their predecessors in what the
latter interpreted! For they have no other recourse than to admit that the
imams of the Muslims among the Companions and those that follow
never limited themselves to merely narrate whatever exegesis had
reached them from the Prophet (upon him blessings and peace).

The above critique is important on several levels. It is indeed an oversimplification
of tafsir to pigeonhole it as either/or between the two epithets of ‘transmissive’
(bi’l-ma’thiir) and ‘speculative’ (bi’l-ra’y), as if one were automatically exclusive of
the other on the one hand and, on the other, as if the two terms were transparent. In
reality the vast majority of the exegesis of the early centuries is ra’y-based, including
much of what is commonly described as transmissive, since the latter category consists
mostly of non-Prophetic reports, which is thus not ‘divinely ordained’ (fawgqifi), and is
hence speculative.”® In this respect the observation that the ra’y-based tafsir reports
from second-generation Muslims exceed those of the Companions and the Prophet by
far is accurate (even in al-Suyuti’s al-Durr al-manthiir, which Ibn ¢ Ashir adduces as an
archetype of tafsir bi al-ma’thiir).”* Indeed the Prophet himself validated speculation
when he allowed the Companions—and, by extension, all subsequent generations—to
use their own insights in the understanding and practical application of certain verses
even if they might be mistaken.”> Another corrective level is that the ma’thiir/ra’y
dichotomy implies the hierarchisation of the former over the latter—since nothing can
compete with the transmitted divine sources of the Qur’an and Sunna—which implies
or leads to an inherent devalorisation of exegetical ra’y, especially in light of hadiths
condemning it, whereas such hadiths are understood by scholars as warnings against
‘reprehensible innovation’ (bid‘a), specifically the strains and sects characterised by
orthodoxy as heterodox, and not in absolute terms.’® Lastly, to restrict the meanings of
the Qur’an strictly to what was authentically transmitted from the Prophet is a
reductionism unfit of the polysemy characteristic of the divine idiom’’ and, it might be
added, of the Qur’an’s pervasive injunction to use one’s mind. Widening the criterion
of transmission to only include Companion reports (as Ibn °Ashir claimed al-Suyuti
did in al-Durr al-manthiir) is also problematic and does not resolve the above-
mentioned contradictions. The Successors and their successors’ own unique and
qualified interpretations abound in al-Tabari’s Tafsir’® and, as was just observed, form
the bulk of what is very loosely described as tafsir bi’l-athar. In fact, al-Tabari himself
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almost invariably injects his own linguistic analyses and rational choices into the
transmitted data, against his own purely athar? agenda. Ibn °Ashiir remarks on this
apparent contradiction in order to castigate pure athar as a lack of method:”

Al-Tabari bound himself in his Tafsir to keep to whatever was related
from the Companions and Successors; however, he does not fail to
summarise that in line with his own choice with regard to each verse,
and give preponderance to some over others on the basis of
witness-texts from the discourse of Arabs. This is enough proof of his
transgressing the limit he had set for himself—to keep strictly to
transmitted tafsir. The latter way is not a method! Baqi b. Makhlad
preceded him in that (we have not seen his Tafsir) and al-Tabari’s
contemporaries did the same, for example Ibn Abi Hatim, Ibn
Mardawayh, and al-Hakim. How truly good are those who did not
confine themselves, in Qur’anic exegesis, to what was transmitted, such
as al-Farra® and Abu “Ubayda among the early scholars, al-Zajjaj and
al-Rummani among those who followed, and those who [later] trod in
their path, such as al-Zamakhshari and Ibn °Atiyya!

The Qur’an itself, Ibn ¢Ashiir says, demands of readers the reflection and analysis that
constitute the letter and spirit of exegetical ra’y. The latter is not mere ‘opinion’ (which
is usually meant in the negative sense of al-ra’y al-madhmiim, ‘reprehensible opinion’)
but the essence of analytical investigation and understanding conveyed by several
much more appropriate terms such as fa’wil (‘interpretation’), figh (‘thorough
comprehension’), fafakkur (‘reflection’), tafahhum (‘applied understanding’), tadabbur
(‘contemplation’), istinbat (‘inference’), tahlil (‘analysis’), and other terms. Such was
the approach of the major exegetes among the Companions themselves,*® as well as that
of subsequent scholars whose view was that ‘applied understanding (al-tafahhum) even
with sparse reading is preferable to abundant reading without’.®' In the process of
exonerating ra’y from spurious charges of heretodoxy, Ibn ©Ashiir seems to
deliberately cut the proponents of ma’thiir down to size not only as diminutive and
unappreciative of the inexhaustible meanings of the Qur’an, but as a hindrance to the
science itself: ‘If, by ma’thir, they mean what is related from the Prophet and
the Companions exclusively—and this is what transpires from al-Suyuti’s handiwork
[in al-Durr al-manthiir]—then this overly narrow purview does not help the experts of
tafsir one iota’®* This anti-athari stance, the inaccurate statement about the Durr
(which in reality contains mostly reports from the post-Companion layers) and the fact
that he listed the Sunni arch-master of athar? exegesis, al-Tabari, last among his major
sources, but al-Zamakhshari first, did not go unnoticed by at least one ‘Salafi’
reviewer.®? In the tenth prolegomenon Ibn ¢ Ashiir will mention “Umar b. al-Khattab’s
reference to the Arabic language as historically the most reliable of all sciences to the
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Arabs themselves. His son will go further in his own work and recast the athar/ra’y
dichotomy as athar/“ilm, and linguistic exegesis as the scientific fafsir (tafsir ‘ilmi) par
excellence (see ‘Conclusions’ below).

Ibn °Ashur then, finally, lists types of exegesis that qualify as unfounded opinion:
(i) sourceless musings; (ii) incompetence; (iii) heresy such as Isma‘ilism and other
types of Batinism (‘esotericism’) as exemplified by Qashani’s Tafsir (commonly
misattributed to Shaykh Muhy1 al-Din Ibn °Arabi) and the Rasa’il Ikhwan al-safa’
(‘Epistles of the Brethren of Purity’)—lambasted by al-Ghazali and his student Ibn
al-°Arab1 al-Maliki; (iv) exclusivist glosses (‘it means this and nothing else’®*);
(v) incautious haste, as if the Qur’an were explainable in the same way as a

literary text.®

The prolegomenon concludes with a discussion of the elements of authentic tafsir ishari,
or allusive exegesis, commonly known as Sifi rafsir®® Ibn °Ashiir first mentions
al-Ghazal1’s valuable distinctions between it and esotericism then expands on the latter
with three requisite criteria without which exegesis ceases to be Sufi and falls into
Batinism: (i) the metaphorical tenor of the Sufi gloss is supported by the lexical
vehicle and closely parallels the conventional gloss, as in the interpretation of the hadith
‘angels do not enter a house in which is found a dog or an image’ to refer to the house
of the heart sullied by the presence of evil traits of character that prevent the divine
light from entering it; (ii) tafa‘ul or the ‘detection of a divine encouragement’
through reading the text in an unconventional manner congruent with one’s highest
priorities, for example reading man dha alladhi yashfau ‘indahu (who is he who can
intercede with Him) as man dhalla dhi, yashfa“ indahu (wWhoever humbles that one [the
rebellious soul] shall intercede with Him);®" and (iii) the perpetual receptivity for
sapiential meanings that typifies self-aware souls that take every Qur’anic admonition
personally.®® These brief pointers on Siifi exegesis show Ibn °Ashiir’s awareness of Ibn
Juzayy’s (d. 741/1340) inclusion of tasawwuf among the requisite disciplines of Qur’anic
hermeneutics in his own authoritative introduction to afsir.*® (The overall structure and
subject matter of the ten prolegomena closely resembles Ibn Juzayy’s twelve-chaptered
introduction in his al-Tashil li-‘uliim al-tanzil in several places.) They also show his
mastery of specialised concepts, terminology, and positions among other learned
references to Sifism and some of its lesser-known figures (such as Lutfu’llah
al-Ardariimi and Ibn Barrajan) that come up time and again in the Tahrir,” interspersed
with an emphasis on the clear demarcation of Stifi orthodoxy from what he calls extremist
views (ghuliww, ghulat) including the Babis and Baha’is.”!

4. The Parameters of Exegesis and the magqasid of the Qur’an

Ibn Ashiir devotes his fourth prolegomenon, ‘What is Incumbent as the Exegete’s
Mission (gharad)’, to detailing the ‘higher objective’ (al-magsad al-a‘la) of the
Qur’an—‘the haleness of the states of individuals, communities, and civilisations’ and
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‘the exposition of all the ways that pertain to the preservation of the objectives of the
religion (hifz maqgasid al-din)’ which, he says, is ‘the divine intent (murad Allah) in
the Qur’an’. Such intent, however, is couched in the Arabic language for a variety of
reasons. It comes as no surprise, therefore, that the divine address concerns first those
that have intimate knowledge and practice of that language. It does not mean that
law-giving concerns them exclusively—which is precluded by the timeless universality
of the sacred law—nevertheless:”*

Truly His objectives are the purging of the souls of the Arabs who were
chosen, as we said, for receiving His sacred law and disseminating it. So
they are the first addressees before the rest of the proselyted (ummat
al-da‘wa). Hence, inevitably, their conditions must be taken into
account, and much of the Qur’an purports to address them specifically
and reform their states.

Ibn °Ashur lists the ‘root objectives (al-maqasid al-asliyya) which the Qur’an came to
expound’ as eight: (i) sound doctrine; (ii) noble character; (iii) law-giving in the public
and private spheres; (iv) unified governance of the umma; (v) historical paradigms;
(vi) learning and education towards the acquisition of wisdom; (vii) admonition; and
(viii) incapacitation [of denial] (i "jc’zz):93

Therefore the mission of the exegete is to expose whatever he attains or
investigates of the divine intent in the Book in the fullest way made
possible by the meaning without going against the wording, touching
upon everything that clarifies the intent of the objectives of the
Qur’an ... together with the establishment of its conclusive argument to
that effect should there be any unclarity, or to pre-empt any rejection on
the part of an arrogant or ignorant naysayer.”*

In the application of the above objectives exegetes, according to Ibn ©Ashiir, broadly
follow one of three methodologies. The default method is to confine oneself to the
manifest locutions of the original meanings of semantic roots (al-zahir min al-ma‘na
al-aslt li’l-tarkib). The second is to extract meanings justified by what the wording or
context point to, beyond the manifest locution, but contradicting neither usage nor the
purport of the Qur’an. These are the necessary follow-ups on syntax and morphology
that are specific to Arabic and the province of rhetoric and tropes. The third is to infer
and expand on various issues evoked by meanings or help to elucidate them, or to
match Qur’anic meanings with certain sciences in a way that relates to the objectives of
law-giving. An example of the latter is the remark that the verses And the day We set the
mountains in motion (Q. 18:47) and When the sun is wound up (Q. 81:1) refer to the
ending of the world by means of earthquakes and the cessation of gravitational
attraction respectively.”
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This prolegomenon contains an important reminder that exegetes need to be acquainted
with the scientific knowledge of their time, as the latter bears on a renewed
understanding of the meanings of the Qur’an.”® Ibn Ashiir takes apart al-Shatibi’s
claims that ‘the criteria of understanding and explaining is restricted to what all the
[early] Arabs knew and could understand’ and that ‘since the Qur’an addressed
unlettered (ummi) Arabs, it follows that the shari‘a is unlettered’ with six arguments that
revolve around the principle that the Qur’an is a living, universal, normative and
evolutional text that cannot be pinned down to a single culture or moment in time.”” This
is crucial to Ibn °Ashilr because, as a proponent of the rhetorical normativeness of the
Qur’an, he is diametrically opposed to al-Shatib1’s stance on Qur’anic normativity.98

The prolegomenon ends with a list of four tiers of knowledge and their relationship to
the Qur’an: (i) the Qur’anic sciences such as the histories of the Prophets, the redress of
character, laws, doctrines, linguistic and rhetorical principles; (ii) the sciences that
enhance the exegete’s knowledge such as wisdom, astronomy, and biology;
(iii) sciences implied by the Qur’an or that support it, such as geology, medicine,
and logic; and (iv) sciences that are unrelated to it, either because of their spuriousness
(for example, bird-flight auguries, omens, and mythology), or because they do not help
in exegesis (for example, prosody and versification).”

5. The Occasions of Revelation (asbab al-nuziil)

The fifth prolegomenon provides a corrective on two misuses of the branch exegetical
discipline of asbab al-nuzil. The first is the endemic misrepresentation of weak reports
as reliable, in which Ibn °Ashir cites al-Wahidi’s condemnation of unscrupulous
fabricators.'® The second is over-contextualisation, or the restriction of applicability to
the original context of revelation exclusively of other circumstances and persons. It is,
he says, a well-established principle that ‘the import is taken from the universality of the
wording, not from the particularity of the circumstance’ (‘al-“ibratu bi-‘umiim al-lafz,
la bi-khusis al-sabab’).'®!

Ibn °Ashilr organises authentic reports on asbab al-nuzil into five categories: (i) reports
on which the proper understanding of the verse depends, such as the first verse of Sirat
al-Mujadila (Q. 58), God has heard the words of she that disputes with you concerning
her husband, or some of the verses that mention certain people; (ii) verses of legal
rulings that arose from historical incidents, the details of which add nothing to the
understanding of those rulings other than confirmation and strength; (iii) verses on
historical incidents knowing the details of which only serves illustrative purposes;
(iv) historical incidents that match the contents of verses although the revelation of the
latter was unrelated, so their matching is purely explanatory and illustrative; (v) reports
that clarify and qualify undefined verses (tabyin mujmal) such as the one that
contextualises Q. 5:44, Those who do not judge in accordance with what God has
revealed are indeed the unbelievers, as referring to Christians who do not judge in
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accordance with the Gospels; so the clause Those who do not judge is not conditional
in absolute terms but merely adjectival.'®® It can be seen that only the first and the
fifth categories are indispensable since any deficiency in them can result in
misconstruing a verse or being unable to understand its meaning, whereas dispensing
with the second to fourth categories will not hurt the exegete. This finding illustrates
Ibn ¢Ashir’s take on asbab al-nuzil as a discipline ‘in patent need of streamlining in

the activity of rafsir’ '

Most importantly, in the context of current asbab studies, the prerequisite of
authenticity is established by al-Wahidi and Ibn °Ashtir from the word go. This
prerequisite is firmly ignored by those who are typically prone to dismiss the entire
enterprise of hadith authentication as a meaningless enterprise. For example, Andrew
Rippin’s critique of John Wansbrough’s claim that the essence of asbab reports was to
establish the chronological sequence of revelation and that their primary reference was
in works of ahkam al-Qur’an is marred by a preoccupation with representing asbab as
pure fiction from beginning to end. In the process he also seems oblivious to basic
aspects of the genre, perhaps because they are so obvious. A brief critique of Rippin’s
ideas can cast light on various points made by Ibn °Ashiir in his discussion of asbab:

1. Asbab are a hadith sub-genre and therefore subject to the same gamut of verification
concerns and processes (and hierarchy scales) as all hadiths. None of the authorities
Rippin cites put them all on the same level of probative force or treated them all as
indifferently dismissible; what is his reason for doing so other than his own arbitrary
convenience?

2. Rippin’s observation that the style of most asbab reports is anecdotal is a tautology,
since a recounting of circumstances proposes to reveal the historical background to
certain incidents (here, Qur’anic teachings) as they first took place, a background that
was hitherto unknown. This is the very definition of anecdota. To then claim, on the
basis of this tautology, that the predominant role of asbab must have been a tale-teller’s
(gass) motivation to produce juicy narrative is another circular fallacy.

3. The obvious primary purpose of asbab reports is, as Ibn “Ashiir indicates at the two
ends of his list, vital disambiguation. The purpose was not, as claimed by Rippin,
edification (although inevitably edifying, as are all things connected to the Prophet),
much less entertainment; nor was it, as claimed by Wansbrough, the establishment of
legal rulings which are established independently of them, nor to establish the sequence
of revelation, which is the province of al-nasikh wa’l-mansiikh.

4. Any multiplicity of apparently authentic asbab can be explained as concomitant with
the revelation of the same verse or verses on more than one occasion or, if such asbab
are proposed by Companions or Successors, as exegetical ijtihad, which is informed
conjecture and analysis, not literary invention.
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5. As Ibn “Ashiir showed in the eighth prolegomenon, asbab al-nuziil may even help
the exegete to determine the reason behind a particular sequencing of the verses, even if
the determination of historical sequence is not their principal function, contrary to what
Wansbrough has claimed.

Ibn °Ashiir ends the prolegomenon with a flourish related to the proofs of Qur’anic
104

inimitability:
There is an great additional benefit to the circumstances of revelation: it
is that the fact that the Qur’an was being revealed upon the occurrence of
certain incidents indicates its inimitability from the perspective of
extemporaneousness, which is one of the two paths of the Arab masters
of eloquence in their aphorisms. So its revelation at the befalling of
incidents cuts short the pretext of those who claimed it was but tales of
the ancients.

6. The Qur’anic Readings (qira’at)

Although any reader of al-Zamakhshari and al-Baydaw1 will be aware of their opinion
that the variant canonical, ‘mass-transmitted’ (mutawdatir) and ‘anomalous’ (shadhdh)
readings may add to our understanding of the Qur’an, Ibn °Ashiir’s position, in
apparent opposition to the established practice of previous linguistic exegetes, is that
knowledge of the gira’at is not strictly an exegetical requirement and has little to do
with Qur’anic commentary. His opinion, reminiscent of that held by al-Jurjani, is that
such knowledge primarily concerns linguistics and that, for the most part, such variants
do not constitute any change in the meaning of the verses.'®> As he has already stated in
the second prolegomenon, in his opinion the gira’at are linguistic proofs rather than
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exegeses, and ‘comparable to poetic witness-texts’.'*®

Ibn ¢Ashiir concedes that the gira’at are connected to tafsir in the sense that they are
related to the sciences of the Arabic language and the five regions of the early master
codices, Medina, Mecca, Kufa, Basra, and Syro-Palestine, where ‘each party would
read in the Arabic intonations (lahjat) of their people’. It is possible, he proposes, that
the variants in such readings were the elements of a linguistic grammar of Arabic and a
deliberate effort on their parts to preserve the language together with the preservation of
the Qur’an itself, because the two were so intimately connected. The ‘readings that
contravened the ‘Uthmanic mushaf —meaning its actual rasm, contents and/or order
such as those of Ibn Mas“ad, Ubayy b. Ka‘b, and Salim mawla Abi Hudhayfa—were
gradually discarded or fell out of use. As for the Prophetic readings of the Qur’an that
are authentically narrated in books such as Sahih al-Bukhdari and yet not found among
the ten or fourteen canonical readings:]o7 since these are lone-narrated reports (@had),
their recitation is valid only by those who heard them directly, and not by the rest of the
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umma. The reason for this is simple: ‘mass-transmitted readings cannot be superseded
by non-mass-transmitted ones’, even if such cases are commonly referred to as gira’at

al-nabiyy by al-Tabari, al-Zamakhshari, Ibn °Atiyya, and others.'®®

As for the variants that constitute change in the reading of the words but not their rasm,
such as malik and malik (Q. 1:4), nanshiruha and nanshizuha (Q. 2:259), or kudhdhibii
and kudhibii (Q. 12:110): ‘the assumption is that revelation came in the two forms for

the sake of polysemy (takthiran li’l-ma‘ani)’'%®

and ‘is the equivalent of incorporation
(tadmin) in Arabic usage, double-entendre (fawriya) and univocal double-entendre
(tawjih) in tropes (badi®), and corollaries (mustatba‘at al-tarakib) in semantics (“ilm
al-ma‘ant)’."'° The above comes as an implied continuation of the rebuke of univocal

and monosemic exegetes in the third prolegomenon.

Ibn ¢Ashiir then adduces one version of the mass-transmitted hadith on the seven
ahruf''" as a patent proof that ‘the variance in readings is well-established on the part of
the Prophet himself’. This is well-established in the numerous occurrences of the
expressions harf Ubayy and harf Ibn Mas ‘iid in the commentaries (harf Zayd b. Thabit
and harf Hafsa are much rarer) to mean their respective readings, as noted by
Versteegh.''> Even in later usage harf is sometimes used to refer to the various
canonical readings, as illustrated by Ibn al-°Arabi’s (d. 543/1148) loose use of the term
in Qaniin al-ta’wil to refer to the seven and the ten gira’ar:'"

I excelled in the Qur’an from age nine, then [my father] assigned me
three teachers, one of them in order to master the Qur’an in its seven
ahruf which God Most High had gathered it up in, and which the
Truthful One highlighted by saying, ‘The Qur’an was revealed
according to seven ahruf among other details ... By age sixteen I
had read about ten of the ahruf of the Qur’an.

However, it would be an anachronism to confuse the ahruf mentioned in the hadith
with the later canonical seven readings. Ibn al-°Arabi himself dismisses the
consolidation (dabt) of seven Qur’anic readings as:'!4

something that has no basis in the sacred law ... I believe that when the
Prophet said, ‘The Qur’an was revealed according to seven ahruf,” some
ignorant people thought those were the seven readings, and this is not
correct according to any scholar whatsoever; while others sought
propitiation from those terms and said: ‘Come, let us gather up seven
readings.’

Ibn °Ashiir likewise clarifies that any equating of the seven ahruf with the seven gira’at
is a grave mistake typical of the uneducated, and that no scholar has ever claimed it to
be so. The variant of the seven ahruf hadith he references states that ‘Umar b.
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al-Khattab objected to the recitation of Hisham b. Hakim b. Hizam as contravening the
way he himself had learnt it from the Prophet, only to be told that both readings
matched the way it was revealed, and that “Truly this Qur’an was revealed according to

. . . 5
seven ahruf, therefore recite of it whatever comes easily’."'

Ibn °Ashiir then selects what he calls ‘the finest’ of the fifty-odd interpretations of the
seven ahruf hadith''® after subsuming their approaches under two headings: those that
consider it abrogated and those that consider it unabrogated.'!”

His approach to the account of “Umar’s disagreement with Ibn Hizam is speculative, as
he muses that it might have to do with permitted variance in the order of the suras while
reading inside prayer, rather than any of the above-mentioned theories. He takes this up
again in the eighth prolegomenon, which is devoted to the sura and verse ordering of
the Qur’an. This view not only robs the number seven of any meaning but also does not
support the rationale given in the ‘seven ahruf’ versions of Ibn °Abbas and Ubayy b.
Ka‘b whereby the Prophet wanted to alleviate difficulty for the umma: does keeping to
a strict sequence qualify as difficult?''® Ibn ¢Ashiir also does not address the fact that
both “Umar and Ibn Hizam were from Quraysh, which precludes a native dialectical
disparity between the two and raises the question whether the latter was a specialist of
variants before the letter.

Ibn °Ashiir then summarises his basic rules regarding the criteria of acceptance of a
Qur’anic reading: it is not enough that (i) it must match the rasm of the ‘Uthmanic
mushaf and that (ii) it must conform to one or more of the forms that are possible in the
Arabic language, but also (iii) the report of its practice must have a sound chain of
transmission. He quotes Ibn al-°Arabi al-Maliki as showing an important distinction
between the latter criterion of soundness (sihha) and the criterion of mass-transmission
(tawatur): ‘“The imams agree that the readings that do not contravene the wordings
written in “Uthman’s mushaf are mass-transmitted even if they vary in the ways of
articulation and modalities of utterance.”'!® “The meaning of this’, he comments, ‘is
that their mass-transmitted status is an extension of the mass-transmitted status of the
form in which the mushaf was written; and whatever utterance can be said to match the
mushaf formwise, even if it is at variance, is acceptable, even if it is not
mass-transmitted [in itself], since the presence of variance in it precludes the claim
of mass transmission’."*” Ibn ¢ Ashiir concludes with a helpful note that he has built his
commentary primarily on the reading of Qalun (from Nafi°) as the Medinan reading par

excellence and because it is the main reading of the people of Tunisia.'*!

7. The Qur’anic Narratives (qasas al-Qur’an)

The peculiarity of the Qur’anic approach to historical accounts is that although they
were meant to divert and console the Prophet, they are invariably sapiential and never
purely anecdotal narratives. Rather, they keep leading the listener to the leitmotiv of the
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protagonists’ faith or lack thereof, and to what a contemporary theorist of Qur’anic
commentary, Sayyid Usama al-Azhari, has called ‘the divine existential laws governing
human societies that permeate the Qur’an and form the subject of one of its essential
sciences’, which makes the study of civilisational history integral to Qur’anic
hermeneutics in elucidation of what the Qur’an calls ‘the pattern (sunna) of God in
His creation.”'** In addition they are allusive and euphemistic in style, thus resembling
reminders more than narrative accounts. They are marked by concision and serve
pointed purposes—such as the science of correlations (munasabat), which is discussed
in the next prolegomenon—even in their repetitiveness, of which that with the least
benefit is mnemonics and that with the foremost is related to eloquence and the various
aspects of stylistic inimitability. A unique argument made by Ibn ¢ Ashiir here is that the
collective weight of these narratives about figures and incidents from Biblical and
Evangelical sources negates the idea that the early Muslim recipients of the Qur’an and
hadith were ‘unlettered/unscriptured’ (ummi), as such narratives anticipate an audience
who are well-grounded in knowledge among the ahl al-kitab.'** This remark echoes his
earlier rejection (already discussed in section 4) of al-Shatib1’s doctrine of the umma’s
essential character as an wmmi community in that sense.'**

Ibn ©Ashiir lists ten civilisational, sacro-historiographical, ethico-moral, doctrinal, and
stylistic benefits of Qur’anic narratives: (i) the overtaking by Muslims of their Jewish
and Christian counterparts as recipients of prophetic and gentilic histories that qualify
them as knowledgeable; (ii) the omission of all non-sapiential details from the
descriptions of characters and events (such as genealogies, names, place-names, etc.) to
focus exclusively on the moral of their stories; (iii) ‘historical knowledge of the
sequential subordination of effects to their causes’ which is the teaching of sunnat Allah
mentioned in the previous paragraph; (iv) the rebuke of pagans implied in recounting
what happened to those who opposed their prophets in the past; (v) recurrence of
a Qur’anic first, the style of typology and dialogism (al-fawsif wa’l-muhawara),
which were both alien to the Arabic stylistic heritage; (vi) the concretisation of
narrative effected by linking its characters to the sensory experience of listeners,
as in Q. 14:45, and you have dwelt in the dwelling-places of those who wronged
themselves, and it became clear to you how We dealt with them; (vii) their value
in training Muslims to recognise the vastness of the world and greatness of past
human communities so as to avoid the traps of hubris and self-delusion; (viii) their
value in terms of instilling in the early Muslims the ambitions to pursue world
leadership, rather than settling for short-term raid-and-vendetta lifestyles and remaining
a subservient pawn of the two world powers of the Persians and the Byzantines; (ix)
raising the consciousness of the power of God as the sole and exclusive superpower; (X)
making its audience aware of the legal and civilisational outlooks of past cultures, such
as the parameters of enslavement as a criminal penalty in Pharaonic Egypt in Sirat
Yisuf.'*>
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The ways in which the above list can be usefully connected to disciplines and subjects
assumed to be unrelated to the gasas category are incalculable. The latter four alone
evoke moral historiography, the philosophy of history, political doctrine, international
relations, credal doctrine and theology, and comparative history of law.

8. The Naming, Ordering, and Enumeration of the Qur’an’s Contents

This eighth prolegomenon, entitled ‘The Name Qur’an and the Ordering and Names of
Verses and Chapters’ is the second longest after the tenth, which concerns Qur’anic
incapacitation of disbelief and inimitability. The profusion of material Ibn °Ashiir was
required to cover, the variety of scholarly disciplines that needed to be drawn on in
covering the issues, the variety of interpretations that needed to be addressed in some
respects, and the incidental rebuttal of orientalist claims and heretical views that Ibn
¢ Ashiir included may all be possible reasons for the special length of these two sections.

Ibn ¢Ashiir begins by defining the term Qur’an as:'*

... the speech God Most High revealed in Arabic to Muhammad (upon
him blessings and peace) through the intermediary of Gabriel so that the
Messenger would convey it to the community in the wording in which it
was revealed to him for the purpose of being applied and the reading,
inside their prayers, of whatever part thereof was feasible to them; and
He made its reading worship ... It is the entirety of what is written in the
Qur’anic volumes (masahif), which comprises 114 suras, the first of
which is the Fatiha and the last Siirat al-Nas.

He recounts over 20 other names for the Qur’an, the most famous being al-Tanzil
(‘the Revelation’), al-Kitab (‘the Book’), al-Furqgan (‘the Discernment’), al-Dhikr
(‘the Reminder/Remembrance’), al-Wahy (‘the Prophetic Inspiration’), and Kalam
Allah (‘The Discourse of the One God’). His explication of these names touches on
issues that go beyond conventional exegesis and reflect on the civilisation, founding
doctrines, and social body of the Muslim community itself. For example, the name
al-Furgan brings us into the sphere of the umma’s identity as the last religious
community to discern between between true and false understandings of monotheism
and the divine attributes. Al-Kitab shows the Qur’an’s prophetic self-aware projection
of itself as ‘the Book’ even at a time it had not yet acquired that status physically
(in such verses as Q. 2:2 and Q. 18:1), as well as its reference to the act of writing down
the Qur’an as enjoined upon the community from the time of the Prophet, not to
mention the centrality of reading which was enjoined literally from the first moment the

Qur’an began to be revealed, with the ninety-sixth sura, entitled Igra’ (‘Read!’).127

A rather odd report follows, that the Companions came up with the name mushaf at the
time of its collection under Abai Bakr al-Siddiq after first proposing and rejecting injil
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(‘Evangel’) and sifr (‘Sefer’) due to their respective Christian and Jewish connotations,
‘whereupon Ibn Mas‘lid said, “I saw in Abyssinia a book they called al-mushaf’, so
they called it a mushaf . This report seems unfounded for several reasons: (i) it has no
known chain; (ii) it is not mentioned in the main sourcebook on the topic, Ibn Abi
Dawud’s (d. 316/928) exhaustive Kitab al-masahif nor in any of the early and late
hadithic sources; (iii) it is unheard of other than in a couple of late non-hadith works
(al-Zarkashi sources it back to a chainless report in Ibn Abi al-Damm al-Muzaffari’s
[d. 642/1244] Tarikh, while al-Suyuti sources it to the latter and to Ibn Ashtah’s
[d. 491/1098] lost al-Masahif); (iv) the word mushaf is originally Arabic and not an
Arabised borrowing (mu ‘arrab), hence it is nowhere discussed in the books of gharib.
Ibn ©Ashir leaves all of the above factors unmentioned, let alone any discussion of
authenticity.128 He addresses the difference between suhuf and mushaf further down,
saying that the former refers to an unintegrated collection of written materials including
not only loose leaves (sahifa, pl. suhuf) but also animal skins (gita“ al-adim) and palm
stalks (‘usub), while the latter is an integrated volume. This is corroborated by
‘Uthman’s order, ‘Copy the loose leaves into the volumes’ (insakhii al-suhuf fi
al-masahif)."*° He concludes that the sound position is that such a volume had already
been assembled by the time of Aba Bakr.'*°

Ibn °Ashiir then moves on to explore verse-endings, pause-and-resumption, pithiness,
and musicality. He first reviews the criteria for defining what constitutes an aya, their
appellation as such, their divinely-ordained status (tawgqifiyya) according to
al-Zamakhshari and others, their order, the various counts of their exact number
(6,204; 6,214; 6,219; 6,225; 6,236; 6,616),"*" al-huriaf al-mugatta‘a (‘the disconnected
letters’) that count as discrete verses and those that do not, the longest verse and the
shortest one. Following this, he proposes as the most probable default criterion for
delimiting an a@ya its rhyming consimilarity with the general scheme of verse-endings
(tatamathal fi awakhir hurifiha aw tatagarab) in any given sura, a science known as
fawasil or verse-endings. The Fatiha, for example, has clear -im and -in verse-endings
allowing listeners to demark and number as separate verses the discrete phrases ending
in those sounds. This, in his opinion, is a viable theory because the verses that do not
end with consimilar fawasil are very rare, for example Sad wa’l-Qur’ani dhi’l-dhikr
(Q. 38:1), which is followed by a series of galgala-type verse-endings of a different
nature than -ikr. He posits that another reason to highlight the verse-endings is because
their musicality enhances the power of audition and is part and parcel of the miraculous

132

inimitability of the Qur’an. "~ More explicitly yet, in terms of i‘jaz, it allows its

challenge in eloquence to sink in."*?

The other important pausal device of al-wagqf wa’l-ibtida, the science of ‘pause and
resumption’, is not primarily connected to the fawasil according to Ibn ¢Ashir,'** in
keeping with his view that pause and resumption are based on meaning while the

fawasil are based on assonance and compositional structure. More importantly, he
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views the verse-ending pauses as part of the oratorical challenge of the entire Qur’an
because they highlight the Qur’an’s unique pithiness and musicality. The inter-
connectedness of the latter two qualities with the Qur’an’s compositional style is high
on the list of the aspects of its i%jaz.'>> This may well be one of the reasons behind the
emphasis on slow and deliberate delivery time after time in the Qur’an, for example, :
And a Recitation We have made distinct (wa-qur’anan faragnahu) so that you would
recite it unto people with delay (‘ala mukthin), and We have revealed it at intervals
(wa-nazzalnahu tanzila) (Q. 17:106); and We have recited it to you part after part /
slowly and deliberately (wa-rattalnahu tartila) (Q. 25:32); And do recite the Qur’an
part after part / slowly and deliberately (Q. 73:4); Do not hasten with the Qur’an before
its revelation to you is concluded (Q. 20:114); Do not move your tongue with it to
hasten it! (Q. 75:16). Furthermore, al-Dani says, ‘verse-endings are sectionings
(magati©) in themselves, and most of the time coincide with meaning-completion
(al-tamm)’ .">° Al-Shatibi was therefore correct in listing ‘closure of meaning’ as the last

of the four indicators of fawasil.'*’

Moving on to discuss verse and sura sequence, the sequential ordering of the verses,
Ibn °Ashiir states, was determined by the Prophet and is therefore divinely-ordained
(bi-tawqif). It is part of the inimitable aspect of the Qur’an due to its intimate
connection to many of the rhetorical, linguistic, semantic, historical, and other aspects
of i‘jaz. He pointedly remarks that ‘it was never reported that the Companions at any
time wavered as to [what constituted] the sequential ordering of the verses’. Two related
sciences that were mentioned in previous prolegomena, the munasabat and asbab
al-nuzil, may help the exegete to determine the reason behind a particular sequence,
even if one or both of these sciences might at other times be irrelevant or inapplicable.
Nor is it necessary to always find a munasaba unless it makes sense or imposes
itself:'"®

The state of the Qur’an is as the state of the orator who applies himself to
deal with current issues, as varied as they may be, and shift from state to
state according to circumstance. That is why one finds, in the Qur’an,
many parenthetical phrases. These were either prompted by the reasons
that imposed their revelation or are unrelated to those reasons.

Ibn °Ashiir reviews several rationales for recitation pauses-and-resumptions and
silence-marks (sukiit), which are all related to variant readings as well as to the science
of verse-endings (fawasil), and he shows that differences in meaning can occur

depending on the way certain verses are recited with or without pauses.'*

As for the exclusively Islamic term siira, which is usually translated as ‘chapter’, Ibn
¢ Ashiir agrees with the established view that it is taken from sir, the wall that surrounds
a precinct, as each sura consists in a clearly delineated group of words distinct from the
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next group. Such divisions of the text, as explained by al-Baydaw1 and others, serve,
amongst other things, to re-energise the reader."*® Ibn °Ashiir restates the consensus
that the Qur’an’s consistence of 114 Suras was firmly established from Prophetic times
among the Companions, with Ibn Mas‘td’s dissenting count proving the exception to
the rule. As in the case of the ordering of the verses, he again positively asserts that ‘the
Companions at no time wavered as to the number of the suras of the Qur’an to our
knowledge.” The sequencing of verses within the suras, moreover, was also by
Prophetic ordainment (bi-tawgqif min al-nabi) as was, by inference, the subsuming of
certain contents as integrally forming certain suras. However, he says, it is not
established that the sequencing of suras was also by Prophetic ordainment, and some
reports attribute that sequencing to the Companions. (This may be the reason behind
Ibn °Ashiir’s statement in the preamble that he did not deem the examination of
sura-sequencing correlation [tanasub mawaqi® al-suwar ba‘duha ithra ba‘“d] as part of
the exegete’s duties)."*' There were, he acknowledges, some differences in the
sequential ordering of both suras and verses within suras among the early volumes of
the Companions. The Prophet himself is said to have once recited al-Bagara, followed
by al-Nisa’, followed by Al ‘Imran within a single rak‘a, and such was not forbidden
even in later times according to Ibn Battal (d. 449/1057). It is likewise reported that
¢Aisha did not mind if verses were occasionally recited in reverse order within the
same sura. All this is superseded by the Companions’ subsequent agreement over
the “Uthmanic sequencing of both suras and verses, as is the position of the majority
of the scholars.'** The prolegomenon ends with a summary of various theories related
to the different proper names of each sura and a name-list of those who had memorised

the Qur’an entirely in the lifetime of the Prophet.'*?

9. All the Meanings that Pure Arabic can Possibly Mean are Intended

Despite its brevity (only eight pages), the ninth prolegomenon is one of the most
assertive, starting with its very title: “The Meanings that are Made Possible by Qur’anic
Phrases are Considered Intended by those Sentences’. It deals with Qur’anic polysemy
(broached previously, in the third and sixth prolegomena) in accordance with the rule
spelled out earlier about the Qur’an’s economy of the ‘multiplication of meanings with
the pithiest expressions’.'** These axiomatic rules for exegetes, Ibn ¢Ashiir says, ensure
the meanings of the Qur’an cannot be manipulated into interpretive straightjackets of

univocality:'*’

Since the Qur’an is revealed by One whose knowledge is
all-encompassing, it follows that every meaning made possible by its
cognates in the purest current usage of the masters of Arabic eloquence
for the like of such cognates, as long as there is no explicit or compelling
legal or lexical or Prophetically-ordained proof of an impediment, is
deemed to be meant in that context.
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Ibn °Ashiir follows up this all-important exegetical principle with examples from
hadiths that illustrate how the Prophetic explanation of various verses is oftentimes
unexpectedly polysemic, either by way of literalism, such as his onetime application of
the word da ‘a@kum in Q. 8:24, Obey God and the messenger when H/he calls you to that
which gives you life, to mean his literal call to Ubayy b. Ka‘b;'*® or by way of
figurativeness, as in his reacting to Umm Kulthtim bt “Ugba b. Abi Mu‘ayt’s refusal to
return to polytheist Mecca after her emigration to Medina by reciting Q. 30:19, He

brings out the living from the dead '*’

Jurists, likewise, have ventured beyond the immediate meaning of many a verse to
infer legal rulings, such as the lawfulness of ji‘ala (‘wages’) and kafala (‘guaranty’)
from Q. 12:72, he who brings it shall have a camel load. Al-Shafi‘1 inferred the binding
nature of {jma‘ (‘consensus’) from Q. 4:115, And whoso ever opposes the messenger
after guidance has been shown to him, and follows other than the believers’ way ..."*®
‘Therefore’, Ibn Ashiir advises exegetes, ‘do not remain boxed in when meanings
abound around you! ... All of the different senses allowed by the words of the Qur’an,
its syntax, its parsing, its indications ... must be addressed.’'*® In this holistic approach
exegetes resemble legal theorists, whose view is that being as inclusive of a variety of
meanings as possible is more precautionary. Such a stance also reflects the view that
‘Arabic is the purest of all human languages, in that it is the richest in meanings, most
concise in wordings, and chastest in expressions’.'** The prolegomenon ends with a
brief documentation of the exegesis of homonymic layers (al-mushtarak) and a defense
of the polysemic method used by the author in his Qur’anic commentary.'>" This dual
linguistic and legal-theoretical polysemy is a further development of Ibn °Ashiir’s
systematic rejection of athar exclusivism.

10. The Miraculous Inimitability (i‘jaz) and Tropology"?* of the Qur’an

With its thirty pages, this comprises the last and longest of the ten prolegomena. Named
‘On the Miraculous Inimitability of the Qur’an’, it also aims to be the most important
and innovative. It is here that Ibn “Ashiir deploys the full panoply of his mastery of
literary tropes and, while grounding his own literary theory in the writings of the
authorities in Qur’anic i‘jaz, streamlines and illustrates what they meant in a succinct
manner. He opens with a Zamakhsharian flourish, highlighting the inseparable

connection of i%az with eloquence and its importance to hermeneutics:'>

I have never seen any target at which the arrows of perspicuities loosed
their piercing heads nor any goal for which the steeds of energies raced
and yet returned discomfited, content with whatever spattering they
could obtain of the mighty raincloud, like the probing of the various
aspects of i‘jaz, which truly has obsessed the scholars of eloquence
from the start, and continues to do so ... As for myself I wish by this
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introduction to offer you, thoughtful reader, a mere suggestion—neither
an idle dream nor a leisurely meadow picnic on a summer noonday—
only a glimpse by which you may see how the Qur’an is inimitable and
ascertain the angles of its inimitability ... You might even find in this
introduction principles and points that eluded those who broached the
ijaz of the Qur’an before me such as al-Bagqillani, al-Rummani,
al-Khattabi, ‘Iyad, and al-Sakkaki. So do be watchful for them and
search them out the way you clear the ash away from hot coals! Truly
the relevance of this introduction to tafsir is that the Qur’anic exegete’s
commentary on the meanings of the Qur’an is not reckoned to meet the
definition of perfection in its goal as long as it does not comprise the
exposition of the minutiae of the aspects of eloquence in the verses it
strives to explain ... And the upshot of its inimitability is that the entire
mission of the Prophet Muhammad (upon him blessings and peace) was
built on the staggering miracle (mu°‘jiza) of the Qur’an, and that its
conclusive proof is inseparable from that miracle until the Day of
Resurrection!'>*

Ibn Ashirr dismisses, as do the majority of scholars, the theory of sarfa (‘diversion’)
put forward mainly by Mu‘tazilis and Ibn Hazm, according to which the reason the
opponents of Islam did not produce any verbal or literary equivalent to the Qur’an,
despite its challenging them to do so, was not because of its inherent inimitability but
only because their minds were wholly diverted from it. The point of the challenge,
furthermore, resided in the compositional structure (na.zm)155 of an entire sura, however
short, rather than a mere verse or group of verses in which nazm cannot be witnessed

integrally. This compositional structure prioritises style before content.'*®

The essential pre-requisites of miraculous Qur’anic inimitability, according to Ibn
°Ashiir, are three: (i) eloquence (baldgha), (i) invention (ibda®) and (iii) wisdom
(hikma), to which, he says, many scholars add (iv) knowledge of the unseen (‘ilm
al-ghayb). The first two aspects are directed towards Arabophones in particular while

the latter two are directed to mankind at large."®’

(a) Inimitable Eloquence

Ibn Ashiir adopts al-Sakkaki’s (d. 626/1229) identification of dhawg—which he
broaches in the second prolegomenon on the auxiliary disciplines of exegesis—as ‘the
innate sense sine qua non in understanding inimitability’.">® This author, although
Mu‘tazili, and his widely taught Miftah al-uliim, a foundational textbook on Arabic
rhetoric, influenced Ibn ¢ Ashiir’s literary formation from a tender age as can be gleaned
from the fact that his maternal grandfather gifted him a copy which he had transcribed
in his own hand for him from beginning to end.'>® In the manner of the prefatory
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typologies of his precursors (see the ‘Conclusions’ section below), he lists as the
characteristics of eloquent speech and its minutiae:

i) division (fagsim), such as that of the Fatiha in three paﬂs;mo

ii) paronomasia (tajnis), as in they forbid (yanhawna) and avoid (yan’awna) (Q. 6:26)
and they deem (yahsabiina) that they do excel (yuhsiniina) (Q. 18:104). The former is
alliterative while the latter is diacritical. These are among the embellishing tropes
(muhassinat badi‘iyya) that Ibn ¢ Ashiir finds even more prevalent in the Qur’an than in
Arabic poetry;'®!

iii) parallelism (mutabaqa) as in the pairing of yudillu and yahdl, respectively terms for
misguidance and guidance, to mean one and the same thing in Q. 22:4, yudilluhu
wa-yahdihi ila ‘adhabi’l-sa‘ir (He verily will mislead him and will guide him to the
punishment of the Flame);

iv) proverbialising/allegorising (tamthil),

v) apostrophic redirection (iltifdt),162

vi) similitude (tashbih) and

vii) metaphor (isti “ara), all of which are abundant and perhaps the four most scrutinised
tropes in tafsir literature;

viii) preclusion (ihtiras), as in Q. 47:15, labanin lam yataghayyar ta‘“muhu (milk with
incorruptible taste), to preclude any disappointing intimation of resemblance to the
all-too-familiar;

ix) tacit indicativeness (al-dilalat al-matwiyya) as in the suggestion that wrongdoers are
never on a par with rightdoers in the Hereafter which one may read into Q. 45:22, And
God has created the heavens and the earth with truth, due to its coming in close
succession to the words Or do those who commit ill deeds suppose that We shall make
them as those who believe and do good works in Q. 45:21;

X) pre-positioning and post-positioning (taqdim wa-ta’khir), two figures of speech
of immeasurable importance in the exploration of Qur’anic concision and polysemy;
xi) rhetorical allusive points (nukat baldaghiyya), such as any combination of these
aspects which is perceptible only to experts. This is the strongest of the characteristics
of Qur’anic inimitability in Ibn °Ashiir’s view.

xii) chasteness and eloquence of language ( fasahat al-lafz) and

xiii) fluidity of compositional structure (insijam al-nazm), both of which typify highly
sapiental discourse, as opposed to more clumsy phrases found in non-Qur’anic high
literature such as mustashzirat (‘dishevelled’) and kanahbal (‘huge oak’) in Imru®
al-Qays’s Mu‘allaqa; finally

xiv) purified idiom (sarahat al-kalimat), ‘in that no word in the Qur’an can be found to
fall short of its desired indicativeness in the form in which it is used’, whether in all its
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literal meanings such as ‘ala hard (early in the day, Q. 69:25) or metaphorically, or

implicatively.'®

(b) Types of Inimitable Invention

The second of the four essential prerequisites of Qur’anic inimitability is ibda® or
invention, which is most obviously visible in its being formed of a type of prose
previously unheard of among the Arabs. They knew of no higher medium than poetry:
as stated by the caliph ‘Umar b. al-Khattab, ‘Poetry was the science of that nation and
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they possessed no sounder science (lam yakun lahum ‘ilmun asahha minhu)
yet the Qur’an is not poetry, as admitted by the foremost of Arab experts in the time it
was being revealed, such as Unays b. Junada al-Ghifari and others. They named it
poetry only as an approximation. Nevertheless, despite its being prose with long
discourses and complex meanings, it was easier to memorise than poetry. The fact that
such aspects only added to the weight of its challenge did not escape knowledgeable
early opponents such as al-Walid b. al-Mughira, “Utba b. Rabi‘a, and al-Nadr b.
al-Harith, and is part of the inexhaustibility of substance implied in the phrase none
knows its interpretation in Q. 3.7, and none knows its interpretation except God and
those who are well-grounded (wa’l-rasikhiin) in knowledge, who say ..."® Here, as well
as in his commentary on the same verse in Sirat Al Imran, Tbn ¢Ashir follows the
minority position (held by Ibn “Abbas in one of two versions, Mujahid, al-Rabi® b.
Sulayman, Muhammad b. Ja‘far b. al-Zubayr, Abdi Ja“far al-Nahhas, the Shafi‘is,
Ibn Furak, Ahmad al-Qurtubi, Ibn °Atiyya, Ibn al-Hajib, al-Baydawi, and Abu
al-Su‘nd) that the conjunction waw (‘and’) affixed to al-rasikhiin in the above verse is
for coordination (‘aff), not resumption (isti’ndf), hence the pause after God is
not considered binding.'®® In the majority reading the pause is a ‘binding pause
(without which a wrong meaning might be suggested)’ (wagfun lazim).'"®” Accordingly
the verse is read: None knows its interpretation except God. And those who are
well-grounded in knowledge say (yagqiiliin): We believe in it, where ‘rasikhin is in the
nominative as the subject of yagiiliina as a resumption, not as a co-ordination adjoined
to Allah’."*®

Ibn °Ashiir goes on to discuss the ways in which the Qur’an pioneered many
specific aspects of Arabic style. Among these aspects are its gathering together
admonition and law-making in undifferentiated expressions and its energetic shifts
from one rhetorical art to another such as parenthesis (ta‘rid), association (tangzir),
supplementation (tadhyil), connotations and synonyms (mutaradifat) in repetitive
contexts, and redirection as already mentioned. Stylistic shifts are more apt to retain the
reader’s attention, and one of the objectives of the Qur’an is to stimulate the high
frequency of its reading times as inferred from Q. 73:20, Therefore read whatever is
easy for you. Supporting the idea of this ease of access is the correlational
thread (tandsub) running through the entire Qur’an ‘as if it were a single word of
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vast meanings’ (Ibn al-°Arabi al-Maliki) or ‘a single chapter’ (al-Razi) which,
according to al-Izz b. “Abd al-Salam, whom Ibn C°Ashiir quotes, suggests

miraculousness:'®’

Correlation (mundsaba) is a beautiful science. The precondition of
beautiful connectedness in speech (irtibat al-kalam) is that it occurs in a
unified subject whose beginning is connected to its end. When it occurs
over different causes it will lack inter-connectedness. The Qur’an came
down over twenty-odd years and bears on different rulings that were
legislated for different reasons. Anything thus described can hardly be
expected to be interconnected.

Like structuring, recitation is, Ibn Ashiir points out, also another important innovative
aspect of Qur’anic inimitability since it transcends vocabular and syntactical structures.
The ‘eloquent pause’ (sukiit al-mutakallim al-baligh) has the distinct capacity of
turning whatever follows it into an explicative resumption (al-isti’naf al-bayani), which
is a grammatical and rhetorical category in itself.'’® Applications of rhetorical silence
can also be related to ellipsis (ijaz hadhf) and amplification (itnab), as in the respective
positioning of the pause before or after fihi in Q. 2:2, dhalika’l-kitabu la rayba fihi
hudan, which may be represented in English with punctuation and glyphs as: that is the
Book no doubt [glyph] therein, [glyph] a Guidance. Another example of stylistic
innovation Ibn °“Ashiir mentions is what he calls ‘semantic variegation’ (talwin
al-ma‘ant), where repetition never occurs uniformly but always with a synonymic or
connotative variation to avoid monotony, even in the case of (i) number in suffix
pronouns, as in Q. 66:4, in tatuba ila’llahi fa-qad saghat qulibukuma (If you both
repent to God! For the hearts of the two of you certainly swayed) where hearts was
put in the plural to avoid a heavy pairing of the alif dual subject pronoun with the
dual possessive pronoun, which would have yielded qalbakuma; or (ii) gender, as
in Q. 6:139, wa-qali ma fi butini hadhihi’l-an‘ami khalisatun li-dhukiirinag
wa-muharramun ‘ald azwajina (and they said: whatever is in the bellies of such
cattle is reserved [fem.] for our males and forbidden [masc.] for our wives), where the
gender for the two adjectives khalisatun and muharramun switches, although both have
one and the same referent, ma (‘whatever’). These and other tropes form examples of
what al-Zamakhshari described as the Qur’an’s constant drive for ‘brilliant verbal
versatility’ (li-yaftanna al-kalam iftinanan)."”!

Also among the stylistic innovations of the Qur’an, Ibn “Ashiir points out, is the
expansion of Arabic belles-lettres (adab) beyond the registers of poetry (shi‘r) and
prose (nathr). Shi‘r used genealogy (nasib), martial poetry (hamdsa), elegy/dirge
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(ritha?), satire (hija’), boasting ( fakhr), facetiae (mulah) and praise (madih),
nathr used oratory (khutab), proverbs (amthal), and dialogue (muhawarat).
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Moreover the Qur’an covered all the fields and activities of life and yet managed to be
more memor(is)able than both poetry and prose. Thus its spread among the Arab tribes

was swift:!74

Add the fact that its substance was reality unalloyed with mendacious
exaggerations and vain boasts, which gave it the sway of truth and made
it the delight of listeners. This is because its impact was spiritual and not
merely verbal or semantic.

(c) Stylistic Firsts (mubtakarat) of the Qur’an

Ibn °Ashiir recapitulates as follows the stylistic firsts of the Qur’an:

1) its departure from the norms of poetry and oratory;
ii) its coming in the form of a book meant to be memorised and recited;

iii) the polished arrangement of its legislative message in minute details (tahrir
al-ifadat al-‘ilmiyya al-tashri‘iyya al-daqiqa);

iv) its structural division into suras and internal stylistic subdivisions (al-taswir
wa’l-taqsim);

v) its narrative and allegorical style in describing the Hereafter as well as relating past
accounts (al-usliub al-qasast wa-tamthil al-ahwal),

vi) the recasting of narrative quotations according to the demands of its own
inimitability (al-tasarruf al-i‘jazi fi hikayat aqwal al-mahki ‘anhum);

vii) the blending of consimilar verse-endings, unheard-of chapter-openings and in
medias res contents (al-fawasil wa’l-fawatih wa’l-hujam “ala al-gharad);

viii) multifarious ellipses (al-tafannun fi al-hadhf)."”> As Makki al-Qaysi (d. 437/c.
1045) said, ‘Ellipsis and concision are part of the Qur’an’s inimitability, as is
pithiness’, what is more, Ibn °Ashiir adds, ‘without obscurity or ambiguity’ (ma‘a
adam al-iltibas)."”®

ix) its qualified recourse to incorporation (fadmin) which is related to elliptic concision
(fjaz al-hadhf), amplification (itnab), homonyms as discussed in the ninth prolego-
menon, and letter or vowel-dependent variants in recitation as well as meaning as
discussed in the sixth.

X) its pairing firm speech (jazala) with compassionate speech (rigga) in almost every
sura, which embody the two respective stylistic registers of punishment and mercy.'”’
The regular pairing of deterrence with encouragement, threat with promise, warning
with glad tidings, or of the divine Names and Attributes of punishment with the Names
and Attributes of mercy was included by Ibn “Abbas and subsequent exegetes among
what they called the kulliyyar or semantic and stylistic ‘invariables’ of the Qur’an,'”®
which Ibn °Ashiir calls its ‘compositional and vocabular customs’ (‘@dat al-Qur’an

. . .. 1
min nazmiha wa-kalimiha)."”®
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(d) Stylistic Customs of the Qur’an

Ibn °Ashiir then lists the following examples of stylistic and semantic customs of the
Qur’an on the basis of observations by al-Zamaskhshari, al-Razi, al-Kafawi in his
Kulliyyat, and al-Suyiti in the Itgan:

i) the use of mostly inseparable doublets such as naf® and darr, al-sama’ and al-ard, in
addition to those pointed out by al-Jahiz such as salat and zakat, ji¢ and khawf, janna
and nar, al-muhajirin and al-ansar, jinn and ins, etc.;

ii) following up every threat with promise and every warning with glad tidings within
digressive clauses (istitrad) and parentheses (i ‘tirad);

iii) using the past tense to describe the events of the hereafter to convey their
inescapable certainty;

iv) following up long discussions of legal obligations with a mention of divine
attributes or the states of prophets and the hereafter for illustrative emphasis;

v) using the unqualified demonstrative personal pronoun ha’ula’i to refer exclusively to
the pagans with contempt (a form comparable to the pejorative isti in Latin);

vi) omitting the conjunction of co-ordination waw in dialogic narratives, such as wa-idh
qala rabbuka li’l-mala’ikati inni ja“ilun ... qali ... qala ... fa-qala ... qali ... qala ...
(Q. 2:30-33, instead of wa-qala or wa-qali throughout).

(e) Wisdom

The third of the essential prerequisites of Qur’anic inimitability, according to Ibn
°Ashiir is ‘its content of sapiential meanings and sciential indications’ (al-ma‘ani
al-hikmiyya wa’l-isharat al-ilmiyya), where “ilm is subdivided into the two types of
‘conventional’ (istilahi) within the temporal and cultural confines of each respective
civilisation, and ‘real’ (hagiqi), which is ‘the attainment of truths and realities that crown
their possessors with perfection and benefit in this life and the next’. Both types are
avenues of human perfection and both are found in the Qur’an. Ibn ¢Ashiir includes in
the first type knowledge of Judeo-Christian stories, religious rulings and ancient peoples
that typified ancient high culture, and in the second type the Qur’anic call for deductive
and inductive knowledge beyond what was already available in the intellectual legacy of
the people of its time. He asserts, against al-Shatib1 once again, the trans-historicity and

trans-nationality of Qur’anic inimitability and of its knowledge content.'®

(f) Knowledge of the Unseen-

Ibn °Ashiir includes this final aspect only as a concession to preceding exegetes who
counted the Qur’anic foretelling of future historical events, such as that of a
forthcoming victory of the Romans within three to nine years of their defeat to the
Persians in the year 615 CE at the opening of Siirat al-Riim, among the proofs of the
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divine origins of the Qur’an.'®! This particular type of miraculousness, however,
‘does not have additional relevance to the composition of the Qur’an or the way its
purity of speech and superlative eloquence both point to the highest meanings’.'®*
He concludes the prolegomenon with the reassertion of its opening salvo against
the proponents of the theory of sirfa (‘diversion’). Rather than some external
collusion of events distracting or preventing generations of Qur’anophobes from
opposing the Qur’an, it was very much its own internal structure, style, and language
that defeated them. As al-Baydawi said, the Qur’an had simply ‘challenged the
champions of eloquence among the pure-blooded Arabs and found none capable of

response”’.'®?

Conclusion

Ibn ¢Ashiir’'s Ten Prolegomena can be described as an applied demonstration of the
hermeneutical category entitled ‘prerequisites of the exegete’ (shuriit al-mufassir) for
the chief purpose of demonstrating Qur’anic i‘jaz, which consists mostly in what is
considered the unmatched perfection of style and polysemy of the Book. His entire
career fits the exegete’s ideal agenda summarised by al-Wahidi in the preamble to his
major fafsir: ‘to learn grammar and literature—for verily they are both its two pillars—
master their principles, and painstakingly examine the pathways of Arab idioms.”'®*
Likewise according to Ibn al-° Arabi at the conclusion of his autobiographical treatise of
applied exegesis entitled Qaniin al-ta’wil, such prerequisites consist mostly in
knowledge of Arabic, a gift of linguistic inference of which Ibn “Abbas was the
archetype, and strict God-wariness,'® while al-Suyiti (in Type 78 of the Itgan) and
others list about two dozen qualifications, again mostly related to language but also
including God-given gifts and God-wariness.'®*® Underpinning the strong emphasis on
the analysis of the constituents of form and meaning is belief in the divine authorship of
the language of the Qur’an and prophetic agency in the determination of its structure,
and in God Himself as ‘the objective of every consideration, discourse, and act’ of the
seeker of knowledge.'®” In the Tahrir wa’l-tanwir (no less than in the rest of Islamic
hermeneutics) these beliefs are axiomatic. The concept of i‘jaz or miraculous
inimitability is proposed as their central evidentiary proof and Ibn ¢Ashiir contends
that every tafsir, by definition, is meant to illustrate this proof and demonstrate its
workings in the meaning and significance of the text of the Qur’an. Furthermore, as
pointed out by Walid Saleh, his son al-Fadil b. *Ashiir (1909-1970), in his survey of
the great fafsirs of Islamic civilisation, reserved the term tafsir “ilmi not for the
modernistic, scientistic fafsirs that attempted to find in the Qur’an predictions of
the findings of the modern sciences, but to philologically-based exegesis of the
Qur’an.'®® The Tahrir thus presents the i‘jaz of the Qur’an as the ultimate object of
scholarly knowledge, and itself as a model of the philological-exegetical science of that
science.
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Although Western scholarship might find it impossible to concede to the Qur’an the
status of the literally God-given and God-phrased text it holds in Islamic tradition,
nevertheless both perspectives agree with E.D. Hirsch, Jr. that ‘an interpreter’s
preliminary generic conception of a text is constitutive of everything that he
subsequently understands’.'®® They also agree in principle on the contextual
interpretive typology brought about by that conception:'*°

By classifying the text as belonging to a particular genre, the interpreter
automatically posits a general horizon [=context] for its meaning ...
The interpreter’s job is to specify the text’s horizon as far as he
is able and this means, ultimately, that he must familiarise himself
with the typical meanings of the author’s mental and experiential
world.

In the case of the divinely-authored Qur’an revealed to, then dictated in turn by, the
Prophet, the ‘typical meanings’ are gleaned through what the scholars have identified as
the fundamental shurit al-mufassir: mastery of Qur’anic Arabic; of the Prophet’s
teaching and methodology—not only in his direct sayings but in the guidelines he gave
for independent inference; of the Arabic language at large; and the individual gift
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(mawhiba) of the exegetes in probing what God meant, ~ all in conformity with

the rule that ‘the meaning of a text is the author’s meaning’,'®* in this case the
super-author. The Prolegomena’s contribution is to show that the necessary set of tools
required are primarily linguistic in nature. Yet another convergence is Hirsch’s
distinction between ‘textual meaning’ and ‘significance’,'®> which corresponds to
several hermeneutical pairings already discussed such as ma’thiir/nazar, tafsir/ta’wil,
particularised historical asbab and universal applicability, finite text, and infinite
polysemy. Ibn “Ashiir has applied such concepts in continuity with classical tradition
while Muslim modernists, on the other hand, have recast fa’wil/‘hermeneutics’ as a
portmanteau term for a type of secularising, anthropocentric deconstructionism

divorced from its long-established meanings.'**

In light of the above findings, Ibn “Ashiir’s Prolegomena can be characterised as a
treatise on Qur’anic ijaz in its own right. A second look at his principal sources in the
Tahrir confirms this description, in addition to the fact that he brings up the word and
its cognates nearly a thousand times. His tropological lists and typologies of the stylistic
‘“firsts’ and ‘customs’ of the Qur’an are faithful reformulations of classical
tafsir-introductory hermeneutical theories such as Mugqatil’s typology of the seventeen
main tropes of tafsir, Abti “Ubayda’s 39 types of metonymy (majaz), al-TabarT’s
seventeen defining tropes of style (bayan, especially concision and its ancillaries),
al-Maward1’s eight types of Qur’anic i‘az, al-Tha®labi’s fourteen rules of hermeneu-
tics, al-Qurtubi’s five prerequisites of the mu ‘jiza and ten types of i ¢jaz, Ibn Juzayy’s 22
main figures of bayan, etc. Some of the concision-related tropes such as majaz and
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euphemism (kinaya) were listed by al-Shafi‘1 in his Risala to illustrate his view on
the transparency of bayan as transcending ambiguity for the qualified reader.'®®
It is for the latter and only for the latter that Ibn “Ashiir’s son will go as far as to
forward that:'%°

... for us Muslim multitudes, the magnificent Qur’an is a discourse
designative of its meanings with a designation taken through the
crystal-clear, customary way for the designation of Arabic discourse.
Accordingly it does not need fafsir at the root, but only as a contingent
need born of two causes; the first is the fact that the Qur’an was
revealed and conveyed in stages over more than twenty years [and

then reordered]197 .

. the second is that the Qur’an’s crystal-clear
fundamental designations ... are followed by meanings whose
vocabular forms yield vague or unidentified designations, where the
form can be construed as the reiteration of distinct meanings that
might be confused with the original meaning and whose intent is not

clear.

A literalist critic, al-Tarhuini, saw Ibn °Ashur’s laborious questioning of whether
tafsir can be considered a science as violative of all previous practice which, as a
rule, not only considered it so, but the chief and fountainhead of all Islamic
disciplines.'”® However (although Ibn ©Ashiir elsewhere does seem to vaunt figh as
the best science'®®), his conclusions show that he thought the very same beyond
doubt:*®

Tafsir was the first thing the scholars of Islam worked upon before
working upon the rest of the sciences ... it is correct to consider it the
head (ra’s) of the Islamic sciences just as al-Baydaw1 described it ... [it]
is the first of the Islamic sciences to emerge ... and it is also the noblest
of all the Islamic sciences and its head in actuality.

At first sight this is just another exegete’s topos—as found, for example, in the
preambles of the tafsirs of Thalabi, Ibn °Atiyya, al-Baydawi, and al-Tha‘alibi—
naturally derived from the over-arching consideration that the object of rafsir, the
Qur’an itself, was the foundation for all the sciences, as stated by al-Razi:*"
The Qur’an is the origin of the sciences one and all (as! al-‘uliim
kulliha), so that the science of dialectic theology (“ilm al-kalam) is all in
the Qur’an, and the science of Islamic law (“ilm al-figh) is all taken from
the Qur’an, likewise the science of legal theory (“ilm usil al-figh), the
science of grammar and linguistics (al-nahw wa’l-lugha), the science of
renunciation of the world (al-zuhd fi al-dunya), etc.
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Yet the topos does not preclude such a representation from being, at least partially (as to
being the core science aside from being the best one) historically and literally true.
Versteegh has shown that:?%*

one could say that in nuce the early commentaries contain all elements
found in later commentaries, but what is more, they also contain the
material which at a later stage became a specialised field of research in
different Islamic sciences ... We are not saying here that all Islamic
disciplines have their origin in fafsir; what we do maintain is that the
first elements of scholarship for almost all disciplines, before they were
established as disciplines sui generis are found in the early discussions
about the revealed text.

Ibn °Ashiir took a notable stand in showing the two terminological dichotomies
tafsir/ta’wil and ma’thir/ra’y as soft and the opposite of clearcut. In light of the fact
that ma’thir, which literally means ‘transmitted’, implies a type of knowledge
transmitted from the Prophet, and that most of even the transmissive fafsirs (e.g.
Mujahid, Qatada, al-Dahhak, Ibn °Ulayya, Sufyan, Malik, al-Shafi‘i, etc.) contain
many if not mostly non-Prophetic reports (as we have pointed out with regard to
al-Tabari and al-Durr al-manthiir), it is technically true that, as Walid Saleh stated,
‘Most of the tafsir bi-al-ma’thiir is in reality a tafsir bi-al-ra’y’ **® However, it would
be an over-statement and typological blunder to assert ‘the fictitious nature of the
difference between the two’. Not only have their respective representatives been
understood and consistently referred to as one or the other genre, but also such
categorisation is based on overall emphasis within any given work, not some criterion
of necessary mutual exclusivity.

Unlike Ibn Juzayy, Ibn °Ashiir tends to exclude Siifism from the typology of tafsir
disciplines stricto sensu, and figh as well with rare exceptions, the former in practice
and the latter in both practice and theory. The reality of the matter, whether in modern
exegeses or in the rest of the classical tradition, is that scholars have picked and chosen
across the disciplines according to inspiration and context. The speculative models
(Goldziher, Wansbrough) that gave figh and tasawwuf overly preponderant roles are
of limited use besides the obvious (for example, self-understood Sifi fafsirs or the
ahkam genre).>** Otherwise, beyond their self-declared primary emphasis on language,
the analytical commentaries tapped the various Islamic disciplines freely and
inclusively.

Lastly, a remarkable sub-theme of Ibn ¢Ashiir’s ‘Prolegomena’ and of his entire tafsir is
the quiet recognition of the non-Sunni (particularly Mu‘tazili) contributions to the
genre and the continuation of the systematically Sunnified integration of the Mu‘tazili
linguistic method codified by al-Jurjani in the fifth/eleventh century and illustrated by
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al-Baydawl in the seventh/thirteenth. The non-Sunni affiliation of at least five linguistic
exegetes for whom, as we cited (section 3 on athar and ra’y), Ibn ¢ Ashiir reserves high
praise—al-Farra®, Abt “Ubayda, al-Zajjaj, al-Rummani, al-Zamakhshari—is revealing
of his integrative approach to non-Sunni hermeneutics in the formation of his ideal of
z‘afsz‘r.zo5 We have also seen (Table 1) that Ibn ¢Ashiir often cites the Mu‘tazilis
al-Sakkaki and Abt Muslim al-Isfahani in the Tahrir. As shown by Walid Saleh in his
article on al-Fadil b. Ashiir’s (the son) survey of the history of tafsir entitled al-Tafsir
wa-rijaluhu, the °Ashiirs viewed linguistic-analytical-scientific fafsir as the brainchild
of Muc‘tazilism ‘forcefully wrested from their hands by Shaykh °Abd al-Qahir
al-Jurjani’ at the vanguard of the rest of the Sunni-Ash®ari scholars.**® Similarly,
al-Baydawi’s Anwar al-tanzil had ‘raided the battlefield of the muhaddithin and the
philologians and wrested it completely from them’ to become ‘the apex of the scientific

method in interpreting the Qur’an’®"’

and provide the filter through which
Sunni-AshCari tradition was able to go back and include al-Zamakhshari’s Kashshaf
as not only safe, but worthy of study.?”® The Tahrir, with its heaviest reliance on the
Kashshaf then the rest of linguistic fafsir tradition, is, in line with Abu al-Su‘td and
al-Altisi (both also short-listed in al-Tafsir wa-rijaluhu), a continuation and revival of
the Baydawian project in modern times, what is more, conceived in a neo-Baydawian
idiom. Further studies can bear on the extent to which this classicistic contribution to
the genre authored by the Tunisian qadi, educationist reformist, and renovator stands
out from the other three foremost exegeses of the century, Abduh and Rida’s Tafsir
al-manar (1927), Mawdudi’s Tafhim al-Qur’an (1942-1972), and Sayyid Qutb’s Fi
zilal al-Qur’an (1951-1965).
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Islamic Hermeneutics; Saleh, The Formation; Berg, The Development of Exegesis; Rippin,
Approaches.

4 Nafi, ‘Tahir ibn *Ashiir’, is mostly biographical; Saleh, ‘Marginalia and Peripheries’, is about
al-Tahir b. “Ashiir’s son Muhammad al-Fadil b. ®Ashiir and his survey of zafsir history entitled
al-Tafsir wa-rijaluhu.

5 See von Denffer’s ‘Uliim al-Qur’an and the translations of al-Suyuti’s al-Itqan in The Perfect
Guide, al-Dihlaw1’s al-Fawz al-kabir, and al-Azhari’s Introduction.
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6 See Nafi, ‘Tahir ibn °Ashiir’; Mahfiz, Tarajim, vol. 3, pp. 304-309; Green, The Tunisian
Ulama, pp. 103, 249-250; Sadok Zmerli, Figures Tunisiennes, translated as al-Zammarli, A “lam
Tinisiyyin, pp. 361-366; al-Zirikli, al-A‘lam, vol. 6, p. 174; Saqr, Manhaj, pp. 9-11.

7 As shown, for example, by his sweeping verdict that ‘most Muslims have become Murji’ites’
because, in his view, they consider themselves infallibly heaven-bound. Other oversimplifica-
tions are his dismissal of the great issues of kalam as either superfluous or extreme
transcendentalisation (ghuliiw fi al-tanzih) and of teachers as given to superficial mumbo-jumbo,
his idealisation of early scholarship as accepting of opponents, and his view of Mu‘tazilis as the
closest of all sects to agreement with AshCaris (Ibn ¢Ashir, Alaysa, pp. 180-182, 200). For an
in-depth discussion of this work see El-Mesawi, ‘Naqd and Islah’.

8 See Sedgwick, Muhammad Abduh, and Nafi, ‘Tahir ibn cAshar’, pp- 9, 27-28 n. 34-39.

9 The city of Tunis had two judges, one belonging to the dominant Maliki school and the other
to the minority Hanafi school. See Green, Tunisian Ulama, pp. 33-34.

10 Ottoman influence dictated that the Tunisian Shaykh al-Islam be Hanafi, and the Chief Mufti
(bashmufti) Maliki although, originally, the title was reserved for the highest-ranking mufti-alim
of the Ottoman Sultanate; but ‘Ahmad Bey’s introduction of the title to the hierarchy of the
Tunisian ‘ulama’ is indicative of his intention to assert Tunisia’s independence’ (Nafi, ‘Tahir ibn
¢Ashir’, p. 27 n. 21).

11 At which time the Hanaft Shaykh al-Islam Ahmad Bayram resigned in protest, but there
seems to have been political pressures targeting him as a representative of the old order of
‘ulama’ authority. See Nafi, “Tahir ibn ¢Ashiir’, pp. 6, 10-11.

12 See the interviews published on Mar 30, 2015 by Al Jazeera Documentary at https:/www.
youtube.com/watch?v=19hy0tTt63Q (as of 9 May 2017) from 24'50" to 28'10" where several
Tunisian academics state that some ‘ulama’ were actually part of the supervisory committee of
the congress and ‘did not condone, but did join’, including Ibn ¢Ashiir.

13 A famous colleague of Ibn °Ashiir, Muhammad al-Khidr Husayn, stated: ‘I am no less
impressed by his stellar manners and courteousness than by his scholarly genius’ (Mahfiz,
Tarajim, vol. 3, p. 306).

14 Nafi, “Tahir ibn °Ashir’, p. 9.

15 ‘al-Samaha awwal awsaf al-shari‘a wa-akbar magqasidiha’ (Ibn °Ashiir, Magasid,
pp. 61-63).

16 It would not be correct to say, as Walid Saleh does, that ‘The title of this massive twenty
volume [presumably in some edition] commentary is al-Tahrir wa’l-Tanwir; translated into
English it is “Liberation and Enlightenment.” So that is what the reformist Sunni camp thought
they could do through the Qur’an: nothing short of achieving the aims of modernity, liberation
and enlightenment’ (Saleh, ‘Marginalia and Peripheries’, p. 311). Nevertheless Ibn “Ashiir was
certainly aware that, in short form, the title of his work could be construed as at least partly
pointing to ‘liberation and enlightenment’ in the politico-ideological sense.

17 At Dar al-Kutub al-Sharqiyya in Tunis. “Isa Babi al-Halabi’s publication of the first two
volumes of the Tahrir followed in 1964 and 1965 as the second batch, not the first, contrary
to Saqr’s claim in Manhaj, p. 12. Dar al-Kutub al-Shargiyya then brought out the first ten
volumes in 1969, to which al-Zirikli (d. 1976) referred in his remark ‘ten volumes of it have been
brought out so far’ in the third edition (1969) of his biographical dictionary al-A“lam (vol. 6,
p. 174).

18 Ibn °Ashir, Tafsir, vol. 16, p. 113, sub Sirat Maryam Q. 19:41-42. See also vol. 1, p. 21
(Second Prolegomenon), 185, 193 (al-Fatiha); vol. 2, p. 139 (al-Bagara Q. 2:178); vol. 17,
p- 189 (al-Hajj Q. 22:2); vol. 19, p. 20 (al-Furgan Q. 25:32); and vol. 26, p. 129 (Muhammad
Q. 47:35).


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l9hy0tTt63Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l9hy0tTt63Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l9hy0tTt63Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l9hy0tTt63Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l9hy0tTt63Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l9hy0tTt63Q

90 Journal of Qur’anic Studies

19 Ibn °Ashiir, Usil al-nizam, pp. 171-172. This passage has displeased both sides of the
debate:  http:/www.azahera.net/showthread.php?t=8792 and  https:/tinyurl.com/kasu7s4
(Ash‘aris); https:/minhajcanal.blogspot.com.eg/2015/05/blog-post_405.html (Salafis), as of
9 May 2017.

20 The Muqaddimat were summarised in under three pages by Massimo Campanini in L’esegesi
musulmana. Campanini’s approach to Ibn °Ashiir, on top (or because) of its extreme brevity,
lacks depth and accuracy.

21 See Natiir, ‘Tafarrudat al-Tahir b. °Ashir’.
22 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 7.

23 al-Baydawi, Anwar, vol. 1, p. 6. The nukta was defined as the nuance or ‘minute point’
(al-nukta hiya al-daqiqa) (al-Nabulusi, al-Ajwiba, Question 126, p. 301, citing Shaykh Khalid
al-Azhar’s Sharh Qawa‘id al-i‘rab), ‘the subtle question brought out perspicuously and
cogitatively. It derives from “scratching (nakata) the ground with a spear”, leaving its trace there:
the nuance was named a nukta because thoughts leave their trace on it’ (al-Qunawi, Hashiyat
al-Qinawi, vol. 1, p. 426).

24 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 8.

25 On the whole genre of Quranic exegesis as one big cumulative, self-correcting text in which
encyclopadic tafsirs ‘allowed the doctrine of ijma“ (consensus) to be operative’ (see Saleh,
Formation, pp. 14-20).

26 Tarhuni, al-Tafsir wa’l-mufassirin, vol. 2, pp. 738-739.
27 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 16, first prolegomenon.
28 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 16, first prolegomenon.

29 See Ibn Taymiyya, al-Risalat al-Tadmuriyya, p. 59, and Ibn Taymiyya, Majmii‘at, vol. 17,
p. 199; al-Suyud, al-Itgan, vol. 6, p. 2,261, type 77.

30 Narrated by Ibn al-Mundhir, al-Tabari, al-Nahhas, Ibn al-Jawzi, and others in their fafsirs
under Q. 3:7.

31 Narrated by Mugqatil, °Abd al-Razzagq, al-Tabari, and others in the preambles to their tafsirs,
and by Ibn al-Mundhir in his Tafsir under Q. 3:7.

32 Narrated from Ibn °Abbas in Ibn Hanbal, al-Musnad, vol. 4, p. 225, no. 2397 and others.

33 This specific understanding of ta’wil as applicable meaning and practice is also related from
Mujahid himself. See Versteegh, Arabic Grammar, pp. 63-64.

34 al-Alisi, Riih al-ma‘ant, vol. 1, p. 103.
35 First words of his Ta’wilat al-Qur’an, cf. al-Suyiti, al-Itgan, type 77.

36 al-Tha‘alibi in the introduction of al-Jawahir al-Hisan quotes from Abt Talib al-Tha‘labi’s
Tafsir as does al-Suyiti in Type 77 of the Itgan and in al-Iklil fi istinbat al-ta’wil under al-Fatiha,
at vol. 1, p. 5. He might be al-Husayn b. Muhammad b. al-Saffah b. Nasr al-Tha‘labi al-Amudi
al-Dimashqi, mentioned as a muhaddith in Ibn °Asakir, Tartkh Madinat Dimashq, vol. 14,
p- 312, no. 1,607.

37 In al-Suyuti, al-Itgan, type 77.
38 al-Baghawi, Preamble to Ma‘alim al-tanzil.

39 al-Sayyid al-Sharif al-Jurjani, Hashiya ‘ala al-Kashshaf, preamble, as cited in al-Tayyar,
Mafhiim al-tafsir, pp. 108-109.

40 al-Kafyaji, al-Taysir, pp. 21-26.

41 Tbn “Ashir, al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 11-12, first prolegomenon, my emphasis.
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42 The word tasdiq is here used by Ibn °Ashiir in its acceptation in logic, defined by al-Razi thus:
‘Conceptualisation (al-tasawwur) is the apprehension of quiddity without a judgment of negation
or affirmation of it, as when you say “the human being” (al-insan), first you understand
its meaning, then you judge it to be either actual or inexistent. That prior understanding
is conceptualisation, while verification (al-tasdig) is that you pass judgment over it either
with negation or with affirmation’ (al-Razi, opening words of his Ma‘alim usil al-din;
see also the opening words of his Muhassal. See Dghaym, Mawsii‘at, vol. 1, p. 313b, entry
tasdiq).

43 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 12—-13, first prolegomenon.

44 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 15-16, first prolegomenon.

45 On this Tunisian exegete see al-Tarhtini, al-Tafsir wa’l-mufassiriin, vol. 2, pp. 582—609.

46 Of al-Rummani’s tafsir only material covering from part of Sirat Ibrahim to part of Sirat
al-Kahfis extant, see Rufayda, al-Nahw, vol. 1, p. 574 n. 1. On Yahya b. Sallam’s Tafsir see the
first footnote in the section entitled ‘Polysemy and the Seven ahruf and al-Fadil b. ¢Ashiir,
al-Tafsir wa-rijaluhu, pp. 29-38. On the connection with °Abduh see above, section entitled ‘Ibn
¢Ashiir’s Education and Views.’

47 Here Ibn °Ashiir is misinformed as the Durrat al-tanzil wa-ghurrat al-ta’wil (on
homonyms=mutashabih lafzi) was authored neither by al-Razi nor by al-Raghib, but by
al-Khatib al-Iskaft (d. 420/1029).

48 See previous note.

49 This table was compiled using the Shamila search engine. On the latter, see Belinkov et al.,
‘Shamela’.

50 See Haddad, ‘Abrogation’, pp. 63—64.

51 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 654-657. For other definitions and discussions see Hasan,
Mujam, pp. 307-310, and Kamali, Principles, pp. 149-167.

52 See Powers, ‘The Exegetical Genre’, p. 125.

53 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 2, p. 150, sub Q. 2:180. See Haddad, ‘Abrogation’, pp. 59-61,
sections ‘Modalities’ and ‘Mutual abrogability of Qur’an and Sunna’; al-Kattani, Nazm
al-mutanathir, pp. 167-168, no. 189 on differing views regarding its mass-transmitted status;
and Ibn al-Mulaqqin, al-Badr al-munir, vol. 7, pp. 263-269.

54 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 104, tenth prolegomenon.

55 See, for example, al-Zuhri, al-Nasikh wa’l-mansiikh, p. 20; Qatada, al-Nasikh wa’l-mansiikh,
p- 35; Ibn Sallam, al-Nasikh wa’l-mansiikh, pp. 155-165, 230-237; al-Nahhas, al-Nasikh
wa’l-mansitkh, vol. 1, pp. 480-486, vol. 2, pp. 301-315; Makki al-Qaysi, al-Idah, pp. 140, 275;
Ibn Salama, al-Nasikh wa’l-mansiikh, pp. 16, 42-43; Ibn al-°Arabi, al-Nasikh wa’l-mansiikh,
vol. 2, pp. 207-209; Ibn al-Jawzi, Nawasikh al-Qur’an, pp. 158-165, 319-321; Ibn al-Jawzi,
al-Musaffa, pp. 17-18, 29-30; Ibn al-Barizi, Nasikh al-Qur’an, p. 25, 32.

56 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 18, second prolegomenon.
57 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 25, second prolegomenon.
58 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 24, second prolegomenon.
59 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 18, second prolegomenon.

60 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 26, second prolegomenon. If tafsir itself does not hinge on
figh, then a fortiori its sub-branch of the ‘occasions of revelation’ (asbab al-nuzil), does not
hinge on legal rulings (ahkam), contrary to John Wansbrough’s view that ‘the asbab material has
its primary reference point in works devoted to deriving law from the text of the Qur’an’ as given
by Rippin, ‘The Function of asbab al-nuzil’, p. 1. Rippin’s counter-view, as we point out in
section five of this paper, is also far off the mark.
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61 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 27, second prolegomenon.
62 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 19, second prolegomenon.

63 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 19, second prolegomenon, cf. al-Zamakhshari, Kashshaf,
preamble.

64 ‘Those who are ignorant of the Arabic tongue and the multitude of its vocabulary and the
myriad ways of its expressions are also ignorant of the totality of the knowledge of the Book ...
Malik b. Anas said, “Do not bring me a man unlearned in the Arab dialects who interprets the
Book of God, or I will make an example of him” ... The one who tries to attain mastery of this
Book with such ignorance is like the one who shows up at the battle-field without arms or tries to
fly without wings ... [O]ne does not really know the meaning of God’s words unless one is in
command of the foundations of language and grammar ... [My] reader has to be a master of
literature and grammar, able to follow an argument and a dispute. As for the novice and the
trainee, he will be like someone trying to unlock a lock without a key’, etc. (see Saleh, ‘The
Introduction’, pp. 76 [English] / 96 [Arabic], 77/94, 79/92, and 82/88).

65 See al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 10, first prolegomenon; the fourth prolegomenon (vol. 1,
pp- 38-39) on the priorities and responsibilities imposed on Arabs by the mere fact that the
Qur’an was revealed in Arabic; the end of the seventh prolegomenon when discussing
repetitiveness in the Qur’anic narratives (vol. 1, pp. 68—69); and the entire tenth prolegomenon.
66 al-Jurjani, Dala’il al-i‘jaz, ed. Mahmiid Shakir (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanji, 1984; rept.
Matba‘at al-Madani, 1413/1992), p. 305; parenthetical comment by Ibn ¢Ashiir. Cf. al-Tahrir
wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 20, second prolegomenon.

67 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 21, second prolegomenon.
68 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 21, second prolegomenon.

69 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 107, tenth prolegomenon. Here dhawq can be assimilated to
the mawhiba or God-given gift which al-Suyiiti and others listed among the prerequisites of
exegetes, cf. al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 6, pp. 2,274-2,276, type 78, beginning. See our conclusion
and the related note citing al-Suytti’s list in full.

70 Boullata, ‘The Rhetorical Interpretation of the Qur’an’, pp. 152-153.

71 It has been said that her work merely ‘implemented the methodology developed by the
Egyptian philologist and theologian Amin al-Khuli (1895-1966), Bint al-Shati>’s husband’
(Wahyudi MH, ‘Literary Interpretation of the Qur’an’, p. 20).

72 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 32, third prolegomenon.
73 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 28, third prolegomenon.

74 al-Tarhiini, al-Tafsir wa’l-mufassirin, vol. 2, p. 746; Versteegh, Arabic Grammar,
pp- 55-56.

75 Such as “Adi b. Hatim’s idiosyncratic understanding of the verse eat and drink until
the white thread becomes distinct to you from the black thread of the dawn (Q. 2:187) to
refer to actual threads of different colours, which the Prophet gently corrected days after the fact,
as narrated by al-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 3, pp. 250-251. Several others had also followed this
erroneous view as narrated from Sahl b. Sa‘d al-Sa‘idi by al-Tahawi, Ahkam, vol. 1, p. 451,
§1013.

76 See the definition of praiseworthy ra’y as ‘creative thinking (ijtihad) based on the principles’
of the Qur’an, hadith, consensus, and the Arabic language in Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 13,
p. 189; Ibn al-Qayyim, /‘lam al-muwaqqi‘in, vol. 1, p. 83; al-Kawthari, Figh, pp. 23-24; and
Ibn °Abd al-Barr, Jami bayan, vol. 2, pp. 844-863, and vol. 2, pp. 1,052.

77 A fourth objection might be added, namely that athar-based tafsirs are by no means safe nor
devoid of the intrusion of forgeries and Isra’iliyyat. These abound in the athari commentaries of
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al-Tabari, Ibn Abi Hatim, Abu al-Layth al-Samarqandi, Ibn al-Jawzi, Ibn Kathir, and others.
Thus athar in itself forms no guarantee of accuracy or reliability.

78 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 32-33, third prolegomenon.

79 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 33, third prolegomenon.

80 For example Ibn °Abbas, “Ali b. Abi Talib, and Abu Bakr al-Siddiq.
81 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 29-30, third prolegomenon.

82 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 32, third prolegomenon.

83 Tarhiini, al-Tafsir wa’l-mufassirin, vol. 2, pp. 738, 746.

84 al-Suytti himself in Nawahid al-abkar, his supercommentary on al-Baydawil’s Anwar
al-tanzil, appears to fall prey to this kind of judgment in his remonstrances against al-Baydawi
when he feels that the latter departs from the trodden path over the exegesis of certain verses,
particularly when he gives preference to ra’y over athar in Suyaiti’s view. See al-Baydawi, Lights
of Revelation, pp. 45-46, 55-56, 208.

85 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 30-34, third prolegomenon.
86 See Elias, ‘Sufi rafsir Reconsidered’.

87 See, for another example, the reading of the definition of ihsan in the famous hadith
of Gabriel, ‘to worship God as if you see Him, for if you see Him not (fa-in lam takun tarah),
He sees you (fa-innahu yarak)’ as proposed by Ibn “Arabi in his very brief Kitab al-fana’,
pp- 1-17: ‘It contains an allusion (ishara) to the station of self-effacement and extinction
(magam al-mahii wa’l-fana’) and the gist of it is, “if you are not” (fa-in lam takun), that is,
if you become nothing and extinguish your self to the point that you no longer exist, then
“at that time you shall see Him” (fa-innaka hina’idhin tarah).” On Ibn Hajar al-°Asqalani’s
objection to this reading on grammatical grounds and its rebuttal, see Haddad, Sunna Notes IlI,
Appendix.

88 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 35-36, third prolegomenon. It is related that “‘Umar b.
al-Khattab sometimes lost consciousness after reciting a verse from the Qur’an, whereupon he
would be taken ill and remain bed-ridden for days: on this and other similar evidence see Haddad,
‘Impressibility of the Salaf’.

89 Ibn Juzayy, Kitab al-tashil, vol. 1, p. 8. See Furber, Ibn Juzay’s Sufic Exegesis.

90 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 508 (Q. 2:55-56); vol. 13, p. 44 (Q. 12:84-87); vol. 15,
p- 363 (Q. 18:60); vol. 16, p 16 (Q. 18:78-82); vol. 17, pp. 55-56 (Q. 21:30); vol. 18, p. 124
(Q. 23:99-100); vol. 18, p. 192 (Q. 24:23-25); vol. 18, p. 202 (Q. 24:29); vol. 19, p. 82
(Q. 25:74); vol. 21, pp. 151-152 (Q. 31:12); vol. 21, pp. 250-251 (Q. 33:1); vol. 25, p. 143
(Q. 42:51); vol. 27, p. 414 (Q. 57:24); vol. 29, pp. 150-151 (Q. 69:52); vol. 30, p. 254
(Q. 85:21-22).

91 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 3, p. 200 (Q. 3:20); vol. 8, p. 176 (Q. 7:56); vol. 22, p. 13 (Q.
33:33); vol. 22, pp. 4647 (Q. 33:40).

92 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 38-39, fourth prolegomenon.

93 I usually translated i%az as ‘inimitability’ while ‘incapacitation’ is its literal sense and
‘incapacitation of denial’ its intended meaning.

94 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 40—41, fourth prolegomenon.

95 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 42-43, fourth prolegomenon. See Morrison, ‘Reasons for a
Scientific Portrayal’; Khir, “The Qur’an and Science’; and “Awad, al-Tafsir al-“ilmi.
96 Notably its ‘paradigms of science’ as al-Razi often did, even if such a requirement was

much more rarely articulated by premodern ‘ulama’ (e.g., al-Ghazali in the Ihya’ and Jawahir
al-Qur’an, Ibn al-° Arabi al-Maliki in Qaniin al-ta’wil, the Tunisian Sufi Ibn Abi al-Fadl al-Mursi
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(570-655/1174-1257) in his Tafstr, and al-Suyati in the Itfgan—type 65—as well as Mu ‘tarak
al-aqran and al-Iklil fi istinbat al-tanzil) than by modern ones and even if already al-Razi
did not consider the Qur’an to be a scientific textbook: ‘the Qur’anic text to which Razi wants
to restrict himself and his fellow commentators does not have scientific import, nor does it
provide binding scientific facts’ (see Dallal, Islam, Science, and the Challenge, pp. 117-118,
127-129; see also his article ‘Science and the Qur’an’ in Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an.
On al-Ghazali and al-Suyiiti’s take on this issue see al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir wa’l-mufassirin,
pp. 349-356).

97 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 44-4S5, fourth prolegomenon; vol. 1, p. 128, tenth
prolegomenon. See also al-Shatibi, al-Muwdafaqat, vol. 2, pp. 109-150, book of Magasid, part 2,
‘Exposition of the Objective of the Lawgiver in Instituting the Shari®a to Instil Understanding’,
questions 3—4. The latter passage contains a discussion of scientific exegesis of the Qur’an
intended as a rebuttal of its validity, with which Muhammad al-Dhahabi agrees (al-Tafsir
wa’l-mufassiriin, vol. 2, pp. 356-362). By ‘evolutional’ I mean Ibn °Ashiir’s view that the Qur’an
by its nature keeps lending itself to new understandings, as borne out by the profusion of its
commentaries.

98 In his Muwafaqgat, al-Shatibi says that ‘This blessed sacred law is unlettered (ummiyya)
because its people are so ... Sacred law was instituted with the characteristics of unletteredness
(“ala wasf al-ummiyya) because its people are thus characterised ... Many went too far in making
claims about the Qur’an: they attributed to it every science known to the ancients and the moderns
among the natural sciences, the abstract sciences (al-fa‘alim), logic, dialects, and every kind of
theory propounded by the practicioners of these disciplines and their like ... This is incorrect!’
(al-Shatibi, al-Muwafaqat, vol. 2, pp. 109-111, 127).

99 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 45, fourth prolegomenon.

100 See al-Wahidi, Asbab nuzil, pp. 95-98.

101 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 4647, fifth prolegomenon. See also Shahhata, “Uliim
al-Qur’an, pp. 81-94.

102 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 47-50, fifth prolegomenon.

103 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 46, fifth prolegomenon.

104 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 50, fifth prolegomenon.

105 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 51, sixth prolegomenon, cf. al-Jurjani, Dala’il al-i‘jaz,
pp- 109-110: ‘With few exceptions, the readings mentioned by the commentators do not seem to
have any relevance, neither for religious discussions, nor for legal ones.” See Versteegh, Arabic
Grammar, p. 79, cf. pp. 84, 92, where he views the gira’at as a specialised sub-genre which did
not feature strongly in early fafsirs but in later ones. His purview is limited to the fafsirs of
Mujahid, al-Thawri, al-Kalbi, Mugqatil, and ‘Abd al-Razzaq, although he also generalises
(p. 182), about Majaz al-Qur’an, that ‘Abt ‘Ubayda did not find anything interesting to transmit
from the opinions of the [Qur’anic] readers about the structure of the Qur’anic language, nor
about its lexicon’.

106 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 25, second prolegomenon.

107 The main seven canonical Readers (qurra’) are Nafi®, Ibn Kathir, Abt *Amr b. al-°Ala°, Ibn
¢ Amir, “Asim, Hamza, and al-Kisa°1. The ‘main eight’ are the preceding plus Ya‘qib, the ‘main
ten’ add Abu Ja“far Ibn al-Qa‘°qa® and Khalaf al-Bazzar while the ‘fourteen’ add Ibn Muhaysin,
al-Yazidi, al-Hasan al-Basr1 and al-A°mash although—as Ibn ¢ Ashir states (vol. 1, p- 54)—the
latter four readings are not considered permissible inside prayer according to Malik and
al-Shafi‘1. See also Ibn al-Badhish, Kitab al-Igna‘; Ibn Ghalbiin, al-Tadhkira; Ibn al-Jazari,
Sharh Tayyibat al-nashr; and Melchert, ‘Ibn Mujahid’.

108 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 54, sixth prolegomenon.
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109 For one of the earliest extant treatises on Quranic polysemy see Ibn Sallam (d. 200/815),
al-Tasarif.

110 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 55, sixth prolegomenon. See also Cachia, The Arch
Rhetorician, pp. 44—45 (‘the deceptive series’ = tawjih), 69—72 (‘double entendre’ = rawriya),
122 (‘incorporation’ = tadmin), 131-132 (‘corollary’ = istitba“).

111 Narrated from 23 and up to 30 Companions: al-Kattani, Nazm al-mutandathir, pp. 173-174,
no. 197.

112 See al-Suyiiti, al-Durr al-manthir, harf Ubayy: vol. 1, p. 92; vol. 2, p. 680; vol. 4, p. 329;
vol. 4, p. 580; vol. 4, p. 584; vol. 6, p. 166; vol. 9, p. 617; vol. 11, p. 420; vol. 12, p. 345; vol. 12,
p- 377; vol. 15, p. 83; vol. 15, p. 277; harf Ibn Mas“ad: vol. 6, p. 37; vol. 7, p. 691; vol. 7, p. 705;
vol. 8, p. 118; vol. 9, p. 288; vol. 9, p. 520; vol. 10, p. 116; vol. 11, p. 420; vol. 14, p. 475; vol. 14,
p- 534; vol. 15, p. 83. See also Versteegh, Arabic Grammar, p. 81.

113 Ibn al-°Arabi, Qanin al-ta’wil, p. 70.

114 Ibn al-°Arabi, al-“Awasim, vol. 2, p. 198.

115 al-Bukhari, al-Jami¢ al-sahth (‘Khustimat, Bab: Kalam al-khusum ba°duhum fi ba‘d’);
Muslim, Sahih (‘Salat al-musafirin, Bab: Bayan anna al-Qur’an ‘ala sab‘ati ahruf’); al-Tahrir
wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 56 and vol. 1, p. 59, sixth prolegomenon.

116 See al-Qari®, Hadith al-ahruf al-sab‘a; al-Qattan, Nuzil al-Qur’an; al-Dani,
al-Ahruf  al-sab‘a;  “Itr, al-Ahruf al-sab‘a; al-Matrudi, al-Ahruf  al-Qur’aniyya
al-sab‘a; Shuktl, Bahth hawla nuziil al-Qur’an; Shahhata, ‘Ulam al-Qur’an, pp. 235-250;
Abt Shama, al-Murshid al-wajiz, pp. 78-116; al-Hamad, Rasm al-mushaf, pp. 129-152;
Gilliot, ‘Les sept “lectures™ part 1 and part 2; Dutton, ‘Orality, Literacy and the
“Seven Ahruf”.

117 In the abrogated-status camp (Ibn ‘Uyayna, Ibn Wahb, al-Bagqillani, Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr,
al-Tahawi, and Ibn al-®Arabi), one view interpreted the seven ahruf as referring to the dialects
(lughat) of the Arabs (they differed as to which seven dialects precisely), which were all
superseded by the dialect of Quraysh. (The four caliphs, Sa°id b. al-°As, °Abd al-Rahman b.
al-Harith b. Hisham, ‘Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr, and Ibn °Abbas were all from Quraysh; Zayd b.
Thabit and Ubayy b. Ka‘b from Najjar; Ibn Mas‘tdd from Hudhayl.) In addition to the
interpretation of the ahruf as ‘dialects’ they interpreted them as synonyms (muradifat), whereby
the hadith gave leeway to replace any given word with up to seven different synonyms such as
ka’l-“ihni al-manfiish becoming ka’l-sifi al-manfiish—both meaning ‘like scattered wool’—in
Ibn Mas“ud’s reading. The latter is famously related to have rescued (a temporary fix according to
al-Qurtubi) a man who could not help mispronounce ta‘amu’l-athim (‘food for the felon’) as
ta‘amu’l-yatim (‘food for the orphan’) by instructing him to read ta‘amu’l-fajir (‘food for the
criminal’) instead. A second view questioned whether the numeral ‘seven’ was to be understood
literally, or as a metaphor for open-ended leeway and multitude. Among those that considered the
hadith unabrogated one view interpreted it to refer to various aspects of speech such as literal and
figurative, or to aspects of the Qur’an such as command and prohibition, among other
unconvincing speculations. Others deemed the ahruf to refer to Arab dialects exactly as
they were found in the revealed verses, not in the modality of reading. In other words they
were etched in stone and it was not up to the reader to interchange them, such as the word
sikkin (‘knife’) which Abii Hurayra said was new to him as ‘we would only say mudya’.
Al-Suytti counted 50 different Arab dialects in the Qur’an. Finally, some said the ahruf
only meant the different ways of pronunciation among the Arabs, such as fath versus imdala
(e.g. hal ataka hadithu Miisa becoming hal atéka hadithu Miisé), lengthening or shortening
the vowel (e.g. yakhda‘in/yukhadi‘in, qatala/qutila), glottal stop (hamza) versus softening
(e.g. mu’min/miamin, nabiyyin/nab?’in). See al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 56-58,
sixth prolegomenon.
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118 The Ibn °Abbas version has: ‘Gabriel made me read according to one harf so 1 asked
him again; and I kept asking him for more and he went on giving me more, until he ended up at
seven ahruf (al-Bukhari, al-Jami¢ al-sahih [‘Bad® al-khalq, Bab: Dhikr al-mala’ika’];
Muslim, Sahih [‘Salat al-musafirin, Bab: Bayan anna al-Qur’an “ala sab‘at ahruf’]). Ubayy
b. Ka‘b’s version has: ‘Gabriel came to the Prophet and said, “God commands you to make
your community read according to one harf.” He said, “I ask God His leniency and forgiveness:
truly my community will not be able to withstand that.” He then came to him a second time and
said something similar, and so until he reached seven ahruf (see Muslim, Sahih [‘Salat
al-musafirin, Bab: Bayan anna al-Qur°an ‘ala sab‘at ahruf’]; Aba Dawud, Sunan [‘Salat, Bab:
Unzila al-Qur°an “ala sab‘at ahruf’]; al-Nasa’i, Sunan [‘Iftitah, Bab: Ma ja’a fi al-Qur’an’]).
Another version of the hadith from Ubayy has: ‘O Gabriel, I was sent to a community of
unlettered people, among them are the old woman, the hoary old man, the little boy, the little girl,
and the man who has never read anything in his life.” He replied: ‘O Muhammad, truly the Qur’an
has been revealed according to seven ahruf (see al-Tirmidhi, Sunan [Abwab al-Qira’at, Bab: Ma
ja’a anna al-Qur’an unzila “ala sab‘at ahruf]).

119 This is in fact a loose paraphrase of the text found in Ibn al-°Arabi, al-‘Awasim, vol. 2,
pp. 201-202, which Ibn °Ashiir was apparently quoting from memory. A contemporary
¢Ashiirian scholar stated that Ibn “Ashiir’s surviving students have confirmed that the entire
Tahrir was in fact dictated by the master to his students from memory, then abridged to its present
form. See al-Sharif, Sharh wa-ta‘liq “ala al-Muqgaddimat, Class One at minute 52.

120 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 60, sixth prolegomenon, see also vol. 1, p. 53.

121 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 63, sixth prolegomenon. On the Qur’anic readings see note
107 above.

122 See Principle 11 of al-Azhari, Introduction, pp. 83-86.

123 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 64—65 and vol. 1, pp. 68-69, seventh prolegomenon. Also,
‘By ummiyyin they [the Jews] referred to those who were not recipients of a [heavenly] book from
old’ (al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 3, p. 287 [sub Q. 3:75]), and ‘Ummi is a descriptive of perfection
for the Prophet while it is a descriptive of defectiveness for other than him’ (al-Tahrir
wa’l-tanwir, vol. 9, p. 133 [sub Q. 7:157]).

124 As opposed to the lesser senses of ‘Gentile’, ‘Arab’, ‘of the common folk/masses’,
‘heathen’, ‘Meccan’, or ‘Jews unversed in the law’. On these and more interpretations of ummi,
see Giinther, ‘Muhammad, the Illiterate Prophet’; Goldfeld, ‘The Illiterate Prophet’; and
Mathewson Denny, ‘The Meaning of “Ummah™’. Tetel Andersen and Carter, Languages in the
World, p. 95; Morgan, Essential Islam, p. 108; and Ourya, ‘Illiteracy of Muhammad’, all offer
musings that the Prophet must have known how to write but little or no proof.

125 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 65-68, seventh prolegomenon.
126 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 70-71, eighth prolegomenon.
127 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 72-73, eighth prolegomenon.

128 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 73-74, eighth prolegomenon. See also al-Zarkashi,
Burhan, vol. 1, pp. 281-282 (type 15); al-Suyuti, al-ltgan, vol. 2, p. 344, type 17. The latter
adduces a second version in Ibn Ashtah where the story centres around Salim’s mawla Abi
Hudhayfa and his being the first to gather a mushaf (Itqan, vol. 2, p. 382, type 18).

129 al-Tirmidhi, Sunan (‘Tafsir al-Qur’an, wa-min Surat al-Tawba’); Ibn Abi Dawud, Kitab
al-Masahif, vol. 1, pp. 195-201, nos 67, 70.

130 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 87, eighth prolegomenon.
131 See al-Dani, al-Bayan; al-Suyuti, al-Itgan, vol. 1, p. 435, type 19.
132 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 7478, eighth prolegomenon.
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133 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 83 (last par.), eighth prolegomenon.

134 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 77, eighth prolegomenon.

135 See “Itr, ‘Uliam al-Qur’an, pp. 209-212.

136 al-Dani, al-Muktafa, pp. 145.

137 al-Qasim b. Firruh al-Shatibi’s four indicators of the fawasil are (i) the matching of a verse to
what precedes and follows it in length or brevity, (ii) the conformity of the last or penultimate
syllabic groups or long vowels in the verse-endings of the same sura, (iii) agreement on the
counting of its like as discrete verses, and (iv) the conclusion of discourse. See al-Qadi and
Da‘bis, Ma‘alim al-yusr, pp. 31-52. See also al-Mursi, Fawasil al-ayat.

138 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 79-81, eighth prolegomenon.

139 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 82—84, eighth prolegomenon.

140 See al-Baydawi, The Lights of Revelation, pp. 420—422.

141 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 8, preamble.

142 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 84-89, eighth prolegomenon.

143 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 90-92, eighth prolegomenon.

144 See al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 32, third prolegomenon and vol. 1, p. 55, sixth
prolegomenon, see above, ‘Polysemy and the Seven ahruf .

145 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 94, ninth prolegomenon.

146 al-Bukhari, al-Jami¢ al-sahih (‘Tafsir, Bab: Ya ayyuha al-ladhina amant istajibd ..."); Abu
Dawid, Sunan (‘Salat, Bab: Fatihat al-Kitab’); al-Tirmidhi, Sunan (‘Abwab Fada®il al-Qur’an,
Bab Ma ja’a fi fadl al-Fatiha’); al-Nasa’1, Sunan (‘Iftitah, Bab: Ta’wil qawl Allah “azza wa-jall’).
147 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 94-95, ninth prolegomenon. The latter report is taken from
Ibn °Atiyya—who sources it back to Qadi ‘lyad—and is nowhere else to be found. See also Ibn
°Atiyya, al-Muharrar al-wajiz, vol. 4, p. 332.

148 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 96, ninth prolegomenon.

149 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 97, ninth prolegomenon.

150 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 98, ninth prolegomenon.

151 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 97-100, ninth prolegomenon.

152 On Qur’anic tropology see al-Zamalkani, al-Mujid, and al-Suyuti, /az al-Qur’an.

153 See Zubir, Balaghah as an Instrument of Qur’an Interpretation, p. 1.

154 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 101-102, tenth prolegomenon. On i‘jaz see al-Bagqillani,
[jaz al-Qur’an; al-Khattabi, Bayan i‘jaz al-Qur’an, and al-Rummani, al-Nukat fi i‘jaz
al-Qur’an, all in Boullata (ed.), Thalath rasa’il, translated by Boullata as Three Treatises;
Anon., Sharh Risalat al-Rummant;, Audebert, al-Hattabi et I’inimitabilité du Coran; Qadi “lyad’s
writings on ijaz in Majmii¢ rasa’il; al-Sakkaki, Miftah.

155 See ‘agencement’ in Gilliot, Exégese, pp. 77, 81, etc.

156 On sarfa see Hurayz, Nazarat min al-i‘jaz al-bayani, pp. 23-84; al-Atrash, Risala,
pp. 167-195, ‘al-gawl bi al-sarfa wa’l-radd ‘alayhi’.

157 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 103-107, tenth prolegomenon. He comments: ‘The
latter aspect, insofar as it relates to past events, is miraculously inimitable to the scriptureless
Arabs specifically, but not to the People of the Book ... nor to the arrogant, who replied
that he was being informed by some people’ (p. 105). On various orientalist constructs
of Qur’anic authorship see Sanni, Review of The Qur’an in Context, p. 305; al-Ghazali,
al-Qur’an al-karim, pp. 39, 52-58; Husayn, ‘al-Masadir al-khayaliyya’; and the writings of
Claude Gilliot.
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158 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 107, tenth prolegomenon; cf. vol. 1, p. 21, second
prolegomenon.

159 Jawhar al-Islam 3—4 (tenth year), p. 12, and al-Ghali, Shaykh al-Jami¢ al-a‘zam
Muhammad al-Téahir ibn “Ashiir, p. 42 as cited in al-Zahrani, Athar al-dilalat, p. 320.

160 See the hadith ‘1 have divided the Fatiha between Me and My servant into two halves ..." in
Muslim, Sahth (‘Salat, Bab: Wujub qira’at al-Fatiha f1 kull rak®a’); and the four Sunan.

161 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 119, tenth prolegomenon.

162 See Abdel Haleem, ‘Grammatical Shift for Rhetorical Purposes’.

163 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 107-113, tenth prolegomenon. See also Cachia,
The Arch Rhetorician, pp. 19-31, paronomasia; pp. 51-52, parallelism; pp. 58-59, division;
pp. 82-83, preclusion/prevention; pp. 83-86, simile; pp. 88—89, metaphor; p. 106, redirection.
164 Narrated thus through from °Abd Allah b. ¢ Awn al-Muzani, from Muhammad b. Sirin, from
‘Umar by Muhammad b. Sallam al-Jumahi (d. 231/846) in his Tabagat (vol. 1, p. 24), while Ibn
Rashiq al-Qayrawani (d. 456/1064) in al-‘Umda, vol. 1, pp. 27-28, narrates it as ‘they possessed
no science more knowledgeable (lam yakun lahum ‘ilmun a‘lam minhu)’.

165 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 113-116, tenth prolegomenon.

166 See al-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 5, pp. 217, 220-221; al-Nahhas, Ma‘“ani, vol. 1, pp. 351-354;
al-Baydawi, Tafsir, vol. 1, p. 244; Abu Hayyan al-Andalusi, Tafsir al-Bahr al-muhit, vol. 2,
p. 401; al-Suyti, al-Durr al-manthiir, vol. 3, p. 461; Abu al-Su‘td, Tafsir Abt al-Su‘ad, vol. 1,
p. 440.

167 See al-Dawsari, Mukhtasar, p. 139, no. 458.

168 See al-Farra®, Ma‘ani, vol. 1, p. 191; al-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 5, p. 221; al-Suyuti, al-Durr
al-manthiir, vol. 3, p. 459; al-Shinqiti, Adwa’ al-bayan, vol. 1, p. 211; al-Qarni, Kulliyyat, vol. 1,
p. 121; al-Qari, al-Minah, p. 264.

169 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 115-116, tenth prolegomenon. See also Ibn “Abd
al-Salam, al-Ishara, p. 221; al-Zarkashi, Burhan, vol. 1, p. 132; al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 5,
p. 1,836-1,838, type 62; al-Suyiiti, Mutarak al-agran, vol. 1, pp. 43—44; and al-Suyuti, Marasid
al-matali‘. Compare this with Carl Ernst’s remark in the beginning of the chapter entitled
‘Medinan Suras’ of his How to Read the Qur’an, at p. 155: ‘a number of scholars ... argue that
there is a lack of coherence in the Medinan suras in comparison with the much tighter structure
observed in the Meccan suras. Indeed, it would be fair to say that many readers of the Qur’an have
despaired of finding a literary structure in these often long and complicated compositions.’

170 See Tabana, Mu‘jam al-balaghat, pp. 50-53.

171 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 117-118, tenth prolegomenon. See al-Zamakhshari,
al-Kashshaf, vol. 4, p. 129.

172 See the types covered in Schoeler, ‘The Genres’, esp. pp. 5f., 10, 14-16, 19-21, 26, 37.
173 See the third chapter of Beeston, The Cambridge History, covering these genres as well as
letters, legal documents, and treaties.

174 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 118-119, tenth prolegomenon.

175 See al-Tha‘alibi, al-I‘jaz wa’l-jjaz, and Khallaf, Uslab al-hadhf.

176 al-Qaysi, al-Hidaya, vol. 6, p. 4,285; Ibn ¢Ashiir, al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p- 122, tenth
prolegomenon.

177 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 120-124, tenth prolegomenon.

178 See al-Shatibi, al-Muwafagat, vol. 4, p. 167; Ibn al-Qayyim, Jala’ al-afham, p. 188, and
al-Qarni, Kulliyyat, vol. 1, pp. 119-120. See the introduction to al-Baydawi, The Lights of
Revelation, pp. 26-29.
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179 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 124, tenth prolegomenon.
180 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 125-129, tenth prolegomenon.

181 For example, ‘The prediction made in the initial verses of this Surah is one of the most
outstanding evidences of the Quran’s being the Word of Allah and the Holy Prophet
Muhammad’s being a true Messenger of Allah’ (Mawdudi, Towards Understanding, vol. 8
[Beginning of Notes on Sirat al-Riim]).

182 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, p. 129, tenth prolegomenon.
183 al-Baydawi, Anwar al-tanzil, vol. 1, p. 5.

184 See Saleh, ‘The Introduction’, pp. 74 and 98.

185 Ibn al-°Arabi, Qanin al-ta’wil, pp. 366-368.

186 These are: philology (lugha), grammar (nahw), morphology (tasrif), etymology (ishtigaq),
semantics (ma ‘ani), rhetoric (bayan), tropes (badi), Qur’anic readings (gira’at), principles of
creed and jurisprudence (al-aslayn), circumstances of revelation (asbab al-nuzil), historical
accounts (gasas), abrogators (nasikh), abrogated (mansiikh), applied law (figh), the vague and
the anonymous (al-mujmal wa’l-mubham), gifts (“ilm al-mawhiba), awareness of modern
science (al-“ilm al-hadith), aiming to explain the Qur’an through itself in the first place, then
through the Sunna, possessing sound belief and orthodoxy in the practice of the religion,
purifying one’s intention through simple living, and expertise in parsing (i‘rab). See al-Suyiti,
al-Itgan, vol. 6, pp. 2,274-2,276, type 78, beginning; al-Haytami as quoted by his student al-Qart
in the latter’s Mirgat al-mafatih sharh Mishkat al-masabth, commentary on the hadith ‘Man qala
[t al-Qur’ani bi-ra’yihi fa-asaba fa-qad akhta (“Whoever speaks about the Qur’an based on his
mere opinion and is correct, has erred’)’; and ‘Itr, ‘Uliam al-Qur’an, p. 88, after Muhammad
Rashid Rida’s preamble to al-Manar.

187 Ibn al-°Arabi, Qaniin al-ta’wil, p. 117. See also the first book of al-Ghazali’s Ihya’, where
the direct knowledge of God is the supreme goal of the scholar and the very definition of
knowledge.

188 Saleh, ‘Marginalia and Peripheries’, p. 301, see also Ibn °Ashiir al-Fadil, al-Tafsir
wa-rijaluhu, pp. 43-50.

189 Hirsch Jr., Validity in Interpretation, p. T4.
190 Hirsch Jr., Validity in Interpretation, pp. 222-223.

191 Mostly through the connectors that Versteegh has listed ‘Ya‘ni, ay, yaqulu, yuridu, “ana,
ma‘nah ..." (Versteegh, Arabic Grammar, p. 97).

192 Hirsch Jr., Validity in Interpretation, p. 25. See also pp. 12, 31: ‘It would be absurd to
evaluate the stylistic felicity of a text without distinguishing between the author’s intention to
convey a meaning and, on the other hand, his effectiveness in conveying it ... Verbal meaning is
whatever someone has willed to convey by a particular sequence of linguistic signs and which
can be conveyed (shared) by means of those linguistic signs.’

193 See Hirsch Jr., Validity in Interpretation, pp. 210-219.

194 For example, the works of Mohammed Arkoun, Hasan Hanafi, Nasr Abu Zayd, Muhammad
Shahrur, Mohamed Talbi, Abdullah Saeed, etc. See section entitled ‘Historicity of the Qur’an and
Hermeneutics’ in Campanini, The Qur’an, pp. 48—65. This approach is more in line with what
Hirsch Jr. called a ‘philosophical form of radical historicism’ and ‘the cult of the new’ where the
past becomes ‘ontically alien’ to us and, instead, ‘opinion is as real as an empirical fact and,
given enough currency, becomes itself an empirical fact that must be reckoned with’ (Hirsch Jr.,
Validity in Interpretation, p. 41).

195 See Vishanoff, Formation, pp. 46—47, and Saleh, Formation, pp. 12, 84-87. 1 found
Vishanoff’s idiosyncratic translation of majaz as ‘transgressive usage/language’ unhelpful.
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Claude Gilliot, Exégese, pp. 71-87, cites the typologies of Abii “Ubayda, al-Tabari, and
al-Shafi‘t (as well as, pp. 118-119, Mugqatil’s similar checklist in his own fafsir), however, he
begrudges al-Tabarl the merit of treating i jaz as a doctrine in its own right, which he reserves to
‘later treatises by that name’ such as, at the earliest, al-Rummant’s (d. 386/996). Gilliot claims
that the term ‘inimitability’ being tainted by its later doctrinal elaboration is the reason he opted to
translate i‘jaz as ‘precellence’ instead. The latter is a highly problematic translation of i‘jaz,
sacrificing accuracy for a metaphorical, diluted, generic type of excellence which neither suggests
incapacitation nor precludes imitability. Further, he states (p. 71), ‘De plus, Tabari n’emploie
jamais ce nom d’action [i‘jaz] dans le sens esthétique et littéraire qu’on lui connait. Dans son
introduction, notamment, on ne trouve que le verbe a ‘gaza (rendre incapable de) dont le sujet est
les Arabes contemporains de M. [=the Prophet].” However, even if al-Tabarl does not use the
noun, nevertheless he does use the forms a‘jaz, ya‘jiz, and mu‘jiz in the same sense of stylistic
unmatchableness, notably under the verses of stylistic challenge. See al-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 1,
p- 200 (end of Q. 1:7, muSjizata); vol. 1, p. 395 (Q. 2:23, yaizu); vol. 1, p. 396 (ditto,
a‘jazu, yajizu, ya jizii); vol. 12, p. 184 (Q. 10:38, a‘jazu); vol. 12, p. 343 (Q. 11:13 mu‘jizatin).
In the Introduction itself (vol. 1, p. 4) al-Tabari mentions the Qur’an’s ‘far-reaching proofs and
inimitable verses’ (al-ay al-mu‘jiza). The latter usage qualifies as esthetic and literary in the later
acceptation, not least in the passage on wa-la’l-dallin (Q. 1:7) which Gilliot himself cites (p. 81),
in which the term mu jiza (under-translated as ‘miracles’) is used to show that the Torah and the
Bible are devoid of the inimitable style of the Qur’an. A few lines down, he quotes al-Tabari’s
discussion of what he means in the patently esthetic and literary context which is the
unmistakable foundation of the doctrine of i‘jaz as the incapacitation of would-be imitators:
‘son admirable agencement (nazm), son merveilleux arrangement (rasf), sa composition
originale (ta’lifuhu I-badi®), a tel point que les experts en beau langage se sont épuisés en vain a
dire [les beautés de] la texture [ne serait-ce que] d’une partie de ce Livre, que les poetes sont
restés éberlués par sa composition et que le sens de ceux qui s’y entendent a été confondu,
incapables qu’ils étaient de produire quelque chose de semblable’ (Gilliot, Exégese, p. 81,
emphasis mine).

196 Ibn “Ashir al-Fadil, al-Tafsir wa-rijaluhu, p. 12. See also Saleh, ‘Marginalia and
Peripheries’, pp. 290-291.

197 Ibn °Ashiir al-Fadil, al-Tafsir wa-rijaluhu, p. 10.
198 See Tarhuni, al-Tafsir wa’l-mufassirin, vol. 2, p. 765.
199 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 11, p. 62 (sub Q. 9:122).

200 al-Tahrir wa’l-tanwir, vol. 1, pp. 13-14, first prolegomenon, cf. vol. 1, p. 27, end of second
prolegomenon.

201 al-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 2, p. 127 (sub Q. 2:23). Al-Naysaburi in Ghara’ib al-Qur’an, vol. 1,
p. 192 (sub Q. 2:23), added astronomy, semantics, and rhetoric, ‘and what you will’.

202 Versteegh, Arabic Grammar, p. 92.
203 Saleh, Formation, p. 16 and n. 28.

204 See Saleh, Formation, pp. 12-13, and especially p. 17: “When one encounters a Qur’an
commentary that has all the six elements outlined in Goldziher’s characterization, what sort of
commentary are we to call it?’

205 Abu ‘Ubayda was a Khariji, al-Rummanit and al-Zamakhsharl were Mu‘tazilis, and it has
been said that al-Farra® (d. 207/822), also, leaned to Mu‘tazilism.

206 Ibn Ashir al-Fadil, al-Tafsir wa-rijaluhu, pp. 70, 78.
207 Ibn °Ashiir al-Fadil, al-Tafsir wa-rijaluhu, pp. 107, 114.

208 Ibn °Ashir al-Fadil, al-Tafsir wa-rijaluhu, pp. 116-117. See Saleh, ‘Marginalia and
Peripheries’, pp. 303-306.
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