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Convinced that "true" Islam had become distorted at the hand of the ahl al-bida'

(the innovators) such as the philosophers, the mutakallimün , the ~üfis and the Shï'ites, Ibn

Taymiyya (d. 1328) not only refutes theu' fundamental views but also their Qur'anic

hermeneutics, especially their ta'wil, through which "un-Islamic" views were imposed on

the words of the Qur'iin. This concem leads him to write his Muqaddima fi U~ül al-Taisïr

(An Introduction to Principles of Qur'anic Interpretation) which this thesis focuses on. In

his principles, Ibn Tayrniyya lays strong emphasis on the tafsïr bi al-ma'thür and the

authority of the salai (the Companions of the Prophet and their Followers), adducing

many new arguments in support of this position. He believes that the Qur'iin had been

explained in ilS entirety by the Prophet to his Companions, and the latter passed this

understanding on to the taoi'ün. This view leads hirn to rationalize clairning that the salai's

sayings always can he explained, and to oppose the use of reason in deterrnining the

meaning of the scripture. Ibn Tayrniyya did not Ieave behind a complete comrnentary on the

Qur'an. However, his principles of tafsïr not only show much originality. they have also

been very influential. In fac!, his influence in this respect is not lirnited to medieval

thinlters Iike Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Ibn Kathïr, al-Zarkashï and aI-Suyüp but extends to

modern writers as weIl.
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Convaincu que le "vrai" islam avait ét6 déformé aux mains du ahl al-bidll' tel

que les philosophes, les mutakallimün , les soufis, et les chiites. Ibn Taymiyya (m. 1328)

réfute non seulement leurs opinions fondamentales mais également leur herm6neutique

coranique, surtout leur ta'wil par lequel des opinions "non-islamiques" ont 616 impos6es

sur les mots du Coran. Cet intérêt l'amène à écrire sa Muqadclima fi u~ül al-tafsïr

(Introduction aux principes d'interprétation coranique), qui sera le sujet de cette thèse. Pamù

ses principes, Ibn Taymiyya insiste sur le tafsïr bi al-ma'thÜf et aussi sur l'autorit6 des

salaE (les compagnons du prophète et ::eux qui les suivent), en apportant de nouveaux

arguments pour soutenir sa position. TI croit que le Coran a 616 clairement expliqu6 par le

prophète à ses compagnons. qui ont fait pass6 cette explication aux taoi'ün . Cette opinion

l'amène à rationaliser, en déclarant que les maximes des salaE peuvent toujours être

expliquées, et qu'il faut donc s'opposer à l'usage de la raison dans l'interprétation des

écritures saintes. Ibn Taymiyya n'a pas laiss6 de commentaire coranique complet.

Cependant, ses principes montre son originalit6 et ont eu beaucoup d'influence sur les

penseurs m6di6vaux comme Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Ibn Kathïr, al-Zarkashï, et al­

Suyû!i. ainsi que sur certains écrivains modernes.
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INTRODUCTION

A. Previous Studics of Ibn Taymiyya

Taqî al-Din A/.Jmad ibn Taymiyya, who was bom at !:Iarran in 1263 A.D. and died

in the Citadel of Damascus in 1328 A.D., was one of the leading figures of the !:Ianbalite

school. As a Muslim thinker, he always insisted on the superiority of the Qur'an and of

the Sunna (the Prophet's Tradition), and of the examples of the $al;!iïba (the Companions

of the Prophet ) and the rabi'ün (the immediate successors of the Companions) over

other sources of guidance such as reason. In addition, he strove to maintain the pristine

purity of Islamic teachings.

As a saJafi theologian, loyal to the "men of old" Ibn Taymiyya criticized without

hesitation the philosophers, rational theologians, (speculative) ~üfis and Shî'îtes whose

convictions ( 'aqii'id) he considered to have strayed from true Islam. He wrote many

books and issue<! many fatwa s, 1 showing the weaknesses of his opponents' arguments

from the point of view of both reason and revelation and trying to have them accept what

he regarded as true Islam. He seems to have defined himself as a guardian of Islarnic

thinking and hehavior whose responsibility was te guide Muslims to the right path and to

preserve and maintain the salafi convictions. This stance led him to he a polemical

Muslim thinker, as is shown by the nature of almost all of his writings.2

1 AI-Dhahabî has mentioned that his works include about 300 books. See
Tadhkiriit al-tlut1'ii1 ( Haydarabad : Matba'at Dii'irat al-Ma'arif al-Nqarniyya, 1334 H.),
279.

2 See for examp1e al-Radd cala al-Mantiqiyyin (Bombay: al-Matba'a al­
Qayyima, 1949), his refutation of Greek 10gicians; Minhifi al-Sunna al-Nabawiyya
( Büliiq: al-MaIba'a al-Kubra al-Amiriyya, 1321 H.), his criticism of the Shî'itcs and t!le
Qadarites; Ma'irij al-Wu~ül ( Medina: al-Maktaba al-'Dmiyya, n.d.) refuting the
philosophers' conviction that the Prophet did not exp1ain the princip1es of Islam ( ~
al-din ).
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However. Ibn Taymiyya was a man of action as weil as ideas. He consistenlly

put his ideas into practke. One example is his taking up mns againstthe Illi~adiyya. the

supporters of Ibn 'Arabi (1240-1) and against the Rafiçlites of Kasrawan.J Aiso. he did not

hesitate to take part in fighting against the Mongols when they invaded Syria. He even

gave a fatwiI encouraging Muslims to get involved in that holy war against their

enemies.4 This activist personality led him ip.to practkal political affairs. Consequently.

his thought went through a dialectical process with social reality.

There have been many studies of Ibn Taymiyya either in the form of biographies5

or thematie studies of his thought in areas such as politics, kaliim (theology),

philosophy. ~üfism. jurisprudence and Qur'anic exegesis. Regarding politics. he has been

seen as a Muslim theologian who insisted strongly on the unity of the umma and social

justice.6 Fwthermore, as regards kaliim and philosophy. Ibn Taymiyya is considered to

3 Henri Laoust. "Ibn Taymiyya", The Eneyelopedia of Isiam. New Edition,
1971, Ed. by B. Lewis et ail., III. p. 952.

4 'Abd a1-Hiidi, al-'Uqüd al-DWTiyya (Cairo: Matba'a I:lijlïzï. 1938). 120-131.

5 Among biographies of Ibn Taymiyya are 'Abd ai-HadJ, al-'Uqüd al-DWTiyya ;
Mar'l ibn Yüsuf al-Karmï. al-Kawiikib al-Durriyya (Beirut: Dar al-Gharb a1-lslarni.
1986); Ibn Kathir, al-Bidiiya wa al-Nihiiya. Vol. 14, 134-140. The most important
biography of Ibn Taymiyya is Abü zahra's Ibn Taymiyya, ~ayiituh. iirii'uh wa tiqhuh. In
this book, the author describes the historieal, social and political background of Ibn
Taymiyya and discusses his tiqh, u$ül al-tiqh and tafsïr. Another useful biography is
by Mu~ammad Yüsuf Müsa: Ibn Taymiyya (Beirut: aI-'A~ aI-l;IadIth, 1988). A concise
biography ean also be found in Laoust's article. "Ibn Taymiyya". The Eneyclopaedia Of
Islam, New Edition. 3, 951-955. For his personal characteristic. sec Donald P. Little,
"nid Ibn Taymiyya Have a Screw Loose?", Studia Islamica. 41. 93-111.

6 The classic study of the social-political theory of Ibn TaymiY)"a is Henri
Laoust's Essai sur les Doctrines Sociales et Politiques de Tili-d-Din A~mad b.
Taymiya (Cairo: Imprimerie de l'institut Français d'archéologie orientale. 1939).
Unfortunately. 1 have no access to works in French. Therc is a useful study of Ibn
Taymiyya's politicül thought by Qamaruddin Khan entitled. The Political Thought of
Ibn TaymiJya (Delhi: Adams Publisher & Distributors. 1988). Also sec Victor E.
Makari's Ibn TaymiJYa's Ethics: the Social Factor (Califomia: Scholars Press, 1983).
113-173.
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have been the strongest opponent to the idea of ta'pl and of the idea that the Prophet did

not explain the principles of Islam through syllogistic and demonstrative methods. 7 With

respect to ~üfism. he was one who resisted the idea of tashbïh and that of the union of

man and God. 8 Again in his legal reasoning, Ibn Taymiyya was foremost in his strong

emphasis on the authority of the Qur'an and the Sunna over the other sources like ijmif'

and qiyas. 9 And last but not least, in Qur'anic exegesis, this l;Ianbalite theologian was

weil known for his strong rejection of ta'wfl (metaphorical interpretation) and tafsÏT bi al­

ra'y (Qur'anic interpretation through personal opinion). Unfortunately, most modem

studies on his method of Qur'anic interpretation such as by Abü Zahra,1O Mu~ammad

7 On this issue there are several important studies: Thomas F. Michel, A Muslim
Theologian's Response to Christianity (Delmar: Caravan Books. (984),40-55; Sa!:Jih
A~mad Kamalï: The Types of lslamic Thought (Aligarh: Institute of Islamic Studies,
Aligarh Muslim University, n.d), 53-Ill; Nurcholish Madjid, Ibn Taymiyya on Kalam
and Falsafa (the coni1ict betwecn reason and revelation), Ph.D. dissertation, University
of Chicago. 1985, 112-140; Mu~ammad Khalil Haras, Ibn Taymiyya al-Salan (Beirut:
Dar al-Kutub al-Isliirniyya, (984); and the reeent introduction by Wael B. Hallaq ta his
edition and translation of Ibn Tayrniyya's al-Radd 'ala al-Mantiqiyyüi or Ibn Taymiyya
Against the Greek Logicians (Oxford: Oarendo!l Press, 19Y3), xi-lvili; George Makdisi,
"The Tanbih of Ibn TaYRÜya on Dialcctic: The Pseudo-CAqilian Kitiib al-Farq", Medieval
and Middle Eastern Studies in Honor of Aziz Suryal Atiya , Ed. by Sarni A. Hanna
(Leiden: E.J. Brin, (972), 285-294.

8 Sec Michel, Ibn Tayrniyya's "Sh~ on the Fu~ al-Ghayb of cAbd al-Qiidit al­
Jiliini", Hamdard lslamicus, IV, No. 2, 1981, 3-12 and his A Muslim Theologian's
Response to Christianity, 5-23. and the enlightening discussion of Ibn Tayrniyya's
thought and attitude regarding ~üfism by Muhammad Umar Memon: Ibn Taymiyya's
Struggle against Popular Religion (Paris: Mouton & Co, (976), 35-72.

9 Abü Zahra.Ibn Taymiyya ,460-478.; Müsa, Ibn Taymiyya, 167-188; Victor E.
Makari, Ibn Taymiyyah's Ethics, 178; Sirajul Haq, "Ibn Taymiyya's Conseption of
Analogy and Consensus", lslamic Culture, 17, 1943,77-87.

10 His study of Ibn Tayrniyya's Qur>anic interpretation is ooly a part of his
biography. However, il contains a very good discussion especially when the author makes
a comparison betwecn Ibn Tayrniyya's principles of Quroanic interpretation and those of
al-Ghazàli'. Sec Abü Zahra's Ibn Taymiyya : 220-235.
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'Adnan ZarZÜf, 11 Mu~ammad Yûsllf Mûsâ, 11 and 'Abd al-Ra~mân 'Umayra 13 only giv~

brief discussions of it. These writefS merely summarize the Muqaddima fi U~üJ al-T.ifsir,

and do not go beyond observing that according to Ibn Taymiyya's prillciples of taf.~ir.

Qur'anic interpretation should be through the Qur'ân, the Sunna. the sayings of the

,ç~aba and their successors. They do not consult his other writings or collections of his

fatwa s. nor do they discuss why Ibn Taymiyya emphasized those principles of Qur'anic

interpretation. or what tendencies in the Qur'anic interpretation of the time may have

inspired him to write that book. There are cenainly exceptions. such as Mu~ammad al­

Sayyid al-Julaynid t4 and ~abrï al-Mutawallï, IS whose works on the principles of Ibn

Taymiyya's tafsïr have considered the lack of previous studies into account However.

they too do not analyze closely the problem of the extent to which Ibn Taymiyya was

consistent with his principles when he hirnself interpreted the Qur'an. Finally. no writer

compares the principles of Ibn Taymiyya's Qur'anic interpretation with those of the

previous thinkers of the same school of tafsïr.

Il He edited and wrote an introduction to Ibn Taymiyya's Muqaddima t1 U~ùl aJ·
Tafsïr (Kuwait: Dar al-Qur'iin al·Karim, 1971). 5-24.

12 Sec his book: Ibn Taymiyya. 138-147.

13 He edited and wrote an introduction ta Ibn Taymiyya's al-Tafsïr al·Kabïr
(Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-'Ilmiyya. 1988). Victor Makari and Thomas Michel note that
Qur'anic interpretation is one of Ibn Taymiyya's concems. But it has unfortunately
received Iittle attention. Sec Victor Makari. Ibn Taymiyya's Ethics. 2. and Thomas
Michel, A Muslim Theologian's Response 10 Christianity. 383.

14 Sec his Al-hniim ibn Taymiyya wa Mawqifuh min QatPyyat al-Ta'wil (Cairo:
al-HaY'a al-'Amma li Shü'ün al-Matabi' al-Isliimiyya, 1973).

15 Sec his Manhaj ibn Taymiyya t1 Tafslr al-Qur'in al-KarIm (Cairo: 'AIam al·
Kutub, 1981).



•

•

•

5

B. The Focus of !bis Study

The aim of this thesis is basically to fil! the gaps identified above. First of al!, this

study wil! analyze the historical background of the Muqaddima fi U$ûl al-Tafsïr in order

to form a better understanding of the text 1 will describe the fundamental theological

convictions of the philosophers, the mutalcallimiin , the ~üfis and the Shï'ites and their

ta'wil , which led Ibn Taymiyya to criticize them vehemently. The second purpose of this

work is to restate hls basic ideas regarding the principles of Qur'anic interpretation by

considering his views which are scattered throughout many of his writings and to show

the originality of his principles of tafsïr . The third purpose is lo analyze how far Ibn

Taymiyya implemented his own principles of Qur'anic interpretation. The study will

conclude with a critical discussion of his ideas.

The study proposed here would he significant for several reasons. One of them is

that Ibn Taymiyya's thought was basically derived from his interpretation of the Qur'an.

To get a hetter understanding of his ideas and actions, we must deal with his principl~s of

Qur'anic interpretation. There are many studies of Ibn Taymiyya's thought, but they do

not relate it to his principles of Qur'anic interpretation. The second rcason is that Ibn

Taymiyya's refutation of the philosophers, the speculative theologians. the ~üfis or the

Shï'ites was mainly because of their distortion of Qur'anic interpretations and their claim

that their theological views too were derived from the Qur'an. Finally, Ibn Taymiyya was

the leading salafi thinker, who could he considered as a proponent of tafsïr bi al­

ma'thür (Qur'anic interpretation through the Sunna, ~aQiiba and tiibi<ün ); he laid down

the rational and the scriptural basis of this school of Qur'anic exegesis, which greatly

influenced such later exegetes as Ibn Kathïr, 16 al-Zarkashï and al-Suyüp,1' His

16 Ibn Taymiyya's influence on Ibn Kathïr can be secn in the iatter's discussion
about his rnethod of Qur'anic interpretation. Sec Mu~arnmad 'An al-~abünI, MulhtB$àr
Tafsïr Ibn Kathïr. Vol. 1 (Beirut: Dar al-Qur'an al-Karim, 1981), 12; Jane Dammen
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principles of Qur'anic interpretation have not been explored yet panicularly in Western

studies.

The sources which will be used for studying this subject can be divided into three

categories: fustly, sources wrillen by Ibn TayfiÙyya himself. particularly Muqaddim,1 fi

U,~ül a1- Tafsïr ; secondly, writings by others on Ibn Taymiyya; and thirdly. general

sources related to the subject under discussion.

ln rendering the Qur'anic verses, Arberry's Koran interpreted 18 and M.H.

Shakir's Ho1y Qur'an 19 are followed with sorne modifications. The system of the

Institute of Islanùc Studies, McGill Univ~rsity is used in Arabic transliteration.

McAuliffe, "Quranic Hermeneutics: The Views of al-Taban and Ibn Kathïr " in Andrew
Rippin's (cd.) Approaches to the History of the Interpretation of the Qur>ifn (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1988), 55. Also her Qur'anic Christians, An Analysis of Oassical and
Modem Exegesis (Cambridge: Cambriçlge University Press, 1991),72-3.

17 Sec 'Adnan zarzür's introduction to Ibn Tayrniyya's Muqaddima fi U$ül al­
Tafsïr, 20.

18 Arthur J. Arberry, The Koran interpreted (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1983).

19 M.H. Shakir, Ho1y Qur'an (New York: Tahrilte Tarsile QurOan, Inc., 1986).
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CHAPTER ONE

IBN TAYMIYYA'S VIEWS ON TA'wIL

A. Historical development of Islamic schools of thought until the time of

Ibn Ta)miyya

The principles of Ibn Taymiyya's Qur'anic interpretation as presented in his

Muqaddima fi U$ü! af-Tafsir, cannot he separated from the political and theological

challenges cor.fronting him. Although the Muqaddima touches upon those political and

theological issues only in passing, it clearly reflects and responds to the intellectual

controversies of his time. These issues and controversies are, in facto reflected in all his

writings and his fatiiwâ (lslarnic legal advices ).1

Why did Ibn Tayrniyya feel it necessary to write the Muqaddima fi U$ül al-Tafsir

(An Introduction to the principles of Qur'anic interpretation)? As he himself explains,

sorne of his friends asked him to write an introduction containing general principles that

could help them understand the Qur'8n, its interpretation and its mcanings. Furthcrmore,

the Muqaddima fi U$ül al-Tafsir was also intended to help the readcr differcntiate the

correct tafsir (Qur'anic interpretation) from others and to serve as a criterion in identifying

the correct opinions. Such a criterion is necessary, he states, becausc therc arc many tafsir s

in which strong opinions are mixed with weak ones, the true with the groundless. Sorne

of these tafsir s arc based on valid reasoning, sorne arc not. Ibn Tayrniyya emphasizes that

1 His views on the duty of the rulcr and that of the ruled is exprcssed in Al-Siyâsa
al-Shar<iyya fi l#iitI al-Râ'i wa al-Ra'iyya (Beirut: Dar ai-Kutub al-'Drniyya, 1988).
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the umma is in need of an understanding of the Qur'an whkh does not deviate from the

IIUth.2

ln his introduction of the Muqaddima , Ibn Taymiyya does not reject ail taf.~ïr s of

the time as groundless. He observes that sorne of them are lIUe and sorne of them are not.

Nor does he hold that ail schools of lslamic thought have erred in their interpretation of

the Qur'ân. He only suggests that sorne of the tafsïr s are based on correct understanding

of the Qur'ITn while others are unfounded. Later in the Muqaddima. as weil as in other

writings, Ibn Taymiyya, however, expresses his concems on the growing number of

Qur'anic interpretations which diverge from the beliefs of the salai and points out the

false opinions on which such interpretations are based. He attacks them from the point of

view of reason or fr'lm that of Scripture. What disturbs him most are the people who, for

him, have gone astray and claimed that their understanding of the Qur'ân was correct,

though it contradicted the view of the salai.

Ibn Taymiyya a1ways claimed that his criticism of other deviant schools mainly

derived from the salai' s own understanding of the Qur'ITn. His critique cannot simply be

characterized as theological, however, for theology according to him is closely related to

political concems and developments. Ibn Taymiyya felt that the political frllgility of the

urnrna which had allowed the Mongols to invade the Muslims, was due to the latter's

differences in their understanding of Islam or of the Qur'ân. Ibn Taymiyya accused the

Shi'ites and the ~üfis of having facilitated the Mongol invasion. So, when he called for a

return to the salai' s interpretation of the Qur'ITn, it was not ooly because the latter was

2 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fi U~ a/-Tafsfr, Ed. by cAdnln ZlIrzilr (Kuwait:
Dâr a1-Qur'ITn al-Karim, 1971),33-4.
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theologically well-founded. but also ~cause doing 50 wouId politically consolidate the

unity of the Muslim community. 3

Ibn Taymiyya (1263-1328) lived when the Muslim community was divided along

legal. theological and politicallines. This diversity originated from the fact that for more

than five centuries the Muslim community had experienced a remarkable change either due

to its internai dynamics or its interuction with extemal intellectual and cultural influences.

The difference within the Muslim community flfst began when the Muslims were faced

with the problems of succession ta the Prophet, and particularly when 'Uthman ibn 'Afran

came into power while facing a silent rivalry from 'Ali ibn Abi 'fâlib and bis followers.

The differences became more acute when 'Ali ibn Abi Talib was accused of being pan of

the conspiracy ta kill the third caliph 'Uthman ibn 'Afran.

This political clash within the Muslim community and its leaders is a turning point

for later development in Muslim bistory because the effects of this tragedy went beyond

the political sphere. 4 From this lime onwards, differences among Muslims were not limited

only to the political sphere, but also affected or shaped theological developments. This

tragedy divided the Muslim community into the supporters of 'Ali and those of 'Uthman.

3 Ibn Tayrniyya repeatedly called for a return to the Islamic understanding of the
salaf and for avoiding differences of opinions within the Muslim community. The
Muslims were discouraged to talk about what they did not Imow. Sec, for example, bis
Muwiifaqat $~ al-Manqü1 li $/IlitJ al-Ma<qü1, Vol. 1 (Medina: Matba'at al-Sunna al­
Mu~ammadiyya, 1951),26,29. Moreover, Ibn Tayrniyya accused certain people of bid'a
such as fallisifa ,Mu'tazilites, Slü'ites and ~üfis, of creating doubt and confusion wbich
led to disunity of the umma and the invasion of the Mongols. Sec, for instance, his al­
Tafsir al-Kabir, Ed. by 'Abd al-R~an 'Umayra, Vol. 1 (Beirut: Oll' aI-Kutub aI­
'Ilrniyya. 1988). 290.

4 According ta W. Montgomery Watt, this pcriod is a convelÙent starting point for
the study of Islarrùc thought. Sec his The Formative Period of lslamic Thought
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh UlÙversity PreSS, 1973), 9.
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This political clash soon created the third group. the Kharijites 5 who condemned

supporters of both 'Uthman and 'Ali as sinful and claimed to be the only righteous

people. After Mu'awiya ibn Abi Sufyan. a nephew of 'Uthman, turned out to be

victorious in his struggle against 'Ali. he established the Umayyad dynasly. These political

rulers tried to eliminate all political opposition from the loyal supporters of 'Ali and the

Khürijites. The opposition to the rulers did not remain merely political for it, later, also

became theological. 'Ali ibn Abi Tülib came to be seen by his supporters as not merely a

politicalleader, but also a religious figure. The Kharijites also d-.::veloped the theological

doctrine of the grave sin, stressing that a Muslim who committed it was to be killed. In the

light of the tension between political groups, this doctrine was easily understood to suggest

that the rulers had committed grave sins, so that shedding their blood was lawful. The

radical theology of the Khürijites led to the rise of the accommodative theology of the

Jabrites suggesting that the criterion oHaith was not action, but affmnation, in ooc's heart,

of God's existence. According to this group, the affirmation of the heart of the believer was

sufficient l'ven though it was not proved by action. They, also asserted that the action of

man was created by God. The human being, in their opinion, had no freedom to choose or

to act. This doctrine implied that the existing ruJers could not be judged as sinful because

they acted according to God's will rather than theu own. This theology clearly emphasized

submission to the ruJers. As a reaction to this theology of political hannony, there arose

the Qadarites emphasizing the notion that it was man, not God, who created human

actions. In political terms, this idea suggested that the faults of the caliphs were their

responsibility, not God's will.6

5 Ibn Taymiyya regards Kharijites as the fll'st innovators (ahl al-bid'a ) in Islam.
See his Majmu' Fatâwii Ibn Taymiyya: Muqaddimat al-Ta/sir, Vol. 13 (Rabat: Maktabat
al-Ma'W, n.d.), 31, 38.

6 The interrelation of theology and politics presented here is not deterministic or
reductionisl
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ln this atmosphere of political and theological clash. there also were Muslims who

consdously tried to devote their life only to s~rving God by practicing the commands of

God and of His Messenger and by purifying the soul from the temptations of worldly life.

This süfistic phenomenon was represented by the life of f:lasan aI-Ba~rï (d.728). ln addition

there were other pious Muslims who tried to emulate what the Prophet and his companions

taught anci practiced by collecting their sayings and recording their behavior. Such pious

Muslims. represented by aI-Awzâ'j (d.744) and Malik ibn Anas (d.79 1), later became the

orthodox school of the Sunnites. Their political affiliation was more accommodative to the

existing rulers. The interrelation of theology and politics in the fust centuries of Islam was

obviously more complicated than has bee.n depicted here. The point emphasized here is not

only that the internai dynamics of the Muslim community manifested themselves in

political fragmentation but also in theological conflicts within the Muslim community and

that these IWO are interconnected. HistoricaUy, such differences led ta different ways of

understanding and interpreting the Qur'iin, not only different but contradictory and

mutuaUy exclusive.

Apart from the Muslim community's internai dynamics, Muslim inteUectuai elites

of the late Umayyad and particularly the 'Abbiisid period came into contact with Persian

and Greek thoughL 7 Many works of Greek science and philosophy were translated.

Those who translated these works themselves came from different cultural and religious

backgrounds and were patronized by the ruJers. As a result of exposure ta the "foreign"

sciences, intellectual currents within the Muslim community became more sopbisticated.8

At this time, the Mu'tazilites took over the Qadarite argument regarding the place of man

7 Ibn Taymiyya's remark on this event is that from the third century, Greek thought
had covered the Sun of guidance of Mul,tammadan teachings among the Muslim
community. See bis aI-Risiila aI-Tadmwiyya (Cairo: Matha'at aI-Isliim, 1949),3.

8 H.R. Gibb discusses the influence ofGreek thought on the internai dynarnics of
the Muslim community. Mohammedanism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969).
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in relation to God. They also came up with doctrines of other fundamental issues like the

unity of God, the justice of God, etc. The Mu'tazilites were clearly different from their

predecessors, for instance in presenting their theological arguments in rational tenns.

Many of their theological doctrines. no less than rational methods. were unacceptable to

other scholars of the time. It would not be more peculiar than their strong emphasis on the

authority of reason. The Mu'tazilites believed that reason was sufficient to form moral

choices and that the position of revelation was supplementary rather than primary.

Therefore, they were in favor of ta'wil (me13.phorical interpretation) of tlle Qur'ân if they

feh that the apparent meaning of the Qur'ân contradicted rational judgment. In case of

conflict betwecn reason and revelation . they held the latter should be interpreted according

to the former. Regarding the hand of God, for example. the Mu'tazilites rejected the

apparent meaning contained in the Qur'ân for the "hand" implied that Gad had a pi,ysical

form. If that were so, Gad needed space and time which meant that He was like man and

other creatures, and that was of course impossible. Therefore, they rejected the apparent

meaning of the Qur'ân for this rational argument. According to them. such apparent but

questionable meanings of the text should be interpreted metaphorically (ta>wil ).

Mu'tazilite teachings were opposed, among others. by~d Ibn l;Ianbal (d.8SS)

(and his followers later known as the l;Ianbalites) who called upon Muslims to believe

whatever God has said. He believed that reason could not detennine good or bad.

Moreover. his foUowers emphasized the limits of reasan. and maintained that it could not

determine the meaning of the Scripture. As a dialectical process. the thesis of the

MU'tazilites resulted in the antithesis of the l;Ianbalite and this led ta the synthesis of the

Ash'arites. This Ash'arite school founded by Abü al-l;Iasan al-Ash'ari (d.93S) tried ta

reconcile the authority of revelation with that of reason by using rational arguments
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borrowed from the Greek heritage.9 With the passage of time, the Muslim exposure ta

Greek thought and culture made them more diverse.

ln fact, Muslim contact with Greek thought went beyond intensifying the im"!er

diversity of the community; it aise created a new group within it, namely, the

philosophers. These thinkers inherited Greek thought not merely in terms of methods. as

the theologians mentioned abave did but also in their world views. They brought new

ideas to the Muslim community and had their own ways and methods of understanding

God, Man, Universe, Prophethoo<t mentioned in the Qur'an. Among themselves too, the

philosophers differed widely: sorne of them were far from orthodoxy, others were near

and still others were considered tCl be within orthodoxy. Although they clairned to be true

Muslims, they were in certain respects much more different than the other groups,

particularly in their convictions regarding the ability of human reason. Therefore, their

views were very often to provoke sttong reactions and refutations from Muslim

theologians.

lt is very difficuit to deterrnine whether internai dynarnics or extemal influences

were more important in shaping the course of Muslirn history, for bath are closely related

to each other. The Shi'ites and the Mu'tazilites, for example, historically originated from an

internai political dialectic of the Muslim community, but in later times, they were

influenced by Greek thought especially in their way of presenting their theological

9 On the one hand, Abü aI-l;Iasan aI-Ash'arï emphasized the authority of the
Qur'in, the Sunna and the salai over reason. On the other band, however, he emphasized
the importance of reason for supporting religious argument. Therefore, he criticized the
anti-rational tendency of the l;Ianba1ites of bis time. See l;Iamüda Gharàba, Abü al-{lasan
al-Ash'luf (Beirut Manshiirlt aI-Maktaba aI-'Arabiyya, 1973),81.
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arguments. IO The l;Ianbalites may be considered as a product of the internai historical

process. but their theological consolidation cannot be separated from their conflict with the

MU'taziiites or the Ash'arites. Almost each of them is thus a product of the otheT. What is

more certain is that the interrelations of internai dynamics and external influences

contributed to the growth and development of ail theological schools. By intensifying the

elaboration of doctrines and the expansion of schools. subdivisions within them were

created. The history of the Shï'ites is a case i'1 point. Due to internai and external

influences. their doctrines regarding the place of 'AH continued to become more

sophisticated. At the same time. they also came to be divided into Rafiçlites. Zaydites.

Isma'ïlites ( Batinïs). Nu~yrites. Qarmapans. ete. each school with ils distinct nature.

Subdivisions also occurre<l among the ~üfis. some of whom had a shar'ï. others a more

speculative orientation. In shon. the Muslim community has exhibited increasing diversity

with the passage of lime.

B. The Sehools of 1s1amie Thou8ht in Dam.seus and BIYPt iD the Second

Half of the 13th Century and the Filst Half of the 14th

Most Islamic schools of thought discussed above continued ta exist in the lime of

Ibn Taymiyya both as a social and an intellectual reality. though sorne had declined. Ibn

Taymiyya spent his life in what can be characterized as the centers of Islamic thoughl al

that lime. l:Iarran. the place where he was born. was the center of the l:Ianbalite schooI. Il

It was a former HeUenized territory. In addition, Ibn Taymiyya had the advantage of living

in Cairo at a lime when, as eapital of the relatively stable Manùük state, il was becoming

JO Like the Mu'tazilites, the Shï'ites, for instance, denied the attributes ofGod. Sec
Nurcholish Madjid, Ibn Taymiyya on Kaliim and Falsafa (the confIict betwetn Reason and
Revelation), unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Chicago University, 1985, 125.

Il L. Veccia Vaglieri, "l:IlII'Iiin", The Encyclopaedia ofIslam, New Edition, 1971,
Ed. by B. Lewis el al., m, 228.
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one of the cultural foci of Islam replacing Baghdad: Damascus, as the second Mamlük

capital, was also rising in importance at this lime. 12 Egypt in his time was the living

center of various Islamic legal schools: thel;lanafites, the Malikites, the Shafi'ites and the

l;Ianbalites, ail of whom were supporteè by the rulers. 13 ft also was the main center of a

growing ~üfi order. 14 ln his lime, the Shî'ites, though far from where he lived, clearly

challenged the theology and the polilies of the Sunnites. 15 The doctrines of many other

theological schools, like the Mu'tazilites, Jahmites. Khârijites, Jabrites, ete. were still alive

in his lime. challenging the salaf's understanding of Islam. 16

As regards the Islamie legal schools. Ibn Taymiyya was eertainly in agreement with

their understanding of Islam for they followed the Qur'iiIl. the Sunna. the ~iiba and the

riibi'ün. Nevertheless. he felt it was necessary to emphasize the superiority of the Qur'iiIl

and the Sunna over other Islamie legal sources. Therefore. he dwells at length on the

supremaey of the Qur'iiIl and the Sunna over ijmii'. qiyiis , al-ma$iiliQ al-mursalah ,

i.~tiQsiin and isti$Qiib whieh had become established as Islamie legal sources by that lime.

12 W. Montgomery Watt. ls/arnie PhiJosop!;y and The%gy (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press. 1987), 145.

13 Donald P. Little argues that the Mamlüks' support of the legal sehools ean be
traced to the interrelations of their religious and political interests. See bis, "Religion under
the Mamlüks". The Muslim Wor/d. 73,1983,165-81.

14 Victor Danner and Wheeler M. Thackston. Ibn 'Afa' nJah (The Book of
Wisdom) Kwaja Abdullah Ansari (intimate Conversations) • New York: Paulist Press,
1978. 14. See a1so Muhammad Umar Memon. Ibn Taymïya's Strugg/e Against Popular
Religion (Paris: Mouton, 1976), 5.

15 Victor E. Makari, Ibn Taymiyyah's Ethics. the Social Factor (Cbico: Scholars
Press. 1983), 2.

16 Almost ail bis polemical fatwii s in theology were delivered to what he called
"the people who had gone astray " (ahl alilaliiJ ) or "the innovators" (ah/ aJ-bida' ) :
Ilti~iidites. Mu'tazilites, Ash'arites, Jahmites, Qadarites, Jabrites, Ithna'asharites,
Ismii'nites, Qarmapans, Khurramites, Nu~yrites. See, for instance, Majmü' Fata'wii Ibn
Taymiyya: TauQid aJ-Rubübiyya, Vol. 2 (Rabat: Maktabat a1-Ma'lirif, n.d.).



•

•

•

If>

ln his view. recourse ta the latter is justified after the two fundamental sources have been

scrutinized. 17 Il seems that in his time there was a lendency to favor qiyiIs or other

secondary legal sources over the primary sources. which is why he had 10 emphasize the

laner's importance. ln line wilh this position. he severely criticized blind agreement (tuqlïd)

or imitation of the imams of the legal schools before detennining the scriptural basis of their

views. He claimed that his shared opinion with A1)mad ibn l;Ianbal was not because he was

a l;Ianbalite, but because A1)mad ibn l;Ianbal had stronger arguments than others. He often

propos~d new opinions or arguments which contradicted the established opinion of the

imams of the schools. A remarkable instance of his independent stance may be seen with

reference to the question of divorce: he llffmns the invalidity of uniting three repudiations

into a single one considering the three oaths of repudiation as a single oath if the person

who uttered them did not intend to proceed to an actual divorce. Another interesting

example is his fatwii concerning the lawfulness of bribing someone if the briber's intention

was to regain his right, though he did not define the meaning of right and wrong here. His

opinion clearly opposed the clear and the well-known tradition which stated: "the briher and

the bribed are in Hell." 18

Although in sorne respects Ibn Tayrniyya's views differ frorn those of the

established Islarnic legal schools and their followers. he shared the fundamental conviction

17 As regards qiyas , for example, Ibn Tayrniyya only accepted what he termed aJ­
qiyas aJ-~aQi1I meaning analogy of two things which are exactly simiIar, for he was very
suspicious of rational inference. See aJ·Qiyas fi Shar' aJ-Islimï ,a work of Ibn Tayrniyya
and his pupil, Ibn Qayyirn al-Jawziyya (Cairo: al·Ma~ba'a al-Salafiyya, 1375 H.), 6-7. His
attitude towards other legal sources particularly isti~iib and mll$ilip mursaJah was simiIar
for he felt that they degenerate into rational speculation. For a discussion of his opinions,
see Abü zama, Ibn Taymiyya, payâtuh wa 'a~h, âtii'uh wa fiqhuh (Dar al·FiIer al·
'Arabi, n.d.), 463-65, 472-75, 494, 495; Mu1)arnmad Yüsuf Müsi, Ibn Taymiyya
(Beirut: al-'A~r al-l;Iadith, 1988), 163-216.

18 Ibn Tayrniyya, Mukhta$M aJ·Fatawâ aJ-Mi~yya (Caîro: Ma~'at al·Sunna al­
Mu1)arnmadiyya, 1949), 458-59.
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regarding the authority of the revelatiùn and the Prophet's tradition as weil as the vinues of

the ,~apiiba and the tiibi'ün . As a result. Ibn Taymiyya recognized these legal schools and

was far from accusing them of having gone astray or being innovators. His altitude

towards the various Islarrùc legal schools was of course different from that towards the

fa,'iisifa. mutakallimün • ~üfis and Shi'ites. The latter he considered dangerous and. in the

eyes of Ibn Taymiyya, they were not Islamic at ail. The following is a discussion of Ibn

Taymiyya's criticism of the fundamental convictions of philosophers, mutakallimün. ~üfis

and Shi'ites with special refercnce to their ta'wil uf the Qur'iïn.

C. Ibn Taymiyya's Criticism of the Ta'wil of the Islamic Schools of

Thought

1. The Philosophers

Although great philosophers such as al-Kindi, al-Farabi, Ibn Sïna and Ibn Rushd

were no longer alive, and noted institutions such as the Dar al-I;likma no longer existed,

the works and ideas of the philosophers still circulated among the learned Muslims. Ibn

Taymiyya's al-Radd '/llii al-Manpqiyyïn was inspired by bis meeting someone who

seemed to blindly glorify the philosophers ( al-murafalsifa ).t9 In the opinion of Ibn

Taynùyya. such glorification could not he tolerated at all, for the philosophers disseminated

very dangerous ideas which contradicted the Qur'an, the Sunna and the Islarrùc

understanding of the salaf . Therefore, he was very critical of most of the philosophers'

19 Ibn Taymiyya. Majmü' Farawiï Ibn Taymiyya: aJ-Manpq • Vol. 9 (Rabat:
Maktabat al-Ma'iirif. n.d), 82.
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convictions. 2o His most fundamenta! criticism of their convictions related to (;l'wiJ

centered on the problem of the creation of the universe.

According to the philosophers. the creation of the universe is the result of an

evolutionary process. They believed that one does not come eltcept from one ( al-wJ~lid IJ

ya,çdur ilJJ 'an a/-wif1.!id ). In their opinion. creation takes place through the process of

emanation from the fust intellect ( al-'aql al-awwal ) as a simple being and not a composite

being. to the second. the third and so on till the tenth intellect. From the tenth intellect. the

ceiestial soul was created. 21 After that. the tenth ceiestial soul created the celestia! bodies.

Moreover. the ninth celestial body created the terrestrial bodies of which man is the

supreme being. This process of creation takes place according to this schcme. Thcreforc. in

their view. direct creation of the world cannot be accepted for they aIso think that the

process of creation must not contradiet the sunna (the natura! law).22

The philosophers' understanding of the creation of the world caIls forth sharp

criticism from Ibn Taymiyya for. according to him, the philosophers have deprivcd Gad

of His will. Gad. to him. is Omnipotent Although Ibn Taymiyya rcjects ereatio ex nihilo,

he does not accept the creation of the world through emanation ; in his view, Gad created

the world from material beings which aiready existed. What he trics to emphasize is that

God Himself created mis world, and he rejects the philosophers' evolutionary theory of

20 His refutation of philosophy centered on the problems of "definition",
"syllogism", "demonstration", "the eternity of the world", "the impersonality of Gad", "the
Necessary Being." Sec Sabih Ahmad KarniiIï, Types oflslamie Thought (Aligarh: Aligarh
Muslim University, n.d.), 59-102; M.M. Sharif, History of Muslim Philosophy. Vol. 2
(Karachi: Royal Book Company, n.d.), 805; Nurcholish Madjid, Ibn Taymiyya on Kaliim
and Fa/sala, 158.

21 Ibn Taymiyya. Majmü' Fatawii Ibn Taymiyya: al-Tafsir. Vol. 17 (Rabat:
Maktabat aI-Ma'arif, n.d.), 286-88.

22 Nurcholish Madjid, lbn Taymiyya on Kalâm and Fa/sala. 161.
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<:reation. The salaf and the imams of the umma as weil as the peoples of the Book ail

agree that this world is created by Gad 23 and it is Gad 100 who created the entire

universe. If Gad is limited by His sunna then He is no longer an Omnipotent Gad.

The.efore. Ibn Taymiyya criticizes the philosophers severely. stating that their notions are

merely a product of rational speculation. According ta him. the philosophers' Gad. distant,

transcendental • impersonal. a Being who has no a connectian with the world and with

human life is absolutely unacceptable. Gad is close to human life. He knows, hears. sees

and takes care of human beings in this world. He makes us live and die, and provides

means of subsistence. Therefore, Ibn Taymiyya afftrrnS Gad exists in our life.24

His objections ta the philosophers' concept are based on what the Qur'an and other

religious sources have to say. God Himself says in the Qur'an that He created the earth

and the sky, the day and the night, male and fernale, jinn, angels, animais and everything

else. So, from the point of view of the Qur'an, God is involved in the direct creation of ail

existing beings. God is not as transcendent as the philosophers suppose. According ta Ibn

Taymiyya, the philosophers, try to interpret the revealed text according to their own

convictions viewing ail processes of creation as emanative and evolutionary and c1aiming

that theirs was the true understanding of Islam. These thinkers, though knowledgeable in

metaphysics, know nothing about God's existence. 2S According to Ibn Taynùyya, they

should be considered as the most dangerous of people. They are more dangerous than the

Jews and the Christians, for in bis opinion, though the people of the Book do not believe in

the prophethood of Mu~arnmad,they do believe in God's creation of the world. The Jews

23 Ibn Taymiyya, Muwifaqa , Vol. 1,70. Also bis MajmüCat al-Rasii'il wa al­
Masii'il, Vol. 4-S (Beirut: Dar aI-Kutub aI_cDmiyya, 1992),354-55.

24 Ibn Taymiyya, MajmüCFatàwi Ibn Taymiyya: al-Tafsir, Vol. 17, 293-94.

25 Ibn Taynùyya, al-Radd cali al-Manpqiyyln (Bombay: aI-Matbaca aI-Fatiyya,
1949),394.
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and the Christians believe that this universe is created directly by God. The philosophers'

concept of creation contradicts the teachings of revealed books as weU as [he Qur'an's.

One of Ibn Taymiyya's major objections to the philosophers is that when their

notions are not in harmony with the religious texts. they interpret the latter rationaUy.

emphasizing the rhetoric and the metaphorical nature of the words of the Prophet and the

language of the Qur'an. According to philosophers. he says. all Prophets use ambiguous

language. the reason being that it is suited to the people ( li ma$/a./Jat aI-jumhür). Therefore.

the philosophers interpret the Qur'an metaphorically and insist that their understanding of

the Qur'an must not be the same as that of the common people ('awiimm ). 26

Consequently. they introduce new meanings for several words of the Qur'an: Jibril. to

the philosopher, is the active inteUect, the Demiurge; the malii'ika are intelligences,

celestial souls and the power of good; aI-'arsh is the ninth celestial sphere; aI-kursï is the

eighth celestial sphere; 27al-shaitiiil is the power of evil 28; al-qidam is the essence ( a/­

jawhar ) and so forth.

ln the opinion of Ibn Taymiyya, the philosophers come to the Qur'an with

preconceived notions. Consequently, it is not surprising that their understanding of the

Qur'an does not agree with the salat: The salal would not be familiar with the idea of the

26 Ibn Taymiyya, Muwafaqa , Vol. l, 56-8. Such attitude can be seen in Ibn
Rushd's FII$I aI-Maqiïl lima bayn aI-l;Iikma wa aI-Shari'a min al-Ittiliïl. Ed. by Mul;tammad
'Imara (Cairo: Dar al-Ma'arif, n.d), 58. This shon work was translated by George F.
Hourani entitled "The Decisive Teatise, Determining What the COMection is between
Religion and Philosophy", in Ralph Lemer and Muhsin Mahdi, eds., Medieval Poliâcal
Philosophy: A Sourcebook (New York: The Free Press of Glencoe, 1963), 163-85.

27 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' FatiïwaIbn Taymiyya: al-TafsÜ', Vol. 17,336-37. Also
Thomas F. Michel. A Muslim Theologian's Response to Chrisâanity (Delmar: Caravan
Books, 1984), 2r.

28 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Fatiïwa Ibn Taymiyya: al-Tafsir , Vol. 17,293.
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first intellect. the essence. the accident ( al-'arad l. celestial bodies etç.. beçause these

philosophkai tenns and concept~ did not appear until the 'Abbasid period, when rulers like

al-Ma'mün patronized the dissemination of Greek çulture and thought. That the

philosophers çan. without hesitation. dare to interpret the Qur'an metaphorically is. Ibn

Taymiyya thinks, because they believe in the superiority of reason over revelation. Their

belief in the authority of reason causes them to neglect the true meaning of the Scriptures as

understood by the Prophet, the ~a/;liiba and the tiibi'ün and to develop their own

interpretations. In fact, they even believe that they are superior to the Prophet hirnself 29 for

they believe they can discover and develop demonstrative proofs for belief in Gad and His

absolute unity in a very convincing man,ner. According to Ibn Taymiyya, such c1aims are

not true al ail. First of ail, the Qur'lïn contains ail kinds of methads: rhetoricaI, syllogistic,

demonstrative as well as anaIogicaI. JO More irnportantly, conclusions reached on the basis

of reason alone are never convincing; in fact, they are inherently contradictory. Therefore,

many philosophers finally come 10 reaIize the weakness of their methods and begin to

follow the salat's understanding of the Qur'lïn.

2. The Mutakallimün

Other groups whose convictions Ibn Taymiyya regards as dangerous comprise the

speculative theologians (murakalljmün ). By mutakallimün he means the Mu'taziIitcs, the

Ash'arites, the Jahmitcs, the Qadarites and the Jabritcs. AU of these groups have gone

astray; they are people of bid'a (innovation). Ibn Taymiyya's refutation of the first two of

these groups is found in severa! of his works or fatwif s, perhaps because in terms of their

supporters and of their intcllectuaI influences, the Mu'tazilites and the Ash'arites were still

29 Ibid., 356.

30 Ibn Taymiyya, Ma'ifrij al-Wu~ü1 ilif Ma'mat ann U~1 al-Dm wa Furii'ah qad
Bayyanahifal-Rasü1 (Medina: aI-Maktaba aI-'Dmiyya, n.d.), 8.
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very significant. ln many respects. Ibn Taynùyya concedes the Ash'arites are close to the

salai 's understanding of Islam. 31 The following discussion may therefore be linùted to

the Mu'tazilites. His major criticism of this theological school concerns its concept of the

unity of God and ta'pl • and to ta'wiJ and the authority of reason. It should be noted

that in sorne respects. Ibn Taynùyya's criticism of this school has many affinities with his

refutation of the faliisifa or the mutafalsifa .

The Mu'tazilites claimed to be the people of God's unity (ahl al-mu(Jid). They

defined the unity of Go<! as absolute unity, without any internai plurality or composition.

To them, that which was eternal had to be God. Therefore, they rejected the notion of

divine attributes, for attributes existing from aIl eternity must compromise the divine unity:

whoever posits Go<! and His attribute posits two go<!s, they said. 32 To the Mu'tazililes,

therefore, the attributes of Go<! rnentioned in the Qur'ân were to be secn only as names of

the same essence, that is Go<!. They slrongly denied any separation between Go<! and His

knowledge, Go<! and His Power and so on.

In addition, the Mu'tazilites denied a corporeal existence to Go<! for they defined

Go<! in the same way as philosophers did. Go<!, according to the Mu'tazilites, is a simple

being; attributing a corporeal existence to Go<! is making Him a composite being, which is

unacceptable. They accused their opponents of being anthropomorphists who depict Go<!

as human, with hands, ete. The Mu'tazilites could nol accept descriptions of Go<! sitting

on the throne, or descending from the sky.33 Such corporeal descriptions imply that Go<!

needs space and lime. Like the philosophers, they believed that being subject to space and

31 Ibn Taymiyya, Muwafaqa, Vol. 2,166.

32 Harry Ausrryn Wolfson, The Philosophy of Ka/am (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1976), 132-33.

33 Ibn Taymiyya, Muwlfaqa, Vol. 2, 19-23.
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time is being subje~t ta ~hange, that ~hange ushers in the new. 50. God would have to be

thought of as new. whi~h is impossible.

At the level of its apparent meaning, the Qur'an does speak of God's attributes and

His ~orporeal existen~e. God describes Himself in the Qur'an as Omnipotent,

Omniscient, the Forgiver, the Freewiller, the All-hearing, etc. Again, God says that His

hand is above the hand of the peopIes, 34 or that everything perishes but the Face of

God.35 The eyes of God are sometimes mentioned: for example, "SaiIing, before Our

eyes." 36 The MU'taziiites did not accept the apparent meaning of such verses. They

interpreted them metaphoricaIIy, for to acknowIedge their literai meaning wouId negate the

absolute unity of God: to affirm the corporeality of God was to affmn the piuraiity of the

etemai being.

Ibn Taymiyya criticizes the Mu'tazilites for rejecting the attributes of God. In bis

opinion, the Qur'anic statement, there is " nothing like Hirn" does not negate the attribute.~

of God.37 Rather, the attributes and the corporeality of God should be affinned because He

describes HirnseIf by those descriptions. At the same lime, the affirmation of the attributes

and the corporeality of God do not necessarily result in anthropomorphism. The probIem

Wilh the Mu'tazilites, according ta Ibn Taymiyya, is that they affinn the unity of God while

rejecting God's description. In sa doing, they basically equate the atuibutes and the

corporeality of Gad Wilh lhose of human beings. Such an anaIogy is absoIutely

unacceptable. When the Mu'tazilites assen thal the attributes of God make a composite, it is

34 Qur'iin, XLVill: 10.

35 Qur'an, XXVID: 88.

36 QWOiin, UV: 14.

37 Ibn Taymiyya, Muwiifaqa , Vol. l, 66.
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their view which is essentially anthropomorphic; oLlerwise they would not have perceived

God in the human image. Ibn Taymiyya affirms. God's description of His hand. face or

eyes must not be understood anthropomorphically, for God is a unique being; however.

we must accept the descriptions of God in the Qur'an because God describes Himself by

those descriptions. Ibn Taymiyya emphasizes his fundamental conviction that the believer

has to afftrm God's attributes and corporeality without positing an analogy between God

and man, and he has to afftrm God's unity without denying the attributes and corporeality

of God as revealed in the sacred te~l 38

Ibn Taymiyya also criticizes the MU'taziiites for their ta'wïl of the Qur'an, At

issue is not ta'wïl as such, for ta'wïl is lawful as long as it is in accordance with the

understanding of the salai What the MU'taziiites and Ash'arites did, Ibn Taymiyya says, is

that they interpreted the Qur'an in the light of convictions which are theirs rather than those

of the salai'. TItrough their reasoning, the Mu'tazilites sought what was to Ile considered

the true meaning of the Qur'an. According to them, many words of the text need to Ile

reinterpreted metaphorically. For example, the word "sit" ( istawii ) as in " the Beneficent

sits on the throne," 39 should Ile understood to mean to "dominate", "Iead" or "direct"

( malaka. istawlii and qahlU'll); the word " hand", in the verse" the Hand of God is

above their hands", was to Ile understood as "power" ; the word "seeing" in the verse

" Seeing their Lord" 40 was to Ile interpreted as " hoping " ( raja) in Gad. 41 The reason

for such metaphorica! interpretations is that the words "sitting", " hand" and "seeing", ete.,

are anthropomorphic and corporeal. To the Mu'tazilites, those descriptions, talcen Iiterally,

38 Ibn Taymiyya, al·Risiila al-Tadmuriyya , 5.

39 Qur'an, XX:5.

40 Qur'an, LXXV: 23.

41 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fi U~ül al·TafSÜ' ,87.
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wauld make Gad a carpareal OOing acting in space and time. Cansequently, they had ta 00

rejected.

The Mu'tazilites claimed that the verses of the siirat aJ-lkhlif$ (the Unity of God) 42

provide a basis for denying the attributes of God. According to Ibn Taymiyya, they also

claimed that the word "ilQad " ( the one) in the Qur'an has never OOen used as an attribute.

Ibn Taymiyya says that this claim is completely wrong. He observes that several verses of

the Qur'an use the word as an attribute. For example, in the verse, " if one (atJad) of the

idolaters seeks protection from you," 43 "atJad" refers to an idolater. He also notes that

the word "aJ-iamad "( the etemally Besought of ail ) which occurs in aJ-lkhlii itself, is

the oost of God's attributes. There is, in facto notbing in the verses of this süra which

points to the denial of God's attributes.44

The Mu'tazilites believed reason to he capable of determining right and wrong.

They also applied reason to the holy scripture. For them, the scripture should he rationally

acceptable. Therefore, whenever the apparent meaning of the verses seemed to them to he

corporeal or anthropomorpbic or contradictory to the dictates of reason, they interpreted it

rationally. Ibn Taymiyya, however, questions their total reliance on reason and rationality,

for reason, and the conclusions drawn from it, can never he fully lrUsted.

42 Qur'an, cxn: I-S. This süra has heen a subject of a very extensive elaboration
by Ibn Taymiyya regarding bis doctrine of God's unity. Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Fatàwi Ibn
Taymiyya: al-Tafsir , Vol. 17 , 214-504.

43 Quran, IX: 6.

44 Ibn Taymiyya, Muwifaqa •Vol. 1,63-66.
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3. The Speculative Süfis

The speculative ~üfis too come in for harsh criticism from Ibn Taymiyya. His

criticism is mainly devoted to their concept of union of God and man (wa~dat al-wujüd)

45 and to their interpretation of Qur'anic verses. He himself, Ibn Taymiyya says, was once

an adherent of the doctrine of wa~dat al-wujüd , but, later, realized its dangers and

abandoned il. For the ~üfis, there is no distinction or separation between God and human

beings or other creatures. They acknowledge that the appearances of things are different,

but that such difference is superficial; the difference is one of form, not essence. Like the

philosophers, the ~üfis regard the creation of this world as a process of emanation. Their

difference consists in the latters' belief thatthe essence continues to emanate from the One

to the other forms ofexistence. Therefore, their view is pantheistic: God is everything and

everything is Gad.

Ibn Taymiyya stands against this view and shows its dangerous effects. According

to Ibn Taymiyya, when we believe that everything is God we logically accept that God

changes according to the change of beings. But God is an eternal being; there is no element

of change in Him. Pantheism also implies thM obeying the infidel is the sarne as obeying

the Prophet: revelation and prophecy become irrelevant and religious guidance (sharï'a )

is no longer required. Human beings do not need religious guidance (sharï'a ) any longer.

If everything is the image of God, what we do is aise the deed of God. Understandably,

therefore, the ~üfi rnaster regards himself as superior te the PropheL

4S Sec his Majmü'at al-Rasii'il wa al-Masa'il , Vol. 1 te 3. 75-84 and his al­
T~wwufwa al-Fuqarii', Ed. by Mu~arnmad 'Abd ADah al-SlII1IIn (Caire: al-Maktab al­
Fannï li aI-Nashr, 1960), 43-4.
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In Ibn Taymiyya's view. the concept of God is based on a total dissimilarity

between Him and the human being. 46 He is a Unique Being. far from any similarity with

other beings. Any other view is acceptable neimer from me point of view of scripture nor

mat of reason.

Ibn Taymiyya observes that a1though the speculative ~üfis deviate from the true

Qur'an, the Sunna, the ~aPiiba and the taoÎ'ün • they daim that theirs is the true Islam.

He is particularly critical of their Qur'anic interpretation. One of its examples is the verse:

" You have nothing in the affair" (/aysa /aka fi -/-amrÎ shay'un ).47 According to the

proponents of waPdat aJ-wujüd, that verse purports ta state that your action is the action of

God. So, in their eyes, this verse negates not only the action but the actor's existence. To

Ibn Taymiyya, the verse does not negate human actions and affirm the action of God. Nor

does it assert that the action of human beings is me action of God. TIùs verse, he observes,

follows another one which states it is God's business to punish unbelief. 48 According to

Ibn Tayrniyya, "You have nothing in lite affair" is ta emphasize that such matters are God's

affair only ( ifriicl aJ-rabb). Ibn Tayrniyya also refers to the occasion of revelation. It is said

that this verse is related to the Prophet's praying to God asking Him to punish the people

who disbelieved. God then revealed this verse, after which the Prophet no longer prayed

for the unbelievers.

46 Thomas F. Michel, A Muslim The%gian's Response, 6.

47 Qur"iIn, ill: 128.

48 The complete verse is "That he may cut off a portion from among those who
disbelieve, or abase them so that they should return disappointed of attaining what they
desired. You have nothing in the affair whethcr He turns ta them (mercifully) or chastizcs
them, for surely they are unjust." QUT"iIn, m: 128-9.
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Another exarnple relates ta the verse" You did not throw when you threw. but

Gad threw ." 49 Ibn Tayrniyya observes that the ~üfi understanding of the verse is lhat the

action of the servant is the action of Gad. But if that is the case. he argues. then if you walk

it is Gad not you who is walking ; if you speak. it is Gad not you who is speaking; if you

lie. it is not you who are lying; if you disbelieve. it is not you but Gad who is the

disbeliever. Rationally and scripturaIly, this helief is questionable. According ta Ibn

Taymiyya, this verse was reveaIed in connection with the battle of Badr. In this battle, the

Prophet had thrown dust ( turiïb ) at his enemies but the dust reached thern ail, and gave

victory ta the Muslirns. According ta Ibn Tayrniyya the verse does not affum that the

hurnan action is Gad's action but is intended ta show God's power (qudra ).

The supporters of watldat al-wujüd aIso invoke the verse: "Ta pay hornage ta you

(the Prophet) is ta pay hornage ta Gad". 50 By this verse they rnean that Mu~ammad is

essentiaIly Gad. This , Ibn Taymiyya ernphasizes, was not the ttue meaning of the verse at

ail. For hirn, the ttue rneaning is that Mu~amrnad is the rnessenger of Gad, sa to pay

hornage to hirn is to pay hornage to Gad; the verse does not rnean that the rnessenger of

God is God. Those who so interpret the verse believe that God dwells in you

(Mut,ammad) (pà1l file ) and in everybody. This pantheistic belief suggests in turn that

there is no difference between the Prophet and the rest of the people. lt would be no

different to follow the Prophet or Abü Jahl or Musaylima because ta foUow any of them

is basically ta foUow Gad.St

49 Qur'an, vm: 17.

50 Qur'an, XLYm: 10.

51 lbn Taymiyya states when those who believed in such views were askcd ta
fight against enemies, they thought that ta fight them is essentiaUy to fight Gad. Ibn
Taymiyya. Majmü'at al-Rasa>iJ wa al-MasiPil , Vol. 1 to 3 (Beirut: Dir al·Kutub al·
'llmiyya, 1992), llO-lI.
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Ibn Taymiyya insists that sut.:h Qur'anic interpretatîons cannot be justified for they

are t.:ontradictory to reason as weil as to the salai' s understanding of Islam which

emphasized God's unity. At.:cording to Ibn Taymiyya, the speculative ~üfis merely follow

their whirns.

4. The Shï'ites

Another group against whom Ibn Taymiyya's refutations are directed are the

Shï'ites. In his view, they have deviated too far from true Islam. Beside contradicting the

Qur'an, the Sunna, the ,çaQiiba and the mbi'ün , the Shï'ites erred in inventing spurious

traditions as weil as in rejecting (rafçl ) the first three caliphs, Abü Bakr, 'Umar and

'Uthman and the early Muslims. Above all, however, Ibn Taymiyya's refutation of the

Shï'ites centers on their belief in the infallibility of'Ali ibn Abï Tiilib and his descendanl~.

To support this fundamental tenet of their faith, the Shï'ites, Ibn Taymiyya says, made

their own interpretation of the Qur'lïn believing that the Qur'lïn consists of outer(~ )

and inner (bipn ) levels of meaning.

The Shï'ites regarded the infallibility of the irniims ('i~r al-a'imma) as a basis of

their right to the caliphate after Prophet Mu~arnrnad. To them, 'Ali and his fanùly were the

most deserving people for succession to the Prophel 'Ali was the most virtuous man

among the Companions of the Prophet. He was one of the fust Muslims and excelled in

his bravery and generosity. He was a close relative of the Prophet, married the Prophet's

daughter and was designated by hirn as his successor. On many occasions, the Shï'ites

believe, the Prophet had bath explicidy and irnplicidy designated 'Ali as his successor. But

this designation was violated hy the other Companions for their mundane interesl
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The Shi'ites believed their imams to be infallible. The imams did not have any new

revelation, but they were appointed by God to protect this religion and the world. The

infallible imam, according to the Shi'ites. is to guide the community because revelation

has been discontinued, and the Book and the Sunna are limited in their ability to solve the

growing particular problems. Human beings have, moreover, never been able 10 control

their desires, bad intentions, and mutual hatred. Because they keep falling in error,

infallible imams are needed to provide constant guidance. The Shi'ites argue from history:

when fallible or ordinary people become leaders, they run the affairs of the state and

society according to their whirns, making people suffer. 52

The Shï'ite doctrine of the infallibility of the imams provoked a sharp criticism from

Ibn Taymiyya. First of ail, he declared, the place of 'Ali is the same as that of the three

previous caliphs. 'Ali, like the others, is among the most virtuous of the Companions.

There is no reason to affinn that 'Ali was superior to the others. Abü Bakr, for example,

was the fust member of the Quraysh to embrace Islam and suffered from the persecution

of Quraysh. Later, in Medina, he served as imam in prayer when the Prophet was absent,

There are many traditions of the Prophet attesting to his virtues. ln terrns of knowledge of

shari'a, Abü Bakr and 'Umar were in fact more knowledgeable than 'Ali. According to

Ibn Taymiyya, Abü Bakr also gave much more of his property to the cause of God than

'Ali did. ln terrns of the political expansion of Islam, the caliphate of Abü Bakr and 'Umar

excelled that of 'Ali. If 'Ali had blood ties to the Prophet, Ibn Taymiyya argues, Abü Bakr

and 'Umar had them as weIl: the Prophet married 'À'isha bint Abi Bakr and l;Iaf$a bint

'Umar. Nor did the Prophet ever designate 'Ali as his successor. If that were the case, the

election of Abü Bakr would not have occurred.

52 Thomas F. Michel, A Muslim Theologian's Response, 61-2.
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ln attaeking the Shi'ite belief in the infallibility of the imams. Ibn Taymiyya argues

that Gad has guaranteed ta proteet the religion. therefore. we do not need an infallible

imam, If we stillthink that we need a proteetor of religion. aeeording ta Ibn Taymiyya. the

umma itself ean be sueh a proteetor. Ibn Taymiyya's view is that the more people there are

ta proteet religion. the beuer it is. He questions why 'Alï and not Abü Bakr or 'Umar or

any other knowledgeable Companions of the Prophet should be regarded as proteetors of

religion. Why should not the protectors of religion be determined in tenns of their expertise

eonsidering • for example. the reeiters of the Qur'an ( qUITii') responsible for proteeting

the Qur'an and its teaehings. and the Islamie jurists (fuqahii' ) responsible for proteeting

religion from speculative theology and d,emonstration ( iscidJiil ). etc. If'Ali was the only

eompanion who deserved to be the proteetor of Islam. the transmission of knowledge of

Islam by anyone else would be unjustified. However, our knowledge about the Qur'an and

the Prophet, he points out, is, in fact, not translT'itted from 'Ali alone.53

Ibn Taymiyya is very eritieal of the Qur'anie oasis claimed for the doctrine of

infallible imams. One of the verses the Shï'ites invoke is: "Allah only desires ta keep

away the uncleanness from you, 0 people of the House." 54 In the claim of the Shï'ites. the

use of "innamii" ( only ) in this verse is the Qur'anie oasis for the infallibility of the imams.

However. Ibn Taymiyya notes, the verse asserts neither the infallibility nor the imiimate of

the people of the House. Aeeording to him, the slatement here is not an information

(ikhbiir ) conceming uncleanness being removed and the purity of the people of the House,

but an order (arnr ) or instruction obligating the people of the House ta remain in a slate of

purity. As in another verse, iraëla here implies an order, desire and satisfaction. It means

53 Ibn Taymiyya. Minhaj al-Sunna al-Nabawiyya. 3 volumes (Cairo: Matba'a al­
Kubra al-Anüriyya, 1322 H). References are to the abridgment by Mu1}ammad 'Uthman
al-Dhahabï in al-Muntaqiimin Minhiij al-l'tidiil (Caire: al-Matba'a al-Salafiyya, 1373 H.).
415·418

54 Qur'an. xxxm: 33.
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that God desires that the people of the House be freed from uncleanness. The verse does

net state a fact but the desire of God conceming the people of the House.55 This

understanding is confrrmed by the context of the previous sentence which urges the

wives of the Prophet to do good deeds.56

Anether Qur'anic basis for the imamate of 'Ali, according to the Shï'ites. is the

verse" This day have 1perfected for you your religion." 57 The Shï'ites claimed that this

verse referred to 'Ali. According to Abü Nu'aim, the Prophet called the people to Ghadïr

Khumm: he raised the hands of 'Ali so that people knew what he was doing. On this

occasion. the Prophet delegated his authority (waliiya ) to 'Ali. The people did not retum

home until the verse was revealed. To Ibn Taymiyya, this story was a great lie: the

knowledgeable people knew that the Shï'ites' claim was a fiction. According to him, the

verse was revealed to the Messenger of Gad when he was at 'Arafa, seven days before the

day of Ghadïr: there is nothing in this verse to indicate the infallibility or the imamate of

'Ali.58

The Shï'ites aIso justified the infallibility of the people of House (the Prophet's

FamiIy) through the verse" ln houses which Allah has permitted to be exalted and that His

name may be remembered in them: there glorify Him therein in the momings and in the

evenings; men whom neither merchandise nor selling diverts from the remembrance of

55 Mul}ammad 'Uthman aI-Dhahabï, al-Muntlqii. 168.

56 The verse in full is "And stay in your houses and do not display your finery like
the displaying of the ignorance of you; and keep up prayer. and pay the poor-rate. and ohey
Allah and His Apostle. Allah only desires to keep away the uncleanness from you. a
people of the House! and to purify you a (thorough) purifying. Qur'an. XXXID: 33.

57 Qur'an. V: 3.

58 MuJ:tammad 'Uthman aI-Dhahabi. al-Muntlqii. 425.
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Allah." 59 According to Tha'1abi, when the Prophet recited this verse, a man asked: Which

house do you mean? He replied: the Houses of the Prophets. Then Abü Bakr asked: Oh!

Messenger of God : is this house (the house of 'Ali and Fatima) included. He answered:

Yeso It is one of them. Accusing aI-Tha'labî undoubtedly of Iying, Ibn Taymiyya refers 10

the consensus of the people (ittifiïq al-nifs ), that the houses mentioned in the verse are

mosques (masifjid ). If, he contends, 'Alî is the one who was not diverted by trade he must

have been the best Companion after the Prophet In addition, the word "men" ( rijif1 )

indicates that what is meant by the verse is not the House of'Alî and Fatima because there

was only one man, that is 'Ali there, while the Qur'an does not say "a man" but "men." 60

Another verse the Shî'ites invoked, according to Ibn Taymiyya, is "1 do not ask

of you any reward for it but love of near relatives" 6t. This verse, it was asserted by

Shî'ites. refers 10 l;Iasan and l;Iusayn, 62 According to aI-Tha'iabî. quoting the Musnad of

Al;unad ibn l;IanbaI. when the verse was revealed. the Companions asked: "Who from your

kinship deserve our love?" The Prophet said: " 'Alî. Fatima and their sons." According to

aI-Tha'labî. this verse affirms that none beside 'Alî need he praised. 63 According to Ibn

Taymiyya. there is no such statement in the Musnad of Ibn I;Ianbal; in fact, that book

speaks of the virtues of aIl four caliphs. According to the consensus (bi l-ittifiiq). the verse

is considered part of a Meccan süra • when 'Ali had not yet married Fatima and did not

have sons. If 'Alî had not yet had a family. the verse could scarcely have referred to bis

S9 Qur'an. XXIV: 36-7.

60 Muttammad 'Uthman lil-Dhahabi. al-Muntaqii. 431.

61 Qur'an. XLU: 23.

62 Muttammad 'Uthman al-Dhahabî. al-Muntaqii. 289.

63 Ibid.• 431.
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family. 64 ln the opinion of Ibn Taymiyya. "fi I-qurbii " in the verse does not mean "near

relaùves" ( 'AH, Fatima and their sons); if that were the case, the Qur'an would lIse "Ii 1­

qurbii "or "li dhawi I-qurbii" as it does elsewhere. What it means by "fi I-qurbif" in this

verse, according to Ibn Taymiyya, is "relaùonship", namely, the relaùonship bctween

Mu~ammad and the Quraysh.65 So, according to Ibn Taymiyya. the verse is related to the

Quraysh, not to 'AH, Fatima and their sons. Ibn Taymiyya agrees that to love the people

of the House is obligatory. but it is not confirmed by this verse.66 Even if the verse

requires that. we should love (mawadda) the people of the House. it sùll does not mean ta

affinn their irnarnate and infallibility ('i~ma ).

Ibn Taymiyya's refutaùon of the "extremist" Shi'ites such as the Bap.nis 67. is even

harsher. He points out that Shi'ites have invented their own Qur'anic understanding.

disregarding the understanding of the Companions of the Prophet, their following

generations and the imams of Islamic jurisprudence (a'immal al-fuqahiP). The Twelvers, in

his eyes, are better than the Bap.nis for a1though they have deviated from the shari'a they

glorify the descendants of the Prophet, while the Bap.nis even glorify people who have

committed sins. According to the Ba\inïs, Ibn Taymiyya says, the Qur>lin consists of outer

( ?iihir) and inner (bapn) meaning; the former, they asserted, is not sufficient, 50 the

reader should go beyond the apparent meaning. To them, the language of the Qur'lin is

64 Ibid., 433.

65 Ibid., 289.

66 Ibid., 432

67 Ibn Taymiyya is not consistent in using teehnical terms. For examp1e, he uses
the term 'Bapois" for Isma<j)ites in general and the Qarmilians, whom he 50metimes
distinguishes from the Isma<ïlites. He a150 speaks of Bilp.ni ,üfls and Bil\ini Fallait.. Sec
Ibn Taymiyya, Majmjj< Fatàwi Ibn Taymiyya: Muqaddimat al-Tafslr, Vol. 13. (Rabat:
Maktabat a1-Ma'W, n.d.), 235-238.
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symbolic, which means that we should discover the inner meaning of il. Thus, they arrived

at Qur'anic interpretations which, Ibn Taymiyya maintains, are not known by the salai.

Among examples of Bâtini t1l'wil adduced by Ibn Taymiyya is the interpretation of

the verse: "Both hands of Abü Lahab perished." 68 The Bâ!Ïnis understood "both hands of

Abü Lahab" neither as his actuai hands nor as his power, but as Abü Bakr and 'Umar ibn

aI-Khanab, for they considered both of them as the usurpers of 'Ali's right to the caliphate

after the death of Prophet Mu~ammad. They aIso interpreted "imiim mubïn " which literaIly

means "clear leader" in the verse "wa ku1lu shay'in aQ$liyniihu fi imiimin mubïn " 69 as

reference to 'Ali. The majority of the Qur'anic exegetes, Ibn Taynùyya notes, have never

interpreted the expression in such a way. They understood it to mean "writing" or

"registering", so the translation of the verse is" We have recorded everything in c1ear

writing." • not " in a clear leader." Another verse which has been inœrpreted differently by

the Bâpnis is the verse: " Then fight the leaders of unbelief." 70 In their interpretation. it

means "to fight TaI~a and Zubayr." 71 These IWO Companions of the Prophet were on the

side of 'A'isha when they fought against 'Ali. in the battIe of CameI. Ibn Taynùyya does

not point out, however. what to hirn is the true meaning of the verse. He rnay have

regarded its reference to unbelieving leaders of the Quraysh as self-evident Ibn Taynùyya

aIso refel's to the Bâlini Interpretation of "ash-shajarata l-mal'ünata " ( the cursed tree).72

ln their interpretation. that expression has nothing to do with a reaI tree but refers. rather to

68 Qur'an. CXI: I.

69 Qur'an. XXXVI: 12.

70 Qur'an. IX: 12.

71 100 Taynùyya, Majmü' FaliiwiUbn Taynùyya: aI·Tafsïr. Vol. 13.237.

72 Qur'in. XVU: 60.
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the accursed Banü Umayya. 73 However. the Umayyads came to power twenty-nine years

after the Prophet Mul)ammad's death; to state that this verse refers to them is. lherefore,

post-facrum .

Another group of Shi'ite "e)(tremists" mentionc:d by Ibn Taynùyya are the

Qarmapans. According to thesc: people. the c:njoined ~aliït means essentially knowledge of

our secret. The same understanding is also applied to fasting and /;Iajj . Fasting is

essentially the hiding of our secret and /;Iajj signifies the command to visit our holy

teachers. 74 Heaven ,they said, means to enjoy life in this world while hell means

practicing shari'a beyond its burdens. About "al-diïbba" (the animal) that Go<! will bring

forth, they said, that it actually means "al-'iilim al-niiliq" or the speaking teacher sent to

every generation. They believed that 1sriifi1, who is to blow the bugle (al·~ür ) is none other

than the teacher who by his knowledge will make the heart of the people alive. Regarding

Gabriel, they said, Iike the philosophers, that he is the active intellect, from which being

has emanatcd. They regarded "al-qalam" (the pen) as the tirst intellect, understood by the

philosophers as the flfst creator as weil. The Qarmapans interpreted "the stars", " the

moon" and " the sun" seen by Abraham according to the Qur'anic story as " the soul" (al·

nafs), reason and " the necessary eltÎstence." Ibn Taynùyya accuses the Qarmlpans of

having basically rejectcd the Qur'iin and considers their inner ra>wï;' as sheer infidelity (al·

kuti' al-ma/;l(i ). 75

Ibn Taynùyya also refers to another "extremist" group. the N~yritcs. This group

believed, he states, that the apparent meaning cf the Qur'iin has been abrogatcd. ln their

73 Ibn Taynùyya, Majmü' Fatawii Ibn Taymiyya:al·TafsIr, Vol. 13 ,238.

74 Ibn Taynùyya, al·Risila al·Tadmwiyya • 3I.

75 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Fatawii Ibn Taymiyya: al·TafsIr, Vol. 13.236. Also his
Muwiifaqa , Vol. l, 197.
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conviction. such prophets as Abrah"in. Noah. Moses. Jesus and Mu~ammad are the

bearers of the exoteric meaning. while imâms like 'Ali and Seth are the bearers of esoteric

meanings. They assened that the five daily prayers had been abrogated and replaced by

dhikr. or remembering five names: 'AH. l;Iasan. l;Iusayn. Mu~sin and Fa!Ïma.76 ln the

opinion of Ibn Taymiyya, their teachings are not derived from the salai at all. ln fac!, they

clearly contradiet the teachings of the salai.

5. Ibn Taymiyya's General Criticism of Ta'wï1

Ibn Taymiyya's criticism of various schools of thought and their ta'wü has been

reviewed in the foregoing pages. We should not forge!, however. that besides refutation of

specific cases of ta'wïl • he also had strong words of criticism for ta'wü in general. He

points out that, through ta>wïl , innovations (bid'a ) were introduced to Islam..

The carly generations of Muslims did not know ideas such as active intellect,

occupation (~ayyuz ), essence, of which the faliisifa. spoke.77 The Mu'tazilite denial of

God's attributes, the mystical notion of wliQdat al-wujûd. the Shï'ite doctrine of the

infallibility of the imiims, are ail foreign ta the salai. AlI these ideas were innovations of

later Muslim generations. The reason for such innovations, according ta Ibn Taymiyya, is

that different schools and sects had their own beliefs ('aqida ) and interests which they

tried to justify in terms of the Qur>an through ta'wü. Such a procedure enabled every

school ta have its own understanding of the Qur>lin and aIlowed it ta claim a Qur>anic basis

for its beliefs. Given its significance. therefore, ta'wü became the main tapic of Ibn

Taymiyya's criticism.

76 Thomas F. Michel, A Muslim Theologian's Responsc, 59.

77 Ibn Taymiyya, MuwUaqa. Vol. 1. 54; his al-Taisrr al-Kabir. Vol. 1.255 and
his Majmû<at al-RIJSi3il WB al·MIJSi3il , Vol. 1 ta 3, 518.
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ln the opinion of Ibn Taymiyya, there are three meanings of ta'wïJ.. One of them is

" that to which the matter returns " ( maya'ül ilayh al-amr ). By this definition. ta'wïl is to

return any explanation to the flfSt or to the original meaning. So. it is stiU considered ta'wïJ

if someone's interpretation of the Qur'ân is in conformity with the connotation of the literai

word (madJül al-lai? ) and its meaning ( wa mafhümuh). Ta'wïl. by thal definition, does

not mean to change the original meaning of the text. Another meaning of ta 'wil is" the

interpretation of a statement (tafsïr al·kaliim ) and the explanation of its purpose.

According to the second meaning, ta'wiJ is solely to elaborate and to c1arify the apparent

expression of the text. The reader should not go beyond the text The third meaning of

ta'wH is "a turning away of an expression from the preponderant or the most likely

meaning to a justified meaning for a certain reason." Ibn Taymiyya observes that the last

meaning of ta'wil is the one most widely understood by later generations

(muta'akhkhiriin ) in particular. while the Companions of the Prophet, their later foUowers

and the imiirns of the ununa, particularly the four imams of the Islamic legal schools. did

not use it What they used were the flfSt and the second meanings of ta>wil.. 78

Ta Ibn Taymiyya, the true meaning of ta'wü is ta explain the expression of the

text.79 He accuses the muta'akhkhirün of having misundcrstood the mcaning of ta'wiJ •

The latter thought that the true mcaning of ta'wiJ was ta turn away the apparent mcaning

of the text for another meaning. He strongly abjects ta this understanding, which. he

78 Ibn Taymiyya, Muwifaqa • Vol. 1 , 5; Majmü' Fatiwl Ibn Taymiyya:
Muqaddima al-Tafsïr, Vol. 13.288-94; Majmü'at al·RIJSl>il al-Kutri Vol. 1 (Cairo: al­
Matba'a al-'Anura al-Sharafiyyll, 1323 H.) 407-8.

79 Ibid.• 118.
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asserts, appeared only with the later generations who studied aJ-fiqh and u~ü1 aJ-fiqh

(legal reasoning) and with murakallimün.80

Following A~mad ibn l;Ianbal, Ibn Taymiyya describes the people of bid'a and

shubuhiit, as the people who a1ways disagreed about the Book, contradicted il, and agreed

in contradicting it. The people of bid'a argued from the Qur'an and the Tradition if those

sources fitted their convictions, but if they did nol, they changed the meaning of the text

and interpreted it in ways which were not admissible. Thus, they made the clear

(m~am) texts unclear (mutashiibih ) and the unclear clear.8t

As regards the attitudes towards the Qur'anic verses ( and Traditions) which speak

of God's attributes, there were, according to Ibn Taymiyya, three groups. The f1l'St were the

people who acknowledged the attributes of God as they are literally stated in the sources.

For this group. God's attributes are understood in human images. Ibn Taymiyya accuses

such people of being anthropomorphists. The second group comprised those people who

denied the attributes of God. They interpreted the text metaphorically and detennined the

meaning of it. In the opinion of Ibn Tayrniyya. they were the mu'altila (the deniers of

God's attributes).The third group comprised those who thought that the attributes of God

in the Qur'iin might he true as they are described or they rnight not. This group, wbich

refrained from giving any opinion was. according te Ibn Tayrniyya, surely on the right

track. They rejected the deDiai of God's attributes because they are affirmed in the Qur'an.

They did not accept tamthil (analogy) for God is characterized in the Qur'iin as the

80 Ibn Tayrniyya, al-Risila al-Tadmuriyya. 58 and bis Muwiifllqa. Vol. 1. 122.

81 Ibn Tayrniyya. al-TafsIr al-Kablr. Vol. 1.251. Aise bis Majmü' Fatfwa Ibn
Taymiyya: Muqaddima al-Tafsir • Vol. 13. 58.
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Unique Being. Finally , they also rejected rakyif (determining the manner ), for the salaf

has taught that way. 82

The middle position, Ibn Taymiyya states, is not only the stance of A~mad ibn

l;Ianbal, it is also the posiùon of the saJaf. He himself was certainly among the followers

of the same posiùon. Ibn Taymiyya cannot be characterized as an anthropomorphist

because in many of his writings he criùcizes the anthropomorphic understanding of the

Qur'anic verses: "Anyone who says that Gad has knowledge as mine and that he sits as

my sitting is an anthropomorphist (mushabbih ) who analogizes God to animal

beings."83 He strongly urges the affmnaùon of Gad's attributes without analogy and to

deanthropomorpbize without denying them.

Describing the alùtude of the salaf when faced with sorne difficuIt verses of the

Qur'an, Ibn Taymiyya notes that they did not interpret them metaphoricaIly; they aIso

refrained from interpreting the Qur'an through m'y (personal opinion). The salaf always

tried to avoid ta1king about what they did not know. Ibn Taymiyya notes that there are

many tradiùons forbidding Muslims to explain the Qur'an through personal opinion.

Though he does not expIain what he means by personal opinion, it is likely that what he

might mean is any explanation or interpretation of the Qur'an which lacu a basis in the

text of the Qur'an, the Sunna and the salaf' It is bis principle that if someone is faced with

a certain opinion which he does not know whether the Scripture validates or invalidates,

82 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü'at al-RasiPil al-Kubriï, 387; Mar'ï ibn Yüsuf aI-Kanni,
al-Kawiilcib al-Duniyya , Ed. by Najm 'Abd aI-RaI}min Khalaf (Deirut: Dar aI.<Jharb aI­
Isliinü), 118-19. The third group's alùtude, ta him, is that of ah} aI·sunna •Sec bis 'Aqldat
Ahl ai-Sunna wa aI-Firqa aI-Niijiya , Ed. 'Abd aI-Razzàq 'Afifi (Cairo: Matba'a Anflr al·
Sunna aI-Mu~ammadiyya, 1358 H.), 13.

83 Ibn Taymiyya, aI-RisiDa aI-Tadmuriyya, 5; bis Majmü' Fatlwf Ibn Taymiyya :
Muqacldimat aI-Tafsir, Vol. 13,379 and bis Majmü'at aI·RasPiJ aI-Kulllf, VoL l, 395.
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he should refrain from giving any opinion un1ess he has knowledge of the scriptural

position on il. 84 One of the traditions which warn against the use of persona! opinion is the

tradition of Ibn 'Abbas saying: "Whoever speaks in the Qur'an without knowledge

shou1d take his place in the Fire." 85 Another Tradition quoted by Ibn Taymiyya is from

lundub who quoted the Prophet as sayings : "Anyone who speaks about something in the

Qur'an with his persona! opinion, then corrects what he said, is still wrong." 86 This is

confirmed by another tradition which states, " Whoever says anything regarding the

Qur'an, according to his persona! opinion, means he has forced hirnself to do what he does

not know and he has practiced what was not ordered. In case he arrives at the true

meaning of the matter he has still erred. for he did not get in from the proper door." 87 ln

the opinion of Ibn Taymiyya, Malik ibn Anas is one of the imams who put that tradition

into practice. Asked about the meaning of "israwi " ( literally "sit" ) in the verse "al­

RliQmiïnu 'ali I·'arshi israwi " (Gad sat on the Throne), Malik answered: "The meaning

of 'istawi ' (to sit ) is clear , the manner is unknown and belief in it is obligatory." 88

Mâlik did not himself interpret the word "israwi" metaphorically, nor did he describe the

manner; he merely emphasized the obligation of believing in il. By citing the saying of

Mâlik ibn Anas, Ibn Taymiyya seeks to criticize the practice of ta'wil in bis lime. In bis

eyes, Malik ibn Anas is the example of the Medinan piety wbich should be followed.

84 Mu~anunadKhaill Haras, Ibn Taymiyya al·SalaJ1 (Beirut Dâr aI-Kutub aI-
'Dmiyya, 1984), 53.

85 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima Fi U~ül al-Tafsü, 105.

86 Ibid., 106.

87 Ibid., 108.

88 Mu~ammadKhaill Harlis, Ibn Taymiyya al-SalaB ,46-9.
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The question. however. arises why in later generations. the philosophers. the

mutakallirnün. the ~üfis and the Shï'ites began ta'wïI of the Qur'an. Ibn Taymiyya's

answer is that, they believed in the capacity of reason to form moral choices and

consequently to determine the meaning of the tex!. They believed that the apparent meaning

of the text brought by the Prophet is not the intended meaning of the Scripture. They

c1aimed that the true meaning of the text is what their reason understood. The people of

reason even believed that if there is contradiction between the apparent meaning of the

Qur'an and reason (in facto Ibn Taymiyya maintains. rational knowledgel, the former

should be interpreled according to the latter; they argued that since bath reason and the

Qur'an are from Gad, they cannot be mutually contradictory.

Ibn Taymiyya vehernently rejects the authority of reason to determine the meaning

of the Qur'an. ln his opinion. conclusions based solely on reason are inherently

contradictory and merely create doubt and confusion. Those who claimed the authority of

reason were in disagreemenl, for example, on whether the Qur'an as kalifm Allifh is

sound, word or meaning. Sirnilarly. regarding the verse" Gad speaks to Müsi" , sorne of

them said that otto speak." is the attribute of action, white to others, it was the attribute of

essence. This discussion did not result in any conclusive opinion until the deniers finally

affirmed that the Qur'an is kalifm Allifh without determining whether it is sound, word or

meaning. 89 According to Ibn Taymiyya, the farther one went from the Sunna the more

inconsistent his position became. The Mu'tazilite doctrines, he argues, contradict each

other. For example, the school of Basra strongly denied G.x1's attributes, but the school

of Baghdad affirmed several of His attributes (lite al-samï'. al-••al-lJayy, al·'aJIm).

The Shi'ites have greater contradictions, but the most contradictory positions were

certainly those of the philosophers. Their contradictions were greater titan those of aU the

89 Ibn Taymiyya, al-Tafsfr al-Kabir, 278-80.
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peoples of 'lib/a -- Muslims. Jews and Christians taken together. The philosophers. for

example. disdgreed on whether jism (body) is composed of matter and form. or of

undivided particulars or of none of them. Their leamed representatives like Abu l:Iusayn a1­

Ba~ri. Abu a1-Ma'aIi a1-Juwayni and Abu 'Abd Allah a1-Khapb themselves were confused

even though. ironically. they often claimed that the rational argument is definite (qal'i )

and free of any contradiction. 90

Ibn Taymiyya is equally critical of the terrns introdüced by the philosophers and the

murakailimün. Regarding 'aq/ (reason), which is perhaps the most important term in

philosophy and kaliim, the conclusions of Ibn Taymiyya's careful scrutiny are interesting.

He claims that the people of ta'wil have misunderstood the meaning of 'aqi . This term

was used in IWO senses. It is, firstly, an instinct (ghariza ) which is part of our elÙstence.

The second sense is that of the knowledge acquired through that instinct. The first

meaning of 'aqi would never contradict naql (transmitted religious prooO, for it is

posited, like life itself, as a condition of every knowledge, he it rational or revelational

(sam'i ). The flfst meaning is very different from the second, however, for it is clear that

what is known through 'aql is not necessarlly known through naql. Ibn Taymiyya

helieves that the meaning of 'aql in the Qur'ân is in the sense of al-ghariza , not as

rational knowledge (ai-'ulüm ai-'aqliyya ) 91 as it was understood by the p<.lople of ta'wil .

'Aql , in Ibn Taymiyya's view, is attaehed (yata'allaq) to qalb ( heart ). His

view is bascd on the foUowing verse of the Qur'ân: " Have they not traveUed in the land sa

that they should have hearts with which to understand (qulübun ya'qilüna bibi )." 92

90 Ibn Taymiyya, Muwiifaqa • Vol. 1.90-2.

91 Ibid.• 49.

92 Qur'an. XXD: 46.
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Again. when Ibn 'Abbas was asked: " How do you obtain knowledge? " He replied:

"Through a curious lOngue (bi !isiin sa'ü! ) and through an intelligent heart (bi ,!alb

'';l'!ül )." Ibn Taymiyya considers 'a,!l as something which is not separate t'rom ,!alb .

To him. the direction of 'aql is controlled by the will of qaJb. 93 Therefore. his analogy

regarding the relation of qaJb to 'ilm is that of a vesselto water or of a river to a flood

implying that 'ilm is controlled by qalb as water and the flood are controlled by the

limits of a vessel and a river. Ibn T'\ymiyya emphasizes that the qaJb • by its very nature

(fitra ). inclines to the truth. Il can accept nothing but the truth.94 Given this nature, the

qaJb and the 'aql have never contradicted God. ln facl, the qaJb seeks to know Gad,

for He is the Real Truth.95 Given that th!l Qur'an is the truth, and the Messengers are the

most knowledgeable people regardi.lg the truth, 'aql will never contradict the Qur'an

and the Sunna. Sound reason (~an1J aJ-ma'qül ) must be in accordance with the sound

religious text (~iQ aJ-manqül ). Anything which contradicts sound reason can be known

through ~alJiQ aJ-manqül . 96

The foregoing argument enables Ibn Taymiyya to criticize ta'wil . According to

hirn, ta'wil originated from the basic assumption that there was contradiction between 'aql

and naql. What the faJiisifa and the mutakallimün called contradiction (taniiqu{l). he

maintains, is not betwecn 'aql and naql, but betwecn rational knowledge (aJ-'ulüm aI­

'aqliyya ) and naql• . 97 Ibn Taymiyya argues that 'aql as "an instinct within us" (aI-

93 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Fatawii Ibn Taymiyya: aI-ManFiq. Vol. 9, 303-304.

94 Ibid., 313.

95 Ibid., 312

96 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar' Ta'iïtu{l aI-'Aql wa aI-Naql • Ed. by MüOammad Rashld
Salim. Vol. 1 (Cairo: Matha'at Dar aI-Kutub, 1971), 194.

97 The distinction between 'aql and 'aqliyyiit also can be seen in his aI-Tafslr aI­
Kabir, Vol. 6. 446.
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gharïza a/·latï finli ) must necessarily be in agreement with naql since both 'aql as

gharïza and naql make the human being inclined ta the truth. And the truth does not

contradict itself. 9R He proposes the formula "Sound reason must be in accordance with

sound naql and unsound reason can be known by sound naql. " <,J

Rational knowledge cannot therefore be a basis (a$1 ) for detennining shar' . The

knowledge of God and the afftrmation of His Messenger do not, according to Ibn

Taymiyya, require rational argument ( a/-adilla a/-'aqliyya ) for such knowledge is naturaJ

and necessary (fipi çlariiri ),100

Ibn Taymiyya slrongly rejects the philosophical connotations of the word 'aql.

According to him, 'aql in the Qur'ân is in fact sometimes equated with sam' as in the

verse: " If we listen to or na'qil we would not be the people of Fife." 101 In his opinion.

'aql in the Qur'ân is not necessarily related to rational argumentation in philosophy. 102

To equate 'aql with its philosophical understanding is unjustified. Ibn Taymiyya's

criticism of the misuse of tha~ word seems to come from his realization that many

philosophers always asserted the necessity of philosophy in slUdying IsIamic fundamentals:

they referred to the verses of the Qur'ân which uses the word 'aql ,from which they

98 Mu~ammad KhaIiI Harâs, "Jn Taymiyya a/-Salali, 52.

99 Ibid. ,47.

100 Ibn Taymiyya, al-Tafsir al-Kabir ,280 and Muhammad Umar Memon, Ibn
Taynüya' s Struggle Against Popular Religion, 6.

101 Qur>ân. LXVn: 10.

102 Ibn Taymiyya, Muwiifaqa, Vol. 1,50.
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argued for the legitimacy. even obligation. of interpreting the Qur'an through rational or

philosophical methods. 103

Another reason for Ibn Taymiyya's rejection of the understanding of '"aql stems

from his belief that the reasoning of philosophers and theologians is responsible for

schisms and the disunity of the Muslim community. 104 Il is reason which has created

contradictory opinions. In his view, ta 'wil is not the cause but the effecl Those people

already ht:ld certain convictions and brought them to bear on the Qur'iin through ta'wi/..

Ta'wil is thus rnerely a justification of their convictions, an instrument in the service of

their ideology. It is c1ear that Ibn Taymiyya was not merely concerned with theology or

the understanding of Islam, but also with politics. In his days. Muslims were not only

divided into various schools of Islamic thought, but along political, regional or ethnie

lines. The unity of the urnrna was very fragile and the Mongols could invade the Muslim

states without having ta face any strong resistance. In discouraging differences of opinion•

Ibn Taymiyya was thus also concerned ta lessen the disunity of the Muslim conununity.l05

103 See. for example, Ibn Rushd's emphasis on 'aql in bis Fa~ al-Maqil fimii
bayn al-I;Iikma wa al-Shari'a min al-Itti#Ü. 22.

104 According to Abü zahra, it is very probable that his salan orientation i'l
emphasized to avoid sadd dhari'at al-fasïid . Abü zahra, Ibn Taymiyya •226.

105 Ibn Taymiyya's convictions were confirmed by the condue! of the Shï'ites and
the ~üfis in his o....n lifetime. They were not united against the Mongols. and even
facilitated their invasion. Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Fatiiwii Ibn Taymiyya: al·Tafsir. Vol. 17•
311-12.401; Thomas F. Mici'el, A Muslim Theologian's Response. 13; M.M. Slwif.
History ofMuslim PhiIosophy. 796; Victor E. Makari. Ibn Tllymiyyah's Ethics, 12. 14.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE PRINCIPLES OF IBN TAYMIYYA'S QUR'ANIC
INTERPRETATION

It has been discussed earlier that [bn Taymiyya's criticism of the innovators (ahl al-

bida' ) in relation to ta'wïl was based on three central reasons. First of all, the innovators

were deemed to have contradicted the salaf's understanding of the Qur'an. They were

also seen to have erred because of their belief in the superiority of reason over revelation.

Moreover, Ibn Taymiyya accused them of having contributed through their beliefs to the

disunity of the umma . While the previous chapter is concemed with Ibn Taymiyya's

refutation of the innovators' interpretation of the Qur'an, this chapter will discuss his

principles of Qur'anic interpretation, as presented in his Muqaddima fi U~ül a/-Taisïr in

particular, and analyze his exegesis of sürat al-IkhJii~. This chapter will primarily focus on

his exegetical method and on his arguments for the authority of the salai in interpreting

the Qur'an.

A. Ibn Taymiyya's Method of Qur'anic Interpretation

The best method of tafsïr, according to Ibn Taymiyya, is to refer, in descending

order, to the Qur'an itself, the Sunna (the Prophet traditions), the sayings (aqwiil ) of the

\~~iiba (the Companions of the Prophet) 1 or te those of the taoi'ÜD (the FoUowers of the

Companions of the Prophet ). 2

1 According to Ibn Taymiyya, the ~apiiba comprise all those who witnessed the
Prophet and believed in him even though they may have had the opportunity te witness him
only once. He bases hirnself on, among oiliers, the saying of Miilik : "Whoever
accompanies the Messenger of God, peace be upon him, one year, or one month, or one
day or saw mm and believed in him, he is one of his Companions." Sec Ibn Taymiyya.
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One verse of the Qur'an is often explained in another verse (yufassiru bil"(iuhü

ba'ç/ii J. This. 10 Ibn Taymiyya. is the ideal method of tafsi!, J However. if the

explanation of a certain verse is not found in another part of the Qur'an itself. the

interpretation of the Qur'anic text should then be based on the Sunna ,The Sunna

basically functions. according to Ibn Taymiyya, as an elaborator (shiiri~a Jof the Qur'an.

Ibn Taymiyya follows Mu~ammad ibn Idris al-Shafi'i, according to whom whatever the

Prophet Mu~ammad said and did was based on an understanding of the Qur'an.4 No one

Majmü' Faliiwa Ibn Taymiyya: U$ül al-Fiqh • Vol. 20 (Rabat: Maktabat a1-Ma'anf, n.d.).
289 and his $i~~at U$ül Madhhab Ahl al-Madina (Beirut: Dar al-Nadwa a1-Jadida. n.d.),
21.

2 His method is repeatedly mentioned by many scholars of Qur'anic studies when
they come to a discussion of Qur'anic interpretation by tradition (tafsïr bi al-ma'thÜI ).
Ibn Taymiyya is deemed te he the thinker who laid the scriptural and rational foundation of
this school. See Abü Zahra, Ibn Taymiyya. ~ayatuh wa iirii'uh wa fiqhuh (Dar a1-Fikr al­
'Arabi, n.d.), 220-36; Mu~ammad l;Iusayn a1-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir wa al-Mufassilün. Vol. 1
(Cairo: Dar a1-Kutub al-l;Iaditha, 1961), 48-50; Mu~ammad BasyünI Fawra, Nash'at al­
Tafsir wa Maniihijuh fi paw' al-Madhiihib al-IslâDÙyya (Cairo: Matba'at al-Amiina,
1986), 13; Mu~ammad Yüsuf Müsa, Ibn Taymiyya (Beirut: al-'A~r al-l;Iaditha. 1988),
167-88; Fahd 'Abd a1-R~iinibn Su1aymiin a1-Rünü, Manhaj al-Madrasa al-'Aqliyya al­
l;1aditha fi al-Tafsir (Beirut: Mu'assasat al-Risli1a, 1407 H.), 16-20.

3 Ali great Muslirn exegetes agrec that the interpretation of the Qur'anic verses in
the fust place he based on the other verses of the Book itself. ln fact, later modern Muslirn
scholars 1ike Fazlur Rahman and 'A'isha bint al-Shiip sec such method as the on1y valid
way of interpreting the Qur'an. Fazlur Rahman maintains that the Qur'iin should he
understood in the context of its unity, avoiding any approach dealing with Qur'in
atomistically or partially. The only context that is needed. according to him, in
(re)interpreting the Qur'iin is the historical setting of the 1ife of the Prophet Mu~ammad
and the people of his time. Sec his Islam and Modemity (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1984), 2-11 and Maja! Themes of the Qur'iin (Chicago: Bibliotheca
Islarnica, 1980). xi-ü. Bint a1-Shiip maintains. however, that every verse of the Qur'iin can
he sufficiently interpreted through others and there is no need te have recourse te anything
else, she considers the occasions of revelation as mere1y supp1ementary. Sec her al-Tafslt
al-Bayanï , Vol. 1 (Cairo: Dar al-Ma'W. 1962),9-10. Also Issa J. Boullata, "Modern
Qur'an Exegesis: A Study of Bint a1-Shiiti"s Method," Muslim World. LXIV (1974).
103-113.

4 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fi U$ül al-Tafslt. Ed. by 'Adniin Zarzür (Kuwait: Dir
al-Qur'iin al-Karim, 1971),93.
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knew God and His teachings better than the Prophet and he was commanded by God to

.:onvey His message to the people.5

According to Ibn Taymiyya, there are many verses which instruct the Prophet to

judge or make a decision in accordance with the Qur'an. One of them is the verse, "Surely

we have revealed the Book to you with the truth that you may judge belWeen people by

means of that which God has taught you; and be not an advocate on behalf of the

treacherous." 6 Therefore. Ibn Taymiyya believes that what the Prophet did is exactly the

truth as inspired by or derived ITom the Qur'an. Ibn Taymiyya quotes the Prophet as

saying: "Remember 1 was given the Qur'an and its example ." ln the opinion of Ibn

Taymiyya, the example mentioned is theSunna . 7 He maintains that the Sunna itself is

a1so rcvelation. In his view. the differcnce is that the Qur'an is recited (yutlii), while the

Sunna is not. The argument for the necessity of making reference to the Sunna in

interpreting the Qur'an is a1so based on the tradition of Mu'adh ibn Jabal when heing sent

to the Yaman. the Prophet asked him: " By what will you judge?". He replicd: "By the

Book of God." The Messenger asked: "If you do not fmd the solution thcrc." Mu'adh

said: " By the traditions of the Messenger." The Prophet askcd: "If you do not find the

solution even therc?" He said: " 1will judge by my personal opinion." It is rcported that the

Prophet was very plcascd with this answer. 8

5 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Famwii Ibn Taymiyya: Muqddimat al-Tafsir, Vol. 13
(Rabat: Maktabat a1-Ma'arif, n.d.), 136.

6 Qur'an, IV: 105.

7 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü'at al-Rasii>;] wa al-Masii'il , Vol. 1-3 (Beirut Dar al-Kutub
a1-'Ilmiyya, 1992), 200.

8 It is unfortunate that Ibn Taymiyya docs not discuss the final answcr of Mu'adh "1
will judge by my personal opinion." (ajtahid ra'yi ). But what is certain is that Mucidh's
preference for personal opinion as a basis of bis decision would he interprcted by Ibn
Taymiyya not as mcre personal opinion but as itseIf bascd on the Qur'an and the Sunna.
On another occasion, Ibn Taymiyya vehcmently criticizes " mere personal opinion" in
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In Ibn Taymiyya's view . however. the bases of Qur'anic interpretation was not

only limited to other parts of the Qur'an itself and to the Sunna. For him if the explanation

of the Qur'an is not found in either sources. the interpreter should refer to the sayings of

the ,ça1,liiba and those of the tiibi'ün or ",hat he caUs the saJaf . Ibn Taymiyya sometimes

even mentions the followers of the tiibi'ün as the source of guidance in interpreting the

Qur'an.9

B. The Authority of the Salai in interpreting the Qur'in

It is Ibn Taymiyya's strong belief that the Prophet had expIained aIl words of the

Qur'ân and their meanings ta his Companions. 10 This belief is clearly bascd on many

verses of the Book which tell the Messenger ta explain the holy scripture ta the peoples

and urge the people themselves ta tlùnk and ta reflect on the Qur'an. One sueh verse is the

foUowing: " We have revealed to you the Qur'an (al-dhikr ) that you may make clear ta

interpreting the Qur'an. ln faet, sueh an interpretation is forbidden. Sec his Muqaddima
fi U$ül aJ-Tafsir. 93-4. 105.

9 Unfortunately, 1am unable ta find Ibn Taymiyya's exact definition of the ferrn salai
whieh literaUy means "aneestors". Those who are eertainly eonsidcrcd salai by Ibn
Taymiyya are the $a1,Iiiba and the tiibi'ün . See his Majmü' Fatiiwii Ibn Taymiyya: al­
Tafsir, Vol. 17, 87. However, he also very oftcn mentions the authority of tlbi'ü al-tlbi'in
(the Followers of the tiibi'ün) and he often uses ferrns like al-a'imma , or a'immat al­
umma , or a'immat al-muslimIn sueh as aI-Shâfi'i and Atunad ibn l;Ianbal, or a'immat al­
muslimIn al-mashhiirin bi al-'ilm wa al-din , or al-a'imma al-arba'a •Sec his Muqaddima fi
U$ü1 al-Tafsir. 79, 85 ; al-Tafsir al-Kabir, Vol. 6 (Beirut: Dar aI-Kutub al-'Umïyya, 1988),
448; Majmü' Fatiiwii Ibn Taymiyya: al·Tafsir. Vol. 17.68, 87. 102, ISO, 205; Dar' Ta'lfruçi
al-'Aql wa al-Naql, Vol. 1 (MaJba'at Dar al-Kutub, 1971),45; Majmii' Fatiwl Ibn
Taymiyya: U$ül al-Fiqh , Vol. 19, 9 and Mu~ammad Khalil Hariis. Ibn Taymiyya al·
SalaH (Beirut: Dar aI-Kutub aI-'Umïyya, 1984 ). 183. Abii Zahra says !hat Ibn Taymiyya
limits the authority of the salaf ta the third gencration of Muslims. Sec his Ibn Taymiyya,
224. Sec aIso Muhammad Umar Memon. Ibn Taymiyas Struggle Against Popular Religion
(Paris: Mouton. 1976). 4.

10 Ibn Taymiyya. Majmii' Fatiiwif Ibn Taymiyya: Muqaddimat al-TafsIr. Vol. 13,
402·3.
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men (the Companions) what has been revealed to them, and that haply they may refleet." 11

Another verse states: "And we have revealed to you the Book oruy so that you may make

clear to them that about whieh they differ, and (as) a guidance and a merey for a people

who believe," 12 ln another verse, the Qur'an afflffilS: "(lt is) the Book we have revealed

to you abounding in good, that they may ponder over its verses, and that those endowed

with understanding may be mindful." 13 The same emphasis is a1so affrrmed in another

verse: "Do they not meditate on the Qur'an?" 14 0r " Is it then that they do not ponder over

what is said'!" 15 Ibn Taymiyya takes these verses as proof that the Prophet was to1d to

explain the Book to his people. Also, his people were urged to think, to ponder and to

meditate. According to Ibn Taymiyya. it is very unlikely that people would he urged to

ponder the Qur'an (al-tadabbur ) without understanding its meaning. Ibn Taymiyya

maintains that the main goal of every discourse (kaliim ) is to understand its meaning,

not merely to know the words comprising iL ln fact, the understanding of the meaning of

the Qur'an is even 1'10re important than any discourse. If the slUdy of medicine and

mathematics (pisiib ), for instance. is hardly possible without asking a question, it is

even more unlikely that an understanding of the Qur'an can he achieved without

Il Qur'an, XVI: 44. According to Mu1,lammad l;Iusayn a1·Dhahabï, this verse does
not mean that the Prophet explained ail verses of the Qur'an for he was asked merely to
explain the difficult verses. See his al-Tafsïr wa al-Mufassirün , Vol. 1 .51-2. He
maintains that the transmission of tafsïr from the Prophet was limited. the reason being that
his audience at tt.at time was pure Arabs and the Qw4anic verses which were unclear to
them were ooly few . Sec Fred Leemhuis' "Origins and Early Development of the tafsïr
Tradition" in Andrew Rippin, cd., Approaches to the History of the Inteqm:tation of the
Qur'ifn (Oxford: Clarendon Press. (988), 14.

12 Qur'an, XVI: 64.

13 Qur'an, xxxvm: 29.

14 Qw4an. IV: 82.

15 Qw4in. xxm: 68.



•

•

•

52

explanation. for the Qur'an is the word of God (kaliIm AlliIh ) on which the prote~tion .

salvation and happiness. here as weil as in the hereafter. depend. 16

ln addition there are many Iraditions which ~onvincingly prove that the Companions

of the Prophet studied the Qur'an attentively and ~arefully. 'Abd al-Ra~man al-Sulamï. one

of the great tiibi'ün, said: the people who taught us the Qur'an. like 'Uthman ibn 'Afran.

'Abd Allâh ibn Mas'üd and others stated that when they learnt ten verses from the

Prophet, they did not continue funher unIess they had acquired full understanding of those

verses and of the practices they enjoined. They said: we studied the Qur'an, both in terms

of knowledge as weil as practice. 17 AI-A'mash reported on the same authority that

'Abd Allâh ibn Mas'üd said: " They (the $<l1)iiba) did not continue further unless they had

learnt the meaning of those verses. t8 According to Ibn Taymiyya, they aIso spent time

(yabqün mudda ) memorizing the süra s of the Qur'an. Anas ibn Miilik reported that Ibn

'Umar spent about eight years memorizing the sürat al-Baqara .19

It seems crucial to Ibn Taymiyya's view of the authority of the Qur'an and the

Sunna to hold that the Prophet explained the meaning of the Qur'an. Otherwise. both

religious sources would he exposed to doubt. Ibn Taymiyya insists in fact that the Prophet

explained everything about the religion of Islam: its foundations and derivations. its outer

as weil as its inner meaning. 20

16 Ibn Taymiyya. Majmü' Famwi Ibn Taymiyya: al-Tafsir, Vol, 17.390 and his
Muqaddima fi U~ülal-TafsIr , 30-1.

17 Ibid., 36.

18 Ibid., 96.

19 Ibid., 35-6.

20 Sec " Ma'iirij al-W~ül " in Ibn Taymiyya's Majmû' Farawifrm Taymiyya: U,aI
al-Fiqh , Vol. 19 (Rabat: Maktabat aI-Ma'mf. n.d.), 155. This short treatise is aIsa



•

•

•

53

However. all the ,çaQiiba are, according ta Ibn Taymiyya, not authorities in

understanding the Qur'an. Those who are include the four rightly guided-caliohs and

such learned people as 'Abd Allah ibn Mas'üd and Ibn 'Abbas. According ta Ibn

Taymiyya. Ibn Jarir aI-Tabarï stated on the authority of Masrüq that 'Abd Allah ibn

Mas'üd used to say: "1 swear there is no god except Him. With regard to every single

verse that was reveaIed, 1know about what and where it was reveaied. If 1knew there was

someone more knowledgeable about the Book of God than me ... 1would surely visit

him." According to Ibn Taymiyya, al-A'mash stated that Mujamd, one of the great

tiibi'ün ,also said: " If 1read the reading of Ibn Mas'üd, 1do not need to ask much from

Ibn 'Abbas." 21 Referring to this tradition, Ibn Taymiyya obviously wants to stress that

among the Companions there were sorne who were actively engaged in the study of the

Qur'an and \Vere able to master its intricacies, so that their authority in explaining the

Qur'an could not be doubted.

ln particular, Ibn Taymiyya emphasizes the authority of 'Abd Allâh ibn 'Abbas in

interpreting the Qur'an. According to him, the Messenger hirnself prayed for him: " 0,

God teach him good understanding in religion and instruct him in ta'wïl ." 22 Ibn

Taymiyya qUOtes 'Abd Allâh ibn Mas'üd as saying: : "What an excellent interpreter of the

published separately. See Ma'irij aJ-Wu~ül i1ii Ma'rifat ana U~ü1 aJ·Din wa FUlÜ'ah qad
Bayyanahii aJ·Rasü1 (al-MadIna aI-Munawwara: aI-Maktaba al-'llmiyya, n.d.). Also ms
Majmü' Fatiïwii Ibn Taymiyya: Muqaddimat aJ-TafsÜ' , Vol. 13,400-3.

21 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fi U~ü1aJ·TafSÜ', 103.

22 In Ibn Taymiyya's understanding, the word "ta'wïJ" in this tradition has nothing
to do with metaphorical interpretation as it is understood by the mutalcaUimün or fuqahiP ,
for in ms opinion ta'wïJ is explanatery rather than interprelative of the apparent expression
of the text. This is different from al-Ghazilï, for example. who argucd that this tradition is a
basis for allowing the reader te interpret the Qur>an metaphorica11y or te go beyond the
apparent meaning of the text as long as that such understanding is not contradietory te the
primary sources, the Qur>an and the SUlUIa •
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Qur'an Ibn'Abbas is." 13 AI-A'mash. on the authority of Abü Wa'il. said: "At the time

of the pilgrimage • 'Abd Allah ibn 'Abbas was asked by 'Ali to aet as the leader of

pilgrimage. Ibn 'Abbas then gave a sermon. in whieh he interpreted SÜTut .11-Bu'lllra or.

aeeording to another version, sürnt ul-Nür in so adl1Ùrable a fashion that if the Romans.

the Turks and the Daylamis had heard it. they would have eonverted to Islam." In the view

of Ibn Tayl1Ùyya. sueh traditions praye that the Companions of the Prophet were truly

authoritative in interpreting the Qur'an.24

The authority of the ~alJiiba was not merely based on the fact that they had been

taught the Qur'an by the Prophet and had themselves studied it; they had also wimessed

the "occasions of reveIation" with their own eyes. According to Ibn Taynùyya, they knew

what circumstance a certain revelation was revealed in or about. So, they had a perfeet

knowledge of the revelation. In addition, they knew Qur'anic Arabie better than did later

generations. 2S

The authority of Qur'anic interpretation does not, however, end with the

Companions of the Prophet, for their knowledge of the Qur'iin was subsequently

transl1Ùtted to their Fol1owers (rabi'ün ). Ibn TaYl1Ùyya believes that the Companions

taught sorne of their Followers and insists that there is no verse of the Qur'iin which is

not known by the ~iiba and the rabi'ün . 26 In fact, according to him. a "Follower" such

as Mujiihid reeeived Qur'anic interpretation in its entirety from the ~aQàba. MujiDtid

23 Ibn Taynùyya, Naqd al-Mantiq (Cairo: Matba'at al-SuMa al-Mu~anunadiyya,
1951), 80. He points out that Ibn'Abbas was "the scholar of the umma " (Qabr al-umma ).
See his Majmü' Farawii Ibn Taymiyya: Muqaddimat al-Ta/sir, Vol. 13.282.

24 Ibn Taynùyya, Muqaddima fi U~ülal-Ta/sir, 97.

25 Ibid., 95.

26 Ibn Taynùyya. Majmü' Farawii Ibn Taymiyya: al-Ta/sir. Vol. 17. 397.415.
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said: "1 sludied ('araçtlU ) lhe Qur'an wilh Ibn 'Abbas. 1slopped al every verse of ÎllO

ask for lJis explanation." ln anolher Iradition from Mu~ammad ibn Is~aq on lhe authority of

Aban ibn ~illi~. Mujahid staled: "1 sludied the Qur'an three limes. from ilS beginning 10 ilS

end. 1slopped al every verse and 1asked him aboul il." 27 Ibn Jarïr reported from Ibn Abi

Mulayka: "1 used 10 see Mujahid asking about Qur'anic inlerpretation while he was

bringing slates. Ibn 'Abbas said: ' Wrile! ' and Mujahid did not stop until he had asked him

about ail Qur'anic interpretation." According 10 Ibn Taymiyya, Sufyan al-Thawrï said: " If

you have lhe Qur'anic interpretation of Mujahid, it is sufficient for you." Ibn Tayrniyya

maintains that al-Shafi'i and al-Bukhiiri as weil as other knowledgeable people relied

heavily on Mujahid's interpretation. Also, Ai)mad ibn l;Ianbal and the people who wrote

tafsir s followed Mujahid's method much more than anyone else's. 28 The other rabi'ün

who were considered authoritative by Ibn Tayrniyya include Sa'id ibn Jubayr, 'Ikrima, a

servant of Ibn 'Abbas, 'Ata> ibn Abi Rabii~, al-l;Iasan al-Ba~, Masruq ibn al-Ajda', Sa'id

ibn al-Musayyab, Abü al-'À!iya, al-Rabi' ibn Anas, Qatada, al-J;>ai)i)iik ibn Muzii/,lim, zayd

ibn Aslam, Tawüs and Abü al-Sha'tha'.29

The authority of the ~aQiiba and the tiibi'ün in interpreting the Qur'an was,

according to Ibn Tayrniyya, also based on their temporal proxirnity to the PropheL The age

of both the ~iiba as weil as the taoi'ün was the best age of mankind after the lime of the

PropheL The Prophet hirnself said: "The best age is the age in which 1was sent, the next

best is the generation which follows mine, and then those who come after." 30 Ibn

27 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fi U~ülal-Tafsir, 102.

28 Ibid., 37.

29 Ibid., 60-1 and 104.

30 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Farawii Ibn Taymiyya: Muqadclimat al-Tafsir, Vol. 13,
24; Aiso his Majmü' Farawii Ibn Taymiyya: U~ül al-Fiqh , Vol, 20 , 294-95 and
Mui)ammad KhaJ.ï1 Haras, Ibn Taymiyya al-Salafi, 43. However, Ibn Tayrniyya states that
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Taymiyya observes that the Companions are praised and promised Heaven by God

himself. God has stated in the Qur'an: " Certainly God was weil pleased with the believers

when they swore allegiance to you under the ttee, and He knew what was in their hearts. so

He sent down ttanquillity on them and rewarded them with a near victory." 31 God also

states: " And (as for) the foremost, the flfst of Muhifjir s and the An,'iM s, and those who

followed them in goodness. God is weil pleased with them and they are weil pleased with

His Messenger. and He has prepared for them Heaven beneath which rivers flow 10 abide

in them for ever; that is the oùghty achievement." 32 With regard to the Companions of the

Prophel, Ibn Tayoùyya mentions their virtues as foUows:

"They were the flfst believers who undenook jihâd; though facing eneoùes, they
affmned Mu~arrrrnad as the Messenger of Go<!. The Companions believed in his
words at the time when the truth of those words had not yet been proved and when
his supponers were still few compared to the infidels and the hypocrites. Above all.
they gave up their propeny for the sake of God. Their contribution cannot he
compared to that of anyone else. 33

Ibn Tayoùyya aIso quotes the following verse: "And whoever acts with hostility te

the Apostle after guidance has become manifest 10 him, and follows other than the way of

the believers. We will tum hirn to that to which he has (hirnself) tumed and malte hirn enter

hell; and il is an evil resort." 34 It is clear, from this verse, he states. that whoever folloW5

other than the way of the believers (the salai) would he punished in hell. 35 He says:

aIthough the fonner must be better than the latter, sorne of the latter could aIso he hetter
than the former. He notes the different opinions about the superiority of Mu'lI:wiya over
'Umar ibn 'Abd aI-'Azïz as a case in point. Sec his Majmü' Fatiiwà Ibn Taymiyya:
Muqaddimat al-Taisir, Vol. 13, 66.

31 Qur'an, XLVm: 18.

32 Qur'an, IX: 100.

33 Ibn Taynùyya. Majmü' Fatiiwâ Ibn Taymiyya: Muqaddimat al-Taisir, Vol 13, 66.

34 Qur'an, IV: 115.

35 Ibn Taynùyya. Naqd al-Manpq , I.
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"Whoever explains the Qur'an or the Ijadith and interprets it in a way which is not
known to the ,çal;liiba and the tiibi'ün . belies God. denies God's verses. changes
their expression from their proper place and thus opens the door of zandaqa and
'lh"'d "36l ,a ...

Ibn Taymiyya affmns. therefore. that the knowledge as well as the beliefs ot' the

salaf are the most perfect ones 37and their supremacy over those of others is not to be

doubted. He maintains that knowledge of their sayings and practices as regards. for

example, tafsïr, the foundations of Islam (u~ül al-din ) and its derivations (furu' ) etc., is

better than the knowledge of Iater generations. Similarly, it is necessary to know their

consensus and disagreement in knowledge and religion, for their consensus is infallible

(ma'~üm ) and their disagreement did not diverge from the truth. Their virtues are greater

than their errors and their error in every branch of religious sciences is less than that of the

later generations. He says, that it is forbidden to invalidate their sayings unless there is

justification for doing so on the basis of the Book and the Sunna .38

The authority of the ~aQiiba and in particular of the tiibi'un presupposes their

mutual agreement. Otherwise, their sayings are not authoritative. Ibn Taymiyya says that in

case of disagreement, the matter should be retumed back to the Qur'iin and the Sunna.39

However, Ibn Taymiyya maintains that the ~aQiiba's and the tiïbi'un's agreement was

greater than that of the following generations. In addition, disagreements among the ~iiba

36 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu' Fatiïwii Ibn Taymiyya: Muqaddimat al-Tafsir, Vol. 13,
243.

37 Ibid., 60.

38 Ibid., 24-7.

39 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu' Fatiïwii Ibn Taymiyya: U~ül al-Fiqh, Vol. 20, 14 and Abü
lahra, Ibn ijanbal, 21 1.
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have nothing to do with beliefs ('-aqiPid ). -.10 Ibn Taymiyya affirms that the nobler the

community is the greater consensus they have. Thus. whoever contradicts the Qur'anic

interpretation of the ,ç,l{Jaba and the rabi'Bn imputes lies (mufmn) to Go<!. rejecl~ (mulpid)

His verses and distorts (muparrif) the correct understanding of statements . 41

Given the aforementioned vinues of the salai. Ibn Taymiyya emphasizes that the

best way to interpret the Qur'an is to refer to their aqwiil (sayings). 42 He stresses that

the interpreter aIso shouId follow their views in dealing with the mutashiibih and

iliihiyyiit verses of the Qur'ân. Like the saJai •the interpreter should refrain from giving

an opinion on verses whieh he does not know. Abü Bakr said: " Whieh sky will proteet

me and whieh earth will help me to survive. if 1say regarding the Qur'ân things whieh 1do

not know." 'Uthmân ibn 'Al'tan also said: " 1 have not said about the Qur'ân what 1 did

not know." In another tradition, it is reported that 'Umar was angry at someone for asking

him to interpret of the word "abb" in the Qur'ân. Again. there is a tradition whieh reports

that when Sa'ïd ibn Musayyab, one of the great taai'ün , was asked about a legal matter, he

was a very enthusiastie and outspoken, but when asked regarding the Qur'ân, he was

sHent as if he had not heard the question. This shows how the salaf refrained from

speaking about the Qur'ân without knowledge ('ilm ) and avoided giving rnere personal

opinion. In faet, Ibn Taymiyya insists that the interpretation of the Qur'ân through mere

reason is forbidden 43. Aeeording to Harris Birkeland, when the proponents of tafsïr bi aJ-

40 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Faœwa Ibn Taymiyya: U~ül aJ-Fiqh. Vol. 19, 274.

41 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Faœwa Ibn Taynùyya: Muqaddimat aJ·Taisïr, Vol. 13,
243.

42 It is interesting that the word he uses is aqwal al·~aQaba or aqwal aJ-taaNn
(sayings ), neither at1Jiim (understanding) nor tafsïr (interpretation). It is very likely that
the word is ehosen to stress the necessity of precise quotations from them.

43 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fi U~ülaJ-Taisïr, 108-115.
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ma'chür emphasize the interpretation of the Qur'an through 'ilm (knowledge) what they

mean is interpretation through aJ-~adïth . In case of Ibn Taymiyya. however. it is not

merely tradition. but also the Qur'an as weil as the sayings of the Prophet's Companions

and their Followers and to sorne extent the sayings of Arabic philologists which have to be

taken into account in interpreting the Qur'ITn.

The iuterpreter also should not make taJ:uïf or tIl'wiJ 44 of the apparent meaning of

the text. According ta Ibn Taymiyya, when the saJaf dealt with God's attributes and

names, they did not change the meanings of the apparent expressions through their tIl'wiJ .

What they did was to apply the apparent. meaning of the verses, neither affirming il nor

denying il. They submitted (tafwïç1 and taslùn ) the true meaning of it ta Gad alone who

is Omniscient. For Ibn Taymiyya, ta change the apparent meaning of the text through ta'wiJ

or majlIz (rhetorical considerations) irnplies that reason can determine its true sense, but

reason, as mentioned repeatedly abave, cannat be trusted. Sa R. Marston Speight is right

in saying that the supporters of tafsïr bi aJ-ma'thür equate the use of ra'y (persol'.aI

opinion) with hawiï (whims), 45 though Ibn Taymiyya's main argument is that reason is

unreliable besides being subject to perlional whims.

44 Both terms are used by Ibn Taymiyya. However, he prefers to use taJ:uïf, which is
c1early condemned by God in the ~&11"an, though that verse concems the Jews who are
described as the people who changed the word (aJ-kalima ) and the m~:ming of the te"t.
The word ta'wïl does not have a negati'/e connotation in the Qur'an where it usually
means "ta return to the point." But, when Ibn Taymiyya criticizes ta'wiJ ,what he means
is ta'wiJ as it is understaod by the philosophers, the mutakallimün and the fuqahiP •

45 See his "Function of I;Iadïth as Com'1lentary on the Qur'an as Seen in the Six
Authoritative Collections ", in Andrew Rippin, ed., Approache.~ to the History of the
Intetpretation ofthe Qur>iin, 67.



•

•

•

ôO

C. Ibn Taymiyya's View on .he Sa/iii' s Disagreement

It is very clear that Ibn Taymiyya strongly urges later Muslims to follow the

Qur'anic interpretaticn of the sala!. But. which opinion of the salai should one follow?

The problem with the salaf '~ raIsïr is their own disagrecment. It is obvious that there is

no settled opinion among them re~arding the meaning of certain expressions of the

Qur'an. The same is true of reports on the "occas:c;;s of revelation." Each of the saillf

seems to have had his own understanding or interpretation of the revelation. Ibn Taynuyya

is not unaware of this problem. But. according to hirn. the saJaI's disagreement cannot be

taken as a reason for the rejection of their authority in Qur'arUc interpretation. His stance

is based on two reasons. First. although there are disagreements among them. the

traditions which were needed in religion are available and their soundness or unsoundness

also c:.., be known. Secondly. the disagreement of traditions cannot be deemed a

contradiction (ikhtiliïf taçliidd ) but a diversity of views (ikhtiliïf tanawwu' ). 46

1. The Reliability of Traditions Can be Known

Ibn Taymiyya observes that disagreement in Qur'arUc interpretation can take two

forms: a/-naql (the traditions) 47 and isridliil (reasoning). As regards the former, he

stresses that the traditions, whether transrnitted from the trustworthy or untrustworthy

people, can be divided into two categories: the traditions whose soundness (~Qi!I ) and

46 Ibn Tayrniyya, Majmü' Farawii Ibn Taymiyya: Muqaddimar al-Tafslr, Vol. 13,
381 and bis Majmü'Farawii Ibn Taymiyya: U$ül al-Fiqh. Vol. 19. 139·41.

47 By al-naql • Ibn Tayrniyya means: al-Qur'lin. al-I;Iadith • the sayings of $~iba
and those of the taoi'ÜD. See bis Majmü' Farawif Ibn Taymiyya: Muqaddimat al-TafsIr,
Vol. 13,29. What Ibn Tayrniyya seems ta rnean here is the traditions. See Muqaddima Il
U$ül al-Tafsïr , 55·79.
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unsoundness (kidhb ) can be known and those of which cannot be 50 known. Ibn

Taymiyya main tains that the disagreement of the traditions occurs as regards the second

category which, according to him, mostly discusses things which are not important (ma la

fii'ida fihi ) such as the tradition concerning the color of the dog of the people of the

Kahf, or the cow in the story of Moses. the size of the ship of the Prophet Noah, the name

of the child who was killed by Khiçlr and 50 forth. Ali these traditions were not transoùtted

soundly from the Prophet, though Ihere are sound traditions regarding the sarne story

such as a tradition inforDÙng us that the name of the Companion of Moses is Khiçlr. 48

There also are traditions which are not transoùtted from the Prophet but from

people of the Book like Katb a1-A1)bar, Wahb ibn a1-Munabbih and Mu1)arnmad ibn Is1)aq.

These traditions shouId not be validated or invalidated except with evidential argument

(1)ujja ).49 As fcr the Isrli'iliyyiit traditions, Ibn Tayoùyya classifies them into three

categories: flrst, the Islii'illyyiit traditions which confmn the truth we have. Such traditions

are undoubtedly true and can therefore be accepted. Secondly, there are I:srii'ïIiyyiit

traditions whose unsoundness is obvious for they contradict the truth we have. These

traditions are to be rejected. Thirdly, there are certain Isrii'ïIiyylit traditions whose

soundness or unsoundness is doubtful. As regards these traditions. Ibn Tayoùyya

maintains that they shouId neither be accepted nor rejected. To transoùt them is pernùtted.

particularly if there is a useful lesson (fii'ida ) in them. The Messenger of God. Ibn

Tayoùyya says. stated: " Transoùt from me even if only one verse and from the Bam

Isrii'ï1 without hesitation; and whoever intentionally lies about me will take bis place in

fll'C." sa According te Ibn Taynùyya, the IsIii'iliyyiit traditions contain a lot of disagreement

48 Ibid., 56.

49 Ibid.• 57.

50 Ibid.• 100 and bis Majmü' FatawifIbn Taymiyya: U$iiI al-Fiqh. Vol. 19.6-7. Abü
Zahra, 1bfI Taymiyya •224.
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on such things as the opinions about the names of birds which were brought to life by God

to show a sign to Abraham or about the trees which talked to Moses. Bu:. according to

him. such Isrii'iliyyât traditions may be used for rafsïr as long as they are included in the

fust and the third categories mentioned earlier. 51 He affurns that the transmission or use

of Isrâ'ïliyyât traditions by the salat' had nothing to do with belief (aJ·i'tiqiïd ) but with

making or iilustrating a point (aJ.istishhiïd). 52

Accordiug to Ibn Taymiyya, similar traditions have also been transmitted from the

tiïbi'ün . These traditions, according to Ibn Taymiyya, are accepted as long as they are

unanimously agreed upon. In case of disagreement, however, such traditions cannot be

taken as a proof in an argument, and confirmation should be sought in reports from the

$aQiïba , for it is very likely that they heard it from the Prophet or from the people who

heard it from the Prophet. The sayings of the $aQiïba are more reliable than those of the

tiïbi'ün for they referred te :hç ~;::ople of the Book less than the taôi'ün did. In fact, they

even refused ta confirm the opinions of the people of the Book. 53

Ibn Taymiyya is convinced that the contradiction of traditions in tafsir merely

occurs in case of traditions which have no proof (dalil ) for their va,idity. 54 He believes

that if th" tradition is valid it would not be contradictory. Ibn Taymiyya emphasizes that

51 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fi U$ül aJ-Tafsïr, 55-7. 98-101.

52 ~abri aI-Mutawalli concludes that in the view of Ibn Taymiyya it is justified ta use
mawqüf, maqlii' or mursal traditions in tafsïr for tertuai evidence (shawlhid ) and
taking a lesson (i'tibar ). Sec his ManiIaj Ibn Taymiyya fi Tafsïr aJ-Qur'an aJ-Kar.m
(c..lÏro: 'AIarn aI-Kutub, 1981),68.

53 This is based on the tradition: " If the people of the Book tell (something) ta you,
do not confirm them, nor negate them." Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fi UIiU aJ-Tafsir. S7·
8.

54 Ibid., 58.
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the traditions relating to religion and taf,Ïr in particular . are available and their

necessary soundness is known. In facto a considerable number of the traditions needed

for caf,ir are transmined from the Prophet. though most of them. as in maghazi (military

campaigns) and malii1}im (bloody fights). are mara$ïl. 55 Thus. AJ:unad ibn l;Ianbai stated:

"Three things that have no acceptable chains of transmission (isniid ): al-tafsir. al-malii1}im

and al-maghiizï ." 56 To Ibn Taymiyya, however. marifsil are acceptable.57

Ibn Taymiyya emphasizes the necessity of the soundness of tradition. He ~.sserts,

for example, that the tradition should be free from lies, fabrication, intended error, cheating,

and that the transminer should be free from making mistakes and being forgetful. though

he does not explain how one can determine that a certain tradition is not a lie, fabrication,

error, etc. It is likeJy, however, that those who are familiar with 'ulüm al-/;Jadith would

not find it difficult to determine such maners, so that Ibn Taymiyya seems to consider it

unnecessary to explain the ways of doing 50. Nevertheless, he stresses the importance of

the science of knowing the ll'ansmitters of /;Jadith ('ilm al-rijiil). 58

To Ibn Taymiyya, the piety of the Companions Iike Ibn Mas'üd, Ubayy ibn Ka'b,

Ibn 'Umar, Jiibir, Ibn Sa'id and Abü Hurayra is not to he doubted. They are the people

55 Mursal (pl. mariisiI ) is the tradition transmitted from the Prophet Mu1;tarnmad but
with a chain of transmission which is .lot connected to the Prophet or ends with the
riibi'ün.. Sec the notes of 'Adnan Zarzür in Muqaddima fi U~ül al-Tafsir. 62; also sec Ibn
Taymiyya. Majmü' Farawii Ibn Taymiyya: al-l;ladith, Vol. 18 (Rabat: Maktabat aI­
Ma'arif. n.d.), 8. Also $ub1;ti $li1i1;t. 'Ulüm al-l;ladith wa Mu~ta1/1.!ltth (Beirut: Dar aI-'fim li
a1-MalayÜl. 1988), 166.

56 Ibid.• 59.

57 Abü Zai.ra observes that this stance of Ibn Taymiyya toward tradition is different
from that of al-Ghazali. to whom ooly those traditions which are clearly transmitted from
the Prophet directly are aulhoritative. Sec Abü Zahra, Ibn Taymiyya. 235.

58 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fi U~ülal-Tafsir • 62-4.
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who could not have lied about Ùle Prophet They were also free from committing mistakes

and being forgetful. ln addition. Ùley were morally sound. They llad never stolen or robbed

(qa!{a' al-{arïq ) nor had they been untrustworthy witnesses. The same is true of the

ttibi'ün of Medina. Mecca. Syria and Basra. Those people had never lied about the

Prophet. particularly to the people who were higher than them. 59 Sorne of them are also

said to have had a very good memory such as al-Sha'bï. al-Zuhrï, 'Urwa, Qatàda and al­

ThawrL ln his time, it was said that al-Zuhrï had never forgotten in spite of his

considerable tradi::ions and his extensive memorizations. 60

However, according to Ibn Tay~yya. mistakes and forgetfulness are sometimes

unavoidable in human beings. T!';s i~ particuIarly the case with traditions which have

different paths of transmission. A trlldition which leports the Prophet buying a camel from

Jlibir is a case in point Considering the different paths of transmission. the tradition is

sound. How('.ver. there are different reports about the priee. Ibn Taymiyya can tolerate the

presence of a mistake in a part of a long tradition:

"If a long tradition. for example. is rt;ported by two different authorities without
having made a secret agreement (muwiila'a ). it is prevented (imtana 'a ) from
having a mistake as it is prevented from being a lie. for a mistalte would not occur
in a long different story. but in a part of it If (someone) tells a long differe'lt stary
and another tells a sirnilar one without muwâla'a. the tradition as whole is
guaranteed to be free from having a mistake just as it is guaranteed as a whole ta
be free from lie without muwoï:ta'a ." 61

ln Ibn Taymiyya's view. shared by Bukhan. a mistalte in a part of a tradition does

not invalidate the soundness of that tradition particularly if that tradition is accepted and

59 Ibid.

60 Ibid.• 64-5.

61 It is very likely that by muwiila'a he means secret agreement between
transmitters of tradition. Ibid.• 65.
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affirmed by knowledgeable people who. in his view. would not make an agreement on

error (ç/alfila ). He is strongly convinced that knowledgeable people cannot agree in

affinning a weak tradition or in lying about a sound one. Once they make an agreement in

judging the status of a tradition. the result is bound to be known. In his eyes. their ijmfi'

(consensus) is ma'$üm (infallible). ~2 Unfortunately he does not explain who the

knowledgeable people are and how they make an ijma' or how do we know that a certain

tradition is agreed upon by them. So far as 1 am aware. he leaves questions like these

unanswered. In any case, the ijma' of the knowledgeable people is crucial both in his

accepting and rejecting a tradition. In his opinion, for exarnple. aIthough the status of the

tradition might be that of al-~adith .l1-ghanb , it is obligatory to know if it was accepted,

affumed and practiced by the umma . For instance, the tradition, "Surely deeds (are

judged) by their intentions" was at fmt a ~adith ghanô which later becarne a mutawatir.

Another exarnple is the tradition: " No will (may be made to the benefit of) an înheritor."

He notes that this is too accepted and affumed by the umma and must be followed,

though in al-Sunan it is not considered as a sound tradition. 63 Ibn Taymiyya applies the

same ruIe to al-~adfth al-wiqlid. He states:

"A khabar a/-wiqlid which becornes generally accepted has to be known
according to the majority of the 'uIama> from the followers of Abü l;Ianifa, Miilik,
al-Shafi'i and Al,unad. It is aIso the opinion of the majority of aI-Ash'ari's followers
like Isfarii'ïni, Ibn Fürak. that though it only conveys probability (aJ-lJWI ), when it
is supponed by the ijmii' of the knowledgeable , it is in the position of the ijmii'
on law which is based on analogy or khabar aJ-wiqlid in which. according ta the
majority, the law becomes qa1'f. It is not qa1'f, when it is without ijmii'; ijmii' is
infaIlible because the knowledgeable people in Islamic law (aJ-l$kiim aJ-shar'iyya )
do not make agreement in aIlowing what is forbidden nor in forbidding what is

62 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Fatiïwii Ibn Taymiyya: aJ-~adith. Vol. 18, 16-7,41,49.
SI.

63 What he means by a/-Sunan is apparently the collection of traditions by Abü
DiIwüd. Ibid.. 49.
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lawful. The same is true of the knowledgeable people in tradition. they do not make
agreement in validating a false tradition nor invalidating a sound one..." />l

ln this quotation. Ibn Taynùyya seems to l:onsider ijmii' as a deternùnant fal:tor in

deciding the acceptance or rejection of traditions. He does emphasizes. however. that in

case a tradition is unreliable but the umma affll1Tls and accepts it, ijmii' on it must be

rejected; unfortunately he does not give an example of this situation. 65 What can be said

on the basis of his latter principle is that he does not blindly adhere to the classification of

traditions made by the knowledgeable people but is always ready to exanùne a tradition

critically. Given this standpoint. he easily has a large number of traditions available for

tafsïr .

It has been mentioned above that AlJmad Ibn l;Ianbal warned that most traditions

used in tafsïr are mursal. i.e. traditions going back to the Prophet without the intennediary

link of a Companion. The mu(Jaddithün (traditionists) cllssify such traditions as (fa'if

("weak" traditions).66 Muslim. the second great traditionist afler Bukhiri , for example,

said: "Mursal in our opinion and in the opinion of people knowledgeable in reports

(akhbiir) cannot be used as proof." 67 To Ibn Taymiyya, however, such a tradition is

acceptable as long as it docs not amount to error and is not fabricated, though he docs not

explain those qualifications. He says:

"And the mariisil • if the paths of their transmission are numerous and frec from
planned secret agreement or unplanned agreement, are undoubtedly sound ...

64 Ibid., 41.

65 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fi U~ülal-Tafsïr, 67.

66 The other weak traditions are al-munqati' , al-mu'~çIal, al-mudaUas, al-mu'allal,
al-mu(ipuib, aI-maqlüb , aI-shiidhdh , al-munkar and aI-matriik • ~ubl}i ~iIQI, 'Uiüm al·
I;fadith, 165-207.

67 Ibid., 166.
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Whenever the tradition is free from intended lie and error. it is authentic without any
doubt." 68

It is very likely that Ib:l Taymiyya's acceptance of mursaJ traditions is rooted in his

belief in the authority of the tiibi'ün ir. interpreting the Qur'an . He seems to think that

although in its transmission. a tradition ends with the tiibi'ün and is not connected

through the Companions to the Prophet. the tiïbi'ün themselves were in their own right one

of the best generations of the Muslims. as mentioned by the Prophet. ln addition, he would

probably have been aware that the majority of the 'ulama' did not consider aJ-/;Iadïth aJ­

mursaJ as aJ-/;Illdïth aJ-ç/a'if. 69

il has been mentioned earHer that Ibn Tayrniyya accepts the use of Isra'illyyat

traditions by the $Il/Iiibâ and the laoi'ün in tafsïr because, in his opinion, such traditions

are meant not for i'tiqiid (beliefs) but for istishhiid (evidence). Furtherrnore. he makes

the further qualification that in case of tl1lditions hearing on /;Ialiil and /;Iariim or legal

matters, their use should be strict 70 and any tradition regarding such matters should he

rejecled unless il is sound withoUI doubt. However, this is not bis stance on non-legal

matters. He, for example, allows the use of al-/;Iadïth al-ç/a'if for shawiibid (evidence)

and i'tibar (taking a morallesson). 11 In this respect, he refers to bis I;Ianbalite master,

Al:imad ibn I;Ianbai who, according ID Ibn Tayrniyya, allowed the traditions of 'Abd Allah

ibn Lahi'a for purposes of shawiibid ete. even though he forbade Ibn Lam'aos traditions

for the other purposes. Ibn Tayrniyya mentions that 'Abd Allah ibn Lahi'a, the Qar,1Ï of

Egypt, was one of the most virtuous men as weil as one of the people who narrated the

68 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddùna fi U~ülal-Tafsïr , 62.

69 ~ubl;ü ~iiliI;I, 'Ulüm al-I;ladïth , 66.

70 Ibn Tayrniyya, Majmü' Farawii Ibn Taymiyya: al-I;ladïth, Vol. 18,65.

71 ~abri al-Mutawa11i, Manhaj Ibn Taymiyya fi Tafsir al-Qur'iiiJ al-Karim ,68.
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most traditions. But because his books were bumt his later traditions are mixed with

mistakes. n Such traditions are still useful for shawifhid and j·tib.Ïf .

Ibn Taymiyya also notes that it is allowed to use al-iJadîth al-{ia'îf if its content

comprises targhîb and tarhîb. He quotes Al)mad ibn l:Ianbal who said: "If a tradition deals

with iJaliïl and iJaram (legal malters) we are strict regarding chains of transmission and if

it deals with targhîb and tarhîb we are lenienl" Ibn Taymiyya points out that this is one of

the reasons why the 'ulama' use al-iJadîth al-{ia'îf (weak tradition) for fa{iiPil al-'l'mal

(virtuous deeds). By 50 doing, they do not intend, however. to make them the basis of

legally suggested deeds ( istiQbab) for istiiJoob is an Islamic legal matter which shouid he

based on an Islamic legal argument (dahI shar'î ). 73

Although he seems lenient or uncriticaltoward al-iJadîth al-{la'îf, Ibn Taymiyya is

in fact very critical, even towards al-iJadîth al-mulawatir. It seems that his basic principle

in relation to traditions is that every tradition shouid he scrutinized \:ritically, bath from the

point of view of content (matn ) and from that of chains of transmission (isniid ). He

maintains that the fact that a tradition is transmitted by a trusty transmitter does not

guarantee its soundness. He points out several examples. One of them is the tradition of Ibn

'Abbas reporting that Mul)ammad on entering the Ka'ba (al-Bayt ) did not pray, while

in fact he did. Again, the tradition of Ibn 'Umar, reporting that the Prophet performed

'urnra in the month of Rajab, while in fact Mul)ammad did not perform 'urnra except in

72 Ibn Tayrniyya, Muqaddima fi U$ül al-TafsÜ', 69.

73 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Fatiiwii Ibn Taymiyya: al-J:ladîth. Vol. 18, 65. ~ubI}I ~iliI;I
notes that Ai}mad ibn l;Ianbal is one of the imams who aIIowed the use of aHladîth al-(la'if
in fa9ii'il a'miil (virtuous deeds). However, he emphasizes that what the imim means by
al-iJadîth al-{1a'îf is not the sarne as is understood today, for in the lime of AI;unad ibn
l;IanbaI, the traditions had not yet been divided except into al-~~ and al-(la'if. What he
means by al-iJadîth al-(la'if is therefore still comprise<! within what we cali al-~ad1th al·
~asan now. See bis 'Wüm al-J:ladîth, 210.
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the month of Dhü al-Qa'da. 74 Ali these mistakes are found in tradiùons transmitted by

Ibn 'Abbas and Ibn 'Umar, who are deemed to he trustworthy.

As regards traditions, according to Ibn Taymiyya, there are two groups: the

mutlkiillimün and the people who claimed to he follower of the tradition. The fust group is

far from knowing the sound from the unsound traditions and they doubt the

trustworthiness of traditions. The second group comprises people who invariably follow

the traditions when their transmitters are deemed to he reliable.7S Both groups exaggerate

their position. Although there are traditions which are doubtful, this judgment cannot he

applied to all traditions. for the traditions .which ale necessary to religion remain available

and their soundness also can he known. On the other hand. Ibn Taymiyya also disagrees

with the second type of attitude which easily accepts the traditions of the trusted

transmiuer. since there is no guarantee that the transmitters are necessarily free from

mistakes. What he emphasizes, then, is the necessity of a critical attitude toward tradition

even al-Qadith aJ·mutawiitir. He believes that this is the attitude of the knowledgeable

people in tradition. He describes what the knowledgeable people did in dealing with

traditions:

"Just as they used a Qadith which has a lapsc of memory for evidencc (istishhiid)
and consideration (i'tibar ) • they invalidated the tradition whosc transmitters are
trustworthy (thiqa ), honest (~adüq ) and accurate (çtoo# ) in case of its mistakes
are obvious. They are guided by instructions named as 'ibn 'jJal aJ-QadIth and this
is one of the noblest sciences among them ." 76

74 See bis Muqaddima fi U~ülal-Ta/sIr, 71-2 and the instructive notes by the editer.
'Adna!! Zarzür.

75 Ibid.• 74.

76 Ibid., 70.
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ln Ibn Taymiyya's view. al-iJadïth al-ç/a·jf should not necessarily be reje,ted

because it can be used for shawiïhid and i·"tibiÏr. Nor ,an the traditions of trustworthy

people he blindly accepted, for their mistakes are also sometimes obvious. This ,ritkal

attitude, according to Ibn Taymiyya. can he a,hieved by masterng 'ilm 'ilal <Il-iJtldïth

( science of the faults of tradition) and by referring to the ijmiï' of knowledgeable people in

tradition for their agreement is infallible. Through this knowledge. al:Cording to Ibn

Taymiyya, the soundness of the traditions on t.alsïr can he recognized.

The fabricated traditions too can he distinguished just as the sound ones cano Ibn

Taymiyya acknowledges that the numher of fabricated traditions (al-iJadïth aJ-maw{iü') in

taisïr are many. He refers to the traditions of al-Tha'iabi and al·Wal).idi . He acknowledges

that al-Th:l'!ab' \\las undoubtedly a virtuous and pious man but because he was not aware

of invented traditions he gathered those traditions together with the sound ones. The

same is true of his companion, al-Wal}idi. Although he was more knowledgeable than al­

Tha'labi in Arabie, he was farther from the way of the salai. Ibn Taymiyya also mentions

several examples of fabricated traditions, such as a tradition connecting some Qur'anic

verses to'Ali. One of them is the verse: " (There is ) a guide for every people " 77.

According to the Shi'ites. the "guide" mentioned in this verse is 'Ali. The other one is the

verse: "The retaining ear might retain it " 78. In relation to this verse too, they claimed that

" the retaining ear " of the verse refers to 'Ali ibn Abi Tiilib. 79 According Ibn Taymiyya,

such fabricated traditions are found in sorne tafsïr s, however, their existence cannot he a

reasonable argument of rejecting tafsïr bi aJ-ma'thür for the reliability of traditions can he

known.

77 Qur'an. XII: 7.

78 Qur'an. LXIX: 12.

79 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fi U~ül aJ·Tafsïr. 75-8.
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2. The Salaf's Disagreement was not Mutually Conrradictory

The secnnd reason for accepting rafsir through traditions is based on Ibn

Taymiyya's observation that the salafs' disagreement cannot be deemed as contradictory

in its nature ( ikhtilfif tac;iadd ) but only signifies diversiry (ikhtilfif tanawwu' ). 80 Their

point, according to Ibn Taymiyya, was essentially the same although it was expressed in

different words. He gives four reasons why the salaf 's opinions tend to be incorrectly

regarded as contradictory.

Il. The salaf did not always use the fil:>: name ofa thing

One reason is that salai often did not refer to something by its usual or original

name ( bi 'aynih ), but rather used its second or a simiIar name or equivalent (naprih ),

e.g. by using the word al-\çiïrim or al-muhannad instead of al-say{ (sword). It is also

like calling Gad al-RaQmiïn rather than Alliih. To do 50 is surely pennitted for the Qur'an

itself confirms: "Say: cali upon Allah or caU upon al-RaQmiin (the Beneficent ),

whichever you call upon, He has the best names". 81 But it should be reaIized that the word

al-RilQmiin is not the frrst name of God. The Prophet MUQarnrnad himself is a1so often

called AQmad. al-i;liishir, al-MiiQi, al-'Aqib. Similarly, the Qur'an is often called al­

FlllTliïn (what separating the false from the true), al-Dhikr (the Remembrance ), al-Hudii

(the Guidance), al-Shifii' (the Healing), al-Bayin (the Explanation) and al-Kitiib (the

Book). Although different names are used, the named thing ( al-musanunii ) is the same.

80 Ibid., 381. Also his Majmü' Fatiiwii Ibn Taymiyya: U~ü1 al-Fiqh, Vol. 19, 139-
41.

81 Qur'an, XVII: 110.
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By using a variety of names. Ibn Taymiyya emphasizes. the sahjf did not intend to

contradict the original name or meaning at ail. X2

As an example. Ibn Taymiyya refers to the following verse of the Qur'an: "And

whoever turns away from dhikr his shall surely be a straitened life. and We will raise him

on the day of resurrection, bIind." 83 According to him, there are two interpretations of

dhikr , viz. " remembrance of God" (dhikr Allah ) or " word of God" (kalâm Allah) , the

Qur'an. Both meanings, from the point of view of grammar are reasonable. The first

meaning is justified by the consideration that Gad is an object. While in the second

meaning, God is understood as the subject. Ibn Taymiyya prefers the understanding kaliim

Allah. However, both dhikr Allah or kaliim Allah, Ibn Taymiyya stresses, are essentially

the same, for the named Olle (al-musammii ) is the sarne (AIIah).84 Another example is al­

$irJf al-musmqim (the straight path ). There are two interpretations of this expression: the

Qur'an and Islam. Both meanings are derived from the Prophet's traditions which come

l'rom the same authority, aI-Tinnidhi. In this respect, Ibn Taymiyya emphasizes that these

two meanings of the text are in harmony (muttafiqiin ) for they could together be

understood to mean that Islam is to foIIow the Qur'an. According to Ibn Tayrniyya, such

different descriptions basically signify the same essence. 85

82 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Fatiiwii Ibn Taymiyya: U~ül al-Fiqh, Vol. 19,38. Also
his Majmu'at al-Rasii'il wa al-Masii'il, Vol. 1 to 3 (Beirut: Dar aI-Kutub al-'lImiyya,
1992), 198.

83 Qur'an, XX: 124.

84 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fi U~ülal-Tafsïr , 40.

85 Ibid., 41-2 and bis Majmü'at al-Rasii'il wa al-Masa'il, Vol. 1-3, 199.



•

•

•

73

b. ii' çcead ofusing ageneral name, che salaf used ils variecies

The other source of the salaf' s disagreement is their tendency ta use the generai

name' (al-ism al-'ifmm ) by using a particular foem of it (naw' ) either for stressing ils

similarity or for altracting the listener's attention. For example, when a foreign man

wanted aJ-khubz (the general ward for bread) he used the ward raghïf (a loaf of bread)

but what he wanted was bread. not a raghif in particular. The same case relates to

~m Ji nafsih. muqril$id and sifbiq bi al-khayriir in the verse: " Then we gave the

Botok for an inheritance to those whom We chose from among Our servanlS; but of them is

he who makes his sou! to suffer a Joss (~m Ji nafsih ), and of them is he who takes a

middle course (muqCiJ$id ). and of them is he who is foremost in deeds of goodness (saôiq

bi aJ-khayriir ). 86 Those words signify something general: aJ-~ li naisih basically

includes anyone who neglecls religious obligations (aJ-wiijibiit ) and violates religious

prohibitions (aJ-mullanamiit): muqta$id refers to whoever practices aJ-wiijibiit and

avoids commiuing aJ-mullanamiit ; and siibiq bi aJ-khayriit covers anyone who goes

beyond aJ-wiijibiit iLld approaches (taqarrab ) Gad witt. good deeds (aJ-lIasaniit ). Sorne

of the salai • however. understood or interpreted them specifically in terrns of the levels of

obedience (anwif' aJ-Wilt ) stating that aJ-saôiq is the person who prays at the beginning of

the appointed time; muqCiJ$id is the persan who prays in the middle of the appointed lime

and pJim Ji nafsih is the person who prays toward the end of the appointed tirne. Later.

other interpreters understood those expressions in terrns of propeny. asserting that aJ·

siibiq is someone who gives alms in addition to what is obligatory; aJ-muqtiJ$id is

someone who merely gives the obligatory alms and does not receive" an exploitative

interest" (aJ-ribii ); while~m li naisih is semeo\.:: who receives al-ribii or who

86 Qur'an. XXXV: 32.
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refuses to give the obligatory alms. These examples indicale Ihal a general n~me is

underslood or interpreled in panicular lerms. According 10 Ibn Taymiyya. 10 express

something by using an example ( bi al-mithiil ) makes il easier to understand than a precise

definition does. 87

The point that Ibn Taymiyya is trying to make through these arguments is

apparently related, among other things, to the disagreement regarding the occasions of

revelation (asbab al-nuzii! ). In this connection. Ibn Taymiyya seems to realize th,1l there

are many verses in which the general was specified to a panicular case. Such cases are

often related to a panicular person. For.example. the verse on #hiir was reveaied with

reference to the wife of Thâbit ibn Qays; the verse on li'iin was occasioned by 'Uwaymir

aI-'Ajlanï or HiIiii ibn Umayya: the verse of kaliila referred to Jâbir ibn 'Abd Allah; the

verse "And that you should judge between them by what Allah has revealed" 88 was

connected to the Quray~ and the NaQir nibes; the verse "He from whom it is averred on

that day " was related to the battIe of Badr, and so forth. In other words, those verses which

are essentially generai are undtrstood in a somewhat panicular manner . Ibn Taymiyya,

however, maintains that although these verses wp.re reveaied about panicular persons or

occasions, they are surely not specific to them. 89 Therefore, he afflTl11S that what should be

paid attention to is not the mere variety of the names or panicularities of the occasions of

revelation, for the audience of the revelation includes both panicular persons and occasions

as weil as others. He asserts that knowing the particular occasions of revelation is

87 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fi U$iil al·Tafsïr , 43·4 and his Majmü' Fatawii Ibn
Taymiyya: Muqaddimat al-Tafsïr, Vol. 13,382·84.

88 Qur'an, V: 49.

89 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmii' Fatawii Ibn Taymiyya: U$iil al-Fiqh, Vol. 19, 14-S in
addition to his Majmü'at al-Masii'il wa al-Rasa-.jJ, Vol. 1-3, 199.
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undoubtedly very important because it wouId help the reader to have a better understanding

of it, content, (aJ-munazzaJ J. \Xl

c. The Possibility chat a ward has two meanings

The other source of the salai 's disagreement is the fact that a word may very

often be ambivalent in meaning (il,Jtimiil al-lai~ ilii al-amrayn ) as either mushtarak (one

word has several meanings) or mutall'ii,ti' (one word wiùch can refer to several things). An

examp!e of the [lfst is a word iike qaswara which has two probable meanings: al-riimi

(archer) and al-asad (a lion); or like 'as'as which can mean iqbiil al-Iayl (the corning of

night) and idbiir al-Iayl (the end of night ). An example of ml!tawii,ti' is the verse: "Then

he drew near (danii ), then he bowed (tadallii )."91 Regarding the "he" in the sentence "he

drew near " (danii ), the exegetes have different opinions. One of them maintained that

"he" refers to Gabriel, while the other maintained that "He" refers to Go<!. The case of

verses wa l-fajri , wa layiilin 'ashrin , wa sh-shai'i wa l-watri is sirnilar. 92 Ibn Taymiyya

assens that all different meanings of a verse which come from the salaf can he accepted

for three reasons. First. it was very likely that the verse was revealed two times thus

causing a variation in meaning. Second, that the expression itself is mushtarak. According

to Ibn Tayrniyya, most legal schools, like the Miilikites, the Shafi'ites, the l;Ianbalites and

many of the theologians permitted ail meanings of that expression. Third. the word or

90 Ibn Tayrniyya, Muqadclima fi U~ülal-Tafsïr , 45-7.

91 Qur'an, Lill: 8.

92 According to 'Adnan zarzür, "al-Fajr "could referto "aJ-Nahiir" as well as to
"~iit al·~ubl,J" Sec his notes in Muqaddima fi U~ülal·Tafsir. 50.
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expression might be murawiIri' . This is also justitïed in so far as there is no specifi.:

qualification (takh,çi$ ). 93

d. The sala.! expressed a meaning with words close in meaning

The disagreement of the salaf is also related to the fact that instead of expressing

ideas by using synonyms (muwiidifiît ) of the words. they rather used approximate words

(alfiî? mutaqiiriba ). To Ibn Taymiyya. the reason for this is clear. Synonym for cenain

Qur'anic words are hard to find. What the salaf chose then were words which were

considered to have meanings close to the fus!. This is the case with their Qur'anic

interpretations. The word mawr in yawma tamiiru s-samii'u mawrJ (On the day when the

heaven will move with (awful) movement) 94 was interpreted al-~araka . The word al­

~araka, according to Ibn Taymiyya, is not a synonyrn of al-mawr , but an approximate

word. The word al-~araka (movement), however, could he used for al-mawr because

al-mawr itself means "a soft and fast movement". Also al-wa~y (revelation) is

sometimes interpreted as al-i'liim (information). This is œrtainly accepted because al-waQy

is basically a secret and fast information. Another example is yaftinünaka 9S

which is interpreted as yuzïghünaka wa ya~u(i(iünaka (to turn you away). or Iii rayb

which is interpreted as Iii ~hakka (no doubt). In the opinion of Ibn Taymiyya, al-shakk is

also not a synonym of al-rayb, but it is a close word, for al-rayb implies i(iliriib

(disruption) and ~araka (movement), while al-shakk does not imply such rneanings.

Again, the same applies to dhiilika al-ldtaôu which is understood as hiidhii al-Qur'ïinu •

The second is not a synonym of the fust The word hiidhii refers ta sornething rather

93 Ibid., 51.

94 Qur'an, LU: 9.

95 The verse that the expression occurs in is the following: "wa in kiïdü layaftinünaka
'an al-IadhI aw~aynii ilayka." Sec Qur'an, XVU: 73.
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near and present while dhiilika on the contrary suggeslS something distant In addition. al­

kitiIb is not necessarily ih-Ijur'iIn for me former is basically something wrillen while al­

Qur'iIn is a word which has more to do with reading. Al! of these are examples of the

disagreemenlS among the salai. 96

Ibn Taymiyya strongly argues that me disagreement of the salai amounts to

diversity not contradiction. Thus, there is no reason to reject their authority in interpreting

the Qur'an. Moreover, he emphasizes. that the disagreements in interpreting the Qur'an in

fact occurred among people who use the method of istidJiiJ (rational method). According

to Ibn Taynùyya, the proponents of this method are of two kinds. First, they are the people

who have had certain convictions which they try to impose on the words of the Qur'an.

On the other hand are people who interpret the Qur'an exclusively in terms of the Arab

speech, ignoring the speaker (ai-mutakaIlim bih ), the audience (mukhiitab ) and the

context (siyiiq al-ka/iim ). The flfst group is more concerned with the meaning and the

second with the word.

The people whom Ibn Taymiyya accuses of having irnposed their beliefs on the

Qur'an are the Kharijiles, the RafiQiles, the Jahnùtes, the Mu'tazililes, the QadarileS and

Murji'ites. The Mu'tazilites include 'Abd al-Ral,tmiïn al-Kaysan aI-A~amm, al-Shaykh

Ibrahim ibn 'Ulayya, Abü 'Ali al-Jubba'i, al-QaQi 'Abd al-Jabbiir, 'Ali ibn 'lsa al­

Rummani and Abü al-Qasirn al-zamakhshari. The laler Shi'iles like al-Mufid, Abü Ja'far

al-'fiisi tol' seem to have becn il' agreement with the Mu'tazilile doctrines. They, according

to Ibn Taymiyya, irnposed thei- l ·:liefs on the Qur'an, ignoring the interpretations of the

Companions of the Prophet. their FoUowers and the imams of the Muslirns .97

96 Ibn Taynùyya, Muqaddima fi U$ül a/-Tafsir. 53.

'n Ibid.• 85.
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What is the best raf.çIr in the opinion of Ibn Taymiyya'! The best rafçir. a,xording

ta him. is that of Ibn Jarïr al-Taban. He gives two reasons: flTst. his caf.çir refers to the

opinions (maqiiliir ) of the salaf with full chains of authority; and second. because in

Taban's rafsIr there is no innovation and it was not transmitted from suspect people (a}·

muctahamün ) like MuqatiI ibn Baldr 98 and aI-Kaibi. 99

D. Ibn Taymiyya'a TafsIr Sürat al-IkhIlfl

Having discussed Ibn Taymiyya's salafi -oriented method and principles of

Qur'anic interpretation. it is important to examine his own tJfsIr closely in order to analyze

whether his cafsir merely repeats the salaf's rafsir or he if has distinct ideas and a

method of his own. Before discussing the subject. it shouId he noted that Ibn Taymiyya

did not author a complete tafsir such as aI-Taban, al-Zamakhshan, al-Fakhr aI-Riïzï or

Ibn Kathir did. Therefore, he is usually not regarded as a mufassir (a Qur'anic exegete),

100 though his thought has never lacked Qur>anic basis, and his writings and fatwii s can lt

almost be seen as another kind of Qur'anic commentary. Nor does the absence of a

complete Qur>anic commentary reflect the lack of his concem for tJfsïr. On the contrary.

Ibn Taymiyya is very concemed about tJfsïr s by the f"zmq of his lime. He observes that

some of the Qur'anic commentaries of his lime had not gone substanliaUy beyond

repeating what has bcen said earlier. He says:

98 According to Mul,lammad l;Iusayn aI-Dhahabi, what Ibn Taymiyya probably
means is Muqiitil ibn Sulaymiin. Sec his al-Tafsïr wa al-Mufassirün, Vol. l, 208.

99 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqadclima fi u,m al-Tafsïr, 90. and his Majmü' FamwiI Ibn
Taymiyya: Muqaddimat al-Tafsïr, Vol 13,385.

100 See, for example, the list of Qur'anic exegetes by tradition menlioned by
Mul,larnmad l;Iusayn al-Dhahabi in his al-Tafsïr wa al-Mufassirün, Vol. 1,204.
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"The Qur'an has sorne verses which are clear. A part of it has been explained by
Qur'anic exegetes in their books. Sorne verses, however, are more difficult ta
interpret. Someone may consult severa! books on that matter and no tafsir explains
il. An author may explain one verse and another may do the same thing. 1 would
like to explain such verses with argument (bi al-dalil ) for it is more important than
anything and if the meaning of one verse is clear, it is clear for the other similar
ones too." 101

Th:s seems to be one of the reasons why he undertakes an extensive commentary

on al-Ikhlii,ç , taking 289 pages to expIain the meaning of the four verses of that sùra. 102

His extensive tafsir on this süra is incomparable to that of any other Qur'anic exegete. for

even the most praised Jiimi' al-Baylin fi Tafsir al-Qur'lin by a1-Taban does not spend

more than four pages on it; 103 al-Tafsir al-Kabir by Fakhr al-Riïzï devotes 10 pages to it

104 and the Mu'tazilite al-Zamakhshari gives rnerely two pages on this süra to explain the

basic principles of his own theological school. 105 Ibn Taymiyya's tafsir on sùrat al-Ikhl~

is the longest to date.

1. The Place of Sùrat al·Ikhl~

The principles and method of Ibn Taymiyya's Qur'anic interpretation, as applied in

the tafsir of sürat al·lkhJ~, will be studied to detennine whether he consistently foUows

his own principles and method or not. The choice for our study here is based on severa!

reasons. First, in terms of the pages devoted to il, this tafsir is his longest commentary by

101 Ibn Taymiyya, al-TafsIr al-Kabir, Vol. l, 10.

102 Ibn Taynùyya. Majmû' Fatawii Ibn Taymiyya: al-Tafsir, Vol. 18,214-503.

103 AI-Tabari, Jami' al-Baylin fi Tafsir al-Qur'lin Vol. 28-30 (Beirut: Dar a1­
Ma'rifa, 1986), 221-224.

104 Fakhr al-Riizi, al·Tafsir al-Kabir, Vol. 31 (Beirut: Dar ltIyii' al-Turiith al­
'Arabi), 174-85.

105 Al·Zamakhshan, al·Kashshif, Vol. 4 (Beirut: Dar a1-Ma'rifa, 1987), 242-43.
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far. compared for instance to his taf~ir s on al-A '"Iii • al-F~lla,/ and ;l1-!Vij" etc. lOb Second.

the subject matter of this süra really represents a very central concem of Ibn Taymiyya.

viz. tauQÏd and its relationship to his principles and methods of Qur'anic interpretatioll.

This is why his tafsir sÜTat al-NÜT has not been chosen here. although it too is long. tha!

tafsir does not fully express his central conct'm. Third. it is very likely that. for the

reasons aIready noted in his tafsir sürat al-lkhliis, he wouId offer the best method to

explain and to interpret the issues that he considers significant.

Why does Ibn Tayrniyya choose sÜTat aJ-Ikhlii$ to expIain the concept of God's

unity rather than another SÜTa or other v.erses of the Qur'an. for the theme of God's unity

is hardly Iirnited to this sÜTa. One of the reasons is that Ibn Tayrniyya regards the value of

sÜTat aJ-Ikhlii$ as equalling one third of lhe Qur'an. His view is based on several sound

traditions from the Prophet, saying that "QuI huwa Alliih a(lad" is equivalent to one third

of the Qur'an. 107

Ibn Tayrniyya does realize that giving preference (taf{Ül ) to certain parts of the

Qur'an could easily be taken to mean that he lowers the value of the rest Abü l;Iasan al­

Ash'arï, al-BaqiIIànï and the fuqahiP contended that giving preference to one part of the

Qur'an meant to devalue the others while all of them are the word of God (kalàin Alliih )

and the word of God is not divided into parts. lOS Ibn Tayrniyya, however, affmns that

•
giving preference to a part has nothing to do with al-naw' (quality) and al-$ifa

(description), but is related to al-qadr ( value). He contends, that when the Prophet said that

al-FiitiQa was neither revealed te the Jews nor the Christians, the implication was that the

106 See his, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, 10 volumes (Beirot: Dar al-Kutub al-'lIrniyya,
1988).

107 Ibn Tayrniyya, Majmü' Farawii Ibn Taymiyya: al-Tafsir, Vol. 17, 103.

108 Ibid., 51.
..
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Messenger gave preferenœ to al·FiIti/:Ja over the rest of the Qur'an. 109 Ibn Taymiyya

states that when Abü al·'Abbas ibn Surayj was asked the meaning of the Prophet's saying

"Qui huwa AllfIh aiJad" is equivalent to one third of the Qur'an . he said. it means that the

Qur'an is revealed into three parts: one third of it is legal (aJ-a1.Jkiim J. one third is promise

and threat ( aJ-wa'd wa aJ·wa'ïd Jand the rest is names and attributes; and sürat al·lkhlas

encompasses names and attributes. Ibn Taymiyya confirms that this statement is

undoubtedly true . 110 As regards the contents of the Qur'an, he emphasizes that there are

two kinds of information in il: information about the Creator (aI·Khiiliq Jand about the

creature (aI·makIllüq J. ln Ibn Taymiyya's reasoning, the former is surely superior to the

latter; "QuI huwa Allahu a/:Jad", where God describes His unity. is certainly higher than

"Tabbat yada Abï Lahab " which tells God's punishment of his creatures. Il t ln Ibn

Taymiyya's view. although the Qur'an as a whole is the word of Gad, giving preference

to sorne parts of it is acceptable bath on account of the fact that the Prophet himself did so

and a1so because of the nature of revelation. Sürat aJ-lkhIii$ contains, according to Ibn

Taymiyya, the best description of Gad and, therefore, it needs a fuV. interpretation.

2. The Purpose of Ibn Tuymiyya's Tafsïr sürat aJ-lkhlif$

The main purpose of Ibn Taymiyya's tafsïr sürat aJ-lkhlif$ is to explain the true

meaning of tlu/:Jïd or Gad's unity. In his view, though the concept of Gad's existence had

been widely accepted by the people of the Book as weil as by the Muslirns, the way they

understood and explained its meaning was unacceptable. In facl, they were far from the

true understanding of il. Although the Jews strongly believed in Gad's unity, for example,

109 See his lengthy discussion on the problem of giving preference to certain parts of
the QUr'an over others. Majmü' Famwii Ibn Taymiyya: al-Tafsïr, Vol. 17. from 103-212
and his own opinion can he seen in page 121.

110 Ibid., 103-4, 111-4, 121-2, 135, 138.

III Ibid., 190, 208 and 210
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some of them, still insisted on 'Uzayr being the son of Gad. IIZ Likewise. the Christians

affirm that Jesus is the son or ward of Gad, despite the fa.:t that they also daim ta believe

in God's unity. 113 The Arab polytheists, for their part, regarded angels and idols as the

sons of Gad. 1:..

The speculative ~üfis are not much better, for they emphasize the unity of Gad

and man (aJ-wujüd wiiQid ) while ignoring His uniqueness. 115 ln addition, Ibn Taymiyya

observes, the ~üfis very often turn their teacher into a holy man. putting him in the

position of God. Like the polytheists and some Christians who deify their righteous

predecessors and venerate them. the ~üfis a1so build tombs for their teachers and pray to

them for their protection. They often consider praying at the tomb of their teacher better

than doing so in the mosque. To Ibn Taymiyya. this attitude cannot be tolerated. 116 Those

who affrrm that 'Uzayr, Jesus or the angels are sons of God as weU as those who insist that

there is only One essence imply that they do not recognize an absolute dissimilarity

between God and His creation. According to Ibn Taymiyya. such convictions are opposed

to the !rUe concept of Gad which has been emphatically described in SÜ1'Ilt al-Ikhlii$ ,

There are two related words of the süra which are extensively discussed and

elaborated on by Ibn Taymiyya, al;Jad and aI-~arnlld . To Ibn Taymiyya. the word al;Jad in

"QuI huwa Alliih al;Jad" (Say: He. Gad. is one) means "the denial of (the idea of) having a

partner" (nafy al-mushiiraka ) with Gad and "the denial of (making) similarity" (nafy al-

112 Ibid.• 272-3.

113 Ibid.• 272-4.

114 Ibid.• 272-4.

115 Ibid., 295,

116 Ibid., 456, 461 and 463.
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mumiithuJu ) between human beings and God. and stresses that God is a unique Seing: He

is absolutely dissimilar to any other being or existence. the creatures are neither a part of

Him nor do they have an essence similar to His. He quotes other verses of the same süru •

saying: "He bcgets nol, nor is He begolten and none is like Him" To hirn. the description

of God as u1}ad (One) means that God is a unique Seing. 117 There is no one who can be

considered equal to Him as the popular ~üfis have done with their teachers. AJ-~amad

means that Gad does not generate other beings nor does anything emanate from Hirn.

Ibn Taymiyya observes that misunderstanding the concept of God's unity is also

found among the Jahmites, the Mu'tazilites and the Ash'arites. Insisting on God's unity, the

Jahmites consequenùy reject ail attributes and narnes of Gad in the Qur'lin. tl8 TIte same is

true of the Mu'tazilites: they deny the attributes of Gad. The Ash'arites do likewise except

for the "informative" attributes of Gad (al-$Ïfiit al-khabariyya ). To Ibn Taymiyya, their

understanding of God's unity, which leads to a rejection of God's attribules, is misleading

because the narnes and attribules of Gad are described by Gad Hirnself in the Qur'lin. In

addition, God describes Himself in sÜfat al-IkhIif$ as al-$amad, meaning that Gad is a

perfeet being. In fact, Ibn Taymiyya insists, as al-$iJIlIad Gad even proclairns Hirnself as

the ooly Seing who is entiùed to have perfect attribules ($ifiit aJ-kamâl ). Those names and

attribules in the Qur'an are the perfect narnes and attribules wilich are ooly suitable for Hirn

and they are absolutely dissirnilar te those of human beings. tl9

So the main purpose of his tafsïr sÜfat aJ-IkhIif$ is to emphasize Gad's unity and

His uniqueness as weil as His absolute dissirnilarity either in form or in essence. At the

117 Ibid., 449.

118 Ibid., 300, 305 and 447.

119 Ibid., 452.
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same time. while aftïrming that notion. Ibn Taymiyya rejects any denial of God's n~lI11es and

attributes for these are described in the Qur'an itself. and he stresses that the aftinllalÎon of

God's names and attributes does not mean accepting the amhropomorphic sense of Them;

the latter contradicts the tme nature of God as a unique Being absolutely dissimilar to any

other creature.

3. Ibn Taymiyya's Method in Tafsfr SÜTat aJ-Ikh1ii,ç

The main focus of the following discussion is the way Ibn Taymiyya explains the

verses of sürat aJ-Ikh1~ . Reading his tafsfr sÜTat aJ-Ikhlii$ ,it can generally be said that he

consistently follows his principles and method of Qur'anic imerpretation; he always uses

authorities like the Qur'an. the Sunna. the sayings of the $aQiiba and the tiibi'ün as weil as

Arabie philologists and even poets to argue what he believes is the true meaning of the

verses.

Although sürat a1-Ikh1~ , so far as its words are concerned. is hard to interpret

through other verses of the Qur'an. Ibn Taymiyya still cornes up with verses functioning

as additionai explanation. Insisting on his notion that generation (tawal1ud) must be from

two a$l s. Ibn Taymiyya, for example. cites the verse of the Qur'an: "How could He have

a son when he h?', no consort." 120 AI-Dhahabï's admiration for Ibn Taymiyya's

astonishing fluency in citing the verses of the Qur'an to malte his point appears quite

justified in case of this tafsir. 121 Ibn Taymiyya believes. after ail. that the best

interpretation of the Qur'an is through the Qur'an itself. So in so far as he finds an

120 Qur'an, VI: 101 which he quotes in Majmü' Fatiiwii Ibn Taymiyya: aJ-Tafsir.
Vol. 17.222.

121 See 'Abd al-Rai,uniin 'Umayra's introduction in Ibn Taymiyya, al-Tafsir al­
Kabir. Vol. 1. 63. The same is aIso said by his pupils and his other contemporaries. See
Mu~ammad Yüsuf Müsa. Ibn Taymiyya. 73-4.
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expIanation in the Qur'ITn itself, Ibn Taymiyya would first refer to il. But in case he does

not find it, he would refer 10 the Sunna, the Prophet's sayings or actions.

ln this ta!sÏr. the tradition is invoked too and mostly in relation to the oœasion of

revelation (sabab al-nuzül ). The function of sabab al-nuzül is in Qur'anic exegesis, as

Andrew Rippin puts it, is to create an edifying narrative in which interpretation cf a given

Qur'anic verse may be embodied. 122 The asbiib a/-nuzül make the reader understand that

the verses of the Qur'an are very often revealed in responding to certain questions or

circumstances of the people at the time of the Prophet, and helps him make a proper

interpretation of il. One example concems the verse: "Iii ikriiha fi-l-dini " (There should be

no coercion in religion). It is not clear whether this verse refers to fanùly, community or

others. According to sabab al-nuzül, the verses were revealed when the Christian

converts to Islam tried to force their sons to follow their new religion; t23 from this it is

c1ear that the intended message of the text concerns even the parents. It can be said

therefore that Islam teaches individual religious freedom. This interpretation is made

possible by reference to the occasion of this verse's revelation.

Ibn Taymiyya cites different traditions of the Prophet on the revelational

background of sürat al-Ikhlii~ and each report about the u, ~asion of revelation is not

necessarily the same. As regards this süra, four different reasons are given as its the

background. First, it is said on the authority of Ibn 'Abbiis that this süra was revealed in

response to 'Amir ibn aI-Tufayl who asked the Prophet: "To what do you call us. 0

Mu~ammad'l" The Prophet said: "To God" He said: " Describt Hirn to me. Is He made of

122 Andrew Rippin, The Quranic asbib a/-nuzül rnaterial: an analysis ofits use and
development in exegesis, Ph.D. dissertation, Institute of Islamic Studies. McGiIl
University, 1980, v.

123 Ibn Jarïr al-Tabari, J/iinie al-Bayan fi Tafsïr a/-Qur'iïn, Vol.3 • 10.
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gold or silver or iron'!" Then this süra was revealed. 124 Second. it is reported on the

authority of Ubayy ibn Ka'b in the Musnad of Ai)mad ibn l:Ianbal that the süm was

revealed when the Arab polytheists asked the Messenger of God 10 teU them about his

God. t:!5 Third. it is stated on the authority of Ibn'Abbas that a group of Christians from

Najran came to the Prophet with seven bishops from Banü al-i;Iarith ibn Ka'b. They said

to the Prophet: " Describe for us your God. of what is He made'!" The Prophet said: " My

God is not made of anything. He is different from everything," Then God revealed this

süra . 126 In another tradition, on the authority of Abü Sa'ïd. those people who asked the

Prophet about God were a group of Jews. The foUowing is that tradition. as cited by Ibn

Taymiyya: 127

"Ibn l:Iamïd told us, from Salama, from Ibn Isi)aq, from Mui)ammad ibn Sa'ïd,
saying: "A gruup Ilf the Jews came to the Prophet, peace be upon him, and said: O.
Mui)anunad ! It is God who created the creatures, Who created Him'l" The Prophet,
peace he upon him. became angry whose voice expressed his upsetness (inraqa'a )
and he atracked (siiwara ) them with anger for his God. Then angel Gabriel came
and he calmed the Prophet down and said: "Malee lower your humble (janii{! ), 0
Mui)ammad" And the answer from God came to him to reply what they asked. He
said: God says: "Say, He, God, is one" tiU the end of the süra • When Prophet,
peace he upon him, read it for them, they said to him: " Describe for us your God,
how is His temper, how is His arm, how is His hand, how is His forearm. The
Prophet becarne more angry than the fust occasion and attaeked them. Gabriel carne
and said to him (the Prophet) something simiIar to what he said the fll'st time. He
(Gabriel) came with the answer to what they asked and God revealed "And they
measured not God with His true mea.~ure " 128

So, Ibn Taytr.iyya refers to the Prophet's traditions mostly for asbiib al-nuzül of

the süra but not for the proper meaning of wonIs for it is very likely that the Prophet's

124 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Fatiiwii Ibn Taymiyya: al-Tafsïr, Vol. 17,451.

125 Th'd II-l" o.

126 Ibid., 452.

127 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Fatiiwii Ibn Taymiyya: al-Tafsïr, Vol. 17,222·3,

128 Qur'an, VI: 91.
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traditions do not provide such meanings. The case is different when he refers to the "a!J,ï/J;1

like Ibn 'Abbas. Ibn Mas'üd. Ubayy ibn Ka'b. Anas ibn Malik. Sa'id ibn Jubayr or Abû

Hurayra and the riIbi'ün like Muj;Ihid. 'Ikrima. al-pa~~ak. al-Sha'bi. Sa'id ibn Musayyab.

al-Suddi. Although he refers several ùmes to them in relaùon to asbiIb a/-nuzü/ • those

authoriùes are frequently referred to for the true meaning of words. In this respect. Ibn

Taymiyya states that their sayings might someùmes appear as disagreement. but in fact

theyare not Different opinions are equally valid.

What is striking in this rafsïr is that Ibn Taymiyya also refers to the opinions of

Arabie phiIoIogists (ahl al-lugha ) like Ibn Qutayba, Abii Bakr al-Anbari, iJ-Jawharî, Abû

al-Najm and Ya~ya ibn Kathïr and even poets like al-Tarafa 129 and aI-Nabigha. 130

Though he does urge Qur'anie exegetes in his Muqaddima to seek their heIp in

understanding the Qur'an, Ibn Taymiyya does not mention them as authorities in

interpreùng the Qur'an. In this tafsïr, he brings forth Iinguisùe arguments and cites the

authorities in Arabie phiiologieal studies. However, his referenee to Arabie phiiologists is

not intended as a basis of his Opinioll but only a deviee to elaborate the basic meaning laid

down by the salaf like Ibn'Abbas. In other words, his referenee to Arabie phiiologists is

eomplementary rather than primary.

Referring to these authoriùes and reeognizing that they are not in disagreement, Ibn

Taymiyya tries to arrive at his own formulation. His emphasis on the authority of the salaf

does not neeessarily mean merely repeaùng their sayings. As regards this süra , he gives a

new eontext, examples, formulation and elaboration. His exegesis of the terrn al-~ad is

a case in point

129 ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Farawii Ibn Taymiyya: al-Tafsïr, Vol. 17, 217.

130 ibid., 228.
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4. Ibn Taymiyya's Exegesis of aJ-5amad

Ibn Taymiyya states that aJ-,çamad has two meanings: flfSt, it means "a being with

no inside" and second, "the lord on whom someone in need depends." The first meaning,

he states, is held by the majority of the $aiJaba like Ibn Mas'üd and Ibn CAbbas and

tabi'iin Iike l;Iasan al-Ba~ri, Mujahid, Sa'ïd ibn Musayyab, Sa'ïd ibn Jubayr, 'Ikrima,

Maysara, al-pa~~ak, al-Suddï, Qarada and sorne of the Arabic philologists like Ibn

Qutayba. The second meaning is held by the majority of the Arabic philologists like al­

Anbari as weil as sorne of the salai such as Ibn 'Abbas. 131

Ibn Taymiyya reports that. according to lbn 'Abbas. al-$amad is " a being with

no inside" (lajawfa lah). The same is stated by another great Companion of the Prophet,

Ibn Ma,,'üd. who says that it is "a being with no illterior" (la aiJshii'a lah ). This is

confirmed by one of the tabi'iin • Sa'ïd ibn Musayyab who says, it denotes something la

iJashwa lah . AI-Sha'bï. too states that al-$amad is "a being who neither eats nor drinks."

'Ikrima states that it is "a being from whom nothing else comes out" In addition,

Maysara afflfmS that the term refers to a "soUd" being (mu$ffi8t ). Ibn Qutayba. one of the

gre~t Arabic philologists. says that the word al-$amad is to be understood by changing

the diü to tli' : From al-$amad to al-$amat, viz. something soUd. 132

In explaining the meaning of verses in t1ùs sara. Ibn Taymiyya always tries ta cite

his authorities in full . One of his examples is as follow:

l31 Ibid.• 214-5.

132 Ibid.
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"l:Iakam ibn Ma'bad reported in Kiriib al-Radd 'alii al-J,lhmiyya from 'Abd Allah
ibn Mu~ammad ibn al-Nu'm;>n who reported from Salama ibn Shabïb who reponed
from Ya~ya ibn'Abd Allah who reported from parar who reported from Aban
from Anas. He said: ' :he Jews of Khaybar came to the Prophet. peace be upon
him. They ~aid: 'O. Abü al-QasiITI. God created angels from light of darkness (mir
al-/.lijiib l. Adam from fetid mire (/.lama' masnun ) and Satan from the flame of fire.
the sky from smog and carth from the essence of water. tell us about your God. He
(Anas) said: the Prophet, peace be upon him. did not answer them. Then. Gabriel
came and said: 0, Mu~ammad!: 'Say: He, God. is One. God is He on Whom ail
depend. He begets not, nor is He begotten. And none is like Him.' He has no stems
that become branches. 'Al-,çamad' is a being which has nothing inside. He neither
eats nor drinks, he begets not, nor is He begotten and none is like hirn. There is no
one from His creature equivalent to His position and (He) restrains the skies and
the earth from their destruction (zawiil )." 133

Ibn Taymiyya also cites the saying of Ibn 'Abbas for the second meaning of al­

,çamad. As reg:nds this meaning, he mentions his chains of authorities as follows:

"Ubayy told me that Abü ~aIi~ reported from MU'awiya ibn ~aIi~ from'Ali ibn
Abi Tall:ta from Ibn 'Abbas, who said: al-~amad is the Lord whose power is
perfect, the noble Being whose nooleness is perfect, the exalted (One) whose
greatness is perfect, the Omniscient being whose knowledge is perfeet, the Judge
whose decision is perfect. He is One whose nobleness and authority are perfeet.
He is God Praisworthy, the sublime. The description of Him is not suited to
anyone but Him, tL~re is nothing comparable to Him and nothing similar to Him,
praise be to God, the One. the Almighty." 134

Along the Iines of the second meaning, according to Ibn Taymiyya, Abü

Hurayra, one of the Companions of the Prophet, said: al-~amad is "a being who dues not

need anyone, but is needed by everyone." Furtherrnore, Abü W?"'i1, one of the taoi'iin,

said that it means "the Lord whose power reaches the highest levels." In addition. 'Ikrima

said that it means "the being above or beyond whom there is no one." Ka'b al-Al:tbar, a

corverted Jew and one of the Companions of the Prophet, stated that al·~amad is "the

133 Ibid., 223-4.

134 Ibid., 220.
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being who cannot be compared to anyone of His creatures." Furthermore. ~:'Suddi. from

among the rfibi'ün , asserted that it is "the Being intended in a state of desire and besought

in a state of calamity." To Sa'ïd ibn Jubayr, the meaning of al-,çamad is "the Being who is

perfect in His attributes and actions." According to Muqaùl ibn l:Iayyan, it is "the Being

who has no defecl" [n !ine with that meaning, Ibn Kaysan said, al-,çamad is "the Being to

whom no one can be compared ." Ibn Taymiyya says that , according to aI-Anbarï, aI[

Arabic philologists agree that al-$amad is "the L'Jrd above whom there is no one and who

is the one sought by people in their needs and affairs." 135

Having presented both meanings qf a/-$amad. with their respecùve authorities, Ibn

Taymiyya maintains that the argument of the majority of the salaf and sorne Arabic

philologists that a/-:;amad is the Being who ha~ no inside" are more convincing (adall )

because from the etymologica[ point of vie" tao (ishtiqiiq ), such meaning is weil

founded. Therefore, he says:

"lshtiqiiq bears out both opinions, the opinion of someone who says that a/-$amad
is "a being who has no inside" and someone who says that it is the "lord". The flfst
opinion is more cogent for it is the root (a$l) for the second; and in language the
expression a/-$amad is used to designate something which has no inside. YalJya
ibn Abï Kathïr said: the angel is $Jmad (has no inside) and the sons of Adam are
jüf (have inside). ln a tradition concerning Adam, Iblïs told about him that he
(Adam) is ajwaf (has inside) lmd he is not $amad (has no inside). And al-Jawharï
said: al-mu$mad from the point of view of language is a/-mu$rnat (so'1lething
solid) and it has .10 inside. He (al-Jawhari) said: a/-$Jrnid is 'j~ al-qiiriira (the lid
of a 10l:g-necked bottle). 136 And he said that al-$amad is the rugged elevated
place. And the basis of the matter is al-jam' (joining ) and al-quwwa
(strength) 13'1

[35 Ibid., 2[6.

136 AI-Jawharï states that al-'ifiï$ is a leather which is used for the head of long
necked bottle. Ibid., 227.

137 Ibid.• 226.
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Arguing t"at the first meaning çan also be traœd to the root of the word. Ibn

Taymiyya analyzes the nature of its lellers and çompares it to the lellers of other similar

word. He takes al-~amam • al-,~awm • al-,~amat and al-,~abr as his examples. Aç<:ording to

Ibn Taymiyya. the meaning of ~amam al-qiiriim. as al-Jawhari says. is "the lid of a long

neçked bottIe". al-1}ajar al-a,~amm is "hard and solid stone". and mjul ~amrn is "a strong

man." 138 He goes on to say that the same is applied to al-,~awrn. The meaning of this word

is to refrain (aJ-irnsiik ). Abü 'Ubayda said: everyone who refrains from cating. talking or

walking is ,çiPirn (a fasting man). And the fasting man does not take anything inside. m

Ibn Taymiyya argues that the meaning of ~arnad is liIjawf , like aJ-rnu,~rnad and al­

rnu~rnat which mean "having no inside"; but he also notes that the letter diil in aJ-~lUllad

is stronger than tiI' in al-,çarnat, and the stron~er the letter the more powerful its

meaning. 140 The same is the case with aJ-,çabr . To him, aJ-$abr is joining (aJ-jam' ) and

refraining (al-irnsiIk ). Therefore. it is said that al-$abr is to restrain the self from

mourning (aJ-jaza' ). In relation to food, al-$abra means to he rnujtarni'a (joined) and

rnukawwama (accumulated) and aJ-$abiira means aJ-1}ijiira (stone). Ibn Taymiyya asserts

that ~abr aJ-shay' is ghila?uh (the ruggedness of a thing) and its opposite meaning is a/­

jaza' • which means disjoined, disconnected (caqa11U' ) and divided (tafanuq ).141

It is interesting and somewhat intriguing to see Ibn Taymiyya so concemed to

affirm that the primary meaning of a/-$arnad is that of " a heing who has no inside or

interior" or that"a/-$amad " is something solid, strong, undivided. unseparated.

accumulated, ete.. His main purpose. as mentioned abave, is to declare the superiority of the

138 Ibid., 228.

139 Ibid.

140 Ibid., 232-3.

141 Ibid., 233.
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sa/af 's opinion, In addition. the purpose also is tO affirm God's absolute unity and

uni4ueness. By affirming God's unity in this way. Ibn Taymiyya simultaneously refutes

the belief of the Arab polytheists that the angels are the sons of God. and of the

philosophers that the world necessitates the flfst cause (al-'illa al-üJiï ) 142 which cornes

about like the generation of a child from its mother, and of sorne of the Jews who cIaimed

that 'Uzayr is the son of Gad and of the Christians that Jesus is a son and a ward of Gad.

The exegesis of aJ-$amad • for Ibn Taymlyya, is the means of refuting them all. Insisting

that Gad is al-$amad who has no inside. is solid. rugged and strong, he maintains that

this notion rejects the idea of generation (tawallud ), division (taqaflu', taba"uçi,

inqisiim ), separation (tafarruq ) and fragmentation (tajzi'a ). Quoting the !wo following

verses of the sürat al-lkhlii'$ , he insists that the word al-$amad indicates that God does not

beget and he is not OOgonen and nothing is similar to Him. For al-tawa/lud a second OOing

(a,d iikhar ) is necessary. Jesus himself was generated through the angel Gabriel's

blowing the spirit into Mary. Any generation (tawallud ) needs !Wo il$l s . So, in Ibn

Taymiyya's view. to hold OOliefs such as those of the Arab polytheists. philosophers, sorne

of the Jews and Christians is to oppose the fundarnental meaning ofal-~ad .t43

Ibn Taymiyya also regards the second meaning of al-,~amad, held by the majority

of Arab philologists, as correct. In terms of the second set of meanings of the second

meaning of aJ-$amad ,viz. " the Lord on whom someone in need depends "or "the OOing

like whom there is no one" , or " the OOing who has no one abave him", or "the OOing who

has no one comparable to him", or "the OOing who has no defect", or "the OOing who does

not need anybody but is needed by everybody", Ibn Tayrniyya is able ta bring into relief

the second emphasis of the meaning of al-~amad , i.e. that Gad is the only One who

142 Ibid., 293-5.

143 Ibid., 238-9.
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deserves aIl the perfeet attributes, So. in Ibn Taymiyya's opinion. the second meaninr. of ;u-
~amad is pivotai in affirming the perfeet attributes mentioned in the Qur'an. This

understanding is of course rarlically opposed ta that of the Mu'tazilites who regard sür;lc al­

lkhl:T,ç as a basis for denying the attributes of Gad.

Ibn Taymiyya reeognizes that the ward $amad in the indefinite forrn (without ;llif

and lam) is often used in the Arabie language, but in sûnlt al-lkhla$ ,al-$am'ld is used in

the definite forrn (with alir and liIm). To Ibn Taymiyya, this means that Gad is the only

One who deserves the perfeet attributes. He mentions other reasons: "And the creature,

though in sorne respects he is $amad, the essence of $amad is absent l'rom him for he has

the attributes of separation and division, and in addition he depends on Him." 144

5. Analysis of Ibn Taymiyya's Taisir SÜI3t al-lkhlfi$:

As for the question raised above, whether Ibn Taymiyya essentially repeats the

salafs opinions or also expresses his own, this tafsir shows him to he a faithful

follower of the salai. He maintains that to acquire a true understanding of Islam on a

matter for instal.ce such as God's unity, two things are needed. One of them is the

following:

" ...to know the words of the Book and the Sunna as they are intended by Gad and
His messenger, peaee he upon him, to know the language of the Qur'iin in which it
was revealed and what was said by the $8{1iiba and the people who followed them
in goadness as weil as sorne 'ulamiP al-muslimin about the meaning of those
words, because when the Messenger of Gad. peace he upon hirn. addressed them
with the Book and the Sunna, he explained what is intended by those words. And
the $ahiiba 's knowledge of the meaning of the Qur'ïïn is more perfect than their
memorization of its words. And they conveyed those meanings ta the tlJbi'ün , and
the meanings are greater than these words which they conveyed. because the
general meanings that were needed by common Muslims are like the meaning of al-

144 Ibid., 238.
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wuhid. al-wiihid. al-ahad. al-imiin. al-isliim and so on. Al! .,ahiiba knew what IS
lov~d by God ~nd His inessenger. peaœ be upon him ... " 145 ..

Ibn Taymiyya's salafi outlook is manifested in his strong emphasis. for example.

that the first meaning of al-,samad . which he sees as the opinion of the majority of the

salaf. is superior to the second meaning held by the majority of Arabie philologists.

However. he does not limit himself ta their argument. Considering it necessary ta show

that the meaning of liijawf is superior to othet.l.o:anings. this l;Ianbalite theologian argues

that this meaning is not only proved by sayings of the majority of the salai, but it is also

supported by philological fmdings. He goes on to maintain that al-$amad 's meaning of Iii

jawf can also be seen in other similar words like al-$amat , al-$amam, al-$awm and

ul-,sabr and their derivations. Arguing that al-$amad philologically means liijawf (a

being who has no inside or is solid or something strong), Ibn Taymiyya affmns that the

same is applied to al-$amam in the expression al-~ajaral-a$amm which means al-~ajaraI­

,salb (strong or hard stone); or to al-$awm which means "to refrain from taking anything

inside "; or ul-$abr in its derivation, al-$ibiira which means al-~ijiira (stone). With this

method, Ibn Taymiyya basically elaborates the salai 's argument. Such an effort is not

found in al-Taban. al-Zamakhshan or Fakhr al-Riizï. These earlier Qur'anic exegetes. at

least regarding swat al-lkhlii,s, seem to consider it sufficient to mention liijawf as one of

the meaning of al-$aInad and they do not lay special emphasis on this particular meaning

as Ibn Taymiyya does.

Another example of his new arguments to prove the opinion of the salaf

concems the idea of tawallud (generation). The meaning of al-~mad, he says, is Iiijawf

(a being who has no inside). This notion is discussed by the salai to refute any idea of

generation or bearing a child, as claimed by sorne of the Jews. the Christians or by the

145 Ibid.• 353.
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Arab polytheists. and ta stress the oneness of Gad. It is interesling !hat Ibn Taymiyya goes

on ta argue !hat any tawallud be it among animal or trees. <:annol happen ex<:ept with IWO

beings (a.51ayn ). Even fire. he notes. must <:ome out [rom z~mdayn la primitive devke for

kindling fuel. either two pie<:es of wood or iron and stone. Referring to the QurJ[\n "Have

you considered the fire which you strike'! Is it you that produce the trees for it. or are We

the producers'!" 146, he notes that in the opinion of more than one Qur'anic exegete. one of

two trees that produce fire is said is male (al-ma.rkh ) and the other is female (a1-'"it~ïr l.

147 God, however. is a unity. therefore, the idea of generation as weil as bearing a child is

impossible for Him and must be rejected.

Another striking feature of Ibn Taymiyya's tafsïr sÜfat al-Ikhliï$ is that he offers

sorne new l'annulation as weil. His emphasis on the view that al-,~amad means that God is

the only One who deserves to have perfect attributes is one example of this. This

emphasis does not go back to the sal'lf or to the earlier Qur'anic exegetes mentio:-ed above.

Although he does refer certainly to the Slatement of the sala{ that the word al-,~amad

denotes " the Lord on whom someone in need depends " or "the being to whom none can

be likened " or "the highest being" and so on, Ibn Taymiyya arrives at a new fonnulation,

viz. that a/-,~amad means the being who is entitied to have the perfect attributes. Ibn

Taymiyya seeks thereby to refute those who deny God's attributes. It is certain that this

new fonnulation does not convey a new opinion, for the salaf had already affinned

God's attributes; but the way Ibn Taymiyya fonnulates this view and the emphasis he

gives it are completely new.

146 Qur'iin, LVI: 71-2.

147 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Fatawii Ibn Taymiyya: al-Tafsïr, 17,241-2.
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It ·.vas probably necessary for Ibn Taymiyya to develop new arguments on God's

unity for he was faced with growing followers of popular ~üfi master's like Ibn'Alli Allah

in Egypt as weil as speculative ~üfis like Ibn Sab'in ( a follower of Ibn 'Arabi).148 In

addition. the Shi'ites were growing stronger in certain parts of the Muslim world. There

also were admirers of philosophical convictions, one of whom Ibn Taymiyya was to meet

in prison. Again, his was a time when the Ash'arites dominated the theoIogicaI scene.

Moreover, sorne Christians of Cyprus had recenüy produced an apoIogy of their concept of

God. 149 Ali these groups, in the view of Ibn Taymiyya, had misunderstood the concept of

God either because they acknowiedged the emanation of the creatures from God (as the

philosophers and speculative ~üfis did) or believed that God had a son ( as the Christians

did) or denied (like the Ash'arites) sorne of the attributes of God or elevated human beings

to the position of God (like the followers of popular ~üfis and the Shi'ites). Such

misconceptions about God needed to be rectified. Ibn Taymiyya does realize that these

theological challenges were not new, they had to sorne degree been answered by sorne of

his predecessors Iike Al,lmad ibn l;Ianbal; but the persistence and recurrence of challenges

made him feel that he too had to respond to them, and with a stronger argument and a

finer fonnulation.

Ibn Taymiyya is convinced that his understanding of God is salafi and the only

true one. Such conviction makes it religiously incumbent upon hirn to refule anyone that

he considers to have departed from the true understanding of the salai. His works are

therefore frequenüy polemical in character, and bis thought can never be separated from the

circumstances he Iived in and the issues confronting hirn. Consequenüy, bis thought is far

from being mere intellectual exercise. Ibn Tayr,ùyya was an activist theologian who was

148 Muhammad Umar Memon,lbn Taymiyas Struggle AgainstPopular Religion, 5.

149 Thomas F. Michel, A Muslim Theologian's Response to Christianity (Delmar:
Caravan Books, 1984), vü.
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l'ully aware that religious beliefs ought to be translated into a,tion regardless of ,ounter­

nitidsm and imprisonment. This spirit is amply retle,ted in his r;lf,ir slÎr.1r ;I1-lkh/;ï~ .
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CHAPTER THREE

THE ORIGINALITY OF THE PRINCIPLES OF IBN TAYMIYYA'S

QUR'ANIC INTERPRETATION

How do Ibn Taymiyya's principles of Qur'anic interpretation compare to those of

previous thinkers'l Ibn Taymiyya's views on Qur'anic interpretation, scattered in several

of his writings, have already been studied in the previous chapter. The main purpose of this

chapter is to show that Ibn Taymiyya does not only preserve the ideas of previous

thinkers but also contributes new arguments and insights to the method of interpreting the

Qur'an by tradition (w-tafsïr bi w-ma'thür).

A. The School of Ibn Taymiyya's Tafsir

There are sorne characteristics of the tafsïr bi al-ma'thür school which Ibn

Taymiyya shares. The adherents of this school believe that the best method of Qur'anic

interpretation is by referring to what is explained in another part of the Qur'an, or to the

Prophet's traditions, or to the sayings of the Companions of the Prophet or ta those of their

Followers (tifbi'ün ).1 They emphasize the superiority of these authorities over reason and

sorne of them tend to distrust the ability of reason even to determine the meaning of the

Qur'an. 2 Their belief is that the Prophet had explained the meaning of the Qur'an to his

Companions and then the latter had passed it on ta the taôi'ün •

1Mu~arnmad l;Iusayn aI-Dhahabï, al-Tafsir wa al-MufassiIün, Vol. 3 (Cairo: Dar
'Alam aI-Kutub aI-l;Iadïtha, 1961), 152.

2 See the standpoint of Ibn Iarïr al-Tabari regarding m'y (personaI opinion) in his
JiïJnj' al-Bayiùl fi Tafsïr al-Qur'iin , Vol. 1 (Beirut: Dar aI-Ma'rifa, 1986), 27.
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Sin<:e the purpose of this study is to show where Ihn TaYllliyya's t'Illphascs diffcr

and the new :lrguments he adduœs in support of Iilfsir bi "/-llw'thl1r. it is nt'<:t'ssary tn

<:ompare his thought regarding the prindples of Qur'ani<: interpretatiol, tl1 that of the

previous thinkers of the same s<:hoo\. This will enable us to idenlify what ideas alrt'ady

existed before Ibn Taymiyya and what were <:ontributed hy him. A cOlllparison of his

prindples to those of other s<:hools can also help pla<:e his thought in a broader frarnework

but su<:h a <:omparison will not help in assessing the predse <:ontribution of Ibn Taymiyya

to prindples of Qur'anie interpretat!on ae<:ording ta the s<:hool of thought he daimed to

belong to.

Therefore. it would not be proper to compare Ibn Taymiyya's view on the

principles of Qur'anic interpretation ta those of al-Ghazalï or al-Zamakhshari or Ibn

'Arabi or al-Tabarsi, for those thinkers had views fundamentally different from Ibn

Taymiyya's. AI-Ghazali, for l'l'ample, believed that the Prophet did not explain the QUr'an

exeept in so far as sorne of its verses are eoneemed, Consequently, al-Ghazali rejected the

interpretation of the Qur'an by tradition unless the latter is transmitted soundly frum the

Prophet Mul)ammad (masmü' wa musnad ilayh ). In addition, in his opinion, the different

sayings of the Companions of the Prophet as weil as those of the tiïbi'ün are basicaUy the

expression of their own opinion for if they were truly transmitted l'rom the Prophet they

would not have sueh differenees as they exhibit. AI-Ghazali suggested therefore that it is

not necessary for the later Muslirn generations to foUow their opinions.3 He maintained that

the apparent meaning of the Qur'an is not the ultimate meaning of it, and he stressed the

3 AI-Ghazalï, IQyiï' 'Ulüm a/-Din, Vol. 1 (Damascus: Dar al-Khayr, 1990),385;
Muhammad Abul Quasem, "AI-Ghazalï in Defenee of ~üfistic Interpretation of the
Qur'an", Islamic Culture, l, 1979,66. This article includes an English translation of pan of
al-GhazaIi's view on interpretation of the Qur'an by personal opinion, 68-79. Sec idem, The
Recitation and Interpretation ofthe Qur'iïn (London: Kegan Paullntel1lational, 1982) 86­
104. Abü Zahra, Ibn Taymiyya, Qayiituh wa '~h. iil'ii'uh wa fiqhuh (Cairo: Dar al-Filer
al-'Arabi, n.d.), 229.
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inner and outer meanings of the Qur'an. Such notions are not found in Ibn Taymiyya's

thought As for the Mu'tazilite exegete al-Zamakhsharî, he basically heId the view that it is

suffic;entto interpretthe Qur'an rationally through examining the language of the verses:

for him. in fact even al-Sunna has only a supplementary role. after rational reasoning. 4 ln

addition. he did not deem the sayings of the Companions and their Followers to be

authoritative. though he used them for determining sabab a-nuzül ete. 5 Al-Zamakhsharî's

thought was rooted in his faith in the superiority of reason. and a helief that human reason

could determine the meaning of a verse 6 ln case of disagreement helWeen the apparent

meaning of the verse and rational understanding, al-Zamakhshari held that the former has

to he adjusted according to the latter. Il should he borne in mind that the purpose of

Qur'anic commentary according to the MU'tazilites is also to make clear what they regarded

as the mutashlibih verses of the Qur'an. 7 Nor can Ibn Taymiyya he properly compared to

Ibn'Arabï. for this master of speculative ~üfis based his tafsir on a completely different

notion. viz. the notion of the union of man and God. 8 ln addition, although Ibn 'Arabï, like

al-Ghazalï, remained COmI1Ùtted to the apparent or the extemal meaning of the Qur'an. he

4 Mu~taÏa al-~awï al-Juwaynï, Manhaj al-Zamakhshari fi Tafsir al-Qur'iin wa
Baylin l'jiizih (Cairo: Dar al-Ma'iirif, n.d.), 93, 95 and Lutpi Ibrahim, "The Relation of
Reason and Revelation in the Theology of al-Zamakhshari and al-BaYQawï ", lslamic
Culture, l, 1980, 95.

5 Mu~taÏa al-~awï al-Juwaynï, Manhaj al-Zamakhshari, 154-5 and al-Sha~at
Zaghlül, aJ-lttijiihlit aJ-Fikriyya fi al-Tafsir (Alexandria: al-Hay'a al-Mi~rij'yaal-'Amma li
al-Kutub. 1975), 214.

6 MU~taÏa al-~awï al-Juwaynï, Manhaj al-Zamakhshari, 107-8. and Lutpi Ibrahim,
"The Relation of Reason ", 63.

7 Ignaz Goldziher, Madhiihib al-Tafsir al-Isliinü, Trans. by 'Abd al-l;Ialïm al-Najjar
(Cairo-Baghdad: Maktabat al-Khanjï and Maktabat al-Muthanna, 1955), 152; MU~taÏa al­
~awï al-Juwaynï, Manhaj al-Zamakhshari, 109; Na~r Abü Zayd, al-Ittijiih al-'Aqli fi al­
Tafsir, diriisa fi qaçiiyyat al-majiiz fi al-Qur'iin 'ind al-mu'tazila (Beirut: Dar al-Tanwïr,
1982), 244-45.

8 Mu~ammad l;Iusayn al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir wa al-Mufassirün, Vol. 3 (Cairo: Dar
'Alam al-Kutub al-l;Iaditha. 1961),72 and 77.
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also gr~aùy emphasized the importance of allusions (Îsh;Ir;Ic ) of the Qur'an ..nd .:ritidzed

the interpretation of the Qur'an by mere tradition whi.:h he regarded as .:ausinc loss of its

spiritual dimension. 9 Ibn Taymiyya is also differel1t l'rom al-Tabarsi for this Shi'ite

exegete distrusted the traditions of the Companions dr.:ulating among the Sunnites. and

partkularly those which contradicted the ShjCite beliefs 10 relying instead on the authority

of imam 'AIï and his descendants. liOn a theological question like seeing God in Heaven.

he was also influenced by the Mu'tazilite point of view. Ali these thinkers are very different

from Ibn Taymiyya. For the latter insists that the Prophet had explained all meaning of the

Qur'ân and emphasizes the authority of the sayings of his Companions and even those of

the Ciibi'iin. 12 Such authorities. to him. are superior to reason. 13

Therefore, this study would only compare the principles of Qur'anic interpretation

as proposed by Ibn Taymiyya to those of Ibn Jarir al-Taban. According to Mu~ammad

I;Iusayn al-Dhahabï. there are eight outstanding Qur'anic exegetes whose tafsü s have had

wide circulation ar,d who can be seen as the representalives of the tafsü bi al-ma'thiir

school. They are Ibn Jarir al-Taban (d. 923), Abü al-Layth al-Samarqandï (d.983), Abü

Is~iiq al-Tha'labï (d.1035), Abü Mu~ammad al-I;Iusayn al-Baghawï (d.l118), Ibn 'Afiyya

9 Goldziher, Madhiihib a/-Tafsü al-Islami ,267 and 274-5 and Helmut Glilje, The
Qur'an and its Exegesis , TransI. by Alford T. Welch ( London-Henley: Routledge &
Kegan Paul, 1976), 40-\. For a further discussion of the principles of Ibn 'Arabï's
Qur'anic interpretalion, see Na~r I;Iamid Abü Zayd, Fa/safat al-Ta'wil, dirasa fi ta'wil a/­
Qur'iin 'ind M~yi a/-Dïn Ibn 'Arabi (Beirut: Dâr al-Wa~da, 1983).

10 Mu~ammad I;Iusayn al-Dhahabï, a/-Tafsü wa a/-Mufassiriin , Vol. 2, 37.

II Mahmoud Ayoub, "The Speaking Qur'an and the Si\ent Qur'an: A Study of
Principles and Development of Imiimï Shï'ï tafsü " in Andrew Rippin (Ed.), Approaches
to the History of the Interpretation ofthe Qur'iin (Oxford: Qarendon Press, 1988), 185.

12 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fi U~iil a/-Tafsü, Ed. by 'Adnan Zarzür (Kuwait:
Dar al-Qur>an al-Karün, 1971),93-105.

13 Ibid., 79.
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al-Andalusï (d.1154). Abü al-Fida' al-l:Iafi?: Ibn Kathïr (d.1373) 'Abd al-Ra~man al­

Tha'alibï (d.1497) and JalaI al-Dîn al-Suyü\ï (d.15Ü5). 14 Of these eight. the first l'ive

Qur'anic comm~ntators lived before Ibn Taynùyya. It is unfonunate. however, that none

of them exceptlbn Jartr aI-Taban elaborated principles of Qur'anic interpretation. For the

purposes of this study, this great exegete is the most appropriate thinker to be compared to

Ibn Taynùyya. Although he was not a l:Ianbalite, his principles of Qur'anic interpretation

share with Ibn Taynùyya the same fundamental convictions.

B. Ibn Jarif al-Tabarï (d.923)

The principles of Qur'anic interpretation as articulated by Ibn Jarir al-Taban were

foreshadowed in sorne of the ideas of earlier Muslirn thinkers. Mul;tarnrnad Idrïs al-Shafi'i

(d.820) believed, for instance, that the Qur'an and the Prophet's sound traditions (al-sunna

al-thiibita ) are a unity and cannot be separated, for in his view bath are revelation. IS In his

u$ül al-fiqh (principles of legal reasoning), the Prophet's traditions serve to expIain the

generality of the Qur'an even though they nùght be al-akhbiir al-iiQiid • 16 Sharing this

opinion, Al;trnad ibn J:lanbal insisted that the Qur'an a!ld Sunna are mseparable, and the

Sunna explains the apparent, the inner, the specifie, the general, the abrogating and the

abrogated verses of the Qur'an. He maintained that it is the Messenger of God who

elaborated the meaning of the Holy Book. Therefore, it is not allowed to interpret the

14 Mul;tarnrnad J:lusayn al-Dhallabï, al-TafsIr wa al-Mufassirün, Vol. 1,204.

15 Abü zahra, AI-Shiifi'i, payiituh wa ,~, iira-'uh wa fiqhuh (Cairo: Dar ~1-Fikr
al-'Arabi. 1948), 184.

16 Ibid., 182.
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Qur'an through ra'y (personal opinion) or allegorically or to disregard what has been

explained by the Propi'et l7

Both al-Shafi'i 18 and A~marl ibn l;Ianbal stated that in case explanation of the

Qur'an was not found in the Sunna , the interpreter must seek the explanation of the

Prophet's Companions or of one of them in case of a difference of opinion. A~mad ibn

l;Ianbal believed that the Companions very likely witnessed the occasions of revelation and

undoubtedly understood its content and, in addition they knew and heard directly the

Prophet's tradition. Consequently it is very likely that their understanding of the Qur'an

was derived from the Sunna itself. 19 AI-Shafi'i asserted that although the Companions

might say something on the basis of their opinions, their opinion is still better than ours. 211

17 Henri Laoust, "~mad ibn l;Ianbal" in The Encylopaedia of Islam, New Edition,
Ed. by B. Lewis, V.L. Menage et al., Vol. m, 1971, 275.

18 Abü Zahra, Al-Shafi'i, 182.

19 Abü Zahra, lbn l;1anba/ (Iayatuh wa 'a~h iirii'uh wa fiqhuh (Cairo: Dar a1-Fikr
al-'Arabi, n.d.), 210-11 and Henri Laoust, "A~mad b. l;Ianbal ", the Encyclopaedia of
Islam, New Edition, 275.

20 Abü Zahra, a/-Shafi'i, 182. Sorne modem scholars, like Amin a1-Khülï, often
base themselves on the saying of Al)mad ibn l;Ianbal : " Three things have no ~l or isniïd
(chain of authority): a/-tafsïr, a/-ma/ii(lim and a/-maghiizï ", and a1-Shafi'ï's statement:
" Ibn 'Abbas only has about one hundred traditions" to suggest that even among earHer
Muslirn scholars, inch:ding al-Shafi'i and A~mad ibn l;Ianbal, there was a sceptical attitude
toward the reliability of tradition in tafsïr. Tnerefore, a1-Khülï proposes a literary approach
to understanding the Qur'an as an alternative to tafsïr bi a/-ma'thÜT. Sec Amin a1-Khüli,
Maniihij Tajchèl fi a/-NaQw wa a/-Ba/agha wa a/-Tafsïr wa a/-Adab (Cairo: Dar a1-Ma'rifa,
1961),274 and 276. However, the point of the statement by al-Shafi'i or Al)mad ibn
l;Ianbal is not to reject Qur'anic interpretation by tradition. On the contrary, their critical
stance toward tradition in tafsïr is because of their defence of tafsIr bi a/-ma'thür.
Therefore, A/;1mad ibn l;Ianbal, for example, regretted the fact that reHable traditions from
the Companions to explain the Qur'an were available but not used by commentators. He
said: "ln Egypt there is tafsïr of Ibn 'Abbas which is reported by 'A1ï ibn Abi Ta\/;1a but
not many go to Egypt for it." (Goldziher, Madhiihib a/-Tafsïra/-Isliml, 98). His statement
expressed his concern that 50 oCten the Qur'an was interpreted without ta\dng advantage of
reliable traditions reported by Ibn 'Abbas. one of the mast authoritative Companions of the
Prophet in tafsïr. ln addition, they not only regarded the Companions of the Prophet as
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To him. the only kind of personal opinion that can be tolerated is qiyiis (analogy ). 21

A~mad Ibn l;Ianbal believed that there is no issue in the Qur'an and the Sunna which has

not been explained by the Companions. either precisely or allusively. 22 Therefore. he

criticized the innovators (ahI aI-bida' ) for having neglected the Sunna and the

explanations of the Companion. 23 It is interesting, however, that neither al-Shafi'i, who

was among the followers of the tiibi'ün (tiibi' a/-laai'ïn ) 24 nor A~mad ibn l;Ianbal who

was among the followers of the tiibi' aI-tiibi'ïn, 25 mentioned the tiibi'ün as one of the

authorities in interpreting the Qur'an.

1. The Question of the Quantity of the Prophet's traditions

Later, the authority of the Sunna and of the Companion in understanding the

Qur'an was also upheld by Ibn Jarïr al-Taban, though he did not insist on their authorities.

In fact, even the emphasis on the authority of the tiibi'ün can be seen in his principles of

Qur'anic interpretation. Il is likely that by his lime the function of the Sunna as explaining

the Qur'an had become widely acceptOO by the majority of Muslim thinkers, thanks to the

brilIiant contribution of al-Shiifi'i. The same is likely in connection with the authority of the

Companions in interpreting the Qur'an. Thus, Ibn Jarir al-Taban did not have to emphasize

an authority in the interpretation of the Qur'an, they also insisted on the necessity ta refer
to them.

21 See the introduction of Majid Khadduri (00.), Al-Shafi'i's a/-Risiïla (Cambridge:
The Islamic Text Society, 1987), 39.

22 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Fatiiwii Ibn Taymiyya: U~ül a/-Fiqh. Vol. 19 (Rabat:
Maktabat al-Ma'arif, n.d. ), 285.

23 Ibn Taymiyya. Majmü' Fatiiwii Ibn Taymiyya: a/-Tafsir. Vol. 17, (Rabat:
Maktabat al-Ma'arif. n.d. ), 415.

24 $ubl;1ï $iilÜJ. 'Uliim al-l;Iadith wa Mu~pUa./Juh (Beirut: Dar al-'llm Ii al-Maliiyin.
1988),388.

25 Ibid.. 394.
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what !Jad already been stated by al-Shafi'i or A~mad ibn I:!anbal. There were t!Jose .

however. who questioned the suffkiency of the Prophet's traditions for r;It:~ïr and

believed in the unavoidability of Qur'anic interpretation by personal opinion ([<l'y ). The

question confronting Ibn Janr aI-Taban is whether the Prophet explained ail verses of the

Qur'an or only a very limited number of them. The question of the number and the quantity

of the Prophet's traditions offering explanations of the Qur'an had become a fundamental

concem of the time and made it necessary for Ibn Jarir aI-Taban to respond in terms of his

principles of Qur'anic interpretation. In his response, Ibn Jarir al-Taban argued that the

number of the Prophet's traditior.s explaining the Qur'an is not small; therefore. he

criticized the interpretation of the Qur'an lhrough the use of m'y (personaI opinion ).

2. The Rt"sponse of Ibn Jarir aI-Taban

To begin with. Ibn.tarir al-Taban classified the content of the Qur'an into three

categories. One is that aspect of the Qur'an which is not known by anyone except Gad; it

is not known even by the Prophet Mu~ammad or the angels. This category consists of the

mutashiibih (unclear) verses like those on the descent of Jesus. the lime of the rising of

the Sun from the west, the blowing of the trumpet. the day of resurreclion. the decline of

the universe and the meaning of al-~urüfal-muqaffll'a (the mysterious letters). 26 ln these

matters. the Prophet himself did not kIlow anytiJing except the portents (ashriif ) of these

events. 27 Aceording to Ibn Jarir al-Taban, anyone who claims to know the meaning of

these verses is a liar. 28 The second eategory is that aspect of the Qur'iin whieh is known

by everyone who knows the Arabie language in whieh the Qur'iin is reveaIed (dhii 'iJm bi

26 Ibn Jarir aI-Taban. Jiimi' aJ-Bayiin fi Tafsïr al-Qzu'iin, Vol. 3-4, (Beirut: Dar
aI-Ma'rifa, 1986), liS and that of Vol.l, 26 and 31

27lbid.

28 Ibid.• 26.
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al-/isiin al-ladhï unzila fih al-Qur'iin ). This aspect. however. is limited to such things as

infJection (Î'rab ). the fixed narnes (a'yiin al-musammayat bi asma'ihii al-liIzima ) which

do nol have concurrent rneanings (ghayr al-mushtarak ) and things descrihed by specific

attributes (al-maw,çüIat bi al-$iIat aJ-khiï$$a ). to the exclusion of others such as legal

judgrnents. their qualities and their forms. since the knowledge about them is given to the

Prophet alone. This second aspect of the Qur'an is elucidated through the words al-ifsiid

(causing corruption) and aJ-i$liiQ (putting sornething righl). According to Ibn Jarir al­

Taban, when sorneone who is familiar with (dhü 'ilm ) the Qur'anic language hears

somebody reciting the Qur'anic verse: "Wa idhii qi/a lahum Iii tufsidü fi l-arçli qii/ü innamii

na.!mu mU$liQüna a.Jii innahumu l-mufsidüna wa liildn Iiiya.sh'llIiina "29 he would know

that al-ifsïïd in that verse is something which has to he avoided for il is detrimental and a.J­

i$liïQ is sornething which has to he done for it is beneficial, 30 but he does not know

God's criterion to judge sorne actions as ifsiid and others as i$liiQ • Such a criterion can

only be known by referring to the explanations of the Prophet. 31 The third category of the

Qur'an's conlent is thal which is known by the Prophet To Ibn Jarir al-Taban. its quantity

is not small. These verses relate to such things as obligations (wujüb ) and recommended

aels (nadb), guidance (Ù'shiid), various kinds of prohibition (nahy ). rights (Quqüq ) and

legal punishments (Qudüd). Ibn Jarir maintained that these verses could not he understood

exeept by referring to the traditions of the Prophet 32

29 "When it is said to them, 'Do not corrupl in the land'. they say: We are only
ones that put things right' Truly they are the workers of corruption, but they are not
aware." Qur'iin. U: Il.

30 Ibn Jarir al-Taban. Jlimi' al-Bayan fi Tafsit al-QW"iin, Vol. l, 30.

31 Ibid., 26.

32 Ibid.
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With reference to the third category of the contents of the Qnr'an. Ibn Jarïr al-Tabari

argued that the main message of the Prophet in relation to the Holy Scripture is to explain it

ta the people. A Qur'anic verse which conflffi1s his conviction is: " We have revealed to

you the Qur'an (al-dhikr ) that you may make clear to the peoples what has been revealed

to them." 33 His view is also supponed by another verse of the Qur'an: "And We have not

revealed to you the Qur'an (al-kitiïb ) except that you may make clear to them that about

which they differ, and (as) a guidance and a mercy for a people who believe." 34 On the

basis of these verses, he held that Gad clearly ordered His messt.nger to explain the

meaning of the Qur'an. Mu~ammad must have done so because these verses are also

conflffi1ed by the traditions of the Prophet's Companions. 'Abd Allah ibn Mas'üd. for

example, said: "A man from among us. if he studied ten verses of the Qur'an. does not

proceed to others before he understands their meanings and practices." 35 According to Ibn

Jarïr al-Tabarï, this tradition implies that the Prophet had truly explained the meaning of the

Qur'an to his people.

Ibn Jarir aI-Taban argues that without the Prophet's teachings, our knowledge of

the Qur'iin wouId be very. limited. As regards the verses known "by God alone, for

example, he maintains that they relate to an invisible world. such as resurreetion. As for

the language of the Qur'iin whieh was known by the ancient Arabie poets, he maintains

that their knowledge was limited ta the clear words Iike the word ifsad and i~iq1 and their

grammar. 36 Conversely. those verses whose meanings were known by the Prophet

eneompass different things. Ibn Jarir aI-Taban makes the point therefore that the Prophet's

33 Qur'iin, XVI: 44.

34 Ibid., 64.

35 Ibn Jarïr al-Taban, Jamj' aI-Bayan fi Ta/sir al-QrWan, Vol. l, ri.

36 Ibid., 26 and 31.
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explanation regarding the Qur'an is not insignificant (Iii yakiinu '1alila ). Thus. in his

opinion. it is not allowed ta interpret the Qur'an by ra'y or personal opinion.

According to Ibn Jarïr a1-Taban. there are two traditions that led the people to hold

the notion that the number of the Prophet's explanations regarding the Qur'an is small. The

first is a tradition of 'A'isha: "The Prophet does not explain the Qur'an excep, certain

verses which were taught by Gabriel to him." 37 Reacting to this tradition, Ibn Jarir al­

Tabarï said that if 'A'isha's statement was true. it would mean that MUQarnmad had

ignored a clear command of God. However, the tradition, he asserts, is not true. On the

contrary, the Prophet fulfilled his duties and not a small number of the verses of the

Qur'an were explained by him. 38 'A'isha's tradition was transmitted by a person whose

reliability is suspect, viz. Ja'far ibn MUQammad al-Zubayn. This individual was not

knowledgeable in tradition (ahl al-iithiir ); therefore, this tradition cannot he used as an

argument. 39

According to Ibn Jarir a1-Taban. traditions describing the cautious attitude of the

sala. In interpreting the Qur'an are another reason for the notion that the Prophet did not

explain much of the Qur'an. Asked about the meaning of the Qur'an, Sa'ïd ibn al­

Musayyab, one of the great taôi'ün, said, for example, that he would never talk about

the Qur'an. Accord:ng to a report, his attitude was (;ompletely different when he dealt

with lega! matters. The same was the attitude of a1-Sha'bï. He reportedly refrained from

talking about the Qur'an. the soul (roll ) and on the basis of persona! opinion (ra'y ).

Such traditions were considered by the opponents of tafsïr bi a]-ma'thür as suggesting that

37 Ibid., 29.

38 Ibid., 30.

39 Ibid., 29-30.
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the number of the Prophet's traditions on the Qur'an is limited (<J;lliJ ). ~o To Ibn JaIir aI­

Taba~. however. these reports did not indicate tha!. Rather. they support his own

conviction. because the attitude of Sa'îd ibn Musayyab and al-Sha'bî basically discourage

Muslims to interpret the Qur'an uniess they have knowledge and to refrain l'rom talking

about the Qur'an on the basis of personal opinion. Ibn JaIir al-Tabarî asserted that these

people did not reject the idea of Qur'anic interpretations, but they refrained l'rom talking

about the Qur'an in terms of personal opinion and urged Muslims to always refer to what

has been explained by the Proph~l, for otherwise one would fall in error. ~l

Having disproved the basis of his opponents' view, Ibn Jarîr al-Tabarî then

refuted the validity of interpretation through m'y or the interpretation which ignores the

Prophet's explanation, and declared that such interpretations would remain erroneous even

when they say what is correct, for the exegete lacked conviction of truth (müqin ). He

said:

"The interpretation of the Qur'an cannot he known except by the explanation of the
Messenger of God, peace he upon him, or (except) by argume;\t regarding it; il is
not aIlowed to anyone to talk about it through his ra'y. One who speaks about it
through his ra'y remains in error even though he reaches the truth... For such a
person is not like one who has a f1rrn conviction that he is true, but in the position
of a l'one11er (khiiri~ ) and of one who presumes (?iiM ). But to make statements in
God's religion on the basis of one assumption is to give opinion without
knowledge and God has prohibited that : ' Say: My Lord has only prohibited
indecencies, those of them that are apparent as weil as those that are conceaIed, and
sin and rehellion without justice, and that you associate with God that for which He
has not sent down any authority, and that you say about God what you do not
know." 42

40 Ibid., 29

41 Ibid., 30.

42 Ibid., 27 and Qur'an, VII: 33.
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Il appears from the foregoin~ statement thatthe obje~tion of Ihn JarÏr al-Tabari to

Qur'ani~ interpretation by ra'y was nût unly that the number of the Prophet's traditions

for taf~ir is not small, but also be~ause he doubted the ~apacity of ra'y itself to determine

the true meaning of the Holy Book. It seems that, in his view, the nature of the decision of

m'y is that it is a probable and relative opinion. This view is characteristic of the

supporters of tafsir bi a!-ma'thür and, later on, it was to be much elaborated by Ibn

Taymiyya.43

3, The Advancement of Ibn Jarïr al-Tabarï's thought

As has already been discussed above, Ibn Jarïr al-Taban refuted IWO lhings: the

notion that the explanation of the Qur'an as offered by the Prophet is srnall (qaJiJ ), and

Qur'anic interpretation through ra'y. Ibn Jarïr's emphasis was a reaction to a growing

sceptical attitude that eonsidered the Sunna which explained the Qur'an 10 be \imited

and the interpretation of the Qur'an through m'y therefore to be justifiable. 1iùs challenge

had neither been faced by al-Shafi'ï nor by AlJrnad ibn l;Ianbal. Ibn Jarïr al-Taban went

beyond al-Shafi'i and AlJmad ibn l;Ianbal for he stressed not only that the Sunna

functions as the elaboration of the Qur'an, but also that the number of the Prophet's

traditions serving as such an elaboration is not small, In addition, he also argued more

eogently both from the point of view of reason or on a revelational basis against the use of

m'y in interpretation. Later, Ibn Taymiyya was to go even further in sorne respects, for he

declares that the Prophet MulJammad has explained al! the meaning of the Qur'an despite

the faet that he admits that there are Qur'anic verses which are oruy known by Gad

43 Sec Ibn Taymiyya's views on the subject in the fust chapter of this thesis.
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( namely the undear verses of the QurJan [mut;l.~h;Tbih 1on the true esselll:e of Goti. His

attributes. His kayfiyya .-14 qadar. the hereafter (al-nm";Td) 4, .md the invisible worlti :'"

Ibn JarIr's advance over al-Shafi'i and Ahmad ibn Hanbal can also be seen in his" .

regarding the t;Tbi'ün (the Followers of the Companions of the Prophet) as authoritative

besides the Companions. He even tried to indicate who the commendable (nm~müd )

ciibi'ün were, like Mujahid, and who were the objectionable ones (nmdhmlïm ) like

Abü $alil,1 and al-Suddi. 47 But the way that Ibn JarIr al-raban mentioned their authority is

often indirect He, for example, quoted traditions that describe the enthusiasm of the SUlilf

(the Companions of the Prophet and their Followersl in l:nderstanding the Qur'an and

those which show their amazing mastery of il. It is reported, for instance, that Ibn 'Abbas

used to deliver such sermons that if the Daylamîs and the Turks heard them, they would

have conver~ed to Islam. On !hat occasion, he interpreted surat al-nur of the Qur'iïn. 4K

Moreover, Sa'id ibn Jubayr, one of the great tiibi'un, asserted: "Whoever reads the

Qur'an and does not interpret it is Iike the blind or the Bedouin (al-a'riib; l." Again,

Mujahid, the great authority of the laai'un , stated: "1 studied the Qur'iïn (al-mu~t1af) with

Ibn 'Abbas three times from its beginning to its end. On every verse 1stopped 10 ask him

about it." 49 Through these traditions, Ibn JarIr probably wants to illustrale the point thut

44 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu' al-RasiPil al-Kubra, Vol. 2, 34 ; his Majmu' Fatiiwii Ibn
1'aymiyya: al-Tafsïr, Vol. 17,357,419,424-26,450 and ~abIÏ al-Murawalli, Manhaj Ibn
Taymiyya fi Tafsïr al-(}ur>iin al-Karim (Cairo: 'Alam al-KUlub, 198Il, 248.

45 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu' Fatiiwa Ibn Taymiyya: al-Tafsïr. Vol. 17, 396 and 402.

46 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu' Fatiiwa Ibn Taymiyya: Muqaddimat al-Tafsïr, Vol. 13.
280.

47 Ibn JarIr al-raban, Jiimi' al-Bayiin fi Tafsïr al-(}ur>iin • 30-1.

48 Ibid., 28.

49 Ibid., 31.
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the l'Jbi''On , besides the Companions. were really keen students and scholars of the QurJan

and. therefore. their understanding of it is extraordinary.

The only occasion when Ibn Jarîr notes the necessity to refer to the tiibi'ün is

during a discussion of who among the commentators are the most entitled to be followed in

their exegesis. To him. they are the people whose interpretation of the Qur'an is supported

by the Prophet's traditions and by the ancient Arabie language in whiC:l the Qur'an was

revealed. Il is certain that Ibn Jarir had no objection to investigating the ancient Arabs'

sayings or poetry in order to gain a !rUe understanding of sorne Qur'anic verses. but he

stipulated that the result of such an investigation has to he in confonnity with the sayings

of the salaf. Il is in this contextthat Ibn Jarir al-Tabarî mentioned the authority of the

tiibi'ün.. The following is his saying:

"The (Qur'anic) commentators mostlikely to he !rUe in their interpretation of the
Qur'an... are those who have the clearest argument ...from the Prophet's tradition...
and the c1earest proof from language (al-lisiin ) ... from their poetry... their sayings
or from their well-known language in so far as their ta'wU and tafsÏf does not
deviate from the sayings of the Prophet's Companions ... and the taôi'ün ..." 50

Ibn Taymiyya, as has aIready heen shown in his commentary of sürat al-lkhlii$ ,

shares the view of Ibn Jarir ai-Taban and agrees that the sayings of the salaf are superior

to those based on the ancient Arabie language and that the latter does not, by itseIf,

constitute conclusive praof in support of an interpretation. 51

50 Ibid.• 32.

51 See the discussion of this issue in chapter n of this thesis under subtitle: " An
Anaiysis oflbn Taymiyya's Tafsïr Sürat al-lkhlii$ ".

'.
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C. Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328)

Il is difficult to deny that Ibn Taymiyya was intluenced by his predecessors. Al­

Shafi'i had bequeathed him the idea of the unity of the Qur'an and the Sunn.l. with lhe

latter explaining the former; 52 and he followed A~mad ibn l;Ianbal in insisting on lhe

sayings of the Companions as the second authority in understanding the Qur'an afler the

Sunna. 53 Another scholar who influenced him very much in his principles of Qur'anïc

interpretation was Ibn Jarïr aI-Tabarï. Ibn Taymiyya does not only quote the same verses,

the Prophet's traditions, the sayings of the Companions and of the tiibi'ün as Ibn Jarir

does, S4 but also restates sorne of the latter's arguments. His belief that the Prophet

Mul;larnmad had fulfilled God's order to explain the Qur'an to his peoples is a case in point.

ss AIso, his insistence that the Prophet had explained the meaning of ail the Qur'iitl to his

people must be considered as a development of Ibn Jarïr's emphasis that the Prophet's

explanation of the Qur'anic verses was not insignificant. The same is true of Ibn

Taymiyya's refutation of tafsïr bi al-ra'Y as weIl as of his emphasis on the excellence the

salaf's understanding of the Qur'iin.S6 What is stated by Ibn Taymiyya is very often a

repetition of what Ibn Jarïr had said. His indebtedness ta Ibn Jarïr is understandable for he

52 See his reference ta aI-Shiifi'ï in Muqaddima fi U$ül al-Tafsïr. 94.

53 See his reference ta Al;lmad ibn l;Ianbal in Majmü' Farawii Ibn Taymiyya: al·
Tafsïr, Vol. 17,447 and Majmü' Fatiiwa Ibn Taymiyya: U$ül al·Fiqh. Vol. 19.285.

54 Compare, for instance. Ibn Taymiyya's Muqaddima fi U$ül al·Tafsïr • 93·4 ta
Ibn Jarir aI-Tabarï's liimi' al·Bayan fi TafsIr al-Qur'iin. 25 or Muqaddima. IOS-7 ta liimi'
al-Bayiin 27.

55 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fi U$ül al-Tafsïr, 35·7.

56 Ibid., 105-112.
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dearly acknowledges the latter's tafsïr as the best available. This is notto say. however.

that Ibn Taymiyya does not go beyond the ideas of his predecessors. His contribution

consists in a stronger emphasis on sorne earlier views as weil as sorne new arguments.

1. The Stronger Emphasis of Ibn Taymiyya's Arguments

Ibn Taymiyya insists that the Prophet explained all the meaning of the Qur'an to

his Companions and, later, they taught itto the tabi'ün . 57 This position is elearly an

advanee over Ibn larïr's. who maintained that the number of the Prophet's explanations

regarding the Qur'an is not small. To Ibn Taymiyya, it is not allowed for a Muslim to

believe that God revealed the message (kalam ) without its meaning. 58 ln addition, Ibn

Taymiyya diseusses the pracess of transmission of Qur'anic knowledge, suggesting a

perfeet transmission from the Prophet to the tifbi'ün . The Companions are portrayed as

receiving the meaning of the Qur'an from the Prophet and transmitting it to the taôi'ün .

59 Ibn Taymiyya, therefore, emphasizes the authority of the Companions of the Prophet,

the taôi'ün and even the followers of the taôi'ün :

" ... We know that the Qur'an is read by the Companions of the Prophet , the
tabi'ün and their followers (tiibi'ühum ) and they know most of ils tafsir and its
meaning as they know most of the truth that Gad sent to His messenger, peace be
upon him. (Therefore) whoever eontradiets (khiilafa ) their sayings and interprets
the Qur'an by eontradieting their interpretation ens in proof (dalïl ) and meaning
(madlül ). Alid there is no doubt that whoever eontradiets their sayings, bis
argument is speeious (shubha ) whether he supports it on rational or revelational
(sam'iyya) grounds." 60

57 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Fatiiwii Ibn Taymiyya: Muqaddimat al-Tafsir, Vol. 13,
402-3.

58 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Fatiiwa Ibn Taymiyya: al-Tafsfr, Vol. 17, 390 and bis
Muqaddima fi U~ülal·Tafsfr , 37.

59 Ibid., 35-8.

60 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü' Fatiiwa Ibn Taymiyya: al-Tafsfr, Vol. 13,361-2.
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Ibn Taymiyya also declares that the age of the Companions and that of the r;ïbi'iin

were the best ages of Islam because the Messenger himself asserted SO.61 He invokes the

Qur'an itself in support of the salaf's authority: "And whoever acts with hostility 10 the

Apostie after that guidance has become manifest to him, and foUows other than the way of

the believers, We will turn him to that to which he has (himself) tumed and make him enter

heU: and it is an evil resort." 62 Ibn Taymiyya is of the opinion that "the way of believers"

mentioned here is the way of the salai. 63 Therefore, anyone who interprets the Qur'an

should follow the way in which they interpreted il. He even goes further to declare that

caIsïr by using mere personai opinion (ril'y ) is forbidden (!laram ). 64 His reason is that

once m'y directs Qur'anic interpretation, cafsÏr becomes not only subject to whims

(hawii) of the interpreters but their own theologicai and ideologicai interests as weil.

To Ibn Taymiyya, those who interpret the Qur'an metaphorically (ta'wïl ) have basically

already had their own convictions by which they imposed them on the w(\rds of the

Qur'an. 65 Although A~mad ibn l;Ianbai and Ibn Jarïr al-Taban had clearly oppose<! the

use of reason in interpreting the Holy Book, they did not declare such fine critical view as

Ibn Taymiyya does.

61 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmü C Fatiïwii Ibn Taymiyya: Muqadclimat al-Tafsïr, Vol. 13,
24 and his Majmü C Fatiïwii Ibn Taymiyya: U$ü/ al-Fiqh , Vol. 20 (Rabat: Maktabat al­
Macarif. n.d.), 294-95.

62 Qur'an, IV: 114. Ibn Taymiyya, Maciirij al-WU$ü/, 32-4.

63 Ibn Taymiyya, Naqd al-Manpq , Ed. by Mu~arnmad al-FiqI (Cairo: Maktabat
al-Sunna aI-M~arnmadiyya, 1951), 1.

64 Ibn Taynûyya, Muqadclima fi U$ül al-Tafsïr, 105-15.

65 Sec bis statement, among others, in ibid., 81.
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2. The New Arguments of Ibn TaYlTÙyya

The major contribution of Ibn Taymiyya relates to his new arguments for the

authority of naqJ and the salaf. Before discussing that subject, the evolution of thought

within the tafsir bi al-ma'thür school is worth considering. As has already been indicated

earlier, in the time of Ibn Jarïr al-Taban (d. 923) there began to appear a sceptical attitude,

questioning and even rejecting the traditionist claim that the Sunna was sufficiently

detailed to expIain the Qur'an. This scepticism towards the supporters of tafsir bi al­

ma'thür continued to develop even after Ibn Jarïr al-Tabar!. By the time of Ibn TaylTÙYYa,

however, the critical question that was being posed by opponents of tafsir bi al-ma'thür

was not about the nature of the relationship of the Sunna to the Qur'an, nor about the

authority of the Companions and the rabi'ün. nor whether the Prophet explained many

verses of the Qur'an or only a few of them, but rather that the transmitted opinions and

sayings of the salaf were full of disagreements and contradictions. So, according to the

opponents of tafsir bi al-ma'thür, even if they accepted naql and the sayings of the salaf

as authoritative, how could the divergence and contradictions in their views be resolved?

This challenge had not been addressed by al-Shafi'i (d.820) and A.t1rnad ibn l:Ianbal

(d.8SS) for they were still striving to establish the authority of the Sunna of the Prophet as

weil as that of Companions. Nor was it faced by al-Tabar! (d.923) who was disturbed only

by scepticism about the sufflciency in number of the Prophet's explanation of the Qur'an,

as already discussed.

ln connectior. with this issue, Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328) does not mention the names

of particular opponents. However, it is very likely that one of them is al-GhazaIi (d.IIII),

and for this there are severa! reasons. One of them is that this Ash'arite theologian, in ms
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book 11)yii' 'Ulüm aJ-Dïn. severely criticized A~mad ibn \:Ianbal's Qur'anic

interpretation for his reliance on the apparent meaning of the Qur'an and his opposition to

ta'wïJ. 66 ln addition, he also rejected the equation of a prohibition of taisïr bi al-m'y to

the llecessity of Qur'anic interpretation by mere naqJ (transmitted religious tradition), To

him, the prohibited cafsïr bi al-m'Y is the interpretation of the Qur'an following the

desires and the convictions of the interpreter or following the apparent sense of the Arabie

language while disreg~.rding the traditions of the Prophet. 67 But his opposition to taisir bi

aJ-ma'thür , as he explained il. was also due to the fact that the Prophet himself only

explained a few of the Qur'anic verses, while the sayings of the salai contradicted each

other and could not he reconciled. To al-Ghazali, their contradictary sayings were due to

the fact that they reflected their own opinions, for it was impossible that they had come

down from the Prophet. 68

ln response to such a stance, Ibn Taymiyya asserts that the Messenger had

explained all the rneanings of the Qur>an ta his Companions, who passed them on ta their

Followers. Ibn Taymiyya also argues that disagreement of naql (transmitted traditions),

merely happens in traditions whose soundness is unknown and whiéh are valueless for

religion. The sayings of the salai, he insists, are not contradictory but only diverse, Ibn

Taymiyya's arguments in this regard have been discussed in the seeond ehapter of titis

thesis and there is no need here for repetition. However, it shou!d he borne in mind that

despite the faet that Ibn Taymiyya's argument essentially revolves around sueh linguistie

66 AI-Ghazalï,l1;Jyii' 'UJüm al-Dm, Vol. l, 136. His view on ta'wH ean he found
also in lysa A. Bello's The Medieval Islamic Controvcrsy between Philosophy and
Orthodoxy: Ijmii' and Ta'wH in the Cont1ict between al-Ghazili and Ibn Rushd (Leiden:
EJ . Brill, 1989), 52-65.

67 Muhammad Abu! Quasem, "AI-Ghazali in Defenee of ~üfistie Interpretation of
the Qur>an" , 66.

68 Ibid., 385-6.

"
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features as mushtarak ,muriidif and mutawii{i' and does not consider the real

contradictions, this argument seems to have helped his school of Qur'anic interpretation ta

refute the criticism of their opponents. Ibn Taymiyya does succeed at least in convincing his

readers that not all traditions which might be thought contradictory are necessary 50. This

is an original argument, not found in thinkers like al-Shafi'i, AJ:tmad ibn I;Ianbal and Ibn

Jarir al-Taban.

3. Analysis of the Advancement of Ibn Taymiyya's Thought

The tafsïr bi al-ma'thÜT school shows therefore a graduai but significant

intellectual development, brought about by the need to respond to its critics. Al-Shafi'i

(d.82S) established the authority of the Prophet's Sunna and emphasized its inseparability

from the Qur'iin and that the former explains the latter. Following him, Ibn Jarir al-Tabari

(d.923) emphasized that the number of Prophet's explanations regarding the Qur>iin is not

small. Ibn Taymiyya (d.1328) for his part declares that the Prophet explained ail the

meanings of the Qur>iin to his CompaRions and that they taught them to their FoUowers.

The same relates to the authority of the tiibi'ün . AJ:tmad ibn I;Ianbai (d.8SS) had not yet

mentioned the authority of the tiibi'ün . Later. Ibn Jarir al-Taban (d 923) hegan an account

of il. Ibn Taymiyya reemphasizes this authority more explicidy and adds another argument

drawn from both the Qur'iin and the Sunna. Then, he goes on to insist that their difference

of opinion does not constitute contradictions, and these differences cao he reconciled.

The question which needs sorne consideration now is this: what is the context in

which Ibn Taymiyya's stand in favour of tafsïr bi al-ma·thÜT is ta he explained? This

context may he describcd in terms of the foUowing two factors:

'.



•

•

•

1Il)

a. ijanbalite world-view

As a l;Ianbalite, Ibn Taymiyya's thinking matured in a theological and intellectual

atmosphere characterized by emphasis on the superiority of revelaùon over reason and the

authority of al-Sunna or /;Jadïth, al-iÏthâr and naql , and the salat and so forth, and a

distrust of and opposiùon to personal opinion (ra 'y ) or rational reasoning. Having

intemalized this world-view by virtue of his madhhab and family background and

education, he was very much disturbed by any deviation from Islam (bid'a) and

denounced ail those he considered to have departed from thc practicc of thc carly

generations of pious Muslims (salat). Such sensitivity towards bid'a is characteristic of

the l;Ianbalites and is not shared by the followers of the Malikite, Shiifi'ite or l;Ianafite

schools.

b. the struggle against bid'a

Later, the l;Ianbalite notions Ibn Taymiyya had imbibcd continucd to he

strengthened by long intellectual and political conflicts with his opponcnts. Thc hislOry of

the l;Ianbalite school itself till at least the rimc of Ibn Taymiyya was basically thc history of

intellectual and political conflicts with othcr schools of thought such as Jahmites,

MU'tazilites, ~üfis, Shi'ites and Ash'arites. Thc founding fathcr of l;Ianbalism himsclf

showed vehement opposition IOwards thc Jahmites and Mu'tazilites and his position on the

question of "the createdncss" of thc Qur'an causcd him much suffering during the

Mi/;Jna . 69 Later, thc confliet of Ibn Taymiyya with thc Ash'arites, whom he 'o:onsidered as

69 Scc his al-Radd 'ali al-Jaluniyya wa al-Zsnidiqa, Ed. by'Abd al-Ratunin
'Umayra ( Riy~: Dar al-Liwii>, 1977); and sec Walter M. Patton, A{lmed ibn (lanbal and
the Mi{ma (Leiden: EJ. BrilI, 1897).
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the inheritors of certain Mu'tazilite attitudes, was not only an intellectual struggle but also

had social and political implication. His writing the 'Aqïda al-f;lamawiyya al-Kubra and

al-'Aqïda al-Wasipyya led to interrogation and imprisonmenl. He was also imprisoned

for his sharp criticism of popular ~üfism and his denunciation of the veneration of the

tombs of ~üfi shaykhs as bid'a. He also look up arms against the Shi'ites accusing them

of having facilitated the invasion of Baghdad by the Mongols. 70 AlI this intellectual and

political tension must have contributed to Ibn Taymiyya's confrontational style, which is

also in evidence in his principles of Qur'anic intelpretation.

Ibn Taymiyya's was a time when metaphorical intelpretation of the Qur'an

(ta'wil ) had come to be secn by many as not ooly unavoidable and necessary but as the

truth itself. To Ibn Taymiyya, ta'wil not ooly legitimaœd the beliefs of the innovatars like

the ~üfis, the Shi'ites and the Ash'arites but also created disunity in the umma • The

~üfis, for example, though they helped educate the people also encouraged them ta escape

their public responsibilities. Ibn Taymiyya was shocked when the foUower.l of the ~üfi

orders of the rime rejected his calI to take up arms against the Tatars claiming that ta fight

them is to fight Gad. He considers such a view not only as dividing Musliins inta many

groups of bid'a but also wealtening the unity and the strength of the umma • He is

convinced that ta oppose the people of bid'a, whether in the inteUectual or political realm,

was necessary to return ta the salaf's understanding of the Qur'an and the Sunna. His

principles of Qur'anic interpretation, under discussion here, are an inteUectual vehicle ta

reach that goal. Once the umma believes in and practices Islam as the Prophet did, the

Muslims could, he hoped. regain their carlier glory.

70 For an account of Ibn Taymiyya's ~an • sec l;Iasan Qisim Murid. MilJan of
Ibn Taymiya: a Narrative Account Based on a Comparative Analysis ofthe Sorm:es • ( MA
thesis, McGill University, (968),74-112.
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4. The Influence of Ibn Tayoùyya

Although Ibn Tayoùyya is usually not considered as a Qur'ân exegete. the influence

of his principles of Qur'anic interpretation on later thinkers cannot be ignored. Ibn Qayyim

al-Jawziyya (d.1350-1). for instance. strongly restated the point that the differences of

opinion of the salai are not to be seen as contradictions but as diversity of views. and he

adduced other examples. 71 Al-Zarkashï (d.139I) also seems to he influenced by Ibn

Tayoùyya when he states that the people who do not understand very often think that the

difference of opinions of the salai constitutes disagreemen' (ikhtiliif ) while it is not. In

the view of al-Zarkashï. each of the salai had pointed out the apparent meaning of the

Qur'ân and their differences came from the fact that they tried to explain the Qur'iin using

the expression clearest to the speaker (al-qii'il ) or the most appropriate one to the one

raising the question (al-sii'il ). Thus. although the salai explained the Qur'iin in different

tenns. they pointed to the same meaning.72 His argument is sunilar to Ibn Taymiyya's

though it is unfortunate that al-Zarkashï does not mention hirn. The following is a

statement of Ibn Taymiyya that al-Zarkashï quotes verbatim :

"The best method of tJisir is the Interpretation of the Qur'iin by the Qur'i'i.,.
(because) what is stated generally in one place is elaborated in detail in anotber and
what is stated shortly in one place is explained in another. In case you are unable ta
do tha!, you must take the Sunna for it elaborates the Qur'iin and explains it. Gad
said: We have not revealed to you the Qur'iin (al-kitib) except that you may make
clear to them that about which they differ, and (as) a guidance and a mercy for a
people who believe." 73

71 Sabri al-MutewalU. Manhaj ahl al-Sunna fi TafsIr al-Qur>ifn ,73-4.

72 Al-Zarkashï, al-Burhân fi 'Ulüm al-Qur'ân. Vol. 2 (Beirut: Dir al-Kutub aI­
Cnoùyya, 1988), 176.

73 Ibid., 192.
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ft is not easy to detennine which of al-Zarkashi's ideas are original and which are

not The acknowledgement of indebtedness to earlier writers was very much a matter of an

author's choice. Thus. al-Zarkashï very often mentions the earlier writers he quotes from

but in sorne cases he neglects to do so.

A later scholar who clearly acknowledged his debt to Ibn Taymiyya's principles of

Qur'anic interpretation (qawii'id al-tafsïr ) is aI-Suyüp (d. 1505) in his al-Itqiin fi 'Ulüm

al-Qur'iin . 74 Ibn Taymiyya's influence can particularly be seen when al-Suyüp discusses

the ranks of the knowledgeable people in tafsïr. maintaining that the most knowledgeable

are the people of Mecca like Mujahid and 'Alli' ibn Abï Rabiil} because they were the

foUowers of Ibn 'Abbas. Later. they were the people of Küfa, for they are the followers of

Ibn Mas'üd. Next are the people of Medina Iike Zayd ibn Aslam ete.75

The influence of Ibn Taymiyya's principles of Qur'anic interpretalion is easier to

recognize on Ibn Kathir (d.1373). 76 This pro-l;Ianbalite Shafi'ite thinker is often

considered to be the second only to Ibn Jarir aI-Taban in tafsïr bi al-ma'thür school. He

studied under different scholars of the lime. one of bis most infIuenlial teaehers being Ibn

Taymiyya. 77 Ibn Kathir followed bis ideas and even gave a fatwif on a controversial

74 AI-Suyüp. al-Itqifn fi 'Ulüm al-Qur'ifn. Vol. 1 (Cairo: Dar aI-Turath, 1985). 19.

75 AI-Zarqani. Maniibil al-'Irfân fi 'Ulüm al-Qur'ifn (Cairo: Matba'at 'Isa: aI-Biibi
aI-l;Ialabï wa ShlJfllkiih, n.d.). 19-21. The influence of Ibn Taymiyya's thoughton aI-Suyüp
is shown in the latter's opposition to logic. See Wael B. HaIlaq, ed., Ibn Taymiyya Against
the Greelc Logicians (Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1993). xlix.

76 See Jane Dammen McAuliffe, "Qur'anic Hermeneulics: The Views of al-Taban
and Ibn Ka~ " in Andrew Rippin, ed., Approaches to the History ofthe Intelpretaâon of
the Quroifn (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988),56-61.

77 Jane Dammen McAuliffe, C}ur>anic OIristians: An Analysis of Classical and
Modem Exegesis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1991),72-3.
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Issue. raliiq (divorce) in line with the view of Ibn Taymiyya. which ,aused him ta endure

mihna as did his tea,her. Ibn Taymiyya's influence on Ibn Kathïr's prindples of

Qur'anïc interpretation is obvious. The latter very often quotes his tea,her's ideas verb.ltim.

Ibn Taymiyya's statements in Muqaddima fi U,~üJ al-Tafsir • 93-115 is. for instance.

repeated by Ibn Kathïr in Tafsir al-Qur'iin aJ-'A?im Vol. 1.4-6. though Ibn Taymiyya is

not mentioned here. The case is differcnt when Ibn Kathïr quotes Ibn Jarir al-Tabarï (pp.

6-8) and explicitly refers ta him. Again. in relation ta the issue of Isra'ïIiyyat, Ibn Kathir

says:

"lsra'ï1iyyat traditions are of three kinds. First, those whose soundness we know
from what we have that supports il. Second, those whose unsoundness we know
from what we have that contradicts it. Third, those which are neither from the flfst
nor from the second category. Therefore, we neither trust in them nor deny them
and ta report them is lawful and most of such (traditions) consist of something
which is of no use in respect ta religious affain; " 78

This statement is exactly what Ibn Taymiyya says in his Muqaddima fi U~ül al­

Tafsir . 79 Therefore, it is not an exaggeration ta say that Ibn Taymiyya's principles of

Qur'anic interpretation not only show much originality. they have also been very

influential. In fact this influence is not Iimited ta the medieval thinkers and exegetes. but

extends ta modem writers . 80

78 Ibn Kathïr, Tafsïr a1-Qur>ifn a1-'A#m. Vol. 1 (Beirut: Dar al-Ma'rifa. 1987). S.

79 See page 100.

80 See Mu~amrnad l;Iusayn al-Dhahabi. for example. who rephrases what was
stated by Ibn Taymiyya regarding the Isrii'ïliyyiit tradition in his ai-Ta/sir wa a1­
Mufassùün.179. Khiilid 'Abd al-Ra~al-'Akk also restates Ibn Taymiyya's method
of Qur'anic interpretation and bis argument regarding the nature of the difference of
opinions of the sala/. See bis U~ül ai-Ta/sir wa Qawii'iduh (Beirut: Dar al-Naf1>is, 1986),
79-80 and 83-6.
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CONCLUSION

Ibn Taymiyya's deep concern with what he perceived as distortions in

understanding and interpreting the Qur'an is reflected throughout his polemical writings,

refutations and criticisms of the ahl al-bida' (the "innovators"), This study of his

prindples of Qur'anic interpretation reveals that Ibn Taymiyya's refutation of those he

considered as the ahl al-bida' --- the philosophers, the mutakalJimün , the ~üfis and the

Shï'ites --- was essentially because of his objections to their Qur'anic interpretations,

According to Ibn Taymiyya, these ahl al-bida' very often imposed "foreign" and "un­

Islamic" beliefs (bida' ) on the words of God (kaliim Alliïh ) through ta'wil

(metaphorical interpretation), and changed or distorted or contradicted the true meaning of

the Qur'an in accordance with their preconceived beliefs. They claimed such beliefs lO be

the true understanding of the Qur'an and often regarded the views of the other schools of

Qur'anic interpretation as false. Such an attitude created confusion and disunity arnong

Muslims and contributed to their deterioration. Ibn Tayrniyya therefore rigorously

opposes them, even sometirnes charging them with unbelief, for in his view these ahl al­

bida' are themselves rnisled and rnislead others.

According to Ibn Tayrniyya, the meaning of the Quroan was taught by Go<! lO His

messenger, and the messenger is the only one who has the best understanding of il; the

messenger, later. transrnitted the meaning of the Qur'an in its entirety to the salai.

Therefore. in trying lO understand the Quroan one has to refer lO the understanding of

the salai. To Ibn Tayrniyya, their ta/sir is sufficient: it needs neither ta'wiJ nor allows

the imposition of foreign ideas on the Quroan, That Islamic teachings in general and the

meaning of the Qur'iin in particular have been perfecdy and in their entirety transrnitted

'.
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from the earliest is a conviction fundamental [0 Ibn Taymiyya's thollght. Il is only by l,<:ing

aware of this conviction of his that we can understand Ibn Taymiyya's rigorolls polemil'al

works as weil as his painstaking efforts to restore the sal.tf's understanding of the Qur'an,

An important implication of Ibn Taymiyya's belief in the primacy and allthority of

the salaf's understanding of the Qur'an is that the salaf for him are the most ideal

people after the Prophet. He suggests, for example, that what was handed down by the

salaf always can be explained and argues that the differences in their sayings as regards

tafsir do not concem matters of belief ('aqïda ), there are no contradictions in them, and

their sayings are far better than those of later generations; in addition their piety is beyond

doubt, and it was impossible for them to lie about the Prophet or to fabricate traditions, Ibn

Taymiyya even suggests that their opinion cannot be separated from the opinion of the

Prophet, because the Prophet was their teacher, and / or their opinions derive from llIl

understanding of the Prophet's Sunna, Nor does he entertain the possibility that the salaf

as readers or interpreters of the text (the Qur'an) could have been conditioned by their

historical circumstances or social political biases, particularly because of the oral

transmission of materials.\

Another implication of seeing the salaf as the most ideal people after the Prophet is

that the injunction of the Qur'an to think and ponder over the scripture is limited by Ibn

Taymiyya to the lust hearers or first audience of the revelation. Such Qur'llIlic verses as:

"Do they not ponder the Qur'an?" 2 or "We have sent it down as llIl Arabic Qur'an; haply

1 For a critical discussion of naql in tafsir. see Amin al-Khiili, ManlIhij al-TajdId
fi al-Nl$w wa al-Balâgha wa al-Tafsir wa al-Adab (Cairo: Dar al-Ma'rifa, 1961),296-7.

2 Qur'an, IV: 82
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you will think" 1 are understood as an injunetion to the people of the time of revelation; for

the later Muslims it will suffiee to follow and darify what those early people said. 4 In

fact, the use of reason independently of the salaf is forbiclden to them. In addition. he

ignores the faet that thcre are severa! sayings of the Prophet and those of sala! urging the

believers to think or to have reeourse to ta'wïl. For example. he does not diseuss the

tradition ;" The Qur'un has an outer (~ahr ) and an inner (ba.en ) meaning", or "No one

speaks to the people except according to the level of (their) intellectual capacity", and so

forth. 5 So. just as Ibn Taymiyya's opponents ignore his favorite traditions, he too chooses

the traditions which conflfffi his own opinion; and if the supporters of ta'wil de-emphasize

what has been transmitted from the early Muslims, the supporters of tafsïr bi al-ma'thür

(Ibn Taymiyya being one of the most prominent among them) idealize the transmission of

Qur'anic meaning from the carly Muslirn generations.

Furthermore, Ibn Taymiyya's orientation to the salai causes hirn not to show any

willingness to make a distinction in the meaning of the Qur'iin between the ideal and the

historical or the ideal and the real .6 ln fact, he is not interested in discussing the levels of

meaning of the Qur'ân, the outer and the inner, as L'le ~üfis and philosophers of his time

did. On the one hand. Ibn Tayrniyya's principles of tafsïr avoid dividing the community

of Qur'ân interpreters into the elite (khaw~~ ) and the masses ('awimm ), for ail Muslirns

3 Qur'iin, XD: 2

4 Ibn Tayrniyya, Muqaddima fi U~ülal-Tafsïr (Kuwait: Dar a1-Qur'iin al-Karim,
(971), 35-8.

5 AI.Ghl\Zâli, IPyii' 'U1üm al-Dm, Vol. 1 (Damascus: Dar al-Khayr, 1990),130-1.

6 See, for example, the levels of the meanings of the Qur'iin discussed by Ismâ'il
Râjt a1-Fârüqt, "Towards a New Methodology for QUI'anic Exegesis", Islamic Studies ,
Vol. 1(March 1962), 35-52.

"
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have the same access to an understanding of the Qur'an. But. on the other ham!. his ,,;II;lf

-oriented principles of Wf"ïr lack an awareness of the nced ta take ;\ccount of social

change, for the sufficiency of the s;l1af 's understanding of the Qur'an as a model for ;111

ever-changing world is arguable at besl.

The idealization of the salaf and its various implications follow l'rom Ibn

Taymiyya's fundamental belief in the perfect transmission of Qur'anic understanding and of

Islamic teachings in general l'rom the time of the Prophet, the Companions and their

Followers onwards. As a thinker with an astonishing mastery of tradition. Ibn Taymiyya

criticizes what he considers distortions by later Muslim generations. His s/ùlJfi outlook

sometimes also leads him to opinions which go beyond the established legal schools.

Interestingly, Ibn Taymiyya's salafi orientation makes him a unique thinker

whose intellectual legacy has contributed enormously to shaping almost ail later

development of Islamic thought. The traditionalists l'an claim him as among their

precursors because he is a faithful follower of traditional religious authorities -- the Qur'iin.

the Sunna. the Companions and the Followers -- and does not go beyond the opinions of

his predecessors. 7 The modemists too l'an regard him as an inspiration for Ibn Taymiyya

urges ijtihifd •opposes taqlïd and develops a dynarnic understanding of Islam. 8 The same

7 See. for instance. Mul)ammad Khalïl Haras. Ibn Taymiyya a/-Sa/afi (Beirut: Dar
al-Kutub al-'Ilrniyya, 1984).

8 It may seem paradoxical that, on the one hand. Ibn Tayrniyya is a salafi thinker.
and on the other. a reformer; but there is no contradiction here at a11. For when he
emphasizes ijtihiïd and opposes taqlïd , the purpose is not to form an opinion
independently of the salai but in accordance with their teachings.

According to Ignaz Goldziher, Mul)ammad Rashid Ri4iI was inspired by writings
of Ibn Tayrniyya and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya. See "Ibn Taymïya", Encyclopaedia of
Religion and Ethics • Ed. James Hastings et al., VU, 1955, 72. The same is true of
Mul)ammad 'Abduh who held the works of Ibn Tayrniyya in high esteen\, See H.A.R.
Gibb and lH. Kramers, "Ibn Tayrniya", Shorter Encyclopaedia of Islam, 1961, 152. Aise.
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is true of the fundamentalists: they also can daim him a5 their model, for Ibn Taymiyya

was an activist theologian who strove to restore Islam, in the crisis of the lime, and

remained undaunted by opposition and imprisonment 9

A simple way to characterize Ibn Taynùyya is as a salafi -reformer: one who

soughtto purify Islam from bid'a, reformulate Islamic doctrines and rebuild Muslim

society on the basis of the salaf's legacy. His principles of Qur'anic interpretalion are a

fundamentai part of his agenda for the purification of Islam.

Gibb's Modem Trends in Islam (Beirut: Librairie du Liban, 1975), 34-5. For a more
elaborate discussion, sec Victor E. Makari, Ibn Taymiyyah 's Ethics: the Social Factor
(Chico-Califomia, 1983), 177-94.

9 Most modem political writers are of the opinion that contemporary Sunnite
Islamic fundamentaiism i.~ rooted in Ibn Taymiyya's thought See, for examp1e, R. Hrair
Dekmejian, Islam in Revoluâon (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1985), 39-40 and
99. Emmanuel Sivan and Menachem Friedman, Religious Radicalism and Poliâcs in
Middle East (New York: State University of New York Press, 1990),3-4 and 49; Dilip
Hire, Holy Wars: the Rise ofIslamic Fundamentalism (New York: Routledge, 1989), 40­
1; John Esposito, Islamic Threat: Myth or Reality? (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1992), 152.
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