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The words Tafseer and Ta'weel were considered synonyms by the early generations of 
Muslims; however, in the centuries following the era of the Taabe'oon and their 
students (9th and 10th centuries), the term Ta'weel took on a new meaning with new 
and dangerous implications. Consequently, it is necessary for us to look at these terms 
in their original context as well as their later usage.

Tafseer & Ta'weel

The word Tafseer comes from the verse Fassara and literally means an explanation or 
an exposition as in the verse, "For any parable they bring, We will bring you the truth 
and  a  better  explanation  (Tafseeran)" [Al-Qur'aan  25:33].  However,  in  Qur'aanic 
sciences,  this  term is  defined as  a  branch of  knowledge by which the Qur'aan is 
understood, its meanings explained and its points of law and wisdom derived. On the 
other  hand,  the  word  Ta'weel  comes  from  the  verb  Awwala  and  literally  means 
interpretation but it can be used with varying shades of meaning. For example, in 
compliance to a command the word Ta'weel means its execution or implementation, 
as in the hadeeth reported by 'Aisha (radiAllaahu 'anhaa) in which she said, 'Allaah's 
messenger used to implement (yata-awwala) the Qur'aan by saying in Rukoo'  and 
Sujood (bowing and prostration during formal prayer) Glory be to You Oh Allaah! 
and Praised are you Oh Allaah forgive me.' Reported by Al-Bukhaari and Muslim. 
She  was  referring  to  the  Prophet's  execution  of  Allaah's  command  in  the  verse, 
"Glorify your Lord and ask His forgiveness for verily He is oft forgiving." 

When Ta'weel is used in reference to news or information, it refers to its occurrence as 
in the verse, "Verily, We have brought them a book of knowledge and explained it in 
detail; a guide and a mercy for the believers. Are they only waiting for the occurrence 
(Ta'weelahu) (of what is in the Book?) [Al-Qur'aan 7:52-54]. That is, Allaah ridicules 
those who do not accept revelation by asking them if they are foolishly awaiting the 
occurrence of the Final Hour and its signs, the Judgement, Paradise and the Hellfire 
when it will be too late. 

However, when the word Ta'weel is used in reference to recorded speech, it refers to 
its explanation or interpretation as in the verse,  "It is He who revealed the Book to 
you. In it are clear verses, which are the essence of the Book and others which are 
obscure. As for those whose hearts are twisted, they follow what is obscure seeking to 
sow  discord  and  searching  for  its  interpretation  (Ta'weeluhu)" [Al-Qur'aan  3:7]. 
Hence,  the  early  scholars  of  Tafseer  used  the  words  Tafseer  and  Ta'weel 
interchangeably.  For  example  Ibn  Jareer  At-Tabaree  in  his  Tafseer  commonly 
introduced  each  section  with  the  phrase,  "The  opinion  concerning  the  Ta'weel 
(explanation) of the Adheem's (Allaah The Great One) statements."

Misuse Of Terms

In later centuries when deviant and heretical explanations abounded, the term Ta'weel 
was  used  by  the  scholars  of  that  time  to  justify  them  and  give  them  an  air  of 
legitimacy. They defined Ta'weel as the shifting of an expression from its obvious 
meanings  to  one  of  its  less  likely  meanings  due  to  its  context.  That  is,  the 
interpretation of a passage by other than its obvious meaning for whatever reasons a 
scholar considered relevant. For example, scholars of this period under Mu'tazilite 
(rationalist) influence explained away the word "hand" in the following verse which 
refers  to  an oath  taken by the Sahabah:  "Allaah's  hand is  above their  hand"  [Al-
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Qur'aan 48:10]. They interpreted it as being Allaah's help and support for the simple 
reason that, as they put it, Allaah could not possibly have a hand. This Ta'weel was 
based  on  the  false  premise  that  the  attribution  of  a  hand to  Allaah  automatically 
implied conceptualizing Him in human form. However, in the same way that referring 
to Allaah as a living being (al-Hayy) does not in any way make Him human-like, 
(because His life is in no way like our life) referring to Allaah's hand as a real hand 
does not make Him human-like. His hand is in no way like our hands.

Requirements for the Mufassir (One who makes a Tafseer of the Qur'aan)

From the preceding information concerning the historical development of Tafseer, its 
correct methodology and examples of deviant Tafseers, the following three conditions 
could be deduced as necessary for the achievement of an authentic Tafseer of the 
Qur'aan. Conversely, the omission of any one of the following conditions will more 
than likely result in a distorted interpretation of the Qur'aan. 

Correct Belief

The Mufassir first and foremost must possess a correct belief in Islaam for his or her 
Tafseer to be pure and free from heresy, or gross errors. Sincerely believing in Islaam 
does not automatically mean that one who does so has correct belief in Islaam. A 
correct belief exists only when one's conception coincides with that of the Prophet (r) 
and his companions (radiAllaahu 'anhum. Ignorance of what constitutes correct belief 
in Islaam will almost certainly lead the Mufassir into incorrect explanations. Such an 
individual  will  be  unable  to  distinguish  between  a  correct  interpretation  and  an 
incorrect one. Consequently, he or she will have to rely on their personal judgement, 
which would be impaired due to their ignorance. Correct belief is also non-sectarian. 
Such a belief frees the Mufassir from the damaging influence of philosophies, schools 
of thought (Madhhabs), movements and sects. The Mufassir does not approach the 
Qur'aan with pre-conceived ideas and notions which he or she wishes to find support 
for  in  the  Qur'aan.  Such  an  approach  invariably  leads  to  misinterpretations  and 
sectarian explanations. 

Correct Methodology 

All  honest attempts at  Tafseer mush begin with the Tafseer of the Qur'aan by the 
Qur'aan itself. What remains unexplained must then be sought in the Sunnah. If the 
Tafseer still can not be found, the explanations of Sahaabah and their students must 
then be turned to. That, which is left after the preceding steps, can be found in the 
language  of  the  Qur'aan.  Such  an  approach  to  Tafseer  takes  into  account  the 
following: 

• Allaah's role as the revealer and explainer of His revelation 

• The Prophet's (r) role as the practical interpreter of Allaah's revelation 

• The Sahaabah and their students' (radiAllaahu 'anhum) role as conveyers of 
Allaah's revelation and the Prophet's (r) interpretation and application 

The role of classical Arabic as the vehicle in which the revelation and the explanation 
were transmitted. 

Any  other  approach  negates  one  or  more  of  these  vital  roles  and  implies  direct 
revelation from Allaah or an understanding superior to that of the Prophet (sal) and his 
companions. A brief glance at the Tafseers of those ignoring these steps will expose 



their  claims  to  divine  revelation  cloaked  in  terms like  "Ilhaam"  (Inspiration)  and 
"Kashf" (illumination) 

Correct Knowledge 

The  Mufassir  must  have  working  knowledge  of  classical  Arabic,  its  grammatical 
constructions and its figures of speech because this is the language of the Qur'aan. 
Any Tafseer, which is based solely on a translation of some of the meanings of the 
Qur'aan, will be liable to distortion. As Mujaahid, student of Ibn Abbaas (radiAllaahu 
'anhumaa) said, "It is not allowable for anyone who believes in Allaah and the last day 
to explain Allaah's Book, if he is not knowledgeable in the Arabic language." The 
Mufassir should also know the other Islaamic Sciences, which are connected in one 
way or another to the Qur'aan, such as Hadeeth and Fiqh (Islaamic law). He should be 
familiar with the science of Hadeeth in order to make sure that explanations attributed 
to  the  Prophet  (r)  or  his  companions  (radiAllaahu 'anhum),  which  he uses  in  his 
Tafseer are authentic. He should also know the fundamental principles of Fiqh (Usool 
al  Fiqh) in order to accurately extract or deduce Islaamic laws from its  passages. 
Without  a  correct  understanding  of  these  two  sciences,  the  Mufassir  could  not 
possibly escape from including in his Tafseer a mass of misinformation since the body 
of weak (Da'eef) and fabricated (Ma'udoo) narration is quite vast and the schools of 
Fiqh (Madhhabs) and their methods are many and varied. 

Source: Tafseer Soorah Al-Hujuraat by Dr. Abu Ameenah Bilal Philips.


