Allah exalts those of you who
believe and those who are given
knowledge to high ranks

Holy Qur'an (58 : 11)
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The Tafsir of Mujahid:
The Earliest of Qur’anic Commentaries

by ‘Abd al-Husayn Shahidi Salihi

Preface:

The tafsir (exegesis) of Abu al-Hajjaj Mujahid, son of Jabr (or
Jubayr), a Makki and Makhzumi (21-104 or 105/642-722 or 723), is
the work of a leading commentator of an Iranian origin and belonging
to the Tabi‘un, the generation following that of the Prophet (s) and his
Companions. He had studied the sciences of the Qur’an and the arts of
Qur’anic hermeneutics (fafsir and fa'wil) under Amir al-Mu minin
‘Ali ibn Abi Talib (‘a) and Ibn ‘Abbas. Ibn Hajar ‘Asqalani (d.
852/1448) in the Tahdhib al-Tahdhib' and Yaqut Hamawi (d. 626/) in
the Mu ‘jam al-Udaba 2 mention, besides Amir al-Mu‘minin ‘Ali (‘a)
and Ibn ‘Abbas, other names among his teachers, such as Jabir ibn
‘Abd Allah Ansari, Umm Salamah, Umm Hani bint Abu Talib, and
others. The leading Shi‘i exegete, ‘Ali ibn Ibrahim Qummi, in his
exegesis records his traditions from Amir al-Mu’minin ‘Ali ibn Abi
Talib (‘a).’

The historians and biographers are unanimous that he was not an
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Arab, but they differ concerning the Arab tribe to which he was
attached as a mawla. Some consider him to be the mawla of Qays ibn
Sa’ib ibn ‘Uwaymar Makhzumi, and some that ‘Abd Allah ibn Sa’ib
ibn Abi Sa’ib, whereas some others consider him to have been a client
of Sa’ib ibn Abi Sa’ib, father of ‘Abd Allah ibn Sa’ib.?

He 1s described as a man of a short stature, with white hair and a
white beard that he was loathe to dye.’ In his exegesis, one finds
many traces of Persian and illuminationist ideas as well as a rationalist
tendency whose examples will be cited later. For years is said to have
been a disciple of Ibn ‘Abbas and one of his intimate associates until
he became one of the leading and famed exegetes of the next
generation. Abu Nu‘aym Isfahani (d. 430/1038) in Hilyat al-awliva’
and Ibn ‘Asakir in 7a’rikh Dimashq, as well as others, write that
Mujahid presented his exegesis to Ibn ‘Abbas thirty times and that he
would question his master concerning the exegesis of each and every
verse and the circumstances and context of its revelation.® He was a
diligent scholar with a humble and contemplative mien and fine
morals. Dhahabi, while commending him in the Tadhkirat al-Huffaz,
calls him a man of great erudition (aw‘iyat al-‘ilm). He narrates from
A‘mash that he stated, “*“When ever I saw Mujahid, he appeared to be
lost in thoughts, like a man who had lost something and was in quest
of it. When he spoke, pearls rained from his mouth.””’ He was very
fond of travelling and had visited several Muslim towns, where he
held learned discussions and meetings with scholars in most towns.
He was very much fond of collecting the accounts and legends of the
ancients, and Dhahabi (d. 748/1347) writes in his Sivar A‘lam al-
Nubala’ that he went to Babel to investigate concerning the story of
Harut and Marut. He also made a journey to Hadramut, in Yemen.®
He is described as a man of courage and a true warrior and mujahid.

His Scholarly Station:

As mentioned, he acquired the science and teachings of the
Qur’an from Imam Amir al-Mu'minin ‘Ali (‘a), and ‘Ali (‘a) had
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been proclaimed by the Prophet (5) as the ‘gateway’ to the city of
Divine knowledge. After the martyrdom of Imam ‘Ali in the year
40/660, he joined Ibn ‘Abbas, who later came to be known with the
appellation hibr al-ummah (i.e. the rabbi or learned man of the
Muslim community). However, he made use of every opportunity to
learn and was devoid of pride. He would even consult the scholars of
the Ahl al-Kitab (the People of the Book, i.e., Jews and Christians)
and profit from their learning, and for this, he has been criticized by
some. Abu Bakr ‘Ayyash says: “‘I asked A‘mash as to why some
people avoided the exegesis of Mujahid. He replied that it has been
narrated that he would consult the Ahl al-Kitab.””’ Displaying a
remarkable genius, he attained a high station as a scholar and
authority and his fame spread throughout the Muslim territories. He
was greatly respected by scholars of his time and was a leading figure
among the Tabi‘un. He was intensely keen to understand the meanings
and interpretation of Qur’anic verses and he would say, ‘‘Should I
know that anyone could expound for me the meaning of the verse,
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(You are also forbidden to take in marriage) married
women, except captives whom vou own as slaves. Such is the
decree of Allah. All women other than these are lawful to you,
provided you seek them with your wealth in wedlock and not in
license. Give them their dowry for the enjoyment you have had
of them as a duty; but it shall be no offence for you to make any
other agreement among vourselves after vou have fulfilled your
duty. God is All-knowing, All-wise,” (4:24)

I would go a long way to see him! (la-darabtu ilayhi akbad al-
ibil)""°

His endeavour to discover the subtleties of the Arabic language
and to find scientific methods of exegesis and explanation of linguistic


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































