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Breaking with the Traditional Ottoman 
Tafsı-r Curriculum? Al-Qa-simı-’s Tamhı-d 
Khat.ı

-r fı- Qawa- ‘id al-Tafsı-r in the Context 
of Late-Ottoman Arabism

Pieter Coppens 
Dr., Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam

Abstract

This article contrasts Jamāl al-Dīn al-Qāsimī’s (d. 1914 CE) treatise on the 
fundamentals of tafsīr -the introduction to his famous Qur’an commentary 
Maḥāsin al-ta’wīl- with the mainstream discipline of tafsīr as practiced in his 
late-Ottoman home town Damascus. I propose that we should interpret his 
tafsīr as part of the Salafi project to construct an Arabist religious identity as 
an alternative to Ottoman religious identity. By formulating an approach to 
tafsīr rooted in the thought of scholars like Ibn Taymiyya and al-Shāṭibī, em-
phasizing ḥadīth and akhbār rather than kalām, he broke with the traditional 
Ottoman madrasa-curriculum in which (glosses on) al-Zamakhsharī and al-
Bayḍāwī formed the basis. He thus helped create a new Salafi approach to 
tafsīr which would become dominant in the 20th century, and -like his call to 
abandon the traditional schools of law- formed an Arabist religious attack on 
the Ottoman religiopolitical establishment. The paper consists of two parts: it 
first explores what the common practice of tafsīr was in Damascus during the 
lifetime of al-Qāsimī, which tafsīr works were circulating, how the discipline 
was taught within the mainstream madrasa-curriculum, and which role this 
played in al-Qāsimī’s own religious education. Second, it offers a preliminary 
reading of al-Qāsimī’s Tamhīd khaṭīr, the sources he uses, the approach to tafsīr 
he suggests, and how that relates to the existing Ottoman tradition in his time.1

1 This article is a first exploration of these themes that I will further elaborate on during a 
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Introduction

For a long time the general idea in Western scholarship has been that Islam-
ic thought has seen a period of intellectual decline and stagnation since the 
Middle Ages. In recent years this view is being challenged more and more, 
and with good reason.2 It is important to note however, that this idea on the 
decline and stagnation of Islamic intellectual history did not arise from West-
ern scholarship itself unmediated. This image was constructed in a process 
of mutual influence with emic, ideological ideas on Islamic intellectual his-
tory among reformist Arab and Muslim intellectuals with whom oriental-
ists corresponded. These reformist intellectuals had a very concrete interest 
in depicting the preceding tradition as backward and stagnated, and often 
found a good friend in orientalists.3 Josef van Ess for example, has recently 
hinted at how Ignaz Goldziher was influenced by his Muslim scholarly com-
panions -among whom Ṭāhir al-Jazā’irī, a good friend of Jamāl al-Dīn al-Qā-
simī- during his early career years in Damascus, and that his Hadith criticism 
was not very much out of sync with reformist ideas arising in that age.4 The 
same can be said about scholars like Louis Massignon, who had long standing 
friendships with reform-minded Muslim scholars which, as Henri Lauzière 
has recently argued, even played a role in the coinage of the term ‘Salafism’ by 
Massignon.5 Linda Sijbrand has discussed how Western scholars of Sufism in 

three-year Veni-project “The Roots of Salafi Qur’an Interpretation: the Commentary of 
al-Qasimi,” sponsored by the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO), from 
2019 to 2021. 

2 See for example Khaled El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History in the Seventeenth Century: 
Scholarly Currents in the Ottoman Empire and the Maghreb (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2015). A good overview of the discussion of revisions of the decline thesis can be 
found in Christian Lange, “Was There an Arab Intellectual Revival (Nahḍa) in the 17th and 18th 
Centuries? A Review Essay,” in Oman, Ibadism and Modernity, eds. Abdulrahman Alsalimi 
and Reinhard Eisener (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 2018), 15-24. 

3 That there also was significant influence from orientalists on Arab and Muslim reformers 
can for example be seen in the rediscovery of Ibn Rushd in the Arab world in the 19th century, 
which was very much influenced by contacts with orientalists, most notably Ernest Renan. 
See Stefan Wild, “Islamic Enlightenment and the Paradox of Averroes,” Die Welt des Islams 
36/3 (1996): 379-90.

4 Josef van Ess, “Goldziher as a Contemporary of Islamic Reform,” in Kleine Schriften by Josef 
van Ess, ed. Hinrich Biesterfeldt (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 497-511. On Ṭāhir al-Jazā’irī’s friendly re-
lations with Gertrude Bell and Ignaz Goldziher see Joseph. H. Escovitz, ““He was the Muḥam-
mad ‘Abduh of Syria”: A Study of Ṭāhir al-Jazā’irī and his Influence,” International Journal of 
Middle East Studies 18/3 (1986): 293-310.

5 Henri Lauzière, The Making of Salafism: Islamic Reform in the Twentieth Century (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2016), 22-3, 37-44; Henri Lauzière, “The Construction of Salafiyya: 
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the 19th century took over Islamic reformist tropes on the perceived antinom-
ism and heterodoxy of Sufism, and thus came to see it as a mystical trend not 
really belonging to the Islamic mainstream that it in reality had been part of 
for centuries.6 

The same claim may perhaps be made on the history of tafsīr, be it in a more 
‘conservative’ direction. Much of how we have understood the history of the 
genre has been misinformed by what Walid Saleh calls the rise of the “Ibn 
Taymiyyan hermeneutical paradigm,” which from the 1930s onwards has 
dominated the religious printing press much more than the premodern glos-
sary tradition.7 Much of the premodern history of the genre has been eclipsed 
by this 20th-century ideological construct that discredits the role of the glossa-
ry tradition, with a deep impact not only on Muslim historiographies, but also 
on Western-academic historiography of the genre.8 The story of the rise of this 
‘Salafi paradigm’ with the help of the printing press, and the way it eclipsed 
the premodern praxis of Qur’an commentary in the form of glosses, still has 
to be told convincingly. To offer a small Baustein to this endeavor, this article 
contrasts Jamāl al-Dīn al-Qāsimī’s (1866–1914 CE) treatise on the fundamentals 
of tafsīr -the introduction to his famous Qur’an commentary Maḥāsin al-ta’wīl- 
with the mainstream discipline of tafsīr as practiced in his late-Ottoman home 
town Damascus. I propose to interpret his tafsīr as part of the Salafi project to 
construct an Arabist religious identity as an alternative to the religious iden-
tity promulgated and patronized by the Ottoman authorities, which he con-
sidered to be stifled and backward. It may have been this type of discourse of 
intellectual decline and the need of a revival that, partly, influenced European 
orientalists and has helped shape the idea of a decline in Islamic intellectual 

Reconsidering Salafism from the Perspective of Conceptual History,” International Journal of 
Middle East Studies 42 (2010): 378-81.

6 Linda Sijbrand, “Orientalism and Sufism: an overview,” in Orientalism Revisited: Art, Land and 
Voyage, ed. Ian R. Netton (London: Routledge, 2013), 98-114. Cf. Carl W. Ernst, The Shambhala 
Guide to Sufism: An Essential Introduction to the Philosophy and Practice of the Mystical Tradi-
tion of Islam (Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1997), 16.

7 Walid Saleh, “Preliminary Remarks on the Historiography of tafsīr in Arabic: A History of the 
Book Approach,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 12 (2010): 6-40.

8 The presentation of Samuel J. Ross at the Ottoman Tafsir Symposium has clearly shown how 
the whole Ottoman tradition is largely absent in the Western study of tafsīr. Samuel J. Ross, 
“The Importance of Ottoman Tafsir: A Codicological Perspective,” paper delivered at the 
İSAR International Symposium “Ottoman Tafsir: Scholars, Works, Problems” (İSAM Istanbul, 
14-15 December 2018), https://youtu.be/WhnLjwcqt9g (accessed 26 March 2019).
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history, and an attitude of discrediting the gloss tradition as the main cause for 
a lack of renewal in Islamic thought. 

By formulating an approach to tafsīr rooted in the thought of scholars like Ibn 
Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) and al-Shāṭibī (d. 790/1388), emphasizing ḥadīth and 
akhbār rather than kalām and linguistic analysis, al-Qāsimī broke with the tra-
ditional Ottoman madrasa-curriculum in which (glosses on) al-Zamakhsharī 
and al-Bayḍāwī formed the basis and constructed a new canon of the genre 
by making a new demarcation between ‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ exegesis of the 
Qur’an according to Salafi criteria. It thus embodies the rise of a less elitist, 
more accessible type of tafsīr for a non-scholarly audience, catalyzed by the 
rise of the printing press in the Arab world, increasing literacy rates, and de-
cline of traditional religious education. Al-Qāsimī thus helped create a new 
Salafi approach to tafsīr which would become influential in the 20th century, 
and -like his call to not blindly emulate the traditional schools of law- formed 
an Arabist religious alternative to the Ottoman religiopolitical establishment. 
My hypothesis is that his proposed canon has greatly influenced 20th-centu-
ry Qur’an commentators and our present understanding of the history of the 
genre. It may have shaped the parameters of 20th-century Salafi hermeneutics 
of the Qur’an, and may be considered one of the fundamental works repre-
senting the shift from a premodern to a modern approach to Qur’anic exege-
sis, setting the standards for later 20th-century Salafi commentaries.

One of the first short term steps that has to be taken to explore this hypothesis 
on a longer term, is to see how Maḥāsin al-ta’wīl and the sources that al-Qāsimī 
applied when writing it, were anchored in the Ottoman tradition of his age, 
and to which extent the work represents an epistemic shift in Qur’an herme-
neutics, from (glosses on) theological and linguistic madrasa-commentaries 
that dominated the Ottoman tradition, towards a more tradition-based under-
standing that has risen to prominence in the 20th century at the expense of 
the former. This article thus consists of two parts: it first explores what the 
common practice of tafsīr was in Damascus during the lifetime of al-Qāsimī, 
which tafsīr works were circulating, how the discipline was taught within the 
mainstream madrasa-curriculum, and which role this played in al-Qāsimī’s 
own religious education. Second, it offers a preliminary reading of al-Qāsimī’s 
Tamhīd khaṭīr, the sources he uses, the approach to tafsīr he suggests, and how 
that relates to the existing Ottoman tradition in his time. 
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The scholars of Damascus in the 19th century and  
their relation to the Ottoman state

The socio-intellectual history of Muslim scholars in 19th-century Damascus 
is relatively well documented and has been the subject of important schol-
arly work.9 We will thus only offer a brief overview here. Damascus original-
ly used to be a Shāfi‘ī-dominated city. Under Ottoman rule more and more 
scholars switched to Ḥanafism, to enhance their career opportunities within 
the Ottoman bureaucracy.10 By offering local scholars entrance to the state bu-
reaucracy, the Ottoman state created a sense of loyalty towards them among 
the scholarly class of Damascus. It further stabilized its power base by also 
patronizing Sufi ṭarīqa’s, like the Naqshbandiyya-Khālidiyya.11 The second 
half of the 19th century was characterized by the secularization of Ottoman 
bureaucracy through the Tanzimat reforms, the introduction of secular codes 
of law, and the rise of non-religious public schools. These developments made 
the position of traditional Islamic scholars vulnerable within the Ottoman bu-
reaucracy, and thus within the Damascene social fabric.12 

This sparked a Salafi-inclined reform movement among a group of emerging 
middle-class ‘ulamā’, who sought new ways to remain socially and politically 
relevant within a secularizing social and political order. They sought a balance 
between reforming Islamic thought and embracing the modern sciences, and 
built a good network of contacts among the emerging secularly trained lo-
cal intelligentsia.13 This reform trend could count on fierce opposition from 
the traditional Islamic scholarly elite in Damascus, with whom they were en-
gaged in bitter polemics, and who even regularly appealed to the Ottoman 
authorities to interfere because of alleged ‘Wahhabism’ of the Salafi-reform-
ists and rebellion against the Ottoman empire.14 This struggle became even 
more bitter when under the reign of Sultan Abdülhemit II the influence of the 
old establishment became stronger again, and the Salafis, together with the 

9 The best account of developments can be found in David Commins, Islamic Reform: Politics 
and Social Change in Late Ottoman Syria (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990); David Com-
mins, “Religious Reformers and Arabists in Damascus, 1885-1914,” International Journal of 
Middle East Studies 18 (1986): 405-25; Itzchak Weismann, Taste of Modernity: Sufism, Salafiyya 
and Arabism in Late Ottoman Damascus (Leiden: Brill, 2001).

10 Commins, Islamic Reform, 8.
11 Weismann, Taste of Modernity, 50-5; Commins, Islamic Reform, 107.
12 Commins, Islamic Reform, 3.
13 Ibid., 47-8
14 Ibid., 22-4, 49-64.
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emerging secularly-trained younger Arabist class, supported the constitution-
al movement.15 In the words of Itzchack Weismann, 

it was thus the dawning conviction that the revival of the Arab “national” 
heritage was the only adequate religious response to Ottoman populist 
centralism, and the resultant intensifying state persecution designed to 
prevent their turn to an alternative Arab focus of identity, which brought 
about the final consolidation of the Salafi trend in Damascus.16

Jamāl al-Dīn al-Qāsimī, eventually being educated within this traditional 
framework, through the years became very critical of this traditional class of 
‘ulamā’ and Sufi shaykhs that had been part of the Ottoman establishment 
for such a long time and now saw themselves threatened in their position by 
the Tanzimat reforms. In his writings, he referred to them as “frozen ones” 
(jāmidūn) or “those who stuff their work with nonsense” (ḥashwiyya), or even 
as the “tombs people.”17 He was very sympathetic towards the new generation 
of Arabic intelligentsia, who had graduated from the new secular school sys-
tem, and who, after having supported the constitutionalists first, eventually 
wanted administrative decentralization for the Arab provinces. Al-Qāsimī was 
important to this movement as an Islamic scholar who provided religious le-
gitimacy to these political claims, and offered them a religious discourse that 
paved the way for breaking with the old scholarly elite and seeking renewal in 
Islamic thought that suited the challenges of the time.18 

The place of tafsīr in the Ottoman madrasa curriculum

To properly contextualize the new direction al-Qāsimī took in his Qur’an com-
mentary, we will first have a look at the tradition of tafsīr in which al-Qāsimī 
himself was schooled in his younger years as a student, and which was the 
standard in the Ottoman empire, as well as in Damascus for centuries. The 
discipline of tafsīr was considered, together with the study of ḥadīth and fiqh, 
part of the “highest sciences” (al-‘ulūm al-‘ulyā), studied in the highest grades 
in the Ottoman madrasas, with simplified instruction already starting in the 
lowest grades. The most concrete evidence we have of the prominent place of 

15 Ibid., 55, 135-6, 138-40.
16 Weismann, Taste of Modernity, 291.
17 Ibid., 296-7; Commins, Islamic Reform, 76-7. Weismann chooses to translate ḥashwiyya as 

“populists,” Commins interprets it either as “those who insert things where they don’t be-
long,” or as a derivative of “nonsense.”

18 Commins, Islamic Reform, 124-6, 138-9.
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tafsīr in the Ottoman imperial madrasa curriculum is in a 16th-century decree 
(fermān) of Qānūnī I Sūleymān, analyzed by Shahab Ahmed and Nenad Fili-
povic.19 This fermān shows that the commentaries of al-Zamakhsharī and al-
Bayḍāwī and a number of glosses (ḥawāshī) on these works were central to the 
curriculum. Of the twelve tafsīr works that it mentions, five are the commen-
tary of al-Zamakhsharī and its glosses, one is the commentary of al-Bayḍāwī 
–“a condensed and amended edition of al-Zamakhsharī’s al-Kashshāf”20- and 
one gloss on it.21 Other items on the list are Jalāl al-Dīn al-Suyūṭī’s (d. 911/1505) 
al-Durr al-manthūr fī al-tafsīr bi’l-ma’thūr, al-Jāmi‘ fī aḥkām al-qur’ān by al-
Qurṭubī (d. 671/1273), al-Taysīr fī al-tafsīr by al-Nasafī (d. 537/1142), al-Qāshānī’s 
(d. 730/1329) Sufi commentary that follows the school of Ibn ‘Arabī, and An-
wār al-ḥaqā’iq al-rabbāniyya fī tafsīr al-āyāt al-qur’āniyya by al-Iṣfahānī (d. 
749/1349).22 Another tafsīr work that is not mentioned in the fermān, but shortly 
after it became very prominent in the Ottoman tradition is the commentary 
of Ebu’s-su‘ūd (d. 982/1574), Irshād al-‘aql al-salīm ilā mazāyā al-kitāb al-karīm.23 
This work was broadly adopted in religious education within the Ottoman 
world soon after its appearance, with many glosses written on it and a strong 
reception in other works of tafsīr, even referring to the author as “Sultan of the 
exegetes.”24 

If one does not object to using an academically problematic Islamic-norma-
tive ideological categorization -with which al-Qāsimī agreed-, most works in 
the syllabus could be classified as tafsīr bi’l-ra’y, with Qurṭubī’s and Ṣuyūṭī’s 
tafsīr bi’l-ma’thūr as an exception.25 Most of these works -except of course the 

19 For a discussion of this decree see Shahab Ahmed and Nenad Filipovic, “The Sultan’s Sylla-
bus: A Curriculum for the Ottoman Imperial medreses Prescribed in a fermān of Qānūnī I 
Süleyman, Dated 973 (1565),” Studia Islamica 98/99 (2004): 183-218.

20 EI2, s.v. Al-Bayḍāwī (J.A. Robson).
21 Ahmed and Filipovic, “Sultan’s Syllabus,” 196-9. Walid Saleh confirms the centrality of 

(glosses on) the Qur’an commentaries of al-Zamakhsharī and al-Bayḍāwī in madrasa curri-
cula, and states that they have not received the central place they deserve in modern histori-
ographies of tafsīr because of a general disinterest in the gloss tradition. EI3, s.v. al-Bayḍāwī 
(W. Saleh); Walid Saleh, “The Gloss as Intellectual History: the Ḥāshiyahs on al-Kashshāf,” 
Oriens 41 (2013): 217-59.

22 Ahmed and Filipovic, “Sultan’s Syllabus,” 207-12.
23 For a strong scholarly contribution on this work and its reception see Shuruq Naguib, “Guid-

ing the Sound Mind: Ebū’s-su‘ūd’s Tafsir and Rhetorical Interpretation of the Qur’an in the 
Post-Classical Period,” Journal of Ottoman Studies XLII (2013): 1-52.

24 Ibid., 3-7.
25 On the problematic ideological history of these terms see Saleh, “Historiography of tafsīr,” 

21-31. Saleh explains how the rise to popularity of these terms in the 20th century, although 
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Mu‘tazilī-influenced Kashshāf itself26- have an explicit Ash‘arī or Māturīdī 
identity, and most of its authors subscribed to the Ḥanafī school, with the 
Shāfi‘ī school a good second. From this list, only the works of al-Suyūṭī and 
al-Qurṭubī prioritize commentary by ḥadīth and narrations of contemporaries 
of the Prophet, and discussion of legal rulings. The other works put emphasis 
on linguistic analysis and rhetoric to attest to the inimitability of the language 
of the Qur’an, and theological explanations and dialectical discussions. For a 
non-native Arabic audience of students and scholars this was extra relevant. 
For the study of Islamic law works of tafsīr were not of great relevance: this 
was intensively studied through other treatises, with the tafsīr of al-Qurṭubī 
probably serving as an academic reference work of comparative fiqh rather 
than a practical manual. The study of Sufism in relation to the Qur’an was 
guaranteed by the inclusion of al-Qāshānī’s work in the syllabus.27 

Tafsīr in 19th-century Damascus

How did this prioritization by the Ottoman state of these works of tafsīr work 
through in the reality on the ground in Damascus in the age of al-Qāsimī? At 
the start of the 20th century, the Ẓāhiriyya Library in Damascus contained 221 
works of tafsīr, of which 55 were printed and 166 were manuscripts.28 Unfortu-
nately, there is no index available to us with the exact names of these works, 
but the sheer number of available works is itself a testification of the prom-
inent place it held in the library.29 We can know for sure however, that the 
main Qur’an commentaries studied as part of the official Ottoman curriculum 
were available in print by the end of the 19th century and thus most probably 
were part of the library collection and easily available in Damascus. The first 
print of the commentary of al-Bayḍāwī appeared in Cairo in 1271/1854-5; al-Za-
makhsharī’s Kashshāf was printed in Calcutta in 1856-9 and in Cairo 1281/1864-
5; Ebu’s-su‘ūd’s Irshād was independently printed in 1275/1858-9 in Cairo, and 

coined much earlier by among others al-Suyūṭī, was part of the Salafi project and gained a 
much broader adoption.

26 On the influence of Mu‘tazilite thought on al-Kashshāf see Kifayat Ullah, Al-Kashshāf: Al-Za-
makhsharī’s Mu‘tazilite Exegesis of the Qur’ān (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2017).

27 Naguib, “Guiding the Sound Mind,” 15-16; Ahmed and Filipovic, “Sultan’s Syllabus,” 207-12.
28 Ḥabīb al-Ziyāt, Khazā’in al-kutub fī Dimashq wa-ḍawāḥīhā (Cairo: Maṭba‘at al-ma‘ārif, 1902), 

17. Unfortunately al-Ziyāt does not mention a full list of titles for the category of tafsīr in his 
work. 

29 It is only amply outnumbered by works of ḥadīth (523), Ḥanafī fiqh (307) and Shāfi‘ī fiqh 
(441). Ziyāt, Khazā’in, 17-19.
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also appeared in 1294/1877-8 on the margins of an Istanbul print of al-Rāzī’s 
Mafātīḥ al-ghayb. It thus seems that the Ottoman tafsīr curriculum was the first 
to be put to print, predating works like al-Ṭabarī’s Jāmi‘ al-bayān (1321/1903-4), 
the commentary of Ibn Kathīr and other works related to the Salafi project 
of a reorientation towards tafsīr based on narration, which shows how par-
adigmatic these works still were in the second half of the 19th century, and 
how puzzling it is that they hardly play any role in modern historiographies 
of tafsīr.30

When one looks at the relatively well-documented lists of produced prints 
and manuscripts in Damascus in the 19th century, the production of new local 
works of tafsīr does not seem to have been a priority for Damascene authors in 
this age. Only two new works of tafsīr are documented to have been produced 
in Damascus in the 19th century, predating al-Qāsimī’s Maḥāsin al-ta’wīl, one in 
manuscript and one in print. Among the unpublished manuscripts of Ṭāhir 
al-Jazā’irī (1852-1920), librarian at the Ẓāhiriyya Library, a close friend of al-Qā-
simī and part of the emerging Salafi trend, is a hand written gloss on a printed 
version of the commentary of al-Bayḍāwī, archived as al-Tafsīr al-kabīr.31 This 
shows, beside the fact that a printed version of Bayḍāwī’s commentary was in-
deed available in 19th-century Damascus, that even for this very well-informed 
librarian who did not ascribe himself to one particular strand of thought with-
in Islam, al-Bayḍāwī’s work was the lens through which he engaged with the 
tafsīr tradition.32 

30 Halil Simsek, The Missing Link in the History of Quranic Commentary: The Ottoman Period 
and the Quranic Commentary of Ebussuud/Abū al-Su‘ūd al-‘Imādī (d. 1574 CE) Irshād al-‘aql 
al-salīm ilā mazāyā al-Kitāb al-Karīm (PhD Dissertation, University of Toronto, 2018), 178-
80. This dissertation by Simsek has some important observations on both the print history 
of tafsīr and the relative absence of Ottoman works from modern historiographies, which 
support some of the central theses of this article. 

31 Ḥāzim Zakariyā Muḥyi al-Dīn, Al-Shaykh Ṭāhir al-Jazā’irī rā’id al-tajdīd al-dīnī fi bilād al-Shām 
fī al-‘aṣr al-ḥadīth (Damascus: Dār al-qalam, 2001), 70; Iskandar Lūqā, Al-Ḥaraka al-adabiyya 
fī Dimashq, 1800-1918 (Damascus: Manshūrāt ittiḥād al-kitāb al-‘arab, 2008), 290. The Bagh-
dad-based scholar Abū al-Thanā’ al-Ālūsī (1802-1854) started composing his famous ency-
clopedic commentary Rūḥ al-ma‘āni when he was 34 years old, after intensively studying the 
tafsīr of al-Bayḍāwī with his teacher, under whose tutelage he studied since his thirteenth. 
This is another indication of the importance of al-Bayḍāwī’s tafsīr for instruction in the Arab 
provinces of the Ottoman empire. Alev Masarwa, Bildung – Macht – Kultur: Das Feld des Ge-
lehrten Abū t-Tanā’ al-Ālūsī (1802-1854) im spätosmanischen Bagdad (Würzburg: Ergon Ver-
lag, 2011), 40. 

32 On the print history of al-Bayḍāwī’s Qur’an commentary and other commentaries paradig-
matic for the Ottoman madrasa tradition in the 19th century see Simsek, “ Missing Link,” 
178-80.
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Only one locally produced work of tafsīr was formally printed and published 
from 1856 to 1918: Maḥmūd Ḥamza al-Ḥusaynī al-Ḥamzāwī’s (d. 1305/1887) 
Tafsīr al-kalām al-mubajjal al-musammā durr al-asrār fī tafsīr al-qur’ān bi’l-ḥurūf 
al-muhmala (1891).33 This only printed work is a 2-volume tafsīr from al-Fātiḥa 
to al-Nās by the official Ḥanafī muftī of Damascus Maḥmūd Efendī, in which 
he only used letters without diacritical marks (ḥurūf muhmala). It seems to 
have been composed to show intellectual prestige -the puzzle of composing 
a text without diacritical marks-, rather than as a serious text for religious in-
struction or as a new explorative study in the field of tafsīr as Qāsimī’s work. 
Being produced by someone who was part of the religious establishment in 
service of the Ottoman bureaucracy, one could say that this seemingly unfunc-
tional and intellectually elitist type of tafsīr is typical for al-Qāsimī’s criticism 
on the ḥashwiyya and jāmidūn of his age.34

The production of new works of tafsīr thus seems to have been minimal in this 
age, with the exception of the somewhat elitist project of shaykh Ḥamza and 
the hand-written gloss of Ṭāhir al-Jazā’irī. It is possible that within the current 
official religious discourse in that age the necessity was not felt to produce 
new works: all that one felt there was to say could be found in the main works 
of the curriculum and the gloss tradition. It is unfortunate that the exact de-
tails of the 221 tafsīr works available in the Ẓāhiriyya library have remained 
undocumented. This would have given a fuller perspective on the overlap with 
the official Ottoman curriculum, and which works were exactly available to 
al-Qāsimī when he started the project of writing his own tafsīr.

Jamāl al-Dīn al-Qāsimī and the discipline of tafsīr

Al-Qāsimī received a traditional scholarly education from his early childhood, 
that seems to have been very typical for someone from a family of scholars. 
According to his own biographical notes, he first memorized the Qur’an, and 
after learning how to write, he continued studying texts in several disciplines 
with a very diverse group of scholars residing in Damascus, as well as with his 
own father at home and in his public classes. Among his teachers he mentions 
several Turks, and there is no clear sign of a generalized aversion towards Ot-

33 Lūqā, Al-Ḥaraka al-adabiyya fī Dimashq, 282.
34 Jamāl al-Dīn al-Qāsimī does list him as one of his teachers of whom he received a general 

ijāza. Ẓāfir al-Qāsimī, Jamāl al-Dīn al-Qāsimī wa-‘aṣruhu (Damascus: Al-Maṭba‘a al-Hāshimi-
yya, 1965), 29.
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toman institutions or scholars with good relations to the state in his early reli-
gious upbringing. His teacher in the skill of handwriting for example, Maḥmūd 
Efendī b. Muḥammad b. Muṣtafā al-Qarṣī, he mentions as belonging to “the 
upright and honorable among the Turks” (min ṣulaḥa’ al-atrāk wa-kirāmihim).35 
He frequented lessons in the Ẓāhiriyya Madrasa with a Turkish teacher, and 
was a regular visitor of the Takiya Sulaymāniyya for educational purposes. Al-
though he only studied some minor texts with the official state muftīs in Da-
mascus and they clearly were not his most important teachers, he did receive 
a general ijāza from them -among which earlier mentioned Maḥmūd Efendī.36 
He considered himself a member of the Naqshbandiyya-Khālidiyya order for 
some time in his younger years, and in 1888, at the age of 22, even signed a trea-
tise on the Birthday of the Prophet as Muḥammad Jamāl al-Dīn Abī al-Faraj 
al-Qāsimī al-Ash‘arī al-Dimashqī al-Naqshbandī al-Khālidī al-Shāfi‘ī. In trea-
tises after 1889 he no longer signed with al-Ash‘arī, al-Naqshbandī, al-Khālidī 
and al-Shāfi‘ī. It was just Muḥammad Jamāl al-Dīn al-Qāsimī al-Dimashqī 
after that: a hint to a switch in his religious identity towards a more Salafi-in-
clined position.37

Part of his education in tafsīr were the works of al-Bayḍāwī, and available 
glosses on them. He studied these in the circle of Salīm b. Yāsīn b. Ḥāmid b. 
Aḥmad al-‘Aṭṭār. This is the only work of tafsīr that he mentions explicitly as 
part of his formal education, although other works must have been part of it 
as well.38 In the 1880’s al-Qāsimī received a license (ijāza) in Qur’anic exege-
sis from Aḥmad al-Jazā’irī, the brother of the famous Amīr ‘Abd al-Qādir (d. 
1300-1883), who himself obtained this from Qāsim al-Ḥallāq, the grandfather 
of Jamāl al-Dīn.39 In 1903-4 al-Qāsimī journeyed to Cairo together with ‘Abd 
al-Razzāq al-Bīṭār (d. 1335-1916), where they met with Muḥammad ‘Abduh fre-
quently and joined a number of his lessons on Qur’anic exegesis. Al-Qāsimī 
seems to have been generally positive about ‘Abduh, but did criticize his ap-
proach to Qur’anic exegesis.40 When Rashīd Riḍā later visited al-Qāsimī in 

35 Ẓ. Qāsimī, Jamāl al-Dīn, 24. Ẓāfir al-Qāsimī mistakenly gives him the nasab al-Qawṣī, which is 
corrected to al-Qarṣī in the latest edition of al-Qāsimī’s autobiographic writings. Muḥammad 
Nāṣir al-‘Ajmī (ed.), Walīd al-qurūn almushriqa Imām al-Shām fī ‘aṣrihi Jamāl al-Din al-Qāsimī: 
sīratuhu al-dhātiyya bi-qalamihi wa-yalīhi: shuyūkhuhu wa-ijāzātuhum lahu – talāmīdhuhu 
wa-ijāzātuhu (Beirut: Dār al-bashā’ir al-islāmiyya, 2009), 41. 

36 Ẓ. al-Qāsimī, Jamāl al-Dīn, 23-31.
37 Commins, Islamic Reform, 46.
38 Ẓ. al-Qāsimī, Jamāl al-Dīn, 25-6.
39 Commins, Islamic Reform, 45.
40 Ibid., 61.
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Damascus, who he held in high esteem, they spent an entire afternoon in his 
private library, looking into tafsīr manuscripts together.41 Not only does this 
testify to the fact that he owned enough private copies of tafsīr works in his 
library to entertain a guest with, it also shows that there must have been pro-
found intellectual exchange on the topic of tafsīr between him and the main 
representative of a more puritan strand within the Egyptian Salafi branch.

Besides his large work Maḥāsin al-ta’wīl, al-Qāsimī authored a couple of small-
er unpublished treatises that deal with the subject of tafsīr.42 Among these 
is an unpublished treatise of 38 pages named Al-Ṭāli‘ al-mas‘ūd ‘alā tafsīr Abī 
al-Su‘ūd. This treatise is from 1315/1897, predating his start with composing 
Maḥāsin al-ta’wīl by two years. It is on the tafsīr of Ebu’s-su‘ūd Efendī, that, 
as mentioned earlier, played a very prominent role in Ottoman religious dis-
course, beside the works of al-Zamakhsharī and al-Bayḍāwī. In this treatise 
he is very positive of Ebu’s-su‘ūd’s work, calling it “the most pure in style, the 
most clear in words, the most fluent in clarifying the revelation,” following 
with more praise: “You see its mode of expression to be a pure essence, and 
an elaborate uniform arrangement.”43 He intended to offer the sources of the 
narrations cited in it where needed and their trustworthiness, which may have 
been an expression of his more ḥadīth-oriented tendencies, and a way to make 
this pivotal and popular work in traditional scholarly circles acceptable for the 
Salafi trend that attached great value to authentic oral reports in constructing 
their religious views.

Tamhīd khaṭīr fī qawā‘id al-tafsīr

A Critical Introduction to the Fundamentals of Qur’an Commentary (Tamhīd khaṭīr 
fī qawā‘id al-tafsīr) is the introduction to his 12-volume commentary Maḥāsin 
al-ta’wīl, that he authored from 1317/1899 to 1329/1911.44 This first volume may be 
considered a separate work from the larger tafsīr, especially since it also bears 
its own title and is a voluminous work (240 pages in the Dār al-ḥadīth edition 
used for this article). He started authoring this introduction in 1317/1899 as part 
of the larger project of his tafsīr, and according to the study of Ẓāfir al-Qāsimī 

41 Ibid., 130.
42 Hidāyat al-albāb fī tafsīr āyat wa-ṭa‘ām alladhīna ūtū al-kitāb (1314/1896-7); Ifādat man ṣaḥā 

fī tafsīr sūrat wa’l-ḍuḥā (1314/1897); Qawā‘id tafsīriyya (n.d.). Ẓ. Qāsimī, Jamāl al-Dīn, 643, 
645.

43 Ẓ. Qāsimī, Jamāl al-Dīn, 646-7.
44 Ibid., 684.
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made some minor revisions in it at later stages.45 Considering the inclusion 
of sources that he only discovered as late as 1909 -as will be shown below-, we 
may assume that he made more than just minor revisions to the introduction, 
or perhaps even wrote the introduction only after finishing the complete tafsīr 
itself. 

When we look at the Tamhīd khaṭīr, none of the authors mentioned in the ear-
lier discussed fermān can be found in it. In his description of the fundamentals 
of the discipline of tafsīr they do not play a role at all. Their absence is not 
surprising and is in itself not a proof of his disapproval of these works, since 
their works do not contain a comprehensive theorization on the fundamentals 
of the discipline and thus would have little to offer to his introduction. Other 
works of uṣūl al-tafsīr from late-Ottoman scholars, that started appearing from 
the 19th century onwards, are absent from the work as well however.46 Al-Qā-
simī chooses a very different direction, and seems to orient himself almost 
exclusively towards sources from an alternative tradition than the Ottoman, 
sources from older regional traditions from for example Andalusia, Mamluk 
Syria, Yemen and the Indian subcontinent. These were mostly just starting to 
circulate on a more global scale in the Muslim world due to the appropriation 
of these works in reformist circles and their consequent wider circulation in 
printed editions, and also became more easily accessible in Damascus in man-
uscript form through the library reorganization efforts of Ṭāhir al-Jazā’irī.

The most important authorities to al-Qāsimī in Tamhīd khaṭīr are al-Shāṭibī’s 
Muwāfaqāt, Ibn Taymiyya’s Muqaddima fī uṣūl al-tafsīr, and Shāh Walī Allāh 
al-Dihlawī’s (d. 1186/1762) Al-Fawz al-kabīr fī uṣūl al-tafsīr. These are all works 
that did not play any role in Ottoman religious discourse. They were redis-
covered and popularized by the emerging Salafi trend in Arab countries, and 
by the Ahl-i ḥadīth movement in the Indian subcontinent. Al-Qāsimī became 
more intimately acquainted with al-Shāṭibī’s Muwāfaqāt during his visit to Bei-
rut in 1904, where he discussed it with Muḥammad Abū Ṭālib al-Jazā’irī and 

45 Ibid., 633.
46 Manastırlı Ismail Hakkı (1846-1912) for example authored a treatise called Fuṣul al-taysīr fī 

uṣūl al-tafsīr around 1900. This shows the rise of the sense of need of defining the uṣūl of the 
discipline in Ottoman circles as well in the same period as al-Qāsimī. The reasons for the nas-
cence of such treatises, their function and their contents demands further study. See Üyesi 
Ercan Şen, “Osmanlı’da Tefsir Usulü Çalısmaları: Manastırlı İsmail Hakkı’nın “Fusûlu’t-teysîr 
fî usûli‘t-tefsîr”i Çerçevesinde Bir İnceleme,” paper delivered at the İSAR International Sym-
posium “Ottoman Tafsir: Scholars, Works, Problems” (İSAM Istanbul, 14-15 December 2018), 
https://youtu.be/3Wstkp-c2aM (accessed 27 March 2019).
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copied parts of it.47 Its prominent place in Tamhīd khaṭīr, which he started au-
thoring a couple of years before this visit to Beirut, is an indication that it took 
him several years to finish this introduction to his tafsīr, or perhaps revised it 
more significantly than presumed by Ẓāfir al-Qāsimī. A less likely explanation 
would be that a manuscript or printed edition was already available to him in 
Damascus: his copying of significant parts of it in Beirut makes this unlikely. 
The Muwāfaqāt was only very recently put to print for the first time in history 
in 1884 in Tunis by the local government press, and was only just becoming a 
more well-known and more wide-spread work in reformist circles because of 
that. Whether that printed edition was available in Damascus needs further 
investigation, but may be considered unlikely given the dislike of the Otto-
man authorities for religious renewal and the severe restrictions on freedom 
of thought in this regard. A reprint of the first part of this first Tunisian printed 
edition was made only in 1909 in Kazan, the Tatar city in the Russian Empire, 
with an introduction in Turkish by the controversial Islamic modernist Mūsā 
Jār Allāh Bīgī. Given its late publication year and remote location of print it is 
unlikely that this edition was the source for al-Qāsimī’s Tamhīd khaṭīr. A third 
edition was only published in 1923, nine years after al-Qāsimī’s death, by the 
Salafiyya Press (Maṭba‘a Salafiyya) in Cairo, run by the late-Ottoman Dama-
scene Islamic activist Muḥibb al-Dīn al-Khaṭīb (d. 1969). Al-Khaṭīb was a pupil 
of Ṭāhir al-Jazā’irī and on his advice studied under al-Qāsimī and other local 
Salafi scholars as a young adult.48 This publication is an indication of the fur-
ther rise in popularity of al-Shāṭibī’s work in Salafi-reformist circles, to which 
the appropriation of the work by al-Qāsimī in his tafsīr and his lessons may 
have significantly contributed.

The works of Ibn Taymiyya had gone into oblivion through the centuries, 
and were only in the time of al-Qāsimī being rediscovered. His friend Ṭāhir 
al-Jazā’irī played a significant role in this through his work in the Ẓāhiriyya 
Library, as well as Maḥmūd Shukrī al-Ālūsī, with whom he had a vivid cor-
respondence.49 It is very likely that he became acquainted with Ibn Taymi-
yya’s Muqaddima fī uṣūl al-tafsir, in which Ibn Taymiyya explains his vision on 

47 Commins, Islamic Reform, 62.
48 On the Salafiyya Press and its book store run by Muḥibb al-Dīn al-Khaṭīb see Lauzière, Making 

of Salafism, 124, 180; Lauzière, “Construction of Salafiyya,” 376-78. For an overview of printed 
editions and translations of the Muwāfaqāt see Muhammad Khalid Masud, Shatibi’s Philoso-
phy of Islamic Law (Delhi: Adam Publishers and Distributors, 1997), 82.

49 Commins, Islamic Reform, 21, 25-6, 32-3, 42, 59.
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Qur’an hermeneutics through al-Jazā’irī. He had compared a couple of manu-
scripts by 1900 together with the leading Ḥanbalite scholars of Damascus, and 
discovered some important defects.50 The first ever print of the work would 
only appear in 1936 in Damascus, so al-Qāsimī most likely consulted these 
manuscripts.51 It may well be that al-Qāsimī’s adoption of Ibn Taymiyya’s trea-
tise played a significant role in its popularization in printed form however: 
the 1936 edition was initiated by Muḥammad Jamīl al-Shaṭṭī (1882-1959), the 
Shaykh of the Ḥanbalites in Damascus, who belonged to al-Qāsimī’s circle 
of students and knew of the manuscripts through Ṭāhir al-Jazā’irī.52 In 1951 it 
was also published by the Salafiyya Press in an edition by earlier mentioned 
Muḥibb al-Dīn al-Khaṭīb, who by that time had become a significant player 
in the rise of Ḥasan al-Bannā and his Muslim Brotherhood in the Egyptian 
public sphere.53 This is another indication of the probable influence of the se-
lection of works of al-Qāsimī on the later Salafi publishing agenda and on the 
thought of Islamic popular movements through his direct circle of students.54

The works of Shāh Walī Allāh were part of the intellectual horizon of Ṣiddīq 
Ḥasan Khān, with whom Khayr al-Dīn al-Ālūsī had warm contacts and may 
thus have reached the circle of Salafi-reformists in the Arab provinces of the 
Ottoman empire.55 Also, Shaykh Khālid of the Naqshbandī order, to whom 
shaykh Khānī, one of al-Qāsimī’s most influential teachers in his younger 
years belonged, was influenced by Shāh Walī Allāh’s son, which caused a new 
scripturalist emphasis in his scholarly method.56 

The approach to tafsīr that al-Qāsimī propones in the work could be described 
as an anti-theological stance in favor of a literalist approach that only focuses 
on narrations that go back to either the Prophet, his companions, or the ear-

50 Taqī al-Dīn Aḥmad Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima fī uṣūl al-tafsīr, 2nd ed., ed. ‘Adnān Zarzūr (Ku-
wait: Dār al-qur’ān al-karīm, 1972), 23. For a discussion of this treatise see Walid Saleh, “Ibn 
Taymiyya and the Rise of Radical Hermeneutics: An Analysis of An Introduction to the Foun-
dations of Qur’ānic Exegesis,” in Ibn Taymiyya and his Times, eds. Yosef Rapoport and Shahab 
Ahmed (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 123-62.

51 Walid Saleh claims that Ibn Taymiyya’s Muqaddima only became relevant because of this 
publication. He seems not to have taken into account al-Qāsimī’s earlier adoption of the 
treatise. Saleh, “Historiography of tafsīr,” 10.

52 Ibn Taymiyya, Muqaddima, 23.
53 See Mehdi Sajid, “A Reappraisal of the Role of Muḥibb al-Dīn al-Khaṭīb and the YMMA in the 

Rise of the Muslim Brotherhood,” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 29/2 (2018): 193-213.
54 Saleh, “Radical Hermeneutics,” 165n.
55 Commins, Islamic Reform, 24.
56 Ibid., 35.
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liest generations (aḥādith and āthār), with support by linguistic analysis when 
needed. This would also explain the relative absence in his larger commentary 
Maḥāsin al-ta’wīl of the works that were central to the Ottoman tafsīr tradition 
with their focus on kalām: when they are mentioned, it is mainly for their lin-
guistic analyses. Tamhīd khaṭīr has a special section that deals with the inter-
pretation of the attributes of God named in the Qur’an, in which he propones 
the typical classical Ḥanbalī and later Salafi approach of taking these as they 
are without further interpretation.57 

In one section early in his work, named “A fundamental on knowing the 
sound interpretation, and the most sound interpretation in case of difference 
of opinion,” he explicitly discusses what he holds to be the correct method-
ology to follow in tafsīr. It starts with a quote from the Yemeni ḥadīth scholar 
Muḥammad b. al-Murtaḍā al-Yamānī’s (d. 840/1436) Īthār al-ḥaqq ‘alā al-khalq, 
praised by al-Shawkānī and later popularized in Salafi circles.58 This work 
caught al-Qāsimī’s attention in the library of Shaykh al-Islām ‘Ārif Ḥikmat 
Bak, during his visit to Medina in 1909, yet another indication that he made 
more than just minor revisions in the introduction throughout the years that 
he authored his Maḥāsin al-ta’wīl.59 This quote starts with a denunciation of 
the direction that the discipline of tafsīr has taken because of Satanic influ-
ences, that has made people interpret the Qur’an according to their whims, 
and how truth and falsehood are no longer clear because of that. This is an 
implicit critique on the trend to interpret the Qur’an without reference to pro-
phetic narrations and the opinions of the salaf. He then lists a hierarchy of cor-

57 The editors at Dār al-ḥadīth even give this as a motivation for them to publish this com-
mentary: to them al-Qāsimī was on the correct method in creedal matters, accepting God’s 
names and attributes as they are without further interpretation, “clean from Mu‘tazilism 
and the opinions of the Ash‘arīs and other sects.” Jamāl al-Dīn al-Qāsimī, Tafsīr al-Qāsimī 
al-musammā Maḥāsin al-ta’wīl, eds. Aḥmad b. ‘Alī and Ḥamdī Ṣubḥ (Cairo: Dār al-ḥadīth, 
2003), 1:5.

58 This scholar is better known as Ibn al-Wazīr. It is very likely that al-Qāsimī first learned about 
his works through the works of his co-mufassir Muḥammad b. ‘Alī al-Shawkānī (d. 1834), 
who had a very similar approach in tafsīr to Qāsimī. For the influence of Ibn al-Wazīr on al-
Shawkānī see Ahmad S. Dallal, Islam without Europe: Traditions of Reform in Eighteenth-Cen-
tury Islamic Thought (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 161, 168, 184, 
188, 330n51. On the tafsīr of al-Shawkānī see Johanna Pink, “Where does Modernity begin? 
Muḥammad al-Shawkānī and the Tradition of Tafsīr,” in Tafsīr and Islamic Intellectual His-
tory: Exploring the Boundaries of a Genre, eds. Andreas Görke and Johanna Pink (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2014), 323-60.

59 Jamāl al-Dīn al-Qāsimī, Riḥlatī ilā al-Madīna al-munawwara, ed. Muḥammad b. Nāṣir al-‘Ajmī 
(Beirut: Dār al-bashā’ir al-islāmiyya, 2011), 46.
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rect interpretations, which begins with the opinions of the companions of the 
Prophet (and among them Ibn ‘Abbās as the highest authority), then the gen-
eration after the companions (tābi‘īn). After that follows a long discussion on 
legitimate and illegitimate difference of opinion in tafsīr, in which al-Qāsimī 
refers to Ibn Taymiyya’s Muqaddima fī uṣūl al-tafsīr frequently.60 In this section 
there is one explicit reference to the most fundamental text of the Ottoman 
tafsīr tradition, al-Zamakhsharī’s Kashshāf, which al-Qāsimī paraphrases from 
Ibn Taymiyya’s Muqaddima. In this passage Ibn Taymiyya criticizes the Qur’an 
commentary by the members of the Mu‘tazilite school, who according to him 
have interpreted the meanings of the words of the Qur’an to correspond with 
their doctrines, thus departing from their true intended meanings and going 
against the interpretations of the Companions (ṣaḥāba) and Successors (tā-
bi‘īn). Because this is hidden by the eloquent language of the Kashshāf, -indeed 
one of the main reasons of its success- these false doctrines have become wide-
spread even in the Sunni camp: 

some factions among the people of innovation (bid‘a), they believe in false 
doctrines, and approach the Qur’an and interpret it by their own opini-
on, while they do not have predecessors among the Companions and the 
Successors, neither in their opinions, nor in their explanations. They have 
composed Qur’an commentaries upon the foundations of their doctri-
ne, like the Qur’an commentary of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān b. Kaysān al-Aṣamm, 
al-Jubbā’ī, ‘Abd al-Jabbār, al-Rummānī, al-Zamakhsharī, and their likes. 
Those are eloquent in their speech thus hiding their innovation, and most 
people are not aware of this, like the author of al-Kashshāf, and the likes 
of him, to the extent that their false Qur’an commentaries have become 
widespread among many people of the Sunna.61

To a 21st-century specialist in Qur’an interpretation this ranking and rating of 
what is ‘correct’ as to what is closest to the understanding of the first genera-
tions of Muslims may not come as a surprise at all, given the dominance of this 
type of discourse in our age and the effective victory of the ‘Salafi hermeneuti-
cal paradigm’ in most parts of the world, either consciously or unconsciously. 
It has even become so dominant that also in the academic study of tafsīr it has 
for a while been more or less paradigmatic to approach the field from such 

60 Qāsimī, Maḥāsin al-ta’wīl, 1: 26-8.
61 Ibid., 1: 31-2. The passage in the original text is more extensive and contains a longer rebut-

tal of Mu‘tazilite tafsīr. Al-Qāsimī paraphrases and summarizes this passage. Ibn Taymiyya, 
Muqaddima, 82-6.
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categorizations as tafsīr bi’l-ma’thūr and tafsīr bi’l-ra’y.62 In the age of al-Qāsimī, 
however, this type of reasoning on tafsīr was largely absent and belonged to 
the periphery of the discipline. It was only in the course of the 20th century, ex-
actly because of ideological authors like al-Qāsimī and his interlocutors, and 
the works of authors like Ibn al-Wazīr that they revived from oblivion, that this 
discourse became more dominant, with the effect that our understanding of 
the genre of tafsīr has been obscured from how it really functioned in premod-
ern history.

As for Maḥāsin al-ta’wīl itself, in it references can be found to both the names 
and the commentaries of al-Zamakhsharī, al-Bayḍāwī, Ebu’s-su‘ūd and al-
Suyūṭī. Al-Qāshānī and al-Qurṭubī are only mentioned by name. From the 
glosses on al-Zamakhsharī and al-Bayḍāwī, so prominent in the Ottoman cur-
riculum, the names of Çārāperdī, al-Ṭībī, al-Nasafī and al-Taftazānī surface in 
the index. When it comes to titles, there is only a general reference to the gloss-
es on al-Bayḍāwī (ḥawāshī al-Bayḍāwī).63 This shows that he was absolutely 
aware of all these texts, as may be expected given his education, and that he 
would not refrain from quoting them when he saw it fit. But these main texts 
were no longer axiomatic for his approach to tafsīr: they had become periph-
eral and are quoted in between a great score of other sources, both from with-
in and without the boundaries of the tafsīr genre. His commentary shows an 
eclecticism that was thus far unprecedented in the genre in his own age. The 
amount of sources that he consulted and included would have been unthink-
able in the traditional gloss tradition.

 
Conclusion

Ahmad Dallal has recently argued that the 18th century saw an intensification 
of the disciplines of uṣūl al-ḥadīth and uṣūl al-fiqh. According to him 

uṣūl were not just means of the institutional dispersion of intellectual aut-
hority, or for prescribing rules and procedures for disciplining fields of 
knowledge, but were also subversive disciplines through which normative 
disciplinary authority was questioned and radically undermined.64 

Based on the above, I believe it is fair to state that the same point can be made 

62 The work of Walid Saleh is seminal in uncovering this implicitly ideological reading of the 
history of tafsīr by both Muslim scholars and academics. Saleh, “Historiography of tafsīr.” 

63 Qāsimī, Maḥāsin al-ta’wīl, 9: 524-34.
64 Dallal, Islam without Europe, 280.



31  Osmanlı’da İlm-i Tefsir

on the discipline of uṣūl al-tafsīr in the late 19th and early 20th century. De-
scribing the fundamentals of the discipline in such an encompassing way was 
not a purely intellectual endeavor for al-Qāsimī, it was also a declaration of 
independence from the power structure related to the Ottoman ḥāshiya-cul-
ture and its taqlīd-oriented scholars. By shaping a scholarly culture in which 
scholars can directly independently reason on the intended meanings of the 
Qur’an based on fundamentals instead of the much slower process of con-
suming a tradition of glosses in manuscript form with a teacher, al-Qāsimī 
significantly contributed to the rise of a Salafi paradigm in tafsīr in the 20th 
century. 

From this closer look at the Ottoman madrasa curriculum, the role it played 
in al-Qāsimī’s religious education, and his further scholarly engagement with 
tafsīr, we have learnt that although al-Qāsimī was well-acquainted with the 
most important works and glosses from the Ottoman tradition, and studied 
them with his teachers from a young age, he hardly incorporated it in his own 
grand tafsīr project. Al-Qāsimī rather seemed interested in reviving the con-
cept of tafsīr bi’l-ma’thūr to a radical extent, formulating the fundamentals of 
tafsīr in a direction that hardly let any place for interpretation without textual 
evidence from the first generations of Islam. This made the tradition of gloss-
es on madrasa texts as good as redundant, and brought the commentaries of 
al-Zamakhsharī, al-Bayḍāwī and Ebu’s-su‘ūd, of which he had intimate knowl-
edge as we can conclude from his educational background and scholarly pro-
duction, from the center to the periphery. Instead, he brought authors like al-
Shāṭibī, Ibn Taymiyya, Shāh Walī Allāh and Ibn al-Wazīr from the periphery 
back to the center, authors who would become much more influential in the 
course of the 20th century due to the rise in popularity of Salafi movements.

More research is needed to understand how al-Qāsimī was able to follow such 
a different approach to tafsīr than was the convention in his age. One of my 
hypotheses is that it correlates with the rise of the printing press in the Arab 
world, which caused a small revolution in the (religious) book culture of the 
region.65 Because of this, I expect, al-Qāsimī had a larger amount and a much 
more diverse spectrum of religious works available than his predecessors. His 
personal library as well as the reorganized and expanded Ẓāhiriyya library 

65 For an overview of earlier studies on the printing press in Islamicate countries within the 
context of the discipline of book history see Kathryn A. Schwartz, “Book history, print, and 
the Middle East,” History Compass 15/12 (2017): e12434. See also Ahmed El Shamsy, “How 
Printing Remade the Islamic Tradition,” University of Chicago Humanities Day, https://you-
tube/ZZ0DrqqF94U, accessed 8 October 2018; Saleh, “Historiography of tafsīr.”
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probably offered him the opportunity to explore and compare an amount of 
works that very few others had to their availability before the rise of the print-
ing press. Above that, because of his Salafi inclinations in his methodology, 
he was not bound by an official allegiance to a specific school of thought or 
lineage of knowledge, which gave him the freedom to cite and quote whatever 
he agreed with, outside the boundaries that the ḥāshiya culture would have 
imposed on him. 

Another hypothesis that needs further research is whether because of the rise 
of secular schools and increasing literary rates in Arab society, he could author 
a work for a different intended audience than was common for the gloss cul-
ture of his age. While the ḥashwiyya scholars that he used to mock were used 
to only teach and write for other (aspiring) Islamic scholars, al-Qāsimī and his 
Salafi colleagues aimed at a larger educated Arabic speaking segment of soci-
ety. A third point that needs further investigation is the international contacts 
of al-Qāsimī and how these influenced his approach to tafsīr. We know from 
his biography that he had intimate contacts with ‘Abduh and Riḍā in Egypt, 
with Nu‘mān and Maḥmūd Shukrī al-Ālūsī in Baghdad, and through them 
with the school of Ṣiddīq Ḥasan Khān in India. The nature of these scholarly 
contacts and their influence on his approach to tafsīr deserve further investi-
gation. These three points I hope to further explore in my upcoming three-
year research project on the Qur’an commentary of al-Qāsimī and its role in 
the history of Qur’an commentaries.
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