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Abstract: The seemingly ungrammatical wording of Q Ta-Ha 20:63 ‘inna hadhani
la-sahirani has been cause for much debate, both in traditional Muslim sources
as well as in modern discussion. This paper sets out to reevaluate the grammar of
the various reading that are present by comparing them not against the norma-
tive grammar as it is established by the medieval grammarians, but rather by com-
paring its grammar to other, comparable construction in the Qur'an. By analyzing
this Qur'anic verse within its intra-Qur'anic parallels it is argued that the minority
reading ‘in hadhani la-sahiraniis the original intended reading of the ‘Uthmanic text,
while the grammatically problematic majority reading ‘inna hadhani la-sahirani is
to be understood as an approximation to popular non-Uthmanic readings. Through
the comparison with other verses, it is also shown that we may gain deeper under-
standing into verses of constructions of the type found in Q al-Tariq 86:4 (wa-in
kullu nafsin la-ma ‘alayha hafizun) and shed light on some of the competing canon-
ical readings in these verses.

Introduction

One of the famously controversial verses in the Quran in terms of grammar is Q
Ta-Ha 20:63." In the majority reading® ‘inna hadhani la-sahirani appears to have an
incorrect inflection for case. The expected form is ‘inna hadhayni la-sahirani, as ‘inna
governs the accusative. The accusative option is in fact the reading of the canonical
Basran reader Aba ‘Amr b. al-'Ala’ (d. ca. 154-56/770-72) despite its disagreement

1 For a discussion on this verse and several of the other difficult verses see John Burton, “Linguistic
Errors,” 181-96.
2 Ibn al-Jazari, Nashr al-qira‘at, § 3590-1.
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with the rasm (o~ o ()).? The problems with this reading were clearly under-
stood very early on. The Kafan grammarian al-Farra’ (144-207/761-822) already cites
a report which traces back to the prophet Muhammad’s wife ‘A’ishah, who claims
that this is a scribal error in the Quran.*

There is yet another reading, in hadhani la-sahirani, which is the reading of
the now dominant Hafs transmission from ‘Asim (as well as that of Ibn Kathir, who
however has a slightly different nominative dual form hadhanni).’ This secondary
reading has frequently been understood as containing the negator ‘in followed by
the la- which takes on the function of illa “except.” This gives the meaning, “these
two are nothing but sorcerers,” drawing upon similar phraseology in the Qur'an
that does use 7illa like ‘in hadha ‘illa sihrun mubinun “this is nothing but manifest
sorcery” (Q 5:110, 6:7, 11:6, 34:43, 37:15). This interpretation is clearly awkward, as
there is no precedent for the asseverative particle la- to take on the meaning of ‘illa
in the qur'anic corpus - or, to my knowledge, outside of it — and thus such an under-
standing comes off as special pleading to resolve a grammatical issue.®

However, yet another understanding of this sentence is found in the grammat-
ical literature which has much better support within the qur'anic corpus, namely
that this in is to be understood as the ‘in al-mukhaffafah — a short form of ‘inna. In
this paper I will argue that this interpretation is in fact the correct one, and that
despite being a minority reading, in hadhani la-sahirani is the intended ‘Uthmanic
reading of this verse.

The Sisters of inna

The morphosyntactic behavior of ‘inna “verily” is well-known. It is placed at the
beginning of a phrase and topicalizes or emphasizes the word it governs. The noun
that it governs is placed in the accusative. Usually this noun follows ‘inna directly,
e.g. 'inna llaha ‘ala kulli shay’in qadirun “God is powerful over everything” (Q
al-Bagarah 2:20 and passim),” but it may be interrupted by a prepositional phrase

3 Ibn al-Jazari, Nashr al-gira‘at, § 3590-91.

4 Farra’, Maani al-Qur'an, 2: 183.

5 Ibn al-Jazari, Nashr, § 3590-91.

6 In fact, the la- in the grammatical tradition is explicitly called al-lam al-fariqah (“the distinguish-
ing lam”) specifically because its presence helps distinguish the word-initial ‘in from the negator ‘in
which cannot be followed by la-; cf. Weigelt, “The Particle La- in Classical Arabic,” 95.

7 When distinctions between the readings are not relevant, verses are cited in the transmission of
Hafs ‘an ‘Asim. When other readings are relevant, this will be mentioned explicitly.
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especially if the governed word is indefinite, ‘inna fi I-qal ati sijnan “In the fortress
there is a prison”.?
There are two other particles that have very similar behavior, namely lakinna

“but, yet” and the subordinator ‘anna “that” which likewise govern the accusative.’

Wa-lakinna kathiran minhum fasiqan
“But many of them are sinners.” (Q al-Ma’idah 5:81)

‘a-lam ta'lam ‘anna ’llaha ‘ala kulli shay’in qadir
“Do you not know that God is powerful over everything?” (Q al-Bagarah 2:106)

However, these particles are not always followed by nouns. Instead, a verb may follow
as well. In such a case, shortened forms of these particles are used, namely lakin and
‘an. ‘an is followed by a subjunctive verb, which ends in -a in its non-suffixed forms.
In Arabic grammatical thought the subjunctive ending -a is considered to be nasb just
like the accusative ending in the noun. Thus, its morphosyntactic behavior is not con-
sidered to change. In the case of lakin, however, this behaviour is not retained, and
lakin may be followed by either a perfect verb or regular imperfect verb in -u (raf).*°

Wa-ma zalamnahum wa-lakin kanit ‘anfusahum yazlimin
“We did not wrong them; but they wronged themselves” (Q al-Nahl 16:118)

wa-ma tasha’tana ‘illa ‘an yasha'a ’llahu rabbu l-alamin
“But you will not wish it except if God, the lord of the universe, wills it” (Q al-Takwir 81:29)

However, such shortened forms are not strictly relegated to the preverbal position.
They occasionally can occur in front of nouns. In such cases, there seems to be no
obvious difference in meaning from the use of lakinna. For example:

wa-lakini ’l-rastlu wa-"lladhina ‘amanii ma‘aht jahadi bi-amwalihim wa-anfusihim
“But the messenger and those who believed with him fought with their wealth and them-
selves.” (Q Bara'ah 9:88)

lakini ’l-zalimiana ’l-yawma fi dalalin mubin
“But the wrongdoers today are in obvious error.” (Q Maryam 19:38)

wa-laysa ‘alaykum junahun fima ‘akhta’tum bihi wa-lakin ma ta'ammadat qulubukum
“And you have committed no sin if you err therein but for what your hearts intended.” (Q
al-Ahzab 33:5)

8 Fischer, Grammar, § 339; Wright, Grammar, 1: 284-85; Ibn Hisham, Mughni al-labib, 36
9 Fischer, Grammar, § 338; § 415; Wright, Grammar, 1: 287, 292; Ibn Hisham, Mughni al-labib, 39-40.
10 Fischer, Grammar, § 340, § 344; Wright, Grammar, 1: 287, 292; Ibn Hisham, Mughni al-labib, 322-24.
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wa-lakin man sharaha bi-l-kufri sadran fa-‘alayhim ghadabun mina ’llahi wa-lahum ‘adhabun
‘azim

“But those who open their hearts to disbelief, the wrath of God will be upon them, and they
will have a great punishment.” (Q al-Nahl 16:106)

There are a good number of cases where the readers disagree whether lakin or
lakinna is used, e. g.

wa-lakinna ’l-shayatina kafaru yuallimiina 'l-nasa ’l-sihra wa-ma ‘unzila ‘ala ’l-malakayni
bi-babila haruta wa-marut (Majority reading)

wa-lakini ’l-shayatinu kafari yu'allimiina ’l-nasa l-sihra wa-ma ‘unzila ‘ala ’l-malakayni bi-ba-
bila haruta wa-martt (Ibn ‘Amir, Hamzah, al-Kisa1)"

“Rather the devils disbelieved, teaching people magic and that which was revealed to the two
angels at Babylon, Harat and Marut” (Q al-Bagarah 2:102)

fa-lam taqtulihum(it) wa-lakinna ’llaha qatalahum(it) (Majority reading)
fa-lam taqtulithum wa-lakini llahu qatalahum (Ibn ‘Amir, Hamzah, al-Kisa'1)'?
“You did not kill them, but God killed them” (Q al-Anfal 8:17)

wa-ma ramayta ‘idh ramayta wa-lakinna "llaha rama/é/d (Majority reading)
wa-ma ramayta ‘idh ramayta wa-lakini “llahu rama/é (Ibn ‘Amir, Hamzah, al-Kisa)"®
“And you did not throw when you threw, but God threw” (Q al-Anfal 8:17)

laysa ’l-birra/u ‘an tuwalli wujahakum(@) gibala 'l-mashriqi wa-l-maghribi wa-lakinna ’l-birra
man ‘amana bi-’llahi [...] (Majority reading)

laysa ’I-birru ‘an tuwallit wujihakum qibala ’l-mashriqi wa-"l-maghribi wa-lakini l-birru man
()amana bi-'llahi [...] (Nafi', Ibn ‘Amir)"*

“Righteousness is not that you turn your faces toward the east or the west, but righteousness
is that one believes in God [...]” (Q al-Bagarah 2:177)

laysa I-birru bi-an ta'ti l-bi/uyita min zuhuriha wa-lakinna l-birra mani ttaqa/e (Majority
reading)

laysa l-birru bi-an ta'ti/tati I-bi/uytta min zuhiriha wa-lakini I-birru mani ttaqa/a (Nafi, Thn
‘Amir)*®

“Righteousness is not entering houses from the backdoor, righteousness is that one fears God”
(Q al-Bagarah 2:189)

11 Ibn al-Jazarl, Nashr, § 2717.
12 Ihid., § 2717.
13 Ibid,, § 2717.
14 1Ibid,, § 2717.
15 Ibid,, § 2717.
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‘inna ’llaha la yazlimu ’l-nasa shay’an wa-lakinna ’l-nasa ‘anfusahum(it) yazlimin (Majority
reading)

‘inna ’llaha la yazlimu °l-nasa shayan wa-lakini ’l-nasu ‘anfusahum yazlimin (Hamzah,
al-Kisa’i, Khalaf)®

“God does not wrong people at all, but they wrong themselves” (Q Yanus 10:44)

lakini ’lladhina ’ttagaw rabbahum() lahum(i) jannatun tajrl min tahtiha ’l-C)anharu [...]

(Majority reading)

lakinna ’lladhina ttagaw rabbahumii lahumii jannatun tajri min tahtiha ’l-anharu [...J] (Aba
Ja‘far)'’

“But those who fear their Lord will have the Gardens beneath which rivers flow [...]” (Q Al
‘Imran 3:198)

lakini ’lladhina ’ttaqaw rabbahum(i) lahum(it) ghurafun min fawqiha ghurafun mabniyyatun
tajri min tahtiha ’l-C)anharu [...] (Majority reading)

lakinna ’lladhina ’ttaqaw rabbahumiui lahumu ghurafun min fawqiha ghurafun mabniyyatun
tajri min tahtiha 'I-anharu [...] (Abt Ja‘far)'®

“But those who fear their Lord, for them are built chambers upon chambers, beneath which
rivers flow” (Q al-Zumar 39:20)

There are only two examples of ‘an before a noun rather than in front of a verb,
but where it occurs, the noun that follows indeed does not take the accusative, but
the nominative as well. In both cases, the ‘an is functionally not quite identical to
‘anna as it functions as the introduction of direct speech, known by the name ‘an
al-mufassirah.”®

wa-"akhiru da'wahum ‘ani ’l-hamdu li-’llahi rabbi °l-‘Glamin
“And the end of their prayer is: ‘Praise be to God, Lord of the universe™ (Q Yanus 10:10)

wa-nadaw ‘ashaba ’ljannati ‘an salamun ‘alaykum
“And they call out to the companions of Paradise: ‘Peace be upon you™ (Q al-Araf 7:46)

In al-mukhaffafah

In light of the behavior of the closely related particles ldkin(na) and ‘an(na) one
might expect that inna should also have a short form that is (predominantly) used
when it is followed by a verb rather than a noun. Indeed, there are many examples

16 Ibid,, § 2717.
17 Ibid., § 2901.
18 TIhid., § 2901.
19 Wright, Grammar; 1: 292; Ibn Hisham, Mughni al-labib, 29.
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of this throughout the Qur'an.*® All of them are either followed by the verb kana,
with a predicate marked with the particle la-, or with verbs of perception/consider-
ation like wajada “to consider to be” and zanna “to think to be.”*!

wa-'in kanat la-kabiratan ’illa ‘ala ’lladhina hada ’llah
“It was indeed difficult, except for those whom God guided” (Q al-Baqrah 2:143)

wa-"in wajadna ‘aktharahum la-fasiqin
“We found most of them to definitely be sinners” (Q al-A'raf 7:102)

wa-'in nazunnuka la-mina ’l-kadhibin
“We think you are certainly among the liars” (Q al-Shu'ara’ 26:168)

Above, it was shown that the short forms lakin and ‘an were used before verbs but
could also on occasion be used before nouns in the nominative. The Arab grammar-
ians also consider this to be an option for in, and they consider ‘in zaydun la-qa’i-
mun “Zayd is standing” to be semantically equivalent to ‘inna zaydan la-q@’imun.**
Also within the Quran there is evidence for such uses (outside of Q Ta-Ha 20:63);
however, in all cases there is disagreement among the readers about the specific
reading. All have in common that they start with ‘in followed by a noun phrase
followed by what is variously read la-ma or lamma. La-ma can transparently be
understood as the asseverative la- followed by a relative pronoun ma “what” which
introduces a relative clause. These can be translated to English, with somewhat
awkward copular relative clauses, as  have done below to accentuate the structure,
but the ma is probably best understood as being semantically empty. In the follow-
ing overview I will refrain from giving a translation of the lamma reading, which I
will discuss afterwards.

wa-'in kullun la-ma jami'un ladayna muhdariin (Majority reading)
“All (of them) is what is present before us, all together” (Q Ya-Sin 36:32)

wa-'in kullun lamma jami‘un ladayna muhdaran (Abt Ja‘far, Ibn ‘Amir, ‘Asim, Hamzah)*

wa-'in kullu dhalika la-ma mata‘u ’l-hayati 'l-dunya/é/d (Majority reading)
“All of that is what is the enjoyments of the worldly life” (Q al-Zukhruf 43:35)

20 Fischer, Grammar, § 339; Wright, Grammar, 1: 284-5; Thn Hisham, Mughni al-labib, 20.

21 Nebes, “In al-Mukhaffafa,” 15-17. There is also the construction with the verb kada/yakadu “to
be about to” followed by an imperfect verb marked with la-, but this construction is less relevant
for the discussion at hand.

22 Weigelt, “The Particle La- in Classical Arabic,” 95.

23 ibn al-Jazari, Nashr, § 3312.
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wa-'in kullu dhalika lamma mata‘u "-hayati ‘l-dunya/e (Abu Ja‘far, Tbn ‘Amir, ‘Asim, Hamzah)**

wa-'in kullu nafsin la-ma ‘alayha hafiz (Majority reading)
“Each soul is that which has a protector over it” (Q al-Tariq 86:4)

wa-'in kullu nafsin lamma ‘alayha hafiz (Aba Ja'far, Ibn ‘Amir, ‘Asim, Hamzah)*

Medieval works occasionally explain the reading with lamma instead of la-ma with
in not as the short form of the topicalizing particle ‘inna, but rather as the negator
‘in, whereas lamma — which usually functions as a conjunction where it translates
as “when” or “not yet”*® — is explained as having the meaning ‘illa “except, but.”*’
Thus the verses above would have to be explained as being functionally identical to
the common ’in ... illa construction such as ‘in kullun ‘illa kadhdhaba ’l-rusula “No
one of them but denied the messengers” (Q 38:14), which would then allow trans-
lations of the previous verses as: “All (of them) are not but presented before us all
together” (Q 36:32), “But all of that is not but the enjoyment of worldly life” (Q 43:35),
“There is no soul but that it has over it a protector.” (Q 86:4). This explanation was
accepted by Nebes in his seminal discussion on the ‘in mukhaffafah,® following
Bergstrisser in this interpretation.?

However, from a linguistic point of view such explanations do not strike me as
satisfactory. First, I see no obvious (or even a not-so-obvious) path to go from the
semantics of the conjunction lamma “when” or “not yet” to the meaning “except.”*
This impression appears to have been shared by quite a few early exegetes. Al-Far-
ra’ on discussing Q 36:32, for example, discusses this interpretation of this verse,
but cites his teacher, the canonical reader al-Kisa1 (d. 189/904):3! “Al-Kisa'1 used to
reject this opinion, saying: ‘I am not aware of an interpretation of lamma with gem-
ination in recitation.”®” For Q 86:4 he says “the masses recited lammd, and some
of them without gemination (i.e. la-ma). Al-Kisa1 used to pronounce it without
gemination, and we are not aware of an interpretation of it with gemination, and
it is thought that in the Hudhayl dialect they consider lamma to mean ’illa when

24 Thid., § 3312.

25 TIhid., § 3312.

26 Fischer, Grammar, § 443; Wright, Grammar, 287; Ibn Hisham, Mughni al-labib, 310-311.

27 Akhfash, Ma‘ani al-Qur’an,2: 514; Farisi, al-Hujjah, 6: 149-50., 397; Ibn Khalawayh, al-Hujjah, 191,
368; Makki, al-Kashf, 2:, 215; Ibn Hisham, Mughni al-labib, 311-14.

28 Nebes, “In al-Mukhaffafa,” 12.

29 Bergstrasser, Verneinungs- und Fragepartikeln und Verwandtes im Kur'an, 14-16 n4.

30 There is yet another use of lamma used in oaths, which will be discussed below.

31 Farrd’, Maani al-Qur-an, 2: 377.

32 Wa-kana ’l-kisa’iyyu yanfi hadha ’l-qawla wa-yaqulu: la ‘arifu jihata lamma fi ’l-tashdidi fi
’l-qira’ah.
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it occurs with a light in (i. e., not ‘inna), but they do not consider that correct.”*?
Al-Tabari (d. 310/923)** seemingly cites al-Kisa’1 anonymously: “Some of the experts
in the Arabic lexicon used to say: ‘I am not aware of an interpretation of lamma
with gemination.””®
The explanation of lamma in the meaning of ‘illa “except” truly runs into
trouble when one uses it to parse Q Had 11:111.% This verse is exceptional in that,
unlike the other cases, the word following ¢/ is clearly accusative, as reflected by its
rasm S rather than Js. It is read in four different ways:*’
1. wa-inna kullan la-ma la-yuwaffiyannahum rabbuka ‘a'malahum (Aba ‘Amr,
Ya‘qub, al-Kisa'1, Khalaf)
2. wa-inna kullan lamma la-yuwaffiyannahum(ii) rabbuka ‘amalahum(ii) (Hafs
‘an ‘Asim, Hamzah, Ibn ‘Amir, Abi Ja‘far)
3. wa-in kullan la-ma la-yuwaffiyannahum(i) rabbuka ‘a'malahum(it) (Nafi', Ibn
Kathir)
4. wa-in kullan lamma la-yuwaffiyannahum rabbuka ‘a'malahum (Shubah ‘an
‘Asim)

The first reading reads naturally as identical in meaning as the ‘in kullun la-ma
reading of Q 36:32, with the difference here being that the short version ‘in is
not used, but instead ‘inna, thus triggering the accusative form kullan. Thus, the
verse translates to: “All is what your lord will certainly compensate them for their
deeds”.

Several medieval authorities argue, regarding Q 36:32, that lamma can be
understood as la-man-ma “certainly whoever,” which after the regular assimilation
of the niin to the mim (la-mam=ma) was contracted to la-mma.*® This explanation

33 Farra’, Maani al-Quran, 3: 254.

34 Tabari, Jami‘ al-bayan, 19: 432.

35 Wa-kana ba'du ‘ahli ’l-‘arabiyyati yaqulu: la ‘arifu wajha lamma bi-’l-tashdid.

36 The difficulty of this verse was noted by Bergstrasser, who nevertheless argues for the meaning
illa “except,” arguing that there is no evidence for the use of lammad/la-ma as an alternative to
al-lam al-fariqah. This point is well-taken, but I do not think that skews the argument in favor of
the ‘illa interpretation. After all, there is no unambiguous evidence for lammasla-ma having the
meaning of “except” either, outside the constructions under discussion. The advantage of interpret-
ing it as a form of la-, is that after that it requires no further syntactic special pleading especially in
the verse Q 11:111, whereas this form remains problematic if lamma/la-ma is interpreted as having
the meaning of ‘illa. Cf. Bergstrésser, Verneinungs- und Fragepartikeln und Verwandtes im Kur'an,
14-16 n4.

37 Ibn al-Jazari, Nashr, § 3311-2.

38 Ibn Khalawayh, al-Hujjah, 191; Farrd’, Ma‘ani al-Qur'an, 2: 29; Farisi, al-Hujjah, 4: 384, who
does not approve of this interpretation and considers the reading a problem (mushkilah); Makki,
al-Kashf, 1: 537.
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is not implausible, but alternatively one could argue that la-mma is simply some
sort of not-entirely-understood emphatic pronunciation of the same particle la-ma.
What one cannot argue for is that it is the particle lamma with the meaning of ‘illa
“except.”*® When one accepts that ‘inna can occur with lamma, just like ‘in, then it
becomes difficult to accept that in must be considered a negator when it occurs with
lamma in Q 36:32, 43:35 and 86:4. Indeed, the medieval authorities occasionally cite
la-(m)ma in its asseverative use as a possible — and to some, clearly preferable —
understanding of lamma even for the other verses.*

The remaining two readings with ‘in followed by kullan are explained as
instances where ‘in, despite being the short form, continues to govern the accusa-
tive case.*" These strike me as less preferable readings which were likely imposed
rather artificially onto the text to strengthen the similarity to the ‘in kullun ... la(m)-
ma verses discussed above. While there are several cases of in followed by the
nominative, within the Qur’anic corpus there are no other examples where a short-
ened in continues to govern the accusative. Another proposed view is that kullan
takes the accusative because it functions as the object of the following verb la-yu-
waffiyannahum “he will compensate them”. This seems odd, as kullan is essentially
functioning as the head of an asyndetic relative clause, and therefore its case should
follow its function in the main clause, not that of the relative clause. Indeed, already
Al-Farra’ says it is an option he does not like (huwa wajhun la ‘ashtahthi) because
one does not say **in zaydan la-'adrabu “it is Zayd whom I will surely hit” or **ma
zaydan ‘illa ‘adrabu “it is none other than Zayd whom I will hit”, so it is a mistake
with both ‘illa and la- (fa-hadha khata’un fi ‘illa wa-fi "I-lami).**

Therefore, to sum up: inna may indeed occur in its short form ‘in just as lakinna
and ‘anna do. This form ‘in is clearly attested in front of verbs in the Qur’an, but also
in several rare cases in front of nouns. The construction in which it occurs in front
of nouns consistently combines with kull ‘all, each’ and an asseverative relative
clause la-m(m)a. In one case this exact same construction occurs which uses the
long form ‘inna followed by the accusative kullan, confirming that in should not be
understood as the negator ‘in, but instead as the shortened form of the topicalizer
inna.

39 Which is why both readings with lamma are outright dismissed by Farisi, al-Hujjah, 4: 386-88.
40 Farrd’, Maani al-Qur'an, 2: 377, Makki, al-Kashf, 2: 215.

41 Fischer, Grammar, § 428.

42 Farra’, Maani al-Quran, 2: 29-30.
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Lamma in the meaning of illa in oaths

The reason why the grammarians and exegetes seem to have been tempted to
interpret lamma as meaning ‘illa seems to stem from the use of lamma in oaths,
where it can be used interchangeably with ‘illa, e. g., nashadtuka bi-llahi lamma
fa'alta “I swear to you by God, you must do it” may also be expressed as nashadtuka
bi-’llahi illa fa‘'alta “I swear to you by God, you must do it.” Such constructions are
explicitly invoked, for example, by al-Zamakhshari (d. 538/1144) in order to defend
the understanding of lamma in the meaning of illa in ’in ... illa constructions.*?
However this compares two clearly different constructions, and the ‘illa in such
constructions performs a different functional role than the 7illa in ‘in ... ‘illa con-
struction.

As Fischer points out, sentences in oaths introduce the wish with ‘in “if” if it
is a negative oath and ‘illa for a positive oath.** An oath like nashadtuka ’llaha 'in
rimta hadha ’l-makana ‘abadan “I swear to you by God that you shall never leave
this place!”, should literally be understood as “I swear to you by God that if you ever
leave this place (the consequences will be dire).” By extension ‘illa in such oaths
does not mean “except,” but should be parsed as ‘in-la “if not,” thus bi-hayati ‘il-la
‘anshadtant ’l-bayta should be understood as “by my life, if you do not recite the
verse for me (the consequences will be dire)!”

Lamma may be used in such constructions for positive oaths in the place of
‘illa. If anything, lamma here should therefore mean “if not” and not “except” as it
ostensibly would in ‘in ... lamma constructions when one takes ‘in as the negator.
But it seems to me that the lamma in the oath constructions can in fact be under-
stood as an emphatic form of la- or la-md, thus a sentence like nashadtuka bi-"llahi
lamma fa'alta could be interpreted as “I swear to you by God that you may certainly
do it (or that it certainly may be what you will do)!” This construction therefore
does not provide compelling evidence that lamma can mean ’illa in the sense of
“except.”

These two are certainly sorcerers!

With the use of the ‘in al-mukhaffafah discussed above, it is now possible to return to
the famously problematic verse Q 20:63 that we started this discussion with, which
can be understood in a new light with the preceding discussion. When one reads

43 Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, 894.
44 Fischer, Grammar, § 456.
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this verse as ‘inna hadhani la-sahirani the lack of accusative inflection of hadhani is
indeed a grammatical anomaly,*® and for this very reason this reading should not
be considered the intended reading of the ‘Uthmanic text, and neither should ‘inna
hadhayni la-sahirani, which is grammatically unremarkable, but disagrees with the
rasm.

The remaining reading, however, ‘in hadhan(n)i la-sahirani, only adhered to by
Hafs ‘an ‘Asim and Ibn Kathir among the canonical readers, can be understood as
both grammatical and in line with the rasm. This construction should not be under-
stood as an in ... illa construction where la- inexplicably takes on the meaning of
illa “except,”46 but instead it should be understood as the asseverative ‘inna ... la-
construction, using the short form ’in instead of ‘inna just like in Q 36:32, 42:35 and
86:4. While such an interpretation has fallen out of favor in modern translations,
it is well-attested in the medieval works of (grammatical) exegesis. Thus, Q 20:63
should be translated as “these two are certainly sorcerers!”

Is ‘inna hadhani la-sahirdni the lectio difficilior?*’

Although hidden in a footnote of an article otherwise almost entirely unrelated to
the topic at hand, Nicolai Sinai has once made the argument that the ‘inna hadhani
la-sahirani reading is to be considered the preferred reading, arguing that this
reading is grammatically quite difficult to explain, but is nevertheless the major-
ity reading among the canonical readings.*® It would be difficult to explain this
widespread preference for an otherwise awkward grammatical construction,
where other grammatical options are present, had it not reflected a more original
recitation. Sinai therefore points out that it is the lectio difficilior and should be
preferred.

45 One might note that hadhan(n)i only ever occurs in the nominative form in the Qur'an (see Q
20:63, 22:19) and thus might wonder whether the form inflected for case at all. But here one should
note that the feminine hatayn(n)i (Q 28:27) does occur in the accusative form, in a syntactic context
where this is expected. From this I believe that it is likely that in the Qur'anic Arabic dialect the
dual proximal deictic inflected for case; cf. Van Putten, Quranic Arabic, 278; Al-Jallad, The Damascus
Psalm Fragment, 68—69.

46 It strikes me as likely that this awkward interpretation of la- as illa took inspiration from reports
of non-Uthmanic companion readings that do use ‘illa like ‘in dhani ‘illa sahirani. Ibn Khalawayh,
Mukhtasar, 88; Farra’, Ma'ant, 2: 184.

47 1 would like to thank Hythem Sidky for his valuable input in helping me think through this
section.

48 Sinai, “When Did the Consonantal Skeleton of the Quran Reach Closure? Part II,” 519 n41.
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This argument seems defensible,* but would initially seem to go directly
against the above argument that ‘in hadan(n)i la-sahirani is not only a grammati-
cally correct reading, but also the one intended by the ‘Uthmanic text. However, this
need not be a contradiction, and it is important to keep in mind that the ‘Uthmanic
text is not the original composition of the text, but rather a standardization of the
Qur’an. Variant readings associated with this text are the result of a complex inter-
action between the (frequently) pre-Uthmanic oral tradition and an attempt to
adhere to this new standard text. In light of this, it seems possible that Sinai’s argu-
ment in principle holds up when speaking of the original composition of the text,
all the while maintaining that the ‘Uthmanic text indeed intended ‘in hadhan(n)i
la-sahirani.

It is possible to take as the original composition the much more typical ‘inna
hadhayni la-sahirani construction, while acknowledging that there were other
viable and probably existing oral variants such as the intended ‘Uthmanic ‘in
hadhan(n)i la-sahirani and companion readings such as ‘in dhan(n)i ‘illa sahirani
“these two are nought but sorcerers”,*® and variations thereupon.™

Abu ‘Amr’s reading was able to access the non-Uthmanic reading ‘inna
hadhayni la-sahirani with only a minor intervention into the rasm, and quite a few
non-canonical readers did likewise.*” Ab ‘Amr is remarkable among the canonical
readers in more readily — although still very rarely — disagreeing with the ‘Uthmanic
text,”® and therefore him adopting what would have been a popular pre-Uthmanic
reading that disagreed with the ‘Uthmanic text is easily understood.

This brings us to the lectio difficilior, ‘inna hadhani la-sahirani. While certainly
the majority of the readers adhered to this reading and its reading is the most diffi-
cult, it does not mean that therefore it must be considered the most probable origi-
nal reading of the Uthmanic text. This skips over the issue that Qur'anic readings are
the result of an interaction between the oral tradition and the written text. It is clear
that the majority of the readers, both canonical and non-canonical, avoided devi-

49 Though, only if we accept the grammaticality of inna being followed by the accusative — which
I believe is to be doubted. This would not make it the more difficult reading, but the more unlikely
reading.

50 Ibn Khalawayh attributes it to Ibn Masid and al-Farra’ attributes it to Ubayy ibn Ka'b. It seems
likely that knowledge of these companion readings gave rise to the rather awkward attempts to
understand the ‘in hadhan(n)i la-sahirani construction as an ‘in X illa Y construction by the later
exegetes. See ibn Khalawayh, Mukhtasar, 88; al-Farra’, Maani al-Quran, 2: 184.

51 The lower text of the San'a’ palimpsest, for example shows clear traces of ma dhan(n)i ‘illa
sahirani; see Sadeghi and Goudarzi, “San‘a’ 1 and the Origins of the Qur’an,” 86.

52 The readings of ‘A’ishah, al-Hasan al-Basri, al-Nakhaf, ‘Asim al-Jahdari, al-A‘mash, Ibn Jubayr
and Ibn ‘Ubayd are reported in Abt Hayyan, al-Bahr al-muhtt, 7: 350.

53 Van Putten, “When the Readers Break the Rules,” 438—61.
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ating from the rasm, and this should be taken into account when evaluating such
variants. Assuming that ‘inna hadhayni la-sahirani was the preferred pre-Uthmanic
reading, the closest reading that could be achieved without violating adherence
to the rasm would be ‘inna hadhani la-sahirani. It seems that readers preferred
‘inna hadhani la-sahirani — perhaps emboldened by observations that one finds
among early grammarians that the Bana al-Harith would not inflect hadhani for
case®* — over the marked construction intended by the ‘Uthmanic text (in hadhani
la-sahirani), or the ones that violated the rasm (inna hadhayni la-sahirani or ‘in
dhani ‘illa sahirani). The lectio difficilior argument would then only argue for a
common popularity of the ‘inna hadhayni la-sahirani reading before readers came
to be confronted with a rasm that could not accommodate such a reading — leading
to the difficult reading.

As a final note, it is worth pointing out that in this model of the competing read-
ings interacting with the ‘Uthmanic standard, it is not necessarily obvious that inna
hadhayni la-sahirani is to be considered the lectio difficilior (and therefore potior)
in relation to other non-Uthmanic readings, most notably ones that would have
used the ‘in/ma (ha)dhani ‘illa sahirani construction. These are all perfectly plausible
readings with only a very minor difference in meaning and no exegetical value. It
does not strike me as possible to recover what the original wording of the compo-
sition would have been. I am not sure that such a question even makes sense if the
Qur'an was originally a (semi-)oral composition, which in its early years enjoyed
considerable freedom of oral recomposition and reformulation as the famous sab ‘at
ahrufhadith seems to suggest.>

Conclusion

It is hoped that this excursus into the syntax of the Qur'an highlights the importance
of using the Qur'an itself to understand its syntax. The Qur'an is a corpus on its own,
and frequently has constructions that are rare if not non-existent outside of it. By
strictly adhering to what can be gleaned from different sections of the Qur'an, and
closely examining the relevant variant readings in such locations, it is possible to
come to new insights that are informed not by later grammatical interpretation
but by the corpus itself. Nevertheless, it is important to stress the importance of
the medieval grammatical-exegetical works while approaching the syntax of the

54 Farrd’, Maani al-Quran, 2: 184.
55 For a compelling discussion on the early Qur'an within a Parry and Lord-style oral composition
framework see Dutton, “Orality, Literacy and the ‘Seven Ahruf’ Hadith.”
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Qur’an in this way. While such works often have a maximalist approach to present-
ing different options, and it is not always possible to get a clear answer from them
as to what the preferred understanding should be, they are an essential body of
literature that gives a broad overview of different interpretations that are around.
Taking a comparative approach to parallel constructions within the Qur'anic corpus,
it becomes possible to decide which interpretation is the most compelling. Doing so,
it becomes clear that Q 20:63, which at first seems like a grammatical anomaly can
be understood within the attested grammar of the corpus, and turns out to be a rare,
but nevertheless understandable formation if read as ‘in hadhani la-sahirani “these
are surely sorcerers!”
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