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PREFACE

My journey with the Qur’an started very early, at the age of three or four
years. [ used to hear my father recite it when he prayed. My father had left
school before finishing the first grade, but he could read and write and he
had memorized some of the short siras, like al-nas, al-falaq, al-ikhlas, al-
masad, Quraysh, and al-tin that he used to recite in his prayers.

There were many words in these siras that I understood, like al-ndas (peo-
ple), malik (king), tin (figs), and zaytiin (olives). But there were many other
words that I did not and was not expected to understand, and I never dared ask
anyone what they meant. To my young mind at the time, the language of the
Qur’an belonged to another world, mysterious, and unfathomable.

My father used to recite Quraysh (Q106) as follows:

li-tlafi qurayshin tlafihim

riblata l-shita’i wa-l-sayf

fa-l-ya ‘budii rabba hadha I-bayt

alladht at ‘amahum min ji ‘in wa-amanahum min khawf

My young mind connected the word 7/af with a certain rough, scratchy
fiber that my older sister used to wash me with, and I connected #/afihim
with fihim, which has something to do with understanding. I never under-
stood the point of the sira or the connection between fiber and understand-
ing, but I knew that I was too young to comprehend such mysteries and too
afraid to ask the adults around me for explanations.

At the age of six I started school. My classmates and I had to read and
memorize several short siras. I memorized what [was expected to
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x Preface

memorize and I read what [ was expected to read, but I did not expect to
understand what I read or memorized.

I remember that our elementary school teacher once asked the class to mem-
orize surat al-tin (Q95) and to recite it in class the following day. One of the
students had a lot of trouble memorizing it. When his turn came, he recited:

bi-smi llahi [-rahmani l-rahim In the name of God the
Compassionate, the Merciful

wa-I-tini wa-l-zaytiin By the fig and the olive

wa-tiri sinin And Mount Sinai

wa-hadha I-baladi I-amin And this safe place

la-gad khalagna l-insana fi ahsani tagwim We created man in the best stature

inna llaha asfala safilin Truly God is the lowest of the low

Concerned that one member of his class had insulted the Almighty, the
teacher raised his hands and looked upwards, praying for forgiveness,
before whipping the offending seven-year old boy. I remember the bewil-
dered look on the boy’s face. He had no idea why he was being whipped.

Subsequently, I had the opportunity to study linguistics and to learn
some Hebrew and some Syriac because of my interest in languages and
because of their similarity to Arabic. As it happened, I ended up teaching
Arabic at an American university. Among my students there were a few
with a Muslim background who asked me to teach a course that would help
them understand the language of the Qur’an because they had been reciting
it since childhood without understanding it. In choosing the material for this
course, I decided to focus on the short siras, those of Juz’ ‘Amma (Part 30
of the Qur’an), for a few reasons. First, | had memorized a good number of
them, so they were familiar to me and easier to recite without reference to
the text. Second, most of their verses are short and rhythmic, which makes
them easier for students to learn and remember. Third, they were familiar to
my students, who recited them in their prayers. Fourth, there is a certain
amount of ambiguity and challenge about these sizras that had always fasci-
nated me and that I had a strong desire to figure out.

I approached the course with the hope that I would understand these
siras better after introducing them to my students. I consulted the readily
available references — dictionaries, translations and interpretations — but
none of these sources provided a satisfactory explanation for words and
phrases in these siiras like ilaf, al- ‘adiyat, and kaniid. So I dug a little deeper
and looked at earlier Muslim interpretations of the Qur’an, such as
al-Tabari’s Tafsir, as well as some works written by non-Muslim scholars.

The results of my investigation are presented in this book.
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1

INTRODUCTION

The Islamic tradition teaches that the Prophet Muhammad received revela-
tions and recited them to his scribes, who memorized them and then wrote
them down. The third caliph, ‘Uthman, who ruled from 23 to 35 an/644 to
656 cE, charged a committee led by Zayd b. Thabit to produce a complete
codex of the Qur’an. Copies of this codex, known as mushaf ‘Uthman, were
sent to the main centers of the emerging Muslim state and other “unauthor-
ized” copies were destroyed. The ‘Uthmanic codex “established the conso-
nantal rasm, i.e. the writing of the consonantal structure but without the
diacritics and vowel signs added at a later stage”.! These diacritics and
vowel signs were added over a period of two centuries following the estab-
lishment of the consonantal codex.’
In the Qur’anic rasm,

a  Sets of letters that were later distinguished by dots, such as ra’ and zay,
sin and shin, and ba’, ta’ and tha’, looked alike,
Hamza (the glottal stop) was not written,

¢ Diacritics, like damma, kasra, and fatha were not written, and

d Long alif was often not written inside a word.

Consider the following sample from one of the earliest Qur’an
manuscripts:?

Q3: 41-43
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2 Introduction

In modern Arabic script, the text above appears as follows, without dots
and vowel signs:

Jﬁd\}JSJY\}L;udL\C_\MJ\)MS
< eda s Soclaial o s e aSildl)

@.\J\H‘)A.}_UAI’J‘L&M‘;QM&A\J

AW N~

This is how it appears in standard copies of the Qur’an:
8 35 (41) SN Gadly &y 155K
ks il 1 ) ) L A3
B8 8358 G (42) Guallall s e ilalaly
(43) CuaSI0l aa (28515 (25 L)

AW N~

Ibn Mujahid and variant readings

The “defective” script described above allowed for different readings of the
same consonantal skeleton. Between the time the script was fixed during
Uthman’s rule and the first quarter of the 4th century an/10th century ce “a
vast number of variant readings developed that interpret identical consonantal
forms in different ways”.* The credit in limiting the number of the canonical
readings to seven goes to Ibn Mujahid (d. 324/935), who, according to
Noldeke, was “the most successful of all the teachers of the reading of the
Koran, and the founder of strict orthodoxy in the field of the science of variant
readings”.’ The seven canonical readers approved by Ibn Mujahid are Nafi‘,
Ibn Kathir, ‘Asim, Hamza, al-Kisa’1, Ibn ‘Amir, and Ab@i ‘Amr b. al-‘Ala’.
Ibn Mujahid was instrumental in delegitimizing the readings of certain
scholars, notably those of Ibn Shannabtidh (d. 328/939), who “was sum-
moned before a special court of justice, consisting of gadis, fuqaha’, and
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Introduction 3

qurra’ ... who demanded repentance (tawba). When he refused, he was
subjected to corporal punishment until he finally signed the reverse
(mahdar),® promising to respect the ‘Uthmanic text”.’

In Ibn Mujahid’s Kitab al-Sab ‘a fi I-Qira’at, we find hundreds of exam-
ples of words that were read differently by the seven canonical readers,
depending on their dotting schemes. One example is the word | s a (Q4:94
and Q49:6), which was read as fa-tabayyanii by Ibn Kathir, Nafi‘, Abt ‘Amr,
ibn ‘Amir, and ‘Asim, but as fa-tathabbatii by Hamza and al-Kisa’1.* As long
as words shared the same consonantal skeleton, alternative readings were
accepted as canonical, as in ya ‘maliin “they do”/ta ‘malin “you, m.pl., do”
(Q2:74),° kabir “big”/kathir “plentiful” (Q2:219),'"° and nanshuruha “we
spread them” /nunshizuha “we bring them to life” (Q2:259)."

As Noldeke notes, “only very few and rather unimportant deviations
from the “‘Uthmanic text in their canonical form found their way into the
system of the ‘Seven Readers’ .12

Al-Tabar’s tafsir

Around the same time that Ibn Mujahid produced Kitab al-Sab ‘a, al-Tabar1
(d. 310/922) produced his well-known tafsir, described by Noldeke as “the
turning point in the history of interpretation”."> Noldeke adds: “Given its
scope, versatility, and the reliability of its content, it is indeed the most
instructive work of its type that the Muslim world produced”.'* Al-Tabari’s
tafsir, a systematic interpretation of the entire Qur’an, became the founda-
tion for the Muslim understanding of the text. One must be careful, how-
ever, in considering this fafsir, or other tafsirs, as objective scholarly studies.
As Noldeke points out: “[although] it is indeed the most instructive work of
its type that the Muslim world produced . . . we must immediately voice our
reservation that, for us, it is only useful as a collection of data, since it is
completely under the spell of dogmatic prejudice and therefore cannot reach
the heights of an objective historical approach. Historical criticism was also
foreign to Muslims in subsequent times — even down to the present day”.'
The goal of Ibn Mujahid was to limit the number of possible readings of
the defective ‘Uthmanic mushaf by tying it to a clear dotting scheme and a
system of vowel signs, particularly signs for the short vowels. His work has
resulted in “freezing” the text of the Qur’an in a specific form.'® Al-TabarT
tied these readings to particular meanings. Any dotting scheme and inter-
pretation that did not win the approval of these two authorities was excluded
and/or delegitimized. There is strong evidence that some of these excluded
and delegitimized readings may have been the ones intended in the original,
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4 Introduction

‘Uthmanic edition. I will illustrate with two examples: madh ‘am® (Q7:18)
and inahu (Q33:53).

Madh’amen_

Ibn Mujahid does not report any variation among the seven canonical read-
ers in their reading of the word madh m®* in Q7:18."” There is good reason
to believe that this word is a corruption of another, i.e. madhmim®.
Madh’am® is a hapax legomenon, occurring in Q7:18, in combination with
the word madhiire.

qala ukhruj minha madh am® madhiir® la-man tabi ‘aka minhum la-
amla’anna jahannama minkum ajma ‘in

Droge translates the combination madh um® madhir® as “detested (and)
rejected”:'®

He said, ‘Get out of here, detested (and) rejected! Whoever of them
follows you — I shall indeed fill Gehenna with you — all (of you)!”

Examination of Q7:18 in BNF 328 a, Folio 30b clearly shows a space the
size of a letter between the dhal and waw of madh aman."

e dni ol V' Ynlin

2)9‘—?‘ L5 sat i o
sty igrant pois el
Q7:18 (BNF 328a, folio 30b)

In modern Arabic script, this consonantal skeleton would appear as follows:

J;\JJ___.U)S»:.A.%).\S\JA.}YJ.A@J.\M 1
Y—A@MS&-\J_\A]‘JPJALAJJAL@MC 2
) oS by L mes) S aga e 3

In line 2, a letter is missing in the word madhium®, perhaps the result of a

scribal error, an erasure, water damage or some other factor, as is shown in
the following enlarged image of the manuscript page:
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Introduction 5§

A hamza was later added in that same space, which became part of the
standard text.?* Compare the manuscript text of the image above with the
printed text in the Cairo edition:

} rr o -}»’-’

i1
i 1 ?3@)‘ b(‘.i g "T

My claim that madh am® was originally madhmiim®" is supported by a
comparison of Q7:18 shown above with an image of Q17:18 found in
another old manuscript (BM 2165, folio 39b).*!

Using modern Arabic script, the text here would be:

_A.*.Pﬂ\.\ln_mm‘).a_m]bm\.a\.g_ddbhc 1
Y\A\J\_\AJ___\JPAAL«}AJA\.@_J@ 2
S Slglo e ge a5 lgrnlgd prmson 3

In line 2 we see the word madhmiim“" right before the word madhiir, the
same word that follows madhiim* in Q7:18.
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6 Introduction

Droge translates madhmim®™ madhir® as “condemned (and) rejected”.?

I propose that the original word in Q7:18 was madhmiim" and that it was
abandoned and replaced by another, previously non-existent, word
madh’am“", which made its way into the standard text.

The claim that madh am® was an invention is supported by the fact that
the meanings given to it in Arabic lexicons are tied to its usage in Q7:18 and
all revolve around the definition of madhmiim®.?* Furthermore, there is
uncertainty about its pronunciation; it can be pronounced with hamza and
without and the dhal can be replaced by dal.**

Inahu/inathahu

Ibn Mujahid reports variation in the reading of indhu of Q33:53: whereas
Hamza and al-Kisa’i read inéhu (with imala), the other five read inahu.”
Such variation is minor and common among readers, although the a/é vari-
ation generally involves alif (1) not ya’, represented in the Uthmanic mushaf
by the ligature .

Luxenberg argues that the original reading of 4w in the mushaf was
inathahu “his wives” rather than inahu “cooked food”. He adds that “the
Arab commentators have even deliberately interpreted the unambiguous
Arabic verb a1 (nazara) (to look) as ,at) (intazara) (to wait) to justify the
misreading . . .

Several pieces of evidence support Luxenberg’s hypothesis. Before pro-
viding this evidence, it will be useful to elaborate on the word and its con-
text in the Qur’an.

Inahu/indthahu appears only once in the Qur’an, in Q33:53. In what fol-
lows, the word in question is left as it would have appeared in the ‘Uthmanic
mushaf, untransliterated.

ya-ayyuha lladhina @amant 12 tadkhult buytt al — nabiyi illa an
yu’dhana la-kum ila ta‘am™ ghayra nazirina 4| wa-lakin idha du ‘Ttum
fa-dkhult fa-idha ta‘imtum fa-ntashirt wa-1a musta’nisina li-hadith™
inna dhalikum kana yu’dhi I-nabiya fa-yastahyl minkum wa-Ilahu la
yastahyT min al-haqq wa-idha sa’altumiihunna mata‘® fa-s’alihunna
min wara’i hijab™ dhalikum atharu li-qulabikum wa-qulabihinna wa-
ma kana fedetry an tu’dhi rasala 11ahi wa-1a an tankiht azwajaht min
ba‘dihi abad™ inna dhalikum kana ‘inda 11ahi ‘azim*

Droge translates the verse as follows:

You who believe! Do not enter the houses of the Prophet to (attend) a
meal without waiting (until it) is ready, unless permission is given to
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Introduction 7

you. But when you are invited, enter, and, when you have eaten, dis-
perse and do not linger for conversation. Surely that is hurtful to the
Prophet, and he is ashamed of you but God is not ashamed of the
truth. When you ask them for anything, ask them from behind a veil.
That is purer for your hearts and their hearts. It is not for you to hurt
the messenger of God, nor to marry his wives after him — ever. Surely,
that is a great (offense) in the sight of God.”

Why 4—u) should be read as inathahu

First, without the pronominal suffix Au, the word, according to the tradi-
tional interpretation, would be ind. One wonders what the root of such a
word is. Even if we assumed that 4u| is derived from ’-y-n or ’-n-y, such
roots do not convey the meaning of food, cooking, completion or readiness.
Richard Bell writes about inahu: “As it stands in the text, this is usually
taken as referring to the meal. But the grammatical construction of the
phrase is difficult, as is also that of the phrase which follows”.*

Second, as Luxenberg points out, the verb meaning “to wait” that is
derived from the root n-z-r follows Form VIII; the Form I derivation signi-
fies “to look, see”. There are numerous occurrences of both verbs and their
derivatives in the Qur’an. The Form VIII verb and its derivatives center
around the meaning of “waiting”, while the Form I verb and its derivatives
center around “looking” and “seeing”. The only exception is nazirina, the
active participle of the Form I verb nazara, which combines with inahu to
give the standard Qur’anic meaning “waiting for the proper time” or “wait-
ing for its completion”. Third, although there is mention of food, the focus
of the verse is clearly the wives of the Prophet. Thus, Luxenberg’s proposal
provides a clear, straightforward and grammatically sound reading of the
verse:

O you who believe, do not enter the dwellings of the Prophet unless you
are given permission to eat, without looking (staring) at his wives. If
you are invited, enter, and, when you have eaten, disperse and do not
linger for conversation. That would hurt the Prophet and he is shy of
you, but God is not shy of the truth. If you ask them (i.e. the Prophet’s
wives) for anything, ask them from behind a screen, that is purer for
your and their hearts. It is not for you to hurt the messenger of God or
to ever marry his wives after him. That would be an enormity with God.

Finally, whereas inahu is a hapax, the Qur’an contains six occurrences of
inath.
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8 Introduction

Again, a word that appears to have existed in the original text, inathahu,
was discarded and an invented, previously non-existent word, ndahu,
became part of the standard text.

Insistence on an exclusively Arabic character
of the Qur’an

Although al-TabarT sometimes mentions that certain words in the Qur’an
are of foreign origin, he seems to be mostly unaware that many other words
may have their origins in other languages or that their meanings in the
Qur’an are those found in these languages. For example, about the word
qaswara in Q74:51 he writes: “When Ibn ‘Abbas (d. 68/687) was asked
about His (Allah’s) saying: farrat min gaswara, he said: It is asad in Arabic,
shar in Persian, arya in Nabatean and gaswara in Abyssinian”.?* However,
such references to the foreign origins of words are rare and often contradic-
tory in Febary which belies an ignorance or lack of interest in these origins.
In his interpretation of the same word (gaswara), he cites a report attributed
to ‘Tkrima (d. 105/723) in which, when asked if gaswara refers to ‘lion’ in
Abyssinian, he replied: “Lion in Abyssinian is ‘anbasa”.*

Knowledge of the usage and meanings of foreign words or their cognates
in the languages from which they are likely to have been borrowed and
applying this knowledge to certain parts of the Qur’an helps achieve a
clearer understanding of numerous passages and explains what appear to be
grammatical irregularities according to the rules of Arabic grammar. [ will
give two examples, one lexical and another syntactic.

Aljibt

This hapax legomenon is found in Q4:51 in combination with the word al-
taghiit: a-lam tara ’ild lladina tti nasib™ min al-kitabi yu 'miniina bi-l-jibti
wa-l-taghuti wa-yaqilima li-lladina kafarii ha'uld@’i ahdd min alladhina
amanti sabil** (Do you not see those who have been given a portion of the
Book? They believe in al-Jibt and al-Taghut, and they say to those who
disbelieve, ‘These are better guided (as to the) way than those who
believe’).!

Here is a summary of Fabasf’s long interpretation of the two-word com-
bination al-jibti wa-I-taghiit:*

Some interpreters said that they are two idols that the idolators used to

worship. Others said, al-jibt refers to idols and taghiit to those who claim
to speak for the idols (tarajimat al-asnam) to lead people astray. Other
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Introduction 9

men claimed that al-jibt is a soothsayer (al-kahin) and al-taghiit a Jewish
man called Ka‘b b. al-Ashraf. Others said, al-jibt is magic and al-taghit
is the devil (al-shaytan). Others said, al-jibt refers to a magician and
al-taghit is the devil. Others said al-jibt is a magician and al-taghit
[is] a soothsayer. According to Sa‘id b. Jubayr, a/-jibt is a magician in
Abyssinian and al-faghiit is a soothsayer. Others claimed that al-jibt
refers to Huyayy b. Akhtab and al-taghiit to Ka‘b b. al-Ashraf. Others
said, al-jibt is Ka‘b b. al-Ashraf and a/-taghiit [is] the devil.

Al-TabarT’s conclusion is that the correct interpretation is that they believe
in two worshipped beings other than God whom they take as two gods
because al-jibt and al-taghut are two names for anything that is glorified
with worship, obedience, or submission, other than God, whether it is a
stone, a human, or the devil.*?

Al-Tabari’s account is contradictory, highly speculative, and shows no
clear understanding of the word al-jibt.

The key to recognizing the real meaning and usage of the word in the
Qur’an may lie in knowledge of its cognate in Ge‘ez, where gabt means
‘new, recent’ and amalekta gobt means ‘new gods, recent gods’.** Such
meanings fit the context of the verse well and provide a much clearer inter-
pretation than al-TabarT’s.

Hanifa"

The word hanif™ occurs ten times in the Qur’an; five times in combination
with the proper noun Ibrahim: Ibrahima hanif“’. The accusative case in
hanif“ is generally explained by grammarians as the ‘accusative of condi-
tion” (hal).* Elaborating on this case assignment, al-Zajjaj (d. 311/923)
writes, “we follow the faith of Ibrahim (millata Ibrahim) in the state of his
hanifa (fi hali hanifatih). Hanifa means ‘to incline’, i.e. Ibrahim is inclined
(hanif*") to the religion of God, i.e. Islam”.*Al-Nahhas quotes ‘Ali b.
Sulayman, who declares that this case assignment is wrong and that the
accusative is the result of the implied verb a ‘n7 ‘I mean’.

Of the five occurrences of the phrase ‘Ibrahtma hanif”, four are part of a
larger structure: millata Ibrahima hanif wa ma kana min al-mushrikin, gen-
erally translated as “the creed of Abraham the hanif“". He was not one of the
idolaters”.’” As Luxenberg and others have shown, it makes better sense to
treat hanif as an epithet for Abraham and not an accusative of condition: the
creed of Abraham the hanif, rather than the creed of Abraham when he is a
hanif*". Luxenberg writes: “As concerns the attribute &y~ (hanifd), in whose
ending the Arabic Koran readers saw an accusative of condition . . . this again
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10 Introduction

has nothing to do with the Arabic accusative; on the contrary, it is a question
here too of the Syro-Aramaic status emphaticus hanpa, whose ending in this
case is a sign of determination: hanpa = —axiall (al-hanif')”.*® Luxenberg adds:
The fact that in the Koran this expression is regularly in the Arabic accusative
proves precisely that it had been taken up in its Syro-Aramaic form and
become an established epithet for Abraham.*

The role of the grammarians

The case assignment of hanif " discussed above leads us to the important
role the Arabic grammarians played in freezing the Qur’anic text and limit-
ing our understanding of it. According to Versteegh, the earliest scholarly
efforts of these grammarians concerned Qur’an exegesis.* Al-Khalil b.
Ahmad al-Farahidi (d. 170/786), one of the main founders of the Arabic
grammatical tradition, is credited with developing the vowel markers of the
Qur’an.*! These markers, whose purpose was to ensure correct reading,
formed the beginnings of Arabic grammar codification, particularly the sys-
tem of cases and moods (i 7ab). This codification was accomplished by al-
Khalil’s student, Stbawayh (d. 180/796), the author of a/-Kitab, the earliest
and most authoritative Arabic grammar book of all time.

Arabic grammar, particularly, i 7ab, played a role similar to that of Ibn
Mujahid’s, by defining which forms are acceptable and which are not. Con-
sider the following example, discussed by Noldeke, who writes, “[S]ira
5:8. .. reads: fa-ghsili wujithakum wa-aydiyakum ila I-marafiqi wa-msahii
bi-ruasikum wa-arjulikum [genitive] ila I-ka ‘bayni; though it is required, it
suffices when the feet are wiped off. From an early time the stricter practice
was favored, namely that the feet be washed. This could be read into the
verse by adopting the strained reading, wa-arjulakum [accusative] and by
considering wa-msahii bi-ru usikum a parenthesis”.*?

The grammarians also worked with Muslim jurists to introduce certain
meanings that were not supported by the original Qur’an text, through the
manipulation of grammar rules. A good example of such manipulation is the
treatment of the word kalala and its grammatical context by the grammari-
ans and commentators. The word is found twice in the Qur’an, in Q4:12 and
Q4:176. What concerns us here is its occurrence in Q4:12, where it is found
in the following sentence:

wa-in kana rajul" yuratu kalalat™ -aw imra’at* wa-lahu “akh™ “aw

-ukht™ fa-li-kulli wahid™ minhumda esgsudus (If a man or a woman has
no direct heir, but has a brother or sister, then to each of them the sixth).*
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Introduction 11

The word kalala, which will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 6, has
been the subject of controversy since the early days of Islam.* In this sec-
tion, I will consider only its case assignment and the case assignment of
the word imra’a, with which it is conjoined by aw. As David Powers
argues (see Chapter 6), kalala (originally *kalla, ‘daughter-in-law’) and
imra’a ‘wife’ formed one phrase conjoined by aw, which, according to
Arabic case assignment rules, would receive the same case. But since
someone decided that *kalla should be replaced by kalala and given a
new meaning, and that imra’a should be conjoined with rajul rather than
with kalala, a grammatically awkward, contorted structure was created:
rajul" yarathu kalalat™ "aw imra’at* instead of rajul* yarithu kallat™
‘aw imra’at™. The connection between the original *kalla and imra’a was
disrupted by assigning them two different cases: kalla, now kalala, was
assigned the accusative case, and imra’a the nominative case in order to
agree with rajul".

The freezing of the Qur’an text and tying it to a limited set of readings
and meanings has had an influence on other words and expressions in the
Qur’an, where certain meanings were abandoned in favor of others. As
was shown in the case of inahu/indthahu above, recovering the older,
abandoned meaning arguably improves our understanding of the
Qur’an text.

In this book, I will consider the text of the Qur’an in its un-dotted, unvo-
calized, pre-Ibn Mujahid form. I will show that the difficulty in understand-
ing certain ambiguous, obscure or contradictory parts of the Qur’an is often
due to a secondary dotting and vocalizing scheme or to the failure to iden-
tify the original meanings of certain words and phrases. My investigation
will be informed first, by an examination of the Qur’an interpretation (fafsir)
literature, particularly the comprehensive work of al-Tabari, and second, by
a search for alternative meanings of certain Qur’anic terms in Arabic
sources and by comparing them with their cognates in Syriac and Hebrew.
These two languages, which are closely related to Arabic, are known to
have had a direct influence on the language of the Qur’an.*

Notes

1 Frederik Leehmuis, “Codices of the Qur’an”, in Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an,
ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe, 6 vols. (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2001-2006,
(1 (A-D), 347-351.

2 Beatrice Gruendler, “Arabic Script”, in Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, ed. Jane
Dammen McAuliffe, 6 vols. (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2001-2006(, 1 (A-D),
135-144.
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BLESSING, CLINGING,
FAMILIARITY, CUSTOM - OR
SHIP: A NEW READING OF THE
WORD JLAF IN Q106 (QURAYSH)

The word a3\ (ilaf) in Q106 (siirat Quraysh) has been the subject of
debate among Qur’an commentators and scholars since the first centuries of
Islam. There is uncertainty about the spelling, reading, and meaning of the
word. In standard editions of the Qur’an, it is written ) (alif-ya -lam-fa’)
in the first verse and | (alif-lam-fa’) in the second. The following is the
Arabic text of the sira as it appears in the Cairo edition of the Qur’an,
together with an English translation by Droge.!

1 For the uniting of Quraysh li-Tlafi quraysh 8 ey
2 For their uniting for the caravan  #lafihim rihlata I-shitd’i il als a@‘
of the winter and the summer wa-l-sayf Canall
3 Let them serve God fa-l-ya ‘budii rabba 138y ) gmls
hadha I-bayt Sl
4 Who has fed them on account of  alladhi at ‘amahum min oo as-Aa-L\ gﬂ‘
(their) hunger and secured Jji ‘in wa-amanahum Oe gl 5 8
them on account of (their) fear min khawf e

As expected, some differences of interpretation in the tafsir literature are
ignored in the translation, and one interpretation, considered more appropri-
ate for one reason or another, is chosen. The following summary of al-
TabarT’s tafsir of the sira presents a fuller version of the traditional
interpretation.?
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Q106:1 li-ilafi quraysh

Al-Tabarf states that the Qur’an readers disagreed over the reading of the
verse: all of them read ya’ after hamza in both 7/afi (of the first verse) and
tlafihim (of the second), except Abu Ja‘far, who had a different reading of
the second, i.e. ilfihim. Others said that Abii Ja‘far read it ilafihim, without
ya’'. Febery adds that ‘Ikrima read li-ta’allufi Quraysh ilfihim rihlata sk
shita’i wa-s-sayf-

Arabic grammarians (ahl al- ‘Arabiya) disagreed over the meaning and
function of the /am in li-7laf. Some Basran grammarians said that it is related
to fa-ja ‘alahum ka-‘asf™ ma’kil, the last verse of Q105 (and he made them
like chewed-up husks [of straw]).? In this case, the lam would mean i/a (to).
Fabar cites a report attributed to Mujahid (d. 104/722), who interpreted
tlafihim as “making it familiar to them so a journey in the winter or the sum-
mer will not be hard on them, which is a blessing from God to Quraysh”.

The grammarians of Kiufa said that the /am here signifies wonder
(ta‘ajjub), that God made his Prophet wonder about His blessings to
Quraysh by making them familiar with the the winter and summer journey.
Then he said they should not make themselves too busy to believe and fol-
low him [Muhammad].

Some exegetes understood /i-ilafi quraysh to mean that they, i.e. the peo-
ple of Quraysh, become familiar with one another so that they will not be
divided.

Fabary states that the correct meaning is that the /am signifies wonder:
Wonder about familiarizing Quraysh with the winter and summer journey
and their abandonment of worshiping the Lord of this house who satisfied
their hunger and secured them from fear.*

Ibn ‘Abbas (d. 68/687) glossed ilaf as ‘abiding’ (luziim). God told them, i.e.
the people of Quraysh, not to take the journey and ordered them to worship the
Lord of this house, so He provided them with enough food. [Previously] they
undertook a winter and a summer journey and did not rest either in winter or
summer. God saved them from hunger and made them safe from fear and they
became accustomed to the journey. They took the trip or stayed where they
were, according to their desire. That was one of God’s blessings upon them.’

According to a report attributed to ‘Ikrima, Quraysh used to go to Busra
in the winter and to Yemen in the summer, so He (God) ordered them to stay
in Makka.®

In a report attributed to Qatada, /i-ilafi quraysh refers to “the custom of
Quraysh, the custom of journeying in the winter and the summer™.”
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Q106:2 ilafihim rihlata sh:shita i wa-{-sayf

According to the rules of Arabic syntax, the first two words of the verse
function as a subject (mubtada’) and a predicate (khabar) and should be
assigned the neminativey flafihum rihlatu, not ilafihim (genitive) and rihlata
(accusative).

Fabarj explains the genitive in the first word as a result of its being in
opposition to the first verse: as if He (God) said: /i-ilafi Qurayshin li-ilafihim.
Rihlata is in the aeensative because it is the object of the verbal noun #/afihim.

Febarexplains the two journeys as a trip to Syria in the summer and another
to Yemen in the winter. However, Ibn ‘Abbas said that the two journeys refer to
[the Quraysh] spending the winter in Makka and the summer in Ta’if.

Q106:3 fa-l-ya’budii rabba hadha I-bayt

God says, they should reside in their homeland in Makka and worship the Lord
of this house, which means the Ka‘ba. Some [interpreters] said: They [viz., the
people of Quraysh] were ordered to accustom themselves to worshiping the
Lord of Makka, as they accustomed themselves to the two journeys.

Q106:4 alladhi at‘amahum min ji’" wa-amanahum
min khawf

[The Lord of this house] who satisfied the hunger of Quraysh by answering
Abraham’s call: “And provide them with fruits” (Q14:37). The interpreters
disagreed over the meaning of wa-amanahum min khawf. Some said, “He
made them safe from raids, wars and fighting, which caused the Arabs to fear
one another”. According to Qatada, the people of Makka were merchants
who alternated trips between winter and summer. They were safe from the
Arabs, who used to raid one another. . . . When one of them (the people of
Makka) found himself in an area of the Arabs and said he is a harami (from
the haram) his possessions would be left alone in recognition of the security
God gave them. Others said He made them safe from leprosy.

Fabarj concludes that the correct meaning of wa-amanahum min khawf
is that the enemy is feared and leprosy is feared. God did not distinguish
between the two and made them (the people of Quraysh) safe from both.®

In summary: according to Fabeaty, the key word ilaf is reported to have
been read in four different ways: ilaf, ilaf, ta’alluf, and ilf,’ and signifies a
blessing (ni ‘ma), familiarity and intimacy (ulfa), clinging to or abiding
(luzizm), or custom (‘@da)."® The initial lam in li-flaf was understood to
mean ‘to’ or ‘for’ or as a particle expressing wonder (¢a ‘ajjub)."
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New Reading of llaf in Q106 (Quraysh) 17

Mugatil b. Sulayman (d. 150/767), gives a different account of the siira.
He explains that the Quraysh were merchants who traveled to Jordan and
Palestine in the winter and to Yemen in the summer. When these journeys
became difficult for them, God caused the Abyssinians to bring them food
on ships to Makka. Accordingly, /i-ilaf means that the people of Quraysh do
not need to travel for commerce any longer.!> Mugqatil treats the initial lam
of /i-ilaf as a negative particle.

A number of studies of 7/a@f have appeared in the last sixty years. In a
detailed analysis of Q106, Birkeland argues that the word must have been
connected to the protection of Quraysh’s caravan trade and must have signi-
fied “an alliance or a covenant granting Quraysh protection and security in
their trade”. Thus, “when Muhammad mentioned 7/af (or ilaf or ilf’) in con-
nection with Quraysh and their caravans, a contemporary listener could not
possibly have misunderstood its meaning: it could only be ‘protection’, or
the like”.!* According to Birkeland, changing political circumstances forced
Muslim exegetes like al-TabarT to introduce the meanings found in the
standard zafsir literature.'

Irfan Shahid argues that the difficulty with Q106 and, in particular, “the
interpretation of the crucial word ilaf, to which a bewildering variety of
meanings has been given in tafsir works,”!® can be resolved if it is combined
with Q105 (al-fil). In Q105 God destroyed the companions of the elephant
in order “to bring Quraysh together” (li-ilafi Quraysh).

Crone discusses the “bewildering variety of meanings” given to 7af in tafsir
works, including “pacts” and “protection”.'® She concludes that “the exegetes
had no better knowledge of what this sizra meant than we have today”, and that
“[t]he original meaning of these verses was unknown to them”.!” She adds that
the disagreement among Muslim scholars about the meaning and pronuncia-
tion of the word and whether it is singular or plural “‘shows clearly enough that
this was a word that they had never encountered before”.!¥

In a review of Crone’s book Meccan Trade and the Rise of Islam, Ser-
jeant ridicules her methods and conclusions, pointing out that “the 7/af sys-
tem of security pacts accords with well-known Arabian patterns”.'” He
refers to a previous study in which he “pointed out that the Yemeni caravan
traveling to Mecca in the mediaeval period could be protected by the pres-
ence of a small boy belonging to the family of the Yemeni saint Ibn ‘Ujayl”.?
He continues: “So also Hashim used to escort caravans to al-Sha’m [sic]”.?!

Uri Rubin accepts the traditional account according to which the journey
(rihla) mentioned in Q106 refers to northbound journeys made by the Mec-
cans for the purpose of trade.”” The message of the sira, he argues, is to
denounce the ingratitude (kufr) of the Meccans: “Instead of being grateful
to God for the prosperity and security derived from the position of Mecca as
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a pilgrimage center, Quraysh are immersed in trade journeys outside the
city, while the Ka‘ba and its lord are not their primary concern”.?® He treats
the prefixed preposition /i in the first verse as lam al-ta ‘ajjub (Iam of won-
der), like wayl"" li ‘woe to’.*

Rubin accepts two of the meanings of 7/af attested in the tafsir literature
and in historiographical and lexicographical works: (1) “the habitual
engagement of Quraysh in the winter and summer journey”,” and (2) a pact
of security given to Quraysh traders when passing through the territory of
other tribes.? He mentions at least three accounts in which Quraysh were
said to have been involved in travel and trade by sea. He quotes a tradition
attributed to Ibn AbT Hatim, on the authority of ‘Ikrima, according to which
the Qurashis “used to travel by sea to Ayla and thence to Palestine [in the
winter], seeking warmth, and in the summer they betook themselves to
Busra and Adhri‘at for coolness™.?”” He quotes al-Farra’ (d. 207/822), who
reported that “the Yemenites . . . carried their food supplies to Jeddah”.?®
The third account, found in a tradition reported by al-Kalbi (d. 146/763),
relates that people from “the Yemenite coastal towns of Tabala and
Jurash . . . brought provisions by sea to Jeddah”.*

To summarize: it is clear that the Qur’an commentators based their inter-
pretation on the different meanings of the root -I-f (alif-lam-fa’) rather than
on their understanding of the specific meaning of the word. One can also
make the case that they saw a connection between i/af and travel, although
none of its root meanings known to them is related to travel. We may also
conclude that modern scholars base their understanding of the word on the
traditional Muslim interpretation.

An alternative account

I will now propose a new interpretation ilaf/ilay/ilf, based on a close exami-
nation of Q106 and certain verses in the Qur’an that may help shed light on
its main message. I also consider evidence from Syriac.

If we bracket the key word 7/af and focus on those elements of the siira
that are clear we have:

a. Quraysh, the well-known Arab tribe in Mecca to which the Prophet
belonged,
A winter and a summer journey,

c. (So, as a result) they (a reference to Quraysh) should worship the Lord
of this house,
Who fed them when they were hungry,

e. And made them secure from fear.

15031-2478e-2pass-r0l.indd 18 @ 3/7/2019 5:47:21 PM



®

New Reading of llaf in Q106 (Quraysh) 19

Fulk, food, and fear of drowning

One often gets the impression in discussions of the early history of Islam that
the Qur’an reflects a desert environment in which the main means of trans-
porting food supplies is camel caravans. But the initial audience of the Qur’an
must have been familiar with sea travel. The word fulk ‘ship’, for example, is
mentioned 22 times in the Qur’an, often in connection with obtaining food
supplies and fear of drowning.*® Providing food and saving people from the
danger of drowning are examples of God’s significant favors to man, who
should acknowledge those favors. Consider, for example, Q2:164, which
includes a statement about ships carrying provisions for people.

inna fi khalgi I-samawati wa-l-ardi wa-khtilafi I-layli wa-I-nahari
wa-I-fulki llati tajri ft [-bahri bi-ma yanfa ‘u I-nas . . .

(Surely in the creation of the heavens and the earth, and the alterna-
tion of the night and the day, and the ship which runs on the sea with
what benefits the people. . .)*!

Q10:22 refers to people’s fear when traveling on a ship:

huwa lladht yusayyirukum fi [-barri wa-I-bahri hatta idha kuntum fi
I-fulki wa-jarayna bi-him bi-rih™ tayyibat™ wa-farihii bi-ha ja atha
rth™ ‘asif " wa-ja ahumu I-mawju min kulli makan™ wa-zannii anna-
hum uhita bi-him da ‘awu llaha mukhlisina la-hu e dina la-in anjaytana
min hadhiht la-nakinanna min al-shakirin.

He (it is) who enables you to travel on the shore of the sea, until, when
you are on the ship, and they sail with them by means of a fair wind,
and they gloat over it, a violent wind comes upon it and the waves
come at them from every side, and they think they are encompassed
by them. (Then) they call on God, devoting (their) religion to Him. ‘If
indeed you rescue us from this, we shall indeed be among the
thankful’.??

Q106 clearly deals with dangerous sea travel undertaken in an effort to
bring food to satisfy hunger. Among God’s favors is to make this travel
secure. Those who receive this favor, i.e. Quraysh, should acknowledge it
and worship the Lord of this House, who assures the safety of the ships and
the supply of food.

Sea travel must have been common in the Hijaz in pre-Islamic times.
According to Mikhail Bukharin, “The Hijazi Arabs traded with East Africa
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via the sea routes. Some sources seem to indicate the presence of an Axu-
mite population in the Hijaz in the first and second centuries ce, and maybe
even earlier”.*®

To sum up: According to the traditional understanding of the siira, Quraysh
was involved in trade, by sea or land, to bring provisions.** There was an ele-
ment of fear in this activity, which, according to some, was addressed through
security arrangements called 7/af /ilaf/ilf. The main problem with connecting
ilaf /ilaf/ilf to a “pact” or “pact of protection” is that none of the meanings of
the root ™-I-f supports such a interpretation. The meanings assigned to the
word by the exegetes on the basis of its root do not fit the context in which the
word is used. Hence the “bewildering variety of meanings”.

Syriac elaf

It is well-known that the Qur’an contains many words from foreign lan-
guages, including Syriac.* In Syriac, the word elaf, which has the same root
consonants as Arabic ilaf /ilaf/ilf, means ‘ship’ or ‘galley’. Elfo dpagro sig-
nifies “the body [is] the vehicle of the soul”. The Virgin Mary is called elfo
msabatota ‘the adorned vessel’.*® In a context of sea trade, the meaning of
‘ship’, “vessel’, or ‘shipping fleet’ for the first word of Q106 fits well. @

Lam al-ta’‘ajjub

There is general agreement among commentators and modern scholars that
the initial /am of li-ilaf has one of two meanings:

1 A preposition, ‘to’ or ‘for’. This meaning is advocated by commenta-
tors and scholars who contend that Q106 is a continuation of Q105
(al-fil) and that the two form one literary unit.>’

2 Lam al-ta‘ajjub or ‘lam of wonder’. This meaning was accepted by al-
TabarT, following the grammarians of Kiifa, as the correct interpreta-
tion.*® Although there are no other instances of such a use of /am in the
Qur’an, I will follow al-TabarT and consider its usage in Q106:1 as the
‘lam of wonder’.

ilf
None of the studies discussed above seems to attach any significance to the

difference in the spelling in the ‘Uthmanic rasm of -l of v. 1 and _all in v. 2.
All assume that the two are the same word, spelled differently. But why
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should it be spelled differently if it is the same word? Given the proximity
of the two words, a scribal error is unlikely.

The root '-I-f in the Qur‘an and in Arabic

Ibn Manzir lists the following meanings for the root -/-f: alf ‘thousand’,
Form I alafa ‘to give a thousand’, ‘to abide by, cling to’ (lazima), ‘to be
familiar or to feel comfortable with’ (anisa); Form Il e#ef ‘to render
something into a thousand, to reconcile (jam ‘ ba ‘da tafarruq)’; Form IV
e ‘to become a thousand, to trade’; Form Il and IV ‘to become famil-
iar with, comfortable in’; Forms II (¢#ef) and V (7a allaf’) ‘to show ami-
able behavior’; ta’alluf (Form V verbal noun) ‘flattery or amiable
behavior’.*

The Form II verb e#efis used five times in the Qur’an with the following
meanings: ‘to join together, to gather together, to compile, to reconcile’.
The passive participle, mu allaf, as in al-mu’allafa qulibuhum, ‘those
whose hearts are reconciled or whose hearts are inclined towards Islam’, is
used once.*

In addition, Form II verbs often signify the causative of their Form
[ counterparts. Thus, a possible meaning of e#ef is ‘to make someone abide
by, cling to’ or ‘to make someone familiar with or feel comfortable with’.
Q106:2 can then be read, following the ‘Uthmanic rasm, as allafahum
rihlata I-shita@’i wa I-sayf, “He made them familiar or comfortable with the
winter and summer journey”. Significantly, a transitive/causative verb in
this position provides a more straightforward explanation for the accusative
case assignment in rifilata, which, according to al-Tabari, is the direct
object of the verbal noun #/afihim.*!

It is worth mentioning that the D-stem (Form II) Syriac verb allef,
derived from the root y-/-f and the equivalent of Arabic allafa, means “to
teach, inform, train”.*> Such a meaning would, in my opinion, improve our
understanding of the sira. Why is God’s teaching important? Sea travel
requires not only the mastery of special skills, but also knowledge of wind
patterns that control such travel at different times. The summer and winter
journeys might be sea journeys determined by wind patterns that only God
controls, knows about, and can teach sea merchants.*

It should be pointed out that the meaning ‘pact of protection’ is most
likely the result of a contextual reading of Q106:1-2 and not related to the
other meanings of the root ™-/-f.

If flafin Q106:1 is understood as ‘ship(s)’, ‘vessel(s)’ and if the particle
lam is treated as lam al-ta ‘ajjub, and if ilf'in the second verse is read as afef
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22 New Reading of llaf in Q106 (Quraysh)

and understood to mean ‘he accustomed, made comfortable’, then the sira
may be understood as follows:

1 Wonder at the ships of li-ilafi quraysh a8 ey
Quraysh .

2 He (God) made them familiar/  allafahum rihlata [-shita’i ¢35 Als ) agdl)
comfortable with the winter wa-l-sayf Cauall

and summer journey, .
3 Therefore let them worship fa-l-ya ‘budii rabba hadha 1\ &) |5l

the Lord of this House I-bayt )

4 Who fed them against alladht at ‘amahum min e a«-au Lﬁﬂ‘
hunger and secured them Ji ‘in wa-amanahum e pgal 5 &
from fear. min khawf S PEN

In this chapter I have proposed an alternative interpretation of Q106 based
on a new reading of the key term 7/af, which I argue to be related to the Syriac
word elaf ‘ship’. In the context of travel, obtaining provisions, and offering
people security from fear, the idea of sea travel by ship fits well and offers a
coherent interpretation of the siira. The issue of whether 7/af'with the meaning
of ‘ship’ and words like it is a direct borrowing from Syriac or whether it is an
old Arabic word that had lost such meaning by the time the Qu#aan commen-
tators wrote their commentaries will be discussed in Chapter 6.
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THE MOTHER’S BREASTS OR
THE PATH OF GOOD AND EVIL:
A NEW READING OF Q90
(AL-BALAD)

Introduction

Upon careful examination of the language of Q90 one cannot help but
notice that certain verses are well written, while others are repetitive, vague,
or lack rhythmic structure, as is shown by a comparison of Q90:1-4 with
Q90:5-7 and Q90:8-16 with Q90:17-20.

Another striking feature of the siira is the presence of elements that show
God’s favors to man in a generally positive context, side-by-side with a
strongly negative portrayal of man as an arrogant braggart. In addition,
good deeds are followed by a threat of severe punishment.

The goal of this chapter is three-fold. First, I will cite evidence from the
Muslim tradition that shows that a number of words and phrases in Q90,
particularly the phrase f7 kabad in verse 4 and the word al-najdayn in verse
10 were associated by some early Qur’an commentators with certain mean-
ings that were abandoned in favor of what came to be the standard interpre-
tation. Second, I will argue that the sizra consists of two layers, one original
and one added at a later stage, with the first layer containing the original
meanings of these words and phrases. Finally, I will show how a new inter-
pretation of the two key terms fi kabad and al-najdayn, and the removal of
the added second layer contribute to a new, clearer understanding. Whereas
according to the standard interpretation the sira introduces the threat of
punishment, the original theme was a statement of the miracles of God’s
creation and a call to do good work.
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The standard interpretation

The following is a presentation of Q90 as it is understood in the standard
Muslim account. The English translation is Droge’s.

w

S O 0

11

13
14

15

16
17

18
19

20

1a@ ugsimu bi-hadha I-balad
wa-anta hill"" bi-hadha [-balad

wa-walid™ wa ma walad

la-gad khalagna l-insana fi
kabad

a-yahsabu an lan yaqdir®
‘alayhi ahad

yaqilu ahlaktu mal*" lubad®

a-yahsab" an lam yarahu ahad
a-lam naj ‘al lahu ‘aynayn
wa-lisan®" wa-shafatayn
wa-hadaynahu [-najdayn

fa-la qtahama I-‘aqaba
wa-ma adraka ma I- ‘aqaba

fakku ragaba

aw it ‘am" fi yawm™ dhi
masghaba

yatim™ dha maqraba

aw miskin™ dha matraba

thumma kana mina lladhina
amanii wa tawasaw bi-l-sabr’
wa-tawasaw bi-l-marhama

ula’ika ashab" I-maymana

wa-lladhina kafara bi-ayatina
hum ashab" l-mash’ama

‘alayhim nar* mu’sada

I swear by this land

and you are a lawful (resident) in this
land

by a begetter and what he begot!

Certainly We created the human in
trouble.

Does he think that no one has power
over him?

He says, ‘I have squandered vast
wealth!’

Does he think that no one has seen him?

Have We not made two eyes for him

And a tongue, and two lips,

And have We not guided him to the two
ways?

Yet he has not attempted the (steep)
ascent

Ah, what will make you know what the
(steep) ascent is?

The setting free of a slave,

Or feeding on a day of hunger

An orphan who is related

Or a poor person (lying) in the dust

Then he has become one of those who
believe, and (who) exhort (each other)
to patience, and (who) exhort (each
other) to compassion.

Those are the companions on the right.

But those who disbelieve in Our signs,
they are the companions on the left

A fire (will be) closed over them.

As I'mentioned in Chapter 1, a Qur'an translation, such as that of

Droge’s, by necessity reflects only part of the traditional Muslim interpreta-
tion. Consequently, and as I did in the that chapter, I will present a fuller
version of the interpretation of Q90 according to the Muslim tradition,
based on al-Tabar1’s Tafsir.
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The interpretation of Q90 according to al-Tabari?

Q90:1 Ia ugsimu bi-hadha I-balad

The standard reading of the firs§ word is ugsimu ‘I make an oath’, with the
first person pronoun referring to God. The place (balad) that is the subject
of the oath is Makka, or the holy, forbidden place (al-Haram).

It should be noted here that the particle /a at the beginning of the verse is
not the negative /a but the emphatic /a. The alif seems to have been an addi-
tion. According to al-Sijistant (d. 316/928),® Yazid b. ‘Ubaydallah (d. 67/
686) added two thousand letters to the mushaf. As examples, al-SijistanT
gives the words 88 (¢af-lam-waw) ‘they said’ and ¢S (kaf-nin-waw) ‘they
were’, which were changed to | 8 (gaf-alif-lam-waw-alif’) and | $\S (kaf-
alif-nun-waw-alif), respectively.* The la/la of Q90:1 is often translated as
‘nay’, ‘no’, or ‘not’ in English translations of the Qur’an.’

Q90:2 wa-anta hill'" bi-hadha I-balad

It is permitted (halal) for you, Muhammad, to kill or take captive in Makka
whom you want. This is a reference to the Prophet’s conquest of the city.
Al-TabarT does not mention any disagreement among the commentators
over this interpretation.

Q90:3 wa-walid™ wa ma walad

God swore by the father (walid) and by the offspring that he begat. The
interpreters disagreed over the meaning of the verse. Some thought that the
phrase ma walad refers to an infertile person. Others interpreted the phrase
as a reference to Adam and his offspring. Still others thought it referred to
Abraham and his offspring. Al-Tabari concludes that the verse refers to
every father and his offspring.

Q90:4 la-qad khalagna I-insana fi kabad

Interpreters disagreed over the meaning of this verse. Some said: We (God)
created man in difficulty, trouble and fatigue (shidda wa ‘ana’wa nasab).
Others said it refers to the struggles of man in this life and the Afterlife. Still
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others said man was created like no other creature. According to a report
attributed to Mujahid, it refers to the difficulty of having the first teeth. Oth-
ers said that he (man) was created upright and straight (muntasib® mu ‘tadil
al-gama). Al-Dahhak reportedly said that fi kabad [means that man] was
created upright on two legs, like no other living creature. Others said that it
means that man was created in the heavens. Al-Tabar1 concludes as follows:
“The closest to the truth among these reports in my judgment (wa awld al-
agwal ‘indi) are those that say that it means he (man) was created to struggle
with the affairs of life and deal with them. F7 kabad means ‘in difficulty’ (f7
shidda). We hold that this is closer to the truth because this meaning is
known in the speech of the Arabs as one of the meanings of kabad”. Al-
TabarT then cites a verse by the poet Labid b. Rabi‘a (d. 41/661) in which
the word kabad is used with the meaning of ‘difficulty’ or ‘suffering’.

Q90:5 a-yahsabu an lan yaqdira ‘alayhi ahad

According to al-Tabari, this verse was revealed about a man called Abu al-
Ashaddayn (the doubly strong man). God said: “Does this strong man, with
his endurance and strength, think that no one can conquer and defeat him?
God will defeat and conquer him”.

Q90:6 yagqiilu ahlaktu mal° lubad“"

This powerful and steadfast man (referred to in the previous verse) says,
“I'spent a lot of money in hostility towards Muhammad (fi ‘adawati
Muhammad)”, which is a lie. Lubad“* means ‘plenty’. Some readers read
lubbad®" in place of lubad“".

Q90:7 a-yahsabu an lam yarahu ahad

Does this person who says, “I wasted a lot of money” think that no one saw
him spend the money he claims to have spent? In a report attributed to
Qatada, man is responsible for his wealth, where he earned it and how he
spends it.

Q90:8 a-lam naj‘al lahu ‘aynayn

Al-Tabarf interprets this verse as God saying to the man introduced in verse
5, “Did we not provide the man who says this with two eyes with which he
sees the proofs of God against him?”
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Q90:9 wa-lisan“ wa-shafatayn

And a tongue with which he expresses himself anyway he wants, and two
lips as a gift from us to him.

Q90:10 wa-hadaynahu I-najdayn

Al-Tabarf has a long section about this verse. He starts by defining najdayn
as ‘the two ways’ (farigayn), najd is an ascending road or path. He then
states that the interpreters disagreed over the meaning of najdayn. Some
said it refers to the path of good and the path of evil (tarig al-khayr wa tarig
al-sharr). Curiously, after he starts his interpretation, al-TabarT states that,
based on a long chain of authorities reaching to al-Rabi* b. Khuthaym (d.
before 65/684) [najdayn] does not mean ‘two breasts’. He then cites author-
ities who said najdayn means ‘the path of good and the path of evil” or ‘the
path of guidance and the path of error’. He then reiterates al-Rabi‘ b. Khu-
thaym’s statement that [najdayn| dees—notmean—the-two-breasts—He-then
etteg more reports stating that [najdayn] is a reference to the path of good
and the path of evil. Fhen-al-Fabartwrites;—and-otherssatd, we guided him
to the two breasts, the two paths to the milk which nourishes him”. Among
those who said it is a reference to the breasts are Ibn ‘Abbas and al- Dahhak.
Al-TabarT concludes by saying: “the closer to the truth of the two interpreta-
tions is that it is a reference to the path of good and the path of evil. . . .
However, the two breasts, even though they are the paths of the milk, they
are mentioned as gifts to man in order that God will guide him to the path of
good, as in, ‘Surely We created the human being from a drop, a mixture —
We test him — and We made him hearing (and) seeing. Surely We guided
him to the way . ..”” (Q76:2-3).

Q90:11 fa-la gtahama I-‘agaba

This means he did not ride the obstacle so he did not cross and gain it. It is
mentioned that al- ‘agaba is a mountain in Hell (jabal fi Jahannam). Some
people interpreted al- ‘agaba as Hell. In a report attributed to Qatada, a/-
‘aqaba is defined as a great danger (gahma shadida). In a report attributed
to Ka‘b, it is described as 70 steps or stages in Hell (sab‘in daraja fr

Al-TabarT sees a grammatical irregularity in the use of /a in fa-la, which

does not occur alone in the sentence but is accompanied by another /a@. He
reports that Ibn Zayd glossed fa-la as a-fa-la. The verse should then be
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30 New Reading of Q90 (al-Balad)

understood as: “would he not take the path through which there is safety and
goodness?” (a-fa-la salaka I-tariq allatt minha l-najatu wa l-khayr?).

Q90:12 wa-ma adraka ma I-‘agaba

God says addressing Muhammad: “What taught you what al- ‘agaba is?”

Q90:13 fakku ragaba

God here explains what ‘agaba is, how to escape from it, and how to cross
it, i.e. by releasing a slave (literally, untying a neck).

Al-TabarT cites three reports that anyone who frees a Muslim (or believer,
Mu’min) slave will be saved from the fire of Hell. He then discusses disa-
greements among the Qur’an readers over this and the following verse.
Some readers read fakka ragaba aw at ‘ama “he untied a neck or fed”, with
verbs in the perfect tense in place of verbal nouns. Others read fakku raqaba
aw it ‘am™ “the untying of a neck or the feeding”. Al-TabarT accepts both
readings as correct, although he states that the reading with the verb is better
in Arabic because Arabs prefer conjoining nouns with nouns and verbs with
verbs, and the following verse (Q90:15) has the verb kana ‘he was’.

Q90:14 aw it‘am“" fi yawm™ dhi masghaba

Feeding [someone] on a day of hunger or famine. The commentators are in
agreement over this interpretation and the interpretation of the following
verse.

Q90:15 yatim* dha maqraba

[Feeding] an orphan who is a relative.

Q90:16 aw miskin® dha matraba

Interpreters (ahl al-ta’wil) disagreed over the meaning of dha matraba.
Some said it means someone who is stuck to the ground (or the dirt, turab),
someone whose only refuge is the ground, someone thrown to the ground,
someone who is not protected from the ground by anything, someone stuck
to the ground because of extreme poverty, a poor person thrown on the
ground, or a person in need, whether stuck to the ground or not. Others said
dha matraba refers to a person with many children, with no other relations,
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or a person with children who is stuck to the ground because of extreme
poverty and effort. Al-TabarT proposes that the correct interpretation is that
dha matraba refers to a person who is stuck to the ground because of pov-
erty and need, because that is the literal meaning.

Q90:17 thumma kana mina lladhina amanii wa
tawasaw bi-I-sabri wa-tawasaw bi-I-marhama

According to al-Tabarf, this is a reference to the person who said “I wasted
a lot of money” in verse 6. That man is among those who believed in God
and his Prophet, and he is therefore considered to be one of them as they
urge one another to be patient in what befell them from God and to be mer-
ciful towards other people.

Q90:18 ula‘ika ashabu I-maymana

Those who performed the deeds mentioned previously, e.g., the freeing of
slaves and feeding the orphan are the people of the right, who are taken on
the Day of Judgment to Paradise (al-Janna).

Q90:19 walladhina kafari bi-ayatina hum ashabu
I-mash’ama

Those who denied our arguments and proofs in the form of books and
prophets are the people of the left on the Day of Judgment, who are taken to
the left. Al-TabarT states that he had previously explained the meaning of
mash’ama and why the left is called mash’ama,” and there is no need to
repeat that here.

Q90:20 ‘alayhim nar“" mu’sada

The fire of Hell (Jahannam) is closed upon them. Al-TabarT elaborates on
the meaning of mu sada by stating that there is no light in it, no relief and
no exit, forever.

The two parts of Q90

In terms of its theme, the sitra can be divided into two main parts: vv. 1-10
and 11-20. The first part lists God’s favors to man, while the second lists

acts that lead to salvation and paradise| (al-fanne) or Hell (fahannany)

15031-2478e-2pass-r0l.indd 31 @ 3/7/2019 5:47:25 PM


muntheryounes
Cross-Out

muntheryounes
Cross-Out

muntheryounes
Cross-Out


32 New Reading of Q90 (al-Balad)

Q90:1-10

There is strong evidence that vv. 5-7 were added to an original, coherent
text. A comparison of the language of these verses to that of the previous
and following ones shows a clear weakness of composition in terms of
meaning and form.

In terms of form, they include one verse, v. 6, that does not follow the
rhyme of the preceding and following verses: vv. 1-5 and v. 7 end in -ad,
while v. 6 ends in -adan (or -ada).

In terms of meaning, there is no progression of a thought and no clear
idea of what is being said. If v. 4 means that man was created for toil and
suffering, does it make sense that in the following two verses he should
boast about his abilities and strength and the squandering of wealth? Fur-
thermore, the partial repetition of v. 5 in v. 7 does not serve any clear
purpose. The introduction of the verb yarahu ‘he sees him’ in v. 7 seems
to be an attempt to connect v. 7 to ‘aynayn ‘two eyes’ in v. 8, but the
attempt is unsuccessful since the sira includes a listing of body parts, not
their functions. Finally, vv. 5-7 are a non-sequitur in relation to vv. 1-4,
and are not related semantically to vv. 8-10. The only reason for their
presence here seems to be an attempt to show man as an arrogant
braggart.

If vv. 5-7 are removed, vv. 8-10 would be a natural progression from vv.
1-4, particularly if the words kabad and al-najdayn are understood in the
meanings suggested below.

T kabad

In his discussion of fi kabad, al-TabarT presents two main interpretations:
“upright and straight” (muntasib™ mu ‘tadil al-qama) and “in difficulty,
trouble and fatigue” (fi shidda wa ‘ana’ wa nasab). There is reason to
believe that the first interpretation, ‘upright and straight’, was the meaning
intended in the sizra. We find support for this conclusion in Q95:4 (la-qad
khalagna al-insan fi ahsan tagwim), which Febesj interprets as “in the most
perfect form and in the best image”, “as a strong, patient, youth”, or “unlike
animals, his face is not directed at the ground”.® The third interpretation is
identical to that of fi kabad as “upright”.

The identity of the phrase la-qad khalagna I-insana in Q90 and Q95 and
the identity of one interpretive opinion in the meanings of fi kabad in Q90
and f7 ahsani tagwim in Q95, strongly point to a positive meaning of kabad
as ‘upright’, or ‘unlike animals’, and not ‘in difficulty and suffering’.
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New Reading of Q90 (al-Balad) 33

al-najdayn

In his interpretation of Q90:10 al-TabarT states twice that al-najdayn does
not refer to the two breasts (al-thadyayn) before citing Ibn ‘Abbas and al-
Dahhak (d. 105/723), who said that the word does refer to breasts. This
makes one suspect that he is trying hard to counter a certain view, perhaps
the prevailing one. As we saw above, al-TabarT concludes by choosing ‘the
two paths of good and evil” as the meaning of al-najdayn, and as for the two
breasts, he states that ‘even though they constitute the paths of milk, they
are simply one of the blessings God gave to man’.

The miracle of guidance to the [mother’s] breasts

In fact, “two breasts” makes better sense in the context of the sira than ‘the
path of good and the path of evil’. Here is why.

According to the standard interpretation, when listing His blessings to
man, God mentions the two eyes, the tongue and two lips, and the path of
good and evil. How can the path of good and evil qualify as one of God’s
favors in the same way that the eyes and the tongue and lips do? A mother’s
two breasts make better sense in this context, particularly since the bless-
ings listed are parts of the body. In addition, do humans not wonder about
the miracle of the infant searching and finding its mother’s breasts right
after it is born?

As for the verb hada ‘to guide’, it occurs 114 times in the Qur’an,’
always in the sense of guiding to one path or destination, such as the Straight
Path (sirat™ mustaqgim®, Q4:68, Q6:161, Q16:121), or the Path (al-sabil,
Q76:3), not two opposing paths, one good and one evil, as in the standard
interpretation of Q90:10.

Abu al-Ashaddayn and El Shaddai

In his interpretation of Q90:5, al-TabarT writes: “It was mentioned that that
[verse] was revealed specifically about a man from the tribe of Jumah, who
was called Abu al-Ashaddayn (the one with the two intensities or two
strengths). He was intense (shadid). God said, ‘Does this person, who is
intense in his patience and strength, think that no one can conquer and
defeat him? God will defeat and conquer him’ .1

It is not a coincidence in my view that the name Abu al-Ashaddayn is
used here. It is quite likely a reference to El Shaddai or the God of the

Mountain in the Hebrew Bible, whose identity has been a subject of
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controversy.!" The name has an association with mountains, breasts and fer-
tility.!> Albright states: “Words for ‘breast’ often develop the meaning ‘ele-
vation, mound, hill, mountain’; mountains shaped somewhat like breasts
are frequently called ‘breast, two breasts’ in Arabic”.!* Note that El is the
Hebrew word for ‘God’ or ‘a god’ and Shaddai is the word for ‘breasts’.
Q90:10 may in fact have been composed with El Shaddai in mind and the
connection was known. Subsequently, this connection was dropped or
largely forgotten, although elements of the story remained in some people’s
memories.

I£ Q90: 5-7 are removed, and if the meanings of /i kabad and al-najdayn
proposed here are chosen, the result is a coherent, well-written statement
about God’s blessings to man. This is shown in the following table:'

1 la ugsimu bi-hadha I-balad I truly swear by this city (or land)

2 wa-anta hill"* bi-hadha I-balad And you are a dweller of this city (or land)

3 wa-walid™ wa ma walad And the begetter and what he begat,

4 la-qad khalagna l-insana fi kabad ~ Verily We have created man upright (or in

perfect form)
a-lam naj ‘al lahu ‘aynayn Did We not make for him two eyes?

9 wa-lisan“ wa-shafatayn And a tongue and two lips?
10  wa-hadaynahu l-najdayn And guide him to his mother’s breasts?
Q90:11-20

Two features of these verses merit attention: first, vv. 17—19 are much longer
than the other verses in the sira. For example, v. 16 consists of 8 syllables,
while v. 17 consists of 27 syllables. Second, certain verses that clearly
include a call to do good, such as the freeing of slaves or the feeding of
orphans and the hungry, are followed by verses that include a threat of
severe punishment.

Commenting on vv. 17-20, and their difference from other verses in the
sura, Bell writes that these verses “are a scrap from some other context”.!*
If these verses are excluded, the second half of the sizra would be a clear call
to perform good deeds.

Al-‘aqaba: Jahannam or the rough mountain path?

According to Ibn Manzur (d. 711/1311), al- ‘agaba means ‘a rough or diffi-
cult mountain path’ (tarig fi-l-jabal, wa r).'"® We saw above al-Tabari’s
report about Ibn Zayd, who interpreted the word as “the path through which
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New Reading of Q90 (al-Balad) 35

there is safety and goodness”. Linguistically, there is no justification for
associating al- ‘agaba with Jahannam, as al-TabarT does."”

A better understanding of the intended meaning of the word can be
obtained by examining vv. 13—16."® They clearly stand for good deeds that
can be performed to obtain salvation or God’s reward, and not a rock or a
steep place in Jahannam. Consequently, “the difficult path to salvation” or
“the path to obtain God’s rewards”, which is similar to the meaning pro-
posed by Ibn Zayd for ‘agaba, fits well in this context.

More negativity, violence and suffering

Turning “the path to salvation” or “the path in which there is safety and
goodness” into “Jahannam” is not the only instance in the sira where a
positive meaning is turned into a negative or threatening one in al-TabarT’s
Tafsir. There is reason to believe that the Qur’an commentators imposed
meanings on at least two other words in the sira: hill*", and matraba, which
have resulted in more violent or threatening connotations.

b,’l un

This word is unanimously understood as referring to God’s giving the
Prophet the freedom, when he conquered Makka, to kill or to abstain
from killing whomever he wanted for a certain period of time."” How-
ever, there is no reason to think that the word itself signifies violence.
The first meaning of the root 4-/-/, from which the word is derived, is fo
stop or to stay in a place, the opposite of to leave or to depart.*® The sec-
ond meaning is permission, the opposite of haram (prohibition). It is
clear from the context that the meaning of Aill*" intended in Q90:2 is
based on the first meaning of the root, i.e. a visitor, dweller or inhabitant.
This makes sense in light of the mention of the word balad (city, land,
country) in vv. 1-2.

matraba

One of the main significations of the root ¢-r-b is dust, earth, or soil.?! The
standard interpretation of the word matraba in Q90:16 focuses on the rela-
tionship of this word to ‘dust’. However, another meaning strongly sup-
ported by the context is poverty.”? According to al-Tabarl, dha matraba
signifies a man stuck to the ground or having his face in the dirt. In my view,
the phrase should be understood as simply meaning poor.

15031-2478e-2pass-r0l.indd 35 @ 3/7/2019 5:47:26 PM



36 New Reading of Q90 (al-Balad)

The proposed original version of Q90

If we incorporate my proposed rereading of the words #abed and al-najdayn
and remove the verses that [ have argued were added, the result is as follows

(my translation):?

I truly swear by this land!  la-ugsimu bi-hadha AL 1ags 6‘“‘”
I-balad
And you are a rightful wa-anta hill™ bi-hadha Al 13gs Ja Gl
dweller in this land, l-balad
And by the begetter and wa-walid™ wa ma walad Aglagallsg
what he begat,

Truly We have created
man in a unique form,

la-qad khalagna l-insana
fi kabad

Have We not made two a-lam naj ‘al lahu Onte Al Jans eﬁ
eyes for him? ‘aynayn )

And a tongue, and two wa-lisanan wa-shafatayn Ol L'LHJJ
lips?

And guided him to [his wa-hadaynahu I-najdayn Gl sl
mother’s] breasts,

Should he not take the a-fa-1a qtahama Aial) aad) DUl
path to salvation? I-‘agaba

And who taught you what  wa-ma adraka ma Al Lo ‘5‘_)Ji s
the path to salvation is? I-‘agaba

The freeing of a slave, fakku ragaba ad &

Or the giving of food on a

aw it ‘am™ fi yawm™ dht

Lise (53 p 53 S alada)

day of hunger, masghaba i
(To) an orphan close to yatim®™ dha magqraba EEPORR Lty
you, )
Or a poor person in need. aw miskin® dha matraba ‘*—‘,)14 13 L‘;‘S-‘-“ }i

Additions and the threat of punishment

If my reconstruction of Q90 is correct, then the reinterpretations and addi-
tions were clearly made with a specific goal in mind: showing man in a
negative light, frightening him with graphic images of Hell, and threatening
him with punishment. The threat of punishment carries more weight if man
is shown in a negative light.

A similar process seems to be at work in Q95 (al-tin). According to Bell,
Q95:6 is likely to have been a later addition, as suggested by its length, relative
to the other verses in the sizra.?* A careful examination of the sira supports
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New Reading of Q90 (al-Balad) 37

treating vv. 5-6 as additions. Without these two verses, the sira forms a
coherent unit that flows naturally: evidence of God’s miraculous creations,
followed by a call to belief.?

1 wa-I-tini wa-I-zaytiin By the fig and the olive,

2 wa-tari sinin By Mount Sinai,

3 wa-hadha I-baladi I-amin By this secure land;

4 la-qad khalagna l-insana fi ahsani Certainly We created the human in the
tagwim finest state.

5 thumma radadnahu asfala safilin Then we returned him to the lowest of

the low,

6 illa lladhina amanii wa- ‘amilii except for those who believe and do
l-salihati fa-lahum ajrun ghayru righteous deeds. For them (there is)
mamniin a reward without end.

7 fa-ma yukadhdhibuka ba ‘du bi-I-din ~ What will call you a liar after (that) in
(regard to) the judgment?
8 a-laysa llahu bi-ahkami [-hakimin Is God not the most just of judges?

The addition of Q95:5—6 mirrors that of Q90:5-7 and Q90:17-20. Both
sets of verses start with a negative portrayal of man, which sets the stage for
great rewards for those who believe and do good deeds and severe punish-
ment for those who do not.

Conclusion

I have argued in this chapter that the original meaning of two key elements
in Q90, the phrase fi kabad in v. 4 and the word al-najdayn in v. 10 were
abandoned in favor of other meanings that became part of the standard
understanding of the sira. The original meaning of fi kabad was upright
and straight and that of al-najdayn was the mother’s breasts. In addition,
I have cited evidence from the sira itself which demonstrates that it con-
sists of two layers of text, the first including vv. 1-4 and 8-16 and the sec-
ond vv. 5-7 and 17-20. The first layer is a statement of God’s blessings to
man: two eyes, a tongue and two lips, and guiding the newborn to its moth-
er’s breasts. The second layer is of a different nature, with the first part (vv.
5-8) showing man as an arrogant braggart, and the second (vv. 17-20) a
threat of severe punishment. The shift in the interpretation of /i kabad from
upright and straight to in suffering, and of al-najdayn from the mother’s
breasts to the paths of good and evil, combined with this portrayal of man
and the threat of punishment, contribute to giving the siira a decidedly neg-
ative, threatening meaning, which, in my view, was not present in its origi-
nal form.
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ANGELS, DEATH, THE SOUL,
STARS, BOWS — OR WOMEN:
THE OPENING VERSES OF Q79
(AL-NAZI'AT)

Among the parts of the Qur’an that have defied Muslim interpreters and
modern scholars alike are the introductory verses of some Makkan siras
which take the form of “oath clusters”. The introductory oaths of Q37, Q51,
Q77, Q79, and Q100 are particularly enigmatic.! Noldeke describes these
oaths as the most difficult for “Muslim exegetes as well as for us”.?

The first word in each of these siras is a participle (four active and one
passive) with the feminine plural ending at: al-saffat, al-dhariyat, al-
mursalat, al-nazi‘at, al- ‘adiyat. Acknowledging the difficulty of identifying
the reference of these participles, Muslim exegetes have speculated that
they may refer to horses, camels, angels, messengers, stars, the wind, death,
the soul, bows, or ships.

The feminine plural suffix at

There are numerous occurrences of the feminine plural suffix -at attached to
active and passive participles in the Qur’an, such as mushrikat (disbelieving
women), ma ‘didat (numbered), muttakhidhat ([women] taking), and
musakhkharat (subjected, governed). In the majority of instances, the parti-
ciple clearly refers to women; in a small minority, the reference seems to be
to a non-human entity, such as days, verses, or gardens. A careful examina-
tion of these participles reveals a pattern that distinguishes those with a
human reference from those with a non-human one: with very few excep-
tions, participles with a human reference are used substantively, generally
not accompanied by a noun that they modify, while those with a non-human
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reference are used adjectivally and are accompanied by such a noun. The
following examples demonstrate this pattern.

1  Human reference, used substantively and not modifying a noun:
mushrikat (disbelieving women, Q2:221), mutallagat (divorced
women, Q2:228), walidat (women who have given birth, Q2:233),
dhakirat (women who remember, Q33:35).

2 Non-human reference, used adjectivally, always in connection with a
noun: ayat muhkamat “clear, precise verses” (Q3:7); ayyam® ma ‘diidat
“(a few) numbered days” (Q3:24); al-shamsa wa-l-gamara wa-I-
nujiama musakhkharat “the sun and the moon and the stars subservient,
subjected” (Q7:54).

The participles in Q37, Q51, Q77, Q79, and Q100

The participles in the introductory verses of Q37, Q51, Q77, Q79, and Q100
are all used substantively. Consequently, one expects a human reference,
particularly women, to be the first thing that comes to mind. The total
absence of any mention of women in the fafsir literature in explaining the
meanings of these participles is surprising.

In addition to the syntactic evidence, i.e., the patterns of usage of the
active participles with a feminine reference described above, there are clear
indications that the verses in question refer to women performing or associ-
ated with religious functions, as the following words show: taliyat (recit-
ing), dhikr (remembrance, the Qur’an, a revealed book) (Q37:3), mursalat
(those sent, compare with mursalin “messengers”) (Q77:1), and ‘urfa
(goodness, good deeds) (Q77:1).

Musaylima al-Kadhdhab

Maslam b. Hubayb al-Hanaft (d. 12/633), known in Muslim sources as
Musaylima al-Kadhdhab (Musaylima the Liar), was a self-declared prophet
who was a contemporary of Prophet Muhammad. According to these
sources, he was the author of sets of verses with a structure similar to certain
Qur’anic verses. Of particular relevance here is a coherent set addressed to
women farmers who seem to be favored over tent- and city-dwellers:?

wa-l-mubadhdhirati zar‘a (And/by) those sowing seeds,
wa-[l-hasidati hasda And those harvesting,
wa-I-dhariyati gamha And those winnowing wheat,
wa-I-tahinati tahna And those milling (or grinding),
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wa-l-khabizati khubza And those baking bread,

wa-I-tharidati tharda And those making tharid (cooking pieces of
bread in meat sauce),

wa-I-lagimati lagma And those giving food,

ihalatan wa sumna Pouring generously and to make others healthy,

laqad fuddiltum ‘ald ahl al-wabar You have been favored over the people of the
(animal) hair
wa-md sabaqakum ahlu I-madar And the city-dwellers did not surpass you,

rifukum fa-mna ‘ih Protect your countryside,
wa-l-mu ‘tarr fa-awith And give shelter to those in need,
wa-l-baghi fa-nawiih, And oppose the oppressor.

The active participles in Musaylama’s verses (mubadhdhirat, hasidat,
dhariyat, tahinat, khabizat, tharidat, lagimat) clearly refer to women.

In this chapter, which focuses on the first five verses of Q79 (wa I-nazi ‘at),
I will argue that they most likely refer to women in connection with reli-
gious functions. In the next chapter, I will examine the whole of Q100.
I will propose alternative readings for both texts.

Q79:1-5

I will start my examination of these verses by presenting an English transla-
tion, followed by al-Tabari’s commentary.
English translation*

1 wa-l-ndzi‘ati gharqa By the ones who snatch violently,

2 wa-l-nashitati nashta By the ones who draw out completely,
3 wa-l-sabihati sabha By the one who slide smoothly,

4 fa-l-sabigati sabqa And race swiftly

5 fa-l-mudabbirati amra And those who direct the affair,

Each of the five verses contains two words, an active participle and a
verbal noun. These ten words derive from seven different roots. In vv. 1 and
5, the two words are derived from two different roots, but in the remaining
three verses, the active participle and the verbal noun share the same root
and basic meaning, with the active participle referring to an attribute of an
actor and the verbal noun to the action itself.

Al-Tabari?

According to al-TabarT, disagreements among the exegetes revolve around
the reference of the active participles.
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Q79:1 wa-Il-nazi‘ati gharqa

The exegetes disagreed over the meaning of nazi ‘at. Some said it refers
to the angels that pull the souls of humans. According to one report attrib-
uted to Sa‘id, the angels pull their souls, drown them, then throw them
into the fire (of ety Others said nazi‘at refers to death, which pulls the
souls. Other exegetes said it refers to the stars that pull (move fast) from
one end of the horizon to the other. Still others said it is a reference to the
bows being pulled to shoot arrows. Al-TabarT concludes by stating
that God swore by al-nazi‘ati gharga and did not specify one nazi‘a
(puller) to the exclusion of the others. All of the pullers mentioned are
included in the oath, whether they above are angels, death, star, bow, or
something else.

Q79:2 wa-I-ndshitati nashta

Exegetes also disagreed over the meaning of nashitat. Some said it is a ref-
erence to the angels briskly removing the souls of the believers, as a knot of
a rope tied to a camel is removed. Other exegetes said it refers to death,
which removes souls swiftly. Another group said it is a reference to the stars
moving swiftly from one end of the horizon to the other. Another group said
it refers to lassos (awhdq). Al-Tabar1 adds that it could also refer to
antelopes.

Q79:3 wa-I-sabihati sabha

The exegetes disagreed over the meaning of sabihat as well. Some said it
refers to death swimming in the souls of mankind. A report attributed to
Mujahid states that al-sabihat refers to death and that he [Mujahid] found it
this way in his book (hakadha wajadtuhu fi kitabr). In another report also
attributed to Mujahid, he says it refers to the angels and that he found that
in his book too (hakadha wajadtu hadha ayd®™ fi kitabr). Others said it refers
to the stars swimming in their orbits. Still others said it refers to ships.
Again, al-TabarT accepts all interpretations.

Q79:4 fa-I-sabiqgati sabqa

Here too the exegetes disagreed over the meaning of sabigat. Some said it
refers to the angels, while others said it refers to death, to horses, or to stars.
As with the previous verses, al-TabarT accepts all interpretations.
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Q79:5 fa-I-mudabbirati amra

No disagreement among the exegetes is reported for al-mudabbirat. They
agree that it refers to the angels that manage what they are commanded to
do by God.

Al-Tabari’s account may be summarized as follows:

1 al-nazi‘at angels, death, stars, bows
gharga drowning
2 al-nashitat angels, death, stars, lassos, antelopes
nashta removing, untying quickly, moving swiftly
3 al-sabihat death, angels, stars, ships
sabha swimming
4 al-sabiqgat angels, death, horses, stars
sabqa racing, overcoming in a race
5 al-mudabbirat angels (managing)
amra command

Problems with the traditional account

General problem: the reference of the active participles

The Qur’an declares itself to be a clear Arabic Qur’an (Q12:2, Q20:13,
Q39:28,Q41: 3,Q42:7, Q43:3) written in clear Arabic (Q16:103, Q26:195).
As shown above, the level of uncertainty associated with the reference or
references of these five active participles raises serious questions about this
claim. Among all the references listed above, only the reference to angels
seems to make good sense since none of the other candidates can pull or
draw, rush, swim, race, or manage affairs; the angels, as supernatural beings
can do anything. However, there is strong evidence in the Qur’an itself for
excluding even angels as the reference of these participles.® At least three
Qur’anic verses clearly state that angels cannot be female (Q6:9, Q37:150—
152, and Q53:27):

Q6:9

wa-law ja‘alndhu malak™ la-ja ‘alnahu rajul® wa-labasnd ‘alayhim ma
yalbisin (Even if We had made him an angel, We would indeed have made
him a man, and have confused for them what they are confusing.)’
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Q37:150-152

am khalagna al-mala’ikata inath® wa-hum shahidin. A-la innahum min
ifkihim la-yaqilin. walada allahu wa-innahum la-kadhibin (Or did We cre-
ate the angels female while they were witnesses? Is it not a fact that out of
their own lie they indeed say, God has begotten? Surely they are liars
indeed.)?

Q53:27

inna alladhina la yu 'minuna bi-al-akhirati la-yusammiin al-mala’ikata tas-
miyat al-untha (Surely those who do not believe in the Hereafter indeed
name the angels with the names of females.)’

Problems with the individual verses

wa-Il-nazi‘at gharqa

The root n-z-“is found 20 times in the Qur’an, with meanings ranging from
‘pulling’ to ‘desire’ to ‘controversy’.!

The Form I verb naza ‘a, from which the active participle nazi ‘ (f. nazi‘a)
is derived, is used in seven meanings, all revolving around the theme of
pulling or taking away: 1) to pull out, take out, 2) to remove, 3) to withdraw,
take away, 4) to sweep away, 5) to peel off, 6) to select, 7) to pluck."

The word nazi ‘at, which occurs only once in the Qur’an, is translated as
‘those who strive’, ‘those who pull out’, ‘those who discard’.'> The mean-
ings of ‘striving’ and ‘discarding’ are clearly tied to the context created by
the standard interpretation and not to the usage of the word outside the
verse.

The root of the other word in the verse, gh-r-g occurs 23 times in the
Qur’an.” It is found in two verbal nouns (gharg and gharagq), in the Form
IV verb aghrag, and the passive participle of the latter, mughraq. The mean-
ings of these four words are as follows:!*

gharg: going to the extreme, all the way, violently, strongly, energetically
gharaq: drowning

aghregy to cause to drown

mughragq: one who is drowned

The word gharg violates a basic morphological rule of the language.
According to Ibn Manzir, who quotes al-Azhari, it is “a noun that takes the
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place of the true verbal noun ighraq” (al-gharq ism uqima magam al-
masdar al-haqiqt min aghraqtu ighraq®)."” In other words, the true verbal
noun should have been ighrag, not gharg, because it is derived from the
Form IV verb aghraqy

The word gharg does not seem to have an independent existence in the
language outside of this verse.

In addition to the morphological violation, there is also a semantic viola-
tion. A look at the meanings of the four words listed above (gharg, gharag,
aghraey mughraq) shows that, as in the case of Q79:1 a new, and quite dif-
ferent, meaning is assigned to gharg, which is not related to drowning, the
basic meaning of the root.

The meaning dictated by the context, which was created by the commen-
tators on extra-linguistic grounds, is “the angels pulling the souls from the
chests of the unbelievers . .. like the puller goes deep in [pulling] the
bow”.'¢ If we ignore this understanding, then we have a combination of two
words, with one meaning ‘those that pull’ and the other ‘drowning’.

Syntactically, the verse consists of an active participle and a verbal noun
in the accusative case. The accusative case assignment does not follow the
standard rules of Arabic syntax. According to these rules, a noun or an
adjective is assigned the accusative case marked by fatha or tanwin al-fath
(an), in (plural), or ayn (dual), if found in one of the following positions:"’
1) verb objective complement, 2) verb adverb complement, 3) the absolute
object (al-maf*il al-mutlaq), 4) warning, inducing, or specifying, 5) the
subject of inna and its sisters, 6) the vocative, 7) after la al-nafiya li I-jins
(la of absolute negation), 8) predicate of kana and its sisters, 9) adverbial
of time, place, or condition (kal), 10) after kam, ka-ayy and kadha of
comparison.

The case assignment of gharga in the phrase wa-I-nazi‘at gharqa does
not fall under any of the above categories. It is typically explained as the
result of gharga being a verbal noun (masdar). However, the verbal noun
category is a morphological classification, not a syntactic one. A noun does
not receive the accusative case, or any other case for that matter, simply
because it is a verbal noun.

Al-Nahhas (d. 338/950) explains the verbal noun case assignment as
follows: Their souls are pulled out, drowned, burned, and then thrown into
the fire . . . and the meaning is [that] the souls are drowned so they drown
[a drowning] ... (tunza‘ nufiisuhum thumma tughraq thumma tuhraq
thumma yulqa bi-ha fi [-nar . . . wa-I-ma ‘na fa-tughraq al-nufus fa-taghraq
gharga . . .)'® He cites Q71:17 wa-allahu anbatakum min al-ardi nabat® as
a comparable case.
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Ibn al-AnbarT (577/1181) states that gharq™ is in the-seeusative-beeatsq

it is a verbal noun: mansub ‘ala al-masdar.”

Al-UkbarT (d. 616/1219) gives a more elaborate explanation, albeit with
the same conclusion. He writes: gharga: masdar ‘ala al-ma ‘na, li-anna
I-nazi‘ al-mughriq fi naz* al-sahm aw fi jadhb al-rith, wa-hwa masdar
mahdhiif al-ziyada, ay ighraq™ (gharq™: a verbal noun based on the mean-
ing, because the one who pulls [is the one] who causes to drown (or goes far
or deep into) the pulling of the arrow, or extracting the soul. It is a verbal
noun, with the addition deleted, i.e. ighrag®).?° In the last part of his state-
ment, al-‘UkbarT is making the claim that gharg, the verbal noun of the
basic Form I verb ghariqa, replaces ighrag, the verbal noun of the derived
or mazid (augmented) Form IV verb.

Gharqa cannot be considered the absolute accusative (maf il mutlaq) for
the simple reason that this type of accusative requires a verb from which the
verbal noun is derived, as in the example given by al-Nahhas: anbatakum
nabat™ (He made you grow a growing). No such verb occurs in Q79:1 or in
any of the following verses.

wa-I-sabihati sabha

The root s-b-h occurs eighty-nine times in the Qur’an in seven different
forms.”! Three of these seven forms are the Form II verb (sebbetpyusabbih),
its verbal noun fasbih, and its active participle musabbih. The meanings of the
Form II verb sabbah/yusabbih and its derivatives generally revolve around
glorifying God. The other four forms are the Form I verb sebea#yasbah and
three forms related to it: the two nouns sabha and subhan, and the active par-
ticiple sabih. These derivatives have the following meanings:*

sabah/yasbah: trail, pass along, trail in space

sabha: range, scope; opportunity for action, toiling, work; the act of
swimming, floating, sailing, gliding, fast running, sweeping ahead

sabihat: swimmers, floaters, gliders, fast running horses

subhan: praise and glory be to. . .

The word sabha occurs twice in the Qur’an, in Q73:7 and in Q79:3, our
present concern. In Q73:7, its meaning seems to have been unclear to the
exegetes. Al-Tabart lists ‘free time’, ‘sleep’, and ‘enjoyment’.”> He adds
that Yahya b.Ya‘mar read it with a kha’, with the same meaning.?*

This ambiguity in the meaning of sabha is reflected in Ibn Manziir’s
explanation of the word. Citing a number of authorities, who comment on
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its usage in Q73:7 (al-Layth, Abli ‘Ubayda, al-Mu’arrij, Abl al-Duqaysh,
al-Farra’, Abu Ishaq, and Ibn al-A‘rabi), he lists the following meanings:
‘free time to do things’, ‘free time to sleep’, ‘long repose’, ‘free time for
coming and going’, ‘free time at night’, ‘the ability to do what one needs to
do during the day’. “For those who read sabkhda, the meaning of sabha is
‘confusion’ or ‘action and life’ and the meaning of sabkhd is ‘rest and relief
of the body (from toil)” 2.% AuQl

It is clear that these meanings are determined by the context of the word
and not by its basic or general usage in the language. The confusion is deep-
ened by the reports that the word was also read as sabkha.

In Q79:3 sabha is explained simply as ‘to swim’, with no hint at a rela-
tionship to its meaning in Q73:7.

fa-I-mudabbirati amra

On the face of it, Q79:5 poses no grammatical problems:?° the active parti-
ciple al-mudabbirat serves as the subject of the sentence, i.e. those (f.) who
manage, and amrda is the direct object. However, there are some striking
peculiarities about this verse.

To start with, in order to express the concept of “those who manage the
affair”, Arabic would use the definite article al- to define the word ‘affair’,
as reflected in English translations of the verse.”” No such al- is found in
amrd. The reader may recall the treatment of the word zanif“" in Chapter 1.
I concluded then, following Luxenberg, that this type of accusative is a
reflection of the Syriac “emphatic state” (status emphaticus), where the final
a has a function similar to that of the Arabic definite article.

As traditionally understood, the root d-b-r is used in the Qur’an with
three basic meanings: 1) back, behind, or end, 2) to manage (an affair); 3) to
contemplate.?®

The meaning of ‘to manage (an affair)’ is expressed by the Form II verb
dabbar, from which the active participle mudabbir is derived, and is found
in five verses: Q10:3, 31; Q13:2; Q32:5; and Q79:5. ‘To contemplate’ is
expressed by the Form V verb tadabbar (sometimes assimilated to ddab-
bar) and is found in four verses: Q4:82, Q23:68, Q38:29, and Q47:24.

The root -m-r occurs 248 times in the Qur’an. It has the following mean-
ings: 1) to order; 2) to appoint as ruler; 3) to consult; 4) one who gives many
orders; 5) affair, matter; 6) strange and evil (deed).”

One striking feature about the occurrences of dabbar (Form II) and tadab-
bar (Form V) in the Qur’an is the exclusive association of the former with the
noun amr (Q10:3, 31, Q13:2, Q32:5, Q79:5) and of the latter with something
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that is said or recited (Qur’an, ayat ‘verses’, gawl! ‘saying’) (Q4:82, Q23:68,
Q38:29, Q47:24). In general, however, Form II verbs are semantically related
to Form V verbs derived from the same root. The relationship is that of reflex-
ivity or transitivity: Form V verbs are the reflexive or intransitive counterparts
of Form II verbs. In some cases, when a verb is clearly based on a noun, no
such relationship exists, in spite of a shared stem, as in saddal‘to believe the
truth of” and #esedeleg ‘to give to charity’. The absence of a relationship in this
case is due to the fact that tasaddaqa has its origins in the noun sadaqa ‘char-
ity’. The case of saddaqa/tasaddaqa is the exception; in other occurrences of
Form II verbs and their Form V counterparts in the Qur’an, the reflexive/
transitive relationship is clear, as in baddala/tabaddala ‘change/exchange’,*
bayyana/tabayyana ‘to show/be shown’}?' and dhakkara/tadhakkara ‘to
remind/remember’.* The case of dabbear#adabbarseems to be unique. On the
one hand, it cannot be described as a denominative verb, like fasaddagq, and, on
the other, there are no traces of a reflexive/transitive relationship between the
two verb forms: dabbar ‘to manage’ and tadabbar ‘to ponder’.

Alternative interpretation of Q79:1-5

The preceding discussion suggests that the verses in which I have identified
problems or peculiarities (Q79:1, 3, 5) may have been misread or misunder-
stood by the early Muslim exegetes. 1 will now offer an alternative reading
that eliminates these problems.

As noted, there was a period when the written text of the Qur’an was
represented by a consonantal skeleton in which sets of letters that were later
distinguished by dots looked alike, such as b/t/th/n/y, f/q, and “/gh, and
when the diacritics, representing short vowels, the doubling of letters and
the absence of vowels, were not written.

It is possible that some of the words in Q79:1-5, written in such a defec-
tive script, were misunderstood and misinterpreted because they were
assigned the wrong dots and short vowels when such elements were intro-
duced into the writing system.

Q79:1 wa-Il-nazi‘at gharqa
Without dots, the first verse of 79 would have appeared as follows:
Laye e pllg

These two words may be read in a number of ways, the first as wa-/-bari ‘at,
wa-l-bazighat, wa-I-tari‘at, wa-I-nazighat, and wa-I-yari ‘at, and the second
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as ‘arqa, ‘azfa, ‘wrfa, ‘azqa, and gharfa. Which reading or readings should
be chosen?

In reconstructing what I believe to be the original form, I have followed
three principles. First, I respect the integrity of the consonantal skeleton; sec-
ond, the reconstructed word must occur elsewhere in the Qur’an and; third, the
resulting text must have a clear meaning within the cluster of the five verses.

Keeping these principles in mind, two possibilities present themselves
for each of the two words in Q79:1: for the first word, bazighat and nazighat,
and for the second, ghurafd and ‘urfa. Other possibilities, such as bari ‘at
and ‘arqa, may be excluded because they, and forms related to them, are not
found in the Qur’an, although they are found in other Arabic language texts.

nazighat and bazighat

The root n-z-gh occurs six times in the Qur’an. The verb nazaghal/yanzagh
occurs four times and the verbal noun nazgh twice. All these occurrences
are associated with the word shaytan ‘Satan’. The verb signifies ‘to sow
dissension, to plant hatred, to insinuate evil thoughts’, and the verbal noun

signifies ‘the act of insinuating evil in the hearts of people’.3

b-z-gh

The root b-z-gh occurs two times in the Qur’an: bazigh and its feminine
form bazigha. Bazigh occurs in Q6:77 with reference to the moon and
bazigha is used in the next verse with reference to the sun, both meaning
‘rising’, ‘breaking forth’.3

At least three early commentators, Mujahid (d. 104/722),* Abu ‘Ubayda
(d. 210/825),*” and ‘Abd al-Razzaq (d. 211/826),% link nazi‘at to ‘stars’.
While it is difficult to imagine any of the meanings associated with the verb
neze], cited above (to pull, take out), in association with stars, it is easy to
see the connection between those meanings and the verb beazagh (to rise).

Let us assume that the original reading was bazighat. This hypothesis
finds support in a statement made by Abii ‘Ubayda. He writes: wa-/-nazi ‘ati
gharqa [means] ‘the stars pull [which means] rise then set in it’ (al-nujium
tanza’, tatla‘ thumma taghib fih).*° Abu ‘Ubayda glosses tanza ‘ as tatla“, ‘to
rise’. Clearly, he must have been referring to tabzugh, not tanza .

Ibn Manziir defines bazagh as follows: bazaghat al-shams . .. bada’a
minhd tulii " aw tala‘at wa sharaqat . . . ka-annanha tushaqqu bi-nirihi
al-zulmatu shaqq™ (The sun appeared: it started to rise or it rose and
shone . . . as if darkness was broken by its light).*
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gharqga vs. ‘urfa

Both of the roots gh-r-q and “-r-f'are found in the Qur’an. We have seen the
problems associated with gharqga above. As for ‘urfa, ten derivatives of the
root -r-f occur a total of seventy times. The meanings associated with
the root are: ‘to know’, ‘recognize’, ‘to make known’, ‘to point out an
error’, ‘to make fragrant’, ‘to get to know one another’, ‘to confess’; ‘norm’,
‘goodness’; ‘mane of a horse’; ‘in succession’; ‘recognized norms’; ‘in
goodness’, ‘fairness’, ‘virtue’, and ‘good deeds’.*!

The word ‘urfa in the sense of ‘goodness, in goodness, virtue’ fits well
semantically and syntactically with bazighat. It occurs twice in the
Qur’an,* in one instance as the opening verse of Q77, which is structur-
ally similar to wa-al-ndazi‘ati gharqa. About the meaning of ‘urf, Ibn
Manziir writes: “it is the opposite of evil” (nukr), ‘urf and ma rif mean
“generosity” (jid).*

I would like to propose, on the basis of the above discussion, the reading
wa-el-bazighati ‘urfa instead of wa-l-nazi‘at gharqa for @79+ The pro-
posed reading would mean ‘Those (women) who rise or shine through gen-
erosity or good deeds’.

wa-I-sabihati sabha

The key to a clear and consistent account of sabhda and to understanding its
meaning in both Q79:3 and Q73:7 may lie in a quote by Ibn Manzir attrib-
uted to Tha‘lab, who states that subhan “glorifying, glorification” is not the
masdar of the Form II verb sa-bb%but of the Form I verb %wa— ‘indr
anna subhana laysa bi-masdar sabbaha, innama huwa masdar sabaha).*
The verbal noun of the verb sabah ‘to swim’ is sibaha. Sabh in the sense of
swimming occurs only in Q79:3. As in the case of gharga above, a special
meaning for sabha was coined by the Qur’an commentators on the basis of
the context and a shared root, while the original meaning may have been
based on the verb sabaha ‘to glorify’.

The reader may recall the variety of meanings given to sabha as used in
Q73:7, which I pointed out were determined by its context. None of these
meanings is related to ‘swimming’ or ‘glorifying’, the two basic meanings of
the root. Understanding sabha as ‘glorifying’ removes the uncertainty about
its meaning in Q73:7. It would then mean ‘there are many opportunities for
you to glorify (God) during the day’.*

Consequently, I propose that Q79:3 be understood as: And those (women)
who glorify (God).
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fa-I-mudabbirati amra

It is highly unlikely that the exclusive juxtaposition of the Form II verb ¢ab-
barand its derivatives with the word amr, and of the Form V verb tadabbear_
with something that is read or recited, is a coincidence. In my judgment,
such juxtaposition is a strong indication that debbear and its reflexive coun-
terpart carry meanings that are different from the traditional interpretation
of ‘to manage’ and ‘to ponder’. If the meaning of debbe is ‘to manage’,
why is it associated exclusively with amr “affair’? Are there not other phe-
nomena that are managed besides ‘affair’? And are there not things to pon-
der besides the Qur’an, speech, and verses? Consider, for example, the
usage of another verb with the meaning of ‘to ponder’, namely #eferkherry
which occurs thirteen times in the Qur’an.*® It is used in association with
‘the madness of their companion’ (Q7:184), ‘themselves’ (Q30:8), ‘God’s
creation’ (39, ‘stories’ (Q7:176), ‘verses, signs’ (Q10:24, QI13:3,
Ql6:11, Q16:69, Q30:21, Q39:42, Q45:13), ‘remembrance’ (Q16:44), and
‘examples’ (Q59:21).

I would like to propose a new reading for the phrase al-mudabbirati
amra based on evidence from old Arabic usage and a comparison with its
cognates in Hebrew and Syriac.

dabbar

In Hebrew the primary meaning of the pi “el verb form (the equivalent of
Arabic Form II) derived from the root d-b-r is ‘to speak’.*’” Although usage
of Arabic debbarin a sense similar to that of Hebrew seems to have escaped
the Qur’an commentators, there are indications that the word was used in
this sense in the language before the advent of Islam and for some time
afterwards. For example, Ibn Manzir lists ‘to tell, narrate’ as one of the
meanings of the verb. He writes,

wa deabbean al-hadith ‘an-hu rawdhu . .. wa dabbartu I-hadith ay
haddathtu bi-hi ‘an ghayri . . . wa rawa al-Azhart bi-sanadihi ila Sal-
lam b. Miskin gal: sami ‘tu Qatdada yuhaddithu ‘an fulan, yarwih ‘an
abt al-Darda’ yudabbiruh ‘an rasuli illah . . .

(And dabbar al-hadith ‘anhu [means] he narrated it from him. And
dabbartu [-hadith means, I narrated it from others. . . . Al-AzharT nar-
rated in his isndd (chain of transmission) from Sallam b. Miskin,
“I heard Qatada relate, on the authority of so and so, narrating from
Abu al-Darda’, narrating (yudabbir) from the Prophet . . .”)*

15031-2478e-2pass-r0l.indd 51 @ 3/7/2019 5:47:29 PM


muntheryounes
Cross-Out

muntheryounes
Cross-Out

muntheryounes
Cross-Out

muntheryounes
Cross-Out

muntheryounes
Cross-Out

muntheryounes
Cross-Out

muntheryounes
Cross-Out

muntheryounes
Cross-Out


52 The opening verses of Q79 (al-Nazi‘at)

amr

In both Hebrew and Syriac one of the primary meanings of the root ™-m-r is
“to say”.* In Hebrew, the primary meaning of the two nouns derived from
the root -m-r, namely emer and imra, is ‘utterance, speech, word’.>

Ibn Qutaybah (d. 276/889) lists ‘speech’ or ‘saying’ (al-gawl) as one of
the meanings of amr.”!

Finally, in discussing the word amr, as used in the Qur’an, Jeffery
writes:

In its use in connection with the Qur’anic doctrine of revelation, how-
ever, it would seem to represent the Aramaic memra. . . . The whole
conception seems to have been strongly influenced by the Christian
Logos doctrine, though the word would seem to have arisen from the
Targumic use of memra.»

Assigning the meanings suggested above to mudabbirat and amra would
result in the following alternative translation for Q79:5:

And those (f.) who speak the Word.

In terms of its syntax, what appears to be an accusative in amra must be a
relic of the Syriac “emphatic state”, similar to sanif" in the phrase Ibrahima
hanif“ (see Chapter 1). Just as hanif® is understood as al-hanif (the hanif),
amrd is understood as al-amr “the word”. Such a reading and understanding
of amra may be applied to the word dhikra in Q37:3 and 51:5 and to the three
words wigrda, yusrd and amra in Q77:1, 2, and 3, respectively.

wa-I-nashitati nashta; fa-l-sabiqati sabqa

These two verses do not have any syntactic problems or linguistic irregu-
larities, but the meanings attributed to them by the exegetes are not war-
ranted by their roots or usage, such as angels, death, and stars. If the
words et-#eéshita and al-sabiqat refer to women, then they fit well in my
proposed reinterpretation of Q79:1, 3, and 5, according to which these
verses refer to females who perform good deeds. However, an even
stronger association with the theme of women doing good deeds emerges
from an examination of their relationship with the language of the Qur’an
and with Syriac.
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wa-I-nashitati nashta
Without dots, wa-I-nashitat nashta would appear as follows:

U sJawasll

Another set of words based on the same consonantal skeleton is wa-/-basitat
basta. Whereas only two forms of the root n-sh-t, nashitat and nashta are
found in the Qur’an, six forms of the root b-s-f, occur twenty-five times.>
The meanings of the verb basata/yabsitu include ‘to give’, ‘to give plenti-
fully’, ‘to be generous’, and ‘to be virtuous’.>* Consequently, the verse wa-
I-nashitati nashta may be reread as wa-I-basitati basta, with the meaning:
“And those (women) who give generously”.

fa-l-sabiqati sabqa

The verb sabaqa means ‘to go past, go before’,® ‘to surpass in generos-

ity’.* Ibn Manzir cites the hadith: 1 (the Prophet) am first among the Arabs
(i.e. to become Muslim), Suhayb is the first among the Romans, Bilal is the
first among the Ethiopians, and Salman is the first among the Persians (ana
sabiqu al- ‘Arab, ya ‘niila I-Islam, wa-Suhayb sabiqu [-Rum, wa Bilal sabiqu
I-Habasha, wa-Salman sabiqu [-Furs).

The Syriac cognate of the Arabic root s-b-g is sh-b-g. Among the mean-
ings of the basic verb (equivalent to Arabic Form I verbs) shbag in that
language is ‘to forgive’, including to ‘forgive a sin’.%’

If considered with the basic meaning of the verb sebagin Arabic, Q79:4
can be understood as: Those who are first, surpass others (as in doing good),
and if considered with the Syriac meaning of ‘to forgive’, the verse would
mean: “And those women who forgive”.

On the basis of the above discussion, I would like to propose the follow-
ing rereading of Q79:1-5. Compare this rereading with the traditional inter-
pretation shown above.*®

By those (women) who rise/shine wa-l-bazighati ‘urfa U e ale i
through good works,

And those who give generously, wa-Il-basitati basta Loy il

And those who glorify (God) wa-l-sabihati sabha e Slaglidl

And those who surpass others (in doing  fa-I-sabiqati sabga B gLl

good) or those who forgive,
And those who speak the Word (of God) fa-I-mudabbirati amra B% QU:}-\AM
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Conclusion

In this chapter, I have argued that the Qur’an exegetes did not have a clear
idea of the reference of the active participles in Q79:1-5 and speculated that

these-partieiptes may refer to angels, death, stars, bows, lassos, antelopes,
ships, or horses. For some reason, these exegetes avoided any mention of

women as references to these participles, although ‘women’ should be one
of the first things that comes to mind when the morphological structure of
these participles is considered and compared to the usage and meanings of
other participles in the Qur’an. In addition to the problem of the reference
of the participles, Q79:1-5 were shown to have a number of syntactic and
lexical problems.

I have proposed a new reading of Q79:1-5 in which the participles are
understood to refer to women. This new reading also involves changing the
dotting scheme of four words in these verses and considering alternative
meanings for all ten words on the basis of evidence from the Qur’an, the
tafsir literature, older meanings of Arabic words, and the meanings of cog-
nates in Hebrew and Syriac. The resulting reading presents a picture of
women performing good deeds in a religious context.
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CHARGING STEEDS OR
MAIDENS PERFORMING GOOD
DEEDS: A RE-INTERPRETATION
OF Q100 (AL- ADIYAT)

Introduction

As I mentioned in Chapter 4, the introductory “oath clusters” of Q37, Q51,
Q77, Q79, and Q100 were particularly challenging to the Qur’an commen-
tators, who were unsure about the reference of the participle that begins
each siira. They speculated that the participles refer to a variety of objects
or natural phenomena, e.g., angels, messengers, stars, the wind, death, the
soul, bows, ships, horses or camels.

Some scholars treated such ambiguity as evidence of the superior nature
of the language of the Qur’an. For example, Hajjaji-Jarrah declares that,

surat al-‘adiyat (Q100) offers an excellent example of how the
Qur’anic ‘Arabiya brings forth a dazzling assembly of word meaning
and sound, defying the conventions of both the Arabian saj  and the
literary rules of classical Arabic literature. It represents the persua-
sive, arresting construction, pervasive rhythm, and important mes-
sage of the Qur’anic ‘Arabiya, which has selected and expressed
these materials in just this way.!

Bint al-Shati’ writes about Q100:
Every word, no, every letter, has its own brilliant rhetorical secret in
what the Qur’an intended in presenting the scene of the Day of Judg-

ment, real and material, emphasizing its occurrence and warning of
what awaits humankind in terms of severe and exact accounting.’
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As in previous chapters, I begin here by presenting the sira in its traditional
interpretation, first in an English translation,’® then a summary of al-TabarT’s

account.*
1 wa-I-‘adiyati dabha By the runners panting
2 fa-l-miuriyati qadha and the strikers of fire
3 fa-l-mughiati subha and the chargers at dawn,
4 fa-atharna bi-hi naq ‘a when they kick up a (cloud of') dust
5 fa-wasatna bi-hi jam ‘@ and pierce through the midst of it all
together
6 inna l-insana li-rabbiht la-kaniid Surely the human is indeed an ingrate
to his Lord
7 wa-inneh ald dhalika la-shahid and surely he is indeed a witness to that
8  wa-tnwehi li-hubbi I- khayri la- And surely he is indeed harsh in (his)
shadid love for (worldly) goods
9 a-fa-ld ya ‘lamu idha bu ‘thira ma fi  Does he not know? When what is in the
l-qubir graves is ransacked,
10 wa-hussila ma fi l-sudir And what is in the hearts is brought out,
11 inna rabbahum bi-him yawma ‘idhhin surely on that Day their Lord will
la- khabir indeed be aware of them.

Al-Tabari on 106

Q100:1 wa-I-‘adiyati dabha

Al-Tabarf starts by stating that the interpreters (ah/ al-ta 'wil) disagreed over
the meaning of this verse. Some of them said that it means horses that run
while neighing or that run until they neigh or bark. According to al-Tabarf,
this interpretation is supported by reports attributed to the hadith authority
‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas. The word dabh signifies the barking of dogs.

Al-TabarT points out that ‘@diyat may also refer to camels. In this case
dabh means ‘te-breathe=) He adds that “Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas changed his
view about the meaning of dabh after ‘All b. Ab1 Talib told him that the
word refers to camels. He concludes that he prefers interpreting ‘adiyat as
referring to horses, since camels do not bark but horses do (wa dhalika anna
l-ibil la tadbah wa-innama tadbah al-khayl).

Q100:2 fa-I-muriyati qadha

Al-TabarT explains that the exegetes also disagreed over the meaning of this
verse. Some said it refers to the horses lighting fire or making sparks with
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their hooves. Another view is that the horses stirred up war between their
riders and the enemy. A third view is that the phrase refers to warriors who
light fires after leaving battle. A fourth group said it refers to the malice of
men. A fifth group said it refers to tongues. Still other exegetes said it refers
to camels that are walking and cause stones to hit one another, with the
result that sparks fly. In an effort to harmonize all these views, al-TabarT
states that horses light fires with their hooves, people light fires with flint,
the tongue lights fires with logic, and men can light fire with their malice. In
addition, horses stir up war when they meet in battle. God did not specify
which meaning is intended.

Q100:3 fa-I-mughirati subha

The exegetes, al-TabarT explains, also disagreed over the meaning of this
verse. Some said it refers to horses raiding the enemy openly in the morning
in the service of God. Others said it refers to people raiding their enemy in
the morning. Still others said it refers to camels that push with their riders
from Jam* to Mina on the Day of the Sacrifice (yawm al-nahr). Al-TabarT
concludes by accepting all of these interpretations and adds that Zayd b.
Aslam refused to interpret this verse, saying that “it is [only] an oath made
by God”.

Q100:4 fa-atharna bi-hi naq'a

Al-Tabar1 interprets this verse as “they raised dust in the valley”. He
explains that nag ‘ means ‘dust’ or ‘dirt’. The % in bi-hi is a euphemism for
the name of the place: the place is alluded to but is not mentioned because
it is known that dust can be stirred only in a place. The audience’s under-
standing is sufficient for them to make it unnecessary to mention the place.
If ‘adiyat refers to camels, then fa-atharna bi-hi naq ‘a refers to the ground
on which they walk.

Q100:5 fa-wasatna bi-hi jam‘a

According to al-Tabari, the first word may be read in three different ways
with the same meaning: wasatna, wassatna, or tawassatna, all of which
signify ‘to go into the middle of’. In this verse it signifies going into the
middle of a gathering of people — the unbelievers, an enemy or a brigade.
Others held that bi-hi refers to Muzdalifa.
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Q100:6 inna l-insana li-rabbiky la-kanid

This means that man is ungrateful for his Lord’s blessings (inna l-insana la-
kafur* li-ni ‘ami rabbih). Soil that is kaniid is soil where nothing grows. [And
the tribe of] Kinda got its name from denying its ancestor. According to some
authorities, kanid refers to a person who counts misfortunes and forgets his
Lord’s blessings. Others cited the Prophet as saying that kaniid refers to an
ungrateful person who eats alone, beats his slave, and withholds giving. Al-
Tabari concludes by stating that Abi 1-Yaqzan said on the authority of Sufyan
b. Hisham on the authority of al-Hasan that the word describes one who
blames his Lord, counts misfortunes and forgets blessings.

Q100:7 wa-innahi ‘ala dhalika la-shahid

Al-TabarT’s treatment of this verse is short compared to his treatment of previ-
ous verses, e.g., almost one-fifth as long as his treatment of Q100:6. The verse
means that God is a witness to man’s ungratefulness to his Lord. Al-Tabar1
cites a report attributed to Qatada, who said that the verse was also read as:
wa-inna allaha ‘ala dhalika la-shahid, “Verily God is a witness to that”.

Q100:8 wa-inreahd li-hubbi I-khayri la-shadid

This means that ‘man is intense in his love of money’. The grammarians (ah/
al-‘Arabiya) disagreed over the reference of the word intense (shadid). Some
Basran grammarians said shadid means ‘he is intense in his love of wealth, in
other words, miserly (bakhil)’. Some Kufan grammarians said: ‘The right
place for /i-hubb is after shadid and shadid should be in construct with it (an
yudafa shadid ilay-hi). Khayr may also signify ‘this world’ (al-dunya)’.

Q100:9 >a-fa-la ya‘lamu idha bu‘thira ma f1 I-qubtir

Al-Tabari mentions that in ‘Abdallah (b. Mas‘td)’s mushaf the word
buhitha (something was searched) is used in place of bu ‘thira. The Arabs
also use buhthira as an alternative pronunciation of bu ‘thira.

Q100:10 wa-hussila ma fr I-sudiir

Hussila signifies ‘to be distinguished, to be shown, or to become obvious’.
The verse would then mean ‘whatever good or evil is in the hearts of people
is made obvious’.
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Q100:11 Zinna rabbahum bihim yawma’ idhin la—-khabir

Al-Tabari explains that God is aware of people’s deeds, whatever secrets they
have in their hearts or hide in them, and what they do with their limbs, nothing
is hidden from him and He will give them their due for all of that on that day.

Problems of the siira

One wonders why eleven verses, with a total of thirty-three different words,
should require so much interpretation, with conflicting views and no satis-
factory answers to some key questions: 1) to what does al- ‘adiyat refer?
2) What do the words dabhd, naq ‘@ and kaniid mean? 3) In Q100: 4-5, to
what does the pronoun / in bi-hi refer? 4) Why does the word khayr, which
occurs more than 180 times in the Qur’an, mean ‘good’, ‘goodness’ or
‘good deed’ everywhere except in this sira, where, in combination with
shadid ‘intense’, it is understood to mean ‘miserly’, and finally, 5) since the
sira presumably describes a battle scene, why is there nothing in it that, on
its own, is clearly related to battle or fighting, with the exception of the word
mughirat, ‘those (f. pl.) who raid’ (see below)?

Reflecting the commentators’ difficulty in understanding the first five
verses of the sira, Pickthall states in a footnote to his translation of Q100:
“The meaning of the first five verses is by no means clear. The above is a
probable rendering”.’ In the same vein, Droge writes in a footnote to his
translation: “[TThe first five verses contain fem. plur. participles and verbs,
which are usually said to refer to warhorses, but they are so cryptic that their
precise meaning can only be guessed at”.

In the following, I will discuss the problems of the siira in detail. These
problems will be divided into two main types: lexical/semantic and syntac-
tic. By lexical/semantic I mean words and their meanings.

Lexical/semantic problems
al-‘adiyat
The word al- ‘adiyat is glossed as ‘horses’ or ‘camels’ because it is derived

from the verb ‘adalya‘dii ‘to run’. The following words derived from the
root ‘-d-w. occur in the Qur’an:’

1 ‘ada/ya‘di (Form 1), ‘to violate a command, transgress, turn away
from, abandon’
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2 ‘ada/yu‘adr (Form III), ‘to feud with, to treat or take as an enemy, to
exchange hostility with’

3 ta‘addal/yata‘adda (Form V), ‘to transgress, overstep the limits’

4 i‘tadd/va ‘tadi (Form VIII), ‘to assault, commit an aggression; to vio-
late a command, act unlawfully; to commit perjury’

5 ‘adw, ‘aggression’

6 ‘adi (ptared ‘adun), ‘one who commits an aggression’

7 ‘adiya (prere) ‘adiyar), ‘one who charges, attacks, or raids’

8 mu ‘tadr (pl. mu ‘tadiin) ‘aggressor’

9 ‘aduww, ‘enemy or enemies, hostile or in a state of animosity’

10 ‘adawa, ‘animosity, enmity, hostility’
11 ‘udwan, ‘aggression, transgression; blame, sanction, censure’
12 ‘udwa, ‘side of the valley’

Derivatives of the root ‘-d-w clearly revolve around the meaning of
aggression, transgression or treating someone as an enemy. The transla-
tion of ‘adiyat in this sira as ‘those who charge, attack or raid’ is clearly
influenced by its context, which is assumed to be a raid. Nothing in the
word itself or in other words in the Qur’an that are derived from the same
root indicates running, horses or camels. Following the rules of Arabic
morphology, and taking into consideration the meanings of the words
derived from the root ‘-d-w, particularly the active participle ‘adi, the
word ‘adiva (pl. ‘adiyat) should mean ‘one (f.) who commits an
aggression’.

dabha

The peculiar usage of this word in Q100 has generated a great deal of dis-
cussion among the Qur’an commentators, as exemplified by al-Qurtubi’s
account, summarized as follows:

His Most Exalted’s saying wa-/--éeiyéty dabha [means] horses run-
ning, according to the interpreters and linguists in general, i.e. they
run in the cause of Allah and neigh or bark (tadbah). Qatada said,
‘They (i.e. the horses) bark, in other words, they neigh when they
run (tadbah idha ‘adat ay tuhamhim)’. Al-Farra’ said that dabh is
the sound made by horses when they run. Ibn ‘Abbas [said]:
‘No beast yadbah except a horse, a dog, or a fox’. It is said: ‘They
[i.e. the horses] were muzzled so that they would not neigh, lest
the enemy become aware of their presence, so they breathed
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heavily. . . .” The linguists said: ‘The words dabh and dubah are
used to refer to foxes, and the usage was extended to horses’. It is
used by the Arabs, as in ‘the fire changed its color’ (dabahathu
[-nar), but not by much . . . and [one says] indabaha lawnuh if its
color changed slightly to black. . . . Animals tadbah if their condi-
tion changes from fright, fatigue, or greed. .. dabh also means
ashes. ... Abtu ‘Ubayda said: ‘dabahat al-khaylu dabhd is like
[saying] daba ‘at, which means fo go’. Abt ‘Ubayda added that
dabh and dab ‘ signify ‘running’ and ‘going’. Al-Mubarrad said:
‘dabaha means to extend the adba‘ (later explained as ‘necks’)
when one moves. ...” Among those who said that the intended
meaning of al- ‘adiyat is horses are Ibn ‘Abbas, Anas [b. Malik],
al-Hasan [al-Basri], and Mujahid. . . . Another account says that al-
‘adiyat refers to camels. Muslim said, “I had a disagreement about
it with ‘Tkrima, who said, Ibn ‘Abbas said ‘horses’, and I said that
‘Alf said ‘camels at the time of the pilgrimage’, and my master is
more knowledgeable than your master”. . .. For those who say it
refers to camels, dabha means dab ‘a, where the ha’ is converted
from ‘ayn, because it is said daba ‘at al-ibil, i.e. they extend their
necks while walking. . . dabh is used with horses and dab ‘ with
camels. . . . Abu Salih [said] “dabh [when used] with [reference to]
horses is ‘fo neigh’ and [when used] with [reference to] camels [it
is] ‘to breathe’ . . %

Behind the different definitions and conflicting views on the word dabha,
one discerns a clear attempt to link the verb dabaha ‘to bark’, to running
horses. This attempt reaches absurd levels when the other meaning of
dabaha ‘to change color as a result of burning’ is used to impose an alterna-
tive interpretation where a comparison is made between the change in the
color of a burned object and the change that occurs [presumably in the con-
dition of horses] as a result of fright, fatigue, and greed. Al-Raghib al-
Isfahant (d. 501/1108) makes a similar attempt to accommodate the peculiar
Qur’anic usage of the word. He writes:

The word dabh refers to the sound of a horse’s breath, which is simi-
lar to the sound of a fox. It is said that it is the hissing produced by the
act of running or it is the running itself. It is also said that dabh is like
dab ‘, which means ‘to extend the neck while running’. It is said that
it [i.e. dabh] refers to the burning of a stick, since running is like fire,
as both involve speed.’
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qadha

Most exegetes gloss this word as ‘sparks produced by running horses’. This
interpretation becomes problematic when one takes into account the alter-
native interpretation that ‘adiyat refers to camels.'” No one would argue that
the hooves of camels produce sparks.

naq‘a

The usage of naq * in the sense of dust is peculiar to Q100."" While there is
general agreement among Qur’an commentators that naqg ‘ means ‘dust’, al-
Razi, sensitive to the peculiar usage of the word, tries to relate ‘dust’ to

other meanings of the root, such as ‘to raise the voice’ or ‘to soak in water’.
He writes:

It is said that [naq ‘] signifies soaking in water, as if the person associ-
ated with the dust plunges into it, like a man who plunges into the
water (wa-qila huwa min al-naq ‘fi [-ma’, fa-ka anna sahib al-ghubar
ghasa fi-hi, kama yaghiisu l-rajulu fi I-ma’)."?

He adds, describing women wailing after a raid, ““[the raiding horses] pro-
voked in those who have been raided the shouts of wailing women, whose
voices were raised (ay fa-hayyajna fi I-mughar ‘alayhim siyah al-nawa’ih,
wa-rtafa ‘at aswatuhunn)”.3

Again, al-Razi assigns a meaning to a word that it does not really have in

order to make it fit in the context of the sura.

kanid

The earliest commentators interpreted this word as kafiir, ‘a person who
denies, or an ungrateful person’.'* As time went on, the interpretations
became longer, and new elements were added, such as a person who eats
alone, beats his slave, and withholds giving;'® a person who blames his
Lord, counts misfortunes, and forgets blessings;'¢ land that does not grow
anything;'” a person who remembers misfortunes and forgets blessings,
disobedient (in the dialect of Kinda and Hadramawt), a person who cuts (i.e.
a rope), a woman who denies intimacy to men, a person who appreciates a
gift but not the giver, a person who is terrified in times of misfortune and is
miserly in times of fortune, a malicious and envious person, and a person
who is ignorant of his own worth.'
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The lexicographers echoed the Qur’an commentators. Under the root k-
n-d, al-Khalil (d. 175/791) lists only the word kaniid with the meaning
‘ungrateful for a blessing’ and in Q100:6 “it is understood as one who eats
alone, beats his slave, and withholds giving”."

Ibn Sida (d. 458/1066) lists six other derivatives of the root k-n-d: 1)
feanedfyaknud ‘to deny a blessing’; 2) kannad (and kaniid) “ungrateful’ or ‘a
person who eats alone, does not give others, and beats his slave’, 3) kund
(and kaniid) ‘(said of a woman) one who denies intimacy to men’, ‘when
referring to soil, kaniid means barren’; 4) ‘Kinda is the name of the father of
an Arab tribe’, 5) Kannad, Kundda, (and Kaniid) ‘are proper names’.°

Ibn Manzir, who took much of his material from Ibn Sida, reproduces
the latter’s list but adds two verses (shawahid), in which the words kaniid
and kannad are used, by two contemporaries of the Prophet, al-Namir
b. Tawlab and al-A‘sha.?!

With the exception of the proper name Kinda, the meanings associated
with kaniid by both the Qur’an commentators and lexicographers all revolve
around the meaning kafiir, an ingrate.

Ibn Sida adds to his definition of kaniid: wa-la a ‘rifu la-hu fi I-lughati
asl™, wa-1a yasiughu ayd™ ma‘ gawlih li-rabbih® (I do not know of an origin
for it in the language, and it is also not appropriate with the word li-rabbih
‘to his Lord’).

In my view the word kaniid does not have an independent existence in
Arabic outside of Q100:6 and may have been introduced into the language
for the first time through it. In support of this hypothesis, consider, first, Ibn
Sida’s comment above. Second, Arabic is the only Semitic language in
which the root k-n-d exists; it is not found in Ge’ez, Epigraphic South Ara-
bian, Syriac, Aramaic, Hebrew, Phoenician, Ugaritic, or Akkadian.?® Third,
the context in which the word kaniid is found makes the occurrence of a
word with such a strongly negative meaning unlikely, as will be shown
below.

Positive vs. negative interpretations: a close
look at khayr

One feature of Q100 that is dissonant to the discerning ear is the abrupt
transition from inna al-insan li-rabbih la-kaniid in Q100:6 ‘man is an
ingrate to his Lord’, to wa-innahu li-hubb al-khayr la-shadid in Q100:8 “his
love of good is intense’, a clearly positive attribute.

The word khayr, or a form of it, e.g. akhyar, khayrat, occurs 188 times in
the Qur’an.?* In 185 of these occurrences, the meaning revolves around
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good, good deed(s), better, favorite (people), or preferred, all positive and
desirable characteristics. In two cases (Q2:180 and Q33:19), it is interpreted
as ‘wealth’ or ‘inheritance’. Only in Q100:8, and in combination with the
word shadid, does it have a decidedly negative interpretation as miserly
(bakhil).®

Ibn Manzir lists the following meanings for khayr:

1 to be or become good (opposite of bad or evil), 2) better, best, 3) to
prefer or be preferred, 4) of noble birth, 5) wealth, in Q2:180, 6) to
choose, 7) to seek or pray for goodness, 8) to ask for compassion,
9) cucumbers (not of Arabic origin), 10) the name of a tribe.?

For shadid, he lists the following:

1 to be, become, or make hard, 2) strength, 3) to struggle, 4) to be tough,
5) a hard consonant, 6) famine, 7) hard time, 8) miserly, as in Q100:8:
innahu li-hubbi al-khayri la-shadid, 9) to hurry, run, 10) courage, 11)
to attack (an enemy), 12) maturity (in people), 13) patience, 14) to
reach a high point (day), 15) to tie up.

Neither al-Khalil nor Ibn Sida lists ‘wealth’ as a meaning of khayr,”” and
only Ibn Sida lists ‘miserly’ as a meaning of shadid.*®

The meaning assigned to the three-word phrase #ubb—ai-ehays la-
shadid in Q100:8 is not warranted by the individual meanings of the words
as typically used in Arabic, particularly the Arabic of the Qur’an. If the
typical meanings of these words are applied to this verse, it would mean:
And he (man) is intense/strong in his love of good, goodness or doing
good.

A positive reading of Q100:8 strongly suggests a positive reading of
Q100:6: “Man is (positive attribute) to his Lord, AND he greatly loves to do
good”. Such a reading is much more natural than one in which man is por-
trayed as an ingrate and he loves goodness or good deeds.

To sum up, there is no linguistic foundation in the language of the
Qur’an for the claims by the Qur’an commentators that ‘adiyat refers to
horses or camels, that dabha is a sound made by horses or camels, that
qadha is a spark produced by running horses or camels, that naq ‘a refers
to dust, and that kaniid stands for an ungrateful person. These meanings
are assigned to provide an explanation for which there is no linguistically
sound basis.
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Syntactic problems

The accusative case assignment in dabha

In terms of its syntactic structure, Q100:1 wa-I- ‘adiyati dabha consists of an
active participle and a verbal noun in the accusative case. The accusative
case assignment does not follow the standard rules of Arabic syntax: dabhd
is not the object of a verb, a predicate of kana and its sisters, a subject of
inna and its sisters, tamyiz (accusative of specification), sal (circumstantial
accusative), or maf il mutlag (absolute accusative) or any of the other accu-
sative categories. It is typically explained as the result of its being a verbal
noun (masdar), like ghargd (see Chapter 4), or as a masdar fi mawdi * al-hal
(verbal noun in the position of the circumstantial accusative).”

The Reference of the Pronoun in Q100:4

The exegetes and grammarians do not offer a reasonable explanation for the
referent of the third person masculine singular pronoun / in bi-hi. Al-Farra’
states: “And [by] His saying, may He be exalted, bi-hi naq ‘a, he means ‘in
the valley’ (bi-I-wdadr). He did not mention it before that, which is permitted,
because dust can only be stirred in a place even if that place is not men-
tioned. If the name of the thing is known, then it can be referred to, even if
it is not mentioned”.*

Some commentators suggest that the pronoun refers to the hooves of the
horses.*' This suggestion is problematic, however, since the pronoun must
have a masculine singular reference, while hooves (hawafir) requires a fem-
inine singular reference.

Al-Qurtubi agrees with those commentators who understand the pronoun
as referring to a place that is not mentioned, but adds that it can also refer to
the act of running (‘adw), “The pronoun in bi-hi refers to the place or loca-
tion in which the raid occurred. If the meaning is understood, it is permitted
to refer to what has not been mentioned explicitly. . . . One also says, ‘they
stirred up in it, i.e. in the running’ (wa gila fa-atharna bi-hi, ay bi I- ‘adw)” .

Ibn Kathir suggests “the place where the horses fight”,** while, according
to al-Mahallt and al-Suyiit1, the pronoun refers to “the place of their [horses]
running or [to] that time”.3*

All these explanations involve a great deal of speculation, and none of
them addresses the syntactic difficulty in a convincing manner.

Although Muslim scholars have written thousands of pages to explain or
interpret the eleven short verses of sirat al- ‘adiyat, in my view they have
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failed to provide a satisfactory explanation for what the text means. It is my
view that no amount of interpretation will produce a meaningful and coher-
ent explanation, because the original text has been misread and
misinterpreted.

An alternative explanation

As was pointed out in Chapter 1, for much of the 1st century an the written
text of the Qur’an was represented by a consonantal skeleton in which most
vowels and the letter hamza were not written, and letters with similar
shapes, which later were distinguished by dots, were written identically.

In the following, I will attempt to reconstruct what might have been an
older version of Q100 by starting with the un-dotted text. I will assign four
words of the sitra a dotting scheme different from the one assigned tradi-
tionally, and substitute one symbol of the hamza diacritic by another.

Q100:1

Changing the ‘ayn of wa-I-"adiyat (<L) ) to ghayn and the dad of dabhd
(lssa) to sad produces the phrase wa-I-ghadiyati subha (\ssa LA ).

The basic and most common meaning of the verb ghada/yaghdii, of
which al-ghddiyat is the active participle, is ‘to go out or to perform an act
in the morning, especially in the early morning’.* The basic and most com-
mon meaning of the noun subh is ‘morning’, or ‘early morning’.*® Syntacti-
cally, subha in the phrase wa-I-ghadiyati subha is unambiguously an adverb
of time. Semantically, the two words fit together perfectly: “Those (f.) who
go out in the morning”. This perfect semantic and syntactic fit is clearly
absent in the traditional interpretation of Q100:1.

In his Kitab Akhbar al-Musahhifin, al-*AskarT (d. 382/992) wrote about
the famous narrator and transmitter of Arabic poetry Hammad al-Rawiya:

I heard those who say that Hammad al-Rawiya one day read wa-/-
‘adiyati subhd, and that Bashshar the Blind took him to ‘Ugba b.
Salm [and told him that] he can narrate all the poetry of the Arabs but
he knows only the first sira of the Qur’an. ‘Ugba tested him by hav-
ing him read some of the Qur’'an. He [Hammad] distorted a number of
verses.”’

Al-‘Askari lists sixteen verses from different siras that Hammad “dis-
torted” (sehrerf). A close look at these “distorted” readings shows that they

15031-2478e-2pass-r0l.indd 68 @ 3/7/2019 5:47:33 PM


muntheryounes
Cross-Out


®

Re-Interpretation of Q100 (al- Adiyat) 69

make more sense than the traditional readings. Indeed, they may have been
the correct ones. His reading of the second word of Q100:1 as subha was
probably closer to the original form.3

In his commentary on Q100:1, Mugqatil uses the verb ghada in connec-
tion with the horses going out to the raid in the morning. He writes: wa-/-
‘adiyati dabha, yaqul: ghadat al-khayl ila I-ghazw hatta adbahat (as for
wa-I-‘adiyati dabhda, this means, ‘the horses went out to the raid in the
morning until they barked. . .”).¥

Q100:4

If we change the shape of the hamza diacritic from i to Tin )3\3 (fa-atharna)
and remove a dot from the gaf of =&y (naq ‘@), the result is the phrase
il 4y oy 8 (fa-atharna bi-hi naf ).

Again, syntactically and semantically, fa-atharna bihi naf*a is a well-
formed phrase: ‘And they (f.) preferred by (doing) it (to perform/render) a
good deed’.* The verb athara ‘to prefer’ occurs five times in the Qur’an
(Q12:91; Q20:72, Q59:9, #%:38, and 8%:16) while athara ‘to stir up’ occurs
twice in the phrase tuthiru sahab® ‘it, i.e. the wind, stirs up clouds’ 36;48,
319). However, while the root n-g- ‘ occurs only once, in Q100, the root n-
- occurs fifty times.*!

kantd (255)— kabtd (255)

The problems associated with kaniid strongly suggest a misreading of the
consonantal skeletal form that would have been found in the earliest copies
of the Qur’an. If so, what is the correct form likely to have been? The
answer to this question lies in the context in which the word is found. As
was argued above, that context supports a positive reading of it.

Such a reading is possible if, first, one starts with the un-dotted form of
the word and applies another dotting scheme and; second, if the investiga-
tion is expanded to include closely related Semitic languages from which
comparative information may be used to shed light on older, now obsolete,
meanings of Arabic cognates.

Placing a dot under the second letter rather than above it results in the
word kabiid. This word is not attested in Arabic in this form, but a related
word is found elsewhere in the Qur’an, in Q90:4 la- gad khalagna I- insana
fi kabad, which I suggested should be understood as Verily We have created
man upright [or in a unique form), and not as Certainly We created man in
trouble (see Chapter 3).
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If we replace kaniid with kabid, a form derived from the same root as
kabad, with the meaning of ‘honored’, ‘honoring’, ‘glorified’, ‘glorifying’,
and if we replace the traditional negative interpretations of khayr and shadid
with the commonly used meanings of these two words, the result is a mean-
ingful and coherent reading of Q100:6-8:*

Traditional Reading Proposed Reading

6 inna l-insana li- Surely the human is inna l-insana li- Surely man honors
rabbiht la-kantd indeed an ingrate  rabbihi la-kabtid [is honored by]

to his Lord his Lord,

7 wa-innaht ‘ala And surely he is wa-innaht ‘ala And surely he is a
dhalika la-shahid ~ indeed a witness dhalika la-shahid witness to that,

to that,

8 wa-innahti li-hubbi  And surely he is wa-innahti li-hubbi ~ And surely he is
1- khayri la- indeed harsh in I- khayri la-shadid ~ strong in his
shadid (his) love for love of good

(worldly) goods deeds.

Q100:3 fa-I-mughirati subha: an interpolation?

The third verse of the sira is likely an interpolation, for the following
reasons. First, unlike most other verses in the sira, it does not require a
great deal of interpretation. The only point that requires clarification is
whether al-mughirat refers to horses or camels, which is a problem in v. 1.
The reader may recall al-Tabar’s statement that Zayd b. Aslam treated
this verse as a simple oath that does not require further explanation. Sim-
pler, straightforward language, that does not include obscure words may
be taken as an indication of an interpolation. Second, the root gh-w-r/gh-
y-r, from which al-mughirat is derived, does not occur in the Qur’an
with the meaning of ‘raiding’ or ‘attacking’. Third, al-mughirat is the
only word in the siira that refers to fighting or a battle. No other word can
be related to such a theme on its own. Fourth, when we examine the
meaning of the first three verses of the sira as it is traditionally inter-
preted and understood, we find that they lack coherence and a logical
progression of a thought. The first verse describes horses (or camels)
panting, the second describes horses (or camels) making sparks with
their hooves, and the third states that they are raiding in the morning. If
this is the meaning intended, then it would make more sense to start with
horses raiding in the morning, then making sparks with their hooves
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and/or panting. The panting or the making of sparks should come after
the horses go on the raid.

Once it was established that the beginning of the siira refers to ‘charg-
ing steeds’, it was possible to continue with the same imagery. The addi-
tion of this verse reinforces the theme of the charging steeds at the expense
of another older meaning, most probably a religious hymn about women
in a religious context, as proposed in my analysis of Q79:1-5 (see
Chapter 4).

An alternative meaning for fa-wasatna bi-hi jam‘a

The traditional interpretation of this verse revolves around horses penetrat-
ing into the middle of the enemy. Consider some of the best-known English
translations of the verse:*

Sahih International: Arriving thereby in the center collectively.
Pickthall: Cleaving, as one, the center (of the foe).

Yusuf Ali: And penetrate forthwith into the midst (of the foe) en masse.
Shakir: Then rush thereby upon an assembly.

Muhammad Sarwar: Which engulfs the enemy.

Mohsin Khan: Penetrating forthwith as one into the midst (of the foe).
Arberry: Cleaving there with a host!

However, a careful examination of the word wasatna, the use of its related
forms in the Qur’an, and the recurring theme in the fafsir literature connect-
ing the verse to Muzdalifa, all suggest a radically different interpretation.

Besides its occurrence in Q100:5, the root w-s-¢ occurs four times in the
Qur’an: in Q2:143 and 238, Q5:89, and Q68:28.4 None of these four occur-
rences is a verb and none can be related to the theme of battle. In Q2:143
(wa-ka-dhalika ja ‘alnakum ummat® wasat li-takini shuhada’ “ala I-nas),
wasat is explained by al-TabarT as either best, more just, honest (‘adl), or
not extreme (tawassut wa- ‘tidal).*’

The word wustd occurs in Q2:238 (hafizii ‘ala [-salawati wa-I-salati al-
wusta). In his explanation of this word al-TabarT uses 5754 words and at the
end of his long narrative the reader finds himself/herself where he/she was
at the beginning: not knowing which of the five prayers wusta refers to.
Each of the five daily prayers is offered as a possible candidate.*® This sug-
gests that al-TabarT and other commentators did not know what the word
actually meant.
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Awsat occurs in Q5:89 (fa-kaffaratuhu it ‘amu ‘ashrati masakina min
awsati ma tut ‘imina ahlikum). Al-Tabar1’s explanation of this word is simi-
lar to his explanation of Q2:143, namely, ‘best’ or ‘not extreme’.*’ Finally,
awsat also occurs in Q68:28 (gala awsatuhum, a-lam aqul la-kum lawla
tusabbihiin). For this word, al-TabarT gives only one definition: a ‘dal ‘best,
most honest, most just, upright’.4¢

If we exclude the word wusta in al-salati I-wusta of Q2:238 because of
the complete lack of agreement over its interpretation, we are left with three
occurrences of the root w-s-¢ (Q2:143, Q5:89, and Q68:28). In all three
instances the context strongly suggests the meaning of best, favored, pre-
ferred, or chosen. In fact, an interpretation of Q2:143 and Q5:89 based on
this meaning arguably makes more sense than one based on middle: we
made you a favored nation (Q2:143), feeding ten needy people from the best
[food] that you feed your people (Q5:89).

Muzdalifa and the pilgrimage

In his discussion of Q100:1, al-Tabart reports that after ‘Al1 b. Ab1 Talib
told Abdallah b. Abbas: al- ‘adiyati dabha [refers to their going] from ‘Arafa
to Muzdalifa to Mina, he “stopped saying [that al- ‘adiyati dabha refers to
horses] and went back to that which ‘Al1, may God be pleased with him,
said”. Al-TabarT then cites several authorities who said that the word refers
to camels.

The reference to camels is repeated in al-Tabari’s commentary on
Q100:2. In his commentary on +66:3; al-TabarT states: Others said, “This
is a reference to camels when they take their riders from the gathering
(jam*) on the day of the sacrifice to Mina”. About Q100:4 Ibn ‘Abbas is
reported to have said that ‘Al told him that al- ‘adiyati dabha [refers to
their going] from ‘Arafa to Muzdalifa and from Muzdalifa to Mina.
Again, in Q100:5 al-TabarT reports: “others said that the verse refers to
Muzdalifa”.

This recurring reference to camels, ‘Arafa, Muzdalifa, Mina, and jam *
suggests that the gathering mentioned in Q10:5 is a religious gathering or a
gathering of pilgrims or worshipers. Ibn Manziir points out that jam ‘ is a
name given to Muzdalifa because it was the meeting place of Adam and Eve
after leaving Paradise.”

Consequently, Q100:5 may be understood as follows: They (f.) gave or
privileged with it the gathering of worshippers (or pilgrims).
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Qadha: a spark or a flame?

Like dabha, naq ‘a and kaniid, qadha is a hapax legomenon in the Qur’an. It
is generally understood to mean ‘to strike a fire’ or ‘to make a spark’.>
Based on an examination of Biblical Hebrew and Syriac cognates, I would
like to suggest a slightly different meaning that fits well with the recon-
structed version of the sira. In Biblical Hebrew the root g-d-h has the fol-
lowing meanings: 1) to be kindled, to glow, 2) feverish heat, 3) glowing
precious stone, ruby, 4) to bore.’' In Syriac the same root has the following
meanings: 1) to tear one’s hair, 2) to shave the head as a sign of grief, 3) to
catch fire, blaze up (metaphorically, to rekindle, revive), 4) to set light, kin-
dle, 5) to bore, pierce, 6) to make a cut when grafting, 7) to use a flint to
strike a fire, 8) a perforation, incision, cut, 9) removal of a cataract from the
eye, 10) a suture of the skull, 11) crying, wailing, 12) germination, 13) black
pocks under the skin, 14) a receiver, mattrass.*>

Based on these meanings, fire, flame or light is particularly appropriate:
women who go out in the morning to do a good deed for a gathering are
more likely to offer a flame or a (metaphorical) light to that gathering, than
sparks made by their feet.

Inna or anna?

There is good reason to believe that the particle inna of Q100:11 should be
read anna. In this position inna means ‘truly’ or ‘indeed’, but anna means
‘that’. Compare the two versions of vv. 9—11, the first the standard version
with inna and the second an alternative version with anna:

With inna (truly)

Does he not know when what is in the graves was scattered (9), and what
is in the breasts was obtained (10), truly (inna), their lord on that day
is knowledgeable about them (11).

With anna (that)

Does he not know when what is in the graves was scattered (9), and what
is in the breasts was obtained (10), that (anna) their lord on that day
is knowledgeable about them (11).

This alternative reading with anna is attributed to Ibn Mas‘ad, Abi al-

Sammal and al-Hajjaj.>* It will consequently be chosen for the proposed
reconstruction below.
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Putting it all together

According to the above discussion, here is the proposed reconstruction of
Q100:*

1 Those [women] who go out wa-I-ghadiyati subha ala clalall
in the morning,

2 And who light a flame (or  fa-l-miiriyati gadhd a8 iy ) galld

fire, light)

[addition] )

4 By which they (f) chose to  fa-@tarne bi-hi naf*a Ladi 4y G,
do a good deed

5 And with which they fa-wasatna bi-hi jam ‘a laan 43 (s 8
favored the gathering [of
pilgrims, worshippers],

W

6 Truly man honors (or is Zinna l-insana li-rabbihi 38 43 Ly &)
honored by) his Lord, la-kabud )
7 And truly he is a witness to  wa-innahii ‘ald dhalika Bl @y e 4d)
that, la-shahid )
8 And truly he is strong in his  wa-innahi li-hubbi [- wall Hall Galag)
love of good deeds, khayri la-shadid )
9 Does he not know when the a-fa-la ya ‘lamu idha Lo i 13 (4’-' L]
contents of the graves are bu ‘thira ma fi l-qubir sall g_é
scattered,
10 And the secrets of the hearts wa-hussila ma fi spsuditr Sl Jian
are made known, Dsuall )
11 That on that day their Lord  anna rabbahum bi-him 4—“};‘ e e@—D &
will be knowledgeable of yawma idhin la-khabir 2
them?
Conclusion

In this chapter I have proposed a rereading of Q100 that involves re-dotting
four letters and changing the shapes of iamza in two instances, as follows:
in v. 1 &bolelly (wa-l-‘adivat) — <Laall g (wa-I-ghadiyat) and s
(dabhd) — \sua (subha); in v. 4 o & (fa-atharna) — ¢y 6 (fa-atharna)
and =8 (naq ‘@) — \adi (nafd@); in v. 6 3 ¢S (kaniid) — 2 58 (kabid); and in
v. 11 o) (inna) — Qi (anna).

I have also proposed that v. 3 was not part of an original text but an
interpolation. The reconstructed version, which I believe was the origi-
nal version of the sira, forms a narrative that is more coherent and
sounder semantically and syntactically than the traditional version.
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Whereas the first half of the sira in this traditional version portrays
horses charging into battle or camels carrying pilgrims and the second
half makes a statement about man’s ingratitude and greed, the first half
of the reconstructed version describes women performing acts of piety
and the second half makes a statement that man is honored by his Lord
and loves to do good.

Evidence for this reconstruction was provided from the sira itself, from
other parts of the Qur’an, and from a comparison with cognates in Hebrew
and Syriac.
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CONCLUSIONS

Which came first, the written text or the
oral recitation?

In his long introduction to kitab al-sab‘a fi al-qira’at by Ibn Mujahid,
Shawqi Dayf provides a detailed account of the early history of the Qur’an,
which reflects the standard Muslim view of that history. He stresses that the
recitation of the Qur’an always depended on oral transmission. He writes:

Although the Qur’an was recorded in ‘Uthman’s mushaf, its recitation
was never based on the written mushaf but rather on the sound chain
of transmission going back to the time of the Prophet. The basis (al-
asas) has always been the narration from the Prophet, whose Com-
panions received the revelation from him orally. Subsequently, their
followers received it from them, and that continued through a chain of
transmission from one generation to the next.!

Dayf continues:

It is known that the writing of the ‘Uthman mushaf does not include
points and diacritics, which makes possible all the readings transmit-
ted from the Prophet. It occurred to some orientalists and discreditors
(al-mustashrigin wa al- ta ‘inin) of the Qur’an that these readings are
the result of the nature of the rasm of the ‘Uthmanic mushaf- . . . So
when some readers read fa-tabayyanii or fa-tathabbatii in Q4:94. . .
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that is not a matter of individual judgment (ijtihad) in reading the
‘Uthmanic mushaf but a reading transmitted by a successive chain of
transmission (tawatur) from the Prophet. This means that these read-
ings are older than the rasm and do not depend on it or have a connec-
tion with it.2

Dayf’s assertion that the reading of words such as fa-tabayyanii or fa-
tathabbatii was transmitted by a successive chain of transmission (fawatur)
from the Prophet cannot in fact be maintained. Upon careful examination of
the hundreds of forms listed by Ibn Mujahid as instances of variation among
the seven canonical readers, one can only conclude that these readers were
reading the same written form or rasm. Their readings differed in the way
dots and vowel signs were assigned to it. The pronunciation of pairs of
words like fa-tabayyani/ fa-tathabbati (Q4:94), ya ‘malin/ta ‘maliin
(Q2:74, 85, 144), kabir/kathir (Q2:219), nanshuruha/nunshizuha (Q2:259),
and many others where variation is clearly the result of a dotting or vowel-
ing scheme cannot be the result of dialectal differences or the replacement
of one word by a synonym. Why would fa-tathabbatii alternate only with
fa-tabayyanii, with the same number of “hooks” but different letters, and
not with fa-tayaqqanii, with the same meaning but a different rasm? Why
would hundreds of words differ in the placement of the dots over or under
the same letters, resulting in a pronunciation that changes the subject pro-
noun only from “they” to “you, pl.”, or from “he” to “we”, as in ya ‘maliin
“they do” to ta ‘malin “you, pl. m., do” (Q2:74)3 or wa-yu ‘allimuhu “and he
teaches him” to wa-nu ‘allimuhu “and we teach him” (Q3:48),* but not from
ya ‘malin “they do” to na‘mal “we do” or from wa-nu ‘allimuhu to wa-
tu ‘allimianahu “and you, pl., teach him”?

I would like to argue that, faced with a written text with no oral tradition
to support it, different readers came up with different dotting and voweling
schemes and thus different readings.

As Noldeke notes, “[a] number of facts suggest that the oral distribution
of the Koran during the early period was followed by a period when the
study of the written text prevailed ... a vast number of variant readings
developed that interpret identical consonantal forms in different ways . . .”
Elaborating on the same point, he adds:

There is a whole group of variant readings in which the origin from
the consonantal text is made still more likely. . . . The half century
that separates Hasan al-Basii’s (d. 110/728) prime of life from
‘Uthman’s recension (approximately 32/652) is likely to have been

15031-2478e-2pass-r0l.indd 79 @ 3/7/2019 5:47:36 PM



80 Conclusions

the period when the bulk of variant readings were created on the basis
of the written text.

The evidence presented in the previous chapters suggests that the written
text preceded its oral recitation. Otherwise, how can one explain the differ-
ent readings of /i-ilaf and ilafihim (see Chapter 2)? If an oral reading tradi-
tion had preceded the written text, such variation would have been
impossible.

Additional evidence in support of the view that a written text was the
source from which the Qur’anic word emerged is madh’iam® (see Chap-
ter 1). As demonstrated, the word, which became part of the Qur’anic
vocabulary, was an invention created after the erasure of the letter mim from
the word madhmiim®".

Arguing for a misreading of two Syriac words [pirgana and pigdanal
on which the Qur’anic word furqan is based, Donner writes:

The implication [of the derivation of the word furqgan from two Syriac

sources] is that some passages of the Qur’an text must have been

transmitted, at some point, only in written form without the benefit of

a secure tradition of oral recitation, otherwise, the misreading of Syr- @
iac pilqdana as furgan could not have occurred.

A similar conclusion is reached by Luxenberg, who states:

The findings of this first study, however, force one to conclude that
the previous thesis of a reliable oral transmission of the text of the
Koran stemmed from a mere legend.

According to the examples presented here, if the Arab philologists
and commentators have misread genuinely Arabic expressions, the
only possible conclusion regarding the oral transmission of the Koran
is obvious. If such a tradition existed at all, it must be assumed that it
was interrupted fairly early on.”

In his Kitab al-Masahif al-SijistanT writes:

‘Abdullah and ‘Isa b. ‘Uthman b. ‘Isa said, my uncle Yahya b. ‘Isa,
from al-A‘mash, from Thabit b. ‘Ubayd, from Zayd b. Thabit. He
said, the Prophet (peace be upon him) said, I receive books that I do
not want everyone to read. Can you learn Hebrew script? Or he said:
Syriac. I said: Yes. So I learned it in seventeen days.®

15031-2478e-2pass-r0l.indd 80 @ 3/7/2019 5:47:36 PM



Conclusions 81

If we consider the fact that ‘Uthman put Zayd b. Thabit in charge of produc-
ing the authoritative copy of the Qur’an, it follows that some parts of the
Qur’an were read before they were recited.

Innocent mistakes or deliberate manipulation?

In Chapter 2 I demonstrated that the Qur’an commentators had trouble pro-
viding a clear definition of the word i/af. They speculated on its meaning on
the basis of the context and the meanings of its root. In such an instance,
there is no reason to suspect that they deliberately misunderstood the word
or tried to provide an interpretation to serve a certain agenda.

However, there is evidence of advocating a certain reading of a word or
a phrase or even changing parts of the consonantal skeleton to produce a
new reading. For example, in the discussion of fi kabad and al-najdayn of
Q90 (see Chapter 3) we saw how al-Tabari favored the meanings ‘in suffer-
ing’ and ‘the path of good and the path of evil’ over the old meanings
‘upright’ and ‘the two breasts’, respectively. In his commentary on al-
najdayn (Q90:8) al-TabarT repeats the phrase laysa bi I-thadyayn (they are
not the two breasts) twice as a way of promoting the alternative meaning
sabil al-khayr wa I-sharr (the path of good and evil) and to disqualify what
is likely to have been the original meaning.

The case of kalala

As was pointed out in Chapter 1, in his study of the word kalala (Q4:12,
176), Powers reached the conclusion that the old Semitic word kalla
“daughter-in-law” was changed to kalalat** with the meaning ‘the state of
having no children, no parents, and no heirs from the father’s side’.” Using
paleographic evidence from BNF 328a, he demonstrates how the change
took place.'® Here is the relevant part of Q4:12, which shows the change.
Note also the change from #a#d to #e## in the same verse.

vjh.sjlsj[d:;,:g[
EY 4 A.,;" &iﬁfy‘”

7 M 4

Using modern Arabic script, the text above would be represented as fol-
lows, first reproducing the text without dots and vowel signs, and then as it
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appears in standard copies of the Qur’an. The words in which a change was
made, i.e. kalla to kalala and #ehé to fehwy both in the second line, are writ-
ten in bold face.

}Jd;J_ﬂS_a\}_qu\L@qq}m}.amj 1
A\J\C\Mjc\f\j‘uﬂs_u 2
SIS 0 i Lagan 3, KL 3

SO 085 0 S g sandia) ]
EAT 5 H Ay dn Jabkd, 2

we it

S8R Gl e aaly (KB 3

At some point a well-formed syntactic unit existed that consisted of two
nouns conjoined by aw ‘or’: kalla aw imra’a ‘a daughter-in-law or a wife’.
Then kalla was changed to kalala and assigned the new meaning mentioned
above. In order to separate the new word kalala from imra’a and to force
the desired meaning on the phrase, the grammarians/interpreters assigned
them two different cases: the accusative in kalala and the nominative in
imra’a. Such case assignment where two adjacent nouns separated only by
aw are assigned two different cases is alien to the Qur’an.

The change from *kalla to kalala and #ehé to ehy can be viewed as a
deliberate manipulation of the Qur’anic text with the goal of substituting an
original meaning by a new one, which favors a certain social group. The
change from *kalla and #e#héy which have a feminine reference, to kalala
and lahu, with a male reference, has the result of favoring males over
females. This may be significant, as @42 deals with inheritance laws.

The deliberate avoidance of associating women with the active partici-
ples in the opening verses of Q37, Q51, Q77, Q79, and Q100 in the tradi-
tional understanding of the Qur’an constitutes, in my view, a “conspiracy of
silence” whose goal is to sever the association of women with positive reli-
gious functions and to prevent them from being presented in a favorable
religious light."

Madh’timer

In Chapter 1 I argued that the word madhmim® was somehow corrupted.
Instead of recognizing the corruption of madhmium®, a new word was
invented, complete with a root, a conjugated verb with a definition, a shahid
(a poetic verse) by Aws b. Hajar, and a hadith attributed to ‘A’isha in which
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she insults the Jews.'? The root dh-"-m, the verb dha ‘amalyadh’amu, and the
masdar (verbal noun) dha 'm*" are undoubtedly all fabrications.

Additions and different types of language

I argued in Chapters 3 and 5 that Q90:5-7, 17-20, Q95:5-6 and Q100:3
were interpolations to already existing texts.

The idea of additions and different times of composition is not alien to
the Qur’an. For example, Q2:281 is considered a Makkan verse that was
revealed shortly before the Prophet’s death in Makka, while the rest of the
sira is considered Medinan. There are many Makkan siiras with Medinan
elements and Medinan siiras with Makkan elements. This implies different
times of composition or that a verse was added to an already existing text,
as suggested by Bell, who assumes that many verses were added to existing
texts.!* With regard to Q95:6, he writes: “Verse 6 is longer than the others,
and does not fit in very well; it is a later addition . . .4

Liiling lays out what he believes to be three distinct stages during which
the Qur’anic text was edited, without giving specific dates."

[The first stage represents] the text of a pre-Islamic Christian strophic
hymnody hidden in the ground layer (rasm without diacritical points
and without strokes to indicate the vowels). . . . Second and histori-
cally later, there is a layer of the texts of the willful new Islamic
interpretation pressed on the ground layer of the erstwhile Christian
strophic texts. ... We shall call them henceforth “second sense
Koranic texts”. . . . Third, and historically contemporary to this sec-
ond layer, the texts which are ... pure Islamic texts. .. texts the
ground layer (rasm) of which have been written directly and solely
for the expression of the revelations to the Prophet Muhammad. . . .
We shall call them henceforth “single sense Koranic texts”. ...
These Islamic texts without an erstwhile Christian sense in the
ground layer make up approximately about two-thirds of the whole
Koran text. . .

In the discussion of Q90 I showed how verses 1-4 and 8—16 form a coherent
text that is well written, has a clear message and a strophic structure. The
same is true of Q100, if v. 3 is removed, and of Q95 if vv. 5—6 are removed.
The additions disrupt a coherent text in order to introduce or reinforce a new
interpretation generally focusing on portraying man in a negative light or
emphasizing the threat of punishment.
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The different layers of text suggest two or more periods that are suffi-
ciently distant, temporally, to show distinct linguistic features. The first
layer, of a historically earlier period, includes words and expressions that
may not have been familiar to the interpreters and editors, e.g. ilaf (ship),
qadha (flame or fire), kabiid (respectful, honored or honoring), and kalla
(daughter-in-law). It may be the type of text that the opponents of the
Prophet referred to as asatiru I-awwalin (tales of the ancients), a phrase that
occurs nine times in the Qur’an, clearly a recurrent claim.

Why is there so much tafsir but so little
understanding of the Qur’an?

In my examination of Q100 (Chapter 5) I asked why eleven verses, con-
taining thirty-three different words should require so much interpretation,
with conflicting views and no satisfactory answers to some key issues.
There are several possible answers to this question. One is lack of knowl-
edge or familiarity with the material in question. As noted, Crone con-
cluded that “the exegetes had no better knowledge [of what Q106 meant]
than we have today”.'® The amount of interpretation and discordant and
conflicting views concerning certain key elements of the siras discussed
in this book are a clear testament to the correctness of Crone’s conclusion.
It is only natural that when the commentators did not know the meaning
of a word, they speculated about what it might mean, often with different
results.

Storytelling and pious fraud

Crone describes Qur’an exegetes as storytellers, who made up their stories
“in complete disregard. .. [of] the original meaning of the Qur’an and
history™.!”

Qur’an commentaries have many such “pious” stories. And it is easy to
see how they develop and multiply. I was a witness to the development of
many such stories. I will give one as an example.

I once attended a Friday sermon at a school mosque. The attendees were
mostly school boys of all levels — elementary, middle, and high school, as
well as their male teachers. The imam was an eloquent young man who had
earned a B.A. in Shari‘a and Arabic from a highly respected university in
the Arab world. During his sermon he told a story, no doubt for the benefit
of the students, about the importance of honesty and telling the truth. It was
the well-known story of “The Boy Who Cried Wolf”. He told the audience
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that there was a boy who tended a flock of sheep. A boy like you. One day,
wanting to have some fun, he decided to play a trick on the people of his
village. He started crying: Wolf! Wolf! Come help me, a wolf is attacking
the sheep. The villagers ran, and when they reached the boy, he started
laughing and told them that it was a joke. Well, the next day, a real wolf
came and attacked the sheep. The boy called out at the top of his voice,
Wolf! Wolf! Help! Help! But no one came to help him because the villagers
thought that it was a joke, as the day before. Well, the wolf ate not one
sheep, not two sheep, but the whole flock, and he ate the boy too. So
boys, . . .

Some of the students may have heard the story before; others probably
were hearing it for the first time. Some of the teachers might have heard the
story and knew a milder version of it, but none of them tried to stop the
imam and correct him. The imam’s intentions were unquestionably noble:
one should not tell lies to deceive people.

One can easily see how an imam who believes in the rewards of heaven
and the torments of hell might be tempted to exaggerate the rewards of the
one and the torments of the other for the benefit of his audience, without
feeling guilty of exaggeration. He is convinced that by doing so he is saving
the souls of his audience. The truth value of the narrative or its accuracy is
irrelevant. Hence, the seventy stages of Hell (sab ‘in daraja fi jahannam)'®
and the pulling of the souls violently and drowning them and throwing them
in the fire of Hell."”

Noldeke claims that “Muslims of the second century admit to the exist-
ence and justification of false hadiths, and that it was legitimate for the
moral benefit of the people and the advancement of piety to fabricate and
circulate sayings of the Prophet”.?

The creation of new words with new meanings and the assignment of
new meanings to existing words are two reasons for the lengthy narratives
in the zafsir literature. Changing *kalla to kalala and wa-tehé to wa-tehy
forced al-TabarT to write over 2400 words in an attempt to explain the seven
words: wa-'in kana rajul* yirathu kalalat™ aw imra’at* (Q4:12).

Another reason is the attempt to convince the reader of the validity of a
certain case assignment to justify a new reading of a certain word to replace
an older, more straightforward one. For example, al-Tabari wrote 4314
words to convince the reader that in Q5:6 instead of arjulikim (with the
genitive case) he should read arjulakum (with the accusative case). This
was necessary to separate arjulakum from the immediately preceding word
ru usikum, with which it is conjoined by wa ‘and’, and join it with aydiya-
kum in a preceding phrase.
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As an example of an attempt to assign a new meaning to an existing
word, consider the long, “dizzying” interpretation of Q100:8 by al-Tabarf,
whose goal seems to be to make sure that the word khayr, discussed in
Chapter 5, is not understood as good, good deed or goodness, its ordinary
usage, but rather should be given a negative connotation, in order to fit with
the newly created word kaniid, which had been assigned a negative mean-
ing.?! Rather than accepting the obvious meaning of the word khayr, he had
to find ways to “sell” the new meaning to the reader, by suggesting, for
example, a different word order within the verse and a different order for
Q100:6-8. As Noldeke put it: “It is amazing how much spirit and sagacity
mankind occasionally displayed in the name of warding off the plain sense
of religious documents”.?

Lack of knowledge of certain words in the Qur’an, pious fraud, and the
creation of new words and the assignment of new meanings to existing ones
have contributed to the development of an “interpretation industry” in
which Qur’an interpreters and commentators let their imaginations run wild
and in which stories multiplied with the goal of producing a pious society
that is fearful of the torments of Hellfire and that understands the holy book,
or parts of it, and views it as these interpreters and storytellers desired.

From the point of view of the interpreters, one advantage of lengthy nar-
ratives is overwhelming and intimidating the potential reader or listener by
the amount of material he has to deal with, thus ensuring their privileged
status as the experts who have exclusive possession of the keys to this vast
knowledge. As Noldeke points out, . . . “al-TabarT and Abi Muhammad
‘Abdallah b. Hamid al-Isbahani would present all sorts of superfluous infor-
mation, intimidating potential critics by sheer overload”.?

Foreign borrowings, old Arabic, or a common
Semitic stock?

The Qur’an contains many words of non-Arabic origin. Some are easily
identified, such as sundus “fine silk” and istabraq “silk brocade”. According
to Jeffery, “Closer examination of the question [of foreign vocabulary in the
Qur’an] reveals even further and more detailed correspondences than those
which appear on the surface, and forces on one the conviction that not only
the greater part of the religious vocabulary, but also most of the cultural
vocabulary of the Qur’an is of non-Arabic origin”.**

The first generation of Muslim exegetes apparently were not uncomfort-
able with the fact that the Qur’an contained words of foreign origin;* it was
only later that the influence of other languages on the language of the Qur’an

15031-2478e-2pass-r0l.indd 86 @ 3/7/2019 5:47:38 PM



Conclusions 87

came to be viewed less favorably or even denied. So, according to Abl
‘Ubayda (d. 210/825), “The Qur’an was revealed in a clear Arabic tongue
and whoever claims that it contains anything but Arabic has committed a
grave sin” (nazala [- Qur’an bi-lisan™ ‘Arabiy™ munbin, fa-man za‘ama
anna fi-hi ghayr al-‘Arabiya fa-qad a ‘zama I-qawl).*

Al-Raghib al-Isfahani (d. 501/1108) goes to great lengths to dismiss any
foreign influence on the Qur’an. Writing about the well-known borrowing
sirat ‘path’ (from Latin strata), he states that “sirat is the road that is thought
to be easy. It originates from sarattu [-ta ‘ama wa-zaradtuhu, i.e. ‘I swal-
lowed the food, I swallowed it’. Some say that sirat is a metaphor, that the
one walking on it swallows it, or it swallows the one walking on it”. (a/-
sirat: al-tariq al-mustashal, asluhu min sarattu I-ta‘am wa-zaradtuhu,
ibtala ‘tuhu, fa-qila sirat tasawwur® annahu yabtali uhu salikuhu aw
yabtali ‘u salikahu).”’

Syriac accounts for the highest number of borrowings, followed by
Hebrew.?® In addition, borrowings from Greek, Persian, and Ethiopic are
also attested.

In his short article “The Buddha Comes to China”, Michael Schub argues
that the verb yuhbarin in Q30:15 is a loan word from Hebrew that came to
be treated as an Arabic verb. According to him, “Its [yuhbariin] coincidence
with the possibly indigenous Arabic root /4-b-r . . . and its similarity in form
and intended meaning to the two other Arabic roots [/-d-1, h-sh-r] catalyzed
its infiltration into the Arabic system”.?

The structural similarity and the shared history among Arabic, Hebrew,
Syriac, and Classical Ethiopic make it hard to determine whether a word or
a phrase is a borrowing from one into another or that it shares a history with
it. For example, consider the word gadha discussed in Chapter 5. Arabic
shares its root g-d-h with both Hebrew and Syriac. In all three languages the
root has several meanings. In both Hebrew and Syriac it has the meaning ‘to
kindle, be kindled, light a fire’, which is not found in Arabic lexicons. Had
this meaning existed at some point in the history of Arabic and was not
recognized when the Qur’an commentators wrote their commentaries? Or
did the word enter the language directly from Hebrew or Syriac? This is a
question that may be impossible to answer, but it is not the crucial one here,
as will be argued below.

Putting aside understandable cultural, nationalistic, and other motives
for denying foreign influence in one’s language, if knowledge of such influ-
ences can improve one’s understanding of an important text, such as one’s
holy book, then they should be welcome. Consider, for example, the word
burhan in Q12:24.
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wa-la-gad hammat bi-hi wa-hamma bi-ha law-la an ra’a burhana rabbiht
ka-dhalika li-nasrifa ‘anhu [-si’a wa-I-fahsha’a innahi min ‘ibadina
I-mukhlasin (Certainly she was obsessed with him, and he would have been
obsessed with her, if (it had) not (been) that he saw a proof of his Lord. (It
happened) in this way in order that We might turn evil and immorality away
from him. Surely he was one of Our devoted servants).*

This verse is part of the story of Joseph, who was tempted by his master’s
wife. The word burhan occurs seven times in the Qur’an and is generally
glossed as ‘proof” or ‘evidence’. While in other occurrences the word may
mean ‘proof” or ‘evidence’, in Q12:24 a meaning based on Classical Ethi-
opic seems to fit better. Citing Noldeke’s Neue Beitrdge, Jeftery suggests
that this instance of burhan is related to Ethiopic berhan, “a common Abys-
sinian word, being found in Ambharic, Tigre, and Tigrinia, meaning ‘light’,
‘illumination’. It seems to have this original sense in 43+74 and +2:24, and
the sense of proof or demonstration is easily derived from this”.3!

One’s position on the history of foreign vocabulary in the Qur’an cer-
tainly depends on the type of investigation undertaken. For our purposes,
however, the issue of whether words like ilaf, gadha, and burhan are old
Arabic words that are shared with one or more Semitic languages, or
whether they are borrowings from these languages is irrelevant. What is
relevant and significant is that they help us gain a better understanding of
the Qur’anic text and its message.

Just as one must be cautious about attributing foreign origins to certain
Qur’anic vocabulary, one must be equally cautious about accepting evi-
dence from ancient Arabic poetry to shed light on the meanings and usage
of words in the Qur’an. As noted in the discussion of madh am (Chapter 1),
Ibn Manziir cites a poetic verse (shahid, pl. shawahid) by Aws b. Hajar
using the previously non-existent verb dha ‘ama. Such a citation makes one
suspicious of these shawahid.

Serious doubt has been cast on the authenticity of pre-Islamic and early
Islamic poetry. For example, in his fi [-Shi‘r al-Jahili (On pre-Islamic
Poetry), the Egyptian scholar and literary figure, Taha Husayn (d. 1973)
argues that most pre-Islamic poetry is not pre-Islamic at all but was created
in the 2nd and 3rd century AH and attributed to the pre-Islamic era. He
writes:

Another type of investigation that I believe is more indicative and
more convincing than previous investigations is technical and linguis-
tic. This investigation will lead us to [the conclusion] that this poetry,
which is attributed to Imru’ [-Qays or to al-A‘sha, or to other
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pre-Islamic poets, cannot possibly from the linguistic and technical
perspective be their poetry or that it had been recited and had spread
before the appearance of the Qur’an. This investigation will lead us to
an unexpected conclusion, namely, that this poetry should not be used
as evidence for the interpretation of the Qur’an and hadith. Rather,
the Qur’an and hadith should be used to interpret this poetry. . . . This
poetry does not prove anything or show anything and should not be
used as it has been in [interpreting] the Qur’an and hadith. It was
invented so that the scholars might use it as evidence to prove what
they wanted to prove.*

On the legitimacy of alternative interpretations

My reconstruction of Q90, Q100 and Q106, and the partial reconstruction of
Q79 and Q95 undertaken in this book may seem random or speculative. Cer-
tainly, alternative reconstructions are possible. It is also possible that the
exact formulation of the reconstructed texts may never be known in their
original form. However, these reconstructions are no more random or specu-
lative than the traditional interpretations, as we saw above. Considering “the
bewildering variety of meanings” proposed for the word 7/af in Q106, the
level of uncertainty about the reference of the active participles in Q79, the
lexical and syntactic problems in Q100, and the fact that the defective script
caused misreadings of elements in the Qur’an, a rereading based on the
available linguistic material is neither illegitimate nor far-fetched. Modern
students of the Qur’an have as much right to investigate it and offer interpre-
tations as the classical exegetes, who were often at a loss at what the text
meant or were forced to speculate about what the meaning might be. In my
judgment, there is no reason to exclude the reference to women in the active
participles of Q79 and Q100 while a reference to angels, death, stars, bows,
the soul, lassos, antelopes, ships, horses and camels is contemplated.

As traditionally understood, these siiras are highly problematic, and the
countless interpretations and lengthy commentaries that have been written
about them have failed to address their basic problems. In the absence of a
convincing explanation, I believe that the account given here brings us closer
to an understanding of the structure, meaning, and character of these siras.

The real question is not the legitimacy of such reconstructions, but rather
their logic, coherence, and meaningfulness, while taking into consideration
the circumstances in which the Qur’anic text emerged. It is clear that the
traditional exegetes did not understand the verses discussed here. This fail-
ure is a strong argument in favor of a new way of thinking.
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Reconstructed Verses

(Q79: Vv. 1-5) o-) aile jull/cle jull
I yal ) aalld G cilaldls Lo cilaibad) s Uns cldauddll s e e 3l

wa-l-bazighati ‘urfa. wa-I-basitati basta. wa-I-sabihati sabha. fa-lI-sabigati
sabqa. fa-I-mudabbirati amra.

By those (women) who shine through good works. And those who give
generously. And those who glorify (God). And those who surpass others (in
doing good). And those who speak the Word (of God).

(Q90) L

(e Al Jani ol 0S8 L) LA a8 alg Lag all g5 ALl 13 O Cif 5 AL 130 andY
oo b flak) ol 485 8 Al Lo ol ol Loy Aal) aaii) DU il alipan 5 oy 5 ULl
A i 13 Susa 5f A e 13 Ty s (3

la-ugsimu bi-hadha l-balad. wa-anta hill*" bi-hadha I-balad. wa-walid™ wa
ma walad. la-qad khalagna l-insana fi kabad. a-lam naj‘al lahu ‘aynayn.
wa-lisanan wa-shafatayn. wa-hadaynahu Il-najdayn. a-fa-la qtahama I-
‘aqaba. wa-ma adraka ma l-‘aqaba. fakku raqaba. aw it ‘am* fi yawm™ dht
masghaba. yatim™ dha maqraba. aw miskin® dha matraba.

I truly swear by this land! And you are a rightful dweller in this land. And
by the begetter and what he begat. Truly We have created man in a unique
form. Have We not made two eyes for him? And a tongue, and two lips?
And guided him to [his mother’s] breasts? Should he not take the path to
salvation? And who taught you what the path to salvation is? The freeing of

15031-2478e-2pass-r0l.indd 91 @ 3/7/2019 5:47:39 PM



92 Appendix

a slave. Or the giving of food on a day of hunger. (To) an orphan close to
you. Or a poor person in need.

(Q95) Ll
Lab g5 (e 8 i) Gl 81 ) Al 305 i sy o5 305 0l
Sl Sl ) Gl el 2ey L3S

wa-Il-tini wa-Il-zaytiin. wa-tiri sinin. wa-hadha I-baladi l-amin. la-qad
khalagna l-insana fi ahsani tagwim. fa-md yukadhdhibuka ba ‘du bi-d-din.
a-laysa llahu bi-"ahkami I-hakimin

By the fig and the olive. And Mount Sinai. And this secure land. We cer-
tainly created man in the best form. Why then would you doubt the religion?
Is God not the most just of judges?

(Q100) baall/calall

Aol Gl () laas 4 Glas s Ladiag G 8 el iy ) galld Laala Ll
Glodlany aill Gl Jind 13 aley 2 203) Hall Calal)y nedl elld e 43l
owal Y g ags gty Ol L saall

wa-l-ghadiyati subha. fa-I-miriyati gadhd. fa-atarna bi-hi naf"a. fa-wasatna
bi-hi jam'‘a. inna l-insana li-rabbihi la-kabid. wa-innahii ‘ala dhalika
la-shahid. wa-innahii li-hubbi - khayri la-shadid. a-fa-la ya‘lamu idhd
bu ‘thira ma fi I-qubir. wa-hussila ma fi l-sudir. anna rabbahum bi-him
yawmaidhin la-khabir.

Those [women] who go out in the morning. And light a flame. By which
they chose to do a good deed. And with which they favored the congrega-
tion. Truly man is honored by his Lord. And truly he is a witness to that.
And truly he is strong in his love of good deeds. Does he not know that
when the contents of the graves are scattered? And the secrets of the hearts
are made known? That on that day their Lord will be knowledgeable of

them?
(Q106) i A
LA e pglal g

li-tlafi Quraysh. allafahum rihlata [-shita’i wa-I-sayf. fa-lI-ya ‘budii rabba
hadhd I-bayt. alladhi at ‘amahum min jii ‘in wa-amanahum min khawf.

Wonder at the ships of Quraysh! He made them familiar with the winter and
summer journey. Therefore, let them worship the Lord of this House. Who
fed them against hunger and secured them from fear.
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