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GENERAL EDITOR'S PREFACE 

Since the days oflgnaz Goldziher (1850-1921), generally regarded as the 
founder of Islamic studies as a field of modern scholarship, the formative 
period in Islamic history has remained a prominent theme for research. 
In Goldziher's time it was possible for scholars to work with the whole of 
the field and practically all of its available sources, but more recently the 
increasing sophistication of scholarly methodologies, a broad diversifica-
tion in research interests, and a phenomenal burgeoning of the catalogued 
and published source material available for study have combined to 
generate an increasing "compartmentalisation" of research into very spe-
cific areas, each with its own interests, priorities, agendas, methodologies, 
and controversies. While this has undoubtedly led to a deepening and 
broadening of our understanding in all of these areas, and hence is to be 
welcomed, it has also tended to isolate scholarship in one subject from 
research in other areas, and even more so from colleagues outside of 
Arab-Islamic studies, not to mention students and others seeking to 
familiarise themselves with a particular topic for the first time. 

The Formation of the Classical Islamic World is a reference series 
that seeks to address this problem by making available a critical selec-
tion of the published research that has served to stimulate and define 
the way modern scholarship has come to understand the formative pe-
riod of Islamic history, for these purposes taken to mean approximately 
AD 600-950. Each of the volumes in the series is edited by an expert on 
its subject, who has chosen a number of studies that taken together serve 
as a cogent introduction to the state of current knowledge on the topic, 
the issues and problems particular to it, and the range of scholarly 
opinion informing it. Articles originally published in languages other 
than English have been translated, and editors have provided critical 
introductions and select bibliographies for further reading. 

A variety of criteria, varying by topic and in accordance with the 
judgements of the editors, have determined the contents of these vol-
umes. In some cases an article has been included because it represents 
the best of current scholarship, the "cutting edge" work from which 
future research seems most likely to profit. Other articles-certainly no 
less valuable contributions-have been taken up for the skillful way in 
which they synthesise the state of scholarly knowledge. Yet others are 
older studies that-if in some ways now superseded-nevertheless merit 
attention for their illustration of thinking or conclusions that have long 
been important, or for the decisive stimulus they have provided to schol-
arly discussion. Some volumes cover themes that have emerged fairly 



X ----- GENERALEDITOR'SPREFACE -------

recently, and here it has been necessary to include articles from outside 
the period covered by the series, as illustrations of paradigms and meth-
odologies that may prove useful as research develops. 

In the present state of the field of early Arab-Islamic studies, in 
which it is routine for heated controversy to rage over what scholars a 
generation ago would have regarded as matters of simple fact, it is 
clearly essential for a series such as this to convey some sense of the 
richness and variety the approaches and perspectives represented in the 
available literature. An effort has thus been made to gain broad interna-
tional participation in editorial capacities, and to secure the collaboration 
of colleagues representing differing points of view. Throughout the se-
ries, however, the range of possible options for inclusion has been very 
large, and it is of course impossible to accommodate all of the outstand-
ing research that has served to advance a particular subject. A 
representative selection of such work does, however, appear in the bibli-
ography compiled by the editor of each volume at the end of the 
introduction. 

The interests and priorities of the editors, and indeed, of the General 
Editor, will doubtless be evident throughout. Hopefully, however, the 
various volumes will be found to achieve well-rounded and representa-
tive syntheses useful not as the definitive word on their subjects-if, in 
fact, one can speak of such a thing in the present state of research-but 
as introductions comprising well-considered points of departure for more 
detailed inquiry. 

A series pursued on this scale is only feasible with the good will and 
cooperation of colleagues in many areas of expertise. The General Editor 
would like to express his gratitude to the volume editors for the invest-
ment of their time and talents in an age when work of this kind is grossly 
undervalued, to the translators who have taken such care with the arti-
cles entrusted to them, and to Dr John Smedley and his staff at Ashgate 
for their support, assistance and guidance throughout. 

Lawrence I. Conrad 



INTRODUCTION 
The Qur'an: Style and Contents 

Andrew Rippin 

THE EuROPEAN WORLD has been fascinated with the Qur'an since at least 
the twelfth century AD, when the first translation of the scripture into Latin 
was written by Robert of Ketton.1 That translation was motivated by a 
plain polemical spirit: it was to allow arguments to be constructed which 
would counter Muslim accusations of the deficiencies of the Bible and to 
facilitate missionary activity. It is in relation to this heritage that much 
subsequent scholarship on the Qur'an-and the Muslim reaction to it-must 
be understood. As well, it needs to be recognized that the European study 
of the Qur'an, at least in some senses, was an outgrowth of studies internal 
to the Muslim world. European scholars worked within the assumptions of 
historical context, textual formation and progressive revelation with which 
Muslims had explored the Qur'an, even if they did so without the theological 
perspective of the Islamic faith itself. It may therefore be suggested that the 
early history of the discipline of Qur'anic studies is the result of the interplay 
of those two dimensions-the Muslim presuppositions and the Christian 
polemical approach. Only in the latter part of the twentieth century have 
these aspects been fully brought into question. 

The Sources of the Qur'an 

Approaching the Qur'an with modern scholarly aspirations2 for the first time 
is a task generally credited3 to Abraham Geiger (d. 1874), most famous as 
the founder and leader of the German Jewish Reform movement. Writing 
in Latin, Geiger submitted a contest entry to the University of Bonn in 
1832 which was published in German under the title Was hat Mohammed 
aus dem Judenthume aufgenommen? in 1833.4 Geiger's approach marks 

1See Hartmut Bobzin, "Latin Translations of the Koran: a Short Overview", Der Islam 
70 (1993), 193-206. 

2By this I mean the critical dispassionate (i.e. non-polemical) search for knowledge, un-
constrained by ecclesiastical institutional priorities. Obviously, this is not uncontentious. 
For example, see Hava Lazarus-Yafeh, Intertwined Worlds: Medieval Islam and Bible Crit-
icism (Princeton, 1992), who argues that medieval Jewish (especially Ibn Ezra) Biblical 
studies-a field much indebted to Islamic scriptural studies-are the intellectual precursor 
of Spinoza and all subsequent scholarship. See my review in BSOAS 56 (1993), 363-64. 

3 See, e.g., T. Noldeke/F. Schwally, Geschichte des Qorans, II (Leipzig, 1919), 208. 
4English translation by F.M. Young, Judaism and Islam (Madras, 1898). 
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the beginning of the European (and subsequently Euro-American) scholarly 
quest for traceable sources of the Qur'an within Judaism and, to a lesser 
extent, Christianity. His study is distinct from virtually all that preceded it 
in that, perhaps most significantly, he was willing to accept MuJ:tammad as 
sincere in his religious mission rather than as an "impostor", as the polem-
ical works of earlier times had generally portrayed him. But Geiger's study 
was also motivated by what could be considered the underlying thrust of 
post-Enlightenment work in general: curiosity, to which no particular value 
was added over and above the desire to know the previously unknown. It 
would be a mistake, on the other hand, to feel that Geiger's work simply 
"appears", as it were, without any sense of precedent, for a history of schol-
arship leads up to this point;5 the work of Lodovico Marracci in 16986 and 
George Sale in 17347 can hardly be overlooked. However, the subsequent 
scholarly community has always treated Geiger's work as seminal in the his-
tory of the discipline (as the continued reprinting of its English translation 
confirms). 

Geiger's 1833 study, then, wished to contextualize MuJ:tammad, but, 
from the perspective of the way in which Qur'anic studies have developed 
in the intervening century and a half, it is notable that he did not em-
phasize the movement of history in the development of Qur'anic themes. 
As an example, note should be taken of his appendix, "Statements in the 
Qur'an hostile to Judaism", which, while positing a historical transition and 
a new strategy on the part of MuJ:tammad after the change of the qibla from 
Jerusalem to Mecca, still speaks of this in terms of simple comparisons and 
does not tie any of the cited examples to a specific historical context (e.g. the 
"break" with the Jews as later historians have put it). The fact of Jewish 
parallels was sufficient as an explanatory device for Geiger to contextualize 
his interpretation within a generally ahistorical framework. 

It is important to remember that the point of such studies of "influence" 
on MuJ:tammad has always been to clarify the meaning of the Qur'an, not 
to construct a reductive catalogue of influences, although it has sometimes 

5 See, e.g., H. Bobzin, Der Koran im Zeitalter der Reformation (Beirut, 1995). For a 
valuable overview of Geiger and his significance within the context of the Haskala, see the 
observations in Lawrence I. Conrad, "The Pilgrim from Pest: Goldziher's Study Trip to 
the Near East (1873-74)", in Ian Net ton, ed., Golden Roads: Migration, Pilgrimage and 
Travel in Mediaeval and Modern Islam (London, 1993), 110-59, esp. 122-25. 

6 See Johann Fiick, Die arabischen Studien in Europa bis in den Anfang des 20. 
Jahrhunderts (Leipzig, 1955), 94-95. This is a useful source for much information on 
the history of the discipline. 

7 See, for example, the appreciation of Sale's work in W.M. Watt, "On Interpreting the 
Qur'an", Oriens 25-26 (1976), 41-42. 



--------- INTRODUCTION xiii 

appeared that the latter was the case. The argument has always been (and 
must be if there is to be any legitimacy in these studies) that interpretation 
of a text must take place in a context and that the context of Judaism is 
one which provides a coherent and self-confirming interpretation. Of course, 
others have argued for different contexts and this is what has made the entire 
approach so problematic: pagan Arab,8 ancient Near Eastern,9 Christian,10 

Samaritan,11 and sectarian Jewish12 contexts, among many others, have all 
been suggestedP The material on Judaism as a background to the Qur'an, 
however, is undoubtedly the most impressive in terms of its quantity, and, 
to the extent that a scholarly consensus has arisen, an emphasis on the 
Jewish context seems to predominate.14 The debate over the nature of that 
Jewish environment, however, may be seen within the work of Chaim Rabin 
(Chapter 1), in which he isolates the symbolism, mythology and terminology 
of the Jewish Qumran community and sees its continued presence in the 
Qur'an.15 A recent book by Steven Wasserstrom16 provides an excellent 

8 E.g. M.M. Bravmann, The Spiritual Background of Early Islam: Studies in Ancient 
Arab Concepts (Leiden, 1973). 

9E.g. Geo Widengren, Muhammad, the Apostle of God, and his Ascension (Uppsala, 
1955). 

10E.g. Richard Bell, The Origins of Islam in its Christian Environment (London, 1926); 
K. Ahrens, "Christiches im Qoran: eine Nachlese", ZDMG 84 (1930), 15-68, 148-90; John 
Bowman, "The Debt of Islam to Monophysite Syrian Christianity", in E. C.B. MacLaurin, 
ed., Essays in Honour of Griffithes Wheeler Thatcher 1863-1950 (Sydney, 1967), 191-216; 
more extreme is Giulio Basetti-Sani, The Koran in the Light of Christ (Chicago, 1977). 

11 Joshua Finkel, "Jewish, Christian and Samaritan Influences on Arabia" in R.W. 
Barstow, ed., The Macdonald Presentation Volume (Princeton, 1933), 147-66; Patricia 
Crone and Michael Cook, Hagarism: the Making of the Islamic World (Cambridge, 1977). 

12Marc Philonenko, "Une expression qoumranienne dans le Coran", in Atti del terzo 
congresso di studi arabi e is/amici (Naples, 1967), 553-56; Yoram Erder, "The Origin of 
the Name ldr!s in the Qur'an: a Study of the Influence of Qumran Literature on Early 
Islam", JNES 49 (1990), 339-50. 

13 A good overview of the subject of "influence" is found in Tryggve Kronholm, "Depen-
dence and Prophetic Originality", Orientalia Succana 31-32 (1982-83), 47-70. 

14 See, among many possibilities, the studies of Joseph Horowitz, "Jewish Proper Names 
and their Derivatives in the Koran", HUCA 2 (1925), 147-227; idem, I<oranische Unter-
suchungen (Berlin and Leipzig, 1926); Heinrich Speyer, Die biblischen Erziihlungen im 
Quran (Griifenheinlichen, ea. 1933); Charles C. Torrey, The Jewish Foundation of Islam 
(New York, 1933); Abraham I. Katsh, Judaism in Islam: Biblical and Talmudic Back-
grounds of the Koran and its Commentaries (New York, 1954). 

15 Note may also be taken of the idea of a psychological profile as an interpretative strat-
egy. This always takes place, however, within a historical framework for contextualization 
purposes. See, e.g., D.B. Macdonald, review of R. Bell, Origins of Islam, in MW 16 
(1926), 309-10. 

16 Between Muslim and Jew: the Problem of Symbiosis under Early Islam (Princeton, 
1995). 
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overview of this problem of the identity of Jewish groups in the initial and 
formative periods of Islam, indicating the extent to which this remains an 
matter for scholarly debate. 

Studies on Biblical personalities as portrayed within the Qur'an are lim-
ited versions of the same tendency towards contextualization within an over-
all framework of other religions, although frequently the point is rendered 
quite subtle within the mass of detail. The idea of looking at the figure 
of Jesus in the Qur'an-one of the most overworked subjects in the field, 
for certain-ends up being an implicit or even explicit comparison with a 
definition of Christianity, in that these studies address the question, "How 
does the Qur'an differ from or remain the same as this or that view of 
Christianity on the figure of Jesus?" 17 Neal Robinson's treatment of Jesus 
and Mary (Chapter 2) provides one such example by examining the way 
in which these two figures are incorporated into the structure of Qur'anic 
narratives and how the stories have been "affected" by the life story of 
Mu}.tammad. Likewise, Maurice Causse's study of Moses (Chapter 3) ex-
amines the nature of theological (re-)telling of the stories of the prophets 
by focusing on the ways in which Moses is a "model" of the prophetic mis-
sion. 

While the overriding motif of all such investigations may be the fitting 
of the stories of the prophets (and of the Qur'an as a whole) into the life of 
Mu}.tammad, underlying all of them is the implicit comparison between the 
Qur'anic rendition of the story and the Biblical version (which it is generally 
assumed that the reader knows). The tools of comparison are essential to 
the task of eliciting meaning, but that comparison is still situated within a 
framework of historico-religious contextualization, as suggested by the very 
items selected for comparison. Some scholars have provided studies which 
tackle just a single item of Qur'anic discourse without necessarily putting 
forth an entire theory on the background and interpretational framework 
for reading the Qur'an. An article by Ilse Lichtenstadter (Chapter 4) pro-
vides an example of a word study in which the mythological background 
of the "dog-headed ape", traced here to ancient Egypt and transmitted 
through Christian legend, is examined for its assistance in understanding 
the Qur'anic story of the Jews being turned into apes as referred to in Sura 

17See, e.g., Geoffrey Parrinder, Jesus in the Qur'an (London, 1965); Neal Robinson, 
Christ in Islam and Christianity: the Representation of Jesus in the Qur'an and the 
Classical Muslim Commentaries (Basingstoke, 1991}; Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Qur'anic 
Christians: an Analysis of Classical and Modern Exegesis (Cambridge, 1991); and, gen-
erally, Don Wismer, The Islamic Jesus: an Annotated Bibliography of Sources in English 
and French (New York, 1977). 
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2:65 and other passages.18 

Debates over context remain a vital part of Qur'anic studies, if only 
because the apparent Arabian milieu of some of the Qur'an makes it so dif-
ficult to provide an entirely convincing picture of the Qur'an wholly within a 
Jewish-Christian context. Discussions of the term isliim itself-a topic ex-
tensively discussed by scholars19-provides one such example, and is dealt 
with in the study of D.H. Baneth {Chapter 5). The argument over the ex-
tent to which isliim as a term conveys an ethos derived from ancient Arabia 
(as Baneth suggests) or is to be intimately linked to the Biblical Abraham, 
in his role as a ~anif or pious follower of the one God and the model for ev-
ery righteous Muslim, illustrates the centrality of the discussion but also its 
inconclusiveness. Jacques Waardenburg's contribution (Chapter 6) on the 
"periodization" of early Islam only emphasizes this fact by analyzing the 
changes which he sees the early community passing through, as reflected in 
the very concept of "religion" ( dzn) as used in the Qur'an itself, but based 
around the attitudes reflected in the text towards its religious "surround-
ings". 

The Philological and Semantic Approaches to the Qur'an 
Underlying the most successful of these "influence" studies is solid philolog-
ical scholarship, in much of which one can still see the traces of the work of 
one of the greatest philologists of the Semitic traditions, Theodor Noldeke 
{d. 1930). His lasting monument to Qur'anic scholarship, Geschichte des 
Qoriins, has a history similar to that of Geiger's work. Written originally 
in Latin, submitted in 1856 as a dissertation and awarded the winning prize 
in a Parisian competition for a study of the "critical history of the text of 
the Qur'an", the work was first published in an expanded German edition in 
1860. A second edition of the work appeared in three volumes, with Volumes 
I and 11 edited and rewritten by Friedrich Schwally {1909, 1919), and Vol-
ume Ill written by Gotthelf Bergstdisser and Otto Pretzl {1938). Overall, 
Noldeke's work has set the agenda for the subsequent generations ofQur'anic 
scholarship in reflecting the concerns of chronology and Biblical background, 
but it is in its philological insights that its most lasting value is to be seen. 
Its treatment of language, stress upon etymology, and insights into grammar 
all provide the model for philological study of the Qur'an, and the material 
provided by Noldeke continues to be a valued source of reference for later 

180n this motif, also see William M. Brinner, "The Image of the Jew as Other in 
Medieval Arabic Texts", !OS 14 (1994}, 227-40, esp. 235-40. 

19See H. Ringgren, Islam, 'Aslama and Muslim (Uppsala, 1949}, and sources quoted 
therein. 
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scholarship. The most significant subsequent work continuing in this line 
is Rudi Paret's Der Koran. Kommentar und Konkordanz (Stuttgart, 1971, 
1977), a by-product of Paret's Qur'an translation and a tool to which all 
later Qur'an scholars have been greatly indebted because of its extensive 
cross-referencing of linguistic details within the text of the Qur'an and its 
attention to scholarship surrounding the derivation and meaning of lexical 
items. 

While Noldeke and Paret have accomplished the immense task of ex-
amining the whole of the Qur'an, individual studies abound which demon-
strate the continued value of the philological approach. One such summary 
of this field is by Arthur Jeffery, The Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur'an 
(Baroda, 1938), whose work remains the major source of basic information 
and opinion in the area. Valuable additional contributions continue to be 
made, however. Fred Leemhuis (Chapter 7) demonstrates the usefulness of 
understanding other languages, ranging from Sumerian to Akkadian, He-
brew, and Aramaic, in coming to grips with the single Qur'anic word, sijjfl. 
Likewise, M.B. &hub brings philol~ and grammar into oonjunction with traditional 
Muslim exegesis of the Quran in his study of the Hebrew background to akhkxia 
mearring ''to incline (towards the earthY' in siira 7, ven:e 176, and in his special attention 
to the translation of Arabic verbal teru:es in siira 109 (Chapter 8). 

A major development in the study of the Qur'an arrived with the publi-
cations of Toshihiko lzutsu, whose works have been praised by Muslim and 
non-Muslim scholars alike. While a parallel movement was taking place in 
Biblical studies,20 lzutsu's works, The Structure of Ethical Terms in the Ko-
ran (Tokyo, 1959) and God and Man in the Koran (Tokyo, 1964), as well as 
the rewritten version of the former work, Ethico-Religious Concepts in the 
Qur'an (Montreal, 1966) appear uninfluenced by research in the Biblical 
field (in either a theoretical manner or in matters of detail). The chrono-
logical development of the two fields at roughly the same time is perhaps 
best understood in light of developments in the field of linguistics.21 The 
semantic method is set out by lzutsu in systematic fashion at the beginning 
of his Ethico-Religious Concepts, but its thrust is based on one idea: that 
the meaning of words inheres in the context, not in the individual words 
themselves. Thus, on one level, this approach could well be characterized 
as being in direct opposition to the philological method with its stress on 
etymology as determining meaning. However, in terms of the level at which 

20 Represented most significantly in James Barr, Semantics of Biblical Language (Oxford, 
1961). 

21 Specifically Stephen Ullmann, The Principles of Semantics, 2nd ed. (Oxford, 1957). 
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the investigations take place (i.e. at the word level in the Arabic text) and 
their textual (rather than linguistic) presuppositions, the two methods may 
well be considered related. The influence of the "semantic method", which 
may be thought of as an attempt to impose some sense of organization upon 
the more intuitive ideas of philology, 22 is plain to see in many studies of in-
dividual words and word patterning in the Qur'an, although it is frequently 
linked to other scholarly preoccupations (such as "chronology" or "influ-
ences"). Willem A. Bijlefeld's work (Chapter 9) on nabf and rasiil in the 
Qur'an, published in 1969, is a good example of the use of the idea of con-
text within the text of the Qur'an to determine meaning. Coping with the 
mass of raw data in a study such as this is also facilitated by the imposition 
of a chronology upon the text, an element which Izutsu resisted in his own 
work (cf. the idea of "synchronic semantics" versus "diachronic semantics", 
a much rehearsed debate within Biblical studies). William Graham's article 
(Chapter 10) on the meaning of the word qur'iin itself raises issues of the 
derivation of the word from the Syriac and the historical use of the word 
both before Islam and after the revelation of the scripture. The stress of the 
article, through its systematic examination of the use of the word in con-
text within the Qur'an, is upon the meaning of the word as "reciting aloud" 
with the sense of "scripture" only being imposed through a "reading back" 
of later ideas onto the text. 23 Governed by thematic as well as chronological 
concerns, the work of Thomas J. 0 'Shaughnessy (Chapter 11) likewise em-
ploys a detailed examination of words, for example in looking at the term 
yatfm meaning ''fatherless child", in order to extract specific Qur'anic at-
titudes regarding youth which, according to O'Shaughnessy's study, vary 
chronologically throughout the text. Jacques Jomier's article (Chapter 12) 
examines the name of God, al-Ra~miin, in the Qur'an within a chronologi-
cal framework, with the conclusion that the name was used within a specific 
timeframe in the career of MuQ.ammad and that it was tied to the develop-
ment of specific themes within his preaching. The intertwining of chronology 
with theme is thus emphasized and provided with an explanation, in this 
case that this was a way for a new teaching to be introduced within the 
Meccan context. 

22 Cf. James Barr, Comparative Philology and the Text of the Old Testament (Oxford, 
1968; 2nd ed. Winona Lake, 1987). 

23William A. Graham, Divine Word and Prophetic Word in Early Islam (The Hague 
and Paris, 1977); and idem, Beyond the Written Word: Oral Aspects of Scripture in the 
History of Religions (Cambridge, 1987), are both elements in Graham's ongoing study of 
this problem. 
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The Style of the Qur'an 

In 1910 Theodor Noldeke published his "Zur Sprache des Korans", a study 
of the language of the Qur'an which is the earliest and remains the most 
extensive systematic discussion of the linguistic and stylistic differences be-
tween the Qur'an and what has come to be known as Classical Arabic.24 

The question of what these differences might mean underlies the tangled 
problem of the language of the Qur'an itself. Theories abound concerning 
the relationship between the style of the Qur'an and the status of the lan-
guage within the text. Was this the language of the poets at the time of 
Mul).ammad, or was it the spoken language? Has the Arabic of the text 
been "adjusted" to fit the later emerging ideas of Classical Arabic? What 
does one make of the remaining orthographic and grammatical peculiarities 
of the text when compared to later standards? Are those variations the 
result of dialectical differences, inadequacies in script, errors, or language 
development? Karl Vollers, 25 Paul Kahle, 26 John Wansbrough,27 Michael 
Zwettler28 and Kees Versteegh,29 to select only the most prominent names, 
have all attempted some sort of understanding of this problem. Aspects 
of these discussions underlie many later studies of Qur'anic style. It is the 
work of Noldeke, however, which continues to provide the essential collation 
of the facts and overview of the subject.30 Some of the problematic nature 
of the language of the Qur'an and how to define it is well illustrated by the 
article of D.J. Stewart (Chapter 13), which works through the question of 
the poetical nature of the text, how that may be defined and how it stands 
in the context of other early Arabic literary productions. 

24 Theodor Noldeke, "Zur Sprache des Korans. II: Stilistische und syntaktische Eigen-
tiimlichkeiten der Sprache des Korans", in his Neue Beitriige zur semitischen Sprachwis-
senschaft (Strassburg, 1910), 5-23. 

25 See Karl Vollers, Volkssprache und Schriftsprache im alten Arabien (Strassburg, 1906). 
26E.g. Paul Kahle, "The Qur'an and the 'Arabfya", inS. Lowinger and J. Somogyi, 

eds., Ignaze Goldziher Memorial Volume, I (Budapest, 1948), 163-82. 
27 John Wansbrough, Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation 

(Oxford, 1977), 85-117. 
28 Michael Zwettler, The Oral Tradition of Classical Arabic Poetry: Its Character and 

Implications (Columbus, 1978), 97-188. Zwettler has an excellent summary of the debate 
and the various positions taken by previous scholars. 

29 Kees Versteegh, Pidginization and Creolization: the Case of Arabic (Amsterdam, 
1984). 

30 It may be observed that this work has not always received its due attention within 
scholarship despite a translation into French by G.H. Bousquet, Remarques sur les par-
ticularites stylistiques et syntaxiques de la langue du Coran (Paris, 1953); see also John 
Burton, "Linguistic Errors in the Qur'an," JSS 33 (1988), 181-96, for Muslim exegetical 
treatments of some of the more problematic passages. 
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Recent works dealing with these problems have provided increasingly 
systematic attempts-that is, they have attempted to come up with a single 
theory that will explain the situation as it is perceived to exist-to devise a 
solution.31 Undoubtedly the most successful of recent years has been that 
of Angelika Neuwirth,32 but other attempts, such as those of de Crapona33 

and Liiling34 have drawn some attention also. Neuwirth sees strict formulaic 
construction techniques structuring the Qur'an which reflect a liturgical oral 
background of "cola" as building blocks for the text.35 That observation 
suggests that a careful literary structure is to be found in each siira of the 
Qur'an, as Neuwirth's article (Chapter 14) argues. 

Underlying many of these discussions, and as a clear preoccupation of 
much scholarship on the style (and the interaction of style and theme) of 
the Qur'an in general, has been the interplay between style and chronol-
ogy, starting from observations on the marked difference between certain 
siiras written in the ancient soothsayer format of saj' ,36 and the long, pro~e 
siiras containing legal material, presumed within both the Muslim and the 
European scholarly traditions to stem in general from Mu~ammad's time 
in Mecca and Medina respectively. Here it is possible to see a relationship 
to Biblical studies,37 at least in the methodological insights of the latter, 
especially as exemplified by the works of Julius Wellhausen and the idea of 
the "Documentary Hypothesis" .38 

It is worth remembering what the accomplishment of Wellhausen was: 

Wellhausen did not invent literary critical methods; he merely 
applied them very skillfully. His own particular contribution was 

31Earlier attempts may be noted: D.H. Miiller, Die Propheten in ihrer urspriinglichen 
Poesie (Vienna, 1896); R. Geyer, "Zur Strophik des Quran," WZKM 22 {1908), 265-86. 

32 Angelika Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition der mekkanischen Suren {Berlin, 1981). 
33Pierre Crapon de Crapona, Le Coran: aux sources de la parole oraculaire. Structures 

rythmiques des sourates mecquoises (Paris, 1981). 
34 G. Liiling, Uber der Ur-Qur'iin. Ansatze zur Rekonstruktion vorislamischer christ-

licher Strophenlieder im Qur'an (Erlangen, 1974). 
35 "Cola" are also discussed in A.H. Mathias Zahniser, "The Word of God and the 

Apostleship of 'Isa: a Narrative Analysis of AI 'lmran {3): 33-62", JSS 36 {1991), 77-
112. "Cola" are defined as "breath units of speech, the number of syllables which can be 
encompassed in a single breath" {88). 

36See Regis Blachere, Histoire de la litterature arabe des origines a la fin du XVe siecle 
de J.-C (Paris, 1964), 11, 187-241; and D.J. Stewart, "Saj' in the Qur'an", Chapter 13 in 
this volume. 

37 Some of the following material comes from my article "Reading the Qur'an with 
Richard Bell", JAOS 112 {1992), 641-43. 

38See Brevard S. Childs, "Wellhausen in English", Semeia 25 {1983), 85. Wellhausen's 
most significant work, Prolegomena zur Geschichte Israels, was published in 1878. 
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to link together the results of literary criticism with an entirely 
fresh conception of the history of Israel (and of early Christian-
ity), completely rejecting the church's traditional view of biblical 
history. His method was to turn directly from the chronological 
or geographical placing of a written source or a redactor to the 
outward events of that particular period, for the biblical writers 
were much influenced by the national or religious political life of 
their day, and did not consider the old traditions merely as such. 
They intended their work to have some effect upon contemporary 
conditions. Thi~- direct connection between determining sources 
and historical events is the main characteristic of Wellhausen 's 
treatment to different historical fields.39 

Viewing scripture in relation to historical development (and as having been 
reformulated in light of that history) is the fundamental argument here, 
and only a few words need to be changed in the preceding quotation in or-
der to make it applicable to the core motives and assumptions of Qur'anic 
scholarship at the beginning of the twentieth century. The scholarly posi-
tion has always been that, with a clear understanding of the development of 
Mu~ammad's life, the Qur'an may be rearranged so that it "makes sense" 
in terms of history (or, paraphrasing Wellhausen, this is to be done by "con-
structing history well"). In the case of the Qur'an furthermore, as has been 
suggested earlier in this essay, the traditional Muslim sources themselves 
support, if not in fact encourage, the basic principles lying behind the work 
of post-Enlightenment scholarship. That is, the ideas of form criticism (in 
the most general understanding of that method) may be put in conjunc-
tion with the material of Muslim tradition such that the latter is pushed 
to the (logical) extreme of its implications. Muslims speak of the Qur'an 
as being written, prior to its collection, on "stones, palm leaves and the 
hearts of men"; a literary hypothesis for the origins of the text, one which 
would account for the text's apparent disjointedness, virtually jumps out at 
the scholar familiar with form criticism when faced with such Muslim tes-
timony. If the distinction between the "J" and the "E" strands of Genesis 
suggested, to some people, two literary texts being woven together, then, on 
the evidence of the Muslim tradition itself, the same could be envisioned for 
the Qur'an: a weaving together of a text, involving duplications and abrupt 
breaks, just as in the Bible. 

39 Klaus Koch, The Growth of the Biblical Tradition: the Form-Critical Method (New 
York, 1969), 70, emphasis in the original. 
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Gustav Weil, in his 1844 publication Historisch-kritische Einleitung in 
den Koran, provided the first attempt40 (refined in the 2nd edition of the 
book published in 1872} at a systematic chronological ordering of the siiras 
of the Qur'an by tying an understanding of the history of Mu~ammad to 
the text and arriving at what is now the scholarly standard of three Mec-
can periods and one Medinan. Most of his insights were based on stylistic 
considerations and, as Welch has pointed out,41 a general acceptance of 
the Muslim lists of siira ordering, if not the principles under which those 
were established. In doing this, some scholars would claim, chronological 
re-orderings of the Qur'an have worked in the opposite direction from tra-
ditional Muslim scholarship while dealing with something which, on the 
surface, appears to be concerned with the same topic. Muslim chronology 
revolved around a life account of M u~ammad ( sfra) which was both created 
by and exegetical of the Qur'an. European scholarship in its early period 
tended to take the sfra and place it back onto the Qur'an, disregarding the 
possibility that the sfra accounts had, in fact, been produced by exegesis 
of the scripture. Regardless, the approach became important in the study 
of the Qur'an. Significant refinements were added to the approach of Weil 
by Noldeke in 1860 in his Geschichte des Qoriins and Hartwig Hirschfeld in 
1886 and 1902.42 Jacob Barth's posthumous article "Studien zur Kritik und 
Exegese des Qorans" 43 was the first to suggest (from a scholarly perspec-
tive) that the Qur'an had suffered extensively from disruptive editing. In 
his article he speaks of the need to rearrange sections of the text such that 
they "make sense". This he put in opposition to Noldeke's assumption of 
the fundamental structural coherence of major units of the text as it is now 
organized, such that, with a limited number of exceptions, entire siiras may 

40 Historisch-kritische Einleitung in der Koran (Bielefeld, 1844; 2nd ed. 1872). To sug-
gest that this be recognized as the first attempt at chronology is to argue a significant 
point. As I have asserted elsewhere, Muslim attempts at ordering the suras of the Qur'an 
are in fact based upon principles quite different from European historical concerns and are 
done with quite different aims in mind: they do not entail "chronology" as that word is 
used by modern historians. See my "The Function of asbab al-nuziil in Qur'anic Exegesis", 
BSOAS 51 (1988), 1-20. 

41 A.T. Welch, "~ur'an", EI 2 , V, 417a. 
42 Beitriige zur Erkliirung des Koran (Leipzig, 1886); New Researches into the Compo-

sition and Exegesis of the Qoran (London, 1902). An excellent presentation of German 
scholarship on Islam of this period in light of Romanticism and Historicism is to be found 
in Baber Johansen, "Politics and Scholarship: the Development of Islamic Studies in the 
Federal Republic of Germany", in Tareq Y. lsmael, ed., Middle East Studies: International 
Perspectives on the State of the Art (New York, 1990), esp. 75-90. 

43 Der Islam 6 (1916), 113-48. Barth (1851-1914) was a student of H.L. Fleischer and 
T. Noldeke; see the obituary by C.H. Becker in Der Islam 6 {1916), 200-202. 
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be taken as blocks and dated as such. Noldeke does occasionally see displace-
ment in the text, but clearly prefers not to privilege such a. reconstructive 
method.44 Ba.rth did not develop a. theory as to how or why these reformu-
la.tions took place, except to speak of the vagaries of the collection process; 
it was Richard Bell's contribution to provide a. more extensive explanation 
and to apply the principles throughout the Qur'anic text. Bell developed the 
chronological impulse to a. certain logical conclusion, but it was not followed 
by many scholars to such a.n extreme. Bell's article on "The Beginnings 
of Muha.mma.d's Religious Activity" {Chapter 15) is just one exa.mple45 of 
his attempt to re-organize the Qur'an piece by piece. Bell's Qur'an tra.ns-
la.tion46 and commenta.ry47 provide a. more detailed analysis, working out 
these same principles. 

Despite the lack of acceptance of Bell's specific ideas by scholarship in 
general, both the impulse and the procedure is clear to see, especially in 
some semantic studies of the Qur'an, as already mentioned, in which or-
dering the siiras a.t least by the three Mecca.n periods and the one Medi-
na.n (Weil's basic insight) frequently becomes a. principle by which the vast 
quantity of semantic material may be organized. This is true of the work 
of Ca.usse (Chapter 3), for example, who puts a. good measure of trust in 
the re-ordering of the siiras of the Qur'an as determined by Regis Bla.chere 
in his French Qur'an translation and introduction,48 while the works of 
O'Sha.ughnessy (Chapter 11) and Bijlefeld {Chapter 9) both rely heavily on 
Noldeke in combination with other scholars. The results of such studies tend 
to be self-confirming: using the chronological framework produces a. system-
atic picture of the development of semantic information which may then be 
used to re-date elements which do not fit into the basic scheme. Certainly 
such a. method has its circularity, most would admit, but it is often held out 
that such a. study might prove persuasive if it combined a. number of such 
thematic and semantic elements to produce a. single cohesive and coherent 
pattern; a. study of this type, however, has not yet been underta.ken.49 

44 See, for example, his treatment of Qur'an 29:18-22 in Noldeke/Schwally, Geschichte 
des Qorans, I, 157. 

45 See A. Rippin, "Reading the Qur'an with Richard Bell", 639 n. 4, for a full bibliogra-
phy of Bell's work. 

46R. Bell, The Qur'an, Translated, with a Critical Re-arrangement of the Surahs (Ed-
inburgh, 1937-39). 

47R. Bell, A Commentary on the Qur'an (Manchester, 1991). 
48R. Blachere, Le Coran {Paris, 1949-50; 2nd ed. 1966); idem, Introduction au Coran 

(Paris, 1947; 2nd ed. 1977). 
49 See Welch, "J::'ur'an", V, 418. 
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Other Issues 

To those knowledgeable in the field, it may appear that certain issues which 
have been the source of much attention in scholarship are not included di-
rectly in this volume. Certainly the subtitle of this volume clearly reflects 
the focus of attention of articles within the volume itself. However, matters 
related to the text of the Qur'an, such as its variants, its historical con-
struction, its chronology and its collection have been omitted, even though 
there exists a large volume of scholarship devoted specifically to those fields. 
One reason for this is that studies on the style and content of the Qur'an 
raise issues of interest to the larger historical picture of the rise of Islam 
(which is the focus of this series of books), whereas textual studies do so 
to a much more limited extent. Furthermore, and perhaps more saliently, 
the issues which underlie all textual studies make their presence felt in each 
and every case of the scholarly treatment of the style and the content of the 
Qur'an as covered in this volume. Consider the significance of the Fliigel 
edition of the text of the Qur'an, first published in 1834, and followed by a 
concordance in 1842.50 In publishing a text that was eclectic by reading and 
non-Muslim by design, Fliigel made the text fit better within the rules of 
Classical Arabic orthography by omitting the "additional" vowel signs and 
reading hints which are found within the developed Muslim mu~~af (but 
which are likewise ignored within the Muslim exegetical tradition except 
when crucial to establishing a tradition of interpretation). Most Western 
Qur'anic scholarship in the past used the Fliigel edition both for ease of 
reading and consistency in textual citation. As a result, a legacy of difficulty 
in communication between traditional Muslim scholars and those working 
within the tradition of the printed book has lingered on. Furthermore, the 
starting point of that scholarship is a questionable text-critical foundation, 
one which allowed textual emendation (even if only to a very limited extent) 
without any historical justification. 51 While studies of Qur'an manuscripts 
flourish, they have not, as yet,52 affected the actual canon of scripture which 
is subjected to scholarly study. 

50 See R. Smitskamp, "Fliigel's Koran edition", 'Alam al-kutub 15 (1994), 533-35. 
51 Useful collections of articles on this aspect of Qur'anic studies (as well as others) are to 

be found in Rudi Paret, ed., Der Koran (Darmstadt, 1975) and lbn Warraq, The History 
of the Koran: Classic Essays on Islam's Holy Book (Amherst, 1998). 

52The studies of a collection of early Yemenite manuscripts may yet have an effect. See 
Gerd-R. Puin, "Observations on Early Qur'an Manuscripts in ~an'a' ", in S. Wild, ed., 
The Qur'an as Text (Leiden, 1996), 107-11; also see the popular journalism article by 
Toby Lester, "What is the Koran?", The Atlantic Monthly, January 1999, 43-56. 
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Other matters are more specific: the so-called mysterious letters at the 
beginning of some siiras have proven to be an intractable problem despite 
the best efforts of some brilliant minds both within and outside the Muslim 
community.53 Such studies, when analyzed as a whole, display the same 
methodological perspectives and approaches as the field as a whole: the 
desire to reconstruct a historical situation in which the letters will "make 
sense"; whether this be internal to the text or external to it, the impetus 
is the same as that of looking for interpretational context or examining the 
style of the Qur'an. 

A Glimpse of the Future 

The future of the discipline of Qur'anic studies may be more of the same-
the desire for coherence created through solid philological and semantic 
study put forth in increasingly systematic form-but it may also lie in new 
directions. 

One area, only touched upon slightly above, sees a role to be played in 
the study of Muslim classical interpretational literature (tajsfr) in order to 
clarify the meaning of the Qur'an. While strictly speaking this is a matter of 
more concern for a subsequent volume in this series, the work of Uri Rubin 
(Chapter 16) does display an example of an approach which strives after the 
(or "the original") meaning by scouring the classical exegetical sources for 
items that are deemed likely to be historically true because they would not 
have been preserved otherwise {frequently because they are contrary to later 
Muslim dogmatic ideas about the personality of Mu~ammad or the nature 
of revelation). 

Fascinating, too, as a vision of future directions, are attempts to under-
stand the Qur'an in terms of its significance, its difference, and, perhaps 
most notably, its contribution to culture in general, within a broader cul-
tural framework. While Robert Brunschvig's article {Chapter 17) is, on one 
level, a simple semantic study, the idea of a study of what the Qur'an is not, 
as related to linguistic features of the society within which it exists, raises 
all sorts of possibilities for the future. Indeed, this is one of the directions of 
liberating thought that is conveyed within the work of Mohammed Arkoun, 
an example of which is included as Chapter 18 in this volume. He employs 
the categories of "thought", "unthought" and "unthinkable" in the context 
of the ways in which the Qur'an has created, enriched and limited soci-
ety. This idea also suggests a significance to the study of Brunschvig that 

53 See the fairly complete bibliography and treatement of the topic in Welch "!): ur'an", V, 
412-14; a new addition is Keith Massey, "A New Investigation into the 'Mystery Letters' 
of the Quran", Arabica 43 (1996), 497-501. 
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goes beyond the "simple observations" which the latter makes on Qur'anic 
and non-Qur'anic vocabulary. Arkoun's article (and the entire corpus of his 
scholarly writing) is a call for a broadly based, multi-disciplinary approach 
to the Qur'an, one in which scholars themselves are involved in re-defining 
the meaning of the Qur'an in a manner appropriate to today's society. This 
remains a powerful vision of change in the direction of scholarship on the 
Qur'an, although it is one which, at the end of the twentieth century, has 
hardly been acted upon. 

Other lines of investigation truly do display new approaches to the 
Qur'an, combining different perspectives, different assumptions and differ-
ent goals. Michael Sells's article (Chapter 19) looks at the interplay of 
sound and gender in creating meaning within a specific unit of the text. 
While based to a limited extent upon psychological and physiological as-
pects of the auditor's reaction to the text and thus highly speculative, the 
significance of Sells's work lies in its willingness to leave the domain of the 
philological in order to concentrate on a different dimension, one which es-
sentially argues that the meaning of a text does not inhere in the text itself 
but in the reader's creation of the meaning.54 Likewise, Norman 0. Brown's 
article (Chapter 20) brings the outsider's vision to the reading of the Qur'an. 
Neither a scholar of Arabic nor of Islam, Brown's is a reading which tries to 
understand the experience of the text for what it conveys. 

The "monological" reading of the Qur'an, an impulse which lies behind 
the philological tradition of scholarship and held in common (somewhat iron-
ically perhaps) with contemporary Islamist readings of the Qur'an, is the 
main target of the "post-modern" ethos. It would be an unfortunate mis-
reading of the Muslim exegetical tradition to suggest that "through many 
centuries the Qur'an has seemed univocal and coherent to a substantial com-
munity of people; that its meaning, far from being considered 'nomadic', has 
appeared clearly settled." 55 One only need to contemplate the Tajsfr of al-
Qurtubi for a few moments to realize the joy in which Muslims beheld both 
the potentialities and the ambiguities of the Qur'an. But an extensive dis-
cussion of that aspect of the topic will take us further into a discussion of the 
formative period of tajsfr than is appropriate for this volume. Whether the 
"post-modern" emphases will "solve the problem" of the very apparent con-
flict over the values of scholarship as mapped out by Parvez Manzoor in his 
article (Chapter 21) is open to question. Manzoor, whose frequent writings 

54Likewise, Michael Fischer and Mehdi Abedi, Debating Muslims: Cultural Dialogues in 
Postmodernity and Tradition (Madison, 1990), 95-149. 

55 Daniel Madigan, "Reflections on some Current Directions in Qur'anic Studies", MW 
85 (1995), 350. 
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display a lucid command and biting critique of the jargon of contemporary 
intellectual trends in European thought, 56 is one in a long line of critics 
of Euro-American scholarship on the Qur'an, but his article is, in many re-
spects, one of the most perceptive ever written. 57 The epistemological issues 
with which modern scholarship grapples are precisely those which Manzoor 
isolates as the issue, and rightly so. It is here that post-modern thinking, 
too, has posed the greatest challenge to the legacy of post-Enlightenment 
thought. 

56See his regular contributions to Muslim World Book Review. 
57 A comparison between Manzoor and Fazlur Rahman is interesting in this regard; see 

the latter's "Islamic Studies and the Future of Islam" in M.H. Kerr, ed., Islamic Studies: 
a Tradition and its Problems (Malibu, 1980), 125-33 (esp. 130-32). 
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ISLAM AND THE QUMRAN SECT 
Chaim Rabin 

LEST the theory that some late remnants of the Qumran sect sur-
vived in Arabia until the seventh century A.D. appear too fanciful 
from the outset, it is necessary to state that there are certain 
questions we must ask ourselves and to which the Scrolls them-
selves cannot provide the answer. These are: 

r. What became of the sect after it left Qumran in what-
judging by the abandonment of its library-seems to have been 
precipitate flight ?1 

2. On any dating of the sect, how can we explain that some of 
its teachings and terminology reappear in the last quarter of the 
first millennium? The theory of an earlier discovery of Cave No. I 
suffers from the fact that no such event is mentioned in the litera-
ture of the circles supposedly most deeply influenced.2 

The probability that the suggestions made in the following pages 
are at least in part correct is enhanced by the circumstance that 
they deal not with major ideas-where independent origin in 
different places and 'mental climate' are complicating factors-
but with small and secondary details, mainly of a philological 
nature. Since the latter are in many cases firmly anchored in a 
definite literary background, they can have been borrowed only 
by direct contact. They concern such matters as are admitted to 
be borrowed, even in the view of those scholars who believe 
Muhammad's religious ideas to have been largely original.J 

The problem of the outside influences which went into the 
make-up of early Islam has attracted the attention of scholars ever 
since 1833, when Geiger published his youthful effort Was hat 
Mohammed aus dem Judenthume aufgenommen ?4 In r867 Sprenger5 

1 It is hardly likely to have fled into Roman-occupied Judaea. 
• !'-ro Jewish record exists of the discovery reported in the famous letter of 

Timotheus. 3 e.g. Filck, ZDMG xc (1936), 509-25. 
4 Up-to-date bibliography in Katsh, judaism in Islam, I954· 
5 Das Leben und die Lehre des Mohammed (znd edn., x86g). 
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demonstrated that much in Muhammad's religious outlook-
including his theory of revelation and of his own prophetic office-
cannot be explained on the basis of (Rabbinic) Jewish influence 
alone. Wellhausen1 in 1887 coined the dictum: 'Von den Juden 
stammt nicht der Sauerteig, aber allerdings zum grossen Teile das 
Mehl, das spater zugesetzt wurde.' In the present century T. 
Andrae2 and K. AhrensJ made an attempt to show that much of 
the 'flour' was also Christian, while Torrey4 brought to light much 
new material in support of Jewish origin, drawn especially from 
more intensive comparative study of the Koranic stories about 
O.T. prophets and Talmud and midrash.s In this connexion we 
may mention the effort of J. Finkel6 to find the missing link in 
non-Rabbinic or pre-Rabbinic Jewish sects, and Gaster's7 theory 
of Samaritan influence upon Muhammad. Amongst the parti-
sans of Christian influence, too, there has been a tendency to seek 
the proximate source in Nestorianism or in Judaeo-Christian 
sects, such as the Ebionites,s Docetists, or Elkesaites.9 The 
prominence of Gnostic traits in Islam moved C. Clemens10 in 1921 
to ascribe to Manichaeism a decisive influence upon it. 

1 Reste arabischen Heidentums, 2nd edn. (1927), p. 242. 
• Der Ursprung des !slams und das Christentum, 1926. 
3 'Christliches im Quran', ZDMG lxxxiv (1930), 15-68, 148--90. 
4 Jewish Foundations of Islam, 1933· 
s The possibilities of this are by no means exhausted; see, e.g., Yahuda, 

Goldziher Memorial Volume, i (1948), 28o-3o8, who brings further elucida-
tion from recently-published Yemenite midrashim. We may add that Haman's 
presence at Pharaoh's court (by identification with his ancestor Amalek, who is 
in the midrash one of Pharaoh's advisers) may be alluded to in Alkabe~'s Menoth 
ha-Levi (Venice, 1585, f. 153b), which says Haman found one of the treasures 
buried by Joseph. Joseph's vision of the burhan (Ethiopic = 'light') of his Lord 
(12. 24) may connect with the late midrash where God threatens Joseph that 
He will cast away the Even Shethiyyah and reduce the world to Chaos (Ginzberg, 
Legends, ii. 54)-the Even Shethiyyah being the source of the first light at 
the Creation (ibid. i. 12). 

6 'Oid-Israelitish Tradition in the Koran', PAAJR ii (1931), 7-21; 'Jewish, 
Christian and Samaritan Influences on Arabia', D. B. Macdonald Presentation 
Volume (1933), pp. 147-66. 

7 'Samaritans', in Enc. Is!. iv. 124--9. 
8 Whose identity with the Qumran sect has been advocated by J. L. Teicher. 
9 On this group, who have some points of contact with the Qumran sect, see 

Waitz, in Harnack-Ehrung (1921), pp. 87-104; Brandt in Enc. Rel. and Ethics, 
s.v.; Cullmann, Le probl. litter. et hist. du roman pseudo-cUmentin (1930), pp. 
170-83• 

10 In Harnack-Ehrung (1921), pp. 249-62. 
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In view of this inconclusive search it seems not unreasonable to 

test also possible connexions with the Qumran sect, especially as 
the latter lies at the intersection of almost all the previous lines of 
inquiry: it has close contact both with Rabbinic and non-Rabbinic 
Judaism, shows certain Gnostic traits, 1 and has numerous connec-
tions both with the early Church and the Judaeo-Christian sects. 
Thus features common to it, Islam, and one of the foregoing can 
provide further support for a connexion between it and Islam, 
provided such a connexion has been made probable by traits 
common to the Qumran sect and Islam alone. 

rhe possibility of the main Jewish influence on Muhammad 
having been that of a heretical Jewish sect was first put forward 
by S. D. Goitein in 1933,2 and elaborated in 1953,3 when he 
specified this sect as one 'strongly influenced by Christianity'. In 
his Columbia University lectures of the same year,4 he suggested 
that Muhammad was in his debate with the Jews of Medina merely 
carrying on an internal Jewish controversy, being supplied with 
arguments by his heretical teachers,s and also seriously weighed 
the possibility of these teachers coming from 'an offshoot of the 
community of the Dead Sea Scrolls',6 but rejected this, 'because 
if it were so, it would not have had such close affinities with the 
Talmudic literature to which the Koran bears such eloquent 
testimony'. 

By stressing the close affinities of the Qumran sect with Rabbinic 
J udaism, the preceding pages have endeavoured to remove just 
that objection. I may now set out in detail the similarities which 
I have so far encountered, and then try to assess their significance. 

I. Like the Qumran literature, the Koran makes extensive use 
of the symbolism of light and darkness to distinguish between the 
realms of God and Satan, e.g. 'Allah is the light of heavens and 
earth ... Allah guides to His light whom He wills ... as to those 

1 Cf. B. Reicke, N.T. Studies, i (1954) 137-41. 
~ In a lecture delivered at Tel-Aviv. 
3 Gotthold Weil Jubilee Volume (1952), pp. 1o-23 (in Hebrew). 
4 Published in the Jewish Observer, 1953-4; now as Jews and Arabs (New York, 1955). 
5 Jewish Observer of 5 Dec. 1952, p. r2. 
6 Ibid., 28 Nov. 1952, p. 12;Jews and Arabs, pp. 57-58. 

3 
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who disbelieve, their deeds are like . . . darkness upon a vast 
abysmal sea, layer upon layer of darkness . . . and he for whom 
Allah has not appointed light, for him there is no light' (24. 35-40 ). 
This symbolism, of course, also exists in the N.T., which even has 
the Qumran term 'children of light' ,1 missing in the Koran, but 
does not, like Qumran literature and the Koran, link 'light' with 
the idea of absolute predestination (cf. Eph. v. 8, 'ye were darkness 
before, but now ye are light in the Lord'}. The Koran also fre-
quently repeats the idea that Allah misleads the sinners, for which 
cf. CDC ii. 13, 'but those whom He hated, He misled'. 

2. The leader of the sons of light is the 'prince of lights', 2 and 
it is he by whose hand Moses and Aaron were raised, while Belial 
raised Jannes and Mambres (CDC v. 18). Similarly, Muhammad's 
career is guided by Gabriel, called 'the holy spirit' in 16. 104; 
26. 193. Gabriel is the 'herald of light' 3 in the apocryphal Story of 
Joseph the Carpenter.• In DSW, on the other hand, Michaelis the 
special angel appointed over Israel. Yadin2 argues from this and 
other sources that in fact Michael was the prince of lights; how-
ever, the very passage he adduces, DSW xvii. 6-8, can also be 
taken as an argument against it. If, as is said there, 'God made 
mighty (he' edhir) the office of Michael with light of eternities ... 
so as to raise amongst the angels the office of Michael and the 
authority of Israel amongst all flesh', this implies that Michael's 
power-like that of Israel-is for the time being in eclipse, and 
that the 'light' will only be bestowed upon him at the final battle. 
A certain rivalry between Michael and Gabriel is implied by the 
tradition, preserved in the Ethiopic poem Tabiba Tabibiin,s that 
'Gabriel was raised like Michael' after the fall of Lucifer. How-
ever, it must be noted that the name of Gabriel for the guiding 
angel appears only at Medina, and that an Islamic tradition6 tells 
us that the Jews of Medina held Gabriel to be the angel of divine 
wrath. The name may thus be secondary and polemical,' and the 

1 Luke xvi. 8; John xii. 36; Eph. v. 8; I Thess. v. S· 
z Cf. Yadin, eh. 9, para. s. 3 For 'herald' =teacher, cf. pp. SS, 98. 
4 Ch. xxii. This apocryphal Gospel exists in Arabic. 
5 Dillmann, Chrestomathia Aethiopica, p. 108, vs. 3, line 2. 
6 See Katsh, op. cit., pp. 68-69. 
7 Cf. also O'Shaughnessy, The Development of the !11eani1.lg of Spirit in the 

Qur'an (1953), pp. 48-49. 
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connexion with Qumran thought, while attractive, remains 
obscure. 

3· Like the Qumran sect and the N.T., Muhammad held the 
entire O.T., prophets and all, to be books of prediction.1 They 
were indeed thought also in Rabbinic literature to predict details 
of the Messianic coming, so that the difference lies not so much 
in the attitude to the O.T. as in the evaluation of one's own time, 
which the former three identified with that preceding the Coming. 
Muhammad did not get his belief, that his coming and actions 
were foretold in the 'Torah', from Christian sources, since he tells 
us himself: 'And lo, it is in the scriptures of the men of old. Is it 
not a sign for them that the learned ones of the children of Israel 
know it?' (26. 197). Moses is made to say: 'I shall write down my 
mercy for those that believe in my verses, that follow the gentile 
prophet whom they shall find written down for them in the Torah 
and the Gospe1'2 (7. rs6-J). Details of his ministry were foretold, 
as, for example, the change of the direction of prayer: 'Those unto 
whom we gave the scripture know this as they know their sons, 
but a party of them knowingly conceal the truth' (2. 146). 

This kind of prediction was expected from Jews. Tabaril tells 
how Ka•b al-Al}.bar informed 'Omar I that he had read in the 
Torah of his impending death. To the latter's question, 'Did you 
really find 'Omar b. al-Khattab in the Torah?', he replies, 'Not 
your name, but your description and appearance'. Similarly, 
Ka'b's son predicted the death of 'Amr b. Sa'id, and later an 
exilarch the death of I;lusain.4 We are reminded of Josephus' 
statement about the Essenes (BJ II. viii. 12): 'There are some 
among them who profess to foretell the future, being versed from 
their early years in holy books, &c.'s It is hardly an activity typical 
of Rabbinic Jewry, but this kind of lower prophecy must have been 
'\\idespread amongst the Qumran sect, to judge from the treatise 
on physiognomy preserved amongst the fragments from Cave IV. 

1 Cf. below, p. uS, on the Pesher to Psalms. 
2 Since Waraqa also had a 'gospel' in Hebrew, it is not impossible that the 

'gospel' (injil) in this connexion refers to a sectarian writing rather than the N.T. 
3 Leiden edn., i. s, pp. 2722-3. 
4 Cf. Van Vloten, Recherches sur la domination arabe (r894), pp. ss-s6. 
5 See also Thackeray's note in the Loeb edn., and cf. the instance in Ant. xv. 

x. 5· 
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3· The use ofthe O.T. for prognosis is, of course, calledpesher 
by the Qumran sect, with the verb pashar Qal (,,'!Z.'D", DSH 
ii. 8). The noun occurs Eccles. viii. 1, not in any technical sense, 
and both noun and verb in Bib!. Aram., in Samar., and in Syr. 
for the interpretation of dreams. For the technical sense of inter-
pretation Bacher1 has no Tannaitic example and only one from the 
Pesiqta. Otherwise, Rabbinic Hebrew uses prsh Pi'el. The use of 
pshr seems ultimately to be derived from Accadian palaru, 'to 
interpret a dream', pmru, 'interpretation', but the application to 
the interpretation of texts seems to have arisen in the special 
circumstances of the Qumran sect, where such interpretation was a 
form of inspiration. It is therefore significant when we find in Koran 
25. 32 (second Meccan period) the verbal noun tafsir in a context 
referring to sacred books/· and in Islamic usage fassara as the 
normal word for Koran interpretation. 

4· We learn from various sources about the pre-Islamic l;anifs, 
men who had accepted monotheism without becoming Jews or 
Christiansl and practised asceticism. The Koran uses this term 
six times of Abraham, twice ofMuhammad (10. 105; 30. 29), and 
twice of the Muslim community (22. 32; 98. 4). The word has so 
far defied interpretation.4 It is different in form from Syr. l;anpa, 
'heathen', with which it is most frequently connected, but fairly 
close to Heb. l;anef, which in MH means one who is insincere in 
his faith.s By connecting it either with the Syriac or the MH word, 
we imply that it was a name given to these men by Jews or Chris-
tians and misunderstood by them as a name of honour. 

It is, however, possible to suggest an explanation which makes 
l;anif a straightforward descriptive word. The Qumran sect had 
proselytes among its ranks (gerim, CDC xiv. 6); in DSD v. 6 
these are called ha-nilwim 'alehem, 'they that join themselves unto 
them'.6 Arabic l;anafa, 'to incline, turn', is a synonym of Arab. 

1 Die exegetische Terminologie (1905), ii. I74• 
2 See also Jeffery, The Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur'an (Baroda, 1938), p. 92. 
3 There were also full proselytes toJudaism; cf. Noldeke,ZDMGxli (r887), 720. 
4 The various suggestions are summarized in Hirschberg, ]iidische und 

christliche Lehren im vor- undfriihislamischen Arabien (Krakow, 1939), p. 33, n. I. 
5 Gen. Rabba 25. I: 'Enoch was a l;zanef, being at times righteous, at others 

wicked'; cf. also 'f:uinefe Torah, B.T. Sot. 42.a. 
6 Used for 'proselyte' in Isa. xiv. I; lvi. 3, 6; Zech. ii. IS. 
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lawii; the Hebrew word may thus, not unreasonably, have been 
understood from its Arabic homonym as 'those who incline', viz. 
towards the teaching of the sect. 

Since the Qumran sect daily expected the Messianic coming, there 
was not much point in proselytizing unless the heathen proselytes 
played some role in its plan of salvation. The connexion of the 
hanif movement with the sect thus gains ground from what we 
shall learn later of the attitude to the 'gentile prophet'. 

5· Wellhausen's chief objection1 to a Jewish origin of Islam was 
its intense preoccupation with the end of the world, which is ab-
sent in Talmudic Judaism, and, as Wellhausen admits, also from 
seventh-century Christianity. It remained a preoccupation of 
Muslims until c. A.D. 750, when those interested in learning in 
Egypt are said to have studied nothing but eschatological pro-
phecies. 2 All its eschatological terminology must therefore be early.3 
It is mostly attached to the name of Ka'b al-A~bar. Kuthayyir 
'Azza (d. A.D. 723) says: 

That is the Mahdi of whom Ka'b the fellow of the a~biir told ns 
in times past. 4 

As we know, intense Messianism was also one of the characteristics 
of the Qumran sect. It is important that precisely in the field of 
eschatological terminology connexions exist. 

6. The generic Muslim name for Messianic events is mal~ama, 
pl. malii~im.s This is obviously the Hebrew word mi/~amah, 'war', 
but in Rabbinic parlance these events are called ~evle ha-Mashia~, 
'birth pangs of the Messiah', and the only place, to my knowledge, 
where mil~amah occurs in this sense is in a report about the finding 
of an old Messianic scroll, B.T. San. 97b. In DSW the word occurs 
in the Messianic sense in the title, and again in 'the epochs of the 
wars of Thine hands', xi. 8. While the Messianic wars in Rabbinic 
eschatology are fought out by the heathen nations, the war of DSW 
is fought by Israel, begins in the 'desert of J enisalem', and ends 

1 Reste arabischen Heidentums, 2nd edn. (1927), pp. 24o-2. 
: Nawawi, Tahdhib, xi. 319; cf. Goldziher, Muhammedanische Studien, ii. 73· 
3 Cf. Casanova, Mohammed et la fin du monde (191 1), passim. 
4 Mas'iidi, Prairies d'Or, v. IBI. 
5 On which see Steinschneider, ZDMG xxviii (1874), 627-59; Goldziher, 

J.fuhammedanische Studien, ii. 73, 127. 
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forty years later with the conquest of Ham and Japheth. 1 The 
Muslim mall;.ama begins at Medina and ends with the destruction 
of 'Rome' (Constantinople),z according to one version by 7o,ooo 
'son!t'of Isaac'.l Probably the final event of the sectarian war also 
was the conquest of Rome. 

It is interesting to note, in this connexion, that Saadiah renders 
ish milfzamah in Exod. xv. 3 as dhu '1-maliil;.im, apparently following 
the eschatological interpretation of the song hinted at in B.T. 
San. 91b. 

7· One of the stages of the mall;.ama is called al-harj, a word 
without any meaning in Arabic, 4 but evidently the Hebrew heregh, 
'slaughter'. This occurs in DST xv. 17, yom hareghah. The latter 
is borrowed from Jer. xii. 3, but the Arabic form reminds one more 
of heregh in Isa. xxx. 25, 'on the day of the great slaughter, when 
the towers fall'. 

8. The word l;.ash:r occurs twice in the Koran, once in the early 
Sura 55· 44, in an eschatological setting, and again in the 
Medinean 59· 2, in connexion with the destruction of the Jewish 
Banii NaQir. There is, of course, the common Koranic verb 
l;.ashara, 'to gather',s and the sense 'gathering' fits the context in 
the first passage. In the second there is no 'gathering', and Muslim 
commentators find much difficulty in accounting for the word. 
It is just possible that we may have here, perhaps used sneeringly, 
the word na/;lshir which describes the final battle in DSW i. g, 10, 

13. This word, ultimately from Persian nakhchir, 'hunt', occurs 
also in Syriac and in the derivation naf:tshirkhiin, 'hunter', in Tar-
gumic Aramaic.6 In Syriac it appears once as l;.ashirii,7 which 

s The Banil Qantiiri', a Turkish people, play a part in Muslim eschato-
logy; cf. Attema, De mohammedaansche opvattingen omtrent het tijdstip van den 
jongsten dag en ::ijn voorteekenen (1942), p. 57· In DSW ii. 13 the Bene Q~turah 
are the last Semitic people to be conquered. 

2 Cf. Attema, op. cit., pp. 89 seq. (lbn I;Ianbal, ii. 174: vi. 27, &c.). 
3 Ibid., pp. 92--93 (Muslim 52. 79). For the number, cf. in DSW: seven 

skirmishing standards, seven heavy infantry formations, &c., and the 'myriad' 
as the largest military unit. 

4 For occurrences, see Attema, pp. 63-66. Ibn I;Ianbal, v. 389, says the word 
is Ethiopic: there is no such word in Ethiopic, but it is used in South-Arabian. 

5 South-Arabian 1;Ur (note the sibilant), 'to collect produce', perhaps MH 
luhr, 'to distil(?)'. 6 See Yadin ad. loc. 

7 Cf. Brockelmann, Lexicon, 2nd edn., p. 263b. 
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is possibly not a scribal error, but due to the na- being taken as a 
nominal prefix.1 The matter, however, is rather uncertain. 

9· The name of the Muslim Messiah, mahdi, literally 'the rightly 
guided one', is strange. 2 It is 'written of him in the M alii{z£m books 
that he will fill the earth with justice'.3 The preoccupation with 
justice ,,·hich dominates Hebrew prophecy is alien to Islam, and 
its appearance in this connexion unusual. Perhaps we have here 
some atterr.pt at translating moreh ha-~edheq. We instinctively take 
this as an active participle, but it is not at all impossible to read 
mureh ha-~edheq, 'he that is taught righteousness', stressing the 
inspirational side of his character.4 

zo. We are on safer ground with the Arabic name for the Anti-
christ (and also occasionally for the devil), dajjiil. This is said to 
be a loan from Syriac daggiilii, which (like the corresponding Chr. 
Pal. Aram. word) means indeed 'liar', but not 'Antichrist', which 
is mlshil}ii de-dhaggiiluthii. In the scrolls the opponent of the 
Teacher of Righteousness is called the teacher (or man) of Iies,s the 
latter form borrowed from Prov. xix. 22. Now the root dgl, 'to lie', 
appears only in the Syriacizing Targum to Proverbs (mostly cor-
rupted to rgl). In xix. 22 we have, indeed, gavrii kaddiivii (though 
Pesh. has gavrii da-mdaggel), but a few verses farther on we get 
daggalii as translation of bel£ya'al (in 'a false witness', Pesh. 
'iiwiilii). The transition from 'liar' to 'Antichrist' thus seems to 
have taken place in a Je·wish milieu rather than in a Christian one, 
and it might at least be surmised that it served as an Aramaic 
rendering for £sh kazav. Incidentally, dajjiil also appears in Muslim 
eschatology simply as 'false teacher', as in the tradition of the 
thirty dajjiilun, where another version has thirty kadhdhiibun. 6 

n. The other name for the devil, Iblis, is generally derived 
1 As, e.g., in nabri~d=bar(za, 'he-goat'. z Cf. Casanova, op. cit., pp. 66-67. 
3 Birii.ni, tr. Sachau, p. 19. The idea also in traditions (B. l;lanbal, iii. 36; 

A. Da'ud, 35: r, No. 3), cf. Attema, p. ror. 
4 Since the name is based on Hos. x. 12, where the subject of 'will teach' is 

God, a passive sense is perhaps more faithful to Scripture. Pesh. and Vulg., 
however, have the active participle. 

5 See above, p. 55· 
6 Attema, p. 53· Muhammad is said to have called a Jew in Medina dajjdl 

(Van Vloten, op. cit., p. 59): does this perhaps mean that Muhammad's Jewish 
friends called that man 'teacher of lies'? 

9 
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from 8u1.{3o>.o,;, and it has been suggested that the d- was dropped 
owing to its being taken as the Syriac genitive particle. J effery1 

rightly points out that the name was not current in Syriac. We 
might therefore draw attention to the theory of Kiinstlinger2 and 
J. Finkel,J according to which the name was corrupted from a 
hypothetical Belias; cf. the Beliar of some Greek pseudepigrapha. 
This would establish a further connexion with the scrolls, where 
Belial frequently occurs as the name of the 'prince of darkness'. 

12. The sinners, who hide the proofs and the revelation re-
ceived by them, shall be cursed by Allah and 'those who curse' 
(2. 159); those who die in unbelief have upon them the curse of 
'Allah and the angels and all men'. Similarly, in CDC xx. 8 the 
backslider will be cursed by 'all the holy ones ( = angels) of the 
highmost'. 4 

13. Al)mad b. Mul)ammad ath-Tha'labi (d. A.D. 1035) in his 
Stories of the Prophets5 says that the name of Muhammad was 
created 2,000 years before the creation of the world and inscribed 
on the throne of glory. This is remarkably like the midrashic 
statement about the name of the Messiah having been created 
before the world (Gen. Rabba I. 4); even closer is the version in 
the late Midr. Psalms on Ps. xc, in which all the pre-existing 
things were created 2,ooo years6 before the world and the name of 
the Messiah is engraved on the altar of the heavenly sanctuary. 
In CDC the names of the elect are fixed from all eternity (CDC 
ii. 13; iv. 5). Similarly, Koran 30. 56 states: 'And to those to whom 
knowledge and faith have been given, say, you are permanently 
inscribed in the book of Allah until the day of the resurrection.'7 
The Shi'ite messiah must bear the same pre-created name as 
Muhammad.s 

1 The Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur'an, p. 48. 
a Rocznik Orient. iv (1928), 238-47. 
3 D. B. Macdonald Presentation Volume, p. 156. 
4 Perhaps the 'cursers' are none but the 'angels of destruction'; CDC ii. 6; 

DSW xiii. 12. s Cairo edn., p. 181. 
6 The number is in the midrash based on yom yom in Prov. viii. 31 (one day 

of God= 1,ooo years), hence no doubt the Jewish version is the original one. 
7 Jeffery, The Qur'an as Scripture (1952), p. 10, rightly takes this to mean 

that the names were inscribed; the interpretation of the l\1uslim commentators 
is different. 8 Casanova, op. cit., p. 64. 
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14. An important difference between the Scrolls and Rabbinic 
Judaism is that the latter knows of an evil force within man, the 
'evil inclination',1 while the Qumran sect, like Christianity, the 
Mandaeans, and some late midrashim (Pirqe R. Eliezer, Midrash 
ha-Gadol),z know only of an external Satan who misleads men into 
sin. This, of course, is the position of Islam, too. Possibly a polemic 
against the doctrine of the internal duality in man is reflected in 
the statement, Koran 33· 4, in the wake of a rather obscure refer-
ence to divorce and adoption, 'Allah has not given man two hearts.' 

The above items are not all of the same value; on the other 
hand, it seems not unlikely that the number of correspondences 
could be increased. Their importance, as I have said before, rests 
precisely on their comparative unimportance, which makes in-
dependent creation in most of the cases rather improbable. We 
must now attempt to trace the way in which they may have reached 
Muhammad. 

His contemporaries were aware that he had informants, and 
called his teachings 'ancient fables which he has written from 
dictation in the morning and in the evening' (25. 4). The prophet 
admitted this indirectly when he said: 'the speech of him at whom 
they hint is barbaric,3 but this Koran is clear Arabic speech' 
(16. 103). Tradition tells us that Muhammad did not understand 
the meaning and nature of his visions, and had to be enlightened 
by the Judaizing cousin of his wife, Waraqa;4 the latter was in 
possession of a 'gospel' which he had copied in Hebrew.s The 
presence of informants is also indicated by the fact that Biblical 
examples are completely missing from the earliest Suras6 and 
during the first Meccan period are stated with cryptic brevity 
smacking of unfamiliarity.? But these teachers did not only tell 

1 Although the story of the slaughtering of the 'evil inclination' (B.T. Suk. 
52a) suggests that it could also be imagined as a person. 

a Hirschberg, op. cit., p. 52. 
3 This may either mean foreign, or Arabic badly pronounced. 
4 BlachUe, Le problhne de Mahomet (1952), p. 41. 
s Bukhiri, ed. Krehi, i. 5· 
6 In fact, historical examples are not used at all before Sura 105; cf. Attema, 

op. cit., p. 9, n. 8. 
7 e.g. (in the order of Suras as in N6ldeke) 87. 19; 95· z; Ss. 18; 73· 15; 

53· 52. The earliest of these, 87. 19, refers to the 'scrolls of Abraham and Moses'; 

11 
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him Biblical stories: like Waraqa, they also enlightened him about 
his own mission. 

Muhammad uses of hi:o1self the phrase an-nahi al-ummi, 1 which 
has long been recognized to mean 'the gentile prophet', derived 
from the MH ummoth ha-'olam, 'gentes mundi',2 and not, as the 
Muslim commentators say, 'the illiterate prophet'. In 62. 2 this is 
expressed even more clearly as 'the prophet raised up from the 
midst of the gentiles (ummiyyuna)'. The word occurs only in con-
nexion with prophecy: it is therefore likely that he received the whole 
phrase from a Jewish source. What does 'gentile prophet' mean? 

The Byzantine chronicler, Theophanes,J writing about A.D. 815, 
relates that certain prominent Jews believed Muhammad to be the 
Messiah they expected. They went to him, but soon realized their 
hopes were false, nevertheless they stayed on and managed to turn 
him against the Christians. The same story is also preserved in a 
Jewish account from the Genizah. 4 This claims that their conversion 
was feigned, and their plan was to prevent him from turning 
against the Jews. Also some of their names are given. The most 
important one is the famous Ka'b al-AQ.bar,s to whom so many 
of the Biblical and eschatological items in Arabic tradition are 
traced back. B. Chapira6 has made it probable that writings by 
him continued to circulate amongst orthodox Jews. His title is sug-
gestive: although later Muslim writers. say al;bii.r is a singular and 
means 'Rabbi', its form is obviously a plural of l;aher, and he is called 
'Ka'b of the l;aberim'; this was still clear to Kuthayyir 'Azza' 
when he called him 'the fellow ofthe al;bii.r'. However, l;aber was 
not a common title of a Rabbi in the seventh century~ and it may 
show him to have belonged to a group where the title was still typical. 

Whether the story of these converts is true or not-and it is 
this almost gives the impression as if this was written under the impetus of some 
new source with which he had just become acquainted. 

I 7· IS7-8. 
2 Jeffery, Foreign Vocabulary, p. 69, recognizes umma as a loan-word, but does 

not discuss ummi. 
3 i. 333; cf. Schwabe, Tarbi:;, ii (193o-1), 74 seq. 
4 Ed. Leveen, JQR X\i (1925-6), 399-406; cf. Baneth, Tarbi:;, iii (1931-2), 

IIZ-I6. 
s On him, cf. M. Perlmann, Joshua Sta" Memorial Volume (1953), pp. 85-

99; JQR xlv (1954), 48-sS. 
6 REJ lxix (1919), 86-107. 7 In the \'erse quoted above, p. uS. 
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difficult to see why Jews should have circulated it-the conversion 
of Ka'b is undoubtedly an historical fact. What could have caused 
a man of such learning to become a convert and Muslim propa-
gandist? I think the answer can be found in Sura 7· 156-8 (Medi-
nean): 'the gentile prophet whom ye find written in the Torah ... 
and who will remove from them their burden and the fetters that 
are upon them'. The Jews of Arabia were free and prosperous; 
the 'fetters' clearly point to a Byzantine origin of the idea. Who-
eYer communicated the thought to Muhammad must have seen 
in him a possible liberator of Jewry from the yoke of the 'king-
doms', a figure in the Messianic drama. 

This view is put unequivocally in the 'Secrets revealed to R. 
Simeon bar Y ol_lai', 1 which date, as has been shown by B. Lewis, 2 

from the end of the Omayyad dynasty c. A.D. 750 and probably 
contain a nucleus written at the very beginning of the Islamic 
conquests. We read there: 'Metatron answered and said, God only 
raises the kingdom of Ishmael to save you from this ·wicked power,l 
and He will establish over them a prophet according to His desire 
(navi ki-re:;ono).' 4 Ibn Hisham, indeed, tells uss that the Jews of 
Medina expected such a prophet just before Muhammad appeared 
on the scene. There seems to have been some Messianic ferment 
leading to difficulties. Baladhuri6 has preserved the information 
that at the time some Jewish merchants lived at Ta'if, who had 
been banished (turidu) from Yemen and Yathrib (i.e. Medina). 
\Yhile Yemenites might, as Lammens suggested,7 have come there 
after the destruction ofthe Jewish kingdom in Yemen, Jews from 
Medina can have been 'banished' only as a result of internal 
quarrels. It is suggestive that Ta'if was the home town of the 
I:Ianif poet Umayya ibn Abi ·~-$alt, whose work exhibits such 
curious similarity with the Koran. s 

1 Publ. Jellinek, Beth ha-Midrasch, iii (I8Ss), 78-82. 
• 'An Apocalyptic Vision of Islamic History', BSOAS xiii (1950), 308-38. 
3 The common appellation of the Roman Empire, both in the Scrolls and in 

Rabbinic literature. Cf. CDC vi. 10; DSW i. 13; B.T. Shah. 15a: 'r8o years 
before the Temple was destroyed, the wicked kingdom atacked Israel.' 

4 The phrase 'according to His desire' for God's cosmic plan occurs also 
DSD v. I, as well as in the Kaddish prayer (ki-re'utheh). 

5 i. 286, 373; cf. Pautz, Muhammed's Lehre von der Offenbarung (1898), p. 130. 
6 Futilfr, Leiden edn., p. s6. 7 Ta'if, p. 88. 
8 On him, see Hirschberg, op. cit. 
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The attitude of certain Jews to Muhammad's revelations is 
shown by two passages in Suras from the end of the Meccan 
period: 'when the Koran is being recited to them they say, We 
believe in it, it is the truth from our Lord' (z8. 53); 'those unto 
whom we gave the scriptures rejoice in what has been revealed to 
thee, but of the (Arab) tribes there are who deny some of it' ( 13. 
36). Yet when Muhammad came to Medina he met with the 
undisguised hostility and ridicule of the Jewish community there. 
This becomes much easier to understand if we assume that the 
teachings he brought were not unfamiliar to the Medinean Jews, 
being those of heretics they had but recently expelled. But above 
all, the theory of heretical Jewish mentors explains the remarkable 
knowledge Muhammad soon displays of inner-Jewish contro-
versies and his use of subtle points of Jewish theology, and even 
of Hebrew phrases, in his debate with the Medinean Jews. 

Thus he attacks them for being insufficiently concerned with 
the impending judgement day: 'if the abode of the world-to-come 
with God were reserved to you to the exclusion of all other men, 
then, if ye were speaking the truth, ye should long for death' 
(2. 94). This is aimed at the doctrine of M. San. 10. 1, 'All Israel 
have a share in the world-to-come.' 1 Even more specific: the 
ummiyyuna among the Jews2 believe that 'hell-fire will not touch 
us save for some days' (2. 79)-a reference to the teaching of 
R. Akiba, who limits a Jew's stay in Gehenna to twelve months, 
and of his contemporary Johanan b. Nuri, who thought it to be 
seven days only (M. Edu. 2. 10). 

Mter having repeated the midrashic statement that the Jews 
accepted the Torah only after Mount Sinai had been held threaten-
ingly over their heads, 3 he goes on to say ( z. 93) that instead of the 
expected 'we hear and obey' they said sami'nii wa-'atinii, thus 
'changing the words from their proper places'. As Obermann4 has 
shown, these words, in Arabic 'we hear and disobey', are in fact 

1 Except heretics. It is a piquant thought that l\1:uhammad's mentors made 
him here argue their own private cause. 

• Here ummiyyiina probably= Am-Haare~; cf. Horovitz, HUCA ii (1925), 
191. 

3 Cf. Ginzberg, Legends, iii. 92. 
4 'Koran and Aggada: The Events at Mount Sinai', AJSLL lviii (1941), 

23-48, especially 41-44. 
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the shama"nu we-"aJinu of Deut. v. 24, as against the na"iiJeh we-
nishma• of Exod. xxiv. 7· We have Talmudic authority that this 
difference in Scripture was the subject of sectarian attacks against 
the Rabbis. 1 

We can now understand why so many of Muhammad's attacks 
against the Jews of Medina can be paralleled from the New Testa-
ment;z both the N.T. and he drew from the same sectarian arsenal. 
Thus the Jews are frequently accused of slaying the prophets 
wrongfully.l This, of course, also occurs in the N.T. (Matt. v. 12; 
xxiii. 31), but CDC vii. x8 already accuses the Jews of despising 
the words of the prophets; cf. also Test. Levi xvi. 2. \Ve may thus 
have a development of the Qumran view. Indeed, such arguments 
in both N.T. and Koran may have preserved much which by 
accident has not been preserved amongst the fragments of the 
Qumran literature available to us. 

In a number of passages Muhammad holds up his own Jewish 
partisans as an example to the Medinean Jews. We may expect to 
learn from these something of their identity. That they were Jews 
is evident from 3· uo: 'Ye were the best community that has been 
put forth to mankind, enjoining right conduct and forbidding what 
is wrong and believing in Allah. If the people of the book believed, 
it would be better for them, but some of them are believers and 
most are evildoers.' We thus learn that the 'believers' were few in 
comparison with the mass of the Jews, and that the difference was 
not merely in whether they believed in Muhammad or not, but 
was halakhic. What it was, we learn further from 10. 93; 45· 17; the 
Jews 'did not differ until the knowledge came to them'. While 
other groups always claimed to preserve the pristine purity of 
J udaism, the Qumran sect ascribed its halakhah to the new revela-
tion of 'hidden things concerning which all Israel had gone astray' 
(CDC iii. 13). It is those Jews who 'have the knowledge' who 
accept Muhammad's claims (17. xo8), saying, 'the promise of our 

1 B.T. Shah. SSa; Ket. u2a;inmostcopies'Sadducee' replaces 'Min', because 
of the censorship (which always insisted that 'Mil)' meant a Christian). 

a Cf. Ahrens, ZDl1fG lxxxiv (1930), 156-9; Andrae, Der Ursprung des Islam 
und das Christentum, pp. 19S seq. 

3 2. sS, Sr, Ss; 3· 20, II2, I77. rSo; 4· IS4: s. 74· For 'wrongfully' (bi-ghairi 
l;zaqqin), cf. dsher lo bl-mishpaf, DSD vii. IJ. 
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Lord is indeed carried out'-i.e. Muhammad is the 'gentile 
prophet' expected. The 'differing' is about the interpretation of 
scripture (11. uo; 41. 45); only a 'group' (fariq) distorts scripture 
(3. 78; 4· 45). The distorters of scripture in CDC i. 18-19 are 
chided in words based on !sa. xxx:. 10 for speaking l)iilaqoth, 
'smooth things', which is an abbreviation of the idiom exhibited 
in mal)iiliq leshono, Prov. xxviii. 43, where Saadiah translates al-
mulayyinu lahu lisiinahu. The way of speaking of the wicked farlq 
is in Koran 3· 78 expressed by the words yalwuna (written 0_,.1,!) 
alsinatahum bil-kitiibi, 'they make their tongues involved concerning 
the book': possibly we have here an Arabic popular etymology (or 
merely a misreading?) of the Hebrew phrase. 

As against these, there is 'among you a community (umma) that 
calls to that which is right' (3. 107); 'and of the people of Moses 
there is a community who guide rightly (or are rightly guided) 
with truth and thereby become just' (7. 159); 'They are not the 
same as a community among the people of the book who stand and 
read the verses of God part of the night, while prostrating them-
selves, who believe in God and in the last day . . . they are the 
upright' (3. I 13). In the last quotation we may well have an allusion 
to the practice of studying one third of all the nights, I according 
to DSD vi. 7 combined with communal prayer. The name, 'the 
upright' (Q.i-~iilil)una), reminds one that the Hebrew equivalent, 
yesharim, appears practically as a name of the Qumran sect. z 

It may well be that sectarian writings account for the 'scrolls of 
Abraham and Moses', from which Muhammad quotes in the early 
Sura 53· 36-54, for Waraqa's 'gospel', and for the 'book of the 
Jews' which Zaid, at Muhammad's order, 'studied within two 
weeks'. 3 From such books may have come the lists of moral 
precepts (2. 176) or the rewritings of the Decalogue in 17. 23-40 
(second Meccan period) and 6. 152 seq. (third Meccan period). 
Finally, this may account for the curious information of Tha'labi4 

I Cf. p. 43· 
a CDC xx. z; DSD iii. I; iv. zz. lbn Qutaiba relates that before Muhammad's 

mission zindiqs were making proselytes at Mecca (cf. Obermann, in The Arab 
Heritage, Princeton, I944, p. 6o). In later Arabic zindiq means Gnostic. It prob-
ably comes from Syriac zaddiqti, 'upright', hence it is just possible we have here 
another reference to the yesharim. 3 A. Dii'iid, ii. 34; Baliidhuri, FutiiJ:z, p. 477· 

4 Qiilll al-anbiyti', Cairo edn., p. z44. 
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that of the Psalms so dealt with ethical matters, so were prophecies 
concerning the first exile, and so dealt with the Roman oppression. 
Did his informants know about a Pesher on Psalms? 

To sum up, there can be little doubt that Muhammad had 
Jewish contacts before coming to Medina; it is highly probable 
that they were heretical, anti-Rabbinic Jews; and a number of 
terminological and ideological details suggest the Qumran sect. 

Arabia was the obvious place for a group from the neighbour-
hood of the Dead Sea to flee to. The desert regions of Transjordan 
and the northern Hijaz were the home of several Judaeo-Christian 
sects, and 'Arabia' was known to the Church Fathers to be ferax 
haereseon. With the Qumran sect, the exodus into the desert may 
have been part of their Messianic plan. DSD viii. 13 speaks of the 
going into the desert as an event of the Messianic future; DSW 
i. 2-3 envisages the return of the 'exiles of the desert' 'from the 
desert of the nations'. As Khirbet Qumran lies within the confines 
of the Promised Land, the very term 'desert of the nations' suggests 
an exodus into Arabia. On the other hand, they were not the only 
Jews in the Peninsula. There was the large community of the 
Yemen, and the village dwellers of the Wadi '1-Qura, as well as 
the prominently Aaronid1 city of Medina. These were Rabbinic 
Jews, and relations could hardly have been good. Or possibly the 
main body stayed in eastern Transjordan, the region through 
which Muhammad travelled as a young man, and where he is said 
to have met the 'monk.'z Bal)ira,l who recognized him from a mark 
on his body as the future prophet; again a method reminding us 
of the Qumran fragments on physiognomy. 

If our theory is right, it will go a long way towards explaining 
how certain ideas of the Qumran sect could have percolated into 
Palestinian Judaism during the Arab period. To a very large 

1 Goitein, Jews and Arabs, p. 49· 
z The word 'monk', riihib, though commonly used for the Christian monks, 

is still unexplained. Geiger's derivation from Syr. rabba, rabbt!inii, 'doctor, abbot', 
fails not only on the meaning, but mainly on the intrusive h. Possibly the word 
is simply Arabic and means 'fearing' (also in Syr. rahib, 'fearful'); it may then 
be originally a translation of a phrase like yir'e el, CDC xix. zo, or the Rabbinic 
yere shamayim, 'pious'; cf. also l:u'iredhim be-mi:;woth, Ezra x. 3· 

3 In the Genizah story of Muhammad's Jewish companions (above, p. 123), 
Bal}.ira appears as if he belonged to them, though his residence 'on a pillar in 
Balqin' smacks more of a Christian Stylite. 
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extent the Muslim conquest meant to the Jews of the Middle East 
that liberation from 'their burden and the fetters that are upon 
them' which the Prophet had promised-at least for several 
centuries. The sectarians who came-as I suggest-in the wake of 
the victorious Muslim armies were thus proved right, and the 
'Secrets of R. Simeon bar Y ohai' go to show that they did what they 
could in order to bring this home to the widest circles. Being close 
to the ruling power, their prestige must have been tremendous. 
On the other hand, the first-century controversies had been for-
gotten by the Jews outside Arabia, and the struggle against Minim 
and Gnosticism had long ceased. The new-comers could thus be 
received without hesitation, and their ideas were absorbed to some 
extent in works like Pirqe R. Eliezer, while some of their halakhic 
tenets found acceptance in certain circles. Even their writings-as 
far as they still possessed any-could circulate, and so the two 
copies of CDC ultimately reached the Cairo Genizah. On the 
other hand, this percolation of ideas explains the very selective 
nature of the whole process. It is natural that their teachings 
should have found readiest acceptance in circles dissatisfied with 
the existing state of things. This explains their influence upon the 
emergent Karaite movement, in which perhaps the last remnants 
of the group were finally absorbed. The above account assumes, 
of course, that not all members of the group went as far as joining 
the Muslim community, as Ka'b had done. 

There is nothing inherently improbable in the survival of a small 
religious community for centuries. We need only mention the 
Mandaeans and the Samaritans. While such communities in 
general tend to lose their vitality and militancy, they experience 
revivals. Moreover, where the existence of a closely related yet 
hostile group keeps such a community on the alert, the original 
militancy may last for a long time. The theory enounced in this 
chapter does therefore not favour any particular dating of the 
original Qumran community, though of course a later date makes 
the supposed period of survival shorter, and thereby more probable. 
This theory would also explain why contemporary Jewish sources 
are silent about the sect: during the Talmudic period it was outside 
the field of interest, and for the fifth-seventh centuries our sources 
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JESUS AND MARY IN THE QUR'AN: 
SOME NEGLECTED AFFINITIES 

Neal Robinson 

After briefly describing the principal non-Muslim and l\-Iuslim approaches to 
the Qur'anic material about Jesus and Mary, the author explores four 
aspects of this material which have been relatively neglected. In the first 
section he shows how the representation ofJesus and Mary is integrated in 
the structure of the Qur'anic discourse. In the second section he lists the 
similarities between Muhammad and the Qur'anicJesus. In the third and 
fourth sections he draws on the Qur'an and on Islamic tradition in order to 
show that both 'Aisha and Muhammad had a number of things in 
common with Mary. In the concluding discussion he states that the 
Qur'anic story of Jesus and Mary serves to authenticate the prophetic 
ministry of Muhammad and then makes some more specific remarks 
about the observations listed in the four main sections. 

The Qur'an narrates a number of episodes from the lives ofJ esus and l\lary. It 
acknowledges that Jesus was a prophet who worked miracles but it emphatically 
denies that he was the Son of God. It also seems to deny that he was crucified. 
Although the material about Jesus' adult life is somewhat sparse there is a 
wealth of detail concerning the events surrounding his nativity. The virgin 
birth is apparently affirmed and God is said to have chosen Mary above all the 
women of the worlds. 

Needless to say the Qur'anic representation ofJ esus and Mary has attracted 
the attention of countless Christian writers. Most studies of the subject by 
Christians have had a distinctively polemical, apologetic or historical orientation. 
Anti-Muslim polemicists have argued that the Qur'an gives a garbled and 
heretical version of the Christian tradition. Christian apologists have tried to 
show that the Qur'an does not explicitly deny the divinity of Christ or the 
crucifixion and that its statements about Jesus and Mary provide stepping 
stones towards full-blown Christian faith. Historians have endeavoured to 
throw light on the Qur'anic material by investigating the penetration of 
Christianity into pre-Islamic Arabia, by noting apocryphal parallels and by 
sifting the evidence concerning Muhammad's encounters with Christians. 
Understandably the work of these Christian scholars has been predominantly 
Christocentric. That is to say they have usually taken orthodox or heretical 
Christian representations of Jesus and Mary as the basis for elucidating the 
Qur'anic material about them. Of course some of the more astute Christian 
scholars have recognised that this material has been moulded by Muhammad's 
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religious experience and adapted to serve the theological pu;poses of the 
Qur'an as a whole 1 but they have not, in my opinion, realised the full extent of 
the moulding and adaptation that has taken place. 

Muslims have also produced a wealth ofliterature concerning the Qur'anic 
representation of Jesus and Mary. Much ofthis is incorporated in encyclopaedic 
commentaries on the Qur'an. The predominant form of Muslim exegesis is 
traditional. It purports to retail authoritative interpretations which can be 
traced back to the Prophet Muhammad, his Companions or their Followers. 
The Prophetic IJadlth provide convenient defence against Christian polemic 
and apologetic by explaining away an apparent error in the Qur'an2 and by 
relativising its extravagant statement about God's choice of Mary above all 
the women of the worlds. 3 They also incorporate an Islamicised form of the 
Christian belief in Jesus' future return, an attenuated version of the immaculate 
conception and a few statements about the occasions on which the Qur'anic 
material was revealed. The traditions attributed to the Companions and 
Followers are too numerous to be summarised. They include haggadic expan-
sions of the Qur'anic narratives which make it clear thatJesus was indeed born 
of a virgin and equally clear that a look-alike substitute was crucified in his 
place. In theory Muslims hold that the interpretation of the Qur'an by the 
Qur'an is even more authoritative than interpretation based on received 
tradition. In practice however, the commentators only comb the Qur'an for 
parallels when they are faced with a rare word or grammatical construction or 
when there is a need to respond to Muslim heresy or Christian apologetic. A 
good example of the latter is their marshalling of evidence to show that neither 
the virgin birth nor the miracles differentiate Jesus from other human messengers 
ofGod.4 

In this article I wish to explore certain features of the Qur'anic represen-
tation of Jesus and Mary which have been relatively neglected by Christian 
and Muslim scholars alike. I shall begin by discussing the way in which the 
material which concerns us is mediated by the structure of the Qur'anic 
discourse. The structure itself has been analysed by Mohammed Arkoun5 but 
its relevance to an assessment of the material aboutJesus and Mary is rarely 
appreciated, least of all by Christian apologists. In the second section I shall 
highlight the affinity of Muhammad and Jesus as portrayed in the Qur'an. 
That such an affinity exists is universally acknowledged but its extent is not 
well known. In the third and fourth sections I shall break entirely new ground 
by pointing out that in important respects there is also an affinity between 
'A 'isha and l\lary and between Muhammad and Mary. 

JESUS AND .MARY IN RELATION TO THE QUR'ANIC DISCOURSE 
Muslims believe that the Qur'an is the word of God which was brought down 
by the angel Gabriel. They further believe that although the revelations were 
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addressed in the first place to the Prophet Muhammad they were destined for a 
wider audience: the people of Mecca and Medina and ultimately all mankind. 
Whether or not these beliefs are well grounded theologically and historically 
they are consonant with the structure of the Qur'anic discourse. The Qur'anic 
discourse implies an Omniscient Magisterial Speaker (God) who addresses a 
privileged individual (Muhammad) and requires him to relay the message to 
others. 

One of the striking features of this discourse is that the Omniscient 
Magistel'ial Speaker employs the first person singular (1, Me, My), the first 
person plural (We, Us, Our) and the third person singular (He, Him, His) 
when speaking ofHimself.6 Moreover, He sometimes shifts quite unexpectedly 
from one self-designation to another. For instance in the following passage 
where He employs all three modes of speaking: 

God's are the fairest names. Invoke Him by them. Leave the company of those 
who blaspheme His names. They will be requited what they do. Of those whom 
We created there is a nation who guide with the truth and establish justice with it. 
And those who deny Our signs-step by step We lead them on whence they know 
not. I give them rein. Behold! My scheme is strong. (7:180-183) 7 

The Omniscient Magisterial Speaker knows the intimate details of events 
that took place in the remote past and speaks as though they were the result of 
His activity. A striking instance of this is the account of the young men who 
took refuge in a cave to avoid persecution and were made to sleep for many 
years until the persecution was over: 

We narrate their story to you in its true form .... You would have believed them 
awake though they were asleep, and We caused them to turn over to the right and 
to the left, whereas their dog stretched out his paws on the threshold. If you had 
observed them you would certainly have fled from them, you would have been 
filled with terror. (18:13,18) 

The Omniscient Magisterial Speaker also knows the innermost thoughts of 
the privileged individual whom He addresses: 

We know that the things they say cause you grief ... (6:33) 
Your Lord has not forsaken you nor does He hate you. (93:3) 

Despite the fact that the revelations are always vouchsafed to the privileged 
individual, the Omniscient Magisterial Speaker sometimes addresses the 
wider audience directly and refers to the privileged individual as 'him': 

If he had invented false sayings concerning Us, We would have siezed him by the 
right hand. Then We would surely have severed his artery and not one of you 
would have been able to defend him. (69:44--7) 
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Moreover, although the privileged individual is frequently in the forefront of 
the message he himself never makes intrusions into the discourse to provide 
elements of prophetic autobiography. Thus from start to finish it is implied 
that the Qur'anic discourse is the utterance of the Omniscient Magisterial 
Speaker. 

Turning now to the material aboutjesus and Mary, we should first note that 
this too is the utterance ofthe Omniscient Magisterial Speaker who designates 
Himself He, \Ve and 1: 

The Messiah Jesus Son ofMary was only a messenger of God and His word which 
He conveyed unto Mary .... ( 4:171) 
And \\'e caused Jesus Son of Mary to follow in their footsteps ... (5:46) 
And when God said '0 Jesus Son of Mary remember My favour unto you and 
unto vour mother; how I strengthened you with the Holy Spirit ... ' (5: 110) 

In this material there is one striking instance where the Omnipresent 
Magisterial Speaker emphasises that the privileged individual addressed did 
not witness the events narrated: 

This is the tidings of the Unseen which We reveal to you. You were not with them 
\\'hen thev cast their reeds [to decide] which of them should have charge ofMary. 
You were not with them when they disputed. (3:44) 

This oblique reference to the casting of lots to decide who should be Mary's 
guardian occurs like a cinematographic flash-back in the course of the 
narration of the annunciation. It has the effect of enhancing the verisimilitude 
of the story and of giving the impression that the narrator-the Omniscient 
~lagisterial Speaker-observed the events in question. 

It is also implied that the Omniscient Magisterial Speaker knows the 
innermost thoughts ofJ esus for He is able to report in advance what] esus will 
say when challenged: 

And \\'hen God says '0 Jesus son ofMary, did you say to mankind "Take me and 
my mother for two gods beside God."?' Jesus says 'Glory be to You! It is not for me 
to say what I have no right to say. If I had said it You would know it. You know 
what is in my inner self but I do not know what is in Your inner self.' ( 5: 116) 

Like everything else in the Qur'an this authoritative revelation of the story 
of Jesus and Mary is addressed in the first place to a privileged individual but 
is destined for a wider audience. There are three ayas which are of particular 
interest because they mention] esus in lists of prophets which also include the 
privileged individual addressed. Two of these ayas are couched exclusively in 
\\'e-you discourse directed at the individual: 

\\'e have revealed to you as \Ve revealed to Noah and the prophets after him and 
\\'e revealed to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and the Tribes, Jesus and Job, 
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Jonah and Aaron .... (4:163) 
And when We exacted a covenant from the prophets and from you and from Noah 
and Abraham and Moses and Jesus Son ofMary ... (33:7) 

The third iiya is more complex. It combines We-you discourse addressed to 
the privileged individual with He-you discourse addressed directly to the 
wider audience. This is quite clear in Arabic but it is difficult to represent in 
modern English where 'you' can be either singular or plural. I have therefore 
included explanatory glosses in square brackets: 

He has appointed for you [Muslims) as religion what He enjoined on Noah and 
what We have revealed to you [0 Prophet} and what We enjoined on Abraham, 
Moses and Jesus ... (42:13) 

All three iiyas indicate quite clearly that in the Qur'an the story ofjesus serves, 
like the stories of the other prophets, to authenticate the prophetic ministry of 
Muhammad and to emphasise the authority of the message of which he is the 
mediator. 

MUHAMMAD AND JESUS 
It is well known that the Qur'an depicts Jesus as one of a series ofpr6phetssent 
by God, a series beginning with Adam and culminating in Muhammad the 
privileged individual to whom the Qur'an itself is addressed. It is hardly 
surprising, therefore, that the Qur'an depicts Muhammad andJesus as having 
a number of things in common. Nevertheless the extent of their affinity is not 
generally appreciated. 

Like Muhammad, the Qur'anicJesus is called a 'prophet' (nabi), a 'messenger' 
(rasiil) and a 'servant' ('abd) ofGod. Like him too he is said to have been sent 
as a 'mercy' (ra~ma). He received a revelation called 'the Gospel' just as 
Muhammad subsequently received the Qur'an. Jesus' teaching and the 
teaching of the Gospel are referred to as 'wisdom', 'right path', 'guidance', 
'light' and 'admonition'-terms that recur as descriptions of the Qur'anic 
message. Jesus declared licit some of the things that were forbidden to the 
Jews (3:50) just as Muhammad did, for some of the more detailed food laws 
were a punishment imposed on the Jews because of their disobedience and 
thus were relaxed for Muslims (6:146f). Nevertheless, the Gospel, like the 
Qur'an, was a confirmation of previous Scriptures (3:3). Its central thrust was 
identical with the central thrust of the Qur'an-the summons to serve and 
worship God. Jesus is said to have threatened idolaters with hellfire (5:72) and 
to have promised paradise to those who died fighting in God's cause (9: Ill)-
threats and promises which correspond to those made in the Qur'an. Moreover 
Jesus is said to have practised ritual prayer (.ralat) and almsgiving (<.akat) 
( 19:31), and two fundamental religious obligations oflslam. In view of all this 
it should come as no surprise that the Qur'an also states that the revelation 
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addressed to Jesus' disciples urged them to believe in God and His messenger 
and that they declared that they were 'submitted' (muslimiln, i.e. Muslims? 
5:111} and wished to be enrolled 'with those who bear witness' (ma'a al-
shahidin, i.e. 'with those who recite the shahada'? 3:53). 

From what has been said so far it should be clear that the Qur'anic 
representation of Jesus serves to legitimise Muhammad by giving the impression 
that he was doing what Jesus had done before him. In one very striking 
instance this becomes quite explicit: 

0 you believers! Be God's helpers as when Jesus Son ofMary said to the disciples 
'Who will be my helpers in God's way?' The disciples said, 'We are God's helpers.' 
A group of the Children of Israel believed and a group disbelieved. We upheld 
those who believed against their enemies and they gained the victory. (61: 14) 

Although this passage is very condensed its purport is clear enough. The 
believers are urged to fight at Muhammad's side on the grounds that in so 
doing they will be following the example of Jesus' disciples and that like them 
they will prove victorious.8 The word 'helpers' (an.rar) is pregnant with 
meaning. It is the official title given to the people of Medin~ who rallied to 
Muhammad's cause (9:100,107). It also puns with na.rarti, the Qur'anic name 
for Christian. 

There would have been no need for a promise of victory ifMuhammad and 
Jesus had not met with mockery and opposition. Muhammad's critics mocked 
him for needing to eat food (25:7). Yet Jesus and his mother had had similar 
needs (5:75). The 'signs' which Muhammad brought as proofofhis authority 
-the inimitable revelations of the Qur'iin-led to allegations of sorcery (21 :3, 
38:4f., 43:31). Yet althoughJesus' miraculous 'signs' had been rather different 
they too had provoked this response (5:110).9 So was Muhammad to expect 
the same fate as Jesus? There can be no simple answer to this question because 
the Qur'an's statements about Jesus' death are themselves so notoriously 
ambiguous and controversial. 10 Nevertheless, even here there are some tanta-
lising similarities between what is said about Muhammad and what is said 
about Jesus: 

(1) Muhammad's status as a messenger of God was no guarantee that he 
would not die or be killed: 

Muhammad [is] only a messenger. Messengers have passed away before him. If 
he dies or is killed will you turn upon your heels ... ? (3:144) 

The phrase 'have passed away before' (qad khalat min qabli) occurs a number 
of times with reference to past generations and vanished peoples but the closest 
parallel to this particular iiya is a statement about Jesus: 

The Messiahjesus son ofMary [was] only a messenger. Messengers have passed 
away before him. (5:75) 
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(2) Muhammad's opponents schemed against him but God was also 
scheming: 

When those who disbelieve plot to keep you in bonds or kill you or drive you out, 
they are plotting and God is plotting. God is the best of plotters. (8:30) 

Similar things are said about the opposition to other prophets including 
Abraham (14:47) and Salih (27:50) but the phrase 'God is the best ofp1otters' 
occurs elsewhere only in connection with Jesus: 

They plotted and God plotted. God is the best of plotters. (3:54) 

(3) The verb tawaffi ('cause to die' or 'receive alive') occurs three times 
with Muhammad as the object of the action. As the meaning of the verb is 
disputed I shall translate it as 'receive' to preserve the ambiguity: 

Whether We cause you to see something of what We have promised them or 
whether We receive you (natawa.ffayanna-ka), on you is incumbent only the 
preaching and on Us the reckoning. (13:40) 
Whether We cause you to see something of what We have promised them or 
whether We receive you (natawa.ffayanna-ka), unto Us is their return (marji'u-
hum) and God is witness (shahlrl"') over what they do. (10:46) 
Whether We cause you to see something of what We have promised them or 
whether We receive you (natawa.ffayanna-ka), unto Us they will be returned 
(yurja'un) (40:77) 

There are only two other ayas where this verb is used in the active voice with 
God as the subject and with one ofhis prophets as the object. In both instances 
the prophet is Jesus. Moreover there is a similar emphasis on God's witnessing 
man's actions and man's return to Him for Judgement: 

[Remember] when God said '0 Jesus I am about to receive you (mutawaffi-ka) 
and raise you to myself and purify you from those who disbelieve. I am setting 
those who follow you above those.who disbelieve until the day of resurrection. 
Then to Me shall be your return (marji'u-kum) [all of you] ... (3:55) 
Uesus said] I was a witness against them as long as I remained with them. Then 
when You received me (tawa.ffqyta-nl) it is You who were the watcher over them, 
You are Witness (shahirl"') of everything (5: 117). 

'A 'ISHA AND MARY 
There is one instance in which Mary is cited for an ~plicitly hortatory 
purpose. This occurs at the end of the sixty-sixth sura. The passage states that 
God has proposed the wife of Pharaoh together with 'Mary daughter oflmran 
who guarded her chastity' as examples for the believers (66:13-14). This is 
directly related to the first part of the sura which is concerned with a domestic 
problem occasioned by Muham~d's wives. The details of that problem need 
not detain us and in any case they 'cannot be deduced directly from the text. 
Suffice it to note that the trouble was caused by two wives (66:3f) and that it 
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was suggested that unless they had a change ofheart they might be divorced 
and replaced with women who were better Muslims, either women who had 
already been married (i.e. like Pharaoh's wife?) or virgins (i.e. like Mary?) 
(66:4f). According to the most plausible tradition the two wives who caused 
the trouble were Hafsa and 'A'isha. They would certainly fit the bill admirably 
for Muhammad married Hafsa after she was widowed whereas' A'isha was his 
only virgin bride. 11 

Taking our lead from this passage we may enquire whether any of the other 
things that the Qur'an says about Mary were relevant to Muhammad's 
miMge. If the Qur'anic information about the Prophet's wives is supplemented 
with details derived from early Muslim tradition, and if attention is focused on 
'A'isha some quite remarkable parallels emerge. 

When the Prophet moved to Medina he was about fifty years old and had 
only one wife, Sawda, who was at least thirty. The residence which was built 
for him also served as the first mosque. 12 It consisted principally of an enclosed 
courtyard in which he conducted business, addressed his followers and led 
communal prayers. In the pre-Islamic period marriage was uxorilocal, that is 
to say wives used to remain in their family homes where they were visited by 
their husbands. Muhammad departed from this custom and established 
virilocal marriage as the norm. Thus Sawda lived with him in the mosque or 
rather in her own apartment which opened onto the courtyard. Muhammad 
soon contracted a further marriage with 'A'isha. His relationship with her 
must to begin with have been more that of a guardian than a husband for she 
was only nine and was allowed to keep her toys. Nevertheless, 'A'isha had to 
leave her family and live at the Prophet's residence. 13 Quarters were built for 
her resembling those of Sawda and opening onto the eastern side of the 
courtyard. In addition to being separated from her folk, 'A'isha was screened 
off from them because of a revelation instructing Muslims to speak to the 
Prophet's wives from be~ind a 'curtain' (/Jijah 33:53). There are various 
traditions as to why the ~ijah was introduced but the underlying reason was 
that the mosque was frequented by large numbers of people and it was 
undignified for the women to be exposed to all and sundry. God wished to 
'purify' them (33:33) and give them unique status as mothers of the believers 
(33:12). 

Many of these details tally with what the Qur'an says about Mary. The two 
principal versions ofher story associate her with Zechariah. He was a prophet, 
advanced in years and married to a woman who was barren. He is mentioned 
in connection with an important place of worship. While Mary was still only a 
girl she was put in the caro.ofZechariah because her mother had dedicated her 
to God. In one version of the story it is implied that Mary lived in the milfrii.h 
(3:37) which was either the place of worship itself or a chamber adjoining it. In 
the other version she is said to have withdrawn from her folk to an 'easterly' 
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place and screened herself from them with a 'curtain' (lpjab 19:16). 14 Moreover, 
she was told by the angels that God had 'purified' her and preferred her above 
all the women of creation (3:42). 

There is a further important resemblance between 'A'isha and Mary: both 
were accused of sexual immorality. 15 When the Muslims were returning from 
a campaign 'A'isha was accidentally left behind at the camp site. Apparently 
her howda had been loaded onto the camel while she was in the privy and 
because she was so light no one had realised that the howda was empty. 
Tongues began to wag when she returned to Medina accompanied by a 
handsome young man who had also fallen behind for some reason and had not 
spent the· night with the troops. The accusations provoked a serious crisis 
which was only resolved when Muhammad received a revelation declaring her 
innocence. Tradition identifies this revelation as 24: lifT. The passage does not 
name 'A'isha but it clearly refers to a false accusation of unchastity made 
against an eminent Muslim woman. The accusers are lambasted for speaking 
lies and not bringing four witnesses. The believers are reprimanded for 
listening to scandal-mongering and not dismissing it as slander; they should 
have realised that it was 'a tremendous calumny' (buhtiin 'a-?:lm 24:16). The 
case ofMary is of course different in as far as she was visited by God's Spirit 
and returned to .her people with a child. There are, however, a number of 
similarities. In the first place, the encounter with the Spirit took place when 
she was alone and he presented himself to her in the form of a perfect mortal 
(19: 17), that is to say, as a handsome young man. Second, her people 
suspected her of unchastity and her virtue had to be defended by revelation 
( 19:27-33). Finally, the Qur'an criticises the People of the Book for having 
spoken 'a tremendous calumny' against Mary ( 4: 156). 16 

MUHAMMAD AND MARY 
In addition to having to deal with the slanderous suggestions about 'A'isha, 
the Prophet had to face accusations that were even more damaging. His 
enemies alleged that he himself was deluded or a fraud and had not really 
received revelations. Once again there are similarities to the story ofMary and 
Jesus. This time, however, the parallels are between Muhammad and Mary 
rather than 'A'isha and Mary. For the sake of clarity I shall list them one by 
one together with relevant quotations: 

( 1) God's agent who brought the revelations to Muhammad was the angel 
Gabriel who is sometimes referred to as the Spirit: 

Say, 'Who is the enemy ofGabriel when it is he who sent it down on your heart by 
God's permission ... ?' (2:97) 
Say, 'The Holy Spirit sent it down from your Lord in truth and to confirm those 
who believe and to be a guidance and good news for the Muslims.' ( 16: I 02) 
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Mary also received angelic visitations (3:42) and God's agent at the annunci-
ation/conception is referred to as the Spirit (19:17). 

(2) The Spirit or Gabriel sometimes appeared to Muhammad in human 
form. According to a well-known hadith the Prophet said: 

At times the angel presented himself to me (tamaththala l-i) as a man (rajul"") and 
spoke to me. 17 

Moreover the Qur'an itself mentions that Muhammad's critics once hinted 
that his so-called revelations came from a fellow human being: 

And We 'know very well that they say, 'It is only a mortal (bashar) who is 
instructing him.' ( 16: 103) 18 

The Spirit also looked like a man on the occasion when he was sent to Mary: 

And We sent unto her Our Spirit who presented himself to her in the form of a 
perfect mortal ( tamaththala la-ha bashar"" sawryy"" 19: 1 7). 19 

Moreover, Mary's folk evidently thought that a man had made her pregnant 
(19:27f). 

(3) Satan seeks to impart false revelations but Muhammad was protected 
from his wiles by a simple expedient: 

When you recite the Qur'an [0 Prophet] seek God's protection against the 
accursed Satan. He has no authority over those who believe and trust in their Lord 
... (16:98f) 

Satan also seeks to tempt human beings to engage in sexual immorality (24:21) 
but Mary would not have succumbed to such temptations because at her birth 
her mother supplicated God with the words: 

'I seek your protection for her and her offspring against the accursed Satan.' (3:36) 

And when the Spirit presented himself to Mary she herself said: 

'I seek the protection of the Compassionate against you if you are God-fearing' 
(19:18) 

(4) Many ofMuhammad's revelations were first uttered in his sermons at 
Medina. According to tradition, to begin with the mosque did not have a 
minbar for Muhammad to preach from: 

It was on the trunk of a palm tree that the Prophet used at ·first to Jean.20 

According to the Qur'an Mary gave birth to Jesus in a similar setting: 

The labour pains drove her to the trunk of the palm tree. ( 19:22) 

(5) Muhammad's critics desired firmer evidence of his inspiration. We 
should perhaps infer from the following passage that they expected to see God 
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address him directly: 

It is not for any mortal that God should speak to him, except by inspired 
communication (wa~•"), or from behind a curtain (min wara'ii'; ~ijiib;") or that 
He should send (yursila) an [angelic) messenger (rasiil) who would then communi-
cate (yii~rya) by His permission what He wishes. ( 42:51). 

The interpretation of this is much disputed. Muslim theologians assume that 
the noun waiJY and verb aw~ii denote Gabriel's recitation of the words of the 
Qur'an to Muhammad. On the other hand, Watt makes out a good case for 
thinking that the fundamental sense is 'the communication of an idea by some 
quick suggestion or prompting'. 21 Fakhr al-Din al-Razi argues that the 
reference to a curtain must be metaphorical and that what is meant is that 
when a man hears speech without seeing the speaker it is as though the speaker 
were behind a veil or curtain.22 Note that we have already met with the 
expression 'from behind a curtain' for it occurred in its literal sense in 
connection with the Prophet's wives.23 Should we infer that Muhammad often 
presented revelations which he claimed he had received when he was behind 
the curtaili in his wives' quarters? 

It can hardly be fortuitous that terms 'communicate', 'curtain', 'send' and 
'[angelic) messenger' occur in close succession in one of the accounts of the 
annunciation and conception. Zechariah was alone when he received a 
revelation and was struck dumb. The rest of mankind neither saw nor heard 
anything but: 

He came out of the mihrab to his people and communicated (aw~) to them ... 
(19:11) 

Mary was in seclusion when the Spirit came to her: 

She took apart from them a curtain (~i;jiib.") and we sent (arsalnii) to her Our 
Spirit ... ( 19: 181) 
He said 'I am only an [angelic] messenger (rasiil") of your Lord .. .' (19:19) 

Thus the mystery ofMary's conception of Jesus like the mystery ofMuhammad's 
reception of the Qur'an was hidden from profane eyes. 

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION 
What are the implications of these observations? I have already stated that the 
Qur'anic story of Jesus serves to authenticate the prophetic ministry of 
Muhammad and to emphasise the authority of the message of which he is 
the mediator. I will now attempt to draw some more specific conclusions from 
each of the four main sections of this paper. 

In the first section we saw that the image of Jesus is mediated by the 
structure of the Qur'anic discourse and is inseparable from it. It follows that 
any attempt to translate what the Qur'an says about Jesus into a series of 
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propositions is likely to reduce the impact of the Qur'anic version of the story 
and thus to seriously misrepresent it. This is equally true of the Gospels, 
although there the structure of the discourse is very different for there is an 
implied human narrator who tends to recede behind the story which he is 
telling and to leave Jesus at the centre of the stage. 

Let us next consider the resemblance between what the Qur'an says about 
l'vluhammad and what it says aboutJesus. Michaud, who was aware of some of 
the parallels which I have listed, thought it unnecessary to postulate that 
Muhammad had deliberately contrived to produce them. His own explanation 
had two parts to it. First, following Harnack and Schoeps, he assumed that 
l\1uhammad was influenced by Jewish Christianity and that consequently he 
initially believed that the religion which he preached closely resembled that of 
Jesus. 24 Second, Micl1aud suggested that later on the traditional data about 
Jesus, which did not fit the image of him as a model prophet, were partially 
harmonised with it by a slow and profound spiritual travail which took place 
within Muhammad.25 I accept the likelihood of both the Jewish Christian 
influence and the long-term spiritual travail but I question whether they are 
sufficient to explain all the similarities that we have observed. Take, for 
instance, the three sets ofayas in which similar statements are made about the 
fate ofMuhammad and that ofJesus. Michaud does not mention these. Yet the 
similarities are striking. Moreover, in all three cases the statements about 
Jesus were revealed shortly after the statements about Muhammad.26 Are we 
really to believe that this degree of harmonisation was brought about entirely 
unconsciously? 

My account of the similarity between 'A'isha and Mary depends partly on 
details drawn from tradition. I suggest that here we must almost certainly 
reckon with Muhammad's deliberate attempt to indicate that such a similarity 
existed. His domestic arrangements in the mosque at Medina were, I think, 
consciously made with that end in mind. His primary motive was probably the 
desire to compensate for the aura surrounding Mary and the virginal con-
ception-features of the traditional Christian story which were hard to 
reconcile with the beliefthatJesus was merely a model prophet. In the process, 
howe\"er, he also blazed the trail for the establishment ofvirilocal marriage.27 

The Qur'anic aya exonerating 'A'isha from the charge of unchastity came 
later. It would have made sense to the Muslims who were by then long familiar 
with the story of how Mary's innocence had likewise been defended by 
revelation. Just in case they failed to see the similarity, the charge against 
'A'isha was referred to as 'a tremendous calumny'. 

The parallels between Muhammad and Mary are more difficult to interpret. 
It is impossible to be certain of the degree to which Muhammad was conscious 
of them. They are, however, undeniably there. They have a twofold effect. 
First, they relativise the miracle of Mary's conception of Jesus by making it an 
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analogue of Muhammad's reception of the Qur'an. Second, they provide a 
precedent for the mysterious circumstances that led to Muhammad being 
suspected of fraud. 
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THE THEOLOGY OF SEPARATION AND THE 
THEOLOGY OF COMMUNITY: A STUDY 

OF THE PROPHETIC CAREER OF MOSES 
ACCORDINGTO THE QUR'AN 

M. Causse 

A study on the prophetic vocation of Moses according to the 
Qur'an 

A most enticing little book by F.-J. Leenhardt1 has recently analysed the 
religious types of Abraham and Moses in the Bible. Meditating on these 
great figures will lead us along one of two theological ways. One of these 
we will call "theology of severance" in order to keep it separate from 
Biblical terminology. Basing his argument on the significance of Abraham 
for St Paul in particular, Leenhardt recognises this in Protestant spiritu-
ality. The figure of Moses, on the other hand, dominates a "theology of 
community", which he recognises in Catholic spirituality. 

Leenhardt further elaborates the slight distinction between spiritual 
types in a note:2 it may originate partly from a projection of the theologi-
cal tendency of the source onto particular persons. Perhaps, however, 
one ought to bear in mind the possibility that every historical person 
may well have his own spiritual development. 

The object of this study is not this discussion, which would raise many 
questions simultaneously. We have undertaken it within the bounds of 
the Qur'an where it is significantly simplified owing to the fact that 
Mubammad is the only bringer of Qur'anic revelation, and that there are 
many texts which allow us to follow its development without adding the 
preliminary difficulties inherent in a discussion of the sources. 

Thus we are intending to study the development in the Qur'an which 
moves from a "theology of severance" to a "theology of community''. We 
will disregard every Biblical parallel because it is evident that we have 
already been guided by the similarity of the difficulties within dogma 
which arise in the Islamic and in the Biblical context as well as in the 
various Christian traditions. We have also been influenced by concerns 
similar to those of Leenhardt. 

1 F.-J. Leenhardt, La Parole et le Buisson de Feu, Neuchatel, Delachaux et Niestle. 
2 Ibid., pp. 49-50 
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In La Philosophie du Moyen Age M. E. Gilson offers the following pen-
etrating observation as "a kind of law": [61] "For to a thinker of the 
Middle Ages, the State is to the Church what philosophy is to theology 
and nature is to grace".3 

Just as the Church is defined outside the state, in opposition to a civil 
society, to the "world", theology objects to knowledge through reason, 
and the grace of God is incomprehensible and outside the mechanisms of 
nature - three aspects of one and the same "theology of severance". If 
these options were reversed, we would automatically have a sketch of the 
"theology of community". 

While for Gilson certainly this is a logical observation, it is also, above 
all, a statistical one. Every theologian, and for Leenhardt every spiritual 
type as well, develops within a set framework. The Qur'an adds a new 
dimension here in that it allows passage from one setting to the other. 
From the theology of severance, which is expressed in the beginnings in 
Mecca, the Prophet of Medina moved on to a theology of community. 

This theological development is recognised by all Islamic scholars. 
Moubarac terms it a natural development" and also, with good reason, 
emphasises "the priority of religious over political matters" in this devel-
opment.5 We wish to examine, to some extent, in what respect a theological 
development can be characterised as being "natural", i.e. in what respect 
it can be said to obey "natural laws", which would spread into a precise 
historical and theological framework. 

If, consequently, there is a logical natural element immanent to the 
human spirit in this development, every believer who adheres to the 
absolute truth of their faith will not doubt that the area which requires 
the most meditation is just that which eludes this human logic. However, 
as E. Mounier pointed out, mystery loves light. 

As far as the Qur'an is concerned we can approach the question from an 
oblique angle. Throughout the twenty-odd years of the Revelation the 
figure of Moses plays an essential role as a type and an example for 
Muhammad. Gaudefroy-Demombynes has written that Muhammad's tak-
ing Moses as an example took place in Medina.6 We will see that, in a 
way, the opposite is true: Moses' position as an example is much less 
firmly and deeply rooted in Medina than in Mecca. 

3 La Philosophie du Moyen Age, p. 254. 
4 'Moise dans le Coran' in Moise, l'homme de I 'Alliance, p. 380, Paris, Descl!!e et ci•, 1955. This 

expression appears twice. See also Abraham dans le Coran, p. 18. 
5 Abraham dans le Coran, p. 55. 
6 Gaudefroy Demombynes, Mahomet, p. 109. 
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We will study the way in which the Prophet understood Moses' voca-
tion, and its development during the three Meccan periods and the last 
Medinan one, thus gaining an insight into his understanding of his own 
mission. We will follow Blachere's classification [62] and criticism in this 
study.7 The results may be only approximations for certain suras, but 
then we are only trying to emphasise a general development. 

The other prophets, especially Abraham, but also Noah, might serve as 
examples just as well. Referring to them, however, is not necessary for 
most of the time, for two reasons: 
1. In the Qur'an, prophets appear as incarnations of a uniform type of 
men who succeed each other and intervene in God's name in a human 
situation which is also fairly uniform. This Jewish and Jewish-Christian 
doctrine is taken up explicitly on several occasions in the Qur'an. Thus, 
for instance, in sura 26 (no. 58), following the stories of Moses and 
Abraham: 

"Noah's people denied their apostles, when their brother Noah 
said to them: ''Do you have no piety? I am a true apostle for 
you. Fear God and follow me. I do not ask a reward from you, 
for only the Lord of Creation can reward me" ... 

This is truly a sign. The majority of them did not become 
believers. Your Lord is indeed the Mighty One, the Merciful.''B 

The complete quotation is repeated word for word in the contexts of HUd, 
Salih, Lot, the Men of the Thicket, and the last two verses also appear in 
the context of Moses and Abraham. The repetition indicates that there is 
not only a permanent spiritual significance in prophecy, but also an 
identical role for its messengers. While the nature of the prophecy may 
change throughout the development of the Qur'an, except in details it 
will develop in a similar way for the different prophets.9 

2. Despite Abraham's important role, Moses remains the person who is 
most closely associated with Mubammad by the Qur'an and the tradi-
tion. Moses is, in total, mentioned about one and a half times more 
frequently than Abraham;10 moreover, Abraham appears as a model be-
liever, whereas Moses is the model prophet, Muhammad's personal 
model.11 Tradition quotes the Prophet as having said: 

7 Le Coran (translated by Blachere), Paris, Ed. Maisonneuve, 1949-51. 
8 (26:105-9; 121-2) 
9 See Gaudefroy-Demombynes, Mahomet, p. 390. 
10 See the precise study by Moubarac: 'Moise dans le Coran', p. 374; Abraham dans le Coran, 

p. 27. 
11 See Gaudefroy-Demombynes, Mahomet, p. 390. 
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"Do not assign to me pre-eminence over Moses: on the day of 
the resurrection, all men will faint with fear, I as well as the 
others, but I will be the first one to regain my senses. At that 
moment Moses will be clinging to the throne. I do not know 
whether he will have fainted like the others and regained 
[63] his senses before me, or whether he will be an exception, 
according to God's will."12 

In another tradition Mohammed has the advantage over Moses for the 
latter will cry during the Last Judgment because the number of his 
disciples will be fewer than Muhammad's. 13 

FIRST MECCAN PERIOD (NO. 1-48, BLACHERE) 

The first thing which strikes the reader is that Moses' preaching is not 
directed at the Jews but at Pharaoh and that it is in this form that its 
relation with Mul;J.ammad's message is asserted: 

"In truth, we have sent to you an apostle to testify against 
you (shahidan 'alaykum), as we sent an apostle to Pharaoh 
before. Pharaoh disobeyed that apostle, and we have pun-
ished him terribly. If you are unbelievers, how will you defend 
yourselves on the day which will make your children's hair 
go grey?"14 

This is an action directed against one of the mighty, the 
"Master of the Stakes"15 and a rebel, as are all great men. 

"Go to Pharaoh, he is rebelling. Ask him: "Do you have it in 
you to purify yourself and fear the Lord if I lead you to him? 
Moses showed Pharaoh the greatest of miracles, but Pharaoh 
did not believe and rebelled. Then he went away and called 
his men together and said to them "I am your supreme Lord." 
God punished him with the scourge of this life and the life to 
come."16 

Opposite Pharaoh, who declares himself God, Moses is entrusted with 
divine power, the greatest of miracles. Before the test it is established 
that Pharaoh is a rebel (tagha, in the past tense); furthermore the sign of 
the warning is also the sign of the Last Judgment which immediately 

12 Bokhari, 44, 4, 1; 60, 31, 2; 60, 35, 3. 
13 Ibid., 62, 1, 2. 
14 73 (no. 34):15-17 
15 89 (no. 42):9 
16 79 (no. 20):17-25 
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follows Pharaoh's refusal. Moses the prophet is thus given a part in the 
fulfilment of the Last Judgment, the part of shahid, the witness for the 
prosecution of this supreme trial. 

The individual character of this warning and the punishment, as well 
as their instantaneous realisation, has to be stressed. In this context the 
required - and intended - conversion is that of the individual who is 
fully responsible for his actions and who changes abruptly and purifies 
himself. The motive for the change will have been the fear of the Judg-
ment. 

What exactly comprises this purification as far as Moses is concerned 
is not stated. All that is said, after the "pages about Abraham and 
Moses", is that praying to God is necessary17 and the assurance [64] is 
given that "no sinful soul shall bear another's burden, that a man will be 
judged only according to his own labours, that the result of his efforts 
will be observed and that he will be fully rewarded."'18 

All the traits connected with Muhammad and his prophetic witness 
pointed out so far can be found in the texts from the same period. The 
Prophet "has seen one of the greatest signs of his Lord''19 and he has been 
commissioned to relate them as the preliminaries of the Judgment. 

"Those who have not believed our signs will be on God's left, and a 
great fire will come upon them."20 

Besides, everything has in fact already been decided: it is not for man 
to purify himself "unless God, the Lord of the worlds, wills it" .21 

Henceforth the Prophet is the witness for the Last Judgment.22 

Throughout this period Muhammad is surrounded by a group of believ-
ers to whom he recommends piety. The practice is directly inspired by 
Jewish or Jewish-Christian practice, but that in itself would not prove 
the affinity between the Prophet and Moses. The form of the conversion 
appears to be more important by virtue of its instantaneous and total 
character. On the one hand we see the condemned rebels, on the other 
the pure, the servants of the Lord who "give food to the poor, the orphan, 
the captive, all for the love of God".23 This conversion is modelled on the 
instantaneous conversion of the prophet during his vision, be it Moses' or 
Mubammad's.24 

17 87 (no. 16):15 
18 53 (no. 30):38-41 
19 53 (no. 30):18 
2o 40 (no. 40):19-20 
21 81 (no. 18):29; 76 (no. 34A):30; 74 (no. 36):56 etc. 
22 85 (no. 43):3 
23 76 (no. 34A):8; see also 2 (no. 93):30 
24 78 (no. 20):16; 53 (no. 30) 

41 
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More important still is the use of the root dh k r, "to remind, to 
admonish, to remember", to describe the preaching. The first Qur'anic 
texts on this subject are: 

"Admonish them (dhakkir), if admonishing (dhikra) them 
would be any use''25 

"He might mend his ways, and then the admonition (dhikra) 
would have been useful... 

This is an admonition (tadhkira) - let him who wishes 
remember (dhakara) it - this admonition is contained in 
honoured pages, exalted and purified, out of the hands of 
noble and pure scribes.''26 

The text used in sura 87 (no. 16) refers explicitly to the "pages about 
Abraham and Moses"; the contexts are identical in that the initial ser-
mon, seen [65] as a whole by the Prophet, is itself modelled on all that 
precedes it and is essentially connected to Moses. As regards Abraham, 
he is only mentioned twice in this whole first Meccan period, both times 
in this phrase. 

It would obviously be very interesting to know the contents of these 
"pages", but it seems that, from the very beginning, this knowledge has 
been reserved for the initiated. They are "secret scripture only to be 
touched by the purified''27 which announces and describes the Last Judg-
ment.28 The vision of the Lord on his throne,29 with the chosen on his 
right side and the damned on his left - in one text a group of the chosen 
is set apart as those of the first order'l0 - who commends the former for 
having fed the poor, the orphan and the captive,31 who invites them to 
enter into paradise32 and sends the damned to the eternal fire and to 
Gehenna,33 recalls Chapter 25 of the gospel according to St Matthew. 

It is possible that this is a more or less direct reference. There are 
others of the same type in later texts of the Qur'an, and also in the 
tradition literature. 

For the aim of the present study it is particularly important that these 
"pages" are connected with the authority of Abraham and Moses. From 
here onwards there is unity in the history of Qur'anic revelation. 

25 87 (no. 16):9 
26 80 (no. 17):4, 11-16 
27 56 (no. 23):78 
28 52 (no. 22):2-7 
29 81 (no. 18):20; 85 (no. 43):15 
30 56 (no. 23); 40 (no. 40):18; 74 (no. 36):39 
31 See footnote 23. 
32 89 (no. 42):30; see also 50 (no. 56):34 and Matthew 25:22, etc. 
33 There are fifteen instances of this. 



-------- STYLE AND CONTENTS ------ 43 

7 

With a few exceptions the warning is directed at rebels, who are being 
threatened and condemned. In general, as with the example of Pharaoh, 
the rebels are the rich and powerful: 

"Disaster will befall those who have amassed a fortune and 
counted it again and again. They believe that it will make 
them immortal."34 

It is obvious that this social vision, where riches as well as family 
influence are actual obstacles to accepting the prophecy, dominates the 
individual idea of bearing witness and of the Judgment: 

"He did not believe and he did not pray, but he denied the 
truth and turned his back. Then he went to his kinsfolk, 
striding proudly."35 

"On that day (of the Judgment) each man will forsake his 
brother and his mother, his consort and his children.36 He 
will try to give them up in his place."37 

[66] One can see that, from that time onwards, God's revelation begins 
to take place in a personal context. He has chosen a poor and orphaned 
man38 who "has no ties in this town'39 to bring it to the people; the 
Prophet's personal history is the element that enables him to understand 
God's will: 

"Did he not find you an orphan and give you shelter? 
Did he not find you in error and guide you? 
Did he not fmd you poor and enrich you? 
Therefore, do not wrong the orphan. 
Therefore, do not send the beggar away. 
Proclaim the goodness of the Lord."40 

Thus the Prophet is set apart from human society and he calls on those 
who believe to do the same. He has passed to the side of God and into the 
life to come, leaving this life behind him; the Day of the Judgment will 
see a complete reversal of the situation; indeed, the outcome of the 
Judgment is already arranged for everyone with certainty. No interces-
sion will be accepted for the damned,41 and their fate does not concern 

34 109 (no. 39):1-3; see also 69 (no. 24):28; 89 (no. 42):20; etc. 
35 75 (no. 27):33 
36 80 (no. 17):34 
37 70 (no. 33):11 
38 93 (no. 4) 
39 40 (no. 40):2 
40 93 (no. 4) 
41 74 (no. 36):48, etc. 
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the Prophet. God says to him: "Leave me alone with them."42 It is more 
an execution than a judgment: 

"There will be a single blast from the trumpets, the earth and 
the mountains will be raised high and shattered to dust in a 
single blow."43 

The theology of the first Meccan period is, in its pure state, a theol-
ogy of severance. It is not a revolutionary mystical theology in that it 
does not, or nearly does not, comprise the organisation of a new society. 
The Great llay, and the Great Night are the completion, and the action 
comes from above. It is a call to conversion, but the real convert is he 
who does not believe that it was all his own choice. This vivid reality 
expresses the slightly paradoxical doctrine of "double predestination" 
which asserts at the same time the total responsibility of the adult 
human towards God: 

"Whosoever wants will remember; 
They shall not remember anything unless God should have 
willed it."44 

Thus the severance on the social, moral and doctrinal levels appears 
simultaneously as a sign and as a submission. As submission it feeds the 
hope of salvation; as a sign it gives the assurance that this salvation is 
now and henceforth realised. He who has believed "has been saved by his 
hope", as St Paul said. 

[67] The social severance on the other hand is first of all a severance 
from normal ties, from normal hierarchies, from the family and from all 
that is great, rich, respectable and wise in society. Discussion is impossi-
ble under these circumstances; therefore God's motives cannot be known 
and everything is decided. 

If taken to its utmost logical limits, the austerity of such an attitude 
might take on a mechanical character and lose the sensibility by which 
souls become attached to it. 

But God is at the same time awesome and a loving friend (udud} 45 

Finally, while it is stated explicitly that no intercession will be possible 
whatsoever, the angel who has given this benevolent revelation to the 
Prophet possesses all the same "great power with the Lord of the throne".46 

42 73 (no. 34):11; 74:11 
43 69 (no. 24):13 
44 111 (no. 37):54-6, see also 81 (no. 18):28 
45 85 (no. 43): 14 
46 81 (no. 18):20 
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SECOND MECCAN PERIOD (NO. 49-70, BLACHERE) 

The peculiar relationship between Moses' and Muhammad's prophetic 
witness is always asserted, either by explicit comparisons'7 or by the 
sheer number of instances, of which there are almost twice as many as 
those related to Abraham. 

Moses' mission is still addressed to Pharaoh, but with important modi-
fications. Firstly, Moses is not alone anymore and neither is Muhammad.48 

Aaron appears as Moses' vizier49 and the call is sometimes even addressed 
to the team of the two brothers;50 furthermore, as a child, Moses has 
received help from his mother and sistez.51 and finally he is given a family.52 

On the other hand while this mission, being directed at Pharaoh, 
frequently keeps its individual character, from now on it is also a mission 
to an unjust people. 53 As well, not everything is absolutely determined: 
"Go to the unjust people, the people of Pharaoh. Are they not going to 
show fear of me?".54 And if everything is not absolutely determined, the 
prophet has a special responsibility towards the people he is sent to 
warn. "Go to Pharaoh, for he is rebelling. Speak to him with gentle 
words; maybe he will take heed and show fear of me.''55 Besides, Phar-
aoh's magicians are convinced by Moses' signs and become believers, 
finding martyrdom and salvation.56 

[68] As not all believers are dead, they form a new people of servants to 
God and Moses has the new mission of leading them: "Leave in the night, 
at the head of My servants. You will be persecuted .... And Moses and all 
those who were with him were saved."57 

At this point in the revelation the mission to the believing people 
introduces a considerable change in what might be called the history of 
the Last Judgment. The practical fact that the saved people are perfect 
no more bursts forth from the evidence. Still, from now on there is a 
bond, an alliance between God and Moses and also between God and his 
chosen people on earth. 58 The function of the alliance between God and 

47 44 (no. 55):17; 43 (no. 63):45 
48 20 (no. 57):132 
49 20:30 
50 37 (no. 52):114 
51 20:37 ff. 
52 27 (no. 69):7; see also 20:10 
53 26 (no. 58):11; 25 (no. 68):36 
54 26:11; 23 (no. 66):49 
55 20:44 
56 20:70 ff.; 26:46 Cf. 
57 26 (no. 58):52; see also 20:77; 44 (no. 55):23 
sa 43 (no. 63):49; 44 (no. 55):32; 20 (no. 57):86 
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Moses is in fact to ensure that the alliance between God and his people 
remains steadfast. Moses must never leave his people, God says, not 
even in order to get closer to him, because the people are weak and not 
able to resist temptation in Moses' absence.59 

The logical link established by rabbinical theology between the one-
ness of the chosen people and that of God (together with the oneness of 
the Temple) is known. Therefore it is not surprising to see, as a correla-
tive of this alliance, the sin of association in the episode of the golden 
calf. 60 On the other side, the divisions between various Christian sects 
are a sign that their doctrine about God has fallen into the sin of associa-
tion.61 

This double correlation, of the unity of the group of servants and the 
unity of God on the one hand and of the links between God and his 
prophet, between the prophet and the chosen people and between God 
and the people on the other, is already a knowledge of God which goes 
beyond fear of the Judgment. The revelation becomes "a salvation and a 
clarity''62 and one of its material signs is now "the scripture, full of clear 
evidence"63 which leads Moses and Aaron on the straight path (ibid.) in 
order that they may lead converted sinners along it.64 

It is obvious that the fact that the Judgment has been part of the 
divine plan ever since the beginning of the revelation invests the proph-
ecy with a historical function rather than a passing role in a momentary 
episode. The link between God and his people is put in a hierarchy: "I 
have lavished my love on you, so that you might be brought up under my 
eyes."65 

However, the greatness of the mission only enhances the weakness of 
the messenger. He was a sinner,66 he is despicable and [69] cannot ex-
press himself clearly,67 he is afraid of Pharaoh's wrath68 and he lacks 
intelligence and patience in his understanding of God's actions.69 

But the love of God is absolute and demands absolute and uncondi-
tional faith: "Do not let someone who does not believe and who follows 

59 44:33; 20:85 
60 20:88 ff. 
61 43 (no. 63): compare verses 59, 64, 65; similarly 23 (no. 66):50, 52, 53, 59; also 21 (no. 67):91, 

92, 93 
62 21 (no. 67):48 
63 37 (no. 52): 117 
64 23 (no. 66):49 
65 20 (no. 57):39 
66 26 (no. 58):20 
67 43 (no. 63):52 
68 20 (no. 57):45 
69 18 (no. 70):59-81 
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his whims turn your heart away from the Hour (of Doom), lest you 
perish."70 In return, he will accompany the prophet and follow him in his 
work which is at the same time human and divine: "Fear not. I shall 
truly be with you, and I will hear and see."71 He will hear the prophet's 
prayer and grant his wishes.72 

Thus the link with God for as long as one is conscious of its existence, 
comprises, a commitment on God's part. 

Within Muhammad's own particular vision, different lines separated by 
the analysis of Moses' mission remain: 

"Do not pray to any other deity beside God, lest you become 
one of the punished. Admonish your kin and be kind to those 
among the believers who follow you."73 

Muhammad is not isolated anymore, either in his faith or in relation to 
his people. During this time the name "Muslim" appears and many texts 
mention the Prophet's responsibility towards the obedient people. The 
scripture is revealed, "descended through the faithful spirit, in pure 
Arabic, as was foretold in the scripture of the ancients.''~4 This revelation 
conforms to a law of the actions and the Judgment of God: ''We have 
never destroyed the inhabitants of a city whose fate was not preordained 
in their scripture."75 

To put it differently, while the revelation is directed at the Prophet it 
is meant for his people to whom, in fact, it belongs. 

This new alliance could allow for intercession on Judgment Day.76 

The community thus formed is One (see footnote 61); during this pe-
riod the sin of association, which is at least a secondary issue at the 
beginning of the revelation, is formulated more precisely.77 

Thus there is a mutual commitment, by the people and also by God.78 

While disaster is always possible on Judgment Day, [70] perhaps even for 
the Prophet/9 the faithful are united in their hope as well as their piety: 

"Who but a sinner would despair of God's mercy?''llo 

70 20:16 
71 20:46 
72 20:36 
73 26:213 
74 26:193 
75 15 (no. 59):4 
76 19 (no. 60):87 
77 59 (no. 30): 19 
78 51 (no. 49):22; 50 (no. 56):31 
79 67 .(no. 65):28 
80 15 (no. 59):56 
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The parallel which has been shown between the vocations ofMuhammad 
and Moses within this period of the Qur'an is all the more remarkable, 
despite a few slight differences, because the actual facts of the lives of 
the two prophets are not as similar as their situations: 

Moses' "hegira", which is mentioned in suras 20 and 26, precedes 
Muhammad's hegira in the Qur'anic revelation. The context, from then 
on, only shows the relationship more clearly. The Muslim hegira will be 
explicitly connected to the Jewish hegira in the Medinian sur as. There-
fore one may conclude that the comparison has its origin not so much in 
the similarity of events but rather in the profound similarity Muhammad 
himself felt where prophecy was concerned. What we said above about 
the "pages about Abraham and Moses" goes in the same direction in 
showing that this similarity is a primary fact. Muhammad is the Moses 
of the Arabs. 

The comparison between the two hegiras expresses a similar dyna-
mism of action: the Muslim hegira, whatever its political import, was 
above all a prophetic action. Moubarac reaches the same conclusion 
when he assigns the principal role to Abraham's hegira (see footnote 5). 
This comparison seems to us to be less precise than that between Moses 
and Mub.ammad, but the spiritual demands are the same: the hegira is 
one of the laws of prophetic action and the work of God. 

THIRD MECCAN PERIOD (NO. 71-92, BLACHERE) 

This is the period during which the earthly contents of the alliance are 
defined. Moses' essential mission is henceforth the Book, sign of the 
people's election, which will cause part of the promise to come true. 

"We have truly given the scripture and the enlightenment 
and the prophecy to the children of Israel. We have given 
them good nourishment and elevated them above the world. 
We have given them proofofthe order."81 

"Indeed, we have given the scripture to Moses and made it 
a guide for the children of Israel. And we have appointed [71] 
leaders from among them who guided them according to our 
orders, as a reward because they were steadfast and believed 
in our signs."82 

Finally part of the eschatological expectation is found on earth: "Maybe 
God will give you the earth at last."83 

81 41 (no. 73):16 
82 32 (no. 71):23 
83 7 (no. 89): 129 
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It is obvious that this realisation presupposes an organisation, if not a 
certain spiritual hierarchy, among the people. This organisation would 
spread across the whole world through the collective election of the 
people: "It is our will to favour those who were oppressed in the land, to 
make them leaders and to give them noble heritage and to give them 
power in the land."84 

The main consequence of this transformation is that God's will (and 
not only his immediate moral demands, but also an idea of his plan of the 
Judgment and his way of acting) becomes intelligible to the mind of a 
"people who knows",85 a "people who reasons"86 etc. 

"We sent Moses forth with our signs and said: "Lead your 
people out of the darkness into the light"."117 

Sura 18 (no. 70) clearly shows the transition from the second to the 
third Meccan period. The story of Moses and his mysterious companion 
conveys God's commitment towards his prophet; as well, it conveys the 
consciousness of this mutual commitment in which knowledge is discern-
ible. However, God's actions can only be understood after the event 
through an individual initiation for everyone. 

At the moment: "Moses, says the Lord, I have chosen you of all men to 
make known my message and my word. Take what I give you and be 
thankful We inscribed for him on the tablets a precept for everything 
and an understandable account of everything. Take these tablets whole-
heartedly and order your people to observe what is best in them."'Bs 

The unity between Moses' and Mubammad's missions is always as-
serted clearly. They are both expressed in identical terms,89 the scripture 
they are commissioned to make known is fundamentally the same'0 and 
nowadays, as in Moses' time, it allows the believer to understand God's 
action within history and even to discern certain normative rules. 

Misfortune may be a sign of blessing: "We have never sent a prophet to 
a city without first afflicting [72] the people with calamity and misfor-
tune in the hope that they might become humble. Mterwards, we always 
replaced adversity with good fortune, and they would forget (what we 
had done for them)."91 

84 28 (no. 81):5 
85 41 (no. 72):2 
86 45 (no. 73):5 
87 14 (no. 78):5 
88 7 (no. 89):144; 6 (no. 91):154 
89 14 (no. 78): 1 (=5) 
90 11 (no. 77):17; 29 (no. 83):50 etc• 
91 7 (no. 89):93 
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"Your Lord did not destroy these cities until he had sent an 
apostle to their capital cities who proclaimed our signs among 
them. We have not destroyed any city unless its inhabitants 
were sinful."92 

"It was not possible (wa ma kana) that your Lord should 
have destroyed a city unjustly, a city whose inhabitants were 
just people."93 

"We take vengeance on the guilty, and it was our duty (wa 
kana IJ,aqqan 'alayna) to succour the believers."94 

At the reckoning, God reveals something about his being as he dictates 
his will. 

Within the framework of the alliance the weakness of the believers is 
no longer an incredible disaster; on the contrary, it is foreseen and God's 
promise reaches beyond the punishment. The punishment does not de-
stroy the alliance, at least not "for this time".95 The greatest of sinners, 
even Pharaoh himself, can still convert and save themselves at the hour 
of death.96 Finally, the prophet is qualified to beg God's forgiveness for 
repentant sinners or for his near relations in prayer. The term "interces-
sion" (shafa"a) cannot be used here, as its Qur'anic meaning is clear: it is 
an intervention at the Last Judgment in favour of the damned. As this 
was an attribute of pagan deities,97 it is denied in the Qur'an "unless it is 
by God's special permission".98 Besides, this was not an innovation ofthis 
particular period. 

However, as the existence of a believing community called to salvation 
imposes the notion of history onto salvation and Judgment, a new term, 
istighfar, indicates the praying for forgiveness by a living person for 
third persons. This testifies to a greater spiritual responsibility, e.g. in 
Moses' prayer: 

"Lord ... would you destroy us because of what fools among us 
did? This was a temptation from you, to guide and to mislead 
whom you willed. You are our guardian. Forgive us and have 
mercy on us, for you are the noblest of those who forgive."99 

92 28 (no. 81):59 
93 11 (no. 77): 117 
94 30 (no. 76):4 7 
95 17 (no. 74):4-8 
96 10 (no. 86):90-92 
97 10:18 etc. 
98 10:3; 34 (no. 87):22, etc. 
99 7:155 
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This prayer does indeed have the character of an intervention with the 
aim, and the result, of changing God's will in pursuance of a [73) more 
essential will which He had expressed through the alliance and the 
mission entrusted to his prophet for him to be its guardian. 

The same spiritual function is found in connection with other ancients. 
Jacob's sons say to their father: 

"Father, ask God's forgiveness for us for our sin.s. We have 
been sinners. - I will ask my Lord's forgiveness, for he is 
forgiving and merciful."100 

Joseph is formal when he says to his brothers: "No one shall reproach 
you today. God will forgive you."101 

As for Muhammad himself, he is even more formal: "Your Lord has 
vowed to be merciful."102 And he recommends every believer to intercede 
for his father and mother.103 

It should also be stated that Jacob, and also Joseph, show their faith 
as much by their understanding (and literally their divination) of God's 
plan as by their faithful observation of his commandments. This is what 
gives them strength. 

It is easy to see that any contemplation of these topics from the point of 
view of doctrine would quickly become dangerous in Muslim eyes. It 
would be difficult to transfer the intensity of feeling about God's pres-
ence, and the certainty based on the rights of prayer, to the level of 
dogma, or even to simply express it .... As we have already seen in the 
previous period, the guarantee of absolute divine transcendence is found 
in the human weakness of the prophet. Despite his superior vocation, he 
is constantly in need of God's help. 

"When you see those who deride our signs, keep away from 
them until they direct their derision at something else. Satan 
will certainly make you forget this."104 

"If we had not given you strength, you could not have 
helped to move towards them a little ... "105 

100 12 (no. 79): 97 
101 12 (no. 79):92 
102 6 (no 91):54 
103 17 (no. 7 4):24 
104 6:67; see also 7:200 
105 17:76 
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FOURTH PERIOD: SURAS FROM MEDINA (NO. 93-116, BLACHERE) 

The new topic in this period is holy war which completes God's commit-
ment to his people. This is also connected to the example of Moses: 

"(Moses says:) "0 my people, enter the holy land which God 
has assigned for you. Do not turn back, for if you do you will 
be lost." 

[74] "0 Moses, they replied, there is a people of giants in 
this land. We will not enter until they have left it. Should 
they leave, then we shall enter it." Two god-fearing men who 
had been favoured by God said: "Go in to these giants through 
the gate. Once you have passed this, you shall be victorious. 
Put your trust in God, if you are believers." 

But they cried: "0 Moses, we will not enter this land as 
long as these giants are there. You go, you and your Lord, 
and you can fight them. We will stay here and not fight."' 

And as punishment for this unfaithfulness the Promised 
Land will be forbidden to them for forty years.106 

Subsequent to Moses, (the council of the children of Israel) 
said to a prophet they had: "Appoint us a King and we will 
fight for the cause of God."- "What if you should refuse to 
fight when ordered to do so?" - "Why should we refuse to 
fight for God's cause, now that we and our children have been 
expelled from our dwellings?" 

However, when they were ordered to fight, they would turn 
their backs, except for a small number among them.107 

Here again we find the same elements in Multammad's appeals to the 
faithful: the aversion to war, its justification in closely related termsl-08 

and especially the support and finally order of God. And again, independ-
ent of Mub.ammad's political and strategic understanding, holy war has 
a theological origin. 

This is a translation of God's total commitment to men. The men who 
have waged holy war have fulfilled their commitment to God.109 

"Not you have killed these infidels, it is God who killed them. 
You did not smite them: it was God who did it so that he 
might richly reward the faithful."110 

106 5 (no. 116):24-27 
107 2 (no. 93):246 
108 4 (no. 102):75 
109 33 (no. 105):23 
110 8 (no. 97): 17 
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In return, the presence of the faithful and their literally superhuman 
efforts were necessary for God to be able to accomplish one of his own 
tasks: 

"If God had not fought certain men with other men, hermits' 
cells would have been destroyed, and synagogues, chapels 
and mosques where God's name is frequently invoked."111 

Finally, holy war is the realisation of part of the Last Judgment: [75] 
martyrs are "accomplishing their fate"112 and will be ''living in para-
dise";113 the infidels will go to hell.U4 

In a certain sense, holy war is the Last Judgment. It introduces the 
concepts of time and history into the knowledge of God, for his judgment.U5 

An essential difference appears here in connection with Moses. There 
is no doubt that the essential significance of holy war can also be found 
in the holy texts of the Israelites. Thus, forbidding them the Promised 
Land for forty years represents the enforcement of the judgment fo;r one 
whole generation, in accordance with the Biblical significance of that 
period in other instances, such as in the books of Joshua and Judges. 

However, Moses failed in his mission to lead Israel into holy war, while 
Muhammad succeeded, and won. Certainly, Moses and his brother are 
saved, but that was not the aim of his life. In the Meccan suras Moses 
accomplished his mission both to Pharaoh and in other respects, and 
Muhammad could make him his absolute example. Now, on the other 
hand, it appears that a prophet's mission is not so much to acquire 
salvation for himself but rather to lead a whole people to the faith. The 
image of Moses crying at the Last Judgment because his own people are 
less numerous than Mubammad's is an illustration of this failure. 116 

There is nevertheless a resemblance if we consider the two prophets 
not in the context of their two peoples and their respective missions, but 
in the context of only the Jews, who resists: 

"0 children of Israel, remember ( ... ) when you say: "0 Moses, 
we will not believe in you until we see God with our own 
eyes"."117 

Still, this resemblance, which is in effect a defeat both prophets have 
in common, is not prophetic and missionary because it does not bear on 

lll 22 (109):23 
112 33 (no. 105):24 
113 2 (no. 93):154; 3 (no. 99):169 
114 66 (no. 111):9 etc .... 
115 3:142; 57 (no. 101):25 
116 See footnote 10. 
117 2:55; see also 61 (no. 100):5 and 4 (no. 102):153 
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the prophetic mission anymore. On the contrary, it is a result of the 
similarity of the two situations. 

Furthermore it has to be mentioned that holy war does not have a 
missionary character because its primary aim is not to convey that salva-
tion which is the possession of the believers; its objective is to render 
perfect the relation between God and the believer, not to convert the 
heathen. The supreme ideal is to be killed in the course of the war, as the 
prophetic function is not extended from the prophet to the faithful. The 
following example allows us to specify this non-missionary character of 
prophecy and of piety at that time: 

"Thus they are described in the Torah and in the [76] Gospel: 
they are like grains which have put forth their shoots and 
strengthen them, so that they rise and stand firmly on their 
stems, delighting the sowers."118 

This image appears in a number of different guises in the gospels, but 
it always has a specifically missionary intent through evoking the rip-
ened grains. Here, the image is that of the strength and purity of the 
straight stem. There is more: the image of the ripened grains is found in 
other instances in the Qur'an. 119 But there again, it appears in a com-
pletely different context, foreseeing the future fortune of those who have 
spent their possessions in the path of God. 

Moses and his defeat can thus explain how holy war could have re-
strained the spirit of spiritual conquest in Mubammad's prophetic 
consciOusness. 

Thus, while Moses is not the model of prophecy any more, his role is not 
exhausted. He is the precursor and rejoins the ranks of the prophets from 
among whom, most importantly, Abraham and Jesus have come. One 
might say, specifically, that the image of Moses rejoins that of Abraham. 

The figure of Abraham has followed a slightly different itinerary, be-
cause Abraham did not have initial success with his people. However, as 
soon as the revelation becomes more precise, his son joins him in his 
faith before the sacrifice:120 henceforth the people of Abraham are his 
descendants. 

Here we find again the development described in the case of Moses, 
transferred onto the mystical level. Moubarac is justified in insisting on 
Abraham's "spiritual hegira".121 In the spiritual history of this prophet, 

118 48 (no. 110):29 
119 2:261 
120 37 (no. 52):102 
121 Abraham dans le Coran, pp. 108 ff. 
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the rupture occurs in one moment. To persist in this state of rupture, 
however, would exclude any works, any participation in the realisation of 
God's plan. God's plan presupposes a theology of community. In Abraham's 
case, the spatial community, which would be the ideal of government, is 
replaced by a community in time. And the characteristics of the "theology 
of community'' can be found in the piety of the "children of Abraham": 
consciousness, security, and finally participation in the kingdom of the 
heavens (see footnote 121). 

Thus we have two theologies of community whose characteristics are 
transposable. There is a continuity from the faith of the children of the 
community to the serenity of the just one; from belonging [77] to the 
community to participating in the "cloud of witnesses" in the kingdom of 
the Heavens; from the apostolate to the education of children; from the 
mission of the leader to that of the father. 

Furthermore, it is in continui~y with Abraham's spiritual heritage that 
Moses leaves the heritage of the divine presence to the descendants of his 
people122 and that he remains the one "to whom God speaks clearly''.123 

However, we are left with the fact that, while the faithful can still 
profit from Moses' meditation, his vision is no longer Muhammad's model 
and constant reference, as it had been in Mecca. 

There is another reason which contributes to removing the image of 
Moses from the Prophet's mission. The scripture no longer belongs to 
Moses or the Jews exclusively. It belongs to the Christians, in its general 
shape as well as in the form of the Gospel, which is integrated into it. It 
is as such that Muhammad recognises it and inserts his own revelation. 
Even holy war appears as a commandment from the GospeV24 Between 
Muhammad and Moses there is now Jesus. 

The point of reference for the Muslim community is no longer the 
people of Moses, not even when faithful, but Jesus' disciples, the first 
an$ar and the first Muslim community.125 At least they support Jesus in 
his struggle, which is an explicit model of holy war, and he will emerge 
victorious.126 Thus we can see how the Medinian community could have 
been based on a certain Christian tradition. However, the prophetic 
problem remains, as in no place is Muhammad's mission, in its origin or 
its spirit, compared to that of Jesus as it was to that of Moses. 

122 2:248 
123 4:142 
124 9 (no. 115): 111 
125 3 (no. 99):52 
126 3:52; 61 (no. 100):6-14 
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Mubammad received God's word through the faithful spirit; Jesus was 
this word and a spirit coming from God incarnated in a man.127 Finally, 
Jesus was gifted with a unique power over sickness and death. The last 
of the suras says: 

"(0 Jesus, son of Mary, remember) how I instructed you in 
the scriptures, the wisdom, the Torah and the Gospel; how you 
created from clay the form of birds by my leave and breathed 
into it so that they became living birds by my leave; how you 
healed the dumb man and the leper by my leave; and how you 
raised the dead (from their tombs) by my leave ... "128 

[78] These last words can even be compared to another verse of the 
same sura: 

"Because of Cain's crime we decreed for the children of Israel 
that whoever kills a human being, except for murder and for 
wicked crimes, should be judged as if he had killed all man-
kind, and whoever revives a human being should be judged 
as if he had revived all mankind."129 

It is not impossible that, while Mub.ammad's prophetic consciousness 
is not questioned, he felt some hesitation concerning the exact signifi-
cance of his own ministry in the history of the revelation. This hesitation 
might furthermore correspond to the difficulty we have in specifying the 
doctrinal nature of the various sects which the Qur'an names "Jews" or 
"Christians". The idea appears that the Christians (and to a lesser de-
gree the Jews)130 would have had a part in the truth, if they had been 
faithful to the Gospel in their actions.131 But their community was un-
faithful to its own revelation, and we find, concomitant with the division 
of people into sects, the sin of association.132 

If they had been faithful... one might wonder what would have been 
the sense in a third revelation. 

As they were not faithful, it is now Muhammad's mission to form 
finally, in accordance with the earlier revelations, the faithful people of 
the Muslims, the "obedient ones". 

There is also the idea that the Qur'an is the third panel of a revelation 
in triptych, constituted by the Torah, the Gospel, and the Qur'an, 133 with 

127 4 (no. 102): 171 
128 5 (no. 116):110 
129 5:32 
130 5:45 
131 2 (no. 93):253; 5:48, 66, 68 
132 5:14-17 
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Abraham as a prelude.134 Through Moses, God reveals the extent of 
prophecy and election, through Jesus, the extent of his beneficent power 
on earth. Islam, finally, realises a harmonious synthesis of the two previ-
ous revelations. 

Whichever of these, or another, is the better interpretation, it seems to 
us that Muhammad's autonomous mission is henceforth directed to-
wards practical organisation of the perfect community and that he is 
conscious of having succeeded. 

"This day I have perfected your religion for you and com-
pleted my favour to you. I have chosen Islam to be your 
faith."135 

"You are the noblest community that has ever been raised 
up for mankind."136 

The believers have passed from death to life.137 

[79] In this Muslim expression of "God's Kingdom on Earth", what is 
the Prophet's role? 

His authority is the same as God's: "Whoever obeys the apostle obeys 
God."138 "It is not for true believers, men or women, to make their own 
choice in a matter once this matter has been decided by God and his 
apostle."139 

And the expression which recurs constantly in the Medinian period is 
"God and his apostle". 

Mul;tammad is no longer only the man who brings a message to the 
people; he is a light to them, 140 a good example for whoever puts his hope 
in God;141 he is the witness, the protecting friend who is linked closer to 
the believer than they are among themselves. His wives are their moth-
ers.142 

A major transformation has taken place since the beginnings in Mecca. 
We have arrived at a theology of community. 

At the time when conversion is experienced as a collective action or as 
participation, and life in the community makes the believers sure of the 
option they have taken regarding salvation, this conversion ceases to be 

134 3:65 
135 5:3 
136 3:110 
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totally within salvation. It is the beginning, the initiatory act. The be-
lievers cease to be responsible adults who have taken an independent 
decision; instead they become children, children of one and the same 
father. Their father is the leader of the community, around him they are 
without fear and life is theirs. To repeat Gilson's formula (see footnote 3), 
the grace of God is inserted into the natural course of things, the "Church" 
has been inserted into the state; and theology has become a true political 
philosophy. 

The theology of severance is that of the orphan, the persecuted man; 
the theology of community is a theology of the family, and especially the 
father. All religious teachings are normally situated in a similar theo-
logical context. The theology of severance, on the other hand, cannot 
know anything about teaching ... because it corresponds exactly to those 
grains of sand which God occasionally drops into our well-regulated 
spiritual and social mechanisms. 

"God has promised to those among you who believe and 
who do good works to make them rulers over the land, as he 
had made their ancestors before them. He has promised to 
strengthen their faith which he chose for them and to change 
their fear to safety."143 

[80] "We have sent among you an apostle from your midst 
who will make known to you our signs, who will purify you 
and instruct you in the scripture, in the wisdom and in that 
of which you can have no knowledge. Invoke my name and I 
will remember you. Be thankful towards me always."144 

The comparison of the following two texts shows clearly, in our view, 
this development in the field of piety: 

The pious (abror) keep their vow, fear a day when sorrow will 
be universal. For the love of God they give food to the poor, 
the orphan, the captive: "We will feed you for our Lord's sake, 
not asking any reward or gratitude from you. We fear a day 
of terror and disaster from our Lord, but God has protected 
them from that terrible day ... "14s 

Pious goodness (birr) does not consist in turning your face 
East or West. But the pious man (birr) is he who believes in 
God and in the Last Judgment, in the angels, in the scripture 
and in the prophets, who, for the love of God, gives to his 

143 24 (no. 107):55 
144 2:151 
145 See footnotes 20 and 28. 
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This text can also be compared to 2:83, where the same advice is placed in Moses' mouth. 
All the variants go in the same direction: fear has passed to the second level; the moral attitude remains strictly the same and the permanence of Moses' authority may be the reason for that, but faithfulness has become the essential virtue, the obedience to a recognised authority. Faithfulness to the religion of the fathers used to comprise a tempta-tion- that of riches. 147 Now it has become the virtue of the children in the community.148 

God's presence has come so close as to be in the hearts of the believ-ers,149 as he was in the past to the children oflsrael.150 Thus God himself becomes the model for the community: "If you overlook their offences and forgive them, it will be good, for God is forgiving and merciful."151 
[81] Once we have reached this point in the development of the revela-tion, the faithful cannot commit a greater sin than apostasy: 

"Those who believe and then renounce the faith, and then believe again and renounce again, their unbelief will only grow, and God will never forgive them."152 

"Where they are concerned it is all the same whether you ask forgiveness for them or not. God will not forgive them."153 

And as revelation is now perfect, prophecy has come to an end. The Qur'an is "the seal ofprophecy"/54 only God can, at the Judgment and the resurrection, add anything (yunabbi'uhum alltihu). 155 

And by obeying God's laws, the Muslim community will finally extend the prophetic witness in the world to a certain extent. 
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"We have made you a moderate nation, so that you may 
testify against mankind and that your apostle may testify 
against you."156 

This might seem contradictory to what we have said above regarding 
holy war, to wit that its spiritual contents for the believer were not of a 
missionary nature. 

We have shown a profound development between the beginnings of the 
preaching in Mecca and the Medinan period: from a theology of severance 
we have passed to a theology of community; but at this precise point in 
time the Muslim community is breaking the bridges linking it to the 
Jews and also to the Christians, thus the verse quoted (footnote 156) has 
to be seen in this context. One could also speak of a kind of community 
prophecy similar to the prophecy of the first Meccan period and its 
meaning for Mu'b.ammad or for Moses. In this sense, even holy war 
assumes a prophetic and missionary character for the community taken 
as a whole. 

One might also say that the severance with the non-Muslim commu-
nities creates in the Muslim conception of the testimony a discontinuity 
between that which restores the piety of the believers in its being and 
the testimony of severance to which the community is vowed. The study 
of this discontinuity in other communities does not enter into the present 
discussion. 

Finally we can ask whether the image of Moses and its specific Islamic 
character could not explain these distinctive traits and perhaps also 
certain problems which have troubled his story. The Qur'anic Moses [82] 
is elevated above the sinful Israel by means of his particular election by 
God who, in His justice, shields him from general punishment. The 
Biblical Moses has participated in the sin of his people who were afraid 
to enter the Holy Land157 and his punishment is to die before crossing the 
Jordan. However, in his closeness to God, this punishment is fully ac-
cepted. In this way, Moses' death is an integral part of his prophecy 
whose testimony cannot be extinguished by any living man. 

For, in death which is put into the service of God's work, in the grain of 
wheat which dies in the ground/58 severance and breaking away can 
become presence and faithfulness, seeds of the community. Furthermore, 
through faith and the support of the community and through wisdom, 
man will find valid preparation for breaks and severances to come. 

156 2:143 
157 Deuteronomy 1:32-37. See also the study by H. Cazelles in Moise, l'homme de ['Alliance, pp. 
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"AND BECOME YE ACCURSED APES" 
Ilse Lichtenstaedter 

The Prophet Mubammad proudly proclaimed his Revelation to be 
Qur'iinun 'arabiyyun, qur'iinun mubin "an Arabic Koran, a clear, 
intelligible Koran" 1 Whether this phrase simply meant that his Meccan 
audience could readily understand it without any further interpretation 
because it was revealed in their native tongue, or whether it was a 
revelation that could not be contradicted, it did not take long before 
the Prophet's followers, after his death, were in need of further 
implementation and explanation of even the obvious meanings of its 
Surahs and Ayiis. Even the next generation, the so-called Tiibi'un, 
began to ask the AsiJ.iib, Mubammad's surviving contemporaries, for 
further elucidation on the connections of Koranic verses with specific 
events in Mul)ammad's own life, their origins and their meanings.2 This 
search led to the scholarly commentaries on the Koran, culminating in 
Tafsir, 'The Commentary," by al-Tabari (d. 390 A.HJ922 AD.). This 
work became the leading, authoritative work on which most, if not all, 
later Muslim attempts at explanation were based, not excluding late 
interpretations based on different approaches, such as that of Sufism. 

Tabari's Tafsir remains to this day the traditional orthodox 
commentary even for modem liberal Muslim movements such as that 
built upon the school of 'Abduh, in Egypt; the commentary of Maulana 
'Abd al-Kalam Azad in India (d. 1958); and the edition published, with 
translations and notes, by 'Abd AlliTh Yiisuf 'Ali of Saudi Arabia.3 

Modem Western Orientalists, too, have continued to depend to 
a certain extent on Tabari's comments on the Surahs and Ayiis of the 
Koran. However, they differ essentially from the ancient commentators 

1 Koran, SiVah XII verse 2 Or, as RA Nicholson called it, "perspicuous." 
2 See J. Horovitz, 'The Earliest Biographies of the Prophet and their Authors," in: 

1 slamic Culture, vols. I & li, Hyderabad, 1927. 
3 New York 1946, 2 vols. Nor is the commentary by the Ahmadiya sect an 

exception, published by the Oriental and Religious Publishing Corp. Ltd., 
Rabwah, Pakistan, 1964 (4 vols., 2nd ed.); cp. vol. I, p. 131 
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in not acknowledging the divine origin of the revelations; they tried to 
gain deeper insight by searching for similar ideas in earlier kindred 
religions and cultures in Mubammad's environment, mainly in Judaism, 
Christianity and its various sects, as well as Zoroastrianism. To 
Noldeke's and Horovitz's studies along these lines, those of Ditlev 
Nielsen added a new dimension He pointed to South Arabian religious4 
ideas and their influence on Mubammad's North Arabian religiosity. 
The studies of these leading W estem authorities laid the foundation for 
all ensuing research and they will probably remain fundamental 
reference works for a long time to come. However, they also 
encouraged a somewhat sterile and stereotyped search for further new 
parallels to Koranic tenets in Jewish or Christian sources as additional 
examples of "Judeo-Christian" influence on Mubammad's thought 

For quite some time I have felt that a new approach was 
needed. As long ago as the colloquium held in connection with the 
bicentennial celebration of Princeton University in 1947,5 I pointed out 
the need for archaeological exploration in North Arabia, and the great 
gap in our knowledge of Mubammad's native milieu resulting from 
the lack of such exploration - a circumstance attributable to the 
sacred nature of his North Arabian sphere of activity, especially of 
Meccah and Medinah. I began, therefore, to search for an approach 
that steered away from the mere juxtaposition of Koranic stories, 
personalities and phrases with analogous elements in Jewish or 
Christian traditions, since these correspondences, however valuable 
when first examined,6 have tended to degenerate into an accumulation 
of an ever-increasing number of "parallels" between Jewish or 
Christian, or for that matter, pre-Islamic Persian, literatures and 

4 Ditlev Nielsen, Handbuch der Altarabischen Altertumskunde, Copenhagen, 
1927. 

5 Near Eastern Culture and Society. The Arab and Muslim World: Studies 
and Problems, Princeton University Bicentennial Conferences, Series 2, 
Conference 6, p. 12 Princeton, 1946. 

6 Abraham Geiger, Was hat Muhammad aus dem Judentum ange-
nommen? 1833, Christian Gerok. Die Christologie des Korans. 
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Koranic counterparts.' I felt deeply dissatisfied with this rather 
mechanical effort, which seemed to me incapable of contributing to a 
deeper understanding of the workings of Mul,lammad's mind and of 
the message he tried to convey. This statement is not intended to 
belittle the valuable research done into many facets of the Koran and 
specific problems by many Jewish and Christian scholars.8 Only when 
the search ends in such juxtapositions of ever more parallels, does it 
become mechanical and sterile. 

For a number of years I have been intrigued by this problem, 
and I have searched for a wider range of cultural influences on 
Mul,lammad's thinking. I took at its face value Mul,lammad's own 
statement that he was a nabi ummi "an unlettered prophet,'' that is, a 
man who drew his inspiration from the cultural atmosphere in which 
he lived, from the air he breathed, so to speak. This led me to 
examine religious ideas in his wider environment, and to consider 
myths of ancient peoples that may have been current in his own time. 

The first step away from the mere compilation of Koranic 
passages together with their parallels in Judeo-Christian literature was 
taken by AJ. Wensinck in his seminal studies.9 He prepared the way 
for the investigation of Koranic legends by tracing them back to 
similar ones in more ancient religions, which still appeared to him to 
be closely related to the Koranic myths. In these studies, however, 
Wensinck restricted himself mainly to the realm of North Semitic 
cultures. I was deeply stirred by his studies and felt the urge to search 
even further for what I called "the origins of Koranic symbolism," in 

7 The most striking example of this is A.L Katsh, Judaism in Islam, New 
York, 1954, which is mostly an enumerafion of parallel versions in 
Jewish/ Aramaic works and a Koranic phrase used in relation to one single 
personality, i.e. Abraham. and based almost exclusively on one Siuah. 

8 E.g., S.D. Goitein, Prayer in the Koran [unpublished doctoral thesis, 
University of Frankfurt a.M., ea. 1928], J. Horovitz, K oranische 
Untersuchungen, Berlin-Leipzig, 1926; Heinrich Speyer, Die Biblischen 
Erziihlungen im Koran. Hildesheim. 1971, pp. 313, 314. (1st printing, 1931). 

9 E.g., "Tree and Bird as Cosmological Symbols in W estem Asia," Amsterdam, 
1921, and "The Ocean in the Literature of the Western Semites," Amsterdam, 
1918 (Verh. d. Koninkl. Akad. van Wetschap., Afd Letterk. N.R., deel XVII, 
1; XI, 2; XXII, L) 
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response to the great Dutch Orientalist's own suggestion that other 
students should follow up his own research by further pursuing the 
path and methods that he had shown10 

In a number of articles I have proposed solutions to several of 
these "symbols.'111 In these studies I ventured beyond the strictly Semitic 
sphere and also drew on Egyptian mythology12 and folklore,13 using 
them in my attempt to solve several problems which had previously 
only cursorily caught the attention of scholars and, at least in the case 
of the gharaniq, had escaped the comprehension of even Theodor 
Noldeke, the dean of Koran studies.14 By exploring these methods I 
have been able to suggest what I believe to be solutions to these select 
puzzles and to show, at the very least, one more feasible approach to 
the task of tracing their origins and hitting upon satisfactory solutions 
for them and for similar ones. 

In the present article, I propose to extend this attempt by 
drawing attention to certain other well-known ayat presenting 
problems that have hitherto even been completely overlooked I have 
used the same method in tackling these Koranic passages and 
establishing their meaning. The passages selected are concerned with "a 
people who sinned by violating the Sabbath," and with the punishment 
meted out to them: their transformation into apes. In the order of the 
traditional 'Uthmanic Koranic count, the passages under discussion are 
the following: 

1. Sii.rah II (al-Baqarah) verse 65: "Ye know too of those among you 
who transgressed upon the Sabbath and We said: 

10 See Wensinck, loc. cit 
11 See "Origins and Interpretations of Some Qur'anic Symbols" [U in Studi 

Orientalistici in onore di Giorgio Levi Della Vida. vol. 11, pp. 58ff.; [11] in 
Arabic and Islamic Studies, in Honor of Hamilton A.R. Gibb, pp. 426ff.; "A 
Note on the Gharaniq and Related Qur'inic Problems," in Israel Oriental 
Studies, vol. V, Tel Aviv, 1975, pp. 54ff. 

12 See especially in LDV and Gibb Fest5chrifts. 
13 See especially "Folklore and Fairytale Motifs in Early Arabic Literature" in 

Folklore, vol. Ll, Edinburgh, 1940. 
14 Noldeke-Schwally, Geschichte des Korans, part 1, Leipzig, 1909, p. 101. 

note 4. 
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Become ye apes, despised and spurned." 

2. Surah V (al-Milidah) verse 65: "Say, can I declare unto you 
something worse than retribution from God? 
Whomsoever God has cursed and been wroth with -
and he has made of them apes and swine - and who 
worship Taghiit, they are in a worse plight and more 
erring from the level path." · 

3. Swah VII (al-A·raf) verses 163ff.: "Ask them about the city which 
stood by the sea, when they transgressed upon the 
Sabbath, when their fish came to them sailing straight 
up to them, but on the day when they kept not the 
Sabbath they came not to them - thus did We try 
them for the abominati~n that they wrought . . . evil 
was the abomination that they did, but when they 
rebelled against what they were forbidden We said 
to them: become ye apes despised and spurned." 

In addition to these verses, the following ayat must be 
considered for they proscribe swine, as does Surah V above, though 
not jointly with apes. There are also many other references to the 
Sabbath, but these deal with other aspects of Sabbath observance. 

4. Surah 11 (al-Baqarah) verse 168 [Fliigel1: "He has only forbidden 
for you what is dead, and blood, and flesh of swine, 
and whatsoever has been consecrated to other than 
God." 

5. Surah V (al-Ma'idah) verse 4: ''Forbidden to you is that which 
dies of itself and blood and the flesh of swine, and 
that which is devoted to other than God." (see also V, 
93). 

6. Surah VI (al-An·am) verse 146: " ... unless it be dead (of itself) 
or blood that has been shed or the flesh of swine -
for that is a horror -- or an abomination that is 
consecrated to other than God." 
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7. Sii.rah XVI (al-Nahl) verse 116: "He has only forbidden you that 
which dies of itself, and blood and the flesh of swine 
and that which is devoted to other than God." 

The first three iiyiit quoted were part of Mul)ammad's 
attempt at gradually gaining the support of Meccan Jews, 
reinforced with thinly veiled threats as to what might befall them 
if they persisted in their refusal to join him. Noldeke-Schwally 
assign these verses to the third Meccan and early Medinian periods, 
but make no further comments regarding their contents. However, 
as long ago as the ancient Muslims, scholars were intrigued by 
them, and wondered who these people were that had violated the 
Sabbath and were so severely punished. The Koran itself does not 
provide any clue as to their identity. Therefore some answer had to 
be invented. The one that Tabari gives in his commentary to 
Sii.rah 11 verses 63ff. gives full rein to his imagination and 
speculation. At the same time, several of the items woven into this 
tapestry were obviously reminiscent of folkloristic motifs which can 
be found in many cultures world-wide. 

He (Tabari) said: Thus also did God speak to Miisa when the Jews talked 
to him about the institution Uit. affairs] of the Sabbath namely, that they 
should not "hunt" for fish nor any other animal nor should they do any 
other work on that day. He (Tabari) said: However, when fish appeared 
on a Sabbath in (•aUI) the water -as He (God) said in the Qur'an: "When 
their fish came to them on the day of their rest straight up to them 
(shurra•an)" [Surah VII, 163] that is, visible on the water - referring to 
their rebellion against Miisa. But on any other day but Sabbath, the Jews 
went fishing as usual - that is the meaning of Allah's word 'and on the 
day when they did not rest, the fish did not come to them.' The fish acted 
that way for as long as Allah willed. When the people saw the fish 
coming in droves (lit. like that), they yearned to catch them, but feared 
the punishment; yet others caught some of them [on the Sabbath] and did 
not abstain from it. disregarding the punishment from Allah about which 
Musa had warned them. When they saw that no punishment befell them, 
they did it again and told each other that they had caught fish and 
nothing had happened to them. So they did it again and again and 
thought. Miisa's order was vain (l,aril). That is the meaning of Allah's 
word 'Know those of you who violated the Sabbath. We said to them: be 
like apes driven by stones.' He said that to those who had caught fish -
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and Allah transformed them into apes on account of their 
transgression ... Allah had created the apes and the swines and all other 
creatures in the six days Allah mentions in His Book. and He transformed 
those people into the shapes of apes. Thus will He do with whomever He 
wants. how He wants. and transforms as He wants. [Tab. Tafsir, vol. 11, 
pp. 167ff., edition Dlfiral ai-Ma'luif, Cairo 1374 H., 2nd edJ 

In this attempt at clarification, Tabari is using a motif familiar to 
anyone versed in Jewish lore. In particular, two motifs of Jewish 
folklore occur, even today, to those brought up with Jewish 
traditions: the myth of the primordial Fish, called Leviathan, and 
that of the river Sambatyon, which is thought to flow with water 
over rolling rocks and sand on every weekday, but to rest on the 
Sabbath.15 Neither is mentioned by name in any of the Koranic 
verses; but Louis Ginzberg and, most recently, Heinrich Speyer,16 
have drawn attention to this fact and have assembled references 
from both Rabbinic and Midrashic literature. 

In the Koranic ilyilt there is no indication of the exact 
nature of the Sabbath violation; the commentators, however, could 
easily have heard stories· told by Jews about the Sambatyon. 
Ginzberg's notes deserve to be quoted more extensively. 

[On Sambatyon] vol. IV, p. 317 and note 56 in vol. VI, p. 407ff.: 

[When the Jews were led to captivity by Nebuchadnezzar and forced to 
sing a song of Zion] at the fall of night a cloud descended and enveloped 
the Sons of Moses and all who belonged to them. [A pillar of fire 
descended as well; these vanished at daybreakl Before the Sons of Moses 
lay a tract of land bordered by the sea on three sides. For their complete 
protection God made the river Sambatyon to flow on the fourth side. This 
river is full of sand and stones. and on the six working days they tumble 
over each other with such vehemence that the crash and the roar are 
heard far and wide. But on the Sabbath [Ginzberg, note 56, see below] the 
tumultuous river subsides into quiet. As a guard against trespassing on 
that day a column of cloud stretches along the whole length of the river, 

15 But see below, note 56 in the quotation from L Ginzberg's Legends of the 
Jews. 

16 Louis Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews, vol. IV, p. 317:VI, p. 407ff. Heinrich 
Speyer, loc. cit. 
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and none can approach the Sambalyon within three miles. 

[Ginzberg, note 56, see above] 

Pliny Hist. Nat. 31.2 agrees with the Rabbis (Sanhedrin 65a, in 
conversation between R. Akiba and the Roman general Tineius [Turnu?] 
Rufus etc.) that this river rests on the Sabbath, whereas Josephus Bell VII, 
5.1 maintains just the opposite, that it rests on week-days and flows on the 
Sabbath. Josephus and the Rabbis differ also as to the location of this 
river. The former maintains that it is situated in SYRIA [my caps; see 
below for the importance of this location] between Acre and Raphanea, 
whereas the latter implicitly assume that it is in a country very far from 
Palestine. [Ginzberg adds here references to Sambatyon in Christian, 
Mohammedan and Samaritan writings, in N6ldeke, Alexanderroman, 
Mas'iidi, Murij, and others.] •.• The holiness of the Sabbath is "attested" 
by the river Sambatyon and also by a certain fish which spends the 
Sabbath resting on the banks of the river and by a mountain from which 
silver is taken every day in the week with the exception of the Sabbath, 
when no silver can be found there. 

The name of the river Sambatyon is not mentioned in any book of 
the Old Testament; it has been identified by some authors with the 
river Gozan, mentioned in 2 Kings 17:6, across which the Ten 
Tribes were led into exileP 

The contrasting statement by Josephus, quoted above, also 
se.ems to have been the version that led to Tabari's commentary 
repeatedly emphasizing the fact that the fish came on the Sabbath, 
but not on workdays. According to this interpretation, the violation 
of the Sabbath consisted in fishing in a river that teemed with fish 
on the day of rest, while none were seen during the rest of the 
week. The Muslim commentators, in their customary manner, 
embroidered this simple fact by enlarging their account with details 
about digging a channel on the Sabbath into which they lured the 
fish so that they could be caught, prepared and eaten on a 
weekday; the smell of fried fish lured more and more men to join 

17 Thus Pseudo-Jonathan Targum to Ex. 34:10. 
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the Sabbath breakers.18 

A very interesting passage is found in a discussion of hell 
and the damned in E. A W. Budge's The Gods of the Egyptians or 
Studies in Egyptian Mythology}' It reads: 

In this place were several other terrible serpents, and to one of 
these which had teeth like iron stakes. the poor soul was given to be 
devoured. This monster crushed the soul for five days of each week, but 
on Saturday and Sunday, it had respite. This last sentence seems to suggest 
that the serpent respected the Sabbath of the Jews and the Sunday of the 
Christians. 

The Jewish myths about the Leviathan, the sea monster, may have 
influenced the role that fish played in the Islamic tales, often 
elaborated as in the passage of Tabaris commentary quoted above. 
The word "Leviathan" occurs several times in the Old Testament,20 

i.e., in Ps. 104:26,21 Isa. 27:1 (twice), Ps. 74:14, and Job 4Q-.25ff. (King 
James Version, 41:1ff.). All of these passages speak of a sea monster 
or serpent used by God to smite the enemies of His people. The 
later commentators embroidered these verses with allegorical 
exegeses.22 One of these is relevant to the Koranic ayat under 
discussion: the Talmud Baba Batra 146 tells us that the sea monster 
Leviathan is slain by the Lord to provide sustenance for the 
righteous in the world to come. 

In his T afsir, Tabari presents another problem. He maintains 
that the violators of the Sabbath were people who lived in a city 
called Madyan23 situated between Allah and Mount Sinai. 

18 For further comments on the r.iver Sambatyon, see the Jewish 
Encyclopedia and Encyclopedia Judaica, s.v. 

19 Vol I, p. 269, New York (1964). 
20 See Wm. G. Braude, Pesikta Rabbati (Yale 1968), p. 480 and note 29, and 

Gerald Friedlander, (trans.) Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer, p. 63f. New York 
(Hermon Press), 1965. 

21 See E.R. Goodenough, Jewish Symbols in the Graeco-Roman Period, p. 99. 
New York, N.Y.l965. 

22 For references see the Jewish Encyclopedia, s.v. 
23 Compare the article "Sambatyon" in Encyclopedia Judaica: "These passages 

give no indication as to the supposed location of the river or of the origin 
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The preceding remarks and references to scholars' comments 
on possible sources for/or parallels to Koranic verses about 
violators of the Sabbath, though not exhaustive, will suffice to 
establish their dependence and that of post-Mul)ammad 
interpretations on them. 

However, none of the above-quoted comments pays any 
attention whatsoever to a striking, if not the most striking, part of 
the ayat, namely, the punishment meted out to the Sabbath 
violators of being transformed into "accursed apes." A fleeting 
reference to this fact was made by H. Speyer,24 yet none of the 
other authorities seems to have given any thought to this rather 
strange motif or paid any attention to it Noldeke-Schwally, in the 
long discussion of Surah 11,25 do not even mention the crucial verse 
65. 

It seems that neither Muslim nor Western scholars ever 
considered this transmutation of sinners into apes worthy of special 
examination, let alone wondered whether it might not be more than 
an expression for "apt punishment" of evil-doers. However, it 
seemed to me that it was more than a skillful turn of phrase for 
"severely punished," and that its origin therefore deserved a 
thorough investigation. The more I studied this curious problem 
together with the ayat and commentary referring to it, the more 
intriguing the ramifications and possible solution became. In the 
following discussion I shall try to unravel the intricate skein of the 
underlying ideas. 

Examples of transmutation of human beings into animals of 
all kinds abound in the folklore and mythology of practically all 
races and peoples of the world. Such transmutations occur in a 
variety of circumstances, e.g., saving someone from persecution; as 
just punishment for a misdeed or for a breach of promise; in 
consequence of a curse by an enemy, and many more. Frequently, 
the opposite also occurs: the release of people from the animal 

of its name. The only inference that can be drawn from them is that it was 
located in Media" (Media=Midyan?) 

24 Loc. cit~ p. 311 
25 Noldeke-Schwally, voll, p. 17Sf. 
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form· into which they had been changed. There are many animals 
that serve as figures of bewitched human beings. 26 

The starting point for my deliberations was the 
above-quoted ii.yii.h (Surah V, v. 65) in which the sinners were 
changed into apes and swine while also being accused of 
worshipping the idol Taghiit. In this and the other ii.yii.h quoted 
above, swine are called "an abomination," and their flesh is among 
the things forbidden by Koran Surah VI v. 146; XVI, 116, since 
swine are associated with idol worship and idolatrous sacrifice, and 
thus are consecrated to deities other than Allah. The same reason 
accounts for the prohibition of the maisir game and the drinking of 
khamr (wine), along with the consumption of pork. The fact that 
swine were sacrificed to idols is mentioned in Plutarch,27 De /side 
et Osiride, and in Lucian,28 De Dea Syria. These passages also 
describe how cows were put into sacks and thrown down from a 
height. Earlier the author mentioned that young maidens were 
sometimes used for this sacrifice, and that they were later called 
"pigs." This "sacrifice and eating of pigs at the time of the full 
moon" is connected with Typhoon and the story of Osiris. 

The fact that apes were linked with swine in Koran V, 62 
led me to search for a cult in which an ape played a role. Two 
ancient religions come to mind in which an ape holds a place in 
myth or ritual: in India the ape god Hanuman and in Egypt, Thoth, 
the Baboon god. In fact, in the aforementioned passage in Plutarch's 
De I side et Osiride, the pig, an unclean animal, is connected with 
Typhoon, who plays a role in the Osiris myth and the quarrel 
between Seth and Horus.29 Typhoon, in turn, is identified as Seth30 

26 E.g., the bird, snake, ram, cat, deer, elephant, lizard, frog, toad, and ass; for 
our present purposes I wish to call attention to a man changed into an ape 
and swine (Grimm, Anmerlcungen zu den Kinder- und Hausmiirchen der 
Gebruder Grimm, neu bearbeitet von J. Bolte and G. Polivka, Leipzig 
1913-18, II, 240; I, 375; for swine, see Grimm, index). 

27 Loeb Oassical Library, De /side et Osiride, p. 2L 
28 Loeb Oassical Library, De Dea Syria, pp. 404, note 3 and 405. 
29 See my article in Gibb volume, p. 430, note 2. 
30 Plutarch, loc. cit .. pp. 101, 121, 147. 
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in the Egyptian myth. Thoth plays the role of mediator in that 
quarrel. But in the Pyramid texts, "our earliest authorities, the 
functions of Thoth are of a purely funeral [italics mine] character, 
that is to say he appears only as a god who is willing to act as 
helper to the deceased king.'131 This action will be shown to be a 
decisive clue to the solution of the problem posed by the Koranic 
verses.32 

Thoth himself is often described as a 
dog-headed ape33 ••• this ape was associate and companion of the god 
Thoth ... The ape seated on the pillar of the Scales belonged to a species 
which is now only found in the Sudan34 but which in pre-historic times 
might have been found all over Egypt. The dog-headed ape is very 
clever ... the high esteem in which it was held by the ancient Egyptians 
is proved by the fact that the god Thoth was held to be incarnated in 
him.3S 

It was the epithet "dog-headed ape" that led me to an astonishing 
series of references, which initially seemed somewhat far-fetched 
But by following them step by step, I was led to what appears to 
me to be an incontrovertible solution of the Koranic problem. The 

31 See Budge, loc. cit., I. p. 400. 
32 Typhoon is held by the Pythagoreans to be "a demoniac power," see 

Plutarch, loc. cit., p. 75. 
33 Among the animals assigned to Typhoon, Plutarch (De 1 side, p. 171) 

mentions cynocephalus, see also Greek text, p. 170. See also Janson, Apes 
and Ape Lore, p. 25, note 30. 

34 I beg to add here a few remarks, which my colleague and friend Professor 
Dr. Ingeborg Leister, Professor of Historical Geography at Marburg 
University, sent me (letter of Sept. 11, 1983}: "Zum natiirlichen 
Verbreitungsgebiet der Affen, siehe Brockhaus, unter A. Karte, 
Seite 146 .... Mecca lag/liegt ziemlich nahe der natiirlichen Nordgrenze der 
Affen." Furthermore, in connection with our many oral discussions of the 
Koranic problem, she suggests the following: "lch babe den Verdacht, dass 
Siidarabien und Oman in der Koranforschung bisher zu kurz gekommen 
sind. 1st es denn nicht auffillig, dass ausgerechnet tubba vorkommt und 
sonst kein Titel eines KOnigs? KOnnte in Siidarabien der Schliissel liegen, 
der iiber Ihre drei Aufsitze hinaus lhren Vortrag zum "Vermichtnismacht?'' 
[see supra. note 11] 

35 Budge, loc. cit., vol 1, p. 20f. 



-------- STYLE AND CONTENTS -------

"And become ye accursed apes" 165 

first indication of a possible solution came from Professor Stanley 
Marrow, SJ. Upon hearing about my research concerning a possible 
connection between "the accursed apes" and the Egyptian Thoth, 
interpreted as being the baboon, he drew my attention to the fact 
that St. Christopher, who suffered martyrdom under Decius, was 
represented in Christian legend by a dog's head Professor Marrow 
referred to a discussion in an article on an Irish Litany of Pilgrim 
saints.36 Professor Brian Daley, SJ. followed up this suggestion and 
provided me with further references in Christian Martyrologies and 
Acta Sanctorum. In addition to indicating these references to me, he 
sent me the following resume of his search, an essay which he has 
kindly allowed me to incorporate, at my request, as his contribution 
to my attempt at solving the Koranic problem. Professor Daley's 
stress on the Christopher legend in the following statement is due 
to the fact that Professor Marrow's spontaneous reaction to my 
question concerning men changed into apes was to refer to that 
legend. To anticipate the end result: the circle led from Christian 
Syriac sources back to Egypt, and in fact, back to Thoth. A second 
influence, that of Hanuman, the ape-god of the Ramayana epos of 
India, may have reached the Arabian Peninsula via South Arabia 
and the spice trade. 

The following are Professor Daley's findings: 

I've done some searching in various source books this week. to 
see if I could come up with anything more about monkey-like people in 
the ancient Christian Near East, particularly in connection with the St 
Christopher legend and Syria. fve found some interesting things, I think, 
but no clear instance of any Syrian or Palestinian witness to such a legend 
- except for a reference to Christopher as a "Canaanite" in some medieval 
Western versions of the legend, which seems to rest on a textual error. 
But let me explain what fve found in detail 

1) The one point of contact between monkeys, strange people, and St. 
Christopher seems to be the term kynokephaloi (Lat cynocephali, 
"dog-heads"). Aristole, Historia Animalium 2.8, in describing the kinds of 
ape then known, distinguishes three types: the ordinary ape (pithekos), the 
"dog-head" (kynokephalos), which modern scholars identify as the baboon, 
and the "long-tailed monkey" (kebos). Apparently, the baboon is only 
found today on the Arabian peninsula and in Ethiopia; in antiquity, 

36 In Analecta Bollandiana, · 77 (1959), pp. 328-331, the question of the dogheads 
is discussed in an- appendix. 
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according to Diodorus Siculus (Hist. 133.4), it was also found in abundance 
in the Nile delta. In any case, some references to lcynokephaloi in ancient 
literature seem quite clearly to be to this kind of monkey and nothing 
more. So Pliny, Nat. Hist. 1.2331, says the Ethiopian nomads along the 
River Astragus "live on the milk of the animals we call cynocephali, herds 
of which they keep in pastures." Strabo (Geographia 16.774) refers to a 
place on the Somali coast, near the "Southern Horn" (i.e., the Horn of 
Ethiopia), called "the watering-place of the Kynolcephaloi." This could 
refer to some legendary tribe, of course, but more probably refers to 
baboons. 

2) Another set of ancient references to kynolcephaloi clearly present them 
as a curious tribe of human-like creatures, usually in Northern India. 
Strabo (Geog. 1.43; 7.299) refers to allusions to such people in the plays of 
Aeschylus, but those references are apparently now lost The fullest 
description we have of this tribe is in the summary of Ctesias of Onidos's 
I ndika (5th cent B. C.), included in Photius's Biblioteca 12. Ctesias tells us 
that a tribe known as "dog-heads" lived in India along the River 
Hyparchus, a tributary of ·the Indus flowing down from the Himalayas. 
They were some 120,000 strong, he says, and had heads, teeth, claws and 
voices like dogs, but otherwise resembled humans. They couldn't speak, 
but rather barked; however, they were able to understand the speech of 
neighboring Indian tribes. They were black-skinned, and each had a tail; 
they mated as dogs do, washed seldom or not at all, and lived in caves, 
sleeping on straw - to an age of 17Q-200 years! They lived, he says, from 
hunting and from the cattle they raised, and ate the fruit of the 
Siptachora tree (whatever that is). They know how to tan hides, he ::ays, 
and wear simple clothes made from them; the richest among them wear 
clothes of linen. In general, they were a just, harmless and peaceable lot 
All of this may be a somewhat garbled version of Indian accounts of an 
aboriginal, black-skinned tribe; there are. apparently, references in Indian 
literature (in the Prabhasa-Khanda) to an aboriginal tribe called the 
Suna-mukha, which means "dog-face." 

This same account, in somewhat abbreviated form, appears in 
Aelian, De Animalibus (2nd cent A.D.) - Ctesias is 5th cent B.C.) 21; also 
in Aulus Gellius' Noctes Atticae 9.4 (2nd cent a.d.), where the author says 
he found in an old Greek book a repon that "there are in the mountains 
of the land of India men with dog-like heads, who bark and who feed 
upon birds and wild animals which they have taken in the chase." 
Philostratus, in the Life of Apollonius of Tyana 6.1 (3rd cent A.D.), says 
that in Ethiopia (!) and India there are "black people. who are not found 
elsewhere, and pygmies, and people who bark in various ways, and other 
marvels ... " 

3) The legend of St Christopher seems to exist in different versions, all of 
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them quite bizarre. He seems to have been honored in nonheastern Asia 
Minor, especially in Chalcedon, the town across the Bosporus from 
Constantinople, from the second half of the fifth century. His relics (his 
head!) were honored in Constantinople in the 11th century, at least, and his 
cult had spread westwards at least by Carolingian times. The critical notes 
on his life in the Acta Sanctorum (by Joannes Pinius) conclude that 
nothing can be known for certain about his real name, origin, date and 
place of death, but that he may have been executed in Lycia (SW corner 
of Asia Minor) at the beginning of the fourth century. [Italics added. LL.] 

In any case, the Greek form of his life (represented in a Latin 
version in the AS) says that he "came from an island, from the race of 
dog-heads" (Canineorum: kynokephaloi in Greek) and was originally a 
cannibal. His original name was Reprobus, but after being strangely 
converted to Christianity he took the name Christopher. He is then 
supposed to have become a missionary and to have acquired the gift of 
human speech - before this, presumably, he could only bark. Whether his 
features also changed from dog-like to human is unclear. He then is 
supposed to have become a missionary, and to have settled in Samos in 
Lycia; later legends make him a soldier, and say he acquired human 
speech through eating some kind of heavenly fruiL In any case, he is 
supposed to have been executed for his faith by a local king named 
Dagnus (which may be a corruption of Decius, the third-century Roman 
emperor connected with many of the acts of the martyrs). The usual 
succession of unsuccessful attempts to kill him by burning, torture, etc., 
the conversion of prostitutes sent to seduce him in prison, etc., is 
concluded by a successful beheading. 

In Western medieval versions of the legend, he is not a dog-head 
or cannibal, but rather a giant. As a young man (named Offerus) he 
decided to give his service to the strongest king in the world, wandered 
around trying out various masters, and is finally convinced by a monk 
that Christ is that "strongest master." So he settles by a river to be a 
monk, and exercises his service by carrying travellers across the river in 
flood-time. Then the familiar story happens: a child comes, asks to be 
taken across, and Christopher finds as they go that he becomes heavier 
and heavier, until he can hardly make the far bank. When he does arrive, 
the child reveals himself as Christ, the lord he has been serving. From 
then on, he is called Christopher. 

The only possible connection between Christopher and the 
Syro-Palestinian area comes in a textual variant in the Latin versions of 
the Eastern legend. The text that appears in the Acta Sanctorum says that 
he "venit de insula. genere Canineorum," which corresponds to the detail 
in the Greek menologia that he came from the land of the cannibals and 
had a dog-face (/cynoprosopon). The Bollandists note, however, that other 
Latin versions have "Chananaeorum" or "Cananaeorum" for "Canineorum," 
and Peter Damiani, in an 11th-century sermon, calls him "a rose from 
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Canaanite thorns." This seems to rest on a simple textual alteration, 
however, which corresponds to a tendency in the Latin versions to 
downplay Christopher's monstrous origins. There is no evidence of a cult 
of Christopher in Syria or Palestine, or of an association with these 
"dog-headed" people with the Eastern Mediterranean. 

One interesting set of reflections on the "dog-heads" is contained 
in a letter of Ratramnus of Corbie, the learned 9th-century monk, to a 
presbyter named Rimbertus, on the question of whether the dog-heads of 
Greek legend are human and have souls. Ratramnus concedes that it is the 
opinion of "learned men" that they are beasts rather than human, because 
they look at the ground instead of upwards, and because they bark rather 
than speak. On the other hand, the reports attribute to them distinctly 
human characteristics: living in society, observing custom, practicing 
agriculture, and wearing clothing. On the basis of these four traits - social 
living, law, crafts and a sense of modesty - Ratramnus concludes that they 
must be human, have souls, and be descendants of Adam and Eve. And 
the legend of St. Christopher confirms this conclusion, he says; also, 
Isidore of Seville included Cynocephali along with giants and cyclopes, as 
monsters of human origin - deformed members of the human race. 

Neither Ratramnus nor the legend of SL Christopher mention 
apes ( pithekoi; simiae). The only connection that I have found is the 
common attribution of the name "dog-heads" to a variety of apes 
(Aristotle and others), and to a legendary tribe of people (Ctesias; the 
Christopher material and Ratramnus). The tribe are mainly connected with 
India, and I have found no evidence of anyone knowing of their existence 
in the Eastern Mediterranean. 

There are a few secondary works that might be useful on this: 

Reese, Die griechischen Nachrichten uber lndien zum Feldzuge 
Alexanders des Grossen lQ-14, 24-28. 
T.H. White, The Book of Beasts (London 1954), 34ff; 
W.C. McDermott, The Ape in Antiquity (Baltimore 1938); 
H.W. Janson, Apes and Ape Lore in the Middle Ages and 
Renaissance (London 1952). 

Professor Daley has some doubt as to whether the discussions of 
the dogheaded apes in the ancient medieval works would shed any 
light on the Koranic passages. Yet they contain a fairly large 
number of important leads. It is necessary, however, to keep in 
mind a characteristic facet of folklore and mythology alike: the 
combining of actual data with imagination and embroidery that 
become as closely connected to the reality as do barnacles to a ship. 
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In searching for the correct answer to our problem, these barnacles 
have to be scraped off so that the underlying reality can emerge. 

There are obviously three strains of myth and traditions: one 
comes from India (Daley' s no. 2), i.e. Hanuman - a monkey-god 
from Hindu mythology, the leader of a host of monkeys - via the 
spice trade to South Arabia; a second starts in Egypt and wanders, 
as does the third strain, via the Christopher legend into Asia Minor, 
and is found (Daley's no. 3) in various regions adjacent to Arabia, 
including the "Syrio-Palestinian area." Daley's doubts about their 
influence on the Koran will not affect any scholar familiar with the 
techniques of modem Koranforschung. 

In all three strains there is an abundant mixture of facts and 
myths, of scientific observation and folkloristic interpretation and 
fantasy. Indian influence has prevailed in South Arabia since 
pre-Christian days. In his paragraph on India, Daley gives a list of 
dog-headed creatures in Indian legend. He obviously aimed at 
answering my question on this problem. But he makes no mention 
of Hanuman, who plays a central role in the Ramayana. 

Hanuman "was a child of a nymph by the god of the 
wind ... He is the leader of a host of monkeys who aid in these 
exploits [told in the Ramayana eposl'137 Hanuman is also described 
as "a quaint figure in the pantheon of the heroic age, the deified 
chief of the monkeys - probably meant to represent the aboriginal 
tribes of southern India.'138 

In addition, he is "benign to the virtuous and smites 
evildoers." In battle "he was a fierce and valiant fighter," and "he 
shattered all opponents and demons with a fierce roar.'139 As K.C. 
Aryan points out, "it is interesting to note that in some paintings, 
ten severed heads of Ravana are shown hanging from Hanuman's 

37 Encyclopedia Britannica (11th ed.) voL 12, p. 932 See also K.C. Aryan and 
Subhashin Aryan, Hanumiin in Art and Mythology, Delhi, [1974?] pp. 15, 16, 22ff~ 
75, 76. Ananda K. Koomaraswamy, The Sister Nivedila:, Margaret E. Noble, 
Myths of the Hindus & Buddhists (Dover Pub.) New York, pp. 2Q-23. See 
especially p. 21, lines 2ff. 

38 See Encyclopedia Brilannica (11th ed.) voL 13, p. 101 
39 See K.C. Aryan, Hanumim in Art and Mythology, pp.l5, 16. 

77 



78 -------- THEQUR'AN ----------

170 "And become ye accursed apes" 

tail. In such portrayals, the emphasis is on the heroic (Vira) and 
fierce (Raudra) aspects of Hanuman.'140 In the present context his 
"fierce and valiant" aspects and his "shattering of all opponents" -
not his benign sides - are relevant to the problem 

An echo to this fierce aspect of Hanuman might be found in 
Tabari's speculation about the "city.'141 

[This city] was divided by a wall with two gates. one leading to 
the part inhabited by Muslims, the other to that of the evildoers 
(kufflu). One day, the Muslims climbed the wall [into the quarters] of the 
evildoers, and behold, they were monkeys who were attacking [lit. 
jumping against] each other. [The Muslims] were victorious over them [the 
apes] who dispersed into the land. To this refers Allih's word, "and when 
they rebelled against what they were forbidden, We said: become ye apes, 
despised and spurned." (Siirah VII, 166)42 

This interpretation in turn underlies the story told by Adolph von 
Wrede in the diary of his travels in Hadramawt.43 Indeed, it is 

40 See Ibid. p. 33. 
41 Tabari. Tafsir, vol VII, p.l66. 
42 In this edition of the T af sir a note is added on the word lchiislin., explaining it 

as "dog," when you say to him "scram" (lit be chased away), with a reference to 
Lislm ol-'arab, which quotes the very iiyah under discussion This explanation 
reminds one of the "pelted devil" of Surah Ill verse 31, and it was perhaps 
influenced by a reminiscence of the rite of "stoning the devil" at Mina. However, 
the Arabic words used in that Silrah are ol-shayrlm oJ-rajim. 

43 Adolph von Wrede's Reise in Hadramaut, Beled Beny 'Yssa und Beled el 
H adschar. Hersg ... von Freiherr Heinrich von Maltzan, BralliL'lChweig. 1870, pp. 
15lff. "Wihrend ich mit dieser Arbeit beschiiftigt war, vemahm ich einen Lirm, 
als wenn sich mehrere Persone zank:ten . • • • Jetzt entdeckten wir erst auf der 
anderen Seite der Schlucht die Ruhestorer, nimlich eine Truppe von einigen 60 
Affe die herabgek:ommen ware, um ihren Durst mit dem auf dem Boden der 
Schlucht stehenden Wasser zu·lOschen In seinem Arger schleudert mein Schaych 
unter alien moglichen Verwiinschungen Steine gegen sie, welche aber k:eine 
andere Wirk:ung hervorbrachte, als das die ganze Gesellschaft in einer grtl\C;eren 
Entfemung niederkauerte. Schaych SSalym sah ihnen nach und rief dann aus: 
Nun wie werdet ihr mir gehorchen, da ihr nicht einmal auf die Ermahnung 
Hod's, des Propheten Gottes, geachtet habt?' There follows a legend about King 
Shaddad, from the legendary tribe of 'Ad, which ends, in Wrede's account, as 
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remarkable that it is precisely in South Arabia that an echo of the 
Indian legend, though in a strongly Islamicized form, can be found. 

Even weightier is the second strain originating in Egypt in 
the person of the dog-headed ape, the associate and companion of 
Thoth, who was incarnate in him. This dog-headed cynephalos ape 
is the baboon. 44 The sources mentioning dogheads in some of the 
data quoted by Professor Daley lead us to the third, fourth and 
fifth centuries A.D. For the purposes of this essay, we may 
disregard the various changes and additions the legends of the 
kynokephaloi underwent through the interpretations of the Christian 
hagiographers in connection with the Christopher legend, and cull 
out of Professor Daley's report a few statements within those 
sources that are relevant to the Koranic problem and its solution. In 
doing so, I shall mention only such items as are connected with the 
dog-face characteristics. The Christopher myth as such developed 
out of the legendary existence of such dog-headed creatures, 
identified even at an early time with the baboon, and enlarged in 
ever-growing measure in terms of Christian hagiography and 
martyrologies (as pointed out in Professor Daley's contribution). 

The relevant items to be considered (as taken from his 
statement) are: 

References to the third, fourth, and fifth centuries AD.: 

TIME: 3rd c. the local king Dagnus, possibly a corruption of the name of 
the 3rd century Roman emperor Decius [Rome-Byzantium] 

follows (p. 153): "Bildest Du Dir ein, dass der Gegenstand. mit dem jetzt Dein 
Geist beschiiftigt ist ... Dich vor den Streichen des Todes schiitzen wirdT -
Mit diesen Worten offnet der Tod (denn dies war der gehamischte Ritter) die 
Erde unter seinen Fiissen - und der Konig Schaddad verschwindet - Sein 
Yolk aber wurde in Affen verwandelt und ihre Stadt Iram-Dsat-el'Issnad 
fsic] ... verschwand." 

44 A discussion of the identification of the cynocephali ("dogheaded ones") with 
simia (apes) and in particular with the baboon, referring principally to the 
sacred baboon of Egypt, is found in KW. Janson, Apes and Ape Lore in the 
Middle Ages and the Renaissance, London, 1952, pp. 16, 18 (The Warburg 
Institute, University of London). 
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4th c. may have been executed in Lycia (SW corner of Asia Minor) 
at the beginning of the 4th century 

5th c. may have been honored in northeastern Asia Minor, especially 
in Chalcedon, across the Bosporus from Constantinople 

LOCALITIES: Samos, in Lycia; Constantinople (Asia Minor); Syria: (Acta 
Sanctorum. July VI p. 146 D: "et ingressus ipse Sanctus intra 
Syriam") 

All the foregoing dates and localities fall within the sphere 
of interest, contacts and mutual relationships with the Arabian 
Peninsula before and during the Prophet's lifetime. Though not 
always documented in historical or literary records, they may be 
postulated, or even assumed, to have existed. Indian influence on 
South Arabia has been proven to have existed since earliest times. 
Trade -- especially the spice trade - goes back to pr~ristian 
times, while Syrian/Christian culture was well established in the 
various Christian groups found in the areas adjacent to Arabia (e.g. 
Syria) and in North Arabia itself. Proof for this assertion is found 
in indigenous sources, as e.g. the Sirah (biography) of the Prophet, 
and in pre-lslamic poetry and literature, with their references to 
monks and Christian tribes (e.g. the Taniikh), to the Ghassanid 
kings, to Christian settlements like al-l:fira, and to its famous poet 
'Adi b. Zayd. These enable us to understand how the tales about the 
legendary animal-headed men could reach the Prophet and 
stimulate his imagination. It is imperative, however, to relinquish 
the prejudice that any influence from one culture upon another 
must necessarily rest on '1itera.ry" and/or written documents. Much 
of it is transmitted by word of mouth, by travellers and storytellers, 
and, last but not least, through icons, statues and other 
representations, though they may exaggerate or otherwise distort 
real events by their imagined features. 

There remains one important point to be discussed: the 
demoniac and devilish elements, and the underlying emotional 
association of the apes with punishment, death and destruction. 
Thoth is characterized as "a purely funeral character" and as "a 
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demoniac power.''" 
From very ancient times these dog-faced creatures were the 

object of great curiosity, which resulted often in rather fanciful 
description of details, and identification with legendary or 
mythological peoples and animals. Professor Daley has discussed 
references to these ancient identifications in detail in his 
contribution to this paper. For me, however, there remains one 
essential aspect which he has not sufficiently considered in his 
discussion, namely, the relevance of his findings to the Kora~ic 
ayizt, especially the ape as a demonic and satanic figure. However, 
when I read the text of the passages he discusses, this lack became 
immediately evident to me. In some of his sources, the 
kynokephaloi were identified (by ancient as well as by modern 
scholars) with baboons. The baboon, as we have seen, is clearly 
connected with the Egyptian god Thoth (or Typhoon-Seth), the 
"purely funeral," who in turn is characterized by the Pythagoreans 
as ''being a demoniac power." 

In his essay Ape and Ape Lore in the Middle East,46 H.W. 
Ianson shows us the way to solving the problem of the present 
study, so that we can supply the answer to the crucial question of 
why the violators of the Sabbath were punished by being 
transformed into apes. According to Ianson's sources, primitive man 
explained the existence of creatures ''being human and bestial at the 
same time" by assuming that "they must have descended from men 
who had failed to heed some Divine injunction and in 
punishment [italics added] for their hybris had been debased to the 
infra-human level.''47 For the ancients, "the ape was turpissima 
bestia," and became "the prototype of the trickster, the sycophant, 

~-----------

45 See above. 
46 KW. Janson, Apes and Ape Lore, passim. 
47 Loc. cil., p. 14f. In the discussion that follows, Ianson refers, inter alia, to "the 

legend of Hercules and the Ceropes, according to which the latter (dwarfed 
comic humans with tails) were turned into apes by Zeus because they had 
tricked the hero" (p. 14). He also refers to Aristotle and Galen, who, "in their 
detailed accounts of simian anatomy, tend to exaggerate its human features" (p. 
14). 
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the hypocrite."48 Janson lists among the nomenclature for apes "such 
designations as cynocephalis"; he adds that the various classical 
terms apply "to one or more of the following three types..49 1) The 
tailless ape ... 2) The baboon (cynocephalus) referring principally 
to the sacred baboon of Egypt £italics added] ... 3) Tailed simians, 
such as ... the macaques and langurs of India." Early scholars used 
the term cynocephalus for ape (= simius), and stressed that it 
represents the devil, e.g. Solinus (3rd c. A.D.) and Isidore of Seville 
(6th c. A.D.). The Physiologus50 makes this identification explicit: 
"Auch der Affe ist ein Bild des Teufels: Wie er einen Kopf hat, 
aber keinen Schwanz, so hatte der Satan einen herrlichen Anfang 
im Himmel als oberster Engel, aber er fiel und seine Verdammnis 
wird kein Ende haben." Lauchert adds: "Dieser Abschnitt ist 
Agyptischen U rsprungs, . . . wahrschenlich erst in alexandrinischer 
Zeit von den Griechen iibernommen." 

For the corresponding date concerning the ape, Lauscher 
cites a number of sources which he declares to be late. However, 
for the purposes of this study, they fall within the period before 
Mubammad's time. A Latin version of the Physiologus51 discussing 
the same incident confirms the identity of the ape with the devil: 
"Similiter et simia figuram habet diaboli." 

In Christian iconography, the ape was increasingly used as a 
symbol for evil, demons and the devil. For the present essay --
which seeks a solution of the Koranic problem - Janson provides 
a convincing argument for considering Egypt the ultimate source of 
the transmogrification of evildoers into apes, though transmitted 
through Christian legends about dog/ape-headed creatures, and via 
the Christopher legend as it was told by Syrian Christians: 

All this, to be sure, does not explain how the ape came to play 
the role of the devil; nevertheless it suggests that our problem may have 
some special connection with Egypt, and thus provide us with a valuable 

48 Loc. cil~ p. 14. 
49 Loc. cil~ p. 15, and see note 16 to this ~ge on p. 24. 
50 Geschichle des Physiologus, Herausgegeben von Friedrich Bauchert Original 

edition ~burg, 1889, Slatkine Reprints Geneva, 1974, p. 36. 
51 Physiologus LaJinus Francis J. Carmody, Paris 1939, p. 38. 



-------- STYLE AND CONTENTS -------

"And become ye accursed apes" 175 

clue. In the eyes of Early Christian authors, Egypt carried a twofold 
connotation of evil. Branded by the Old Testament as the "land of 
darkness" ... it became synonymous with the dark and sinful temporal 
life from which mankind was to be saved by Christ In a more specific 
sense, Egypt also provided the most horrifying example of idolatry. Even 
pagan writers had at times felt compelled to ridicule the boundless 
number and variety of Nilotic numina . . . Significantly enough, such 
attacks usually single out the worship of apes as the most revolting of 
these practices. The same attitude is strikingly revealed by an incident 
that is reported to have occurred during the anti-pagan riots at 
Alexandria in 391 A.D. The Christians, led by Bishop Theophilus, drove 
away the pagan priests and destroyed the pagan temples and idols, with 
one exception: Theophilus commanded them to preserve a statue of an ape 
and to set it up in a public place, as a monument to heathen depravity.s2 

On the basis of the above-quoted material we can assert with a 
great deal of confidence that the ape/baboon represented at the 
time of Mubammad's activity, and the religious atmosphere that 
surrounded him, the very emblem of depravity and turpitude. Thus, 
the punishment meted out to the Sabbath violators was indeed a 
very severe one. They were not just changed into animals --
punishment enough - but as apes or baboons they were expelled 
from human society and thrust into the sphere of Satan, the very 
antithesis of Allah. 

52 HW. Janson, loc. cit~ p. 17. 
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WHAT DID MUI:IAMMAD MEAN WHEN HE 
CALLED HIS RELIGION "ISLAM"?: 

THE ORIGINAL MEANING OF ASLAMA 
AND ITS DERIVATIVES 

D.Z.H. Baneth 

Dedicated to Prof R. W ALZER 

Professor Helmer Ringgren I has already discussed sufficiently the existing 
explanations of isliim, including the rather far-fetched theories of Margoliouth, 
Lidzbarski, Kiinstlinger and Bravmann. The first of these connects the word 
with Musailima, the so-called false prophet, the second with saliim in the 
supposed meaning of salvation, the third with Hebrew siilom and cognate 
Arabic words, assuming a signification "covenant between God and man", 
and the fourth interprets isliim as "defiance of death, self-sacrifice [for the 
sake of God and his prophet]" or "readiness for defiance of death". There-
fore I may be allowed to dispense with analysing these theories. 

Moreover, Professor Ringgren has very thoroughly examined the occurrence 
of the root s I m in its various forms not only in the Koran, but also in the 
Hadith, in Old Arabic poetry and other ancient Arabic sources. So, owing 
to his painstaking work, practically all the basic material lies before us in a 
lucid and well-ordered form. The present writer would hardly have been able 
to perform this very difficult task. Consequently, if there is any merit in my 
suggestion, most of the credit belongs to Professor Ringgren. 

As we shall see later on, Professor Ringgren's comprehensive and very care-
ful investigation marks a large step towards the interpretation of isliim that 
is here attempted. However, in the concluding part of his booklet, that which 
deals with the verb as/ama (in the 4th form) and its derivatives, he stands 
by the most widely accepted explanation, viz. "to submit, to surrender, to 
resign [to God]". Strangely enough, among the numerous verses from pre-
Islamic and Islamic poetry he quotes, there seems to be none for which this 
meaning must necessarily be admitted, nor does, I venture to say, his fairly 
complete survey of koranic passages where as/ama, mus/im or isliim occurs, 
include any passage that must needs be understood this way and no other. 
This is not the author's fault but is due to the nature of the material, which 

1 In his monograph, /sltim, Aslama and Muslim (Uppsala 1949). 
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is often rather vague, as he himself states (p. 24 at the bottom). Under such 
circumstances it is impossible to pr.ove more than that the word can have a 
certain meaning everywhere or practically everywhere; and that Professor 
Ringgren has very ably done. 

Notwithstanding, I dare to raise a few objections to the usual interpretation 
of aslama and islam, which seems to be chiefly derived from the best-known 
mediaeval Arabic dictionaries and is also found in mediaeval Arabic Koran 
commentaries, though not exclusively, 

Is not a word expressing "surrender", "submission", "resignation" as a 
name for the new religion far too spiritual for the social environment in which 
Mul;lammad had to preach? Such a name might well fit the aims of a pietistic 
community in a highly developed society but not the demands that could be 
directed to Mul;lammad's countrymen. Here we cannot take into account the 
Prophet's own high spiritual level; it is well known that, side by side with his 
religious enthusiasm, be was gifted with a rare sense for reality, and Islam 
rightly prides itself on the fact that, more than other religions, it has found 
the way to the heart and understanding of the simple man. 

Of course, our point of departure must not be the verbal noun is/am, which 
appears rather late in the Koran, but the verb aslama, which denotes an action. 
Now imagine the Prophet addressing the slaves and other poor people who 
were among his early converts, or bedouin tribesmen at a later time, with 
such words as "surrender ye [or submit, or resign] to God", what would 
this have meant to them? What were they supposed to change in their religious 
life? Did not their former (polytheistic) religion also demand submission to 
the gods including even submission to Allah? 

The answer is clear. The fundamental change required by Mul;lammad 
was the abandonment of polytheism, to serve one god only, the same god 
which they had already previously known under the name Alliih. Does not 
the idea suggest itself to seek this very meaning of adopting monotheism in 
the words as lama, is/am ? 

I have hinted before that Professor Ringgren has already gone a good deaJ 
of the way in this direction. When concluding his investigation into the various 
forms of the root sI m with the exception of the 4th form of the verb, be says 
(p. 13): 

184 

If we now sum up our results and try to find what is common for the 
various words that are formed out of the root rl--• it appears that the 
common idea is that of wholeness, entirety, or totality. The words in 
question express that something is whole, unbroken and undivided and 
therefore sound and healthy, or peaceful and harmonious. The same 
idea of entirety is behind the words in the cases we have met with when 
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they denote a total surrender or submission. The stress lies on totality, 
not on submission (emphasis mine). 

Also in dealing with aslama itself Professor Ringgren often emphasizes the 
totality of the surrender as an essential point. 

Now I wish to go one small, almost invisible step further. According to 
Professor Ringgren as/ama means approximately "to give oneself entirely to 
God". Now, when you give something to somebody entirely, you give it to 
him exclusively. "To give exclusively" instead of "to give entirely" is certainly 
a trifling modification of meaning from the semasiological point of view, but 
its existence in actual language has to be proven or at least to be made probable, 
the more so, since from the theological viewpoint the difference is rather great. 

Before dealing with this matter it will be well to remember just what is 
the Mohammedan conception of, and terminology for, polytheism. It was not 
with idolatry, in the exact sense of the word, that Mul)ammad charged his 
countrymen mainly, nor with adoring other gods instead of AlUih, but his 
most repeated reproach was that they served other gods in addition to Allah 
and acknowledged them as partners to him. This conception of polytheism 
as establishing partnership between AlUih and false gods finds its expression 
in the terms asraka, sirk, musrik. So we may expect for the word is/am a 
signification that expresses the opposite idea. 

There is substantial support for the suggested meaning of aslama and its 
derivatives in the Koran, as I hope·to show later on; but, as I have mentioned, 
the word is nowhere absolutely unequivocal. Fortunately, the existence of 
the postulated meaning can be proved, if not for the fourth form of the verb, 
at least for its first form, as well as for a noun belonging to the same root. 

It is sufficient to look this root up in Lane's dictionary to find there, under 
the first form, an explanation that fits our idea exactly, viz.: 

One says also ~I .J .::..J.,., meaning [The landed estate] was, or became, 
free from participation to him; syn. .:....J.:.. 

Lane's authorities are Taj ai-"Ariis and al-Mutarrizi's Mughrib, a twelfth 
century special dictionary for lawyers, but the same explanation is also given 
in Zamakhshari's Koran commentary and, a little less expressly, in that of 
Tabari, in connexion with the verse immediately to be quoted. 

However, our best evidence' is to be found in the Koran itself. In Surah 
XXXIX (siirat az-zumar), verse 292 (or, in Flugel's edition, 30) we read: 

•J:_. j,:. ") l.L, ~ 'JJ '~rS"'' •'-' .• lS'" _p, ~ ~ £ 'JII:..:--_;.;, .. , ,. ,. ~ ,.,.,. ...... 
• ':>\.!..o , ~~~ 

2 Koran verses are numbered here aa:ording to the King Fu'iid edition. 
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In the late Richard Bell's very good translation: 

Allah hath coined a similitude - a man who belongs to [several] partners 
at variance with each other, and a man wholly belonging to one man, 
are they to be compared to the same thing? [Lit. Are they equal to a 
similitude?] 

The parable speaks of two kinds of slaves, one, who (by inheritance or 
otherwise) is the property of several owners at one and the same time, a very 
common case in ancient and mediaeval law; the other the property of one 
man exclusively. These two kinds of slaves are obviously compared to the 
adherents of two different kinds of religion: polytheists, musrikun, who 
acknowledge surakii', partners to God in his domination over themselves and 
the world, and monotheists, who serve one God, Allah, only. 

We have here, in a late Meccan or early Medinan passage, a word from the 
root s l m, which has undoubtedly and unequivocally the meaning "belonging 
to one only" or "exclusive property of one" (it may be an adjective or a sub-
stantive), in contradistinction to a thing or a man that belongs to several 
partners, perhaps a juridical term. Tabari's commentary quotes old interpreta-
tions as .k-) ..,.JL.,:.. .k-J or ..~....>-\., )11 ~- )I ~.l.ll. Tabari himself speaks of 
41 .!.4.;.! )I ~!.,! 4-..o}>. From this noun - about whose vocalization tradition 
is not unanimous (salam, siilim, sa/m, si/m) - quite easily, according to gram-
matical rule - a denominative verb in the 4th conjugation (aslama) may be 
derived3 in the meaning of "he was, or became, a sa/am (etc.), i.e. exclusive 
property of one". So the problem why aslama usually appears as an intransitive 
verb, though in the fourth form, finds a simple solution. 

The verb aslama in the aforementioned sense is likely to have existed before 
Mul).ammad, although it seems not to have left traces outside the Koran. How 
did this come about? Most probably because both the noun sa/am and the verb 
derived from it were peculiar to the dialect of Mecca or the Hedjaz, or, as 
Professor Chaim Rabin4 might put it, to Western Arabian, at all events to 
an Arabic idiom that vanished soon after the great Islamic conquests, at 
least from written Arabic. The fact that the original vocalization of the noun 
was no more known to later generations seems to prove this. 

I do not think we have means to decide whether the verb aslama was first 
transferred into the religious sphere by the Prophet of Islam himself or was 
already used in a similar way before him as Professor Charles Cutler Torrey 
has shown to be probable for some koranic terms originally connected with 
commerce. However this may be, certainly the verb aslama in its religious 

3 See Wright's Grammar3 vol. I, § 45, Rem. c (pp. 34-36). 
4 See his book, Ancient West-Arabian (London 1951). 
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The Original Meaning of Aslama 

sense originally wants a complement as lilliihi or the like, to produce the 
meaning "to belong to, or to serve, Allah alone". Indeed it is quite often thus 
used in the Koran, though in most cases just with a suffix referring to Allah 
or in the form li rabbi'l-·a/amina. However, if, as I suppose, the verb is derived 
from the noun salam, that denotes "exclusive property (of one person)", it 
could be used absolutely, too, without a nominal complement, in the meaning 
"to become one's alone", "to serve one alone"; and that absolute use is by 
far the prevailing one in the Koran. 

Various scholars, at least from Zamakhshari down to our own times, have 
been inclined to regard as/ama as an abridgement of the expression aslama 
waghahu ilii '1/iihi or lilliihi, which occurs four times in the Koran. I do· not 
deny this possibility, though I do not agree to the interpretation that is usually 
connected with it. It is said that wagh is synonymous with nafs and means 
"self"; accordingly as/ama waghahu lilliihi is understood as "to surrender 
oneself to God". Now wagh is certainly nowhere else in the Koran used in 
the sense of "self", and I doubt whether it has precisely this meaning anywhere 
in ancient Arabic literature. Tabari, in his Koran commentary, gives two ancient 
verses, one by at-A•shaS, the other by Dhu'r-Rumma6, as proof, but neither is 
at all convincing. Sir Charles Lyall, followed by Professor Ringgren, has 
adduced just one verse: 

which is thus translated by Professor Ringgren (I omit two redundant words): 
And I give my face [i.e. myself] freely in the fight, but I give it not in 
anything else than fight. 

Though I am most reticent to contradict such a great authority on Arabic 
poetry as Sir Charles Lyall, I venture to contend that wagh in this verse really 
means "face", in the first half quite literally, in the second hemistich the face 
as the symbol of man's honour; ~, J~ "to risk one's honour" is a common 
expression, noted also by Dozy. A verse of the lfamiisah contains the same 
idea in rather plain words: 

When we meet in battle we expose to the sword faces that are never 
exposed to slapping. 

This should leave no doubt that real faces are intended. 

s Ed. Geyer, No. 18, verse 32, p. 106. 
6 Ed. Macartney, No. 70, verse SS, p. S60. 
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In my own opinion aslama waghahu lilliihi means "to direct one's face to 
Alliih exclusively", and should not be separated from waggaha waghahu, which 
occurs in Surah VI, verse 79. 

I turn my face to the Creator of Heaven and Earth as a Qanif, and I 
am not of those who acknowledge partners to God. 

The connexion between the turning of the face towards the Creator and 
monotheism is obvious here; in the phrase aslama waghahu lilliihi (and the 
like) the mention of monotheism is compressed into one word. I need not 
remind the reader how important a part the direction of the face plays in 
Oriental religions; just think of the qiblah. 

As to aslama as an intransitive verb, I have found in the Koran one passage 
only, where it apparently does not have the proposed meaning. It is Surah 
XXXVII, verse 103, where of Abraham and his son, after the latter's consent 
to be sacrified, it is said - ~ <lt.J V..l U.J. There are different readings (sallamii 
and istaslamii) and diverging interpretations (e.g. Professor Blacbere's: they 
pronounced the saliim).1 The translation "when they were resigned" may be 
correct; but, it seems, only in the sense of a despairing state of mind, not in 
the religious sense of "submitting to the will of God"; for this should have 
been expressed by a principal sentence, not by a temporal clause. 

It may be argued that aslama is occasionally used in opposition to Judaism 
and Christianity, though these are monotheistic religions. But, as is well-
known, Mul)ammad, from a certain time on, used to accuse the Jews and 
Christians of his day for not sticking to pure monotheism, which had been 
the religion of their prophets. The unimpaired monotheism of the prophets, 
however, is always identified with isliim. Besides, aslama gradually received 
the new signification "to become a follower of Mul;lammad". 

There are a considerable number of verses in the Koran in which isliim 
is either expressly opposed to polytheism, or at least monotheism is stressed, 
as e.g. XXI:108 (second Meccan period): 

VI: 14 (third period): .J_,..L. ?I J..i ~1, ~~ pi Lc"l Jl ,.r.>'. Lc"l Ji 
~ ":/.J ~ J#'.J .,;/~1, .::..!,.--11 )-U {J.J ~l ..ill .Jfl Ji 

.;{_rl.l ,;r .:}~ "::.J 1-1 ,;r JJI .J_,)l .JI .:...J"l Jl Ji 

VI: 162-163: , .:,fWI "':'J ..il Jll.J ~~.J ~.J cj"i- .JI Ji 
~~ J) ut .:...J"t .!.II~.J ~ .!.4~ ':I 

7 One may also suggest as a possible meaning: after they professed their creed in Allah's 
unity, or: after they recited a confession to the same (similar to the Hebrew Sema 'Yisrii'el). 
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Ill: 67 (at Medinah): 

XXII: 34 (at Medinab): 

o}J.J (;!_,....i ':J.J ~~ (."1.1,1 ~IS" L. 
oJf _,!11 Lr ~IS" L..J (.L ~ ~IS" 

J,.J..t 4\i ·~ ~1 p!i 
Many more verses could be adduced; but since the word occurs still more 

frequently in other connexions, it cannot be said that its use in the Koran 
yields conclusive evidence by itself. 

The best-known Koran commentaries, e.g. those of Tabari, Zamakhshari 
and Baic.tawi, frequently explain r-t. both the transitive and the intransitive 
verb, by ~t, which may mean and sometimes undoubtedly means "to 
devote [or be devoted] exclusively" to ... ; but more often they give other 
explanations, chiefly ,tzl ' ..r~l "to obey", Jl.l; "to humiliate oneself", ;-;-1 
"to give oneself over entirely"; and in many passages they mix up different 
interpretations, as if they were identical. 

In fine, I wish to stress once more that this is a suggestion for further 
research, not a fully proved theory. Yet, I am inclined to believe that it has 
certain advantages over other explanations that have been brought forth, 
including the m9st accepted one. In the following lines I wish to summarize 
these advantages, bearing in mind that not all of_them pertain to all the inter-
pretations at once. 

The word is/am would have a meaning that was easily comprehensible to 
the simple people whom the Prophet wanted to convert . 

It would be distinctive, immediately conveying to the people of Arabia what 
was the difference between their pagan faith and that preached by Mul}ammad. 

The word is/am, if it means "serving one alone", could imperceptibly shift 
into a name for the new religion; there was no need for a solemn proclamation, 
which, if it had taken place, would probably have been commemorated. 

The word would be the exact counterpart to Iirk, the koranic expression 
for polytheism. 

It would become easy to understand why the religion of the ancient mono· 
theists and Mul}ammad's religion are called by the same name. 

The fact that in Surah XLIX, verse 14 imtin represents a much higher degree 
than is/am, would cause no difficulty. 

Derived from the noun sa/am, which in the Koran itself denotes "exclusive 
property of one person", as lama could be used as an intransitive verb according 
to a grammatical rule; we need not suppose an omission. 

Both the construction of aslama with /il/ahi and the like, and the absolute 
use would seem justified. 

The phrase as/ama waghahu /illahi would have an appropriate meaning. 
It is, in my opinion, one of the glories of the Mohammedan religion that, 

as soon as polytheism ceased to be the enemy number one to pure religion in its 
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confines, it generally preferred to substitute an even deeper meaning (that of 
complete surrender to God) to the original signification of its name, which 
vigorously expressed the lofty idea of pure monotheism. 

The above is in the main the text of a paper read by the author at the 23rd International 
Congress of Orientalists, Cambridge 1954, with some slight changes and a few omissions. 
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TOWARDS A PERIODIZATION OF 
EARLIEST ISLAM ACCORDING TO ITS 
RELATIONS WITH OTHER RELIGIONS 

Jacques Waarenburg 

Since the periodization of Islamic history is one of the main 
themes of this congress, it is worthwhile to look at earliest Islam 
with the aim of discovering how it may be divided into periods. 
Is it possible to distinguish certain phases in the growth of the 
new religious movement which correspond with its successive 
interactions with existing religious communities? The problem is 
an old one and well-known. Nearly a hundred years ago, for instance, 
C. Snouck Hurgronje connected the occurrence of the Ibrahim 
cycle in the Qur>an with Mu:Qammad's conflict with the Jews in 
Medina.1 Moreover, numerous studies have been made over the 
last hundred years of Jewish, Christian and other influences on 
Mu:Qammad's preaching and practice 2 and on the institutional 

1 C. Snouck Hurgronje, Het Mekkaansche Feest, Leiden 188o, repr. in Verzamelde Geschriften-Gesammelte Schriften, Vol. I (Bonn-Leipzig: Kurt 
Schroedcr, 1923), pp. 1-124, especially pp. 23-27. Partial French translation of this book as "Le pelerinage a la Mekke" by G.-H. Bousquet in Oeuvres Choisis-Selected Works de C. Snouck Hurgronje, presentees en fran~ais et en 
anglais par G.-H. Bousquet et J. Schacht (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1957, pp. 171-213; see especially pp. r86-190. Compare also C. Snouck Hurgronje, "Une nouvelle biographic de Mohammed", (first published in RHR, 15e annee, 
t. 30, 1894), reprinted in Verzamelde Geschriften, Vol. I, pp. 319-362 (esp. 
pp. 334-336) and in Oeuvres Choisis-Selected Works, pp. 109-149 (esp. pp. 122-125). It becomes clear here that Snouck Hurgronje, in his interpretation of the Ibriihim story, wanted to refute the idea that the millat lbraMm would 
have been the religion of the ancient !Janifs before Mu}.lammad's public 
activity. Snouck Hurgronje's theory was influenced by A. Sprenger; see his Das Leben und die Lehre des Mo'{lammad ... (Berlin 1861-65). Vol. 2, pp. 276ff. 

2 For the literature on the various kinds of historical influences on Mu}.lam-
mad see Maxime Rodinson, "Bilan des etudes mohammadiennes", Revue llistorique, Vol. 229, fasc. 465 (January-March 1963), pp. 169-220. Studies on such influences continue to appear; see for instance lately Erwin Grii.f, "Zu 
den christlichen Einfliissen im Koran" in Al-Bahit, Festschrift ]oseph Hen-ninger . .. (Studia Instituti Anthropos 28). St Augustin bei Bonn: Anthropos 
lnstitut, 1976, pp. II 1-144. Attention is here given to the liturgical use of the Qur•an in relation to Christian Syriac liturgical sources. The present 
approach presupposes such studies of historical influences but also assumes 
that Mul,lammad was not a passive receptacle of them. Just like the author of the first chapters of Genesis, the Hebrew prophets, Jesus and Paul, 
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development of early Islam.3 During the last twenty-five years, 
however, Snouck Hurgronje's theory has been criticized,4 new 
biographical studies of Mul)ammad have been made, placing him 
in the social and political situation of his time,5 and considerable 
progress has been made in Qur>anic studies. 6 As a consequence, it 
would seem to be appropriate to look now again into the problem 
of the rise of Islam as a historical religion and the different phases 
of that rise, from the point of view of history of religions. 7 

Mul,lammad too should be seen primarily according to his response to and 
"digestion" of the values, norms and rules which he encountered or was con-
fronted with. This, of course, is also part of historical research. An analysis 
of the different roles taken by Mul;lammad throughout his career after the 
model of earlier prophets is given in Jan Hjarpe, "Rollernas Muhammad", 
Religion oclt Bibel (Uppsala), XXXVI (1977), pp. 63-72. 

3 "Institutional development" means here largely the development of 
institutionalization, "institutions" being taken in the broader sense of the 
word. See for instanceS. D. Goitein, Studies in Islamic History and Institu-
tions (Leiden: E.]. Brill, 1966), pp. 73-134. 

4 So Y. Moubarac, Abraltam dans le Coran. L'ltistoire d'Abraham dans le 
Cor an et la naissance de l' I slam. Etude •. critique des textes coraniques sui vie 
d'un essai sur la representation qu'ils donnent de la Religion et de l' Histoire 
(Etudes musulmanes V). Paris: Vrin, 1958, esp. pp. 51-95. Also W. A. 
Bijlefeld, De Islam als na-christelijke religie. Een onderzoek naar de tlteologische 
beoordeling van de I slam, in het bijzonder in de-twintigste eeuw (with a summary 
in English). Den Haag: Van Keulen, 1959, esp. pp. 124-136. 

5 We think in the first place of the two studies by W. Montgomery Watt, 
Muhammad at Mecca and Multammad at Medina. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1953 and 1956. We used these studies for the factual data of this paper, as 
well as Rudi Paret, Mohammed und der Koran. Geschichte und Verkundigung 
des arabischen Propheten. Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, I957. I9662• Compare 
also Maxime Rodinson, Mahomet. Paris: Club frans;ais du livre, 196I; 
revised edition Paris: Seuil, I 968. English translation at the Penguin Press I 971 
(Pelican Book 1973). 

8 One may think of the semantic studies carried out on the Qur>an, for 
instance by Toshihiko Izutsu, God and Man in the Koran. Semantics of the 
Koranic Weltanschauung (Tokyo: The Keio Institute of Cultural and Lin-
guistic Studies, 1964) .and Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur>iin (Montreal: 
McGill University Institute of Islamic Studies, McGill University Press, 
1966). On the progress in research on the Qur>an see for instance Rudi Paret, 
ed. Der Koran (Wege der Forschung, Vol. 326). Darmstadt: Wissenschaft-
liche Buchgesellschaft, 1975. A precise translation of the Qur>an with com-
mentary has been given by Rudi Paret (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1961 
and I971}. 

7 On this approach see the Conclusion of this paper, which, while not 
claiming originality in the facts brought together here, seeks to offer a new 
formulation and treatment of the problem of the gradual growth of a religious 
purification movement to a reform movement to a religion and its connection 
and interaction with the religious communities it met in the course of its 
development. 
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Even if one assumes that certain ideas and practices of the new 
religious movement had been in the air, so to speak, before Mul).am-
mad started his prophetic activity, and that there were certain 
social, economic and political problems and corresponding needs 
and latent expectations among the Arabs at the time, which made 
them sensitive to Mul).ammad's message, the problem remains: 
how did this lead to a particular religious movement which deve-
loped an autonomous set of ideas and practices held by an in-
dependent community? And how subsequently did this religious 
movement become a religion on a par with the great religions which 
existed in the Middle East at the time ? Our hypothesis is that the 
key to solving this problem lies in the interaction which took place 
between the prophetic leader with his community on the one hand, 
and the existing communities on the other. In this interaction the 
encounter between Mul).ammad's basic inspiration as expressed in 
the Qur'an and the religious beliefs and practices surrounding him 
has a particular relevance for a periodization of earliest Islam. 
Attention is paid here to Mul).ammad's relations with the polytheists 
in Mecca, the Jews in Medina and the Christians in Arabia. 

I. The Meccan Polytheists 
The sheer fact that Mul).ammad started preaching in Mecca 

implies that he explicitly set himself apart from the world in which 
he h~d grown up and with whose assumptions and rules he had 
been familiar. His message was directed primarily to the mushrikun, 
in particular the Meccans whom he identified as such, and even 
apart from the further political consequences his interaction with 
the Meccan milieu was extremely important from a religious point 
of view.8 

As has been demonstrated by W. Montgomery Watt,9 Allah was 
a See for instance J. Waardenburg, "Un debat coranique contre les polytheistes" in Ex Orbe Religionum. Studia Geo Widengren ... dedicata, Vol. 2. Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1972, pp. 143-154. This is an abridged form of an originally more extensive paper. The author is indebted to Dr. G. H. A. Juynboll for kindly drawing attention to some mistakes which occurred in this paper. The historical facts of Mul}ammad's interaction with the Meccans have received much attention already. Compare also Charles Wendell, "The pre-Islamic period of Sirat al-Nabi", MW, Vol. 62 (1972), I, pp. 12-41. o W. Montgomery Watt, Muhammad at Mecca, esp. pp. 23-29, and "Belief in a 'High God' in pre-Islamic Mecca", journal of Semitic Studies, Vol. 16 (1971), pp. 35-40. See also the same author's "The Qur'an and belief in a 'High God'" in the present volume and in Der Islam, Vol. 56 (1979), Nr. 2, pp. 205-21 I. 
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a god recognized by the Meccans as rabb al-bait and lord of the 
town, but not as the only divine being. To Mul;~.ammad AlHih 
became rabb at-<alamin, a universal god-creator, sustainer and 
judge-outside whom there was nothing divine. This message, 
together with the theme of resurrection, judgment and afterlife, 
led to violent debates between Mul)ammad and the Meccans whom 
he reproached for not being able to recognize the oneness of God 
and draw the consequences of such a recognition. Instead of powers 
like Fate and Time, it was this almighty al-ilah who decided on 
the major determinants of life. Over against a current confidence 
in a good life on earth and material well-being, Mul)ammad preached 
man's quality of being a creature and his dependence on God; he 
preached a morality of divine commands instead of tribal tradition, 
a sanction of eschatological reward and punishment instead of 
tribal honor, religion as a basis for human solidarity instead of 
tribal and other factional interests. These notions of divine com-
mands, judgment and religious community were probably new to 
the Meccans, and ideas and practices which may have been half-
known from other religions were presented now in a new "arabi-
cized" form. 

In response to disbelief in his prophetpood Mul)ammad elaborated 
a more historical dimension of his activity-in fact of a rather 
mythical nature-by means of the stories of the prophets of the 
past, which contained both Arabic elements like the seven mathani 
and figures from the patriarchal time of the Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion. Such prophets of the past in whose line Mul)aminad stood could 
serve as an argument in sermon and debate and they also made a link 
between the prophet and both the Arab and the patriarchal past. 

The religious bases of the new movement, and in particular the 
authority of its prophet, were elaborated in different terms, the 
most important being that Mul)ammad's prophetic words or 
qur'ans were due to divine revelation through an angel. Although 
there was a link with the past through the notion that earlier 
prophets like Miisa and <Isa had brought revelation by means of 
similarly a revealed scripture, the stress must have been laid by 
Mul)ammad on the prophet's own ayat. There are many aspects to 
this particular belief in revelation, with regard to its form, content, 
roots, and so on, 10 but the most important aspect as far as our 

10 On Mul;lammad's concept of revelation the classical study is Otto 
Pautz, Muhammeds Lehre von der Offenbarung, quellenmiissig untersucht, 
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theme is concerned is that Mul)ammad assumed prophetic au-
thority not only in his words, like the typical Old Testament 
prophets, but also in his deeds, like Moses and the patriarchs. His 
claim that his message was basically the same as that of the pro-
phets before him had many implications. It gave to his activity a 
supplementary charismatic quality, it provided a link with the 
Judeo-Christian religious tradition, and it gave his message a 
particular kind of universality. Those who joined the movement 
entered the group of the believers of the one universal monotheistic 
religion, so to say in its Arab branch. The Arabs would have their 
own religion while sharing in the universal one. 

The refusal of the majority of the Meccans, and certainly their 
leaders, to drop their religious tradition and abjure divine powers 
besides Allah, whose veneration was part of the tradition, led to 
intense debates with the prophet, who raised his demands on this 
point. He finally rejected any compromise, arrived at a position of 
absolute monotheism and separated the movement rigorously from 
the mushrikun with their basic sin of shirk or ishnik, from which 
they had to be purified. At this point, significantly, the earlier 
openness and receptivity on the part of the prophet stopped, and 
the fight against idolatry in any form became one of the striking 
features of the religion which developed. Paradoxically enough, the 
Meccan opposition caused the new religion to develop and stress 
the stories of the prophets and the continuity of the prophetic 
message, the claim of divine revelation and absolute truth, the 
need for repentance with a view to the Judgment to come, and the 
fight for the unity of God as a defense of God's honor. It also 
forced Mul)ammad to give the necessary historical, theological and 
social weight to the message he conveyed. 

When Mecca finally fell in 629· A.D./7 A.H., once it had been 
purified a number of ancient practices and ideas were retained, 
provided they did not constitute shirk The religious purification 
movement, having become a reform movement, became a "com-
plete" religion precisely when the l}ajj, slightly modified, was 
incorporated. The transfer of such traditional Arab practices, 
Leipzig, 1898. Tor Andrae hinted at Manichaean influences in his Mohammed, sein Leben und Glaube (Gottingen, 1932}, pp. 77-92 (English translation Mohammed, the Man and his Faith, New York, Harper Torchbook TB 62, 1960, pp. 94-IIJ}. Compare also Thomas O'Shaughnessy, S.J., The Koranic Concept of the Word of God (Biblica et Orientalia, Vol. 11), Roma: Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1948. 
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though with a change of meaning, into the new setting not only 
made the movement into a religion which Mul:mmmad held to be 
complete. It was also the last important contribution which Meccan 
polytheism, or rather polydaimonism, made, in a singular kind of 
interaction, to the formation of Islam. In various ways the inter-
action between Mu.Qammad and the polytheists in Mecca clearly 
and decisively shaped the new religion.11 

2. The Jews in Medina 
Although hardly any Jews appear to have been living perma-

nently in Mecca itself, elements of Jewish religious ideas and prac-
tices cannot have been unknown, and such elements must have 
reached Mu.Qammad both before and after the beginning of his 
prophetic activity. Well-known elements are the notion of a univer-
sal religion with the worship of one god only, the existence of 
sacred scriptures in languages other than Arabic, the connection 
between divine revelation and scripture. Already in the early sura's 
we find eschatological representations, certain cult practices, 
references to biblical stories, and so on, these last containing 
Judaic elements which may have reached Mu.Qammad via Christian 
channels or directly. Since the prophet was convinced that his 
inspirations had the same origin as those of former prophets, there 
was no harm in looking for further information, as is referred to in 
S. 25:4-6/5-7 and S. I6:I03/IOS. As \V. Montgomery Watt has 
correctly observed,12 this does not detract from the fact that it 
was Mu.Qammad who, facing particular problems, 'gave a definite 
Arabic formulation to truths held in Christian and Judaic religion 
as he had an immediate experience of such truths himself. And with 
their new formulation they obtained their proper meaning within the 
whole of the message conveyed by the prophet in word and deed.13 

11 Mul,lammad's interaction with Bedouin mushrikun played a role too, 
but this has been left out of account here. 

12 W. Montgomery Watt, Muhanunad at Mecca, pp. So-85. The originality 
of the Qur,ii.n, strictly speaking, is given precisely with its Arabic presenta-
tion. 

13 In history of religions attention should be given both to establishing 
historical facts and to discerning the meaning of these facts in the given 
historical context for particular groups and persons. In the absorption of 
facts within a particular religious tradition there nearly always occurs a 
change of meaning which needs careful analysis. Even the most direct 
factual influences often imply considerable changes in meaning and inter-
pretation. 
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Precisely such notions of the nature of revelation and the unity 
of revealed religion made it possible and legitimate for Mul).ammad 
to adjust his cultic regulations in certain respects to J udaic ones 
when the prospect of going to Yathrib presented itself. One could 
speak of an "ecumenical" effort in matters of ritual: Friday {the 
preparatory day for Shabbat) as the day for public worship, 
Jerusalem as the qibla, the fast of '.i\shiira parallel to that of ro 
Tishri, the adding of the midday $alat so that there would be three 
daily prayers in Islam too, permission to eat the food of the people 
of the Book and to marry their women. Although there must have 
been an implicit hope on Mul).ammad's part that he would be 
recognized by the Jews as a prophet-if not for them, then at least 
for the Arabs-, his open attitude can be seen not only as a result 
of tactical policy making but also as a logical consequence ot the 
universalist assumptions underlying his own religious notions as a 
prophet. It would seem that we have also to see in this light 
Mul).ammad's appeal to the Jews for reconciliation on the basis of 
the common faith in one God.14 It was through his contact with 
Medinan Jews, some of whom converted, that Mul).ammad received 
further religious information. So he learnt, for instance, that the 
Jews had their tawrat and the Christians their injil, that Miisa had 
been the founder of Judaism and had preceded 'lsa who, as the 
last prophet, came from the Jews, and that Ibrahim had preceded 
both of them. Apparently, Mul).ammad held that the Jews and 
Christians of his time were two branches of the ancient Banii 
Isra•ii. He must have learnt more about Judaism too and become 
aware of the weight of a particular religious tradition and history, 
and the importance of historical action. 

When the Jews did not cooperate and in fact were able to under-
mine his authority by denying the divine origin of his revelations 
-which was possible precisely because Mul:;lammad held that his 
inspiration was in essence identical with the revelation given to the 
Jcws-Mul).ammad oriented himself completely according to the 
religion of Ibrahim as he saw it and made some changes in ritual 
practice away from that of Judaism. The use of the Ibrahim 
materials clearly made Mul:;lammad's movement more acceptable 
to the Arabs while retaining a universal monotheistic framework. 

14 S. 29: 46/45: ... wa-ilahunii wa-iliihukum wiil}idun ... The nature of this appeal, and its later interpretation, deserves further study as well as the responses to it on the part of Jews and Christians then and in later times. 
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The results, in polemic and action, of the confrontation of the 
Jewish claim to be God's chosen people with Mul}ammad's claim 
to be God's chosen prophet are well-known.15 

Mul).ammad's interaction with the Jewish tribes in Medina had 
profound consequences for the further development of his religious 
movement. Besides the halachic-biblical elements absorbed earlier 
in Mecca, certain Jewish ritual regulations provided a model for 
ritual innovations made by Mul).ammad in the period of assimilation 
which started shortly before the Hijra. In the period of opposition, 
starting about a year and a half after the Hijra, this model was 
abandoned however. In the long run it seems to have been more 
important that his negative experience with the Jews caused 
Mul}ammad to be disillusioned in his assumption of the unity of 
the "revealed religions", so that he seems to have maintained 
instead rather the idea of the unity of "revelations" by the same 
God than that of "revealed religions". The one given revelation 
would have been distorted subsequently by the Jews and of course 
also by the Christians. _ 

This conclusion could not but result in Mul).ammad distancing 
himself from the empirical religion of the Jews, and all the argu-
ments which could be brought together against it and all possible 
evidence for Jewish sins were hammered out in Qur'anic prophecies. 
Apart from what he learnt from Judaism and partly incorporated 
into his own religious movement, Mul).ammad's "Jewish experience" 
must have reinforced his prophetic selfconsciousness considerably 
and forced him to reconsider the meaning of both his preaching 
and acting and the significance of his movement in terms not only 
of history but also of the future. He now moved toward identifying 
his movement completely with the religion of Ibrahim, the millat 
Ibrrihim, the ~anifiyya. Although through the figure of Isma 'il 
and the idea of the millat Ibrrihim something of the notion of a 
chosen people and its historical role was transferred and applied to 
the Arabs, paradoxically enough it was precisely the particulari~m 
of Judaism which stimulated Mul).ammad's elaboration of a uni-
versalistic orientation. Significantly, the movement took the name 
of the I;Ianifiyya now, before becoming known as "Islam". Just as 
the resistance of the Meccans had induced a strict monotheistic 

ta Sec for instance J. Waardenburg, "Koranisches Religionsgesprii.ch", in 
Liber Amicorum. Studies in Honour of Prof. Dr. C. ]. Bleeker . .. Leiden: 
E. J. Brill, Ig6g, pp. 208-253· 
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stand, so the resistance of the Jews in Medina induced not only a 
greater precision but also a universalization of this stand. 

3· The Christians in Arabia 
Among the elements of Christianity which must have been in the 

air in the Mecca where Mul).ammad grew up and along the caravan 
routes where he travelled, were-besides the notion of one al-
mighty God and certain biblical stories-the idea of Judgment and 
the Day of Judgment, representations of the Hereafter, certain 
practices of worship and particular religious-ethical values and 
virtues. Materials of this kind can be found in the Qur'an already 
in the early Meccan periods, with patriarchal figures from the Old 
Testament, apocryphical stories about Mary and Jesus, the notion 
of angels and more abstract spiritual entities. As in the case of 
Judaism, data from Christian communities could be assimilated 
in principle on the assumption of the unity of revealed religions. 

Although there is some probability that Mul).ammad was already 
making open or implied statements against Christianity-when he 
saw infringements of his strictly monotheistic stand-in the Meccan 
period, the attitude of the prophet on the whole was open and fa-
vorable with regard to the devotional attitudes and moral virtues 
which struck him among the Christians as expressed for instance 
in S. 57:27, 5:82-84/85-87. Before the Hijra, for security reasons 
adherents of the community were sent to Christian Ethiopia and 
apparently approaches were made to Christian tribes before the 
decision was taken to go to Y athrib. In the first Medinan years, in 
his conflict with the Jews, Mul).ammad compared the Christians 
most favorably with the Jews and used stories about <isa as part 
of his ideological attack on the latter. After his victory, first over the 
Jews and then over the Meccans in 629/7 there was a remarkable 
change in his attitude toward the Christians and Christianity and 
this ended in the command to make war against them in the well-
known passage of S. 9: 29-33.l6 

A first explanation of this change is the fact that Mul).ammad, 
when expanding to the North, was confronted with tribes which 
were mostly Christian and linked to what may be called the By-

16 W. Montgomery Watt, "The Christianity criticized in the Qur'an", 
The Muslim World, Vol. 57 (1967), pp. 197-201. Compare the article men-
tioned in Note 15. For the historical facts see the studies by W. Montgomery 
Watt and R. Paret quoted in Note 5· 
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zantine defense system. Mul:mmmad's attack on Christianity 
would have been primarily of" a political nature, so as to loosen 
these tribes from their Christian overlords by making an ideological 
attack on their religion as part of an overall war. It is questionable, 
however, whether there may not have been better political means 
to get these tribes on the prophet's side than by attacking their 
religion. So we have to look for another explanation, without 
denying that Mul).ammad made a political use of his religion in his 
struggle against the Christian tribes. 

A singular aspect of the Qur'anic texts directed against the 
Christians and Christianity is their doctrinal interest, which had 
hardly been present in Mul).ammad's refutation of the polytheists 
and the Jews. Another particularity is that only certain Christian 
doctrines are mentioned in order to be refuted subsequently, so 
that the question may be raised why Mul).ammad was so badly 
informed about ChristianityY A third striking fact is that, contrary 
to the Qur'anic texts directed against the polytheists and the Jews, 
which seem to reflect real debates.in which Mul).ammad used any 
argument he could find in the arsenal of the beliefs of the other 
party, the Qur'anic texts against the Christians are rather wishy-
washy and give the impression of a man shouting at an enemy who 
is far away. 

It would seem, indeed, that the new attitude which the prophet 
was taking against the Christians was due to several factors. It 
was in part due to his disillusionment with the idea of the unity of 
the revealed religions through the experience with the Jews in 
Medina, and it was in part the immediate consequence of his new 
conceptualization of what his religion was like, as expressed and 
elaborated in the millat Ibraltim idea. The old name of the move-
ment, the ~tanifiyya, suggests, besides the originally Meccan 
religious purification movement against polytheism, a kind of 
"reform movement" with regard to the ahl al-kitab. Once this 
monotheistic religious reform movement had become "established" 

17 The lapidary information which is given in the Qur'an about Christianity 
and Judaism is not only a scholarly problem but has also caused religious 
concern among Christians and Jews, especially when they set out to pursue 
a dialogue with Muslims. The Qur'anic view of other religions and other 
scriptures needs further analysis. Compare "The Qur'anic view of other 
Scriptures: a translation of sections from writings by <Afif <Abd al-FattaQ. 
Tabbara and al-Ustadh al-l;laddad", tr. by A. J. Powell, MW, Vol. 59 
(1969). 2, pp. 95-105. 
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after the victories over the Jews and the Meccans, Mu]:lammad 
could simply draw the consequences. So when he attacked what he 
held to be the doctrines of the Christians it was not because he had 
studied Christianity, but because he had been struck by those 
doctrines held by the Christians which were contrary to the religion 
of lbrahim, the IJ,anifiyya, Islam as he conceived it. 

In Medina Mu]:lammad had got to know the Jews from nearby, 
just as he had known the Meccans from his childhood. We must 
assume that he was less immediately familiar with the life of the 
Christians and rather saw their religion always from a distance, 
first respecting and even admiring what he saw of their devotions 
and virtues, later combatting what he thought to be their doc-
trinal errors. 

The interpretation suggested here does not preclude the view 
that Mu]:lammad used the true religion against the Christians in 
warfare, just as he could very well use the lbrahim story against 
the Jews in political conflict. Our contention, however, is that 
Mu]:lammad's view of Ibrahim and the true religion represents an 
autonomous religious structure beyond the political use made of it, and 
precedes it. The key to the problem of why Mu]:lammad provides 
so little information about Christianity, and information which does 
not represent orthodox Christianity at that, is simply that Mu]:lam-
mad was not interested in it, since he already had his own religion 
as a religious purification and reform movement. Mu]:lammad was 
not a scholar of religion or a theologian but a prophetical reformer. 
As a reformer he only saw of the religion of the Christians what was 
objectionable in his view and what should be reformed, and this 
concerned doctrine. In a similar way he had been struck by the 
idolatry of the Meccans and the pretenses of the Jews, and he had 
directed his reform activities against these elements which were 
the ones he found objectionable. 

Mu]:lammad's change of policy in his actual dealings with Chris-
tian tribes in the North can be interpreted along these lines. The 
earlier treaty with Judham suggests that the prophet was first 
prepared to enter into alliances with Christian tribes, as he had 
made them from time to time also with other tribes and groups 
without making specific religious demands. Then, between the 
defeat at Mu>tah (Sept. 629) and the expedition to Tabiik (starting 
Oct. 630) he changed his policy, at least in the North. Alliances 
were concluded now only on the basis of acceptance of Islam so 
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that the Christian tribes, if they wanted to avoid war, had only the 
alternative either to accept Islam or to submit to it with the 
payment of an annual tribute. But whereas in the South Christian 
tribes who refused to become Muslims preferred a treaty settlement 
like the Christians of Najran, in the North they opposed MuJ:tam-
mad's troops with armed resistance. It is important to keep in 
mind that the command of war as contained in the Qur>an was 
almost certainly not directed against the Christians as Christians 
but against political enemies who happened to be Christians. In 
this war MuJ:tammad used the religious ideal which was at the basis 
of his monotheistic reform movement as a war ideology, just as he 
had used the idea of the Ibrahim religion against the Medinan Jews 
a few years earlier, but the monotheistic idea and the idea of 
Ibriihim's religion as such had been conceived already before the 
political and military conflicts with the Jews and the Christians. 

It should be noticed in this connection that the command of war 
against the Christians as contained in S. 9: 1-37 is linked imme-
diately with a similar command against the Jews-with the argu-
ment that neither of them were true monotheists-and also with 
the general command of war proclaimed in March 631 against all 
Arabs who had remained pagan. The unbelief of the ahl al-kittib is 
equated here with the unbelief of the pagan Arabs, which is an 
obvious conclusion from the standpoint of a reform movement. In 
other words, the new attitude taken to the Christian tribes is also 
one of the consequences of MuJ:tammad's general decision to impose 
the din which had been destined for the Arabs on all Arabs without 
exception. Christians and Jews were not forced to adopt Islam 
themselves but they had to recognize the dominance of this din as 
the religious basis of society, and they had to pay tribute ac-
cordingly. The religious movement which had started in Mecca as 
a purification movement and which had become a religious reform 
movement and potential religion in Medina, had now become a 
religion in the full sense of the word, according to what was under-
stood by a "religion" at the time. 

When trying to sum up the consequences of the interaction 
between Mul)ammad and his movement on the one hand, and the 
Christians in Arabia on the other hand, the first thing we must 
notice is the fact that the Christians whom Mul)ammad had to deal 
with were not a given community with which the prophet lived, 
like the polytheists in Mecca and the Jewish tribes in Medina. 
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They were scattered, they had different political allegiances, they 
belonged to different churches and sects, and they had different 
forms of piety. Partly as a consequence of this state of affairs, 
there was much less real interaction possible between Mul)ammad 
and the Christians than with the polytheists in Mecca or the Jews 
in Medina. The new religious movement owed in particular to the 
Christians certain aspects of a creating, sustaining and judging 
God, a large part of its eschatology and certain devotional practices, 
while a particular Christian ascetic life style could provide a model 
for the pious. It has been observed that such elements were "in 
the air" in Mecca and at other places in Arabia and that this made 
for an open attitude on Mul)ammad's part towards the way of life 
and religious practice of the Christians. During the Medinan 
conflict Mul)ammad compared the Christians favorably with the 
Jews, notwithstanding the fact that neither group recognized him 
as a prophet. But the Christians were less dangerous politically 
then and he was attracted by their virtuous life. 

The prophet refuted Christian doctrines with regard to the rela-
tionship between God and man as a logical consequence of an 
absolute monotheism as he conceived it and on the basis of the way 
in which his religion had developed through the conflicts with the 
Meccans and the Medinan Jews. Politically, Christian tribes had to 
choose now between adopting the new religion and making a 
treaty with payment of tribute, if they wanted to avoid war. 
Although the very resistance of the Christian Arab tribes in the 
North may have accelerated the ideological use of monotheistic 
reform doctrine against them, the refutation itself-of all that 
seemed to be contrary to strict monotheism-was in fact a logical 
conse(juence of the proclaimed monotheistic millat Ibriihim with 
which the prophet had identified his religious movement. 

The movement presented itself at this time in at least two dif-
ferent ways: as a religious reform movement of polytheism, Judaism 
and Christianity, and as the religion destined for the Arabs. Both 
were of consequence for Mul)ammad's attitude to the Christians he 
encountered in the North, as was the fact that Mul)ammad's 
religious movement had established itselt and was becoming a 
religion in its own right. The resistance of the Christian tribes may 
indeed have been one of the many factors which contributed to 
the transition of Islam from a religious reform movement to a uni-
versal religion, defined as the din al-IJ,aqq and opposed to empirical 
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Judaism and Christianity. The Christianity of the northern Arab tri-
bes, paradoxically, may thus indirectly have contributed to the full 
development of the new religion of the Arabs and to the sense of com-
petition which this religion developed with Christianity in general. 

Looking back at the interaction of the Islamic religious movement 
with the existing religious communities, we are struck by the 
importance of socio-political factors. Yet on closer analysis one has 
to recognize another dimension as well, and here the interactions 
just described take on all their significance and weight. Mul).ammad 
at the same time acted on earth and pronounced a series of tiytit 
held to be inspired and consequently having religious authority. 
In his actions he behaved as a statesman; by his inspirations he 
was a prophet. Each encounter with another community, conse-
quently, took place on two levels: a settling of affairs in the realm 
of socio-political action, and an interaction of religious ideas and 
practices due or leading to particular religious inspirations of the 
prophet. If Mul).ammad had not considered himself to be a prophet 
nor been considered by his followers as such, he would have been 
obliged to deal with the Meccans, the people of Yathrib and the 
Bedouin tribes without this second-religious-dimension. It was 
precisely his prophethood which made his interactions take place 
on two levels at the same time. 

In the foregoing a sketch has been given of the main phases of 
the development of the religious movement, through successive 
interactions with existing religious communities,· into a religion. 
Now it is worthwile to pay attention for a moment to an aspect of 
its internal development and see to what extent there is a parallelism 
between the attitudes taken towards other religions and the pro-
gressive self-definition of Islam as a religion. What does the Qur>an 
say about the religion which Mul).ammad brought, both as millat 
Ibrtihim and as din ? 

4· M illat Ibrtihim 
After the fundamental studies by C. Snouck Hurgronje and 

A. ]. Wensinck on the patriarchal figure of Ibrahim and his 
religion in the Qur>an, further inquiries by Y. Moubarac and 
W. A. Bijlefeld have brought some corrections to Snouck Hur-
gronje's stress on the political aspects of the Ibrahim story.18 They 

18 On the Ibrahim problem, see besides the literature quoted in Notes I 
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have also given a more precise dating of some verses oi the Qur,an 
which Snouck Hurgronje held to be Medinan,19 and as a result 
they have been able to show that already in the Meccan period of 
the Qur,iin Ibriihim had a special link with the Ka 'ba and the 
Meccans, even though Mul}.ammad apparently did not know in his 
Meccan period that Isma 'il was a son of Ibrahim. These inquiries 
have shown that there is a continuous development of the Ibriihim 
conception in the Qur,an, and that the basic notions of it were 
already present in the third Meccan period. R. Paret summarizes 
the significance oi Ibrahim in the Qur,an as: 20 

(I) the founder or purifier of the Ka 'ba ; 
(2) the prototype of all muslimun as his spiritual descendants; 
(3) a patriarchal figure who preceded Miisa and •Isa with their 

revelations, and to whom Mu.Qammad could appeal as a l}anif, 
not a mushrik, without him being a Jew or a Christian. 

In the Qur,anic Ibriihim story, Ibrahim is the prototype of Mu.Qam-
mad and all spiritual descendants of Ibriihim participate in the 
privileges of the millat lbrtihim. Through the Qur,an the community 
of Muslims has received the definite revelation and has become 
ahl al-kittib and part of the millat Ibriihim in a purer sense than 
the Jews and Christians. 

It may be contended that this appeal to the millat lbrtihim gave 
to Mu.Qammad's movement a universal dimension. The claim 
could now be made that the movement was not only a purification 
of polytheism and a reform of Judaism and Christianity but that 
it was also a religion in its own right, apart from the fact that such 
a universalist outlook could lead to the envisaging of a Pax Islamica 
throughout the Arabian peninsula. On the one hand, by recognizing 
the value of the revelation given to Jews and Christians, Islamic 
religion has a particular relationship to Judaism and Christianity 
beyond the empirical forms of these religions. It can accept, for 
and 4 also A. J. Wensinck, Mohammed en de joden te Medina (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1908), pp. 131-133 and the same, art. "Ibrii.him" in E/1, Vol. 2, pp. 
431-2, and E. Beck, "Die Gestalt des Abraham am Wendepunkt der Ent-
wicklung Muhammeds; Analyse von S. 2.II8 (124)-135 (141)", Le Muslon, 
Vol. 65 (1952), pp. 73-94· 

19 S. 14: 39/41b should be considered as a Medinan interpolation within 
a Mcccan textS. 14: 35-41/38-42. S. 2: I26/I2o ff. is a later Medinan elabora-
tion of the Meccan S. 14: 35-40/38-42, and verse 127a/121a may be a later interpolation in the whole of v. I25-I29/II9-I23. See Bijlefeld, op. cit., 
pp. 127-132. 

80 Rudi Paret, Mohammed und der Koran (Stuttgart, 19661), pp. 108-no. 
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instance, on the basis of its particular assumptions, the presence of 
spiritual l;tanif monotheists within the Jewish and Christian com-
munities. In this way the idea of a millat Ibriihim is of para-
mount importance for the relations between Islam and other 
religions. 

On the other hand, by claiming to offer a universal monotheism 
as millat Ibriihim Islamic religion revealed a characteristic dialectic 
in its history between its particularistic tendencies which are linked 
to particular historical developments on the one hand, and the 
universality of its prototype, the millat Ibriihim, on the other. So 
the idea of a millat Ibriihim is also of major importance for the 
very selfview of Islam. The l;tanijiyya of Ibrahim as an interior 
spiritual experience which demands a break with manifest as well 
as hidden forms of idolatry, has played for instance a major role in 
the history of Muslim spirituality. 

The fact that Mul).ammad had a model of his religion in the 
millat Ibriihim, an ideal and pure religion according to his conception 
of it, must have been one of the reasons for his success in bringing 
about and "perfecting" his religion- with its own kind of mono-
theistic faith in many variations-Dver against other forms of 
monotheism-and with its own kind of basic structure of society 
in many variations-over against other socio-political structures. 
A number of sayings and actions of Mul).ammad as a prophet 
become more understandable against the background of this notion 
of a universal religion which he formulated, in good Semitic tra-
dition, in terms of a patriarchal genealogy. 

Was there perhaps in the back of Mul).ammad's mind from the 
very beginning of his prophethood the notion of a kind of Urreligion, 
a notion which crystallized at the end of the Meccan period into 
the conception of a millat Ibriihim and which received its definite 
shape in Medina? This leads to another question which must be 
left open here. What kind of relationship may the prophet have 
envisaged between the din al-isliim which he brought on earth and 
that basic and universal Urreligion of the millat Ibriihim which 
seems to have provided the model for it? 

s. Din in the Qur>an 

If we leave aside the use of din in the sense of "judgment" as 
being less relevant for the present inquiry, a survey of the use of 
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the concept of din in its meaning of "religion" in chronological 
order in the Qur•an leads to the following result: 21 

In the Meccan period din occurs as the religion of an individual 
(109:6, 10:104) or a people-including a people of unbelievers, 
though their religion can be changed (40: 26/27). There should be no 
factions and divisions within the din (30: 32/31, 42: 13/II). Din 
implies possession of religious prescriptions, right ones (42: 13/II) 
or wrong ones (42: 21j2o); it is the right monotheistic worship of 
God (lahu al-dinu wa~iban, 16:52/54) for which man has been 
created and to which he is called as a ]Janif (ro: ro5, 12:40, 39:30/ 
29, 43/42); the worship (din) should be directed to God alone and 
completely 7:29/28, ro: 22/23, 29:65, 31: 32j3r, 39: II/I4 and I4/I6, 
40:14 and 65/67; the pure worship (al-dinu'l-khrili~u) is toward 
God (39:3). The right din is the milla of Ibriihim the ]Janif (6:r6r/ 
162). Unbelievers have milla's which are bad (14: I3j16, 38: 7/6), 
as opposed to the good milla of Ibriihim, Isl}iiq and Ya 'qub (r2: 
37. 38). 

In the Medinan period din is used much more often and in many 
more different contexts, and it is illuminating to observe a clear 
development in its use, according to the chronological order of 
Medinan sura's proposed by Th. Noldeke. At the beginning of the 
Medinan period, for instance, a well-known text (2: 256/257) 
affirms that there is no enforcement (il~rah) in religion (din). 22 

After a text from the next sura (98: 5/4) which summarizes the 
right religion (din al-qayyimati) as consisting of monotheistic 
worship (as performed by ]Janifs), ~alat and zakrit, Sura 8:39/40 
then commands fighting until there is no more jitna and the religion 
or worship is monotheistic only ( . .. ]Jatta la takuna jitnatun wa-
yal~una al-dinu kulluhu li-•ttahi . .. ). The command to fight for the 
right religion will come back now again and again. 

Next, in Sura 3, three verses speak of din. For the first time islam 

21 On the concept of din, see for instance J osef Horovitz, Koranische 
Untersuchungcn (Berlin-Leipzig, 1926), p. 62 (also compared with milia); 
Toshihiku Izutsu, God and Man in the Koran ... (Tokyo, 1964), pp. 228-229; 
Louis Gardct, art. "din" in EI2, Vol. 2, pp. 293 f. (also compared with milla); 
M. M. Bravmann, The Spiritual Background of Early Islam: Studies in 
Ancient Arab Concepts (Leiden: E.]. Brill, 1972), pp. 1-6, 34· When preparing 
this paper we did not know Y. Y. Haddad's article "The conception of the 
term din in the Qur•an", MW, Vol. 64 (1974), pp. II4-123, which analyzes 
the term din basically in terms of "God Action" and "Man's Action". 

22 Compare Rudi Paret, "Sure 2, 256: la ikraha fi d-dini. Toleranz oder 
Resignation", Der Islam, Vol. 45 (1969), pp. 299-300. 
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-presumably the ma~dar aspect is here predominant-is con-
nected with din in the famous saying Al-din 'inda 'llah al-islam 
(3: rgjr7). The verses 83/77 and 85/79 reject anything else except 
the din Allah and islam as din ( ... a-fa-ghaira dini 'llahi yabghuna 
... (83/77), ... wa-man yabtaghi ghaira 'l-isliimi dinan . .. (85/79). 
Like verse rgjr7, these verses 83{77 and 85{79 imply that there is no 
alternative for man as far as true religion is concerned but "to 
surrender" (isliim), verse 83/77 adding that in its being the whole 
creation has "surrendered" (aslama). 

Subsequently (61: g) for the first time the expression din al-J;aqq 
is used as the religion which will be made triumphant over every 
religion ( ... 'ala 'l-dini kullihi . .. ), a statement repeated in S. 
48:28 with a slight nuance, and also in S. 9:33 (Huwa 'lladhi 
arsala rasulahu bi-' l-huda wa-dini'l-J;aqqi li-yu?hirahu 'ala 'l-dini 
kullihi ... ). Din al-l;aqq, "the true, real religion", is a stronger 
expression than al-din al-qayyim, literally "the immutable, stable 
religion". Although Islam is not identified explicitly with the din 
al-J;aqq, such an identification is implied. There is here not only a 
command to fight but also a promise of victory over any other 
religions, in other words an ascertainment of the mundane superi-
ority of Islam. 

After a text with a monotheistic tendency such as had occurred 
already in the Meccan period with regard to din (4: 146/145), Sura 
24 contains some interesting statements. In verse 2 it is said that 
the din Allah has no place for pity if a major delict has been com-
mitted, which suggests a puritanical rigidity in religion. In verse 
24 it is said that at Judgment Day Allah will requite the people 
according to ... dinahum al-J;aqqa ... , while Allah himself will be 
recognized as the clear truth ( ... huwa al-J;aqqu 'l-mubinu . .. ). 
These two verses having referred to an ethical command and to 
man's conscience, verse 55/54 again promises that Allah will make 
powerful the religion which he has thought right for his believers 
( ... wa-la-yumakkinanna lahum dinahum . .. ), which is a well-
known theme. 

Sura 6o: 8-g, next in chronological order, refers to a rule of war; 
when people do not fight against the faithful "in religion" (qatala 
fi 'l-din) they should be treated kindly, for instance by treaty, but 
as soon as there has been such "fighting in religion" such a treaty 
is impossible. After a text in which an allusion is made to the power-
lessness of unbelievers if they want to justify their religion before 
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Allah (49:16) we have arrived at the well-known last two suras. 
Sura 9 has four verses in which din occurs. In case of conversion 

the people become "brethren in religion" ( .. . fa-ikhwanukum fi 
'l-din .. . , verse II) if they also perform §alrit and pay zakat. Verse 
29 is the famous command to make war against: (a) unbelievers; 
(b) those who do what is forbidden; and (c) those among the people 
who received the Book who do not adhere to the true religion: 
... wa-la yadinuna dina 'l-]Jaqqi mina •ttadhina utu 'l-kitaba . .. 
and in all three cases the war should continue until they pay 
tribute. According to verse 36 the }Jaram character of four months 
in a year is right religion (al-din al-qayyim). And verse 122/123 
exhorts people from each army-group to receive instruction in 
religion ( ... li-yatajaqqahu fi 'l-dini . .. ), in order to "warn" the 
others when they return home. 

An important verse occurs in the chronologically last sura 
(5: 3/4. 5): " ... al-yawma ya•isa 'lladhina kajaru min dinikum 
fa-la takhshawhum wa-•khshawni 'l-yawma akmaltu lakum dinakum 
wa-atmamtu 'alaikum ni'mati wa-raif,itu lakumu 'l-islama dinan . .. " 
The unbelievers are radically separated from "your" religion and 
have nothing to hope for; God has perfected his grace toward the 
community; he is satisfied that the faithful have islam as religion. 
Whether or not islam is used here as a proper name remains open 
to discussion. Verse 57/62 of the same Sura 5 forbids making a 
treaty with those among the people who received the Book who 
had made a mockery of the new religion: " ... la tattakhidhu 
'lladhina 'ttakhadhu dinakum huzuwan wa-la'iban mina 'lladhina 
utu 'l-llitaba min qablikum wa-'l-kuffrira awliya•a." 

Some texts of the Medinan period which use din in connection 
with the millat Ibrahim are particularly interesting in the context 
of our inquiry. Thus, the early text S. 2: 130-132/124-126 states 
that only a fool can reject the millat Ibrrihim, that lbrahim sur-
rendered (aslama) to God, and that Ibrahim like Ya 'qub said to his 
sons: ... inna 'llriha '§tafa lakumu 'l-din . .. (" ... Allah has chosen 
your religion for you ... "), and that they should not die without 
being muslim (with a strong verbal aspect: "surrendering to God"). 
They key words millat Ibrahim, aslama and din which occur in 
these three verses are united here into one whole. 

Sura 22:78/77 equally combines a statement about al-din (namely, 
that there is nothing in it which "burdens" man: ... wa-ma ja'ala 
'alaikum fi 'l-din min ]Jarajin millata abikum Ibrahima . .. ) with 
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the expression millat Ibrahim, "your father", indicating the nature 
of this religion. Here again, as a third term, muslim is added as the 
name which Ibrahim gave to the faithful of his milla: " ... He 
called you mttslims ( huwa sammal~umu 'l-muslimina) ... " M illat 
Ibrahim, aslama and din apparently belong together. ' 

The development ot the use of din as a concept in the Qur>an 
apparently reflects the development of earliest I slam from a 
purifying religious movement to a reform movement and then to 
a new independent religion. Corresponding with the latter phase we 
find din in a reified sense, for instance in S. 3: 73/66, and as syno-
nymous with millat Ibrahim in S. 6: r6rfr6z; we find it used as a 
kind of "war ideology" in the commands to war, for instance in 
S. 8: 39/40, and as indicating an all encompassing religious, social 
and political system in S. 5: 3/5. The din of Mul).ammad's movement 
is opposed to the din of the unbelieving polytheists; contrary to 
the Jews and Christians, the adherents of din al-islam are part of 
the millat Ibrahim. The relationship between these two appears to 
be of crucial importance. -

The connections between the use in the Qur>an of din on the one 
hand and islam 23 and iman 24 on the other demand further at-

23 On the concepts of islam, aslama etc., see for instance Dawid Kiinst-
linger, " 'Islam', 'muslim', 'aslama' im I~uran", Rocznik Orjentalistyczny, 
Vol. 11 {1935), pp. 128-137; Helmer Ringgren, Islam, >aslama, and Muslim 
(Uppsala, 1949); D. H. Baneth, "What did Mul}ammad mean when he called 
his religion 'Islam' ? The original meaning of aslama and its derivatives", 
Israel Oriental Studies, Vol. I (1971), pp. 183-190; Abdul Khaliq Kazi, "The 
meaning of Iman and Islam in the Qur>an", Islamic Studies, Vol. 5 (1966), 
pp. 227-237; Toshihiko Izutsu, Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur>an 
{Montreal, 1966), pp. 189-191; Muhammad Abdul Rauf, "Some Notes on the 
Qur>anic use of the terms Islam and Imii.n", MW, Vol. 57 {1967), pp. 94-102; 
S. McDonough, "Iman and Islam in the Qur>an", Iqbal Review, Vol. 12 
{1971), I, pp. Sx-88; M. M. Bravmann, The Spiritual Background of Early 
Islam ... (Leiden, 1972), pp. 7-26. 

24 On the concept of iman, see besides the articles by A. K. l{azi, M. A. 
Rauf and S. McDonough mentioned in Note 2 2, for instance Helm er Ringgren, 
"The conception of faith in the Koran", Oriens, Vol. 4 (1951), pp. 1-20; 
Toshihiko Izutsu, The Structure of the Ethical Terms in the Koran, a Study in 
Semantics (Tokyo, 1959), pp. nS-122, 173-175; the same, God and Man in 
the Koran ... {Tokyo, 1964), pp. 198-204, 216-219; the same, Ethico-Religious 
Concepts in the Qur>an (Montreal, 1966), pp. 184-188; M. M. Bravmann, The 
Spiritual Background of Early Islam . .. (Leiden, 1972), pp. 26-31. Compare 
R. Caspar, "La foi selon le Coran. Etude de themes et perspectives theolo-
giques", Proche Orient chretien, Vol. 18 (1968), pp. 7-28, 14o-I66, and Vol. 19 
{1969), pp. 162-193· 
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tention and a few remarks must suffice here. For a long time, deep 
into the Medinan period, islrim is the act of self-surrender to the 
divine will, stepping out of the status of a jrihil into that of a 
muslim, which remains for a long time an active participle before 
being used as a substantive. According to S. 51: 36 there were also 
muslimun before the historical religion of Islam. Only much later 
does islrim become a full substantive and the name for the new 
religion, but even then it retains to some extent its ma~dar aspect. 
Later aslama too acquires the technical meaning of joining the 
community in an external way (S. 49: 14) without certainty about 
the inner conviction of the convert, which is indicated by imrin, 
the inner religious attitude before God. Just as in Mecca din stands 
for religious attitude and worship, so imrin stands for the pure, 
monotheistic faith in God. Mu>min at the beginning of the Medinan 
period can still be used for the faithful among the ahl al-kitrib too. 
The opposite of islrim (and imrin) is Kufr. 25 

Aslama "to surrender oneself") is near to 'abada ("to serve") 
and akhla$a 26 ("to make pure, to free from admixture"), all being 
part of the good din according to the Qur>an. 

Conclusion 
The problem dealt with in this paper has been to trace the way 

in which, in the course of Mul)ammad's public activity, a propheti-
cal message developed into a fully-fledged religion, both as a 
social and historical reality and according to the inspirations of 
its prophet himself. In order to treat this problem we have dis-
tinguished several phases in the development of earliest Islam, 
basing our argument on two assumptions. The first assumption has 
been that the interaction which took place between the new reli-
gious movement with its prophetic leader and the three major 
existing religious communities was of paramount importance for 
this process, and that a periodization could be established accord-
ingly. Our second assumption has been that the two main conceptua-
lizations of the notion of religion in the Qur>an, millat Ibrrihim and 

26 Compare M. H.. Waldman, "The development of the concept of kufr 
in the Qur>an", ]AOS, Vol. 88 (1968), pp. 442-455. 

26 Compare Helmer Ringgren, "The pure religion", Oriens, Vol. 15 (1962), 
pp. 93-96. The concept of akhla~a needs further investigation, as do other 
Qur>anic terms used in connection with din and left aside here (see for 
instance Rudi Paret, Mohammed und der Koran (Stuttgart, 1957. 19662), 

pp. 72-74)· 
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din, as they developed in the course of the successive Qur•anic 
revelations, furnish a particular key to understanding not only the 
external forms which this religion took in combining mundane 
action with religious inspiration and thought, but also the particular 
notion which Mul}.ammad himself had of what a true religion-his 
religion-should be. 

Our problem is what "isHim" with a small i was before it became 
"Islam" with a capital I, that is to say as a religion in history. It 
is a search, beyond written history, for the beginnings of historical 
Islam which interests Muslims and Islamicists alike. The very 
fact, however, that "Islam" has become the name of a historical 
religion makes it difficult to grasp what islam. in the course of 
Mul}.ammad's lifetime meant and implied. At present the latter term 
refers to something different which is now largely an ideal of 
Muslims and a subject of research of Islamicists who, unfortunately, 
have tended sometimes to interpret this "Islam" in terms of western 
ideas of religion. Notwithstanding the difficulties involved, it is a 
scholarly necessity to try to push~ backward into history beyond 
the moment at which Islam became an established religion and to 
reach the stage at which it was still the fluid "religion of Surrender" 
in becoming. -

As has been observed earlier, the m.illat Ibrahim represented for 
Mul}.ammad the Urreligion, some kind of basic, original religion of 
universal validity. A problem which deserves further research is 
whether Mul}.ammad still continued to recognize the priority of this 
basic original religion over his own religion established in Medina, or 
whether he finally arrived at a straight identification of his "Is-
lamic" religion with the Abrahamitic "basic" religion. In the last 
analysis this problem concerns the Islamic claim of universality. 
Whereas "universality" for us is mostly expressed in terms of a 
generally valid idea, in Mul}.ammad's time it was first of all ex-
pressed in terms of a common origin. lbrahim being the I:J,anif or 
monotheist par excellence, he is considered to be the "father" of 
all monotheistic "surrenderers" and of the one universal and basic 
religion. While lbrahim had instituted monotheism over against 
idolatry, Mul}.ammad had "rediscovered" it and proclaimed its 
essential truth over against the Arab idolaters in the first place and 
the Jews and Christians of his time in the second place. The "sur-
rendered ones" or muslims follow, the religion of Ibrahim which 
remains the norm for their own empirical religion. Although 
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the question whether, throughout the history of Islam, Islamic 
religion has been seen as the only or as one possible realization of 
the basic religion-the IJ,anifiyya, the true universal religion of 
the one God on earth-is a vital one, the problem of what consti-
tuted "universal religion" for Mul)ammad and how he saw his own 
religion in relation to it should be treated, however, independently 
of what happened after his death, and without consideration of what 
has later been understood by "Islam"27 or by a natural monotheism 
given as fiJra within each human being. 

Many interpretations have already been given of these delicate 
but decisive years of the beginning of Islam and none of them has 
proved to be exhaustive.28 An impartial history of religions can 
certainly make a contribution by throwing more light on these 
crucial phases of earliest Islam.29 

87 Sec for the later use of this term for instance Jane I. Smith, An Histori-cal and Semantic Study of the Term Islam as Seen in a Sequence of Quran Commentaries (Harvard Dissertations in Religion I). Missoula, Mont.: 
Scholars Press, I975· Compare the same author's "Continuity and change 
in the understanding of 'Islam"', The Islamic Quarterly, Vol. I6, Nrs. 3/4. pp. I2I-I39· Since this paper was written, the underlying assumption that 
the Qur•anic texts date from Mul}.ammad's lifetime has been fundamentally 
questioned by J. Wansbrough, Quranic Studies. Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation (London Oriental Series Vol. 3 I). Oxford etc. : 
Oxford University Press, I977; and his Tile Sectarian Milieu. Content and Composition of Islamic Salvation History (London Oriental Series Vol. 34). 
Oxford etc.: O.U.P., I978. Discussion of Wansborough's work should take 
into account Angelika Neuwirth, Studien zur Komposition der mekkanischen Suren (Studien zur Sprache, Geschichte und Kultur des islamischen Orients, 
N.F., Band Io). Berlin-New York: Waiter de Gruyter, I981. 

as A history of "religions" also needs to take into account data which had 
a religious connotation or significance at the time in which they occurred. 
In Islamic studies social and political realities, for instance, should always 
be taken into account. With regard to our theme the observation of Tor Andrae about the connection of the development of Islam and the growing 
awareness of Arab identity within the framework of a universal monotheistic religion deserves attention: "Hence we must assume that the struggle for 
religious independence, and the belief in a general monotheistic religion, 
revealed to all peoples, which came from the Manichaean and Syrian hanpe, did not, in Mohammed's time, so far as he was aware, originate in direct 
connection with these sects, but rather as a feeling after a new independent religion, free from the idol-worship of heathenism, and not bound by any 
Jewish or Christian rites or laws-and thus a religion to which one could 
swear allegiance without having to sacrifice national distinctiveness and 
independence, such as one would have to do on joining a foreign religious 
community (umma)" (Mohammed, the Man and his Faith, Harper Torchbook 
I960, p. no). The original German text appeared in I932 (See Note 10). 

au I.e. those of religious purification, of reform, and of the development 
of islam into a religion (din). 
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QUR'ANIC SIGGIL AND ARAMAIC SGYL* 
Fred Leemhuis 

Although it is clear that the Qur' anic word siggil indicates a 
material of which stones may be made, its exact meaning has 
been the subject of a discussion which is by now some fourteen 
centuries old. The reason for this is a simple one that may be 
stated in the words of Ibn Zaid, as recorded by Tabari: 
wa-asnJa'u-1-af)'ti'i la tudraku ilia nJin lugatin sa'iratin aw l;abarin min 
alltihi la ala r}ikruhut "one cannot know the names of things 
except from a generally known language or from a piece of 
information from God". God's only information in the case of 
siggil was contained in the context wherein this word occurs in 
the Qur'an: 
XI,Sz: . . . wa-an1tarnti 'a/aihti bi!,aratan m in siggilin ( 111an(lii(lin 

musawwa111atan 'inda rabbika ... ) "... and [we] rained on it 
stones of siggil, (one on another, marked with thy 
Lord ... )"2 

XV, 74: ... wa-amtarnti 'alaihim pigtiratan m in siggilin. " ... and [we] 
rained upon them stones of siggil". 

CV ,4: ( wa-arsala 'alaihim tairan abtibila) tarmihim bibigaratin m in 
siggilin. "(and He loosed upon them birds in flights), 
hurling against them stones of siggil". 

And that was about all, although scholars in the past and 
the present have argued on the basis of LI.3 3, where we find 
li-nursila 'alaihim bigtiratan m in tin ( mtlsawwamatan 'inda rab-
bika ... ) "[in order] to loose upon them stones of clay, (one on 
another, marked with thy Lord ... )",that the two words tin and 

* I am very grateful to my colleagues G. J. H. van Geld er and 
H.L.J. Vanstiphout, who contributed many valuable suggestions and 
references from the fields of Arabic poetry and cuneiform studies respec-
tively. 

I Tafsir at- Ta/Jari, ad cv.3. in connection with the discussion about the 
meaning of a/Ja/Jil and sigil. 

2 Except for si!J,il, Arberry's translation is adopted for the rendering in 
English of quotations from the Qur'an. 
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siggil must be approximately synonymous. A corresponding 
etymology was found by suggesting that sifj,il was a compound 
of the two Persian words sang "stone" and gil "clay" or "mud". 
Following this, J etfery thus simply states that its meaning is 
"lumps of baked clay", and adds that the two words entered 
Arabic via ;\liddle Persian.J Paret in his translation agrees with 
the meaning, but is more cautions in his commentary ,4 in that 
he also quotes Horovitz, who, at least partially, agrees with the 
equivalence of sifj,il and tin, but who also states "Die schon van 
den Arabern gegebene Herleitung aus sang und gil befriedigt 
nicht" .s The trouble with this derivation, of course, is that it 
reeks as it were, of having been constructed after the conclusion 
was reached that siggll must mean more or less the same as (in. 
Indeed, one wonders why such a loanword from Persian (in 
which language it did not apparently occur as such) did not 
retain the fnf, which in other loanwords from Persian into 
Arabic seems to be quite normal.6 Ibn Hisam, possibly implying 
that this "loanword" was concocted later on by the commen-
tators themselves, rather bluntly states: "some of the commen-
tators mentioned that it is [composed of] two words in Persian, 
of which the Arabs made one word".7 

Certainly, other interpretations have also been put forward. 
Tabari registers the following, in addition to the one just 
mentioned :8 

z. as-sama' ad-dunya "the nearest heaven". 
3· af-fulb "something very hard" which is used of stones and of 

beating. 
4· a ji"il form of asgala ( = arsala) which should mean "dis-

charged on them". 
5. a ji"il form of saga/a "to draw water", which can also mean 

"to give". · 

3 A. Jeffery, The foreign vocabulary of the Qur'an (Baroda 1938), 164-l· 
4 R. Paret. Der Koran, Kommentar und Konkordanz (Stuttgart 1971), 240-1, 

ad XI, 82 f. 
; J. Horovitz, Koranische Untersuchungen (Berlin 1926), 11. 
6 E.g. pandaq, singab, sundus, tunbiir, zindiq. 
1 J;J ~ r li!J o..~.>IJ W5" '-:'_...ll ~ ;.,.-.;t.Al4 .Jl:-IS" ~.-ri ..:r..;---<1' ~ .?'> .Ibn 

Hisiim, as-Sira an-Nabawiyya, ed. Mugafii as-Saqii, lbriihim al-Ibyari and 
'Abd al-}::lafi? Salabi (Cairo 1955 2), 1, ll· Tabari also mentions that the 
Persian explanation is the one given by the mufassiriin. 

8 Tafsir a!- Tabari, ad XI, 82. 
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6. [a derivation] of sigil/, because there were signs on it as on a 
book. 

7· tin )'11/ba~ "baked clay", like agurr "baked brick". 
It may be clear that most of these simply represent testimonia 
ignorantiae or more or less clever attempts to solve the enigma, 
thereby underlining the arbitrariness of the above-mentioned 
putative equivalence of si!i,il and tin. In my opinion, only one of 
these interpretations deserves consideration as an alternative to 
this equivalence together with its Persian etymology. In fact, it 
merits very serious consideration, as will become clear in what 
follows. 

Although Tabari does not mention him by name, it is in fact 
Abii 'Ubaida who is quoted from his Magaz ai-Qur'an as having 
stated the above mentioned third interpretation.9 However, the 
wording of the quotation is somewhat ambiguous. When we 
look at Sezgin's edition of the Magaz we find Abii 'Ubaida's 
wording to be somewhat different, in that he writes: "stones of 
siggil, that is to say, hardness; and it is used of solid stones and 
of beating".tO Ad CV,4, he simply mentions that it is "every 
hard thing" .tt In both cases, he records as a !a hid the second 
hemistich of the following verse of Ibn Muqbil,t2 which 
apparently later on became more or less standard in the 
discussion of the meaning of si.fj,il, as may be gathered from Ibn 
Qutaiba, Bul].ari, Tabari, Zamal].sari, the Lisan and Ibn Ka!ir:t3 

9 ,JJ ~..l.!.ll ._,J....ll i;l~.ll .J J"' ._l:..:.-11 J_,A: ~_,...,11 .J ~_,.,ll r~ tJI J.oi ~ .J\Sj 
~_,..all 

1o ~_,..all ,JJ ._,J....ll i.J~I .J ~..l.!.ll J"'J ~ .J i.J~· Abii 'Ubaida b. al-
Mutannii, Magaz ai-Qur'an, ed. Mul:tammad Fu'iid Sazgin, 1 (Cairo 19541), 
196. 

11 Abii 'Ubaida, op. cit., 11 (Cairo 196zl), 3 u. It is noteworthy that Ibn 
Hi~ am, op. dt., 55, before mentioning the Persian interpretation, states "As 
for a.r-.riggll, Yiinus an-NaJ:twi and Abii 'Ubaida related to me that, amongst 
the Arabs, it means "a hard and solid thing (a!-!adid a{-{ulb)". 

12 Born before Islam, died after 35/6s6 or even 70/690. See Sezgin, GAS, 
11, z48-9, and E/2 Suppl., s.v. 

13 See Abii 'Ubaida, loc. cit., nn. 10-11; lbn Qutaiba, Kitab al-maanl 
al-leablr (Hyderabad 1949), 991, who also quotes Abii 'Ubaida as having 
stated that the Persian explanation is of no significance; Sa/;11; ai-Bu~arl, kit ab 
at-Taf.rlr, ad siira XI (in the Cairo ed. of MuJ:tammad 'Ali SubaiJ:t, VI, 9z): 
,I '"'~ , , .,. , 

..r:;"-'1 ~f-!31 ~ followed by Ibn Muqbil's verse, but ad siira CV (ed. SubaiJ:t, 
VI, z 18): $J ..!J!..:. ~ ~ ~ on Ibn 'Abbiis's authority; Taftir at- Tabari, ad 

49 
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wa-raf,latin )'adribiina-1-bait}a 'an 'urut}in J 
t}arban tawti[ti bihi-1- 'abttilu siggilan 14 

"And men [there are among us] that strike the helmets from the 
side/ with a blow that heroes would recommend among 
themselves, stone-hard". Of course, Abu 'Ubaida knew that the 
word is a rhyme-word in a qa[ida niiniy)'a and that lbn l\Iuqbil 
uses the word as sigginan, but he remarks that some people 
substituted an fn/ for the /1/ and he pointedly quotes a line from 
an-Nabiga where raftnni is sustituted for raftlli. From the Listin 
we are informed that the line is by an-Nabiga al-Ga'di.ts Apart 
from the fact that this substitution of /n/ for Jlj appears to have 
indeed been fairly common,t6 Abu 'Ubaida's statement gains in 
strength and credibility when we realise that both lbn Muqbil 
and an-Nabiga al-Ga'di 17 were members of the tribe of'Amir 
b. Sa'~a'a,tB which had its habitat in Central Arabia;t 9 the 
mutation may well have been a tribal peculiarity. 

There is something else that must be taken into consid-
eration. We possess indirect evidence that Abu 'Ubaida's 
interpretation must in fact be quite near to the mark. lbn Hisam 
in his recension of lbn ls{:laq's Life of the Prophet records a few 
lines from a qa[ida of the Quraishite poet 'Ubaidallah b. Qais 
ar-Ruqayyat20 which deal with the episode of the Elephant. One 
of the lines goes as follows: 
wa-stahallat 'alaihimu-t-tairu bi-1-ganda/i l;attti ka 'annahu margiinm 
"The birds poured down on them solid rock till it was as if 
stoned"2t 
The identification of siggil with gandal "stone, rock" which is 
suggested by this line is especially plausible when we take into 
consideration that the poet was not forced by the metre (l;ajif) to 
choose the word gandal. Had he wanted to convey the meaning 

XI, 82; az-Zamabsari, ai-Kaffaj, ad c:v, 4; l.isan a/-'Arab, s.v . .j s g I; Tafsir lbn 
Ka!Jr, ad XI, 82. 

14 The first hemistich is not quoted by Abu 'Ubaida and is here taken 
from LA, foe. cit. For different versions, see inter alia, LA, s.v . .j s g nand 
Buhari, foe. cit. 

is LA, s.v . .j r j n. 
16 See H. Fleisch, Traite de philologie arabe, 1 (Beirut 1961), 75-6. 
17 Born before Islam, died after 6of68o; see GAS, 11, 245-7. 
IB See GAS, foe. cit., nn. 12 and 17, and also Ibn l;lazm, Gamharat ansab 

ai-'Arab, ed. 'Abd as-Salam l\Iu~ammad Harun (Cairo n.d.), 288-9. 
19 See EJ2, s.v. "'Amir b. Sa'~a'a". 
20 Born after 10/631 in Mecca, died after 63/683; see GAS, 11,418-19 
21 Ibn Hisam, op. cit., 1, 61. 
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"baked brick" he might as well have used the not uncommon 
word igurr,22 which expresses precisely that. There is another 
aspect to the solution of the problem with which we are dealing 
and which I would like to put forward. It is again provided by 
Tabari. After he has made clear (ad XI,82) that he thinks the 
Persian connection to be right, he nevertheless records, almost 
as an afterthought and without further c~mmentary, on the 
authority of'Ata' b. as-Sa'ib that Sa'id b. Gubair thought the 
word to be of mixed Persian and Nabataean origin. In the Tafsir 
Warqi' we find the same opinion attributed to 'Ikrima (ad 
CV,4), also an 'Ata' b. as-Sa'ib.23 It is probable that the recensor · 
of the Tafsir Warqi', Adam b. Iyas, who found this opinion 
included by Warqa', thought fit to counterbalance it by a 
tradition which he found in a Tafsir collection of l:lammad 
b. Salma an Ayyiib as-Sigistani and I:Iumaid a~-Tawil an 
'Ikrima that stated the Persian connection, which after all also 
was faithfully recorded by Warqa' an Ibn Abi Nagil;t an 
Mugahid, but, however, only in connect~on with XI,8z.24 
Tabari also records the reasoning of Ibn Gubair. The word 
consists of ·th~ Persian si!, and the N abataean i/, because if it 
were wholly Persian, the second part should be gil. But what 
does Ibn Gubair's reasoning imply for the meaning_ of the 
word? Tabari does not record explicitly what Ibn Gubair's 
interpretation was, but it is apparently implicit in his ety-
l!lology. It does not seem far-fetched to suppose that Ibn 
Gubair viewed the element il as being the same as the il in such 

22 The word was already known before Islam, as appears from the Diwan 
of an-Nabiga ag-Qubyani, who died after 6o4 (GAS, 11, 110-1 3). See 
Oerenbourg's edition of the Diwan, poem 14, I. 16 in ]A, 6• serie, tome XII 
{1868), 181. It is also found in a poem by Badr b. 'Amir, who took part in the 
conquest of Egypt (GAS, 11, 263): J. G. L. Kosegarten, The Hudsai/ian poems, 
I (London 1854), poem 66, I. 10 on p. us, listed in B. Lewin, A vocabulary of 
the Hugailian poems, Acta Regiae Soc. Scient. et Litt. Gothoburgensis, 
Humaniora 13 (Goteborg 1978), 3· Another witness to rhe early occurrence 
of this loanword is Malik b. Asma' b. J.:iari~a al-Fazari, who died ea. 1oo/719 
(GAS, 11, 331-1), in Kifa/J ai-Agani, ed. Oar al-Kutub (Cairo 19~7-73), xv11, 
134; Ibn Qutaiba, al-Si'r ll'a-1-Su'ari, ed. Al_lmad Mul_lammad Sakir (Cairo 
1966), 783; idem, 'Uyiin al-Agbar (Cairo 1343/192S), 1, 314; LA, s.v. p U· 

23 Kitab at-Tafsir, 'an Warqa b. 'Umar 'an Ibn Abi Na~il_l 'an Mu~ahid, 
Ms. Cairo, Oar al-Kutub, tafsir 1o7s, fol. 93 verso. In the edition of 'Abd 
ar-Ral_lman ar-Tahir b. Mul_lammad as-Siirati, which is called Tafsir Mugahid 
(Islamabad n.d.), 11, 781-3. 

24 Op. cit., fol. 31 verso; as-Siirati's ed., 1, 306-7. 
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names as Gibri:l ;25 in other words, that siggil should mean "stone 
of God". 

Until not too long ago, this did not bring us much further on, 
although it was known, as Noldeke had already pointed out, 
that the Arabs used the term "N abataean" for the Aramaic 
speakers of the countryside of Syria and especially, in the case 
of grammarians and philologists, of Mesopotamia also.26 In 
Aramaic, however, a word siggil or something like it with a 
meaning that would fit the Qur' anic contexts of the Arabic 
word was not known. Of course, the Aramaic word sgila, a 
variant form of sigla,27 probably denoting a kind of bulrush, was 
known, as well as its Syriac cognate segla,zs which probably is 
the kind of sedge that is scientifically known as cyperus rotundus 
and which is still called siga/29 among the so-called Marsh Arabs 
of Southern Iraq. Obviously, a connection with the Qur'anic 
sigf,il was out of the question. 

Fortunately, however, a new Aramaic word sgyl has turned 
up. In 1968 Fu'ad Safar published inscriptions which have been 
found on the south wall of the great northern iwtin of the 
Central Temple complex at Hatra.30 Some of these inscriptions, 
numbers 240, 244, 245 and 246, immortalise the names of people 

25 Cf. Tafsir a!-TabarT, ad 11, 97, where_ he records a number of traditions 
concerning the meaning of the names Gibrii and Mikii'Il, all stating the 
equivalence if= a/fah. Among these appears, for instance, "Abii Kuraib 
related to us. He said, Giibir b. Niil;l al-.l:limmiini related to us from 
al-A 'mas, from al-Minhiil, from Sa'Id b. Gubair, that Ibn 'Abbiis said, 'Gibrii 
and l\IIkii'Il are like the expression 'Abd Allah'". 

26 Th. Noldeke, "Die Namen der aramaischen Nation und Sprache", 
ZDMG, xxv (1871), 113-31, cf. 121-8. 

v J. Levy, Chaldiiisches Wo·rterbuch iiber die Targun~im, etc. (repr. Cologne 

1951), 11, 144, "N'!r~ nt. (syr . ./~) eine Art Binsen, Gerte, juncus 
palustris, scirpus ... " In his Wo.rterbuch iiber die Talntudin~ und Midraschim 
(Berlin 19z42), 111, 475, Levy mentions the variant form N':l"lO. 

28 R. Payne Smith, Thesaurus syriacus (Oxford 1901), 11, ~~!'. zszs, "~ 
# .. 

emph. r<'~, f. cyperus rotundus ... ". I. Low, Aramiiische Pjlanzennamen 

(Leipzig 1881), z69 (no. zo8), apparently considers N~l"' and r<'~ to be 
the same plant = Cl. Ar. su'd. 

29 W. Thesiger, The Marsh Arabs (New York 1964), 6z (=Penguin ed., 
70): "I learnt that, when they were grazing, they fed on qat ... , as well as sijal, 
a kind of sedge (Cyperus rotundus) ... ". It is to be noted that Thesiger's 
transcription apparently does not denote vowel length. 

30 Fu'iid ~afar, "Kitiibiit al-.l:lac,iar", Sumer, XXIV (1968), 1z-18 (Arabic 
part). 
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who contributed something (probably gold or silver) to sgyl. 
Safar himself supposed that the word denotes the stately altar 
that filled the central part of the iwan. He used the word altar 
(HJa(/bap) as a translation for sgyl, in analogy with Christian 
usage for what could be perhaps more precisely defined as an 
impressive sacrarium, where the treasures of the temple and its 
liturgic vessels and utensils were kept.31 He further pointed out 
that the word was actually already known from a previously-
found stone altar, albeit in a defective spelling. On this altar, 
described by Teixidor in I 965, the short line sgl dfn~f was 
inscribed. Teixidor connected the word sgl with the Hebrew 
root sgl "to acquire property" and the Aramaic sgula "acquisi-
tion" or "property", and proposed the translation "(altar) 
property of Shamash" .32 Sa far himself gave the additional 
connection with the Akkadian sikiltu "hoard" .33 In fact, 
Teixidor used some legerdemain by supplying the word "altar" 
between brackets; he apparently realised that the obvious 
interpretation would be simply "altar of Shamash". After 
the four above-mentioned inscriptions were published, it was 
quickly found out that a puzzle in line 6 of inscription no. I 07 
could be solved, in that the line should be re-read in order to 
contain the word sgyl. Thus we find mentioned ... b_;•t bt!J'' ''(y' d)• 
sgyl h)'kl' rb' dy bn' brHJryn lfn~f ... " ... the elevated house of joy of 
the SGYL of the great temple, which Barmaren has built for 
Sham ash ... ", Many proposals for the precise meaning of sgyl 
have since been brought forward, ranging from the cautious 
"part of the building" to a suggestion that it may be the name 
of the great temple itself, and as such a reminescence of 
Esangila, the great temple of Marduk at Babylon.34 However, 

31 Op. cit., 13: "wa-nuraggil:JU anna kalimata 'sgii' al-waridata fi hagihi·l-
kitabat ta'ni-1-magbai:Ia-1-fagma-llagi kana yamla'u ~adra haga-1-'iwani ... " 
and also: "wa-' a?unnu ann a ha must a' malatun fi-I-I:Ia9ari bi-ma 'na kuniizi-
1-ma 'badi wa-1-bina • i-llagi tii9a' u fihi tilka-1-kuniizu wa-haga-1-bina'u 
atlaqna 'alaihi kalimata-1-magbai:Ii muqtabisina galika mina-1-kana'izi-1-
masii:Iiyyati wa-lakinnahu li-l-I:Ia9ari 'ibaratun 'an m a 'bad in musayyadin fi 
~adri-1-'iwani ... " 

32 J. Teixidor, "The altars found at Hatra", Sumer, XXI (1965), 85-92. 
(European part), see p. 87. 

33 Op. cit., 13. Fu'ad Safar also supposes that there may be a connection 
with the Arabic siggil or the Latin sigillum. For the connection of the 
A~kadian sikiltu and the Aramaic sgula, see also S. A. Kaufman, The 
Akkadian influence on Aramaic (Chicago 1 974), 93, s.v. sukjgallu. 
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to me there seems to be no conclusive argument why Fu'ad 
Safar's original proposal should not be retained, se. that here 
also it means the "sacrarium of the great temple". 

By now it should be clear what my suggestion about the 
development of the Hat ran Aramaic word sgyl will be: smooth 
hard stone ---+altar stone ---+ altar ---+ sacrarium. The plausibility 
of such a development of meaning is enhanced by the above-
mentioned interpretation of Sa 'id b. Gubair for the Arabic 
word. Moreover, perhaps Ibn Gubair's etymology may be seen 
as an indication whence the word sigjJI was borrowed by the 
Arabs; the region where both a Persian and an Aramaic 
influence was felt, i.e. the Gazira, where the ancient Hatra was 
located. But there is more. The above suggestion is not based 
on a mere wish to provide us with an acceptable etymology for 
the Arabic word; I agree with Fu' ad Sa far that there is an 
Akkadian connection too. 

If we take into consideration what Abii 'Ubaida stated about 
the meaning of si!fJI as illustrated by the line of lbn l\·luqbil, it 
does not astonish us to establish that there must be a connection 
with the Sumerian loanword in middle and late Akkadian 
sikillu, or figillu in its Ugaritic spelling, which denotes a kind of 
stone; to be more precise, it is as abnu barif;u "a smooth, shiny 
stone" or aban elli, aban telilti "stone of purity" that we find it 
defined in bilingual glossaries.35 It does not seem too bold to 
suppose that the Aramaic sgyl may be a direct or indirect loan 
from the Akkadian and that it passed from Aramaic into Arabic 
in the form sigf,il. After all, the example of the Arabic loanword 
agurr "baked brick", which is the same as the Syriac agurra and 
which was almost certainly borrowed from the Akkadian 
agurru, may sufficiently show the plausibility of such an ety-

34 See H. J. W. Drijvers, "Mithra at Hatra ?", Acta Iranica, Ser. J, Textes et 
Me moires, IV, Etudes Mithriaques (Tehran-Liege I 978), I 5 I -86. On pp. I 6o-I, 
inscr. no. I07 is discussed, and inn. 45 the word sgyl is commented upon and 
bibliographical references are given. The occurrence of the term esangila 
in an Aramaic inscription from the Teima oasis (KAI zz8a) seems rather 
questionable.ln I. I6, the name SNGL' or SNGL' occurs in a series of three 
gods. To me, it seems more likely to suppose that we have here a 
combination of Sin and his wife Ningal ( = Sinniggal ?) than to suppose that 
the name of a temple was taken as the name of a God, especially as no other 
examples of such a use of the name Esangila are known. 

35 W. von Soden, Akkadisches Handworterbuch, 11 (Wiesbaden I97z), I04I, 
s.v. sikillu: "(z) ein Halbedelstein?". 
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mology.36 Incidentally, the Akkadian homonym sikillu, also a 
Sumerian loanword,37 probably followed a similar course; it 
denotes a kind of plant, which after all may be the same as the 
Syriac segla and the Aramaic siglafsgila and which is still known 
by the Marsh Arabs as siga/.38 

In view of the existence in Arabic of such pairs as laqafa and 
lagafa "to break into the side of a well" or ba 'q and bag "fissure, 
crack, split" (to be connected with the Hebrew ,j b q '"to split, 
cleave"), it is tempting to connect also saqala, which is an old 
dialect variant of faqala "to smooth, to polish".39 Similarly, in 
view of such correspondences as Hebr. :../ p s q D with Arabic 
fa!aga (and also fasaga) G and D "to sprawl one's legs", and 
Hebr. ,j z 'q "to utter a plaintive cry, to call to aid" with Arab. 
zaaqa, but also za'aga, I think there may be a connection too 
with the well-known Hebrew ,j s q 1.40 This root, which is only 
used as a verb (with or without ba' 3 vanim), means in G and D 
"to stone" and in D also privatively "to free from stones"; and 
this seems especially likely, because there is no well-established 
etymology of this Hebrew root. Yet it may be that this would 
carry us too far into the field of speculation. 

To summarise my suggestion for the etymology and meaning 
of the Qur'anic siggil. A non-Semitic word, Sumerian or what 
was already a loanword in Sumerian, attested in Akkadian as 
sikillu or figillu and denoting a smooth kind of stone, entered 
Aramaic (via Akkadian or otherwise)4t as sg;•l or sgl (probably 
for *sigil), denoting the same or a similar kind of stone. In 
Hatran Aramaic, it had acquired the specialised meaning of 

36 D. Cohen, Dictionnaire des racines semitiques, fasc. I (Paris-The Hague 
1970), 7, s.v . ../ 'g r; S. Fraenkel, Die Aran1iiischen Fremdworter im Aral1ischen 
(Leiden 1886, repr. Hildesheim 1962), 5. 

37 V on Soden, op. cit., 1041, s.v. ·sikillu (1). 
38 See above, nn. 27-9. 
39 See LA under the respective roots. 
40 See for the Hebrew roots, L. Koehler and W. Baumgartner, Lexicon in 

Veteris Testamenti libros (Leiden 195 8), and for the Arabic roots LA. Cf. also 
the name of the river Tigris: Hebrew hiddiiqiil; Aramaic diqlat and dig/at; and 
Arabic dig/a. 

41 A direct loanword into Aramaic (at least via Assyrian) would make a 
form written with a !in more likely. See Kaufman, op. cit., 140-2. Because the 
word siki/lu may be considered as a so-called "culture word", the caveat of 
Kaufman, op. cit., 18-19, is not out of place here: "In such cases, not only is 
the ultimate origin of the name in doubt, but even the direction and process 
of its spread from one language to another is less than certain". 
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"altar stone",42 and from there "altar" or "sacrarium". Quite 
early this word had entered the Arabic dialects of the neigh-
bouring desert, and had spread southwards with a probable 
meaning of "smooth, hard stone". The verse of lbn Muqbil 
may be seen as additional proof that, at least shortly after the 
death of the Prophet, the word was known as such ir.. Central 
Arabia. All this would suggest that the Qur' anic expression 
/Jigara min siggil should best be translated by something like 
"stones of flint", and this after all is no great surprise. 

42 Such a specialised meaning may well have been expressed by a special 
form like* saggil for "altarstone", of which the Arabic equivalent form would 
be sifjJI (cf. Aramaic faddiq and sakkin, Arabic fiddiq and sikkin). on the other 
hand, an Aramaic *sgil could also produce Cl. Ar. sifj,if (with secondary 
gemination) because a form * sif,ii would be considered dialectal. However, 
safJI would also be a possible Cl. Ar. rendering of a dialectal *sigil; cf. 
\X'. Wright, A grammar of the Arabic language3 (rcpr. Cambridge I 964), 1, I 36, 
and, indeed, this form is also recorded in the LA, s.v . .j s g 1: wa-s-sagil 
at-tulb af-fadid. 
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TWO NOTES 
Michael B. Schub 

Although everyone agrees that too much has already been written about the "outside influences"1 on the Prophet, we note here that one of the foremost scholars of the Arabic language of all time, CALAL AD-DIN AS-SUYUTi2 (1443-1505), believed that the word 'ablada in Qur'an 7.176/175 is of Hebrew origin3,4. 
The root -lli'fd in its various forms, all with the basic meaning "to be eternal", occurs over 80 times in the Qur'an, excluding our verse. But here, we have: wa-law si 'na la-rafacni!ihu bi-hi!i wa-lakinnahii 'ahlada 'ili!i 1-'ardi wa-ttabaca hawahu "And had We willed We could have raised him by th;ir means, but h~ clung to the earth and followed his own lust."S 

As noted, AS-SUYUTI accepts AL-WASITI's contention that 'ablada in conjunction with 'ili!i 1- 'artji here is the Hebrew equivalent to the Arabic rakajina "to lean to, incline to". Thus we seem to have here a hapax ~egomenon (according to these two above-mentioned authorities): that is, the root~ has a unique signification here, quite different from its other 80+ Qur'anic occurences. 
But is this attributable to Hebrew?! 
The standard modern work in this area is ARTHUR JEFFERY's The Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur'an6, which if anything, is too thoroughly extensive. But in this work JEFFERY does not mention the root ,;aTa: his answer to our question is a resounding no. 
In early Hebrew, this root occurs in Psalms 49,2: Give ear, all you inhabitants of {leled (that is "the world"~ Ar. al-'ar~)". By the process of semantic extension, this term came to signify "man's limited span of life on earth" somewhat parallelinq the Ar. ad-dunya "this ~ower existence"? for. "the world" (or, even in some modern dialects now, "the weather"). So in Psalms 39, 6: "Look, you have made my days but a few hand-breadths, and my peled 'lifetime' is nothing before you". 
In later Hebrew, under Aramaic influence, this root came to mean "to dig in or under the earth". Cf. Heb. {loled ~ Ar. buld "mole". 
That M~ammad was acquainted, at least-indirectly, with the Psalter, is irrefragable: 

Specifically, too much {libr has been spilled about the alleged influence of the 'a{lbi!ir. 
2 For his beautifully edited autobiography, cf. SARTAIN, E.tl., Jalal al-dTn al-SuyiitT, (2 vols.), Cambridge 1975. V. p. vii: "The proper assessment of al-SuyiitT's contri-bution as a scholar is a task which must be left to specialists in each. of the fields in which al-SuyiiJ:i worked." 
3 al-'Itqi!in fi culiim al-Qur'an. Cairo, 1951. p. 137, in media, quoting AL-WASITI's 'Irsad: qi!ila 1-wasitiyyu fi 1-'irsadi 'ahlada 'ila 1-ar~i raka/ina bi-1-cibrlyyati. 
4 This root presents difficulties in Ethiopic, too. Cf. DILLMANN, A., Lexicon Linguae Aethiopicae, 1865 <~Reprint Osnabriick 1970), p. 579, col. 2, in initio: "rad., cujus significatio plane incerta est ... sed hoc scholion ad explanandum locum sequentum nihil efficit." 
5 PICKTHALL, ~ •• Vle Meaning of the Glorious Koran. Mentor, NY. 1953, p. 135, in initio. 
6 Baroda 1938. 

7 Indeed, AL-BAYQAWI, following AZ-Z~Afi~ARI, paraphrases 'aalada 'ili!i 1-ar~i as: mala 'ila d-dunyd 'aw 'ila s-saf§lati "he inclines to the dunya, or to baseness." (Beidhawii Commentarius in Coranum, ed. H.O. FLEISCHER, 1846-1848 (~Repr. 1968), vol. I, p. 352, in initio. 
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he uses the term for it, zabur, three times in the Qur'an8 • The close connection in the 
Psalms between the root -,/liii1 and the concepts of "the earth" or "the mundane, lowly 
life of man contrasted to the sublimity of the heights to which, if any9 man chooses, 
God is ready to elevate him", supports the contention of AL-WJI.SITI and AS-SUY!JTI. 

Namely, that 'ablada 'ila 1-'argi in Qur'an 7.176/175 represents an Arabic assimila-
tion of an originally Hebrew Concept. 

2. The Deconstruction of the Deconstruction: A New Translation of and Tafsir on 
Silra 109 

sura 109: (1) qul ya 'ayyuha 1-kafiruna (2) la 'acbudu ma tacbuduna (3) wa-la 'antum 
cabiduna ma 'acbudu (4) wa-la 'ana cabidun ma cabadtum (5) wa-la 'antum cabiduna ma 
'acbudu (6) lakum dinukum wa-liya arni. 

(1) Say: 0 Unbelievers! (2) I don't worship what you worship (3) And you don't wor-
ship what I worship (4) And I don't worship what you always worshipped (and always will 
worship) (5) And you don't worship what I worship (6) You have your religion and I have 
mine. (My translation) 

The most striking feature of this text is its jingle-like cadence, what PARET calls 
"Schmucklosigkeit ihres Stils" 1• The Prophet MuqaDDllad himself testified2 to its soporific 
monotony by saying (to Farwa b. Nawfal al-'Ailgacr•s father): "If you begin to recite 
Silrat al-Kafirina on lying down in bed, you'll be asleep by the time you get to the end 
of the sixth ~rse (i.e. by the time your head hits the pillow)". This !}adi!; is related 
to us by ABU ALI AL-FADL B. AL-HASAN AT-TABARSI (d. ea. 1153, and thus a contemporary 
of Az-ZAMA!!~AR!), the sh.rcite Qu;'an ex~g~te, in his edifying commentary Magmac al-Bayiin 
li-Tafsir (or, li-cUlum) al-Our'an, he transmits this Hadrt as a testimony of this 
Silra's excellence (fadluha). He claims also that recit~tio; of this Silra is worth the 
recitation of fully o~e-quarter of the entire Qur'an3. 

In this apologetic mode, AT-TABARSI reminds us that one of the rhetorical devices 
used by Arabs for emphasis and teaching ('ifham) is repetition4. Thus an Arab may answer 
a question with "yes, yes" or "no, no". True true. 

Structure of the Silra 

Firstly, Muhammad has the last word, namely "My religion". About the final and sixth 
verse, PARET aptly states: "Sie klingt wie ein Kampfruf"5. 

The first verse is a command to the Prophet to address the unbelievers: a tone of 
warning may be inferred. 

Verses 2 - 5 all begin with a negative la in the first part, and with a nominalizing 
ma in the second. These particles are followed by the imperfect tense (of root ,/Cbd 
four (4) times1 the active participle of the same root three (3) times1 and, in what 
PARET refers to as "Stc5rung des Parallelismus membrorum"6 the perfect tense once. 

PARET considers that this disturbing appearance of the perfect tense in the second 
part of v. 4, without the aorresponding ahange to the perfeat tense in the first parot 
of that verse, was adequately interpreted by the Qur'an exeqete AL-BAYDJI.WI (d. 1286): 
he explained that in the recent past the unbelievers had worshipped id~ls, but the 

8 At Q 4.161 1 Q 17.57, and Q 21.105 

9 The commentators agree that probably no specific person, but rather every person, is 
referred to in Q 7.176/175. 

PARET, R., "Sure 109." Der Islam 39 (1964) 197-200 

2 TABARSI, Magmac ••• Repr. of 1339-1379 ed. (ea. 1965), (GAL I 405). Vol. 9+10, p. 551 

3 TABARS!, lac. cit. 

5 PARET, lac. cit. 

4 TABARS!, lac. cit. 

6 PARET, lac. cit. 
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Paae PARET (and AL-BAYDAWl), I see the key to the problem in the perfect tense form cabadtum, by Pan! The act~al function of this form is not to limit action in time, but just the opposite! It identifies the unbelievers (as if by definition) as past, present, and future idolaters: this is their quintessence. 'antum 'antum 'ag calii l}alikum "You are you; that's the way you are", as IBN cARABI's disciple AL-QA!lANI put it in his mystical tafsira. 
This use of the perfect tense (and sometimes the imperfect9), I have termed PANCHRONIC (cf. JSS 27, 1982). It is the failure to recognize the panchronic function of cabadtum here that has resulted in frantic attempts at interpretation and the jangle and discord of the marvelously chaotic (mis)translations into European (and non-European) languages of this tantalyzingly trenchant text. 

7 PARET, lee. cit. 
8 IBN cARABf, M. Tafsir al-Qur'an al-Karim. Beirut 1968, vol. 2, p. 863, in medio. 
9 Cf. Exodus 3:14 ehyeh-asher-ehyeh ~ 'akunu llagi 'akfinu. 
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A PROPHET AND MORE THAN A PROPHET?: 
SOME OBSERVATIONS ON THE 

QUR'ANIC USE OF THE TERMS "PROPHET" 
AND "APOSTLE" 

W.A. Bijlefeld 

The choice of this topic is far from original. Besides numerous shorter references to this subject in many general surveys of Islam, 1 some widely-known Islamic scholars have discussed this issue at considerable .length. To this latter group belong, among others, Pautz (1898), 2 Caetani (1905), 3 Wensinck (1924), 4 Horovitz (1926), 5 Ahrens (1935), 6 Jeffery (1950), 7 and Bell (1953). s Whereas the only way of attempting to answer the criticism of staleness-and the suspicion of a mere repetition of what has been 

1 In most 'introductions' the two words are not distinguished (see below pp. 12 f.). This is true not only for the older surveys (such as e.g., Gibb, Guillaume, Masse, Sourdel), but also for such a recent publication as Caesar E. Farah's Isl01n. Beliefs and Observances (Woodbury, N.Y.: Barron's Edu-cational Series, 1968), pp. 7o-72. Of the exceptions to this rule I mention A. S. Tritton's Islam. Belief and Practices (London: Hutchinson University Library, 1951; 4th impression 1962), p. 49 (see below note 63) and Louis Gardet's L'Islam, Religion et Communat~te (Paris: Desclee de Brouwcr, 1967), esp. pp. 6g ff. (see below note 61). 
2 Otto Pautz, Muhamm.ed's Lehre von der Of/ellbarung quelleumassig unter-sucht (Leipzig:]. C. Hinrichs'sche Buchhandlung, 18g8), esp. pp. 220-264. 3 Leone Caetani, Annali dell 'Islam, I (Milano: Libraio della Real Casa, 1905), 192-215. 
4 A. ]. Wensinck, "Mt:Jhamtned und die Propheten," Acta Orientalia, 11 (1924), 168-198. 
15 Jose£ Horovitz, Koranisclze Unterst~c!lungm (Berlin-Leipzig: W. de Gruyter and Co., 1926), esp. pp. 44-47. Cf. also his Je?.llish Proper Names and Derivatives in the Koran (Ohio, 1925; reprint, Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlagsbuchhand-lung, 1964), pp. 78 f. 
8 Karl Ahrens, Mullammed als Religionsstifter (Leipzig, 1935; reprint, Nendeln, Liechtenstein: Kraus Reprint Ltd., 1966}, esp. pp. 127-139. 1 Arthur Jeffery, Tile Qur)an as Scripture (New York: Russell F. Moore Co., 1952), esp. pp. 18-46. (This edition does not acknowledge the fact that all but the last fourteen pages are a photomechanical reprint of the series of four articles published, under the same title, in The Muslim World, XL [1950], 41-55, 106-134, 185-206, 257-275. In this article the reference to the book edition is followed by a reference to the M.W. articles.) s Richard Bell, Introduction to the Qur'an (Edinburgh: The University Press, 1953). pp. 145-148. 



132 THE QUR'AN 

2 

said before 9-is through the following article itself, we need to deal 
explicitly with another, maybe even more important objection: why 
do we turn once again to a (at least here on earth) more than 1300-year-
old literary document rather than directing our attention to the reality 
of the daily life of contemporary Muslims? 

There is certainly every reason to note gratefully the growing 
awareness among historians of religions that they cannot conceive 
their task exclusively in terms of the study of religious systems-and 
that there is no justification at all for an a priori dealing with these 
systems as static, 'time-less' entities. 1o Yet the question arises whether 
the thesis that "the study of religion is the study of persons" 11 is 
not a somewhat reactionary move to another almost equally one-sided 
position. 12 Caution is needed also with regard to some other ideas 
implicit not infrequently in the plea to focus attention on the question 
of what the various religious traditions mean to those who live in 
them. First of all, history forbids us to overemphasize the newness 
of this approach. Tiele pointed seventy years ago to the inadequacy 
of a purely descriptive-historical approach and to the need to under-
stand 'man's inmost being,' "that religious spirit which is the true 
essence of religion," and Benjamin Constant remarked in 1824 that 
until that time the interest had been in 'the exterior side of religion' 
and that the history of 'the interior sentiment' was still to be written. 13 

Secondly, there is no reason for the History of Religions to consider 
the reactions and convictions, beliefs and practices of contemporary 
men in any way as a more proper object of study than "the living 
faith' of men who died hundreds or thousands of years ago. Some 

9 Especially in this case, since I summarized and discussed the main con-
clusions of the authors just mentioned in my De Islam als na-Christelijke Religie 
(Islam as a Post-Christian Religion) (Den Haag: van Keulen, 19S9), pp. 136-148. 

10 This is not to deny that many believers look upon the fundamentals of their 
religious tradition as unchangeable and valid for all times because they see them 
as 'anchored in eternity' (see p. 3) ; the issue here is simply that one can not 
describe any 'religious tradition' adequately without relating it to a certain period 
in history. to specific geographical areas and to particular cultural and socio-
economic conditions. 

11 W. Cantwell Smith, "Comparative Religion: Whither-and Why?", in The 
History of Religions, Essays in Methodology, ed. by M. Eliade and J. M. Kita-
gawa (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 19S9), pp. 34 ££. Cf. also the 
same author's The Meaning and End of Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1962, 
1963). 

12 I referred briefly to some of the issues raised in this paragraph in a biblio-
graphical note "Trend in the contemporary discussion on 'Christians and Men 
of other Faiths'" in The Hartford Quarterly, VIII, 3 (1968), so ££., and deal with 
it more explicitly in a forthcoming article, mentioned in note 29. 

1 3 The references are given in The Hartford Quarterly, VIII, 3, pp. SI, s6, 
notes 12 and 13. For a contemporary statement in which a similar terminology 
is used cf. Smith in History of Religions, pp. 34 £. ("a study not only of tangible 
externals but of human hopes and aspirations and interpretations of those exter-
nals." "The externals of religion can be examined separately: and this is iargely 
what in fact was happening until quite recently, perhaps particularly in European 
scholarship.") 
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historians of religions may be able to make an important contribution 
to the inter-religious dialogue of our days 14-but we should be careful 
not to define the discipline itself in terms related to the urgent ques-
tions of the religiously pluriform world-society which, according to 
many, is emerging at this time. 15 Finally, historians of religions are 
not asked to evaluate the validity of the claim of millions of believers 
that 'the classical foundation' of their religious tradition remains the 
most meaningful issue to discuss. Even if we would limit ourselves 
to the contemporary Muslim world, the choice of a Qur'anic subject 
would still be fully justified on the basis that millions of now living 
Muslims continue to look upon the Qur'an as being immediately 
relevant to our time and situation. 

In a way this means reintroducing the notion of the 'others'. 16 
Whatever our own conviction may be with regard to the challenge 
of the contemporary situation to religious traditions, notions and for-
mulations, as historians of religions we do not question the conviction 
of those who expect the solution to every problem from a return to 
the classical formulations of their faith. This is not a lack of concern 
for others, but a respect for their convict.ion coupled with a concern 
about the proper limitations of the discipline with which we are dealing. 
Reacting against the emphasis on 'systems of thought' rather than on 
'living people', as much as reacting against the attitude of those who 
saw in the people of other religions primarily potential converts to 
Christianity, some scholars come dangerously close to the point that 
their 'religious inclusivism' 17 begins to shape their work in the field 
of History of Religions. 

The issue at stake is not disagreement with the theological position 
of those who wish to work towards the coming into being of one great, 

14 See the remarks of Smith, in Histm·y of Religions, pp. 47 ff. (with the controversial 'disqualification' of Kraemer as far as the role of chairman in an 
inter-religious dialogue is concerned, p. so, and an important reference to the 
potential role of 'departments of comparative religion' for surh a dialogue, 
p. sr; as far as the latter point is concerned, we think especially of the tremendous possibilities of the 'Departments of Religion' at some universities in Africa and Asia). 

15 A well-known representative of this interpretation of the History of Reli-
gions is Friedrich Heiler; cf. his "The History of Religions as a Preparation for the Co-operation of Religions," in History of Religions, pp. 1.32-160. 

16 Notwithstanding-and to a large extent in agreement with-Cantwell Smith's penetrating remarks on this habit of thinking of 'some of us' as 'others'; cf. History of Religio11s, pp. 34, 57f. 
17 An example of this 'imperialistic inclusivism' at the Christian side is, in my opinion, the vision of (all-many-some?) Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, etc., as 

'anonymous Christians', and that acknowledgment of 'truth' in al! religions which 'explains' this fact and justifies this thesis with a reference to 'the latent Christ.' Whatever the validity of such statements may be in the perspective of Christian theology, this kind of openness for the truth of 'other religions' must be offensive 
to all those persons of other faiths who can not but interpret these expressions as a refusa,J to take the 'other .religions' seriously on their own terms. 
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unified 'world religion'; 18 who try to show the 'religious' implications 
of the conviction that "the human community is the only real com-
munity there is, and who, rejecting the last remnants of a 'paro-
chial' theology, are open to a "new approach to universality." 19 

Kenneth Cragg-to give one more example-has made it clear, in 
a most impressive way, that in the perspective of his theology there 
are no aliens and outsiders as far as God and faith are concerned: 
"Our discussions of God are not domestic matters. Indeed it is fair 
to say that where theology is the concern there are no outsiders." 20 

All of these statements are absolutely valid for those who share 
the (theological or philosophical) presuppositions on which they are 
based. But they are clearly invalid for those Muslims for whom theology 
is, in a certain sense, a domestic affair; who do divide mankind into 
people who accept and the people who reject the message of 'the Seal 
of the Prophets'; who link the notion of the 'Finality of Prophethood' 
with the idea of Islam as 'the final and perfect religion'. 21 

In this connection we wish to point also to Adams' significant 
reference to the fact that Islamicists of our time "cannot avoid 
affecting our Muslim contemporaries in quite vital ways" through 
their work. 22 The fact itself cannot be denied; some Islamicists un-
mistakably affect many Muslims nowadays-a few times perhaps by 
inspiring and stimulating them; much more frequently, it seems, by 
antagonizing them. Is it not better, the author then asks in a rhetorical 
question, ''that we should become self-conscious about what we are 

1 8 That such a 'religion of mankind' will not arise out of conferences and 
discussions where representatives of various religious 'institutions' meet, but that a 
new 'charismatic leader' is needed, is emphasized by W. Montgomery Watt in his 
thought-provoking Truth in the Religions (Edinburgh: The University Press, 
1963), p. 175: "To emphasize the central ideas of the one religion, and to express 
them in such a form that men become enthusiastic and physical energy is 
liberated requires, if not a new prophet, at least a creative individual or a series 
of such men." 

10 Wilfred Cantwell Smith challenges "the practitioner of comparative religion" 
to become "a participant in the multiform religious history of the only community 
there is, humanity"; History of Religions, p. 55. An example of the last mentioned 
approach can be found e.g. in the writings of Father Robley Edward Whitson. 
The specific reference here is to his "Religious Convergence and Commitment," 
The Hartford Quarterly, VIII (1968), 31-47. 

20 "Islamic Reflections on Contemporary Theology," The Duke Divinity School 
Review, XXXI (1966), 103. 

21 The reference is to the idea of Mul)ammad as "the Seal of the Prophets," 
S. 33 :40, and the concept of Islam as the 'completed', perfect religion, S. 5 :3/5, 
the true religion which triumphs over whatever else is considered and accepted 
as religion, S. 61 : 9; 48: 28; 9: 33. The interpretation of Islam as the religion 
in the double sense of the (historical)fulfilment of original religions of the 
Jews and the Christians as well as the natural, original, 'primal' religion is the 
subject of my article "Islam's forstaelse a£ sig self," Nordisk Mission TidsskrifJ, 
LXXIV, 2 (1963), 37-46; LXXIV, 3 (196;1), 25-37. 

22 Charles J. Adams, "The History of Religions and the Study of Islam," in 
The History of Religions. Essays on the Problem of Understanding, ed. by J. M. 
Kitagawa (Essays in Divinity, I; Chicago-London: The University of Chicago 
Press, IQo7). p. 19J. 
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doing? And is not also an aspect of our very scholarship that we should 
seek this self-consciousness?" My reaction is that we should indeed 
be conscious of this dimension of the study of another religious tradition 
than our own - but that we should not look upon our work in the 
History of Religions as a means by which we seek to af feet and 
influence in any way those who are living in the tradition which we 
are studying. For reasons which are valid seen from our theological-
philosophical perspective we may feel it as our task and responsibility 
to exert influence on and bring about a change in that religious com-
munity-but this conviction and desire should not become one of 
the determining factors in our work in the History of Religions. Van 
der Leeuw's warning that the phenomenology of religion has no place 
for the question of the origin of religion 23 (with regard to any partic-
ular religious tradition we do not seek any other 'explanation' for 
its origin than that - or those - found in the tradition itself) 24 needs 
to be complemented by the warning that the subject of the future 
development of any religious tradition, the questions of modernization, 
rethinking and restructuring, can within the context of History of 
Religions come up only in as far as and in the way in which these 
questions are raised within that religious community itself. This point 
needs to be emphasized. Rather than accepting and enjoying the position 
of guests who, grateful for the opportunity to cross at least the thresh-
old of the House of Islam, enter primarily to become acquainted 
and to understand, some non-Muslim historians of religions behave as 
if they have been called by the Muslims as counselors and advisers 
to restructure and redirect that household of faith which they themselves 
have decided not to join. · 

23 I think of the passage on "the religion of Aclam," in which he deals with the distinct tasks of theology, psychology and history of religions, as well as the following statement in his Preface: "In accordance with the view of Jaspers, I have tried to avoid, above all else, any imperiously dominating theory, and in this volume there will be found neither evolutionary, nor so-called anti-evolutionary, nor indeed any other theories. More specifically, those which attempt to reveal the 'primary origin' of Religion have from the outset been excluded." [ita!. mine]; Phiinomenologie der Religion (Tiibingen: ]. C. B. Mohr, 1933, 2nd ed., 1956), pp. 66g and VI; in the English translation Religion in Essence and Manifestation (London: Alien and Unwin Ltd., 1938; reprint with additions as Harper Torch-book, New York-Evanston: Harper and Row, 1963; reprint Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1967), pp. 591 and VI. 
24 It is for this reason that the well-known volumes of }oseph Campbell's The Masks of God (New York: The Viking Press; Primitive Mythology, 1959, 4th print 1968; Oriental Mythology, 1g62; Occidental Mythology, 1964, 2nd print 1965; Creative Mythology, 1968) can, in my opinion, definitely not be classified as studies in the field of History of Religions. A science which is concerned with "a natural history of the gods" (Primitive Mythology, pp. 3-18) has its legitimate place among the academic disciplines, but needs to be distinguished very clearly from the History of Religions. Campbell is working on "a natural history of the gods and heroes, such as in its final form should include in its purview all divine beings, not regarding any as sacrosanct or beyond its scientific domain" (op. cit., p. 5). For the History of Religions, too, no God or hero is "beyond its domain," but every God and every hero is sacred to it. 
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This notion of 'decision' leads us to the last point which has to 
come up in these introductory remarks. The question which still needs 
to be faced is whether we do take Islam itself seriously if our concern 
is exclusively to describe, know and understand what it means to others 
to belong to this community. Kenneth Cragg's warning remains with us: 

But for all its painstaking service to the understanding of Islam, 
scholarship in Islamics is not a final response to the muezzin. The 
mosque does not exist to be admired; nor the minaret to dominate 
a landscape. Nor does the Holy Book expect the devotion only of 
calligraphers. A purely artistic or academic interest in historical 
religion fails to do it justice. If Islam 5peaks of God and for God 
imperiously, God cannot be greeted with a mere agreement to 
study Him. 

This truth does not invalidate the scholarly duty to understand, 
to analyze, to explore Islam. It does affirm that such a duty 
remains partial, even when it is perfectly discharged. 25 

Taking Islam, the Prophet and his Message seriously, means - I 
wholeheartedly agree with Kenneth Cragg - that we cannot confine 
ourselves to studying the message which Mu~ammad brought, but that 
we also have to respond to his call to conversion. That unavoidable 
decision leads us, however, once more outside the boundaries of the 
History of Religions. We can not live with History of Religions alone; 26 

that would be as irresponsible as trying to live on bread alone. But in 
our academic disciplines we can and should distinguish clearly 
between these different types of concerns and responses. The Hart-
ford Seminary Foundation will, I fully trust, in many ways con-
tinue to express its deep interest in the Church's answer to The 
Call of the Minaret 27 and in general in the significant issue 
of Christian presence in a religiously pluralistic world. But we do 
divide our tasks. The History of Religions program accepts with 
joy and pride its limitations. In this discipline we simply seek to know 
and understand, in as personal and as passionate a way as possible, what 
it means to live in the Muslim, the Hindu and the Buddhist tradition. 

25 Kenneth Cragg, The Call of the Minaret (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1956), p. 174. 

26 Cf. Hendrik Kraemer's remark: " ... these value-judgments are unavoidable 
because, without these, how could one classify religion? How could one Live?"; 
Religion and the Christian Faith (London: Lutterworth; Philadelphia: The West-
minster Press, 1956), p. 139. If one sees within the framework of History of 
Religions a place for a classification as well as for a typology of religions, it is 
obvious that both subjects should be approached in such a way that the issue of 
value-judgments plays no part in this discussion. The thesis of an 'unavoidable' 
choice and response is, as stated above, valid, but raises an issue that falls outside 
the History of Religions. 

27 Cragg's epoch-making and in many ways unsurpassable study referred to in 
note 25, published while he was on the faculty of The Hartford Seminary Foun-
dation. 
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In this discipline we try not to ask our own questions, let alone to 
impose our own answers on others; we attempt to let the 'others' 
speak to us (and this is true with regard to the text of the Qur3an 
as much as with regard to a contemporary Muslim scholar), so that we 
may catch the questions which 'they' ask and hopefully begin to under-
stand some of the answers which 'they' give or receive. 

One additional qualification needs to be made. Taking Islam 
seriously in its claim to bring God's ultimate truth to mankind implies 
the necessity to answer the 'Call of the Minaret' as it sounds in the 
Muslim World, and not as 'rearranged' by us. A reference to Mont-
gomery Watt can illustrate this point. At the end of his Mu~zammad; 
Prophet and Statesman, the author introduces a section "Was Mu-
J:tammad a Prophet?" with the following remark: 

So far MuJ:tammad has been described from the point of view 
of the historian. Yet as the founder of a world-religion he also 
demands a theological judgment. 28 

And one of the next paragraphs contains what comes close to a 
definition of 'prophethood': 

Prophets ... share in (what may be called) 'creative imagination'. 
They proclaim ideas connected with what is deepest and most 
central in human experience, with special reference to the par-
ticular needs of their day and generation. The mark of the great 
prophet is the profound attraction of his ideas for those to whom 
they are addressed. 

In the context of our present discussion it is only a side-issue 
whether the History of Religions is that section of the discipline of 
History which is concerned with the religious traditions of mankind. 
My own conviction is that it is not. It is the combination of the 
'historical' and the 'phenomenological' approach which makes the 
History of Religions an autonomous discipline with a character of 
its ·own. 29 Historians deal with the man Mtt~ammad, the son of 
cAbd Allah, who claimed to be a prophet; historians of religions are 
concerned with the Prophet Mu~ammad, studying the Qur3anic data, 
the relevant statements in later Muslim literature, 30 Muslim devo-
tional life, the celebration of mawlid al-nabi, etc. But whether we 
distinguish between the historical and the religio-historical approach 
or not, Watt's second remark falls indeed outside the scope of our 
discipline. The issue at stake, then, is that we are in my opinion not 
responding to the Qur3anic appeal to believe in and to obey God and 

28 (London: Oxford University Press, 1961), pp. 237 f. 
2° Cf. my forthcoming article, "History of Religions as an Autonomous Disci-pline and its Relevance for Christian Theological Study," to be published in Perspectives, Journal of Pittsburgh Theological Seminary. 
30 Especially the literature on the shama'il and dala'il al-nubuwwa and the Qi~Cl.$ al-anbiya'. 
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His Prophet-Apostle if we base our answer on a concept of prophet-
hood which is essentially non-Qur'anic. 31 Only if at any time the 
Muslim community would reinterpret the Qur'anic data on revelation 
so as to be in line with Montgomery Watt's concept of 'creative 
imagination'-as far as the Muslim community is concerned this may 
seem a purely hypothetical statement, but we have no right to exclude 
this possibility-could an answer to that appeal be given in terms of 
the recognition of Muttammad as "a man in whom creative imagina-
tion worked at deep levels and produced ideas relevant to the central 
questions of human existence." 32 

These preliminary remarks were an attempt to answer the question 
of what it means to do justice to Islam. The answer is basically 
simple, elementary and obvious: that we take Islam seriously on its 
own terms. That implies, as stated, a decision with regard to its call 
to 'hear and obey'-and I am fully aware of the fact that for many 
Muslims a positive answer is the only way of really 'doing justice' 
to Islam 33-a decision which lies outside the scope of the History 
of Religions. It also implies an honest attempt to describe, interpret 
and understand the Muslim tradition as far as possible 34 in its own 
categories and its own perspective. With regard to our particular 
subject this means that we do not approach the Qur'anic data on 
prophets and apostles with a theory or doctrine of prophethood 
derived from other sources: Jewish, 35 Christian, 36 Mandaean or 
Manichaean. 37 One can rightly raise the question whether a corn-

31 An issue of which Montgomery Watt is obviously aware himself; cf. his 
remarks op cit., pp. 239 f. 

32 Op. cit., p. 240. 
33 A good example is Sharafuddin's remark about the contribution which 

'Western Orientalists' (can) make to the study of Islam: "No discussion is possible 
until this principle is recognized [the principle "that the Qur'an is the undisputed 
Word of God revealed to Mul}ammad the Apostle, and not the word of Mu-
l}ammad himself"], just as it is impossible to understand Islam without it" CAbdu~
Samad Sharafuddin (ed.), Majmu.CC~t Tafsir Ibn Taimiyya (Bombay: ad-Darul-
Qayyimah, 1347/1954), p. 7· 

34 Many have discussed this question whether it is possible really to understand 
'from within' any other religious tradition than one's own. In a sense we need to 
commit ourselves to a religious tradition in order to 'know its truth'.That issue 
has been raised frequently in another discipline, in connection with a new Testa-
ment statement, John 7:17, but it arises evidently with regard to any 'procla-
mation'. 

The words "as far as possible" express therefore an extremely significant 
restriction. To be fully aware of this limitation does not mean, however, that one 
would give up the attempt to approach this ideal as closely as possible. 

36 Cf. Jeffery's survey of O.T. references to the prophets as an introdt:ction to 
his discussion of the Qur'anic material; The Qur'an, pp. 22-26 ( = M.W., XL, 
110-114). 

36 Cf. Wensinck, Acta Orientalia, 11 ( 1924), 170 f., 173 ££.; Horovitz, Unter-
suchungen, p. 49 f. (with a reference to Tor Andrae); Geo. Widengren, Mu~am
mad, the Apo.rtlc of God, and hi.r A.rcen.rion (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 
1955), pp. 7 ££., 65 ££., 170 ff. and passim. 

37 Cf. Ahrens, Muhammcd, pp. 130-132, 154; Horovitz, Untersuchungen, p. 46; 
Widengren, Mu~am1nad, pp. 13, 55 ££., 127 ff. 
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parative study of various notions of prophethood contributes to our understanding of the Muslim (Qur'anic) data. My objection is to the practice of placing the Qur'anic material at the very outset of the investigation in the light of non-Muslim concepts and to interpret the Qur'anic data on the basis and in the context of these 'alien' notions. This is particularly harmful and confusing when the non-Muslim concept becomes a normative value-judgment. To give only one example, I refer to Ahren's Muhammed als Religimtsstifter. One of the merits of this book is that the author in his discussion of the Qur'anic words 'prophet' and 'apostle' pays careful attention to the chronological order of the chapters of the Qur'an. In this connection he observes-an issue with which we shall deal below-that the word uabi (prophet) is not applied to Mu!)ammad in any Meccan passage. 38 But rather surprisingly his book is divided into three main chapters of which the first one-dealing with the early Meccan period-describes Mu-l)ammad as 'Prophet', the second and third ones as 'Teacher' and 'Lawgiver'. In other words, according to the author, Mu!)ammad can best be described as a Prophet for that early period during which the Qur'an does not apply this title to him at all, whereas this title is less appropriate for the period after 622, when the Quran em-phatically refers to Mu!)ammad as such. In his preface Ahrens stated that he would let the Quran speak rather than the later Muslim tradition. 39 It is obvious that he allows the Qur'an to speak only within the normative context of the Christian tradition. 
The subtitle of this paper speaks about the Qur'anic use of the words 'prophet' and 'apostle'. This implies that I do not intend to define a Qur'anic 'theory' or 'doctrine' of prophethood. 40 We simply study the various contexts in which the words 'prophet' and 'apostle' are used, and try along this way to reach a fuller understanding of what these words meant to M u!)ammad and those whom he ad-dressed. 41 
The terms we want to discuss are nabi and rasul. The first one, usually translated as 'prophet', occurs in the singular and in two plural forms seventy-five times. 42 There is no need to discuss here 

3s Op. cit., pp. 127 f., 154 f. 
39 0 p cit., p. VII. 
40 Notwithstanding the many inacceptable statements in H. Th. Obbink's article "Denker of Profeet," Thl!olo_qische Studien, XXI (1903), 35-59 (reprinted in a volume of essays by H. Th. Obbink, Amsterdam: H.]. Paris, 1939, pp. 1-28), this contribution remains important as one of the early warnings in "the West" not to see Mul;mmmad as 'a systematic thinker', but as an enthusiastic preacher-prophet, and therefore to be extremely careful with a definition of 'the Qur'anic doctrine' on any point. 
41 The reason is obvious I hope, why the formulation "what these words meant to Mul;tammad" is used instead of the still more common but totally inacc<'ptable expression "what Mul;tammad meant with these words." 
42 The two plural forms are nabiyi'n (sixteen times, of which three Meccan) and anbiya' (five times, all Medinan: 2: 91/85; 3 :II2/I08, 181/177; 4 :155/154-in all 
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in detail the various etymological interpretations, of which two inter-
estingly different surveys are easily accessible in Jeffery's The Foreign 
Vocabulary of the Qur'an 43 and in the article "nabi" in Lane's 
Lexicon. 44 It is striking to see how easily an etymological problem 
can become a theological issue. The main point in discussion is that 
of the relation between the genuine Arabic word naba'a and the noun 
nabi, which, according to Jeffery and many other Western scholars, 
"in the meaning of 'prophet' is a borrowing into Arabic from the 
Judaeo-Christian tradition." 45 None of the major Western studies of 
the concept of prophethood in the Qur'an mentioned in the beginning 
of this article deals in any detail with the verb, in some cases appar-
ently because the author is convinced that the verb is irrelevant for 
our understanding of the noun nabi. 46 A study of the use of naba' a 
in the Qur'an (forty-six times in the IInd, four times in the IVth 
and once in the Xth form) makes it evident that in several cases it is 
indeed not related to the notion of prophethood. 47 It is worth noticing, 

four cases in the statement: "they killed the prophets," see below note 97-and 
s. 5 :20/2J. 

43 (Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1938), p. 276. 
44 I, 8 (London: Williams and Norgate, 1893), 2752 f. (Cf. also note 46 below.) 
45 The Qur'an, p. 20 (= M.W., XL, 1o8). 
46 The issue of the etymology of the noun nabi can and in my opinion needs 

to be distinguished from the question as to what this word meant to Mul)ammad. 
As far as the etymology is concerned, nabi has been seen as derived from ~ 
in its meaning: to be high, elevated (cf. Jeffery, Vocabulary, p. 276, note 3, and .... 
Lane's Lexicon, I, 8, 2753 end second and beginning third column: ·~ as 'con-

spicuous, evident' or "elevated') or from naba'a in the Ilnd and IVth form (see 
a -

note 47). An important point in the discussion is the absence of a hamza in ~ 
, . -

(Lane's note on the Meccan dialect form ·~ is of interest here). It is most 

likely for this reason that Hans Wehr's Dictionary of Modern WriPten Arabic 
(English translation ed. by J. Milton Cowan; Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2nd printing, 1966) lists ~ and ~ under ~ (to be far off, distant, to 

move away; p. 941) and ~ and ;~ under ~ (p. 937). A. de Biberstein 
Kazimirski's Dictionaire Arabe-Fran,ai.r, II (nouvelle ed., Paris: G.-P. Maison-

ncuve) lists ~ (as "chemin-terraine eleve-prophete") and ~ under ~ 

(p. 1190), ~ and ~ under ~ (p. II79), both times with a cross reference 

to the other root. Confusing and misleading is Mul)ammad Ali's remark that the 
'dropping' of the hamza is the reason that "some authorities are of opinion that 
nabi is derived from nubuwwat meaning •the state of being exalted"; The Religion 
of ls.lam (Lahore: The Al;tmadiyyah Anjuman Ishacat Islam, 1950), p. 219. No 
matter what the etymology of nabi is, it seems justified to study the use of the 
verb naba''a in the Qur'an in order to see whether the words have anything in 
common in their meaning and usage. 

4T The verses in which the IVth and Xth forms are used are unrelated to the 
concept of 'prophethood' (2 : JI/29, 33/31 twice; 66 : 3; Xth form 10 : 53/54). 
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however, that the IInd form is used approximately ten times in the 
same context: on judgment day God will 'inform' men of all that they 
have done. The word has in these verses certainly the connotation 
of absolutely truthful, accurate and reliable information, while there 
is also the idea of a knowledge of what was kept hidden. 48 The same 
form occurs, with Mu9ammad as subject, in the sense of proclaiming, 
informing men of what they do not know, of the judgment day, etc., 
nine times. 49 Of special interest in our context are also S. 3:49/43 
(Jesus 'informs' the Jews of some of their actions of which he, 
humanly speaking, could not have any knowledge), and S. 9:64/65 
(the munafiqun fear that a sura will be sent down which will inform 
them with regard to that which they conceal in their hearts). Moreover, 
the derivative nabaJ (plural: anbaJ; possible translations include news, 
rumor, story, history, information), occurring twenty-nine times, is 
found rather frequently in a context which is not unrelated to the 
ministry and the preaching of the prophets. From the fifteen cases 
where it is used in the singular, ten texts use it in the sense of the 
story (or history) of long past, religiously significant events, while 
in two or possibly three other texts 78:2; 38:67 and 6:67/66 it comes 
close to 'proclamation'. 5o The plural is itsed nine times for such 
histories of the past, and in three of these references we find the 
significant formula: dhalika min anbaJi J[-ghaybi: "this belongs to the 
histories of what is hidden," obviously meaning 'that these events were 
not known in a natural way to anyone present. 51 

Before we discuss the word nabi any further we turn to some basic 
infmmation on the second term, rasul. It occurs two hundred and 
thirty-six times in the singular (in forty-nine suras) and ninety-five 
times in the plural (in thirty-six suras), a total of three hundred and 
thirty-one occurrences. 52 Another derivative of the same root r s l, 

Pautz's remark (AfuJzammads Lelzre, p. 222, note 4) that the QurJan uses the IVth form with the meaning of 'proclaiming' ("Verkiindigen") is almost as surprising as his suggestion that the Ilnd form is identical with the Hebrew N~~ 
Besides the verses listed in the two following notes as well as in the text above, the Ilnd form is used in S. 53: 36/37; 54:28; 18: 78/77; 12: 15, 36, 37, 45; 10: 18/19; 6: 143/144; 13: 33; 66: 3· 

48 S. 41: so; 39: 7/9; 35: 14/15 ( ?) ; 6: 6o, 164; 62: 8; 9:94/95 twice, 105/106; 5: 48/53, ws/xo4. 
49 Four times in Suras of the middle Meccan period: S. 26:221; 15:49, 51; 18: 103; once in the late Meccan Sura 34: 7; and four times in Medinan passages: s. 3: xs/x3; 22:72/71; 66:3; s:6o/6s. 
50 The ten texts referred to are: S. 26 : 6g; 38: 21/20 (middle Meccan) ; S. 14: 9; 28: 3/2; xo: 71/72; 7: 175/174; 6: 34 (late Meccan) ; S. 64: 5; 9: 70/71; 5: 27/30 (Medinan). Sura 78-early Meccan-has this word al-nabtP as title; the two other texts belong to the second and third Meccan period. The two former are used for the message which Mui)ammad brings; the last one is used in a general sense. 
61 S. 54: 4; 20: 99; 18: 13/12; 7: IOI/99; 11 : I00/102, 120/121 (all of them Meccan). The three specifically referred to are S. 11 : 49/51; 12: 102/103; 3: 44/39· 62 A complete listing of these texts is unnecessary. Several of them are men-
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mursal, is used thirty-six times, of which only twice in the singular. 53 

The rendering of rasuJ as 'apostle' seems to commend itself because 
the verb arsala (IV) is a rather exact equivalent of the Greek 
cbtoanAA.cu; li7t6aTo'Aoc; would be the obvious Greek translation for 
rasul, 54 and therefore we render it in most cases in English as 
'apostle', although in a small number of texts the more general 'mes-
senger' is the only acceptable translation. 55 The verb arsala is used 
one hundred and thirty-five times, of which approximately eighty times 
in connection with the sending of apostles and prophets. 56 Finally the 
word risala is used ten times. 57 

This brief survey of occurrences is more than just a matter of 
statistics. The striking difference in frequency of these words (75 
contrasting with 33 I) raises questions with regard to the still widely 

tioned later on in this article in the discussion of their usage. The division over 
the various periods is : 

singular plural total 
early Meccan 7 I 8 
middle Meccan 3I 9 40 
late Meccan 24 48 72 
Medinan I74 37 211 

The singular and plural being used frequently in the same chapters, we find both 
forms or either one of them in a total of sixty-one suras. 

63 The singular is found in S. 7: 7S/73i I3: 43 (both late Meccan). The plural 
is used 

early Meccan: I 
middle Meccan: 26 
late Meccan: 6 
Medinan: I 

64 This is not to deny the evident fact which. Wensinck, Horovitz and Widen-
" ,. 

gren have stressed, that "although Jy.J corresponds to the Christian terms 

!iTt6a-ro}.ot; and Mn•;w, the designations of 'apostle', the }$:ur'an never uses j_;: 
of the 'apostle' in the New Testament Christian meaning of the word"; Widen-
gren, Mul;lammad, p. IS. 

Gli Generally speaking mursal makes the impression of being somewhat less a 
terminus technicus than ra.siil; the verses in which mursal is used in an entirely 
different way are S. 27 :3s (the queen's messengers); S. IS :s7 and SI :3I (angelic 
messengers to Ibrahim); S. IS :61 (angelic messengers to Liit). In S. 77 :I it is 
used in the plural feminine, perhaps referring to winds (early Meccan). 

Ra.siil is used for the king's messengers in S. I2 :so and for angels in S. 42 :si 
(mediators of revelation); 3S :I (as messengers); I I :69/72; 29 :3I/30 (messengers 
to Ibrahim) ; I I :77/79, 81/83; 29 :33/32 (messengers to Liit); 6 :6I; 7 :37/3S (angels 
of death); 43 :So; 10:21/22 (angels responsible for the Heavenly Record of man's 
deeds) ; I9 : 19 (God's Rii/1, the archangel, to Mary). 

66 In connection with God's sending of (human) messengers it is used for 
Mu):Jammad twenty-one times, for Nii):J six times, for both lbrahim and Yiinus 
once, for Miisa eight times, for both Sali):J and for Hiid twice, in general (or 
especially: among the Children of Israel) thirty-seven times. 

Almost So per cent of the verses in which the verb is used belong to the middle 
and late Meccan period. 

67 Twice in middle Meccan, six times in late Meccan and twice in Medinan 
passages. It is used in general S. 72:28; 6:123/I24; 33:39; in connection with 
Mu):Jammad s. 72:23/24: s:67/7I; for Nii):J, Hiid, Sali):J, ShuCayb and Miisa in 
s. 7 :62/6o, 68/66, 79177. 93/9I, 144/I41. 
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spread opinion that the words nabi and rasal are used interchangeably 
in the QurJan. How common this tendency is not to distinguish the 
two words is clear not only from the usual rendering of the shahiida, 
as if it would be the confession that "there is no God but Allah and 
that Mu9ammad is His Prophet" (whereas the Arabic speaks about 
him as God's rasul), but also in many listings of the doctrines of Islam 
in the series Allah, Angels, Books, Apostles, Last Day and Predestina-
tion, where frequently-one of the remarkable instances is such an 
excellent text as Jeffery's Islam 58_ the 'Apostles' are replaced by the 
'Prophets'. 59 

There are, however, in Muslim as well as in non-Muslim literature, 
many exceptions to this practice of treating the two words as being 
interchangeable. A very significant case is the widely accepted opinion 
that Sura 96 forms the beginning of Mu9ammad's ministry as a 
prophet, while the task of being an apostle began with the revelation 
of Sura 74: 

fa kana fi nuzul surat IQRA nubuwwatuhu 
wa fi nuzul sural AL-MUDDATHTHIR risalatuhu. 60 

The implicit interpretation of the wo;ds nabi and rasul clearly is 
that a prophet is a person who receives a revelation from God and that 
only when he is called to proclaim that message publicly is he also called 
an apostle. This is indeed the way in which many Muslim scholars 
have defined these two words explicitly. In his catechism Jaza'iri 
answers the question of what the meaning of 'prophet' is in the 
following way: 

The prophet is a person to whom a Law (Shar') has been 
revealed, even if he is not instructed to proclaim it. And if he 
is instructed to proclaim it, he is also called an apostle. There-
fore is every apostle a prophet, but not every prophet an apostle. 61 

68 Arthur Jeffery, Islam-Mubammad and his Religion (New York: The Liberal 
Arts Press, IQ.'i8), pp. 1.~0 ff. Another author who does not distinguish between 
the two words is C. C. Torrey, Tlu! Jewish Foundation of Islam (New York: 
Jewish Institute of Religion Press, 1933), pp. 64 ff. 

6° For the expression "God and His apostles" see note 91 ; "God-Angels-
Apostles" is used in S. 2 :98/92; "God-Angels-Scriptures-Apostles" in S. 2:285 and 
4: 136/135 (the last one with the addition: "the Last Day"). S. 2: 177/172 has the 
'unusual' form: God-Last Day-Angels-Book-Prophets. The traditions and creeds 
have-without exception ?-God-Angels-Books-Apostles-Last Day; cf. A. ]. Wen-
sinck, The Muslim Creed (Cambridge: The University Press, 1932, reprint 1965), 
pp. 23, 35, 188, etc. 

60 I;Iusayn b. Mul:tammad b. al-I;Iasan al-Diyarbakri, Talriklt al-khamis fi aflwtil 
anfas nafis, I (Cairo, 1302), 319. In the quotation by Th. Noldeke-F. Schwally, 
Geschichte des Qordns, I (Leipzig: Dieterich'sche Buchhandung, 1909), 86 f., the 
word J,; prior to !,;1 has been omitted. 

61 Tahir b. $alif:t al-Jazaliri, al-Jawahir al-Kalamiyya, fi i!Jab al-'aqida al-
islamiyya (Cairo, 1919), p. 29. This interpretaticn is accepted by Gardet, L'lslam, 
p. 6g, 
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N abi is seen as the wider notion, the more general one ( acammu), 
and the apostles are prophets with a special assignment. 

'J;'his Muslim definition has been discussed by several Orientalists. 
Wensinck defended in 1924 the thesis that the distinction between 
'prophet' and 'apostle' was not a post-Qur'anic development, and that 
already in the Qur)an itself the category of the apostles relates to the 
larger group of prophets as "the great heroes of history to their 
epigons." 62 

According to Mul)ammad's view the Apostle stands as founder 
and leader at the beginning of a series formed by his represen-
tatives, the prophets. 63 

Horovitz, agreeing with Wensinck in so far that he, too, believes that 
the two words have distinctive meanings in the Qur)an, rejects Wen-
sinck's definition of this relationship. 64 Before we discuss their inter-
pretations, two other authors must be mentioned who expressed them-
selves on this question whether the words nabi and rasal are synonyms 
or not. Bell seems to affirm this question. He writes (referring to 
the rasal as 'messenger') : 

Under the influence of Jewish and Christian ideas, .... and 
especially the story of Moses, the messenger or prophet, nabiy, 
as in early Medinan times he came to be called, assumed higher 
status. 65 

Somewhat confusing is the paragraph which Jeffery devoted to 
this issue: 

Apparently he [Mul)ammad] made no special distinction 
between the two names rasul and nabi. The later theologians 
made a definite distinction between them, taking nab'£ to be a 
word of wider significance than rasul ... The Qur'an does not 
support such a distinction. If anything the Qur'anic evidence 
would seem to point the other way and suggest that the nabi was 
the narrower term, the prophet being a special class among the 
messengers. 66 

Mul)ammad 'made no special distinction' ... but the Qur'an 'seems 
to point to' a certain distinction. Whatever that means, even after 
Wensinck and Horovitz, Bell and Jeffery, it still seems an open 
question: are these two words interchangeable-and if not, is the 
prophet 'more' than an apostle or the apostle 'more' than a prophet? 

62 Acta Orientalia, II, 172. 
63 Ibidem, 175. Tritton, too, sees the prophets as those who only repeat the 

message brought by the apostles; Islam, p. 49· Cf. also below note Ss. 
64 Unte-rsuchungen, p. 48. 
66 lntroducticn, p. 147. 
66 The Qur'an, pp. 27 f. ( = M.W., XL, us f.). 



-------- STYLE AND CONTENTS -------

A PROPHET AND MORE THAN A PROPHET? IS 

In an attempt to survey and summarize the main arguments used and 
the most important Qur)anic data which are relevant to this discussion, 
I would like to deal with three issues: first of all, with the chrono-
logical order of the nabi and rasill texts, secondly, with the question to 
whom these titles are applied in the Qur)an, and finally, with some 
contextual material which in my opinion contributes greatly to a better 
understanding of the meaning of these two notions. 

CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER 

We have already quoted some statements dealing with this subject: 
Ahrens' and Bell's remarks that the word nabi is not applied to Mu:. 
~ammad in any Meccan passage. It is important to note that this does 
not mean that nabi is not used at all prior to 622. Al least twelve texts 
in which this word occurs are Meccan (middle Meccan: 37: 112; 
19:3o/3I, 4I/42, 49/so, SI/52, 54/ss; 43:6/s, 7{6; late Meccan: 17:ss/s7; 
39:6g; 7:94{92; 6:112. Moreover, we find the word •prophethood', 
nubuwwa, in three very important late Meccan verses: S. 45: t6/xs; 
29:2i{26 and 6:8g. 67 

The issue to which Ahrens and Bell referred deserves further 
consideration. The only Meccan sura in which there is a direct reference 
to M~ammad as prophet is Sura 7· But many 'Western' scholars agree 
that this passage, verses I57-IS8/zs6-xs8, is a Medinan interpolation,ss 
and their arguments seem rather convincing. We should be careful, 
however, not to draw any too radical and definite conclusions from 
this. If S. 25:31/33 is not a later interpolation.....:a point which is diffi-
cult to decide-we would have here at least an indirect reference to 
Mul~ammad as prophet: "The apostle says, '0 my Lord, see, my people 
has looked upon this Qur)an as a thing to be avoided.' And so have 
We appointed for every Prophet enemies from among the sinners.'' 
In addition, there are, as we have seen (note 49), two Meccan texts 
in which the verb naba'a (11), used with Mul)ammad as subject, comes 
close to an indication of a prophetic ministry: "Tell (announce, 
proclaim to) My servant that I am the all-forgiving; the all-compas-
sionate, and that my punishment is the painful punishment," S. 15:49· 
And inS. 34:7, .. The unbelievers say, 'Shall we lead you to a man who 
tells you that when you have been totally destroyed, you will be created 
anew?'" 

Irrespective of whether one holds that there is no mentioning of Mu-
~ammad as a prophet in any Meccan passage or whether one accepts 
one or two direct or indirect references, the scarcity of these data 
contrast both with the use of nabi for other persons in the Meccan 

87 The other verses in which this word occurs are S. 3 :79/73 and 57 :26. 
88 Cf. especially Noldeke-Schwally, Gesclriclite, I, 159 f. This view is shared by 

Richard Bell and Regis Blachere (cf. their Qur)an translations at S. 7 :rs6-rs8) 
as it had been accepted earlier by Horovitz (Untersuchungen, p. 38; Proper Names, 
pp. 78 f.), Ahrens (cf. note 38) and others. See also below notes 77 and 92. 
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period and with its use for Muttammad in Medinan suras, approxi-
mately thirty times. When we, moreover, realize that in the Meccan 
period the rasul title is applied to Muttammad fourteen times, 69 it 
becomes indeed very difficult to accept the view that the terms 'prophet' 
and 'apostle' are fully interchangeable. 

Two observations need to be added to this preliminary conclusion. 
Pautz' study, still significant for many reasons, is in a final analysis 
inadequate because it does not take into consideration the chronolog-
ical order of the suras. That may be understandable for a publi-
cation of 1898-but it is inexcusable when even in recent years some 
authors ignore this issue altogether. In the light of what we have just 
seen with regard to the •late' use of the term nabi for Muttammad, 
it is astonishing to read in Jeffery's article that "Muttammad as he took 
up his mission claimed to be both a rasul and nabi." 70 One blindfolds 
oneself in this way for one of the intriguing questions in Qur'anic 
studies: why do we not find Muttammad designated as nabi in the 
whole period till 622-or at least: why are the references so unclear 
and so scarce ? 

The second observation is with regard to Caetani. In the first volume 
of his masterwork on the early history of Islam he pays, in his 
discussion of nabi and rasul, careful attention to the question of the 
chronological order, but reaches some untenable conclusions because 
he does not distinguish between these words and treats them as 
synonyms. 71 After a thorough study of each word separately one may 
come to the conclusion that they are interchangeable, but one is method-
ologically not allowed to base one's investigation of their meaning on 
the assumption that they are practically identical. 

PERSONS FOR WHOM THE TERMS nabi AND rasu[ ARE USED 

Nutt, Ibrahi111, Ismacil, Is4aq, Yacqii.b, Mii.sa, Harii.n, Dawii.d, Sulay-
man, Idris, Ayyii.b, Yii.nus, Yattya, cisa. and Muttammad are the persons 
to whom in the Qur:>an the nabi title is directly applied. 

If we want to include indirect references as well, Ilyas, al-Yasac, 
Lii.t, Yii.suf and Zakariyya:> can be added, because a passage which 

69 Early Meccan: S. 81:19; 69:40; 73:15. Middle Meccan: 4:13/12; 43:29/28; 
72:23/24; 23:69/71; 25 :7/8, 27/29, 30/32, 41/43 (cf. mursal in S. 36 :3/2). Late 
Meccan: 17:93 f./95 f.; 46:9/8. 

70 The Qur:>an, p. 22 (= M.W., XL, IIo). 
71 Cf. note 3. Caetani's main thesis in this section is that the very frequent 

designation of Mui)ammad as an apostle-prophet in the Medinan suras is in sharp 
contrast with the 'modesty' of his role as described in Mecca, and that this develop-
ment reflects the change of a religious into a 'political' mission; the crucial issue 
is now who will be the absolute ruler in Arabia. Annali, I, 211 f. The question 
whether the emphasis on Mui)ammad's authority as apostle is in conflict with his 
recognition of the other prophets needs, in my opinion, to be answered in the 
negative. Caetani comes to the conclusion of a sharp contrast between the Meccan 
and Mcdinan data on this point because he fails to distinguish clearly between 
nabi and rasiil. 
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lists them and several of the prophets mentioned before concludes 
with the statement: "Those are they to whom We gave the Scripture, 
the Judgment and Prophethood" (S. 6:83-89). 

It has been suggested that there is also some Qur)anic justification 
for the inclusion of Adam among the prophets, a practice common in 
later Islam. One of the most important texts in this connection is 
said to be S. 3:33/30, where Adam, Nu~, Ibrahim's family and elm-
ran's family are mentioned together. Because of the significant role 
of the latter ones in the history of prophethood, some scholars are 
inclined to accept as at least 'implicity Qur)anic' the functioning of 
Adam at the beginning of the 'chain of prophets'. 72 

We shall return to these data in our next section, and want at this 
moment to add immediately the list of apostles: Nu~, Lilt, Ismii'il, 
Miisii (twice with Hiiriin), 'Isii, Hiid, Sali~ Shu'ayb and Mu~ammad. 
If we include those referred to as mursalun we can add llyiis and 
Yiinus. 

Again some preliminary conclusions can be drawn. The impression 
of a distinction between nabi and rasul is confirmed by these lists of 
prophets and apostles. The prophets are exclusively among the descen-
dants of Ibriihim, while the list of aposties includes three names of 
messengers of God apparently sent to other communities. Horovitz 
drew attention to this point more than forty years ago, 73 and empha-
sized that the characterization of the apostles as the great heroes and 
the prophets as their successors was invalid, because in that case one 
should definitely expect to see Ibdihim described as a rasul, whereas the Qur)iin does 'only' use the nabi title for him. 74 

It is an undeniable fact, however, that not all of the prophets 
receive the apostle-title. "Not every prophet is an apostle" is indeed 
a thesis which has full Qur)anic support. But this statement should 
not be interpreted as if it means that the apostles constitute a nucleus 
within the larger community of prophets. For, as we have seen, the 
Qur)iin does not refer to every apostle as a prophet either: Hud, 
Sali~ and Shucayb do not receive the latter title at all. Even more signif-
icant is the notion, explicitly expressed in a few texts, 75 that there 
have been many more apostles than those whose names have been 
revealed to M u~ammad. 

Is the apostle 'more than' a prophet? Studying the persons to 
whom the Qur)iin applies the titles a positive answer seems question-

72 Jeffery, The Qur)iin, p. 29 ( = M.W., XL, 117), where the expressions that God taught Adam, guided him and chose him are also quoted as "terms which have a special use in connection with Allah's calling of messengers." Wensinck bases his statement that it is only "by accident" that Adam is not included in the list of apostles (Acta Orientalia, 11, 175) on S. J: 59/52, where Adam and Cl sa are closely linked. 
73 Untersuchungen,.pp. 48 f. 
74 See below notes IOC), 1 10. 
75 S. 40:78; 4:164/162. Cf. also S. 14:9 and note 85. 
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able, although there is the significant issue that only some among the 
thirteen or eighteen prophets sent to the Children of Israel are also 
listed as apostles. At the end of the next section we shall have to 
return to this issue. 

THE nabi AND rasul-REFERENCES IN THEIR QUR)ANIC CONTEXT 

Although we referred already to some context-issues in the pre-
ceding paragraphs, we wish to deal in this final section explicitly 
with some notions, concepts and expressions which are linked with 
references to the prophets and apostles and are therefore meaningful 
for a fuller understanding of the connotations of these two words. 

No one studying this subject can overlook the fact that 'prophethood' 
is linked-as we have seen-in a very special way with Ibriihim and 
his descendants and that there seems to be a close association between 
prophethood and Scripture: 

And We gave him (Ibriihim) Is}:!iiq and Yacqiib and We 
established Prophethood and Scripture within his descendants. 
S. 29 : 27/26 

Ibriihim's place at the beginning of the list of prophets is, according 
to many, presupposed in the statement of S. 4: 54/57: 

We have bestowed upon the descendants of Ibrahim the Scripture 
and Wisdom. 

The combination Prophethood-Scripture-Wisdom is also found in 
S. 3: 79/73, 81/75; 6: 89; 45: 16/15. Moreover, we know that several 
prophets are linked with a specific sacred text: Ibrahim with the 
~uhuf (pages), 76 Miis.ii. with the Tawriit, 77 Diiwiid with the Zabur, 78 
cisa with the Injil 79 and Mu!)ammad with the Qur)iin. 80 There are 
some more texts which associate-directly or indirectly-prophets and 
Sacred Scripture. 81 

70 S. 87 :19; 53:36 f./37 f. Cf. for the notes 76-79 Horovitz, Untersuchungen, 
pp. 68 ££. and especially Jeffery, The Qur)an, pp. 63-67 (M.W., XL, 20I-205). 
Torrey, Fottndation, p. 89 emphasizes the role of Ibrahim as "the father of the 
written revelation of God to mankind." 

77 S. 5 :43 f./47 f. Cf. 62:5; 3 :so/44, 93/87; 61 :6. It is very frequently referred 
to as the Book of Miisf1 (S. II :17/20; 46 :12/u and passim). The Taurat and 
lnjil both are mentioned in: S. 3:3/2, 65/58; 48:29; 9:11I/112; 5:46/so, 66/70, 
68/72, 110 (all Medinan) and S. 7 :157/I56 (see note 68). 

78 s. I7 :ss/57; 4 :I63/I6I. 
70 S. 3 :48/43; 57 :27. Cf. also the end of note 77. 
so Although the word Qur)an obviously is used frequently in the sense of 

recitation, reciting, preaching-see Bell, lntroduotion, pp. I28-136 and Jeffery, 
The Qur)an, p. 67 f., 70 ff. ( = M.W., XL, 205 f., 258 ££.)-the notioa that 
Mui)ammad has received a Book is also expressed in many Meccan suras (cf. 
S. 44:1, I9:I6, 4I/42, 51/$2, 54/55, 56/57; 38:29/28; 18: I; I6:64/66; 39: If.; 
29:47/46; 42:17/16; 7:2/I; 46:12/11, 30/29; 6:92, 114. If 'Book' and 'Prophethood' 
belong so closely together as Horovitz and others suggest, it is rather surprising 
that Mui)ammad is not designated more clearly as a Prophet in the Meccan period; 
cf. below p. 24· 

81 Among the other texts S. I9 :30/31 ; 2: 213/209; 57 :26. 
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In the light of these statements it is surprising to read in Bay<)awi's 
classical Qur'an commentary a definition of the rasul as the person 
who combines a (revealed) Book with a miracle confirming his 
ministry, whereas the nabi who is not a rasul has no Book. 82 One 
wonders whether this same idea is behind a statement of al-Taftazani 
in his Commentary on al-Nasafi's Creed: 

A 1 asul is a man whom God sends to creatures in order to 
announce His judgments; he may be commissioned with a Book; 
in contrast to a prophet, for 'prophet' is a more general term. 83 

One does not have to interpret this statement as if it says that the 
bringing of a Book is the distinction between an apostle and a prophet, 
but Bayqawi's remark leaves open the possibility of this interpretation. 

These post-Qur'anic data as well as many texts in the Qur'an which 
bring the apostles and the Scripture together 84 must make us careful 
not to overstate the significance of the prophet-scripture combination, 
as many authors seem to do. 

Directing our attention primarily to the apostles, a number of 
significant connotations arise out of the ~pntext in which the word 
rasul is used. First of all there is the idea that "every community 
(umma) has its (own) rasul." S. 10:47/48; 16:36/38; 17: 15/16; 23: 
44/46; 30:47/46. 85 A similar expression is used in connection with other 

82 Bayl;lawi, Anwar al-tanzil wa asrar al-ta'wil, I (ed. H. 0. Fleischer, Lipsiae, 

1846), 636, adS. 22:52/51 ( J yl:S"' ':1 ,f J_,...)l _d ~J.,). 
83 ai-Taftiizani, Shar/J CAqa<id al-Nasafi (Istanbul, A. H. 1313 [Cairo, A. H. 

1335]). pp. 35 f. (pp. 31 f.]. 
84 Late Meccan: S. 40:70/72; 35:25/23. Medinan: S. 2:87/81 ( ?), 101/95, 

129/123, 151/146; 98:2 f.; 62 :2; 3 :1o1/96, 164/158, 184/181; 57:25; 4:136/135; 
65 :II; 5:15/18. In ten of these texts the reference is directly to Mul)ammad. It 
is interesing to note that none of the texts listed here seems fully comparable 
to the statements quoted above which mention n11lmwwa and killib (and ~mkm). 
In four of the texts listed in this note we find the word bayyimil "proofs," 
which is t.:5cd frequently and it almost seems more characteristically in connection 
with the apostles and-except for those already referred to, S. 35 : 25/23; 98: 2 f.; 
3 :t84/x8I and 57 :25-without mentioning of a Scripture or Books: (late Meccan) 
S. 30:9/8, 47/46; 14 :9/10; 40:22/23, 34/36, 50/5.l, 83; 10:74/75; 7 :IOI/fJ); (Medinan) 
64 :6; 3 :183/180; 9: 70/71; 5 :32/36 (in none of these thirteen texts specifically used 
in connection with Mul)ammad, which may be a not insignificant difference 
between this list and the one at the beginning of this note). 

86 It may be that the word umma must be understood as a commuuity in a 
specific period of history (note the use of this word in the sense of a certain 
period of time in S. II :8/n), which would make it possible to reconcile the 
notion of more tl1an one rasitl to the same tribal community with the idea of the 
'exclusive' character of the relationship between an ttmma and its apostle. This 
idea of a 'series' of rttsttl does, according to some, apply to the community of 
the Children of Israel. Leaving Niil), Liit, IsmaciJ, Yiinus, Hiid, Salil) and Shucayb 
out of consideration, we still have Miisa, Hariin and ctsa, and if we include the 
indirect references, Ilyas (see p. 16). Definitely the emphasis in the case of 
Miisa (and Hariin) is on his functioning with regard to the people of Pharaoh, 
but he is also seen, it seems, as a rasiil to the Children of Israel, a title which 
is applied explicitly to ctsa (cf. note 107). Of interest is also S. 5:19/22, which 
speaks about the coming of Mul)ammad during an interval (fatra) in the series of 
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nouns which seem to describe the apostle's function: every city has its 
'warner' (nadhir; S. 26:208; 35:24/22 and possibly 25:sr/53; cf. also 
note 85) and its 'leader' (htidin; S. 13: 7{8); and on judgment day 
every community will have its 'witness' (shtihid; cf. note 89). 

Once it is said that each city receives a prophet before calamity 
strikes it ( S. 7: 94{92). The fact that there is only one text with this last 
word combination fully justifies seeing this notion of a very close 
relation between an apostle and 'his' community as indeed an important 
aspect of the work and the function of the rasul. 86 

This notion of a close relationship is also reflected in such texts as 
S. 2:143{137; 5:IQ9/I08; 10:74{75; 22:78; 40:5; 77:11 (only Once 
the plural occurs: "your apostles," S. 40: 50{ 53). 87 The rasul is a 

apostles. His coming makes it impossible for the People of the Book-who had 
already received Scripture and Prophets-to complain : "no messwger of good 
tidings and no warner has come to us." Is, then, the apostle in this case the 
one who reminds the people of what they have received from the Prophets? 
That can hardly be described as a clear line in the Qur'anic use of the word 
'apostle', and the apostle's confirming of previous revelation in S. 3 :81{75 must 
be interpreted differently. The idea of Ibrahim's link with the Arahs ;u.d the 
testimony that Mul)ammad is the one sent to a community to whi<'h no warner 
had come before him should neither be interpreted as a contradiction, n0r should 
it be used as an argument for this thesis of more than one apostle to the same 
community (cf. my De Islam, pp. 132 ff., p. 26 and notes 109 f. below and the 
Qur)anic references S. 33:3/2; 34 :44{43; 28:46; 36 :6/s). The idea of a ~cries 
of prophets is generally accepted, although it is explained in various ways. My 
understanding is that it is an indication of a 'progressive revelation' and that 
it should not he interpreted as if the prophets repeat and 'diffuse' the mess'lge of 
the apostles (the interpretation of Wensinck, Tritton [note 63] and others, whose 
remarks arc fully in line with those of Bayoawi in his commcut on S. 22 :52/51 
[Anwar a.l-Tanz'il, I, 636]: God sent the rased with a sharica mujaddad and the 
nabi comes to spread this message and to confirm the previous revelation, li taqrir 
share sabiqa.). It is evident that an implication of the latter view is that the 
number of prophets is much larger than that of the apostles. Jn the passage referred 
to above Bay<;lawi gives the figures 124 (prophets) and 313 (apostles); see also 
note 75 above. 

A few remarks on the words nadhir and bashir-used in 5:19/22 may be 
appropriate here. It is obvious throughout the Qur)an how closely the notions 
rasul and nadhir (warner) are related. Nadhfr, mundhir and the verb nadhara 
occur one ht:11dred and twenty-six times: seventy-three times in connection w1th 
Mul)ammad; seven times as God's warning, in the context of NUI.1's story ~ix 
times, of Liit's story four times, for Hiid twice, for $alii) on~e and with the 
jinn as suhh~ct once: twenty-seven times in general am\ in the other cases 
unrelated to the notion of Goc\'s warning to men through His messengers. 

Much less frequent is the use of bashir (and mubashshir; messenger of good 
tidings) and the verb basha.ra. These words are used forty-eight times, in thirty-two 
cases with reference to Mul)ammad, six times with God and four times with the 
Qur)an as subject, four times in general and twice in another context than that 
of the proclamation of God's good tidings. 

86 See also texts as S. 2 :ro8/102; 23:69/71. Cf. Horovitz's definition (Unter-
suchungen, p. 49) that the rttsu/ arc those messengers sent to a specific com-
munity, and Wensinck's conclusion (Acta Orientalia, II, 172) that every rasul 
represents one specific community. 

ST This point is particularly emphasized by Horovitz. "Fiir Muhammad stand 
es fest, dasz jedes Volk seinen Boten oder Warner habe." [As far as the rasul-
concept is concerned:] "nur die Sendung an ein bestimmtes Volk ist wesentlich." 
Untersuchungen, pp. 46, 49· 
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witness and warner to his own people, who therefore will have no 
excuse on judgment day (S. 4: 165/163; 20: 134; 28:47, 59; 39:71). 
His message is fully understandable, for he speaks their language, 88 he 
is from among their midst: S. 2:129/123, 151/146; 3: 164/158; 6: 130; 
7=35/33; 9: 128/129; r6: 113/114; 23:32/33; 39:71; 62:2 (the same 
expression minhum, from among them, is used with nadhir, warner, 
in S. 7:63J6r, 69/67; 38:4/3; 50:2; and as "a man from among them" 
in S. 10:2). 

It has been noted before that one aspect of the function of the rasul 
is that he acts in a way as his community's representative with God. 89 
But the Qur'an emphasizes much more the other side: he is God's 
'representative' to his people, and as such he has a great responsibility 90 
as well as a tremendous authority. "God and His apostles" is an 
expression used three times; 91 "God and His apostle" (i.e., Mu-
l].ammad) occurs not less than eighty-five times: men are called to 
listen to, believe in and obey God and His apostle. 92 

88 Cf. S. 14 :4; 19:97 (44 :58). In this connection it should be noted that all the passages which refer to the fact that Mui;Jammad brings a message in Arabic 
are of the Meccan period, when he is described (primarily) as a rasril: S. 20 :II31 II2; 26:195; 43:312 (middle Meccan); 41:3i2; 16:1oJIIOS; 12:2; 39:28l29; 42:715; 46:1211 I; I3 :37. The message of all rusul is identical-the difference is in the language in which they bring it. It is, therefore, surprising that Julian Obermann, discussing the change from a Meccan "Islamism" to a Medinan "Arabism," states as one of his 'arguments': "His revelation, he now constantly 
emphasizes, is an Arabic Koran, and not a foreign one"; "Early Islam" in The Idea of History in the Ancient Near East (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
I95S), p. 274· 

89 Cf. Wensinck, Muslim Creed, p. 203 (the apostle is "representative of a 
community or people to which God has sent him") and the same author's remarks in Acta Orientalia, 11, I72. Important in this context are the references to the role of the apostles on judgment day, when all men will have to account for 
their response to the apostles (S. 28:65, 75; I6 :84l86, 8919I; 4 :4I/45) as much as the apostles will have ~to account for the fulfilment of the task assigned to 
them (S. 7 :6/S; 39 :71-note the difference between the apostles in verse 71 and the prophets in verse 69--and 77 : II). 

99 The responsibility is primarily that of a faithful proclamation of the 
message received from God; S. 5 :67/7I, 109l108; 7 :62/6o, 68/66, 79177; 37 :I7I; 72: 27 f. They are not responsible for the 'success' of their ministry (S. I I : 88/go; 
36: 17l16; 64: 12; 72: 23/24) and if they are obedient to their calling they will not 
be held accountable for those in hell fire (S. 2: II91II3; 3:272/274; 7: 188). 

"Yours is the proclamation-Ours it is to call them to account." This ex-pression as applied to MulJammad has been seen by many non-Muslim scholars as a typical 'Meccan-expression' and has been used to illustrate what they saw 
as the radical contrast between the suffering preacher-prophet in Mecca and the shrewd lawgiver-statesman in Medina (some examples of this thesis of a sharp 
contrast between 'the pre-and the post-Hijra Mui;Jammad' are listed m my De Islam, pp. II9 ff., where an attempt is made to show the great measure of 
continuity in the Apostle-Prophet's career). This statement, innama catayka 'l-balaglm wa Cafayna 'H1isab, is at any rate an invalid argument in this dis-
cussion. For it is used not only in late Meccan suras (S. 16: 35137. 82/84; 29: 18/I7; 42: 48l47; 13 :40) but also in Medinan suras, including the very last one: s. 3: I912o; 24 :54153; 5 :92193. 99-

91 S. 4: IS0/149. 152/ISI, I7I/I6g. "I and My apostle" ('lsa) occurs once, s. 5: Ill. 
92 The expression occurs eighty-three times in a total of seventeen out of the 
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This latter expression leads to an observation which illustrates the 
distinctive use of rasal and nabi in the Qur'an: the words obey-
obedience, disobey-disobedience are used twenty-eight times in connec-
tion with rasul, not one single time combined with nabi. 93 

Noteworthy is also the clear assurance that God will protect and 
rescue His rasiiJ (which is not to deny that He also helps the prophets 
and all believers), 94 because the defeat of His representative would be 
a victory over Him-and that is evidently impossible. No matter how· 
strong the resistance is, 95 the ultimate victory is not with men but 
with God, at the moment that the Jews try to crucify crsa as much as 
in any other crisis-situation of any one of His apostles. 96 Prophets 
have been killed, 97 but the Apostle must triumph in order to manifest 
on earth the triumph of God. 

twenty-four suras listed as Medinan by Blachere (most frequently in S. 8, 24, 
33, g). The two other occurrences are inS. 7: I 58/ I 57 f. (almost certainly a Medinan 
passage, see notes 68 and 77) and in S. 72: 23{24-which would then be the only 
Meccan text containing this expression. 

03 "Obey Allah and obey His apostle "is used eighteen times. In addition to 
this formula we find: "whosoever obeyeth the apostle obeyeth Allah," S. 4: 8o/82; 
"whosoever obeyeth Allah and the (His) apostle," 4: I3/I7, 69/7I; 24: 52/SI; 
33: 7I; 48 :I7; cf. also 49: I4 and 9: 7I/72; "obey the apostle," 24: 55 f.; "We 
sent no apostle but to be obeyed by Allah's permission," S. 4: 64/67; "be reverent 
unto Allah and obey me," occurring eight times in the stories of Niil;t, Hiid, 
Salil;t, Shucayb and Liit, preceded five times by the sentence: "Behold, I am 
unto you a faithful apostle." 

In line with the foregoing, we see that the word 'disobey' is used nine times 
with rasal, and never with nabi (S. 6o: I2 is no exception). The expressions are 
'disobedience towards Allah and His apostle' (S. 72: 23/24; 4: I4/8; 33: 36) and 
'disobedience towards the (an) apostle' (S. 6g: 10; 73: I6; 11 : 59{62; 4: 42/46; 
58: 8 f.fg f.). 

04 The most important passage in this connection is probably S. 30: 47/46. 
That is is 'incumbent upon God to help the believers' (wa kana ~aqqan cataynd 
na.sru '1-m!l'minin) is the final statement of a verse which deals with the sending 
of apostles to each and every community. 

06 The rejection of the apostles and their message is mentioned so frequently 
that we can list only a few of these references: (middle Meccan) S. SI : 52; 
54: 25; so: I4/I3; IS: I I; 38: I4/I3; 36: I4/I3, 30/29; 43: 7/6; 23: 44/46; 2I : 4I/42; 
27: 48 f£.{49 ff.; I8: 56/54. Io6; (late Meccan) S. 4I : I4/I3; 30: g/8, 47/46; 
11:38 f./40 f.; I4:I3/t6; 40:5, 22{2.~, 26/27, 70/72; 2<):I8/I7; I0:39/40; 
34: 45/44; 35: 4, 25/2.~; 6: IO, 34; (Medinan) S. 2: IOI/95; 8: I3; 47: 32/34; 
4: 42/45; 65: 8; 22: 72/7I. Cf. also note 97. 

06 It is the well-known pattern of the punishment-stories; see e.g., Bell, Intro-
duction, pp. 119 ff. 

07 In addition to the four texts listed in note 42, the two references to the 
killing of (the) prophets are S. 2: 6I/58 and 3: 2I/20. It makes indeed sense to 
distinguish also on this point between prophets and apostles and not to suggest 
-as many have done-that the Qur'an contradicts itself frequently with regard to 
this issue. Only one text speaks clearly about the killing of apostles (S. 3: 
I83/I8o) a fact which would be an important argument if we were thinking in 
terms of a systematic 'doctrine' of prophethood and apostleship in the Qur'an, 
but which does not really affect our present thesis about the primary associations 
of the words nabi and rasiU in their Qur'anic context. A most interesting ex-
pression is found in S. 2:87/81 and S. 5: 70/74: the Jews declared a group [of 
the apostles] to be liars, and a group they kill (fa fariqan kadhdhabtum wa 
fanqan taqtulun; fariqan kadhdhaba wa fariqan yaqtulun). The perfect tense of 
the first verb (and throughoert the text) in contrast to the imperfect tense of 
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We have not exhausted the Qur)anic data. Some interesting word 
combinations remained undiscussed altogether, others have been treated 
insufficiently. But we have reached the point that we must try to bring 
together the preliminary results of the various sections and come to 
some final conclusions on the Qur)anic use of the words 'prophet' and 
'apostle'. 

It seems preferable to move, in this case, from the use of these two 
titles for Mul)ammad to a more general characteristic of these notions 
rasul and nabi. 

As far as the 'apostle' title is concerned, its application to Mu-
l)ammad in Meccan suras is as significant as its remarkably frequent 
use in Medinan chapters. 

In the pre-Hijra period the connotation is primarily that of a 
messenger sent by God to bring to his own community in its own 
language the very same message which other apostles and communities 
had received before them. Caetani's interpretation of the Medinan use 
of the rasul-title for Mul)ammad is one-sided and distorts the Qur)anic 
emphasis. 98 The •uniqueness' of Mul)ammad is not to be understood 
as an exclusivism with regard to and a denial of earlier prophets and 
apostles, but as following the pattern which makes every rasul unique 

the second attracted the attention of many interpreters. Some suggested that it is 
only because of the rhyme or to make the description more vivid (so e.g., Bayc;lawi, 
Anwar al-Tanzil, ad S. 2 :87/81); others have interpreted the second verb in the 
sense of 'trying' or 'intending' to kill (cf. among others, Abdullah Yusuf Ali, 
The Holy Qur)tin (Lahore: Mul)ammad Ashraf, 1934; reprint New York: Hafner 
Publ. Co., 1946), I, 40, note 91, and Mui_Jammad Asad, Tlte Message of tlte 
Qnr)dn (Mecca: Muslim \Vorld League, 1964), p. 26, note 72, with a reference 
to Manar I, 377). Bayc;lawi's comment that the verb kdlldlrb refers to such persons 
as Miisa and '!sa, and that qtl is used with a view to such persons as Yaln·a and 
ZakariyY.P (comment on S. 2: 87/81) clearly reflects his conviction that the 
killing can not possibly refer to Miisa and CJsii mentioned specifically in this 
passage of S. 2 (and the latter one also in the context of S. 5: 70 ff./74 ff.). It 
is one of those questions on which Islamic scholars ought to be so fully aware 
of and sensitive to the traditional Muslim interpretation that they should carefully 
and precisely formulate their arguments if they wish to defend the interpretation 
that S. 2: 87/81 refers to the death of ']sa. For this reason Montgomery W;,tt's 
note on this verse seems very inadequate ("the primary reference may be to 
Jesus"); Companion to tire Qu~an (London: George Alien and Unwin Ltd., 
1967), p. 24. The interpretation 'intend, try, wish' to kill seems to make good 
sense, especially when we realize how much the apostle-stories function as an 
encouragement to the Prophet Mul)ammad, obviously assuming the ultimate 
delivery and triumph of the t·aslil; d. especially S. 11 : 120/121 : "And We relate 
to you [such, these] histories of apostles in order to strengthen your heart there-
with." Although it leads us outside the field of Qur)anic studies, it is of interest 
to note that the attempt to kill the Prophet hy poisoninR" him at Khayhar failed 
at that moment, that he lived another three years to complete his mission. and that 
when his death is seen as a consequence of the eating of the poisoned sheep and 
therefore as martyrdom (shairiida), the words linked specifically are prophet and 
martyr, so at least in the significant text of Imam Abii lJ-Fida) Isma'il h. Kathir, 
al-Bidaya wa'I-Nihiiya, of which a section was edited by Mustafa 'Abd al-Wai)id, 
entitled al-Sira ai-Nabawiyya, 4 vols. (Cairo: CJsa al-Babi al-l:latabi Press, 1964-
1966), III, 400; IV, 449· 

98 Cf. note 71. 
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and absolute with regard to his own community. 99 In the case of 
MuJ:tammad there is, according to some, one new dimension in so 
far that he is seen as a rasul not only to his particular umma, the 
people in and around Mecca, but to the whole world (S. 4:79/81; 
34:28/27). 100 

With regard to the 'prophet' title, the main question obviously is 
why this name is not applied to MuJ:tammad clear.ly and explicitly-or 
at least with greater emphasis-in the period prior to 622. My sugges-
tion is that the emphatic use of this title coincides with 101 a greater 
emphasis on the Arabs' descendance from Ibrahim and with the first 
clear references to Ismacn•s functioning in the line Ibrahim-Isma.cn-
Arabs. 102 To this interpretation of the word nabi we shall return 
below in a more general context. 

If we accept this interpretation-rather than the one which links 
the notion of 'prophet' primarily with that of 'Book-Revelation'- the 
fact that Meccan suras which scarcely refer to MuJ:tammad as prophet 
contain clear indications of his vocation to bring a (new) Scripture 
does not raise any problem. 103 Moreover, since there are a few ref-
erences to a link between Ibrahim and the Meccans (Arabs) already 
in Meccan suras, 104 the above interpretation of nabi leaves open the 

09 The issue of Medinan statements about the relation to 'those to whom (a por-
tion of) the Scripture had come' previously must, as far as the words nabi and rasul 
are concerned, be studied primarily in the light of the use of the former one. 
These data lead to the same conclusion as the study of the Medinan references to 
Ibrahim (-Ismacii-Arabs): we should speak of a Medinan 'inclusivism' rather 
than of an 'exclusivism'. Cf. my De Islam, pp. 147 f. 

100 While many Muslims are of the opinion that Mui)ammad was aware of the 
universal dimension of his vocation and saw Islam definitely as more than an 
'Arab' religion, many Western Islamic scholars expressed disagreement with this 
interpretation. A rather recent discussion-including references to Frants Buhl's 
well-known statements on this point-is found in W. Montgomery Watt, Mu~am
mad at Medina (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 19S6), pp. 34S-347· 

lOt I wish to emphasize the choice of this term, which should not be mis-
construed as if it suggests that this new emphasis was due to changing conditions 
or that it was an answer arising out of a deep 'disappointment' in the Jewish 
reactions to the new leader in Medina. For a discussion of this latter inter-
pretation cf. my De Islam, pp. 12S ££. 

102 The Meccan references to Ismacil are S. 19: 54 f./ss f. (Ibrahim, Miisa, 
Jsmacit, Idris); 6: S3 ££. (Ibrahim, lsi)aq, Yacqub, Niii), D.awiid, Sulayman, 
Ayyiib, Yiisuf, Miisii, Harfm, Zakariyyii', Yai)ya, C!sa, Ilyas, IsmaciJ, al-Yasac, 
Yiinus, Liit); 21: Ss (after Ayyiib, and listed with Idris and Dhii '1-Kifl); 33: 4S 
(lbrahim, lsi)aq, Yacqiib are mentioned in verse 46; 481ists: JsmaciJ, al-Yasac, 
Dhii '1-Kifl). As Medinan references I see not only S. 2: 127/121, but also S. 
14: 39/41 (arguments for interpreting verses 38h, 39/41h, c as Medinan verses in 
a Meccan sura are given in my De Islam, pp. 126-132, with references to the very 
significant stLxlies of Y. Moubarac, AIJraham dans le Coran, Paris: J. Vrin, 19SS 
and E. Beck, "Die Gestalt des Abraham am \Venclcpunkt der Entwicklung Mu-
hammeds," Le Museon, LXV (19S2), 73-94. 

1(\3 Cf. above note So. 
104 Especially S. 14: 3S ff.(3S ff. (see note 102) and S. 43: 26 f£.(2S ff., a 

passage to which Blachcre in his Qur'an translation rightly gives the subtitle 
"Oubli de l'enseignement d'Abraham, chez Jes Mekkois." S. 11: 73/76 may well 
be understood as speaking of lbrahim's family as 'the people of the KaCba,' 
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possibility that there are also some Meccan references to the 'prophetic' 
calling of Mu~ammad and suggests, therefore, a change in emphasis 
rather than any radical contrast between Meccan and Medinan data 
on this point. 

When we turn now to the Qurlanic use of the terms nabi and rasul 
in general, only a very few additional remarks are required. The 
foregoing discussion of the use of the nabi title for Mu!)ammad 
makes it clear that I see 'belonging to the seed of (N ii~-) Ibrii,him' 
as the main characteristic of the notion 'prophet' rather than the latter 
person's involvement in the history of the written revelation. In one 
of the previous sections we referred to the texts which clearly link 
the nabi with the notion of (revelation through) Scripture, but noted 
at the same time that the combination rasul-Book also occurs so often 
that this functioning in the history of the Book-revelation can hardly 
be seen as the primary distinction between the prophet and the apostle. 
If, moreover, the prophet-Scripture relation would be so essential, it 
is difficult to see why Nu~ 'opens' the series of Prophets when he 
is never specifically connected with a Book-revelation. 105 In my 
opinion, the link nabi-kitab is of secondary significance only, and 
results from the special attention given to-the Scriptures granted to 
Ibrahim's family. 106 Prophethood must be understood first of all 
as a special gift to that part of mankind which can be indicated with 
the names (Adam-) Nu~-Ibrahim-Ibrahim's ·descendants (through 
Is~aq-Yacqub as well as through Ismacil), with a clear emphasis on 
the Ibrahim and post-Ibrahim section of this line. 

All the elements which constitute the notion of rasul have been 

which would be another Meccan reference to a link between Ibrahim and the Meccans. 
105 A total of 132 texts, divided over twenty-eight suras-of which twenty-one are Meccan-deal with Niil). It is remarkable that in these twenty·one Meccan passages only one refers (indirectly) to him as prophet, S. 6: 84, 89. This passage, moreover, places no emphasis on him at all, and lllachcre's subtitle (in his Qurlan translation) seems fully justified: "Chaine des prophetes depuis Abraham jusqu'a Mahomet." In the Medinan period we find four relevant statements. Scripture and Prophethood have been given to the descendants of N iil} and Ibrahim, S. 

57: 26. Revelation has been sent down on Niil) and the prophets after him, S. 
4: 163/161. S. 19: 58/59 (in a Medinan section of a middle Meccan sura) speaks about the prophets among the seed of Adam, Niil), Ibrahim and IsmaciJ. And finally there is the significant series: Niil), Ibrahim, Miisa and er sa in S. 33: 7· At least in the Meccan passages (the overwhelming majority) Niil) functions as a rasiil and nadltir in a punishment-story much more than as a nabi. Cf. the grouping together of the Niil), Hiid and $alii) stories inS. 69:4-12; 53: so/SI-
52/53: 51:41-46; 54:9-32; 50:12 f.; 26:105-159; 38:12 f./II f.; 25:39 f.; 
Il :25/27-68/71, 89/91; 40: 31/32; 7: 59/57-79/77; 22: 42/43; 9: 70/71. 

10° Cf. above p. 18. The question needs to be faced whether Prophethood and Scripture are two distinctive gifts to Ibriihim's family, and, if so, whether not only the first one (cf. S. 5: 20/23) but also the second one is a gift exclusively granted to this community. The reference to Ibriihim's descendants, Jews and Christians, as ahl al-kitab, seems to suggest a positive answer to the latter question. Even so, I maintain the thesis stated above, i.e., that the primary connotation of the word 
nabi in the Qur'an is not 'Book-revelation' but 'Children of Ibrahim'. 
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referred to already in the discussion of the use of this title for 
Mu!)ammad. The 'apostle' is a messenger from among his own 
people to bring to them in their own language the Warning of God: 
he speaks for God and is so closely linked with God that obedience 
to the Almighty coincides with obedience to the messenger. He 
represents in (a particular phase of) the history of his community 
the great moment to decide: his coming forces a split into two op-
posing factions, 107 one rejecting him and his message, the other 
one accepting him in faith and obedience. 

Is then, after all, an 'apostle' more than a 'prophet'? The inter-
pretation of the two notions suggested above makes it clear that the 
question is illegitimate: the words have such different and distinctive 
connotations that one cannot be expressed in terms of being more 
and greater than the other one. This argument for denying the pre-
eminence of the apostles is clearly different from Horovitz's reasoning, 
who saw in the fact. that Ibrahim does not receive the rasul-title in the 
Qu'r)an sufficient ground for rejecting Wensinck's characteristic 
of the apostle-group. 10s Obviously it would make no sense to suggest 
that the Qur)anic apostles Hiid, $alii) and Shucayb are greater and 
more than Ibrahim. But it seems unsatisfactory to base an argument 
on the non-occurrence of a text using rasul for Ibrahim when his 
function-not with regard to the Arabs, 109 but with regard to his 
father's community-comes very close to the role of an apostle. no 

The statement that only some among the prophets are also called 
rusul is invalid as a generalization, as we have seen; it applies only 
to the messengers sent to the 'Children of Israel.' These rusul are 
persons who-at different phases in the history of his community; 

107 This is a part of the pattern of each punishment-story; cf. e.g., S. 27: 45/46. 
The coming of ctsa leads to a split of the one wnma of the Children of Israel 
into factions which oppose each other; S. 19: 37/38 and 23: 52/54. While Miisa 
is primarily the rasul to the people of Pharaoh (only exceptionally do we find 
him referred to as 'apostle' in connection with his functioning in the history of 
the Children of Israel, esp. S. 61 :5), crsa is explicitly described as the rasul 
to the Children of Israel in S. 3 : 49{43; 61 : 6. The fact that fourteen out of the 
fifteen texts in which the. wont 'Christians' occurs contain also a re.ference to 
the 'Jews' (S. 2:62/59, 111/Ios, 113{107 twice, 120i114, 135{129, 140/134; 3: 63{6o; 
22: 17; 9: 30; 5: 18{21, 51{56, 69{73. 82{85. The only exception is S. 5: 14/17) 
justifies seeing the 'Jews' and the 'Christians' as the two parties into which the one 
community of the Children of Israel became divided. 

108 Cf. above notes 73-74. 
10° Cf. Moubarac, Abraham, p. 61: "Comment Abraham peut etre l'avertisseur' 

des Arabes, s'il est leur pere ?" 
110 The idea of opposition to the man sent by God, the attempt to kill him 

and God's act of rescuing him-all typical parts of a rasul-story-are found 
in S. 37: 98{96; 21 : 68-71; 22: 42 f.{43 f. One could say that the title rasul is 
implicitly used for lbrahim in S. 29: 18{17 ("the only task of the apostle is the 
proclamation") and S. 9: 70{71 (the stories of the people of Niif:J, cAd, Thamiid, 
Jbrahim ... their rusul came to them ... ) This is not to deny that the Ibrahim 
story contains very significant elements which set it apart from the punishment-
stories: the emphasis on his conversion, preaching, intercession for his father, 
etc. Cf. my De Islam, pp. 132 f. 
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cf. note Ss-fulfilled the same task as the apostles sent to all other 
communities on earth, and carried out this task with the same authority 
and ultimate success as they did. 

As far as the post-Qur)anic development is concerned, it should be 
noted that the 'classical' Muslim definition quoted above has basically 
preserved the Qur)anic connotation of the rasul-term, but has reinter-
preted and 'generalized' the specific meaning of the word nabi, con-
sidering as a prophet every person who receives a special 'communica-
tion' from God. While the reasons for this reinterpretation are not too 
difficult to discern when we accept the above interpretation (i.e., that 
the primary association of the word nabi is a recognition of the special 
place of Ibrahim's family, including the IsJ:taq-Yacqiib line, in the 
history of God's dealing with mankind) it is much more difficult 
to understand why there would have been among Muslims such un-
certainty as we noted with regard to the crucial link between a prophet 
and a Book if the functioning in the history of the Scriptural Revela-
tion was the primary contextual meaning of the word 'prophet' in the 
Qur)an. 

Going finally for one moment beyond our proper subject, and 
leaving aside the distinction between prophet and apostle, it is of 
interest to realize that the Muslim and Christian traditions, which 
both place such an emphasis on the notion of prophetic revelation, 
reflect also an awareness of the relativity of the significance of this 
particular ministry. Jesus' recognition of John the Baptist as a prophet 
"and far more than a prophet" was followed by the astounding remark, 
"and yet the least in the kingdom of Heaven is greater than he" 
(Matth. 11 : g, 11). And the Muslim tradition-pointing not without 
valid reasons to a text as S. 30: 30/2g-knows of a "natural knowledge 
of God" and sees Islam not only as the religion based upon the Book 
and the Sunna of the Prophet but also as "the natural religion of man," 
the religion in which every child on earth is born. 111 This last para-
graph makes it clear that even when dealing with Qur)anic and in 
general Muslim key-words as 'prophet' and 'apostle' caution is needed 
not to interpret the whole theological structure of Islam as exclusively 
based upon and consistently elaborated along the line of these two 
notions. 

We are, in the History of Religions, involved in a modest enterprise. 
We do not let •the light of eternity' shine upon historical data, and 
are content when we begin to see religious phenomena somewhat more 
clearly in their own light. Our constructions are constantly open to 
revision-and we can never afford ourselves the luxury of forgetting 
about the facts: 

111 On this famous tradition and its use in the controversy with the Kharijites 
see Wensinck, Creed, pp. 42, 214. 
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In his own work, then, the phcnomcnologist is bound up with 
the object; he cannot proceed without repeatedly confronting the 
chaos of the given, and without submitting again and again to 
correction by the facts. 112 · 

The chaos of the given has been illustrated in this paper, and there 
is no doubt concerning the ongoing need to be corrected by the facts, 
again and again. The present paper tried to lay a few bricks in the right 
place so that we have them at hand in our common effort to build 
up a more adequate "phenomenology of Mu4ammad." This formula-
tion is our last reference to Van der Leeuw who by his statement that 
there is "not only a phenomenology of the saint, but also a phenomen-
ology of Francis of Assissi" 113 has made it abundantly clear that 
phenomenology of religion is not only 'comparative religion.' 

Many may and actually do doubt the academic validity of a discipline 
which intentionally limits itself to an attempt at congenial interpretation 
and empathic understanding of the religious traditions of mankind. 
No one denies that many people have their own 'ulterior motives' for 
their interest in this study and accept its 'partial' character only because 
they intend to use it ultimately in a normative context. But those who 
have no other intention than to know and understand may feel encour-
aged by a word of the tradition: 

Seeking knowledge without an intention is an intention in 
itself. 114 

I simply interpret and comment: a good and valuable intention. 

112 Religion in Essence and Manifestations, p. 685 (Ch. I<J9,.section 2). 
113 Ibidem, p. 596 (Ch. 88, section 4). 
114 al-Darimi, Musnad, Intr., b. 46. 
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THE EARLIEST MEANING OF "QUR'AN"* 
William A. Graham 

Students of Islam as well as Muslims themselves customarily think of 
and use the Arabic word qur'iin primarily as a proper noun with the 
definite article: "ai-Qur'an", The Qur'an.• With this they refer to the 
collected and written corpus of Mul:~amrnad's revelations from God as 
assembled and arranged in essentially its present form by the most 
respected original "reciters" (qurl"(i') or "transmitters of the recitation" 
Uwmalat al-qur'iin) who were still alive in tlie reign of the third Caliph, 
'Uthman (23/644-35/656). 2 As a codified whole, the revelations have 

• This article is a revised version of a paper presented at ll conference honoring Wilfred 
Cantwell Smith, held at Harvard University in June 1979. It was presented in roughly its 
present form as a portion of a longer paper on the oral aspects of scripture at a conference 
on "Islam and the History of Religions'', held at Arizona State University in January 191!0. 
A revised and expanded version of the latter paper. which includes small portions and a 
summary of the arguments of the present article. will he puhlished late in 1984 in 
R. Martin, ed., Islam ant! the l/i.vtory of Rdigions (Tempe, Az.: Arizona Stitte University 
Press). The present article was written before the publication of Angclika Neuwirth's 
impressive study. Sruclien :ur Komposition clcr lll<'kkanischcn Srm•n (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
1981) [Cf. also her article "Zur Structur der Yiisuf-Surc", in W. Diem and S. Wild, edd., 
Snu/ic•n aus Arahi.vrik mu/ St•miri.vrik. Ant on Spit ala :um sit•h:iK.vlt'/1 Gehurr.rtaK -(Wies-
baden: Harrassowitz, 1980), pp. 123-152]. Her'insistcncc on the primary character of the 
Qur'an as a "Rezitationstext" and her formal and structural approach to the text and its 
traditional units argue convincingly for the need to recognize more dearly the inherently 
oral and recitative function of the Qur'an. The present article seems worth presenting in its 
original form if only as a complementary argument for the centrality of this oral ami 
recitative function not only in later, hut even in earliest Islam. 

' An exception to this is the title "Qur'an karim" that appears on many editions (rather 
than "ai-Qur'an al-karim"), apparently as a quotation from Surah 56:77. 

2 This interpretation of the history of the creation of the Qur'ftnic rexws rl'C<'ptus is that 
generally suhscrihed to in modern non-Muslim scholarship as well as among Muslim 
scholars. It has recently heen radically, if less than wholly convincingly, attacked hy several 
scholars, most notably John Wansbrough: Qurmric Str~tlic•.f.· Sources and Mt•thocls t!f 
Scripruralllllerprerarion (Oxford, 1977); and John Burton: The Collection of rite Qur'till 
(Camhridgc, 1977). 
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been known and thought of since that time both as "ai-Qur'an" and 
simply as "the Book" or (better) "the Scripture" (ai-Kitiib). This is 
expressed in traditional usage as "that which is betwe.en the two boards" 
(mii hayn a/-daffatayn) 3 and understood in Islam theologically as "the 
Speech of God" (Kaliim A/le/h) preserved in the eternal Scripture of God 
(ai-Kitclh or Umm ai-Kitiib) and written down for human use in earthly 
exemplars (ma.ycl~r(f; sing. mu.y~u~f). As such, the Qur'an is held by 
Muslims to be God's final Word to humankind, the scriptural revelation 
that corrects and supersedes God's earlier "scriptures" (kwub) which 
have been only faultily preserved by those previously given the Divine 
Word, especially Christians and Jews. 

It is obvious that "ai-Qur'an" in the later, fixed meaning of God's 
Word as written down in the ma.yli~r(fis necessarily a post-'Uthmanic, or 
certainly a post-Mul)ammadan, usage. Until the codification of what has 
since served as the tex/lls receptus-or at least until active revelation 
ceased with Mu~ammad's death-there could have been no use of a/-
qur'iin to refer to the complete body of "collected revelations in written 
form". 4 This is not to deny that even in the Qur'an there are hints of a 
developing notion of the collective Revelation in the use of the words 
qur'iin and kitab, but rather to emphasize the fallacy involved in "reading 
back" the later, concretized meaning of these terms into the qur'anic or 
other traditional-text usages. As will be seen below, the term qur 'tin did 
not originally designate the full range of God's communications to 
Mu~a'!'mad, nor did it denote "the Scripture" as a single, fixed whole. 

The first important consideration in understanding the earliest 
meaning of qur'an for Muslims is that God's revelatory process was 
apparently understood by the Prophet and Companions and by the next 
several generations of Muslims in a relatively dynamic rather than static 
fashion. Whereas individual revelations were apparently called iiyah 
("sign") or qur'iin ("recitation"), given a special status, and distinguished 
from Mu~ammad's own words from the outset, there were other 
revelatory words of God in circulation from early on. Further, even the 
revelatory process by which qur'ans were given to the Prophet seems to 

3 Mu~ammad b. Jsma'il ai-Bukhiiri, al-!ja~li~l, (9 voll. Beirut, n.d.), 66: 16; A~mad b. 
llanhal, a/-Mu.wuul, (6 voll. Cairo, l.lt:\/1!!95). I. 415. 
• 4 F. Buhl, "Koran", El, 11. 1063b. His discussion of this point is the clearest in the 

literature; but sec Th. Noldeke, Gt•schichte dt•s Qoriins (2 volt. rev. hy F. Schwally. Leipzig, 
1909-19) (Hereafter "Noldeke-Schwally"), I, 31-34. 
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have been a diverse one and a much more "internal" or "psychological" 
one than later theological interpretation (in its concern for the 
"immaculate", verbatim accuracy of the Divine Word in the collected 
Qur'an) could accept. Mul)ammad was in touch with God, and thus 
Divine gttidance would hardly stop with the formal recitations known as 
"qur'an" alone. This picture of revelation in early Islam is an important 
backdrop for the specific consideration of the earliest signification of the 
term qur'tin. 5 

What then was the hallmark of a qur'iin as opposed to the Prophet's 
words or even other non-qur'anic, divine words? The key may lie in a 
later Muslim statement about the most important genre of non-qur'anic 
words of God, the so-called "Divine Saying" (~wdith quclvi). 6 This 
statement occurs in the earliest extant work on the Qur'anic sciences, 7 and 
is an attempt to distinguish the Divine Saying, which is unequivocally 
called "revelation" (11'{/~IJ' and tanzil), from the Qur'anic revelation 
per se. The Divine saying is said to be 
a prescript that [God] ordained and revealed and sent down. It is not permissible 
to recite any of it in the .yaliil, for it was not sent.down in the same arrangement 
(na;m) in which all of the Qur'an was sent down-which [Qur'an] has hcen given 
us to recite, which is written in the ma.yci~uf, and the transmission of which has 
come to us as generally attested from one gcneratiOJ1 to the next. 8 

Later discussions of the same issue add the external distinction 
that a qur'tin is verbatim word {14;) of God, while a Divine Saying 
is Mu~ammad's report of God's word according to sense (ma'nii) 
only-i.e. only the Qur'an has (iciz, the miraculous character of being the 
inimitable Divine Speech itself. 9 The statement quoted is, however, less 
theologically than functionally oriented, and it is in this latter direction 
that I would seck a clearer understanding of the original meaning of 
qur'cin in Muslim usage. It is the Qur'an's character as revelation with 
a particular farm (IW?m) imended for recitatil•e use in worship that 
distinguishes it from other texts. Theologically, of course, it came to be 

~ For a detailed presentation of these ideas, sec William A. Graham, l>it·inr Word mu/ 
Pmphrlir Word in Early hlam (The H:1guc, 1977). esp. Part I. 

• Concerning these sayings. sec ibid., esp. Part 11, "The Divine Saying". 
7 The anonymous Kittih ai-Mahtini [written 425/1033), cd. Arthur Jeffcry, in Tu·o 

M11qaddimos lo the Qur'anir Sch•nn•s (Cairo, 1954), pp. 5-250. 
M !hid., p. R9. 
9 Sec W. Graham, Dit•inr Word and Prophetic· Word, pp. 56-{i2, for description of these 

later discussions, including that of Jbn Khaldiin. 
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distinguished in a variety of ways (e.g. by its "inimitability" and its 
"uncreatedness") from all other speech, but the tendency both in 
medieval Muslim and modern Western scholarship (under the influence 
in both cases of a Greek philosophical bias?) to give precedence to its 
ontological or "essential" status as God's Speech over its functional or 
"accidental" character as scripture used in worship leads away from 
what I perceive to have been the active force of Qur'an in early (and 
indeed in later) Muslim life apart from speculation. 

The Arabic word qur'cin is not attested to prior to the Qur'an itself. 10 

Muslim sources give various original meanings and derivations, seeing it 
as either (I) a special formation without a root, used for the Arabic 
Scripture as Tmmit is used for the Jewish and Jnjil for the Christian; 11 

(2) a verbal noun (without lwmzah), qurtin, derived from qarana, "to tie, 
draw, bring together"; 12 or (3) a verbal noun (with hamzah, qur'tin) 
derived from qara ·a. meaning either "to collect, draw together" 13 or "to 
proclaim, recite, read [aloud]". 14 Modern scholarship has identified the 
last derivation as the correct one linguistically and has rightly stressed 
the primacy of the meaning "to proclaim, recite, read aloud" over any 
more literal sense of "to read" in a silent or purely cognitive sense. 15 

1" A. Jcffery, '1111' Foreign Vocahulary r•f !he Qur'tin (Baroda, 1938), p. 233. 
11 .laliil al-Din al-Suyiiti, al·llqtill fi 'ullim al-qur'tin, (2 volt. Cairo, 1951/1370). I. 50-51, 

citing al-llayhaqi and al-Kha!ih as two main sources. Cf. Jeffery, For. Vocahulary. p. 234, 
n. I. 

12 Suyi•!i. ltqtin, I. 51, citing al-Ash'ari as one of those giving this derivation. Cf. 
Jeffery, /·i•r. Vocahulary. p. 233. 

1 .1 Mul.Jammad h. Jarir al-Tahari, Taf.i·ir, volt. I-XVI [incomplete]. edd. M. M. Shf1kir 
and A. M. Shiikir (Cairo, n.d.), I, 95-96; E. W. Lane, An Arahic Lt•xicon, 8 volt. (London, 
1!!(•3-93). VII, 2502; Ni\ldeke-Schwally, I, 31-32. lt is from this meaning of the root, in the 
scn'c of "to contract (the womb]" ( = to conceive) that the word quni' (S. 2: 22!!) derives; 
cr. hclow. n. 2!!. 

14 Tahari, Tafsir, I, 94, glosses it with liltin·ah ;md qirci'uh; cf. Lane, Leximn, VII, 2502. 
Note also, as my colleague Wolfhart Heinrichs has called to my attention, that it is at least 
plausible that the "read" sense of qara'a could have developed from the "collect" sense 
without any outside innucnces: cf. Lat./egere, Ger./e.w.'n, which have both senses [personal 
communication, September 1979]. 

" The hest ;mthoritics arc all in accord on this. The view of E. Meyer (Urspnm~: wul 
(icscllichlt' tier Mm·mom•n [ 1912]) and K. Dyroff ("Zu Sure 96, 1-5", MVAG, XXII (1917], 
17!!-1!!0) that the primary rather than the secondary meaning of qara·a is "to read 
(something written]" only is most convincingly refuted by J. Pedersen, Der l.vlam. V, 110-
115. Sec also Niildeke-Schwally, I, 31-34, 78-82; Jeffcry, For. Vocahulary, p. 233; Josef 
llorovitz, Koranisc!IC' Unft•rsuc/um~:en (Berlin and Leipzig, 1926), pp. 74-76; and C. Snouck 
llurgronjc, Mekka. vol. 11 (The Hague, 1889), p. 225, n. I, and "Une nouvelle biographic 
de Mohammed", RI/R, XXX, 61-62, 154-155. 
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This reading of qara'a is strengthened by the probable influence on the 
semantic field of this verb and its derivatives from Syriac Christian 
usage. In Syriac, Q-R- · has the sense "to caiJ, call out" and then 
"to recite, read aloud [scriptural texts especially]". 16 Most crucial is the 
use of the substantive form qeryiillll specificaiJy for the oral, liturgical 
"reading" from holy writ ( = /ectio, avayvrocru;) and for the passage of 
scripture that is read ( = /ectio, periocha, locus /eganda, avayvrocrJ.la, 
m:pwxiJ). 17 The linking of the verbal-noun (ma.ydar) form quran to 
the Syriac qery(/nii has been stressed by virtually aiJ major Western 
Qur'an scholars, even though all have done so without specific reference 
to even one historical attestation of the Christian liturgical usage in a 
pre-lslamic Syriac source. 18 Such attestation can apparently now be 
confirmed in Syriac liturgical manuscripts of the 6th and 7th centuries 
C. E., 19 which strengthens the argument for an historical influence here 
upon Arabic usage and for the vocal, oral sense of the Arabic. It should 
be stressed, however, that the use of the form qur'iin (a perfectly good 
and not infrequent ma.ydar form) indicates that one has here a possible 
Syriac Christian influence upon the total richness of meaning of the 
Arabic, certainly not a·direct "borrowing" (which would have yielded a 
ma~dar form such as qiryiin, presumably). 20 

•• Cf. R. Paync Smith, The.wumr Syriacu.r, 2 voll. (Oxford, 18!13-1901), 11. 3715f. 
" /hid., 11. 3716b, citing several occurrences in the first sense in prc-lslamic Christian sources, beginning with I Tim. 4: 13. and several in the second sense in sour~es as early :1s St. Cyril's commentary on Luke. A spot check of these occurrences does not, however, yield clear attestation of the word as a technical term in the liturgical context. 
1" All gcncraily cite one another or other secondary-literature references as authority or else give this opinion strictly on grounds of linguistic affiliation. E.g., A. Ming:m:o, "Syriac lnnucnce on the Style of the Kur"iin", Bull. J. Rylmu/s L.ih., XI ( 1927), RN, n. I; Nt\ldekc· Schwally, I, 33-34; Julius Wellhausen, "Zum Koran", ZDMG, LXVII ( 1913), 634; F. Buhl, El, ll, 106.lh; Tor Andrac, Molumomed. St'in Ldwn wul .rt•in G/auht• (Gottingcn, 1932). p. 79; Jlorovitz, Der Islam, XIII, 66-67; Richard Bell, 7711' OriKill r•f 1.1-lam inlts Christian Em·iroll/111'111 (London, 1926), pp. 90-91; Rudi Pare!, Molummwd mu/ tier Koran, 2nd ed. 

(Stuttgart, 1957), pp. 53-54; and Jeffcry, For Vomhrrlary, p. 234. 
19 Personal communication from Alford T. Welch, 26 March 1980. In this, he informs me that Sebastian Brock :11 Oxford has cited to him specific occurrences of qayrimi in 6th and 7th century mss. of liturgical texts, e.g. the Qeryrimi d-yrim hti'mniui ("Reading for the Day of Supplications") :md Qerytillri d-.rulciqdr d-lluirmr ("Reading for Ascension Day"). I have since (October, 1982) confirmed this personally with Professor Brock. 
20 The lllll.fclar form ji'lcin is, as a personal communication from my colleague W. Hcinrichs reminds me, cert:1inly common enough that one would have every reason to expect qirycin as the directly borrowed form. Cf. ma.yclars such as ri(bt·rin, (rimuin, or nisycin. 
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Mention should also be made of a second, more neglected possible 

innucncc upon the specific meaning and connotations of qur'ltll in the 

original Islamic usage, namely that of related Hebrew forms of the root 

Q-R- ·. Rabbinic Jewish use of q''ri'a and miqnl' parallels the two uses of 

qeryiiiUI among Syriac Christians noted above. 21 Miqrii' is also used as a 

Talmudic term for the whole Bible, 22 one which "serves to underline 

both the vocal manner of study and the central role that the public 

reading of the Scriptures played in tTie liturgy of the Jews". 23 While here 

again the difference in the specific form of qur'iin from either Hebrew 

term argues against direct "borrowing" from the Hebrew, these two 

Jewish usages may well have served along with the Christian terminology 

to innuencc the meaning of qur'tin in Arabic usage. 
Whichever derivation one prefers, the implication of the evidence is 

clear in one regard: qur'iin must have been understood as referring to 

scriptun· reading or recitation such as Jews and Christians in the Arabian 

environment would have also had. 24 Whatever its linguistic history, 

"qur'an" in this situation would have signalled to everyone that these 

words were being presented as God's holy word to be recited in worship. 

In the seventh-century Arabian milieu, where these older scriptural 

traditions (and probably that of the Zoroastrians) were very much in 

evidence, a "book" used in liturgy and devotions would not have been a 

silently-read document but a sacred word that one proclaimed aloud and 

to which one listened with reverence. 

21 .1. llorovit7, "Qur'fln", Der /.1'/am, XIII (1923), 67, does not distinguish hctween the 

two, calling both "Schrirtverlcsung"; Niildeke-Schwally. I, J:!. notes that miqrti' can he 

u'cd for parts as well as the whole of Scripture. Jcffery, 1-i>r. Vocahularr. p. 2.14. notes that 

Marracci and Geiger had earlier argued fnr the Hebrew derivation of tflll'.tin. hut he prefers 

the Syriac. I have hecnme more convinced of the importance of these two Jcwi'h usages for 

an understanding of the historical hackground against which qur'till must he seen artcr 

'ecing part of an unpuhlished paper hy Ms. Judith Wegncr, a researcher at llarvard Law 

School. and di'n"'ing both her paper and the present one with her (Nov. 1979). lfer 

l""ition i' to pre'tlllll' Jewish influence something that remains to he demon,trated. 
however. 

" D. Kiinstlinger. "Kitiih und Ahlu-1-kitflh", RO. IV ( I92X). 239. and "Die Namen der 

'(lotte,-Schrirten' im ()or~n", RO. XIII ( 1937). 76. n. 2. Cf. Niildcke-Schwally. 1. 32; /:'.!, 

IV. Xl6. 
'·' f:'ncr. Jut/aim, IV. X16; I. Elbogcn. /)er jiit!i.l'clrt• Gol/t'.Hiicmt in.l'cint•r ~"·'·clliclrtliclrcn 

1:'1111rickhtng (3rd cd. rev. Frankfurt a./M., 1931). pp. 155-205. 
'" This view is substantially the same as that advanced hy Tor Andrae. Molwmnwd. 

pp. 7X-79 ( = p. %of En g. trans. hy Th. Menzcll rev. ed. New York. I %0). which is wholly 

inadequate on thi' particular passage), in somewhat more deterministic fashion. hut with 

Andrae's particular hrilliance. 
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This becomes more obvious when one remembers, wholly apart from 
the natural association of oral recitation with sacred word, that "books" 
as such were until relatively recent times basically texts to be read aloud 
from or learned by heart and recited. (This was a /Cirtiori true of sacred 
books.) The Gutenberg revolution in the West gradually changed this, 25 

until especially in the past two to three centuries, first in the West and 
then worldwide, the explosion of "book-culture" fixed the notion of text 
inextricably to the printed rather than the spoken word. (Only in recent 
decades, under the impact of newer communications technologies is the 
written word's hegemony perhaps waning. 26) This was never previously 
the case, for until latter times in a few European countries, the majority 
of any given cultural or religious group was illiterate and hence 
dependent upon reading aloud or reciting for the communication of texts 
of any kind. Indeed, even the literate minority in most societies would 
only very late have practiced "silent reading"; for most of human history 
reading was done with moving lips, aloud, even when alone. 27 

Returning to the Qur'an, one finds that ·its internal evidence corro-
borates this idea that qur'tin meant originally "reciting [aloud]". The 
recurring imperative "Qui!" ("Say!"; over 300. occurrences) that intro-
duces so many Qur'anic passages is itself a striking reminder that these 
texts are intended to be recited aloud. What has not, however, been 
adequately stressed, is the equally striking coherence of meaning that 
results when one insists upon the basic sense throughout the Qur'an 
of "to proclaim aloud, recite orally" [ = German l'or/esen: l'ortragen, 

H Cf. Eli7ahcth Eiscnstcin. Tl~t• Priutiug Pn·.•.v a.< till Agt'llt <!f' Clumg<' (Camhridgc, 
1979). which gives greater causal centrality to printing as a rcvohllionary force in the 
Reform:llion :111d :111 ~uhsequent European history th:m seems credihle. Bul th:tl :1 
revolulion in conununic:llion did occur :ts a resull of I he invenlion of I he press can hurdly 
he denied. 

2" I.e., under the inllucnce t>f video :md computer technology, which have alreudy 
hegun lo ch:mgc radic:tlly loday's commtmic:llions and "storage" of infurmation. 

27 Cf. J. Jlulogh, "Voces Paginarum. Jleitriige 7.Ur Gcschichte des lmllcn Lesens und 
Schrcihcns", Plri/o/ogu.v, LXXXII ( 1926-27), !!3-109, 202-240; J. Lcclcrcq, /.'Amour tft•.v 
ft•l/rt•.v t•tft• tft:.vir tit• Dit•u (l'aris, 1957), pp. 20-23; Wuller J. Ong. 7111' l'n•.vt•m·t• t!f'tlll' Wortl 
(New llaven, 1967; 2nd ed. Minneapolis, 19!!1), pp. 5!!-65; and Marsh:tll McLuhan, 7711' 
Guteuherg Galaxy: Tl11• Making <!f' T.ri"'I:"'Piric Man (Toronto, 1962), pp. !!2-95; ulso 
pp. 18-21, 26-28,45-50, 74-79. Cf. the famous pussage in Augusline's Confi•s.<itms in which 
he is so amazed I hat when Ambrose would read a book, "his eyes glided over the pages, and 
his heart searched out the sense, but his voice and tongue were at rest", thal he cannot help 
but comment on the novelly of this (tr. E. Pusey (New York, 1949), p. 98; Lalin orig., edd. 
J. Gibb and W. Montgomery [2nd ed. Cambridge, 1927), p. 141, lines 10-11). 
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verlesen] for all eighty-seven occurrences of the root Q-R- ', 28 and in 
particular when one retains the verbal quality of "reciting" for the most 
frequent form (seventy of the eighty-seven instances) of the root, the 
verbal noun qur'iin itself. 

There arc a few occurrences of the finite verb qara'a in conjunction 
with the word kitiih where a simple meaning of "to read" seems 
indicated :29 S. 17:93, " ... until you send down to us a scripwre that we 
may read(kitiihan naqra'uhu)";30 10:94, " ... ask those ll'ho [hm•e] read the 
Scripfllre (alladhina yaqra 'z"ina 1-kitiib) before you" ;3 1 and the three 
passages ( 17: 14, 71; 69: 19) in which qara 'a is used with kitiib as object to 
refer to the "reading" of each person's "book" of good and evil deeds at 
the Last Judgmcnt. 32 In all of these cases, however, the vocal sense of"to 
read" gives the best sense. Reading here is, in good part for the 
aforementioned historical reasons, but also from the internal context, 
"reading aloud". Certainly each passage contains a clear link between 
oral reading or reciting and a "Book" or "Scripture"--either a heavenly 
one from which revelation comes or a heavenly, but individual, one in 
which one's personal fate is inscribed.33 

'" There is in fact an eighty-eighth occurrence (S. 2: 22!!). but in the form of qurii", 
a plural suhstantivc meaning "menstrual cycles"" and derived from qara"a as indicated 
a hove, n. 13; this word is not otherwise linked to any other forms of the root in the Qur'an. 

20 The following and all subsequent Qur'iin-transl:ttions arc my own. I lwvc consulted 
throughout several European translations: R. Parct, Der Koran (Stullgart, 1962); 
R. Blachi:rc, J.e Coran, 2 voll. (Paris, 1949-51); R. Bell, The Qur'an, 2 voll. (Edinburgh, 
1937-39); and (to a lesser extent) A. J. Arbcrry, The Koranlntc•rl"l'tc•d, 2 voll. (London :tnd 
New York, 1955). All Qur'an rcfcrcnt-cs arc to the st;mdard Cairo text. 

·"' Buhl, El, 11, 1063a, cites this as the place where qara'a "certainly stands for 'to 
read'"; Blachi:re lr:tnslales it with lire, Bell and Arberry with rl'lul, and Pare! with lc•.w•n. 

·" Unaccountably, when compared with the similar context of S. 17:93 treated above, 
only Pare! lr:tnslatcs qara'a here with lesen; Bell and Arbcrry have recite, and Blachcrc 
rh·iter, which support my own rendering below. Of course the German "lcscn" here can, 
like the French and English equivalents, he taken to mean "to read aloud" (i.e. = ••c•rle.w•n, 
\'or/(',\'('11). 

12 Blachcrc, Bell, and Arhcrry alltmnslatc qara'a here as in 17:93 (cf. n. 30 above). 
Pare!, however, renders it more felicitously in two inst;mccs (17:71; 69: 19) with t•c•r/esen, 
"to read aloud, forth", and only in 17: 14 with /e.ven. 

·'·' On the link between these two different notions of a heavenly Kitiih, sec F. Buhl, 
"Die Schrift und was damil zusamrncnhiingt", in Oriental Studies (P. Haupl Fcstschrift), 
cdd. C. Adlcr and A. Ember (Baltimore and Leipzig, 1926), pp. 370-73, cf. 364-69; 
G. Widcngrcn, 7111' A seem ion of tire Apostle• and thl' 1/c•m•c•n/y Book (Uppsala and Leipzig, 
1950), pa.uim, csp. eh. I; and J. Horovitz, Kor. Umersudumgen, pp. 65-6!!. Cf. also 
J. Pcdcrscn's review of E. Mcycr, Urspnm~: wul Gesclrichte tll'r Mormo11e11 (1912}, in Der 
Islam, V (i914), 110-115; D. Kiinstlingcr, "Kitiih und Ahlu-1-kitiih", RO, IV (1928), 23!!-
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Otherwise, the remaining twelve instances of the finite verb are all 
clearly best translated as "to recite, read loud" or "to proclaim" (e.g. 
96: I: "Proclaim [or 'Recite': iqra'J in the name of your Lord ... ";·14 

26: 198-1 ~9: "Had We sent it [the Revelation] down to some of the non-
Arabs, and had he [the Prophet] then recited it for them [fa-qara'a/m 
'alayhim], they would not have accepted it [him?]"; and 87:6, "We shall 
cause you to recite [sa-nuqri'uka], and then you will not forget"). 

With the oral sense of qara 'a firmly in mind, the verbal noun qur'iin 
can be properly understood in the Qur'an. The word occurs in all seventy 
instances in only three basic senses: (I) as the act of reciting God's words 
(also dlrikr, "reminding"; tilciwah, "reciting"), (2) as tire wlrole Revelation 
that God is giving to be proclaimed/recited (also Dlrikr, "Reminding"; 
Nudhur, "Warning; Furqcin, "Salvation" or "Discrimination"), 35 and 
(3) as any particular re1•elation given to be recited (also ciyalr, a "sign", 
then a "verse"; siiralr, a "scripture portion" or "line" [?]. 36 It is often 
possible to read qur 'cin in any one of these thrc:_e senses in a given passage. 
Scholars have tended to prefer the second, "collective" sense in all but a 
few cases where this is clearly impossible (e.g. S. 75:17-18 and 17:78, 
where it describes an action, and in 72: I, 12:3, and I 0: 16, where it refers 
to· a single revelation). This tendency is the result of the aforementioned 
"reading back" of the later, reified sense of ai-Qur'iin as "what is between 
the two boards" (i.e. the complete and collected "Scripture") onto the 
"recitations'' that only later came to be the collected Qur'~n. If this 
proclivity is resisted, however, and the verbal force of the word kept in 
mind, the reading of qur'iin as the act of reciting (sense no. I, above) 
clearly predominates. 

In at least half of the seventy total occurrences, this active sense is 
preferable to or at least as good as either of the other two readings. 
Nowhere is this clearer than in the two passages about whose translation 
there is no dispute: 

247; and Gco Widcngrcn. Mu(ummuul, tlrC' Apostle' of Gm/, mu/ /lis A.fl"l'IISitm (Uppsala ;md 
Wicsbadcn, 1955), csp. pp. 115-139. 

34 Traditionally, the first qur'iin revealed to Mu~ammad. 
35 Onfurqcin, see the line summary article by R. Parct, EJZ, 11, 949-950, and the further 

references given there. 
36 The derivation and original meaning of siiralr arc uncertain; cf. Jcffcry, For. 

Vocalmlary. pp. 180-181 (with further references), and Bell, Origi11, p. 52. 
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Ohscrvc the .wliit at the sinking of the sun until the darkening of night, and the 
t!mrn recital (qur'tln al:/itjr); truly, the t!all'/1 recital (qur'iin al)itjr) is n·c/1-
al/estet! ( mashluit!). ( 17: 78) 

Do not move your tongue with it so that you hurry too much! Ours it is to 
collect it and to recite it (qur'tinalw), and when We recite it,.fi1//011' its recitation 
(/il-ltahr qur'tlnahu). (75: 16-18) 

Almost equally undebatable is the refrain in S. 54 in which God says 
that He has "made the reciting manageable/accessible" (yassara 1-qur'iin) 
"for [the purpose of] reminding/making mention" (li-1-dhikr) (S. 54: I 7, 
22, 32, 40). 

Surah 20: 114 warns Mul~ammad not to "hurry" in "reciting" (11·a-/ii 
ta:;at hi-1-qur'iin) before the revealing (or "suggesting": mrfu/) 37 to him 
is completed. Surah 73:4 orders him to "perform the recitation carefully/ 
distinctly" (ral!il tt!-qur'tin lllrtilan). God is referred to in 28:85 as "He 
who made reciting your [Mul~ammad's] duty" ({ara~la 'alayka al-qur'tin). 
Three further passages refer also to this reciting or proclaiming of the 
divine Word by the Prophet: 

Those who ungratefully deny (God] said: "Do not listen to this reciting (!tl 
ta.l·ma'ti li-l~tit!llti 1-ttur'tln); nm/itse it [hy interrupting it with?] hahhling (n·a-
lghmr.flhi) ·perhaps you will gain the upper hand." (41 :26) 

When We turned aside to you a hand of Jinn to listen to tlu• reciting ( al-
qur'tln). and when they witnessed it, they said [to one another?]: "Keep still" ... 
(4(,:29) 

... and lt'hcn you [Muhammad] lt'ere mint!{idfmat!e mention 11( your Lord in 
reciting (it!llti dlwkarta rahhaka.fi 1-qur'tln), they turned their backs in aversion. 
(17:46) 

The "shunning" of the prophetic reciting (al-qur'iin) by some is also 
mentioned inS. 25:30, and 4:82 (= 47:24): " ... Do they then pay no 
attention to the recital ... ?" (a:la-!tl yatadahhariina 1-qur'tln). That the act 
of oral recitation of God's word is not to be scoffed at is made vivid in 
13:31, where a rhetorical question is posed: "If, through a[n act of] 
recitation (qur'iin), the mountains were moved, or the earth cleft ... 
[woulu people then have faith]?" Those persons with understanding will 
of course fear the retribution promised in the recitation (50:45: "Warn 
by reciting [dhakkir hi-1-qur'tin] those who fear my threat"), but some 

·" The argument for the translation "suggesting" by R. Bell (W. M. Watt, ed., Bell's 
lntrodllction to rh<' Q11r'tl11 [Edinburgh, 1970], pp. 20-22) is persuasive even if not conclusive. 
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people are still so perverse as to "call the reciting lies" (ja'alii 1-qur'tin 
'i~/ina, 15:91 ). They hear the Scripture recited, but they do not listen. 

A substantial number of the occurrences of qur'iin are with the 
demonstrative hiidlui. 38 In these instances it would be possible to 
interpret "this recitation" either as the act or as the whole or part of the 
Recitation; however, in at least eight of these cases, 39 reading qur 'iin as 
the act of reciting recalls an historical context in which the passages 
would have been recited for all to hear. Two examples (one found in two 
places) suffice: 

Were men and jinn to join forces to produce reciting like this (cm ya 'tri hi-mitlrl 
lriidlui 1-qur'cin), they would not match it ... ( 17 :88) 

We have coined for people in tlris reciting (./i luidlui 1-qur'cin) all kinds of 
similitudes. (30:58; 39:27) 

Still other instances in which qur'iin can be read as either the act of 
reciting or what is recited are the following: 

... a group of jinn listened and said: "Tm~r 1re ltm•e heard a ll'ondmus recital 
[or "rcci t ing that was wondrous"] (imui sami'nti qw 'tinmr 'ajahan) (72: I ) 

The All-Merciful-He taught reciting [or "the Recitation"] ('a/lama 1-qur'cin); 
He created man; He taught him the clear explanation. (55: 2) 

We have not taught him [Mul.Jammad] [the art of] poetry, nor would it become 
him. Truly, it is naught but a recollecting and a clear rc•citing [or "a reminder and 
a clear recited text"] (dlrikr wa-qur'cin muhin). (36:69) 

To these should be added the six verses that speak of revelation "for 
reciting in Arabic" [or "in the form of an Arabic recitation"] (qur'tinan 
'arahiyyan) 40 and the one instance in which "a foreign recitation" is 
mentioned.41 In two of the "Arabic qur'iin" passages (41 :3; 43:3), the 

·'" In addition to the eighl treated in this paragraph. luidlui 1-qur'iin occurs in 25:30; 
34:31:41 :26; 43:31; and 59:21. 

.1• S. 17:9,41. HR, 89; 11!:54: 27:76: 30:5R; and 39:27. 
40 S. 12:2; 20: 113; 39:21!; 41 :3; 42:7; 43:3. It is significant that this phrase is 

translated hy Snouck If urgronjc, RI/ R, XXX. 154. as a "texte :i rcciter am he"! Other passages in which ttllr'tin >hould he read either as the act of reading or as the passage recited 
arc those which hegin with an oath, "hy the q11r'iin": u·a-1-qur'till al-~wkim (36:2): ll'a-1-qllr'tin tlhi 1-dhikr (3H: I); u·a·l-qur'tinal-maiit/(50: I). Likewise, with "the tree cursed in 
the qur'tin" (referring to the Zaqqiim tree mentioned in 37:62? (So lhn Kathir, Tl!f<ir 
(4 voll. Cairo, n.d.), Ill, 48-49f), the phrase could mean "in reciting" or "in the recitation (in 
which it is mentioned]", or "in the Recitation (as a whole] ... 

41 S. 41 :44: Wa-lau"ja'afmilwqur 'tinau a)amiyytm, which I translate as "Had we caused 
it to he recited in ll non-Arah tongue (they would have s:~id, 'Why arc its signs (verses) not 
made distinct ... '!']". 
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act of reciting is linked to the notion of kitiib: "something ordained or 
written, a scripture". Similarly, "reciting" (qur'iin) is in six other passages 
associated with a written scripture or tablet, apparently a heavenly one 
from which what is to be recited is taken.4 2 Compare two of these: 
" ... These arc the 'signs' of the Scripture and f~{ a clear recitation ( tiytit a/-
kittih wi1-qur'iinin muhinin) ( 15: I ),4 ·1 and " ... Truly it is a clear recitation 
in a written Scripture (qur'iimm mubinun ji kitiihin maktiibin) (56:77). 
This kind of juxtaposition of the act of reciting with a written text points 
to the kind of understanding of scripture already suggested: Scripture is 
something to he recited. The presence in the text of the collected Qur'an of 
both the idea of a heavenly Kitiih and the concept of divine Word as 
something intended for oral repetition is only an apparent contradiction; 
each belongs to the larger revelatory process. 

In the light of the preceding, the latter passages above and those 
others that speak of "reciting the recitation" (qara 'a 1-qur 'tin 44 or talii 
/-qur'tin 45 are seen to reflect the way in which the Prophet's reciting of 
individual revelations led to use of qur'iin as the "proper-noun" title 
of the (Arabic) Recitation from the heavenly Book containing God's 
Word. "Al-Qur'iin" is a Recitation given by God to Mul:mmmad just 
as previous scriptures had been given to other prophets to recite. 
"Reciting the recitation" means (knowing by heart-memorizing-and) 
~leclaiming the divine prescript (al-Kitiib) or a portion of it. 46 

Thus, in the one passage (9: Ill) that speaks explicitly of "a promise 
binding upon" God "in the Torah, the Evangel, and the Qur'an" ([r 
1-tannit wa-l-i1~ji/ wa-1-qur'tin), qur'iin should be understood as "the 
Recitation" (i.e. "the Scripture") that God is giving to the Arabs. As 
such it parallels and fulfills the previous scriptures that He gave to Jews 

42 Kiliih is the word used in five instances (cf. the linking of qaw'a and kiuih noted 
ahovc. p. 31i8); 10:37, 61; 15:1; 27:1; 56:77. 

4 -' S. 27: I reverses these and their grammatical definition: "These arc signs of a/-qur"till 
and of a kiltih muhin." 

44 S. 7:204; lli:'.IH; 17:45; 84:21. Simil;1r to these arc 73:20, "Recite of the Recitation 
[or, of the particular passage in question? min al-qur'tinl what you can manage [lit. 'what is 
easy for you']," and 17:106, "a recitation (qur'tin) that We have divided [rn;1dc clear'! 
_/itraql!ti] that you might recite it (/a-wqw'ahu) to the people ... " 

"' S. 27:92. Talti occurs throughout the Qur'an in the sense of "recite". Cf. M. F. ·Aod 
ai-Biiqi, a/-Mr!";am al-mufidrra.\" li-o(/ti; ol-Qur'cin a/-karim (numerous editions), s.l'. 

41' This ~ensc of qur'tin as scripture is especially evident in a further passage, 34:31: 
"Those who have ungratefully denied [God] S<IY: 'We have no faith in this Recitation' (fan 
mr'mina hi-l!tidlui 1-qltr'tin)." Qur'cin could refer here to the act of recitation, hut the cimmur 
hi usage suggests "scripture", i.e. God's very Word. as the preferable translation. 
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and Christians and others in their own languages. Similarly, in the cases 
in which al-qur'lin (or luidlui 1-qur'iin) is spoken of as being "sent down" 
(N-Z-L in one of its finite verbal forms: eight occurrences,47) "given" 
(iitii, 15 :87), "received" (/aqqli, 27 :6), or "revealed [suggested)" (aw~1ii, 
6:19, 12:3),48 the concept of the whole Revelation or a particular 
segment of it being communicated by God from on high to Mu~ammad 
as "scripture" for Arabic speakers seems to be what is intended. The 
process, however, like the product, is first and foremost an oral one; the 
"proper-noun" sense of qur'iin in the Qur'an is that of a fundamentally 
oral and certainly an active, ongoing reality, rather than that of a written 
and "closed" codex such as is later represented by the ma~ii~1ij.49 

There is considerable evidence outside the Qur'anic text to support this 
interpretation of the denotation and connotation of qur'iin in the earliest 
period. While a thorough examination of the extra-qur'anic sources is a 
subject for a separate inquiry, it is important to note here at least some of 
the material that supports the foregoing argument. 50 

Early poetic references to verbal use would be a logical place to start, 
but the Muslim sources themselves quote only one such instance of 
qur'lin in their discussions of the word's mea~ing. This is in a verse 
generally ascribed to J~assan b. Thabit, the most famous of the poets 
associated with the rise of Islam and an older contemporary of 
Mu~ammad.51 Bassan speaks here of one who "breaks the night 52 by 

41 S. 2: 185; 5:101; 17:82. 106; 20:2: 43:31: 59:21: and 76:23. 
•• Cf. :1lso S. 10:15. where those who deny the resurrection-preaching arc quoted as 

saying: "Recite something other than this, or change it! (i'ti bi-qur'ii11i11 glrayr luiclllii 
1111' hudcli/lw)." llcrc "a qur'till" is hest understood as referring to one particular 
"recitatitm", hut could also :1pply to the Revelation as a whole. •Q Other m:llcrials in the Qur'an itself remain to be examined for the additional light 
they might shed on this aspect of the earliest understanding of qur"till. In particular, the 
11umerous (63) occurre11ces of the root T-L-W, "to dictate, recite", and the less frequent 
but important use ( 16 times) of II·F-?, "to preserve, guard. have by heart". Similarly, 
J-M-", "to collect, learn by heart" also bears scrutiny. 

50 Evidence of what has been argued here to he a later (at least post-"Uthmiinic) 
phenomenon-namely the understanding of qur'till primarily as the fixed, written record 
of revelation to Mu~amrnad, "al-Qur'iin"-is of course :1mply available. Dozens of 
examples of the more concrctized or reificd use can be seen even hy scanning the entries in 
A. J. Wcnsinck t'l al., Cmrcordtma et illdict•s dt• la truditimr mu.mlmtme, 7 voll. (Lcidcn, 
1936-69), .t.l'. "qur'iin ". 

51 W. 'Arafat, "l~assiin b.ll1iihit", t:P, Ill, 271-73. 
52 I.e. gets up in the night [lit. "interrupts, breaks up the night (constantly)") to 

perform his devotions. This has of course been a common devotional practice in Islam: cf. 
A. J. Wcnsinck, "TahaQj!!Jud", SE/, p. 559. 
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praising fGod] and reciting" (ruqa{(i" a/-layltashi(um ll'a-qur'iinan). 5 -' a 
clear adverbial Uull) use of the ma,wlar form to denote the act of reciting. 

The l:ladith literature provides a rich fund of examples. especially 
of qurlln .as the act of reciting. Ibn f:lanbal cites a tradition in which 
it is said that whoever recites Surahs 2 and 3 "has recited a great 
deal" (qad qara 'a qur 'llnan kathiran). 54 Another account describes how 
Mul)ammad, when he performed the ~·ahlt, "raised his voice with the 
recitation" (rc~/'a'a .yall'tahu hi-1-qur'cln), ~ 5 and Mu~ammad is said to have 
spoken highly of a man who "was constantly mindful of God in/during 
[his] reciting" (kiina N!iu!an kathir a/-dhikr/i-1/clhfi 1-qur'lln)Y' "In every 
~·aliit there is a recitation (qur'llmm)," 57 and several (wdiths speak of 
"the one of you [or 'them'-in either case, the Muslims] who can recite 
the most (aktharukumflwm qur'llnan)" 58 as the person most qualified to 
lead the .yahlt. Repeatedly in the f:ladith, recitation of God's Word is 
linked in similar fashion to formal worship or to private devotion. Two 
further examples deserve particular mention. The first is a Divine Saying 
in which the Prophet is quoted as saying that 

... the Lord says: "Whosoever is kept from petitioning Me [for help, favors] 
hccause of preoccupation with recitiiiK anti COII.\'talltmim(fii/ne.I'S 11( Me ( al-qur'tin 

lra-tlhikri}, him shall I give far better than what I give to those who ask things of 
Me ... "~" 

The second example is an account of how one night one of the 
Companions was reciting a qur'llll (in some versions, specifically Surah 
18, "Kahr'), and suddenly one of his animals in the courtyard tried to 
hreak loose and run away. He looked to see what had frightened the 

'.1 A'ittlh ui-Muhtlni. p. SX: Tahari. 7it/.i·ir, I. 97 (where qur'tin is glossed as qirtl'ulr. which 
i' I he common 11111.~tlar form of qam·a. al lcasl since qur'till lOok on ils "proper-noun" 
'cnsc: Tahari also gives the passive participle. 11111/frti'. in this discussion. i\l~o cilcd hy 
Jlorovil/, A'or. l/ntt•r.•·uclrun~:t·n. p. 74, n. I, and Niildckc-Schwally. I. 34 . 

.. Ahwuul, 11 I. 245. 
·" Muslim h. al-l:fajjaj. a.~··>·a~ri~'· ed. M. F. 'i\hd ai-Biiqi. 5 voll. (Cairo, 1374/1955-

1375/1956). 4:145. 
"' lhn l.lanhal. Mu.mml. IV. 159. 
" /hid .. 11. 2X5. 
'" Bukhiiri, 10:54 ( = Mu.mad, V. 71 ): Bukhari, 64:53:3 ( = Mu.mml. V. 30, and Al.unad 

ai-Nasii'i, Summ, 8 voll. [Cairo, n.d.). 7 :8); Mul,lammad h. 'Jsa ai-Tirmidhi, :ja~,;~, ( 13 voll., 
Cairn, D50/19JI-135J/19J4). X:31. 

''' Tirmidhi. 46:25: also 'Ahdalliih ai-Diirimi, Smum. ed. 'i\hdalliih ai-Y:unani 

ai-Madani, 2 voll. (Cairo. 1386/1966). 23:6. [Note I hat this Divine Saying is not included 
in, and should he added to, the ninety dealt with in W. Graham. Dil·in£' Word and Propht'tic 
Word.] 
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beast, but could find nothing. When he related this to Mul)ammad the 
next day, the Prophet said, "That was the power of the Divine Presence 
that descended with the reciting [that you were doing]" (tilka al-sakinah 
tmw==ala I hi-1-qur 'cin). 1' 0 

There ,arc also numerous instances in the l~adith where qur'cin refers 
clearly to a single rcvelation/recitation. 1>~ The Companions seem to have 
had a fear of doing something that might cause "a qur'cin to be sent down 
about that". 62 Particular qur'cill.f were revealed on particular occasions, 
as several traditions show ;63 lbn 'Umar tells how a man came from 
Mu~ammad to say that "a qur'cin was sent down to him last night" (imw 
... qad un=ila 'alayhi al-laylata qur'iin). 64 Muslims asked for and gave 
qur'cins on numerous particular issues,65 but the need for knowing such 
qur'cins to deal with specific problems was less important-at least in 
terms of the widespread and frequent use of qur'iins among all the 
Muslims-than the need to know them in order to perform the .~ahit. A 
performance of the formal act of worship without a qur'(in in it is 
"deficient",66 although in Mu~ammad's instructions to a bedouin who 
asks how to perfom1 the .yaliit, he says: "if you 'have' a qur'(in, recite it; if 
not, then praise and magnify God." 67 In any case, the reciting of God's 
word is something that, according to one ~wdith, is "to be returned" to 
God as "the very best" of all that He has giveri man.68 

"" Bukhari. 66:11: Tirrnidhi. 46:25. On .wkiuah. sec \V. Graham. Dil'ill<' ll'ortl aut! 
Proplwtic Jl'ortl, p. 21. n. IJ. 

" This usage also continues to appear in later sources. e.g .. ai-Qushayri (d. 46(,/ I 074 ). 
a/-Fn~ri/fi 1-ll.l'lil (ed. and tr. Richard Frank. forthct>rning in M IDEO. llJXO/RI ), article 45 
[concerning God's Word!: "And what is recited is called 'a recitation' (wa-yu.wmmui 
ul-maqni' tfllr'riumr).just as what is drunk is called 'a drink'": or the story (ref. provided by 
Wolllwrt lleinrid1s) cited hy lhn Man~iir. l.i.1·ciu at-:·tmh (Beirut ed.). VII. I!Uah. of how 
the wife ,,f the poet 'Ahdallflh h. Raw;il.wh su~pccts him (>f having just had intercourse with 
a slave [!irl. Since he had earlier sworn never to recite the Qur'iin unless ritually pure. his 
wife cleverly <~sks him to recite from scripture in order to l'atdJ him out. Thereupon the poet 
recites a poetic slwluitlalr of three lines, which satisfies his wife as to his innocence hecmrsc 
"she thought th:s to he a qur'ciu" (~w.<ihat luitllui qur'tilllm). 

" 2 Mu.mwl. 11. 252. 
''-' ,\fu.ttllat!. I. 237; 11. 307. JJ7: Ill. 255 (= T\~tuslinl. 5:297). 
•·• Bukhiiri. Taf.>ir S. 2. ~wditlr 14 (also in 15. IC,). 
•• lhn 'Ahhiis answers another man's question with "I shali recite for you a qur'riu 

ahout that" (sa-111/tl 'alayka l>i-dluilika qur'ri111m): Tirmidhi. Ta/.,ir S. 6J, l.wdith 5. 
Cf. Alu.wad, V, JO. 

<•• Mu.wad. 11 I. 2 I 5 . 
• , Tirmidhi. 2: I I 0 . 
•• /hid .• 46:17:2. 
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Jhe l:fadith reports confirm what the Qur'anic evidence suggests: that 
the Muslim concept of scripture was originally-perhaps for generations, 
and for many Muslims, still today-one of an oral Recitation of God's 
Word. The later merging of the idea of the divine Scripture/Prescript 
(ai-Kitiib) with the fact of the collected Qur'an of the ma.yii~liftcnded to 
overwhelm the earlier, more active, aural apprehension of God's Word 
made present in recitation. Yet the Muslim community did manage to 
hold on in remarkable fashion to the fundamentally recitative quality of 
their scripture. Both in the ~aklt and in the widely practiced night vigils, 
dhikr-exercises, festive Qur'an recitations [e.g. in Ramat;ian], personal 
prayer (du'ii') and other supererogatory devotional exercises, Muslims 
early and late have raised the recitation of Holy Writ to an art and to a 
constant and ever-present reality in their personal and communal life. In 
this way they have kept alive the original sense of qur'iin as recitation 
even while revering it as a book. In other words, they have retained with 
considerable vigor their sense of Qur'an as scripture in both its oral and 
written dimensions. 

It is the active oral participation in the scriptural reality that the 
preceding evidence from Qur'an and l:fadith reflects most vividly. The 
recitation, memorization, and "mindfulness" (dhikr) 69 of the Qur'an 
in liturgical and devotional life are keys to understanding the basic 
character of this scriptural reality in earliest Islam and, in significant 
degree, throughout Islamic history. The theological concept of an 
impecc~bly revealed divine Word is posterior to the concept of God's 
Word as that which God wants His servants to hear and to recite 
in worship of Him. The reciting of qur'iins and the prostrating of 
the body-whatever their original form and regulation 70-were the 
fundamental devotional acts urged on the individual and the community 
of Muslims. It is in liturgy (and recitation is the liturgy effectively in 
Islam) and in devotional life that one has to seck the distinctive character 
of qur'tln as scripture; what bound Muhammad's community together 

•• cr. P. Nwyia. Exegc'se COrtlllique etlangage mystique (Beirut. 1970). pp. 36-37, where 
the author points out how, in Muqatil's Tafsir, the word dhikr is closely linked to recitation 
in the ~a/tit and is often interpreted as qurcln in particular. 

70 On the development or the cultus, sec J. Horovitz. "Bemerkungen zur Gcschichte 
und Terminologie des islamischen Kultus", Dc•r Islam, XVI (1927), 249-263; E. Mittwoch, 
"Zur Entstehungsgeschichte des islamischen Gebets und Kultus", Ahlr/. d. Pr. Ak. d. Wiss. 
( 1913), n. 2; and C. H. Becker, "Zur Geschichte des islamischen Kultus", Der Islam, Ill 
(1912), 374-99. 
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was the faith that through the revelation to him they too, like the Jews 
and Christians before them, had been given God's Word for guidance 
and comfort-which are realized in the acts of committing to heart and 
reciting··'that Word at every opportunity, thereby living that Word and 
confirming its status as scripture. 
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THE QUR'ANIC VIEW OF 
YOUTH AND OLD AGE 

Thomas J. O'Shaughnessy 

To some extent youth and old age are relative concepts. In examining 
attitudes towards them in an Arabic document dating from the six hun· 
dreds many physical and cultural adjustments have to be made to 
changed situations. Today's First World societies have an infant mor· 
tality rate of eight to sixteen per thousand live births; in primitive socie· 
ties the rate fluctuates from three hundred to over five hundred per 
thousand. 1 Life expectancy at birth now runs from seventy to seventy· 
five in developed countries, but in some retarded areas it falls to forty 
years or less.2 Leviticus 27: 7 makes sixty the dividing line between the 
mature and the aged, and even today people judge a person over sixty or 
sixty-five to be old, a statistic that is realized even more commonly in 
less developed nations. In extremely primitive groups most of the popu· 
lation dies before forty and a man of sixty is usually decrepit.3 

Classical Arabic usage, describing ideal conditions, divides man'slife 
span as follows: Before eighteen one is classed as a child; from eighteen 
to forty one enjoys full vigor in body and mind; and from fifty to eighty 
one experiences old age.4 Mubammad lived to be sixty-three but, 
orphaned at the age of six, his early years were not marked by 
affiuence. 5 Though the physical conditions in which he matured probab-

1 In Gambia in 1953 it was a high as five hundred and twenty-five per thousand 
in some areas. See SRIPATI CHANDRASEKHAR: Infant Mortality in India 1901-
titi. London: Alien and Unwin 1959, p. 87. 

2 Between 1900 and 1960 life expectancy has grown worldwide by twenty 
years. Around 1000 B.C. in Greece it is estimated to have been less than twenty 
years. It was twenty-three years in Rome in Christ's time and thirty years in 
Europe throughout the Middle Ages. See E. CARWILE LE RoY, M. D.: Life, 
Expectation of. In: New Age Encyclopedia. 20 vols. New York: Lexicon Pub!. 
1981, vol. 10, p. 555-56. See also CLARK TIBBITTS [ed.]: Handbook of Social 
Gerontology. Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Pr. 1960, p. 67. 

3 TIBBITTS. Handbook, ibid. 
4 See EDWARD WILLIAM LANE: Arabic-English Lezicon. 2 vols.; a lithogr. 

reprod. of the 1863 original. Cambridge: The Islamic Texts Soc. Trust 1984, 1, 
1477-78; 2, 1519, col. 2; and 2, 1629, col. 1. 

s Sura 93: 6-8 seems to refer to Mubammad's early years: •Did He not find 
you an orphan and give (you) a hornet and find you misled, and guide you! and 
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ly did not fall to an extremely primitive level, still the men of his time 
and place would have aged more rapidly than people of the 1990's living 
in similar situations. ScHIMMEL's judgment about today's Bedouin 
could in all likelihood apply to the Arab townsmen of Mecca in the six 
hundreds: "By the age of 40, particularly among the women, old age has 
begun."6 

Comments on the young in the First Meccan Period, that is, in the 
very early suras of the Quriin dating approximately from 610 to 615, 
deal with four topics: (1) killing infants out of shame or poverty is repre· 
hensible; (2) being served by young men and women is one of the 
rewards of Paradise; (3) Muslims should show concern for fatherless 
children; and (4) wealth and children can make people forget God. 
According to BLACHERE's chronological arrangement of the suras the 
earliest text on any of these themes develops the first of the four. 

(18th) 781 : 8 f (On Judgment Day) . . . the girl-child who was burieil alive 
will be asked for what sin she was killed. 

Muslims usually understand these two verses as condemning the pre· 
Islamic Arabs for burying unwanted female infants alive partly to con· 
trol population growth where resources were scarce. The above transla· 
tion gives the common interpretation but the Arabic text can also apply 
to evil-doers who on Judgment Day will have to answer for their mur· 

find you destitute, and free you from want!" RICHARD BELL: The Qur'an 
Translated, with a Critical Arrangement of the SuraluJ. Edinburgh: Cl ark 193 7 -3!), 
p. 663, n., and Rum PARET: Der Koran: KommentarundKonkordanz. Stuttgart: 
Kohlhammer 1971, p. 513, believe that this passage is literally true. 

6 ANNEMARIE ScHIMMEL: Oultures of the Mashriq. In: Encyclopaedia Britan· 
nica. 15th ed. 1978 Macropaedia, 11, 574. 

7 The present order of suras in the Qur'an is not chronological. Here the ordi· 
nal preceding the number of the sura gives the approximate sequence of the sura 
according to the calculation ofR:Ems BLACHERE, based on the work of the Mus· 
lim commentators and that of several European Islamists. Verse numbers pre· 
ceding the diagonal are those of the standard Egyptian edition of the Qur'an; 
those following are the numbers of FLUOEI.'s edition. 

1st-48th First Meccan Period 610-11 and 615-16 
49th-70th Second Meccan Period 619-19 
71st-92nd Third Meccan Period 619-22 
93rd-116th Medinan Period 622-32 

The Qur'an has 114 suras, but BLACHERE numbers 116. He comes to this figure 
by making Suras 74 and 96 into four suras, numbering Suras 73 and 76 as 34 
and 34 bis, and omitting the 54th place in his ordering. See R:Ems BLACHERE: 
Le Coran: Traduction &elnn un e&&ai de reclas&ement de& &ourate&. Paris: Maison· 
neuve 1947-51, 2, xv. 
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derous misdeeds.8 In (70th) 18: 74-80/73-79, a text dating from the 
end of the Second Meccan Period, the Qur an recounts a rabbinic legend 
telling how al-Khic;lr, corresponding perhaps to Elijah, kills a young 
man, apparently without any justification but really to protect the 
Islamic faith of the youth's parents. This passage is followed by a series 
of texts which warn parents against killing their children, either male or 
female,9 out of fear of disgrace or impoverishment. Most often the warn-
ing concerns "children" without distinction ofsex10 but in 16: 58f/60fit 
speaks of a female child, as in 81: 8 f. This kind of warning occurs in 
texts of all Periods. 

In contrast to the long span of almost two decades over which the first 
topic occurs, the descriptions of beautiful lads and maids of Paradise 
are confined to less than three years late in the First Meccan and early 
in the Second Meccan Periods. In five sur as of the First Meccan Period 11 

and in one of the early Second Meccan (44: 54) beautiful young men and 
women entertain the faithful in Paradise. Individuals of both sexes are 
compared to pearls in descriptions using a Christian vocabulary12 and 
are probably inspired by depictions of angels in Christian paintings or 
mosaics. 13 

A topic that receives much attention in th<· Q~ran over a period of 
about twelve years - from late in the First Meccan to the mid-Medinan 
Periods - is the just treatment of the orphan, not in the usual English 
meaning of a child bereft of both parents, but of the fatherless child 
f.'llatim). 14 The Arabic term for parentless (latim) never occurs in the 
Quran. When used in the Medinan Period "orphan" usually·refers to 
children whose fathers had lost their lives fighting to defend or promote 
Islam. Nineteen texts15 make mention of orphans, seven in auras 
classed as Meccan by BLACHERE and the rest in Medinan passages. 

The earliest of the nineteen speaks of God's providential care of 
Mul)ammad, deprived of his father before his birth and motherless by 

1 BLACHERE: Le Goran, pp. 37-38, n. 
9 Ibid., p. 382, n. and 695 n., in connection with 17: 31/33 and 6: 137/138. 
10 E.g., 6: 137/138. 140/141. and 151/152; 17: 31/33; and 60: 12. 
11 Namely 52:20. 24; 55: 72; 56: 17. 22. 351T./341T.; 76: 19 and 78:33. 
12 ARTHUR JEFFERY: The Foreign Vocabulary of the Quran. Repr. Lahore: Al-

Biruni 1967, p. 120. 
IJ Ibid. 
14 This is also the sense of the noun yathiim in the Hebrew Bible. 
15 Namely 2: 83177. 1771172. 215/211. 220/218; 4: 2. 3. 6/5. 8/9, 10/11. 

36/40; 6: 152/153; 8: 41/42; 59: 7; 76: 8; 89: 17/18; 90: 15; 93: 6. 9; and 
107: 2. 
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the age of six. The rest forbid harsh and oppressive treatment of father-
less children and urge kindness and justice towards them, above all in 
the matter of property rights. The Hebrew Bible and especially Aph-
raates, the Syriac Christian writer, treat the subject in much the same 
way. But both also recommend as objects of mercy the poor, the 
oppressed, the stranger, and the widow. 16 The Qur an too commends the 
first three17 to the charity of Muslims but not the widow. The word for 
widow (or widower), ayyim, occurs only once in the Quran (in 24: 32) 
and there in the plural and not in context with orphan. Even in this one 
occurrence the word means any person now unmarried, whether pre-
viously married or not. Marriageable women, single, widowed or 
divorced, are normally not expected to remain unmarried in Islam. 

If the Qur'anic references to orphans are listed in BLACHERE's chro-
nological order, they show the following sequence. 

(4th) 93: 6 (91st) 6: 152/153 (102nd) 4: 2 
(4th) 93: 9 (93rd) 2: 83177 (102nd) 4: 3 
(8th) 107: 2 (93rd) 2: 177/172 (102nd) 4: 6/5 
- - - - - - - - - - - - -(93rd) 2: 215/211 (102nd) 4: 8/9 
(34th his) 76: 8 (93rd) 2: 220/218 (102nd) 4: 10/11 
(40th) 90: 15 (97th) 8: 41142 (102nd) 4: 36/40 
(42nd) 89: 17/18 (104th) 59: 7 
- - - - - - - - - - - - -

The first three passages, originating early in the First Meccan Period, 
celebrate God's providence towards the orphan Mul;tammad and repudi-
ate oppression of orphans as a class. Then, after an interval of twenty-
six suras, three passages from suras of the late First Meccan Period18 

speak of feeding the orphan and the poor, all three using "feed" 
(at'ama), "orphan" (yatim), and "poor" (miskin), in close proximity. The 
time at which these three suras originated saw the beginnings of active 
opposition td Mul;tammad's preaching on the part of the Meccans. 
Around this time too, a number of his followers emigrated to Abyssinia, 

16 Aphraatis Demonstratio 4, De Oratione, I8 (Patrowgia Syriaca, R. G&AFFIN 
and I. PARISOT [edd.] Paris: Didot I894-I926, 1, 179-80; Demonstratio I5, De 
Di.stinctione Ciborum, 7 (P. S., I, 75I-52); Demonstratio 20, De Sustentatione 
Egenorum, 2 (P. S., I, 895-96); ibid., 4 (P. S., 1, 897-98); ibid., I5 (P. S., I, 
917-I8). 

17 'The orphan and also the poor (76: 8), the oppressed (90: I5f.), and the 
stranger (2: 215/2Il). 

18 76: 8; 90: 15; and 89: 17 /I8. 
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either to escape persecution or, as WATT sunnises,19 more probably 
because of rising dissension in the Muslim community. These three 
exhortations to deeds of beneficence could well have been aimed at 
strengthening unity among the Muslim converts in the face of a growing 
threat from outside as well as from within the group. In any case the 
orphan theme is abandoned abruptly after the third of these passages 
(89: 17/18, BLACHERE's 42nd) and is not resumed until the end of the 
Third Meccan Period, after an interval of forty-eight suras, in 6: 152/ 
153, BLACHERE's 91st. 

The resumption begins with 6: 152/153 and continues with a number 
of recommendations about orphans in twelve other texts, four of them in 
Sura Two,20 six in Sura Four,21 and one each in Suras Eight22 and Fifty· 
nine.23 BELL and WATT date most of these from the second and third 
year after Mubammad's arrival in Medina and link them with two 
important battles, Badr and Ul).ud, between the Muslims and Mubam· 
mad's Meccan opponents. 24 The fatherless children mentioned in these 
passages are now in great part those ofMubammad's followers who fell 
in battle in the early years at Medina. The new exhortations go beyond 
mere kindness to the orphan and look to respect for their property 
rights and provision for their security by marryin_g them off- even into 
the polygamous unions pennitted by the Quf an. 25 

Notable too about almost all these Medinan texts is the occurrence of 
"relatives" {al-qurba) in close or immediate context with orphans. In 
Mecca the Qurl an frowned on help founded on ties of kinship, because 
the Meccan basis for social solidarity was not tribal but religious. Men 
were to be judged as individuals in isolation from relatives (35: 18/19). 
But in Medina, where the Muslim community is now finnly established, 

19 W. MoNTGOMERY WATT: Muhammarl at Mecca. Oxford: Clarendon Pr. 
1953, p. 115. 

20 Verses 83/77; 177/172; 215/211; and 220/218. 
21 Verse 2, 3, 6/5, 8/9, 10/11, and 36/40. 
22 Verse 41/42. 
23 Verse 7. 
24 See BELL: 1Yie Qur'an, in the introductions to Suras Two, Four, and Eight, 

pp. 2, 66f., and 159f. WATT: MuhammarlatMedina. Oxford 1956, p. 232, n. 2, 
and p. 255, n. 4, refers 8: 41/42 and 59: 7 to Badr. W. MoNTGOMERY WATT: 
Bell's Introduction to tke Qur'an. Edinburgh: Edinburgh Univ. Pr. 1970. (Islamic 
Surveys. 8.), p. 76, also connects 4: 3 with {]bud and 8: 41142 with Badr. 

25 See BELL: 1Yie Qur'an, p. 66, and W. MONTGOMERY WATT: Companion to 
tke Qur'an. London: Alien and Unwin 1967, p. 61. 
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blood ties and the duties they impose are again emphasized (2: 177( 
172).26 

Some of these orphan texts are in the form of maxims introduced by 
"Say" and devised for public use in answer to problems proposed or cri-
ticisms directed to Mubammad. Such criticisms apparently awakened 
concern among his followers and Mubammad, after seeking guidance 
from above, received an answer telling him what to say. 27 Examples are: 

(93rd) 2: 215/217 They will a.sk you what they should contribute. Say: The 
wealth you bestow is for parents, relatives, orphans, the poor, and the 
strangf.'r. 

(93rd) 2: 220/218 They will a.sk you about orphans. Say: To deal justly 
with them is best. . . . · 

(9lst) 6: 148-152/149-153 The polytheists will say: If God had so willed, 
we should not have committed idolatry .... Say: Come, I will tell you what 
your Lord has forbidden you. . . . Do not meddle with the property of 
the orphan .... 

But by far the greatest emphasis on the young occurs in association 
with possessions and children. In various ways the Qur an in all four 
Periods of its promulgation proposes both of them as a temptation, not 
only to disbelievers, but also to the believers themselves. Possessions 
(miil or amwiil) are understood in the widest sense as gold and silver, 
cattle, horses, garments, weapons, land (3: 14/12), or even wives (64: 
14) and relatives (60: 3). Children (banun, auliid) include both sons and 
daughters, although the Arab preference is for sons. 28 Excessive preoc-
cupation with wealth and children is an obstacle to disbelievers because 
it makes them indifferent to moral values and to God's invitation to 
Islam. Even to believers such concern is a "temptation" (8: 28 and 
64: 15) causing them to forget God and the life to come (57: 20/19 and 
63: 9). 

BLACHERE lists the passages that warn against over-reliance on 
wealth and children as follows: 

26 See WATT: Muhammad at Mecca, pp. 73-74, and Companion, p. 35, on 
35: 18/19. 

27 See WATT: BeU'a Introduction, p. 76. 
21 For these details of usage see also LANE: Arabic-Engliah Lexicon, 1, 262, 

col. 3; 2, 2966, col. 2; and 2, 3026, col. 1. Noteworthy too is the insistence of the 
Syriac Christian writer Aphraates on wealth and children as obstacles to spiri-
tual progress in Demonstratio 5, De BeUiB, 7 (P. 8., 1, 195-96): "facultates tuae 
... liliis tuis"; Demonstratio 22, De Morte et Novi8aimi8, 9 (P. 8., 1, 1012, 4): 
"possessiones ... liberos"; and Demonstratio 23, DeAcino, 67 (P. 8., 2, 143-46): 
"divitias ... filios." See also Bardesanes: Liber Legum Regionum, 19 (P. 8., 2, 
570-71): "divitiae ... pueri." 
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First Meccan Period: 
(36th) 74: 13 

Second Meccan Period: 
(51st) 68: 14 
(53rd) 71: 12/11 
(53rd) 71: 21/20 
(58th) 26: 88 
(58th) 26: 133 
(60th) 19: 77/80 
(66th) 23: 55/57 
(70th) 18: 39/37 
(70th) 18: 46/44 

Third Meccan Period: 
(74th) 17:6 
(74th) 17: 64/66 
(87th) 34: 35/34 
(87th) 34: 37/36 

Medinan Period 
(99th) 3: 10/8 
(99th) 3: 14/12 
(99th) 3: 116/112 

(108th) 58: 17/18 
(95th) 64: 14 
(95th) 64: 15 

(97th) 8: 28 
(IOlst) 57: 20/19 
(106th) 63: 9 
(I 12th) 60: 3 
(115th) 9: 55 
(115th) 9: 69170 
(115th) 9: 85/86 

39 

In the above list four texts are placed out of sequence, three in Sura 
Three (99th) and one in Sura Fifty-eight ( 1 08th). The reason for the dis· 
placement is their close connection with the Battle of Ul;lUd in March 
625. BELL dates the first three from before this Battle and the last one 
after it. 29 All four continue the theme of the fourteen texts preceding 
them in the list, from 74: 13 (36th) to 34: 37/36 (87th): a warning to 
disbelievers for their excessive reliance on wealth and children. BELL 
dates the six passages immediately following the eighteen, that is, from 
64: 14 (95th) to 60: 3 (I 12th), from after Ul;lud. These six direct the 
same warning to Muslim believers: excessive attaChment to wealth and 
children poses a temptation to their faith. The last three texts, all from 
Sura Nine, hold up as a warning to believers the punishment of disbe· 
lievers who abounded in this world's goods. 

Sixteen passages speak of certain young people endowed with special 
virtues worthy of esteem, for example, faith (4: 25/29; 18: 13/12; 
21: 60/61; and 52: 21), wisdom (51: 28; 15: 53; and 19: 12113), mild 
temper (37: 101/99), integrity (21: 72 and 18: 10/9), devoutness 
(19: 7fT.), purity (19: 9), and the gift of miraculous speech (19: 29/30). 
Nearly all these texts were promulgated during the Second Meccan 
Period (616-619) amid growing opposition from the Meccan leaders 
who saw their established position and their material interests threat-
ened. During these years too Christian influences appear more promi· 
nently. Many in the series of prophets appearing in the suras of the 
Second Meccan Period are not from the Hebrew Bible but are found in 
primitive Christian literature more or less heretical. 30 This Christian in· 

29 BLAOHERE: Le Coran, pp. 857, 886 n., and 1022, partly confinn-s this dat-
ing by locating 3: 10/8 after the Battle of Badr in February 624 and 3: 116/112 
and 58: 17/18 after Ubud. 

30 See FR. BUHL: M14ammad. In: El1 3, 690. A positive and kindly concern 
for the young seems to coincide with periods of stress in Mubammad'slife; e.g., 
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fluence also appears in many words of Christian origin occurring for the 
first time in suras of the Second Meccan Period, for example: l}aniin, 
grace (Syriac); l}izb, group (Ethiopic); tiihut, ark (Ethiopic); salwii, quail 
(Syriac); khardal, mustard seed (Syriac); aswiiq, streets (Christian Ara-
maic); tafsir, explanation (Syriac); ba'l, Baal (Syriac); zukhruf, orna-
mental work (Syriac}, and many others.31 Six of these sixteen passages 
also speak of persons mentioned in the Gospels: Zechariah (19: 7), 
John the Baptist (19: 7 and 19: 12/13), Jesus (19: 19, 20, and 29/30; 
and 3: 45fT./40fT.), and the Virgin Mary (19: 19, 20; and 3: 45fT./ 
40fT.). Moreover, much of the legendary material introduced in this 
Period (for example, the stories of the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus, of 
Alexander the Great, and of Moses and al-Khic;lr), while never associat-
ed with the Bible, was well known in Christian Syriac literature. 

These texts are listed below in the order assigned to them by BLA-
CHERE, with one exception: BLACHERE and BELL both agree that 
52: 21 is an addition32 to a sura of the First Meccan Period made rather 
late in the Medinan Period by Mu}.lammad himself. It will be noted too 
that the terms for boy or youth tend to fall together in passages closely 
succeeding one another. Ghuliim, said of male offspring from birth until 
young manhood,33 has been translated as "child" and also as "young 
man," according to the context. Ghuliim is more common in the earlier 
texts, ~abiy (a youth) in those around the middle of the Period, andfatan 
(a youth) and its derivitives together with walad (child) towards the 
end. Dhurriya occurs twice in a Medinan passage in the general sense of 
offspring or young persons, but here old enough to make an act of faith 
and, as the text implies, to carry it out in action. 

(49th) 51: 28 They gave him (Abraham) good news of a wise child (ghuliimin) 
(Ismael) 

(52nd) 37: 101 f./99-102 We gave him (Abraham) good news of a mild-
tempered child (ghulamin) (lsmael) 

615-16, the emigration of some of his adherents to Ethiopia; 618, during the 
boycott by the clan ofHii.shim; 621, during the year before Mu}.lammad's depar-
ture for Medina; 624-25, during the battles that made orphans of many child-
ren of his companions. 

31 See JEFFERY: Foreign Vocabulary under the words cited. lfaniin is first 
found in 19: 13-14, h,izb in 19: 37/38, tabut in 20: 39, salwa in 20: 80/82, khar-
dalin 21:47/48, aswtiqin 25:718, tafsirin 25: 33/35, ba'lin 37: 125, and zukh-
ruf in 43: 35/34. 

32 BLACHERE: Le Coran, p. 48 n., and BELL: The Qur'an, pp. 535 ff. 
33 LANE: Arabic-English Lexicon, 2, 2287, col. I. 
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(59th) 15: 53 We give you (Abraham) good news of a wise child (ghuliimin) 
(Isaac). 

(60th) 19: 7 We give you (Zechariah) good news of a child (ghuliimin) whose 
· name is John. 
(60th) 19: 12/13 We gave him (John the Baptist) wisdom when a boy 

(~ahiyan). 
(60th) 19: 19 That I may bestow on you (Mary) a pure child (ghuliiman) 

(Jesus). 
(60th) 19: 20 How shall I (Mary) have a child (ghuliimun)! 
(60th) 19: 29/30 One (Jesus) who is in the cradle, a boy (~ahiyan). 
(67th) 21: 60/61 We heard a youth (/alan) (Abraham) mention them. 
(67th) 21: 72 We bestowed on him (Abraham) ... Jacob as a grandson 

(nafilatan-gift). 
(70th) 18: 10/9 The youths (/uyalu) retired to the cave. 
(70th) 18: 13/12 They were youths (/uyalun) who believed in their Lord. 
(79th) 12: 19-22 0 good news! here is a young man (ghuliimun- JosephJ 
(22nd) 52: 21 Their offspring (dAurriyaluhum) have followed them ... We have 

caused their offspring (dAurriyaluhum) to join them. 
(99th) 3: 45-47/40-42 How shall I (Mary) have a child (waladun) 
(102nd) 4: 25/29 From among your young women (/alayatilr:um) who are 

believers. 

A shorter series of eleven texts, dating mostly from the Third Meccan 
or the Medinan Periods, manifests either an attitude of indifference 
towards youth or of positive repugnance towards certain qualities of the 
young. The passages occur in the following approximate chronological 
sequence: 

Second Meccan Period 
(53rd) 71: 26f./27f. They (disbelievers) beget only vicious ingrates. 
(70th) 18: 60ff./59ff. Moses said to his slave boy (/alii). 
Third Meccan Period 
(76th) 30: 54/53 God created you in weakness (as infants). 
(79th) 12: 30 The wife of the nobleman (Pharaoh) has solicited her slave 

boy {fntii). · 
(79th) 12: :J6 Two slave boy'! (/alayiin) ('ntcred the prison with him 

(Joseph). ' 
(79th) 12: 62 He (Joseph) said to his slave boys (/ityiin): Put their goods in 

their packs. 
(80th) 40: 67/69 He (God) brings you forth as infants (tiflan). 
Medinan Period 
(102nd) 4: 9f./10f. If they left behind them weak offspring (dAurriya) ..•. 
(102nd) 4: 75/77 Why do you not fight for the cause of God and of the 

miserable ones from among men, women, and slave born children 
(wildiin)t 

(102nd) 4: 97f./99f. Their abode is Hell, except the miserable ones from 
among men, women, and slave born children (wildiin). 
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(I02nd) 4: 127/126 God tells you clearly (what to do) concerning ... the 
miserable ones from among ... the slave born children (wildii.n). 

These passages tend to employ pejorative terms for children. Fatan 
and its dcrivitives are associated with male and female slaves. Wildtin 
in classical usage is used of children born in servitude. The neutral 
words lift and dlturriya in all these texts are mwcl with radicals denoting 
weakness and misery. The over-all view of the young in passages origi-
nating in these years is that of offspring who are wicked, skeptical in 
religious matters, born in slavery, weak, miserable, and oppressed. The 
context& of the passages indicated describe servile situations, solicita-
tion to evil, and imprisonment. The joyful images of youth, so common 
in the Second Meccan Period, have now given way to a. rather depres-
sing portrayal of young people surrounded by evil and oppression. 

Seven texts, most of them located in the Third Meccan Period, stress, 
usually by implication, the strong love of parents for their children. 
Some of these praise the gratitude that good ·children have towards 
their parents; some regard the child as a precious gift to be tenderly 
cared for; others see in children a. consolation and a support to their 
parents. Five of the texts are Meccan and two are Medinan. 

Second Meccan Period 
(58th) 26: 18/17 Said Pharaoh: Did we not bring you up among us as a child 

(walidan)? 

Third Meccan Period 
(74th) 17:24/25 My Lord, have mercy on both (parents) since they brought 

me up when I was small (11aghiran) 
(79th) 12: 21 He who bought him (Joseph) ... said to his wife: Give him 

honorable lodging. He may be of service to us or we may adopt him as 
our child (waladan). 

(81st) 28: 9/8 Pharaoh's wife said: (Joseph will be) a comfort to me and to 
you. Don't kill him. He may be of service to us or we may adopt him as our 
child (waladan). · 

(84th) 31: 33/32 ... Fear a day on which a father will not make satisfaction for 
his son (walad) and a son (mauliidun) will not make satisfaction for his father 
at all. 

Medi~an Period 
(93rd) 2: 233 Mothers shall breastfeed their children (aulad) for two full years. 
(99th) 3: 35/31 ... lmran's wife said: My Lord, I have vowed to You 

what is in my womb as a dedicated (offering). 

Nine passages, five of them also dated by BELL from around 624, 
express admiration at the strength and full vigor {ashudd) of young 
adulthood. 
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(70th) 18: 82/81 Your Lord wished that they both should attain full vigor 
(tJ8hudd). 

(76th) 30: 54/53 After weakness (of infancy) He appointed strength (qii,wa) 
(of adulthood) and after strength He appointed weakness (of old age) and 
gray hairs. . · 

(79th) 12: 22 When he (Joseph) reached full vigor (a8hudd), We gave him 
judiciousness and knowledge. 

(80th) 40: 67169 He gave you birth as an infant that you might reach full 
vigor (tJ8hudd). 

(74th} 17: 34/36 Do not approach the orphan's property except to improve 
it, until he reaches his full vigor (a8hudd). 

(Sist) 28: 14/13 When he (Moses) reached full vigor (tJ8hudd) and became 
full gro\m, We gave him judiciousness and knowledge. 

(90th) 46: 15/14 When he attains full vigor (tJ8hudd) and reaches forty 
years .... 

(9Ist) 6: 152/153 Do not approach the orphan's property except to improve 
it, until he reaches his full vigor (tJ8hudd). 

(109th) 22:5 (We sustain you through youth) that you may reach full vigor 
(tJ8hudd). 

The use of a noun like atJhudd, indicating a state_of strength rather than 
the quality itself, brings out the sentiment of admiration expressed in 
these passages. The weaker term, strength (qiiwa), could express the 
quality and is actually used in 30: 54/53 (76th) to. contrast the weak· 
ness of infancy with the strength of adulthood. Three of the above pas· 
sages (30: 54/53; 46: 15/14; and 22: 5) describe the course of human 
life by enumerating its stages. In these three full vigor (atJhudd) is seen 
as the ideal stage worthy of admiration. Two passages (46: 15/14 and 
28: 14/13) define the sense in which the Qur'an understands atJhudd by 
linking it with an equivalent. In 28: 14/13 the equivalent is i8tawa, to 
become of full vigor in body and intellect, that is, from twenty-eight to 
forty years of age. 34 

The extreme limit of maturity in 46: 15/14 is. set at forty years. Here 
no starting point is given, but the lexicons place it variously at seven-
teen, eighteen or thirty years of age. 35 Only one of the passages (22: 5) 
cited here occurs in a sura which BLACHERE regards as Medinan. But 
BELL makes four other texts of this set (i.e., 17: 34/36; 28: 14/13; 
46: 15/14; and 6: 152/153) Medinan additions to Meccan auras. BLA-
CHERE regards Sura Seventeen as of uncertain date; MuiR and 
HIRSCHFELD36 put it almost immediately before the Hijra. The chrono-

34 Ibid., 1, 1477-78. 
35 Ibid., 2, 1519, col. 2. 
36 BLACHi:RE: Le Coran, p. 375, and liARTWIG HIRSCHFELD: New Re&earche.s 

into the Composition and Exegesis of the Qoran. London: Royal Asiatic Soc. 1902, 
pp. 36 and 143-44. 
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logical arrangement of 'UMAR B. MUJ1AMMAD B. 'ABDALKAFe7 con-
firms BELL's Medinan date for 6: 1521153 and 46: 15/14. 

A large number of passages deny that God has ofT spring (waladun).38 

Waladun has a broad meaning and is variously translated as "a son," 
"a child," "children" or "ofTspring." Unless there is explicit mention of 
Jesus in the context,39 these denials should be understood as opposing 
the pagan Arab belief that the angels were God's ofT spring or that God 
had begotten "daughters"- a term applied to the pre-Islamic deities.40 

"Child" or "children" in such texts generally has a neutral sense, but in 
one passage, 43: 81, at least by implication, there appears a positive 
attitude of respect for a son (similar to the honor shown to his father): 

43: 81 If the Merciful One had a son, then I would be the first of the wor· 
shippers. (See also 39: 4/6.) 

BLACHERE regards 43: 81 and 39: 4/6 as texts of the Second and Third 
Meccan Periods respectively. 

Several legal texts ruling on inheritance (4: 11 IT./12 IT. and 4: 175) 
understand waladun as children, descendants or heirs. Implicit in these 
Medinan texts is a positive attitude towards children, especially males, 
both as deserving of just treatment and as capable of supporting parents 
or others who depend on them. If a man should die without issue, 
Qur'anic law divides his property among other relatives. 

Four Medinan passages from Sura Twenty-four (107th in BLACHE· 
RE's sequence), aimed at keeping the young innocent, seem to have 
been occasioned by an incident involving 'A'isha, the youngest wife of 
Mul_tammad. Around the beginning of the year 627 on a night march 
she was accidentally left behind in the desert. A young soldier brought 
her back to Medina on the following day. This gave rise to gossip and 
Mul_tammad promulgated Sura Twenty-four to legislate punishment for 
unsubstantiated accusations of adultery and, incidentally, to lay down 
rules for domestic life. Several passages in this Sura make significant 
mention of the young, three explicitly and one implicitly. 

24: 31 Tell believing women ... not to show their ornaments (to any· 
one) except to their husbands . . . or to children not distinguishing 
women's nakedness. 

37 Citcrl in the sura headings (except in Suras 110 and 114) of the standard 
Egyptian edition of the Qur'an. 

·'" PARWr: Kommentar, p. 27, on 2: 116/110, gives fourteen direct references. 
39 E.g., as in 4: 171f./169f. and 19:35/36. 
40 WATT: Muhammad at Medina, p. 318. 
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24: 33 ... Do not force your slave girls into prostitution for your own 
chance gain of (this present) life, if they (themselves) wish to live 
chastely .... 

24: 59/58 When your children reach puberty, let them ask leave (before 
coming into your presence), as those before them asked leave .... (See 
also 24: 58/57.) 

24: 60/59 As for women past (the age of) child-bearing and without hope 
of (further) marriage, it is no sin for them to lay aside their (outer) 
garments, as long as they do not show off their ornaments; but to avoid 
(taking this liberty) is better for them. 

Two of these texts (24: 31 and 24: 59/58) recognize the innocence of 
very young children, the second adding a rule to prevent their exposure 
to immodest sights. The word "prostitution" in 24: 33 probably means 
some form of temporary union not necessarily against pre-Islamic cus-
tom.41 But in any case the sentiment expressed would imply regard for 
the rights of young female slaves. Also by implication in 24: 60/59 it is 
expected that younger women should observe proper modesty. All four 
passages show a positive attitude towards innocence and modesty in 
the young. 

In summary, then, the Qur'ii.nic attitude towards youth progresses 
over the years at Mecca from an attitude of concern for the young them-
selves to concern lest their parents become too- possessive in their 
regard. This sentiment at a later stage gradually verges towards indif-
ference. Then it shifts to admiration for young adulthood and concern 
for the rights of the young towards the end of Mul;lammad's years at 
Mecca and early in the Medinan Period. 

• • • 
In the Qur'an the elderly receive far less attention than the young. 

The earliest reference to them is in 73: 17 (34th), a Sura of the First 
Meccan Period dating from about 615. The reference is indirect and 
looks only to a condition usually found in the old - their gray hair. 

How then will you protect yourselves, if you are disbelievers, from a day 
which will make children gray-headed? 

The reference is to the Day of Judgment when fear42 will cause the hair 
even of children to turn white. The attitude towards old age itself could 

41 Ibid., pp. 384-85. 
42 Instead of fear Zamakhshari gives another possible interpretation, namely 

duration. 
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be interpreted as neutral. But it could also be one of revulsion or dislike 
from its association with terror as a cause of graying, even in the very 
young. Two other texts, both dating from the Second Meccan Period, 
also portray old age as neutral or slightly undesirable. Both associate 
old age with a punishment from God like that inflicted on Lot's wife. 43 

(58th) 26: 171 f .... We delivered him (Lot) and all his family except. an 
old woman, one among those who remained behind.44 (See also [5:2ndJ :17: 
134 f.) 

Another group of seven texts of a slightly later date associate old age 
with traits that arouse aversion or disgust. BLACHERE locates these 
passages in the Second and early Third Meccan Periods, from around 
the years 617 to 621 when Mu}J.ammad was in his late forties or early fif-
ties. Their rather depressing content appears in the following citations 
in their approximate chronological order. 

(59th) 15: 54 He (Abraham) said: Do you give me good tidings (of a son), 
despite the fact that old age has overtaken me? 

(60th) 19: 4f./3ff. He (Zechariah) said: 0 my Lord, my bones are weak 
and my head has become hoary with white hair . . . I fear my re· 
latives ... and my wife is barren .... 

(60th) 19: 8/9 He (Zechariah) said: 0 my Lord, how shall I have a son 
when my wife is barren and I have come to the stiffness of old age?45 

(62nd) 36: 68 We· make stooped in stature46 him to whom We give long 
life. 

43 The earliest text (54: 33-38) to mention the deliverance of Lot's family de-
scribes all its members as being delivered. Another (21: 7 4 f.) says Lot himself 
was saved. These two make one exception, an unidentified old woman. All other 
passages about the escape of Lot and his family- 7: 83/81; 11: 81183; 15: 60; 
27: 57/58; and 29: 32/31 -are of a later date and identify the one exception as 
Lot's wife. WATT: Muhammad at Mecca, p. 159, attributes this development to 
Mubammad's growth in knowledge of the Hebrew Bible. 

44 According to another interpretation of the term "those remaining behind" 
(al-ghii.birina) Lot's aged wife was guilty of a transgression of God'slaw and was 
punished for this. See HEINRICH SPEYER: Die biblischen Erziihlungen im Qoran. 
Hildesheim: Olms 1971, p. 157 n. 2, citing AL. SPRENOER: Das Leben und die 
Lehre dell Mohammad. 2nd ed. 3 vols. Berlin: Nicolai 1869, 1, 493, n. l. 

45 LANE: Arabic-English Lexicon, 2, 1951, cols. 1-2, also explains 'itiyan as 
implying stiffness or rigidity in the joints and bones. See also PAR ET: Kommen-
tar, p. 322 on 19: 8/9. 

46 LANE, ibid., 2, 2851, col. 1, translates nakasa or nakkasa as "inverts." Most 
translations of the Qur an make nunakkis refer to the stooped posture of old age, 
but the Muslim commentators interpret it by 16: 70/72 and 22: 5 and under· 
stand it as the enfeeblement to which God subjects the aged. 
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(74th) 17: 23/24 Your Lord has commanded ... (that you show) kindness 
to (your) parents. If one or both of them attain old age (while living) with 
you, do not say to them, "Shame on you," ... but ... behave humbly 
towards them out of pity. . .. 

(76th) 30: 54/53 God it is who created you weak. Then after weakness 
He gave you strength, then after strength He reduced you to weakness 
and gray hairs .... 

(79th) 12: 78 They (Joseph's brothers) said: 0 mighty (one), he has a father, 
a very old man. So take one of us in his place. We see that you are a kind 
person. 

These texts, departing from the neutral or slightly biased attitude of 
the three earlier passages (73: 17; 26: 171 f.; and 37: 134f.) now see old 
age as something altogether repulsive. Three (15: 54; 19: 4f./3fT.; and 
19: 8/9) speak of the aged as unable to have children; three (19: 4f./ 
3fT.; 36:. 68; and 30: 54/53) point out their physical weakness, and two 
(17: 23/24 and 12: 78) regard their condition as pitiable. Other limita-
tions mentioned in these passages are the gray hair, the stiff joints, the 
stooped posture, the timidity, and the fear of having to bear the con· 
tempt of their own children that are the lot of" many people in their de· 
clining years. 

This view of old age as positively undesirable in texts promulgated 
around 617 to 621 gives way to a view even more extreme found in a 
series of seven texts dating from the last years at Mecca and the first 
few years at Medina. These texts, taken as a whole, see old age as piti-
able and even disgusting. 

(75th) 16: 70/72 God created you; then He will cause you to die. Among 
you is he who is reduced to the most contemptible stage oflife, so that after 
knowing something he may know nothing. 

(79th) 12: 94f. Indeed I perceive the smell of Joseph although you (Jacob's 
sons) think that I'm in my dotage. They answer: By God, your mind really 
is wandering, as before. 

(80th) 40: 67/69 It is He who ... brings you forth as infants, then (makes) 
you attain your full vigor, then become old men - though some of you 
die before that - and reach a term determined .... 

(Sist) 28: 23 He (Moses) found, apart from them (the people watering their 
flocks), two women holding back (their flocks). He said: What is the matter 
with you! They said: We do not water (our flocks) until the shepherds 
drive away (their flocks), for our father is a very old man. 

(88th) 35: 11112 ... Nothing is added to the age of him whose life is 
prolonged and nothing is cut off from his lifetime except what is (written) 
in a book. That is easy for God. 

(93rd) 2: 266/268 Would any of you like to have a garden of palm trees 
and vines with rivers flowing through it and with all kinds of fruits! 
Old age has smitten him and he has an offspring of weaklings. Then a 
strong, fiery wind strikes it and it is burned up. 

191 



192 -------- THEQUR'AN 

48 

(109th) 22: 5 ... We bring you forth as infants; then (We make) you attain your 
full vigor; and some of you die (young); and among you is he who is 
reduced to the most contemptible stage of life, so that after knowing 
something he may know nothing. 

The first of the above passages, 16: 70172, belongs to a sura dating 
from early in the Third Meccan Period- from about the year 619 when 
Mul;lammad was forty-nine years old. It pronounces old age as the vilest 
stage of human life, contemptible because it reduces mentally compe-
tent persons to senility. The second text ridicules Jacob (although in 
fact he is right) by having his sons rebuke him for yielding to the illu-
sions of dotage, as they see it.47 

In seeming contrast to this qark picture the next text, 40: 67/69, 
appears tolerant towards old age. But closer inspection shows how 
sharply full strength and old age are contrasted. Here too, strong 
emphasis is put on God's action of determining the individual's life 
span, the implication being that it is His decree that imposes the burden 
of old age on some. Moreover, the words, "God makes you become old 
men, though some of you die before that" would seem to carry some 
such meaning as, "If you are fortunate, you may escape these changes 
and the tragedy of decrepitude by dying young." In fact, say the com-
mentators Zamakhshari and Ra.zi, you may die extremely young: Some 
of you may be born as miscarried fetuses. 

In 28: 23 Moses finds two women unable to water their flock until 
others have gone before them. They take last place, they say, because 
their father is a very old man- the implication being that he is too old to 
water the animals himselr'8 or to help his daughters defend their rights 
against the shepherds. Either explanation stresses the helplessness and 
the pitiable state to which old age reduces human beings. 

In saying that it is God's decree alone that gives long or short life, 
35: 11/12 like 40: 67/69 seems to maintain a neutral attitude towards 
old age. But, because of the view taken of old age in the other suras pro-
mulgated in this Third Meccan Period, it would seem only right to con-
clude that it is God's decree alone that imposes on mankind either of the 
two unpleasant alternatives here mentioned, the sad spectacle of a 
young life cut off in its prime or the pitiable burden of advanced years. 

47 See A. F. L. BEESTON: BaiQiiwi'a Commentary on Surah 12 of the Qurtin, 
Oxford: Clarendon Pr. 1963, pp. 47-48, and also his note 160 (p. 73) translating 
Zamakhshari's comment on this passage. See also LANE: Arahic-Engliah Lexi-
con, 2, 2448, col. 2, on Jannada. 

48 Tafair al-Jalii,lain, 
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The use of the verb aqiiba, to smite, with old age in 2: 266/268 makes 
it clear that the Qufiin at this stage of its promulgation regards this 
period of life as a. misfortune. Worse still, their physical weakness 
appears in the progeny generated· by old men. The comment of the 
Ja.liils ori this passage, "Old age makes one too weak to earn a living," 
stresses the incapacity of the elderly in still another wa.y. 

Chronologically the last passage of this set, 22: 5 is a combination 
and a recasting of several other passages, especially of 16: 70/72 and 
40: 67/69 with many phrases textually identical with parts of these. 
Like 16: 70/72, it represents old age a.s the most contemptible stage of 
man's life. In it he enters on a period of intellectual emptiness and phy· 
sical infirmity. 

Ten displaced texts, all attributed by BELL to the Medinan Period, 
return to a more tolerant view of advanced years. Four of these, classed 
as early Medinan, portray the barrenness of old age as overcome by 
God's power (3: 40/35; 11: 72/75; 14: 39/41; and 51: 29). The context 
of these passages shows that this divine intervention is a sign of God's 
special mercy and beneficence. Two other~ early Medinan passages 
(2: 96/90 and 35: 37 /34) see long life as a. gift from God, of which those 
now suffering punishment in the hereafter did not take advantage in 
their lifetime. One similar text (21: 44/45) regMds prolonged life with 
the enjoyment of prosperity as desirable. 

Finally, three verses, revised according to BELL in Medina, make 
length of years a neutral concept. In 10: 16/17 the Qufiin speaks of 
Mubammad's having remained a lifetime - perhaps forty. years -
among those to whom he preached before beginning his mission. Sura 
28: 45 represents another neutral expression of duration similar to 
ways of speaking occurring elsewhere in the Quf iin. 49 In a. late passage 
(24: 31) which BELL dates from around the year 627, "old age" is im· 
plicitly referred to in a. neutral sense as a circumstance oflegislation on 
proper conduct for women: women may display their ornaments to men 
who no longer desire carnal union - presumably because of old age. so 

• • • 

49 P ARET: Kommentar, p. 380, refers to a parallel text in 21: 44/45 and to less 
exact equivalents in 20: 86/89 and 57: 16/15. 

50 Others understand "men without sexual desire" here not only as "old men" 
but also those classed with them, viz., eunuchs and the insane. See BLACHERE: 
Le Coran, 1009 f. 
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If BELL's dating of individual passages is accepted, forty-five texts 
out of approximately one hundred and eleven dealing with the young 
occur around the years 624 to 625, that is, in the third and fourth years 
after the Hijra. Only one of these forty-five (4: 9/10) mentions a nega· 
tive quality- weakness- in children. Within this same period Fii.t.ima, 
Mu\lammad's daughter, married 'Ali ibn Abi Tii.lib, and their union was 
blessed with two male children, I;lasan and I;lusain. At no other period 
during the promulgation of the Qur an are the young mentioned so 
often. Such a concentration on this theme would seem to reflect Mubam· 
mad's tender feelings towards children in general and towards his own 
descendants in particular.51 

In general, then, in regard to the young, the attitude expressed in the 
Qur an over the twenty years of its promulgation first shifts from neu· 
trality to mild concern lest children impede the spiritual development of 
their parents. Towards the later years in Mecca and during the Medinan 
Period this attitude softens to admiration mingled with regret for 
adverse situations that might threaten the young. The mood finally 
yields to one of admiration for the young and concern for their welfare. 

As the attitude towards the young mellows over these two decades so, 
on the contrary, feelings seem to harden towards old age. Early in 
Mecca, when Mu\lammad was still in his early forties, the attitude is one 
of neutrality or tolerance. In the mid·Meccan years, when he was 
approaching his fifties, there is a gradual shift; towards aversion. Late in 
Mecca and throughout most of the Medinan Period old age is seen as 
pitiable and repulsive. 

This double development fits in with the changes that advanced years 
bring to the average person. In the earlier stages one is respected for his 
experience and wisdom. But with the passage of time come declining 
strength, a narrowing circle of family and friends, a loss of status, and to 
many a diminishing sense of worth and self-esteem. These changes can 
lead to moodiness, self-pity, and a demanding possessiveness. Negative 
attitudes of this kind seem to have led Mubammad, when he was fift;y-
seven years old, at the time of the crisis in his harem, to promulgate a 
group of Qur'O.nic ordinances concerning the conduct of his own wives 
and curtailing the liberties of women in general. At this same time or a 
little later, when his advancing years and lessening energies led some of 
his companions to consider marriage with his wives after his death, he 
promulgated a verse forbidding them to remarry if they survived him. 

51 WATT: MukammadatMedina, p. 322, remarks on this tenderness a.nd cites 
H. A. R. Gn~n in support of it. 
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(105th) 33: 53 ... You (0 believers) must not annoy the Prophet and you 
must not marry his wives after him - ever I That would be a great ( ofTense) 
to God. 

The Muslim commentator Rii.zi says that this verse was occasioned by 
'fa.ll;la.h ibn 'Uba.yda.llii.h's remark that he would marry Muba.mma.d's 
youngest wife 'A'isha.h if he outlived Mul;la.mma.d. 52 Another commenta-
tor, 'fa.ba.ri, gives the Muslim explanation for this prohibition in a. Tradi-
tion from 'A'isha.h passed on by Abii Ayyiib, Muba.mma.d's standard-
bearer: It would not be right for others to marry Muba.mma.d's wives 
because Muba.mma.d had conferred on them the title of "Mothers of the 
Believers" and it is not lawful for a. man to marry his mother, 53 WATT 
with more probability explains the prohibition as a. means of averting 
division in the Muslim community.54 

52 Fakhr ad-Din ar-Razi: At-Tafsir al·kahir. 1st ed. 16 vols. Cairo: al-Matba'a 
al bahiya al-mif.;riya 135711938, vol. 13, part 25, 225. On this whole matter 
see NABIA AnnoT'l': Aishah the Beloved of Mohammed. Chicago: Univ. of Chicago 
Pr. 1942, pp. 21 and 57f. 

53 a.t-Taba.ri: Jam~ al·bayanfi tafsir al-Qur'an. 12 vols. Beirut: Dar a.l·Ma.'rifa. 
1400/1980, vol. 10, part 22, 29, on 33: 53. 

54 WATT: Muhammad at Medina, p. 287. 
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THE DIVINE NAME "AL-RAI:IMAN" 
IN THE QUR'AN 

Jacques Jomier 

[361] THE DIVINE NAME al-Ra~miin occurs frequently in the Qur'an. It 
figures primarily in the ritual formula with which all the siiras begin. In 
the body of the siiras, it is found 56 additional times (sixteen times in Sura 
XIX alone). At first glance the sense of the term seems clear; it is connected 
to the root r-~-m, which expresses the idea of mercy. Grammatically it 
has been understood by the commentators as an adjectival fa 'liin, a classi-
cal type in Arabic; it expresses the intensity of the character of mercy. In 
order to distinguish it from another adjective derived from the same root, 
al-Ra~fm, the Merciful, it has been rendered in French as a special word: le 
Clement ("the Clement One", used quite frequently), le Bienfaiteur ("the 
Benefactor", used by Blachere) and by a superlative, le Tres Misericordieux 
("the Most Merciful", used by Montet). Such a solution is satisfactory if 
one sees it exclusively from the point of view of the religious values per-
ceived in the Qur'an. It enhances the profound Qur'anic (and Biblical) 
idea of the immense divine goodness; the presence, together, of these two 
quasi-synonymous adjectives suggests a means of expressing their mutual 
reinforcement. All things considered, it would be something like the Latin 
version of the Bible, where one finds the expression Misericors et Miserator 
Dominus.l [362] Most Muslims adhere to this religious interpretation. 

However, a closer examination reveals a difficulty which has drawn the 
attention of certain Orientalists, especially Blachere. Is the parallelism of the 
two adjectives al-Ra~miin al-Ra~fm really as clear as has been suggested? 
Al-Ra~miin was the most important name under which God was invoked 
by certain Arabian groups at the time of the birth of Islam; the evidence 
for this is clear with respect to certain religious groups in Yemen.2 In this 

1 Cf. Vulgate, Psalms 111:4, 145:8. Note that the comparison extends only as far as 
the religious sentiment expressed and not to textual criticism. The two Latin adjectives, 
derived from the same root, translate two Hebrew words from entirely different Hebrew 
roots: ~annon we-ra~iim, the Merciful and Compassionate. 

2 The inscriptions discovered in South Arabia show that before Islam RA/fMANAN 
served to designate God in Jewish texts and the Father in trinitarian Christian inscriptions. 
Cf. G. Ryckmans, Les religions arabes prtfislamiques {Louvain, 1951), 47-48. 
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environment the phrase seems to have had the sense which was given in the 
second and third centuries to the expression "Dieu bon" or the sense which 
is given in France today to the expression "le Bon Dieu". The believers 
know that God can be called Great, Good, Omnipotent, and so forth, but 
the word "Good" in this case is not only a.n adjective: it forms a. part of 
the expression which the believers, in preference to all other terms, use to 
designate God in His being. They attempt to express the Being of God, 
the mysterious totality, when they add to His name the word which best 
suggests the reasons for the immense confidence that He inspires. 

In the Qur'an, the difference between the grammatical roles played by 
al-Ra/;lmiin and al-Ra/;lfm is evident: 

1. Al-Ra!Jmiin is always used with the article whereas al-Ra/;lfm occurs 
sometimes with the article, other times without it. 

2. If al-Ra/;lmiin acts as a.n adjective in the typically Muslim doublet al-
Ra/;lmiin al-Ra/;lfm (seven cases out of the 56 instances of al-Ra/;lmiin 
within the various suras), it is never constructed elsewhere in the same 
manner as other adjectives which describe God. Al-Ra/;lmiin always 
appears alone in these other cases, whereas the other divine names are 
[363} very frequently associated with a. certain diversity. Ra/;lfm, for 
example, is found alone only four times (without the definite article) 
out of 115 cases. It is coupled with Ghaftir (more than 70 times, 
with or without the article), Tawwiib (nine times, with or without 
the article), Ra'uf (nine times, without the article), al-'Azfz (thirteen 
times with the article), etc. 

3. Finally, the adjectives which serve as names of God within the Qur'an 
are used sometimes in a. profane manner, in reference to a. created 
being: ra/;lfm, for example, characterizes Mul;la.mma.d (Qur'an IX, 
129/128) whereas al-Ra/;lmiin designates only God.3 

3 A fourth difference is evident, but it is very difficult to construct a convincing argument 
for it; this concerns the use of the divine names in Medina and in the late Meccan siiras 
which do not contain the name al-Ra~man. In these passages, the mention of the divine 
names is linked harmoniously to the style. The Qur'an enunciates a proposition, an order 
or a deed with its habitual conciseness; next, the phrase is completed by an invocation 
of an attribute of God in keeping with the context. In this one has a sort of short 
and sonorous story which echoes and lifts the spirit of the audience above the concrete 
situation, occasionally prosaically. One is taken from the particular not to the general, 
but directly to God, remaining then in the domain of existence which delights the ancient 
Arabian spirit, which is little inclined to the abstract realm. See, for example, Qur'an VIII, 
71-72/70-71, where, after a promise of restitution and grace made to the captives, the text 
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[364] Moving beyond strictly grammatical points, the differences are cast 
into still sharper contrast. Whereas the ordinary attributes signify just one 
aspect of the divine majesty, His power or His knowledge for example, al-
Ra~miin most often designates God himself. Without a doubt, al-Ra~miin 
occurs in verses where the context speaks explicitly of mercy and where 
it seems natural to call God "the Most Merciful" (cf. Qur'an XLIII, 31-
32/32-33}; without a doubt, it is possible to say that God always acts with 
mercy and that al-Ra~miin is a term that is always suitable. It is no less 
true, however, that these explanations are insufficient. Although in most 
cases the fine balance of the Qur'anic phrases will change if one replaces a 
divine name with that of Allah, in virtually every case Allah can substitute 
for al-Ra~miin without changing the sense. The commentators were well 
acquainted with this equivalence; they employed the two names as equals 
in order to designate God when they glossed passages where there was a 
question of al-Ra~miin. 

Occupying a totally unique place in the Qur'an, the word al-Ra~miin 
deserves to be studied apart, independent of the other divine attributes. 

For a long time, Orientalists have remarked that al-Ra~miin is the most 
characteristic signal of Mecca; they have used its presence as a sign of the 
texts of the second Meccan period. Without going over all of this question 
again, we would like to see only how the Qur'an uses the word al-Ra~miin in 
order to designate God himself. We will ask if one can reconstruct a precise 
cycle of beliefs associated with this name. We will attempt finally to raise 
once again the points which will allow us to determine the areas of Arabia 
in which God was worshipped under this name. 4 

* 
* * 

adds: "God pardons, He is merciful", and after an invocation on possible treason: "God 
is all-knowing and wise". It is clear that each of these attributes is in direct relationship 
with an element of the preceding phrase. See also Qur'an IV, 36-38/32-34, where a 
series of orders is punctuated by clauses such as: "God of all things is all-knowing", 
"God of all things sees all things", "God is majestic and great". The idea that God sees 
all and watches all is certainly there to incite the hearers not to disobey the received 
commandments. One can present other examples by the dozen. The word al-Ral}miin is 
never used as an adjective to secure this sort of harmony of thought and style. 

4 We will not investigate here the question of RA!fMANAN in South Arabia, nor the 
question of its connection with al-Ral}miin in the Qur'an. Y. Moubarac treats this in his 
"Les noms, titres et attributs de Dieu dans le Coran et leurs correspondants en epigraphie 
sud-semitique", Le Museon 68 (1955), 93-135, 326-68. As the present article risked en-
croaching on the work of Moubarac, we made our intentions clear to him; he had the 
courtesy and the grace to forgo his rights of priority, for which we are grateful to him. 
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[365] For the study of a problem such as this, we only have Muslim docu-
ments at our disposal. The first of these is the Qur'an. The others are the 
different traditions collected by the exegetes, the jurists and the historians. 
For our present concerns the Qur'an offers us two types of texts. There 
are doctrinal texts where al-Ra~miin is spoken of dogmatically, and there 
are apologetic-type texts. The latter contain the objections made by the 
pagan Meccans to the teachings of the Prophet as well as the arguments 
destined to refute those objections; they are of special interest because they 
throw a certain light on the psychology of the opposition. Despite all this, 
the situation remains obscure and it is not possible to maintain today-as 
certain nineteenth-century Orientalists did a little too quickly-that Islam 
was born in the clear light of history and that the life of its apostle was 
as well known as the lives of the Christian reformers of the Renaissance. 
Historians have a need to know the background to the events which they 
are studying, and, in the case of Islam, that background is still a great mys-
tery. The impossibility of making excavations in central Arabia deprives us 
of epigraphical and archeological evidence which, in the absence of other 
texts, would allow us to have some knowledge of the faith and customs of 
the Arabs of the past-be they pagans, Jews, Christians or Sabeans-and 
of how the distribution of their beliefs followed geographic considerations. 

As a result, one is reduced to building up research hypotheses, then dis-
cussing them without having any illusions about their provisional character. 
In the case of Allah and al-Ra~miin, it seems that one may advance the 
following assertions. The name Allah designated the creator God known by 
the Meccans, but His cult, before Islam, allowed for the worship of other sec-
ondary divinities. Al-Ra~miin, on the other hand, was a name of the unique 
God in certain portions of Arabia (at least in al-Yamama and Yemen), but 
the [366] Meccans felt an aversion to its use. The name was a stranger to 
them.5 

The Qur'an contains traces of the opposition that the Meccans mani-
fested toward the preaching of the name al-Ra~miin, the One God. The 
texts are well-known and are frequently cited: 

5 The fact that Islam prefers Allah as the principle name of the unique God agrees with 
what we know from elsewhere about the spirit of the Qur'an. As the pre-lslamic cult of the 
Ka'ba was preserved with a completely changed spirit, so the cult of Allah persisted with 
a rejuvenated doctrine. This solution had the advantage of not provoking the aversion 
of the Meccans to the name of al-Ral_imiin, while not totally giving up on the doctrine. 
The attempt at preaching the name of al-Ral_imiin had so outraged the Meccans that its 
continuation would have been quite a disadvantage. It should be noted that the l_iadlth 
reflecting the J:Iijazi Muslim attitude only uses this divine name on a few occasions (only 
two references in Wensinck's Index). 
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1. "When the unbelievers behold thee [Mu~ammad], they take thee only 
for mockery: 'Ha, is this the one who makes mention of your gods?', 
[they say]. Yet they in the Remembrance of al-Ra~miin are unbeliev-
ers". (Qur'an XXI, 37 /36). 

2. "But when they are told: 'Bow yourselves to al-Ra~miin,' they say: 
'And what is al-Ra~miin? Shall we bow ourselves to what thou bid-
dest?' And it increases them in adversion." (Qur'an XXV, 61/60). 

3. "Say: 'Call upon Allah, or call upon al-Ra~miin; whichsoever you call 
upon, to Him belong the Names Most Beautiful." (Qur'an, XVII, 110). 

4. "Thus We have sent thee among a nation before which other nations 
have passed away, to recite to them that we have revealed to thee; and 
yet they disbelieve in al-Ra~miin." (Qur'an XIII, 29/30). 

The commentators often speak of al-Ra~miin when dealing with these four 
texts. According to one of their explanations, having heard Mu~ammad 
invoking God saying: "Oh Allah! Oh our Father al-Ra~miin", the Meccans 
murmured and added: "He pretends only to praise one God; in fact, he 
praises them two by two" .6 Whatever the circumstances were precisely, it 
is clear that for the transmitters of the traditions, the pagan Meccans saw 
a divinity distinct from Allah in al-Ra~miin. 

[367] Regarding the fourth text, the commentators speak of the incident 
of its revelation at the time of the treaty of al-I:Iudaybfya (AD 628). The 
Muslims wrote the formula bi'smilliih al-Ra~miin al-Ra~fm at the begin-
ning of the agreement; the Meccan pagans opposed it and put in its place, 
following Meccan custom, bi 'smika Alliihumma. This only recognizes the 
name of Allah. One of the reports states that Quraysh had said at the time: 
"Al-Ra~miin, we know him not." 7 

Classical Qur'anic exegesis directed its attention in a third way. It is 
true to say, however, that the appraisal of these traditions is very difficult. 
The Meccans opposed the Prophet on the pretext that he demanded their 
allegiance to al-Ra~man of al-Yamama.8 The commentary adds that they 
meant by that Musaylima, the future enemy of Islam who presented himself 

6Al-Tabari, Tafslr (Cairo, AH 1321), XV, 113, on Qur'an XVII, 110. Perhaps here we 
also have a very general allusion to the fact that the Qur'an often mentions the divine 
attributes in pairs. 

7 Al-Tabari, Tafslr, XIII, 88-89, on Qur'an XIII, 29/30; cf. al-Bukhan, $a~l~ (Leiden, 
1864), 11, 180; trans. Houdas (Paris, 1896), 11, 253. 

8 Al-Tabari, Tafslr, XV, 113 (on Qur'an XVII, 110); XIX, 17-18 (on Qur'an XXV, 
61/60). 
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as a prophet and incited al-Yamama9 to revolt in Arabia {632-34). This 
exegesis is difficult to accept. The texts of the Qur'an with which it is 
concerned date from before the hijra, and Musaylima seems to have come out 
of obscurity at the end of the Medinan period about ten years later.l0 Why 
al-Ra~miin is mentioned in connection with this area, then, is a question to 
which we shall return later. 

An additional argument can be drawn from people's proper names. Here, 
in the absence other documents, one can often discover the [368] beliefs of 
people. The examination of names confirms the impression that in the pre-
Islamic !Jijaz, al-Ra~miin figures as a name of a foreign God only. Only very 
seldom does one find the name 'Abd al-Ra~man (that is to say, the slave or 
worshipper of al-Ra~miin) among the pagans of the I:Jijaz at the beginning 
of the seventh century. This rarity contrasts sharply with its appearance 
and frequency of use among the second generation of Muslims.l1 Some 
use of the name existed among the very first Muslims; however, there it 
is a question of whether they were called such since their birth or, rather, 
due to a change of name brought about by their conversion. In certain 
cases it is difficult to know .12 A change of name appears clearly in the 
case of at least three people. The first, Ibn 'Abd Allah ibn 'Awf, one of 
the oldest and most influential Companions, was named 'Abd al-Ra~man 
by the Prophet himself when he converted. This was in Mecca, before the 
first group of Muslims settled in the house of al-Arqam and also before the 
emigration to Abyssinia. This detail, if it is authentic, shows the importance 
accorded by the Prophet to this divine name from the moment the Qur'an 
first used itP The second, Abu 'Aqil al-Ishari was known as 'Abd al-

9 Al-Yamama is situated in the center of Arabia, on the routes between Iraq and Yemen 
opposite al-Bal).rayn. It was located in the region of present-day Riyadh, capital of Saudi 
Arabia. At the time of the Prophet the tribes of Banii I:Janifa lived there. One tradition 
speaks of grain being cultivated there and says that some of this crop was exported to 
Mecca. Cf. al-Bukharr, $al}fl}, Ill, 166; trans. Houdas, Ill, 214. 

10 Cf. Leone Caetani, Annali dell'Islam (Milan, 1905-26), 11.1, 332-37. 
11 Note, however, that in a very small number of cases these second-generation Muslims 

named 'Abd al-Ral).man traced their origin to the I:Jimyar. Cf. Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqiit (Leiden, 
1904-40), III.l, 23 (the assassination of 'Air); IV.1, 42. The rarity of 'Abd al-Ral).man 
before Islam cannot serve to establish that the name al-Ral)miin had been one of the 
important divine names. One does not find 'Abd al-Ral}fm, etc., either. But if it were 
known by other means that al-Ral}miin was one of the important divine names, we could 
try to determine the regions in which it was employed. 

12 Ibid., IV.1, 77, 180. When a man who carried a theophoric pagan name converted 
to Islam, the divine name was replaced by a monotheistic name like 'Abd Allah, 'Abd 
al-Ral).man. Cf. ibid., IV.2, 52, 68, among other examples. 

13 Ibid., 111.1, 57. 
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'Uzza in the time of paganism; when he embraced Islam [369]the Prophet 
replaced the pagan theophoric name by the mention of the One God and 
he was named 'Abd al-RaJ:tman, the enemy of the idols.14 The third is 
'Abd al-RaJ:tman ibn Samura ibn J:Iabib; he also received his name from 
the Prophet.15 We do know, however, of some very rare cases in which 
the name was used before Islam in the J:Iijaz. One of the first Muslims 
traced his descent to a maternal grandfather 'Abd al-RaJ:tman, who lived, 
it seems, in al-'fa'if. Note here that a brother (by the mother) of this 
Muslim was called J:Iabib, a name which we will find connected quite often 
to the use of al-Ra~miin. 16 Another Muslim of the first generation had 
a maternal grandfather 'Abd al-RaJ:tman, and he was attached to Banii 
Lawdhan.17 

The rarity of 'Abd al-RaJ:tman in the J:Iijaz before Islam contrasts strik-
ingly with the frequency of 'Abd Allah or theophoric pagan names. The 
Qur'an itself confirms this impression and shows that the name Allah was 
familiar to the Meccans. The Meccans admitted that Allah was the Creator 
of the world and the ruler of natural phenomena.18 He was their Lord and 
the Lord of their ancestors. The pagans of Mecca took shelter behind His 
authority in order to allow certain acts which the Qur'an describes as abom-
inable. "God has commanded us to do it", they declare.19 Moreover, they 
went so far as to oppose MuJ:tammad on [370] the basis of the traditional 
ideas of their environment and held that the resurrection of the body was a 
lie forged "against Allah" .20 It is clear, then, that for the Meccan pagans, 
the use of the name al-Ra~miin was entirely new. The name of Allah was 
well known to them, but the Muslim teaching disrupted more than one point 
of their traditional theology. 

14 Ibid., 111.2, 41. The reader will note the connection made between the divine name 
and hostility towards idols. 

15 Ibid., VII.2, 100-101. 
16 Ibid., 111.2, 107. 
17 Ibid., IV.2, 87. On 'Abd al-Ral_J.man before Islam see Josef Horovitz, I<oranische 

Untersuchungen (Berlin, 1926), 162. His work on the subject, ["Jewish Proper Names 
and Derivatives in the Koran",] published in Hebrew Union College Annual, 2 (1925), 
201-203, was not accessible to us. 

18Qur'an XXIX, 61/63; XXXI, 24/25; XXXIX, 39/38. 
19 Qur'an, VII, 27/28. 
20 Qur'an XXXIV, 8. It is possible that this old text makes an allusion to a retort of the 

Meccans before the transformation undergone by their traditional beliefs in a new situa-
tion. Cf. equally Qur'an XLII, 23/24, where the accusation of forging a lie against Allah is 
made in an interrogative phrase. Cf. Qur'an XXIII, 40/38, regarding the contemporaries 
of Noah and the situation of this Patriarch. 
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* 
* * 

Our next task is to determine if it is possible to discern within the Qur'an a 
special cycle of religious ideas which are placed in relation to the preaching 
of the name al-Ra~miin. At the outset it must be stated that it is difficult 
to give a categorical reply. The Qur'an preaches, above all, the One God; 
Allah and al-Ra~miin are only two of His names. The particular union of 
them as shown in the formula bi'smilliih al-Ra~miin al-Ra~fm is distinctive 
in Islam.21 In the Qur'an all that is said of al-Ra~miin is said also of 
Allah, and no teaching is presented uniquely related to the name of al-
Ra~miin. However, without forcing the data and staying within the domain 
of suggestion, it is possible to make some remarks. 

1. Among the ancient prophets that are spoken of in the Qur'an, one 
group clearly detaches itself from others. This is formed of figures from 
pre-Islamic Arabia, unknown in the Bible: Hud, $ali~, and Shu'ayb, [371] 
with whom are coupled Noah, Lot,22 and Moses until the time he is sent 
to Pharaoh.23 Most of the time the Qur'an mentions the prophets side by 
side. Their respective histories are variations on the same theme; they form 
a veritable literary cycle within the Qur'an. Charged with warning their 
people, these men of God only encountered stubbornness and incredulity. 
All the stories are terminated by the destruction of the guilty. The prophets' 
names appear from the first Meccan period onward. It is interesting to 
note that from the beginning, the cycle of prophets is put in relation with 
the name of Allah.24 Later, long pieces of the siiras dwell [372] on their 

21 Qur'an, at the beginning of all the suras except Sura IX, and at the beginning of the 
letter sent by Solomon to the Queen of Sheba (XXVII, 30). 

22Note that the Biblical announcement that a son is given to Abraham is attached to the 
cycle of Lot, although it does not appear every time Sodom is discussed. As in the Bible, 
the announcement takes place at the moment the mysterious Host calls on the Patriarch 
before going to destroy the tainted city. See, for example, Qur'an 11, 24-46; XV, 49-75; 
XI, 72-84/69-83. 

23 Much later Moses appears in another context. Attached to the Biblical accounts, his 
history is enriched by a number of well-known events. In the prophetic accounts of the 
destruction, the figure of Pharaoh sometimes has more importance than that of Moses: 
see Qur'an VIII, 56/54. 

24 Qur'an XCI, 13 (concerning the camel of Allah in relation to the people of Thamild 
of $alil;l); LXXXIX, 12/13; LXXXV, 8-20; LIII, 51-62. On the other hand, LXIX, 4-12, 
on the same group of prophets, uses only Lord. 

It cannot be stressed too highly that from the debut of the Qur'anic teaching, the names 
of these prophets have been put together with the name of Allah. 

During this time, in effect, the use of the name of Allah was always relatively infre-
quent. God speaks in the first person (always in the plural) or is designated by the word 
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story; the name of Allah always figures there, and never that of al-Ra~miin. 
Additionally, except for rare exceptions, the cycle does not appear even in 
the vicinity of passages which call God al-Ra~miin. It seems that these 
passages are related to traditions which were known and admitted by all in 
the IJijaz. Three traditions explain the origins of the ruins along the routes 
which were used by the caravans, and two other traditions are linked to an 
exact place. When the Qur'an mentions them for the last time in Medina, 
the context shows that it is attempting to motivate the Arabs of the region. 
Therefore its objective is, in the first case, to underline the futility of the 
Meccan pagans' conduct with regard to the Prophet (Qur'an XXII, 43); 
in the second case, it is to bring the hypocrites back to more admirable 
sentiments (Qur'an IX, 71/70). The Qur'an, of course, would not base itself 
on stories that would be questioned by its hearers. 

2. Eschatology. In a large number of Qur'anic passages where the dis-
cussion centers around the last things and the Last Judgment, God is des-
ignated, at first, by the word Lord, or he speaks in the first person (ancient 
Meccan suras). Very quickly, however, the name of Allah acquires a promi-
nent position; the name al-Ra~miin also appears. A close examination shows 
that these rare instances of al-Ra~miin are found in passages most closely 
related to apocalyptic literature of the same type known in [373] Jewish and 
Christian heterodoxy and orthodoxy.25 The trumpet of the Last Judgment 

Rabb (Lord). It seems that the accent is to be placed on the personal relations between 
M~ammad and God and, thus, the very tone of the style. According to the concordance 
of 'Abd ai-Baqr, the name Allah figures 2,697 times in the Qur'an. But in the first Meccan 
period (of Blachere) it only appears 35 times if one does not take into account v. 20 of 
Sura LXXIII (a Medinan addition) in which Allah is employed seven times. If one also 
considers Sura LXXVII to be chronologically later, as is the advice of many (and we tend 
to agree), five additional uses of Allah are removed. That then leaves a maximum of 30 
usages. Calculating the average according to the number of Arabic lines in the Qur'an 
of the Cairo edition {9,500 approx.), one arrives at the following results. Whereas for 
the whole of the Qur'an, the number of uses of Allah compared to the number of lines 
is in the proportion of 28 to 100, in the first Meccan period it is at most 4.5 per cent. 
Furthermore, if one examines the text closely, it appears that even this percentage could 
be diminished, because the name of Allah figures only in the verses which many estimate 
to be later. Among the 30 uses, there are five in which the name of Allah is directly 
related with the group of prophets of ancient Arabia and two in which it appears in their 
vicinity. Certain French versions of the Qur'an can deceive the reader because, for the 
clarity of style, the translation replaces a pronoun by Allah whereas the context requires 
Lord. 

25The numerous Qur'iinic passages on the last events and the Last Judgment should be 
c;ompared to traditional apocalyptic literature. Many Qur'iinic passages represent images 
well known within this genre of literature: the cosmic disruption at the end of time, the 
role of Gog and Magog, the animals, the trumpets, the angels, the books of human actions, 
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is mentioned once beside the name of al-Ra~miin26 and twice in the siiras 

where this name is [374) employed.27 The garden of Eden is "promised" 

by al-Ra~miin.28 These are only details, but a more characteristic text 

presents the appearance of a theophany, which is very rare in the Qur'an. 

One finds it in the context of the idea of storm clouds (ghamiim), which 

are so characteristic of apocalyptic literature: "Upon the day that heaven is 

split asunder with the clouds and the angels are sent down in majesty, the 

Kingdom that day, the true Kingdom, shall belong to al-Ra~miin" (Qur'an 

XXV, 27-28/25-26). 
A tradition transmitted by Mujahid brings this text29 together with a 

later text where the theophany is expressed very clearly and the way of God 

fire, chains, rank liquids, sombre and radiant faces, gardens, springs, fruits, right and left 

as symbols of good and evil, terrors which turn the hair of little children white, the new 

earth and the new heaven, the earth sparkling in the light of God. Despite this, the 

spirit of the apocalypses and the spirit of the Qur'an are quite different. The majority 

of Qur'anic passages insist on retribution and on works which merit heaven or hell. The 

discussions between the chosen people and the damned are numerous (as are discussions 

between members of the same group). These discussions provide the occasion for saying 

to the one group, and to the others, that their lot is the result of their previous attitude 

to Islam. The apocalyptic visions (and it is their proper character) describe, in advance 

and in a symbolic way, the titanic struggle in the last moments of history, a struggle 

which pits the forces of good against the powers of evil. The justice which, unceasingly, is 

counteracted on earth, finally establishes itself after the advent of the Reign of God. This 

advent is alone or is accompanied by a messianic manifestation. However, the apocalyptic 

battle does not appear in the Qur'an. The symbolism which is a trait of the final history 

of the world, with ciphers or animals designating the terrestrial realities, is not found in 

the Qur'an. One only finds the incessant polemic between Mul)ammad and the liars. One 

also finds the struggle that, on an individual basis, Satan conducts against man. In the 

Qur'an, the Last Judgment is the triumph for Muslims; Satan and the impious are the 

hosts of Hell. The analogy of the situation explains the repetition of numerous images. 

But the apocalyptic blast is only heard in short outbursts. There is no more than one 

dramatic history of the world, centred on the elected people, but the many short histories 

of communities go on only by the pleasure of God. The apocalyptic worries are totally 

overshadowed, and the stress is laid on the description of what awaits the Muslims and 

the others. 
26 0ver and above this passage (Qur'an XXXVI, 51-52), the trumpet al-$iir is mentioned 

nine times in the Qur'an. In these other siiras, God speaks either in the first-person plural 

(LXXVIII, 18) or is designated by the title Lord (LXIX, 13) or, more often, the name Allah 

is used (XXXIX, 68, etc.). 
27 Qur'an L, 19/20; XX, 102. 
28 Qur'an XIX, 62 (where the text goes on after this with a mention of the prophets 

after Idns). Eden is found eleven times in the Qur'an; this text is the only one which 

explicitly employs the word "promise" for Eden. For the promise of Paradise (janna) for 

whoever fears ai-Ra/;lman, see L, 32/33. 
29 Al-'fabari, Tafslr, XIX, 5 (on Qur'an XXV, 27-28/25-26. 
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{Allah) is clearly indicated.30 The rarity of Qur'anic passages where it is 
a question of the "coming" of God on the Last Day gives an exceptional 
importance to the mention of al-Ralj.miin.31 The same impression is given 
in Qur'an LXXVIII 37-38, where a mention of the Last Judgment, of al-
Ralj.miin and of his assistants, the Spirit and the angels, is found. The text 
evokes, moreover, the silence and the order which hangs over the assembly.32 

One may note additionally [375) that at the time of the final appearance of 
God, no Messiah appears to play a role in the first plan. 

3. The idea that God is above all the Creator, the Master of the world, 
is developed quite fully in the Qur'an. It is almost impossible to count 
the number of passages in which the name of Allah is put together with 
the phenomena of nature. The pagans of Mecca were familiar with this 
idea. We should not attach, therefore, much significance to the fact that 
the name al-Ralj.miin figures, itself, in this context.33 It is more striking to 
find it beside the classical notions of Jewish, Biblical or later tradition, such 
as the Creation in six days, 34 the seven heavens, 35 and the divine throne 
that symbolizes the omnipotence of God, as well as from the time of the 
Creation to the day of the Last Judgment.36 After one of these instances 
a phrase adds: "Ask he who is informed about him (al-Ralj.miin)". Certain 
commentaries propose here, beside other explanations: "Ask the people of 
the Book". 37 This proves that this divine name is seen as a part of the 
Jewish-Christian vocabulary. 

30Qur'an Il, 206/210. This passage clearly appears to be addressed to the Jews of 
Medina. It expresses the beliefs of the speakers by means of the Qur'an calling them 
in these terms: "What do they look for but that God shall come to them in the cloud-
shadows, and the angels?" The word (storm) cloud, ghamam, is only found four times in 
the Qur'an, in the two apocalyptic passages cited here and twice regarding the Israelites 
in the desert at the time of the Exodus. 

31 In addition to these two texts on the "coming" of God, there exist two other very old 
references: Qur'an LXIX, 16-17, where God is designated as the Lord; and the same in 
LXXXIX, 23/22, but more briefly. Another text on the "coming" (Qur'an XI, 107 /105) 
is very enigmatic, but for the most part the exegetes do not understand it as a divine 
"coming". 

32Cf. equally Qur'an XX, 107/108, with al-Ra~man. 
33Lord of the heavens and the earth (Qur'an LXXVIII, 37), who counts all individuals 

and will return them one by one on the day of resurrection (XIX, 94-95/93-95), who 
supports the birds in their flight (LXVII, 19). 

34Qur'an XXV, 60/59, and another time, although that comes four verses after the 
mention of al-Ra~man, in L, 37/38. The stock phrase of six days is found only seven 
times in the Qur'an. 

35Qur'an LXVII, 3. The mention of seven heavens is frequent with the name Allah. 
36Qur'an XX, 4/5; XXV, 60/59. Mention is frequently made with the name Allah. 
37Qur'an XXV, 60/59. See al-BaycJawr; there is nothing in al-Tabarr on this passage. 
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4. The name of al-Ra~miin appears no less than six times connected 
to the idea of revelation; four times it is connected to the revelation of the 
Qur'an and once to the Prophets of the Old Testament.38 

[376] 5. The name al-Ra~miin designates a unique God. He has no 
sons or daughters. The Qur'an is opposed to the pagans and considers the 
false gods as angels wrongfully deified.39 This is a matter, then, of opposing 
the faith of the unique God designated by His name al-Ra~miin to the 
pretensions of the pagans. While it may be suggested that the divinity of 
Jesus is visible in these passages, it does not seem that way to us, although 
the argument in Siira XIX includes the case of Jesus from the Muslim point 
of view.40 Three texts insist on the fact that other divinities can protect 
man against al-Ra~miin.41 However, these lessons are also found frequently 
with the name of Allah. 

6. The name al-Ra~miin appears in passages where it is a question 
either of the Old Testament prophets, or of Mary, mother of Jesus, or of 
an anonymous saint in the Qur'an whom the commentators identify with 
J:labib, venerated in Antioch. J:Iabib was put to death for having supported 
the preaching of two disciples of Jesus. Quite clearly, we are dealing with 
Judeo-Christian traditions on the matter. However, in four of these passages 
the Qur'an presents selections directly related to monotheism. The clearest 
texts are the following. One is put in the mouth of Aaron, who said to the 
Hebrews: "Your Lord is al-Ra~miin" .42 This is in the context of the affair 
of the golden calf. Another bears traces of the ancient Apostles: "Ask those 
of our Messengers we sent before thee: Have we appointed, [377] apart from 
al-Ra~miin, gods to be served?" 43 The siira which contains this verse speaks 
only of Abraham, Moses and Jesus. 

Additionally, one sees Abraham urge his father to practise monotheism; 
twice he uses the name of Allah and once that of al-Ra~miin, against whom 

38Qur'an LV, 1; XXVI, 4/5; XXXVI, 10/11, 14/15; XLI, 1. See as well XIX, 59/58; 
XLIII, 35. 

39 Qur'an XLIII, 14-18/15-19, where the name Allah is likewise mentioned; cf. XIX, 
91-95/88-95; XXI, 26; XLIII, 81. A lesson on monotheism which rests on this divine 
name is given in XLIII, 44/45. 

40The Meccan pagans knew that men existed who believed in the divinity of Jesus. 
Cf. Qur'an XLIII, 57-58. Since certain Christians in Arabia called God al-Ral_iman, it is 
possible that the pagans may have argued this fact in response to Mu}_!ammad. Several 
times when this is mentioned in the Qur'an it is a matter of al-Ral_iman. 

41 Qur'an XXXVI, 22/23; LXVII, 20; XXI, 43/42. 
42 Qur'an XX, 92/90. 
43 Qur'an XLIII, 44/45. 
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Satan rebelled.44 Immediately after, the text mentions Isaac, Moses, Aaron, 
Ishmael, and Idris, and adds: "When the signs of al-Ra~miin were recited 
to them, they fell down, prostrate, weeping." 45 

Mary employs the same divine name twice, referring to her vow of si-
lence.46 Finally, there is the piece which, following the commentators, is 
connected to I:Iabib; it contains both the divine name and the preaching of 
monotheism.47 The word for a pact of alliance, 'ahd, is used many times 
in the Qur'an, especially in Medina, in the context of the covenant between 
Israel and God; one also finds it in Meccan passages, and it is often tied 
to the name al-Ra~miin. On the Day of Judgment, only those who have 
been received into the covenant with al-Ra~miin will be able to intercede 
on behalf of others.48 One does not have to force the text here to see a 
J udeo-Christian atmosphere. 

7. Although the notion of love is found clearly in the Qur'an, the idea 
of giving love is rare. One does find, however, the latter explicitly tied 
to the name al-Ra~miin: [378] "Surely those who believe and do deeds of 
righteousness, unto them al-Ra~miin shall assign love." 

The position of this verse does not allow one to say if it is linked with the 
preceding context (see Montet, Blachere) or if it is independent and absolute, 
thus applying equally to this life (see al-'fabari, numerous traditions, and 
al-Baygawi, who also mentions the first solution in passing). This is an idea 
with a Judeo-Christian allure.49 

8. We have seen above that the Meccans opposed the preaching of the 
name al-Ra~miin; it is significant to note also that, at the same time, the 
Qur'an presents, on one occasion, the first Muslims as the "slaves of al-
Ra~miin". The importance of this text is underlined by the fact that it is 

44 Qur'an XIX, 45/44. 
45 Qur'an XIX, 50-59/49-58. The presence of the name of ldns in this list reminds one 

of the book of Enoch, which is so celebrated in apocalyptic literature. 
46 Qur'an XIX, 18, 27/26. These texts are found in the oldest lengthy piece of the Qur'an 

where the question of Mary arises. 
47 Cf. El, "I;Iahib"; Qur'an XXXVI, 14-32/15-32. Only this passage of the Qur'an has 

a trace of this personage. 
48 Qur'an XIX, 90/87, 81/78. However, the power of intercession is subordinate to the 

permission of al-Ra~miin (XX, 108/109). This second idea is expressed very frequently 
with the name of Allah; the first idea, on the other hand, is hardly ever expressed using 
that name. 

49 Qur'an XIX, 96. The solution of the other life would announce an idea developed 
in later suras. In Paradise, God removes from the hearts of the chosen the remainder of 
their malice (see Qur'an concordance under ghill). The most general solution explains 
that God loves the believers and loves them through the angels, the creatures and the 
other believers. He makes them love their brothers in the faith. 
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not a question of a word in passing but a kind of manifesto. The program 
of the new community is given these great lines and the model Muslim is 
described there in all his qualities: he walks the earth modestly, is friendly to 
all, stays up all night praying, fears Gehenna etc.50 Elsewhere Mu~ammad 
affirms, on the command of the Qur'an, that "Our Lord is al-Ra~miin" .51 

Muslims have confidence in al-Ra~miin;52 they know that al-Ra~miin grants 
the impious a respite before chastizing them when the Hour comes.53 All 
will be (379] re-assembled for the judgment.54 Those who are the most 
arrogant toward al-Ra~miin will be withdrawn from each group and destined 
to Hell.55 

* 
* * 

The attention of Orientalists was for long drawn to the scattered references 
in the Qur'an to the divine name which we have just examined. The Orien-
talists remarked that the use of al-Ra~miin corresponds to a certain Meccan 
period of the Qur'anic preaching; the first Muslims, then, would have been 
drawn closer to the poorly known Judeo-Christian milieu. Examination of 
the texts has shown that the name seems to be tied to the preaching of 
specific themes; al-Ra~miin seems to be connected to a new teaching for the 
Meccan environment. One final question poses itself, and it is on this point 
that our study will end; unfortunately, we are unable to draw definitive con-
clusions. Is the cycle of al-Ra~miin in the Qur'an characteristic of a faith 
which was professed by a group of believers in pre-lslamic Arabia? There 
is a chance that communities of Jews or Christians, orthodox or heterodox, 
preached this religious doctrine. However, a veil of mystery still covers the 
past of Arabia and archeological digs are not possible there, so we cannot 
make a categorical assertion. It seems that the ancient zone of al-Yamama 
could be, in the future, the theater of interesting discoveries. In the years 
following the death of the Prophet ( 632-34), it is in this region that the resis-
tance of the rebels was the most unyielding. The chief of the Banu l:lanifa, 

50 Qur'an XXV, 64/63ff. Note that here Hell is called Jahannam, a word derived from 
Hebrew, which figures 77 times in the Qur'an and many times together with al-Ral)miin. A 
Muslim tradition reports that at Medina, the war cry of the Emigrants was: "0 Banu 'Abd 
al-Ra}.lman", while the An~ar had other war cries, Cf. al-Mawarru, Al-Al)kiim al-sultanlya, 
trans. Ostrorog, II, in the chapter on holy war. 

51 Qur'an XXI, 112. 
52 Qur'an LXVII, 29. 
53 Qur'an XIX, 76/75. This idea is expressed very frequently with Allah. 
54 Qur'an XIX, 88-89/85-86. 
55Qur'an XIX, 70-71/69-70. 
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Musaylima, had rallied the opposition around the name of al-Ra~miin.56 
This new alliance of tribes would have been difficult if God [380] had not 
been worshipped under this name for a long time; the example of the reluc-
tant ijijazis several years earlier is the best proof of this. Perhaps one day we 
will be able to locate documents which will reveal the faith of the servants 
of al-Ra~miin in this area. The little that we do know from the works of 
Muslim traditionists, who are very hostile to Musaylima, makes one envisage 
doctrines of eschatology, prayer, purity, fasting and sexual restraint. 57 

The Qur'anic texts mentioned in the course of this article are applicable 
neither to orthodox Jews (because of the virginity of Mary) nor to orthodox 
Christians (because of a Messiah-less eschatology).58 Muslims themselves 
know this, [381] since they accuse Jews and Christians of using sacred texts 
that are falsified or badly interpreted. This opposition leads to a search for 
other communities of servants of al-Ra~miin, close to the first Muslims. Per-
haps we should think in terms of descendants of Judeo-Christians separated 
from the Great Church, as sought by Harnack and Schoeps.59 Alternatively, 

56 The Muslim tradition insists Musaylima called himself Ral}mrin, without an article; 
cf. al-'fabari, XIX, 17, on Qur'an XXV, 61/60. However, one finds other important texts 
that no falsifier would have profited to forge. Musaylima says himself that he received 
revelation from al-Ral}man (al-Taban, Annales, I, 1937; Cairo ed., Ill, 246). In an oracle 
which is attributed to him, he preaches the alliance with Banu Tamfm and adds: "If we 
die, their fate will be in the hands of al-Ra}:lman" (al-'faban, Annales, I, 1933; Cairo ed., 
Ill, 245). 

57 Al-'faban does not say that Musaylima was a Christian, whereas he affirms it expressly 
about Saja}:l, the prophetess who, at the same time, directed her followers, who originated 
in the neighboring zones of al-Yamama, in their revolt against the Muslims. She had been 
instructed in the faith by Banu Taghlib. After the defeat of the movement she sought 
refuge with Musaylima, whom she married. Musaylima, as far as is known, preached 
"salvation" on the Day of Judgment (this expression of "salvation", rarely used in the 
Qur'an for the Last Judgement, is found connected to al-Ral}man in Qur'an XIX, 72/71). 
He worshipped the King of the Heavens and the Ruler of the Storm Clouds (ghamam), 
apocalyptic terms which the context forces down to the level of meteorology by adding 
"and of the rain". He speaks of the role of the righteous on the Last Day; his disciples 
are pure ( abrar ). At one time, he proscribed for them a fast one day out of every two 
and to pray at night; he spoke, likewise, about continence and abstention from wine. The 
law promulgated by Musaylima forbade sexual relations between a married couple after 
the birth of a son, and another son was not permitted if the first son died (al-'fabari, 
Annales, I, 1915). The hours of prayer at dawn and on the fall of night did not exist 
in his community (ibid., I, 1919). Musaylima also spoke about sons and grandsons of 
I;Iabib, a name that commentators find in Sura XXXVI together with al-Ral}miin. See 
"Musaylima", El. 

58 At the time these texts were preached, the Qur'an used neither the word lnjll nor 
Tawrii and only spoke of books and pages. The Gospels and the Torah are only mentioned 
in Medina, with the exception of one late Meccan text. 

59H.J. Schoeps, Theologie und Geschichte des Judenchristentums (Tiibingen, 1949), 
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we could investigate the case of the mysterious Sabaeans, a type of Baptist 
sect,60 to whom the pagan Meccans somewhat ironically compared the first 
Muslims.61 The question remains open; it is impossible to settle it given the 
present state of our knowledge. 

334-42. The Jews of Medina seem to have ignored the name al-Ra~man, as far as the 
argument from silence permits this affirmation. 

600ne of the results of the recent discoveries of Khirbat Qumran, near the Dead Sea, 
shows that at the time of Christ the Baptist Essenes united the concern for purification 
with apocalyptic literature. The presence of a great library in their desert made them one 
of the people of the Book. Perhaps this tendency persisted with the Sabaeans for several 
centuries. Wellhausen, in his Reste arabischen Heidentums, in the final chapter on the 
Muslims, gives a series of references to texts which mention the identification of the new 
Muslims with the Sabaeans. This list is not exhaustive. Wellhausen, however, judges this 
identification very oddly; he thinks that the Sabaeans are, above all, Baptists, and he does 
not see the possible apocalyptic element in their doctrine. 

61 [0n this point, see now Sinasi Giindiiz, The Knowledge of Life: the Origins and Early 
History of the Mandaeans and their Relation to the Sabians of the Qur'an and to the 
H arranians (Oxford, 1994) .] 
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SAJ'IN THE QUR'AN: 
PROSODY AND STUCTURE 

Devin J. Stewart 
From pre-lslamic times until the twentieth century, saj' has con-

tinuously occupied an important place in Arabic literature and in Arab 
society. It has been used in the sayings of the pre-lslamic kuhhiin, in ser-
mons and prayers, proverbs and aphorisms, epistles, maqiimiit, 
biographies, and histories. From the tenth until the twentieth century, 
book titles were almost invariably written in saj'. Introductions to works 
of many genres were often written entitely in saj'. In short, saj' con-
stitutes an extremely important feature of Arabic writing, including both 
elite and popular literature. It seems strange that a literary phenomenon 
of this dimension has received so little attention on the part of medieval 
and modern Arab literary critics. 

What is saj'? The common English translation of the term is ''rhymed 
prose", but' is sa}' simply that: prose which rhymes? A cursory reading 
of examples of Jaj' reveals that there are certain basic rules governing its 
composition, yet Arab critics wrote very little about these rules in con-
trast to their monumental efforts to record the rules of poetry. In his 
Miftii/.z al-culiim, which has been perhaps the most widely used text book 
of rhetoric for centuries, al-Sakkaki (d. 626/1228) devotes only two 
sentences to the topic of sa}'. However, not all Arab critics ignored saj' 
to this degree. Abii Hilal al-cAskari (d. after 39511005) discusses sqj' in 
some detail in his Kitiib al-,iniicatayn, as does :Oiya> ai-Din ibn al-Athir (d. 
637 /1239) in his al-Mathal al-sii'ir fi ·adab al-kiitib wa-'1-shiicir and al-
Qalqashandi (d. 821/1418) in his $uh/.z al-acshii fi iiniical al-inshii. Many 
other medieval works on rhetoric and i'jiiz al-Qur'iin treat the subject, but 
have received little attention from Western scholars. Modern Arab 
scholars appear to be more aware of medieval criticism of saj', but do lit-
tit' more than report the opinions of their predecessors without criticizing 
or building on these ideas. These medieval sources ought to be examined 
in order to reach a satisfactory definition of saj' and to establish norms 
f(Jr the criticism of saj'. 

This study will not include a detailed historical analysis of the develop-
ment of saj' criticism, nor will it attempt to treat important topics such 
as the devl'loprncnt of saj' in the jiihiliyyah, the relationship of Qur'anic 
saj' to pre-Islamic saj', or the influence of Qur'anic saj' on later writers 
of saj'. It will rather apply rules derived from medieval critical works to 
the Qur'an in an attempt to analyze the structure of Qur'anic saj', and 
thereby reach a better understanding of the formal rules governing this 
type of composition. 



214 THE QUR'AN 

102 SA}' IN THE Ql'R'.i.N 

The Question of Saj' in the Qur'an 

The most enduring examples of saj' in Arabic are to be found in the 
Qur'an. Much ink has been spilled over the question of whether or not 
the Qur'an contains saj'. According to Goldziher, saj' is the oldest type 
of poetic speech in Arabic, pre-dating rajaz and the q~idah. 1 It was one 
of the prevalent types of eloquent speech in pre-Islamic Arabia, and was 
used specifically in orations and in statements with religious or 
metaphysical content. Muslim scholars concede that the Qur'an was 
revealed in language consistent with that which was considered eloquent 
in the speech of the Arabs; as Ibn Sinan al-Khafiijl (d. 466/1074) states, 
inna 'l-qur 'ana unzila bi-lughati 'l- 'arabi wa- 'alii 'urfihim wa- 'iidatihim; "The 
Qur'an was revealed in the language of the Arabs, in accordance with 
their usage and custom''. 2 Goklzihcr goes so far as to state that no Arab 
would have acknowledged utterances as coming from a divine source had 
they not been presented in saj'. 3 It seems logical, therefore, that the 
Qur'an would contain saj'. 

Diametrically opposed to this view is the doctrine of i'jaz al-Qur'iin, the 
"inimitability" of the Qur'an. For example, in his work entitled I'jaz 
al-Qur'iin, al-Baqillani (d. 403/1013) goes to great lengths to show that 
the Qur'an does not contain saj', and he even attributes this opinion to 
al-Ash'ari. 4 The doctrine of inimitability holds that the Qur'an may not 
be compared to any type of sublunary composition, since the Qur'an 
represents one of God's attributes-His speech. To call the Qur'an saj' 
would be to impute a mundane attribute to God. 5 Denial that the Qur'an 
contained saj' was part of a more general insistence that the Qur'an was 
God's speech, not Mubammad's. Enemies of Mubammad tried to 
detract from the validity of his messa!-{es by labelling them the inventions 
of a poet or soothsayer. 6 To counter such attacks, many scholars chose 
to deny that the Qur'an was a document of .wj' or that it contained saj', 
just as they denied that it contairll'd poetry. It would appear that the 
rigidity of this doctrine left no room ((>r tht' critic to exercise his skill, yet 

1 lgnaz Gold,iher . . ·!hha.ndlunern :ur ara/,,.hrn l'hdoloe~'. (l.ciclcn: E . .J. Brill, 1896), 2: 
S'l. 

1 lbn Sinan ai-Khaf;iji, 'Abd Allah b. :'-.luh.tiiHn.td, Sm a!Jae<i~ah, cd. 'Abd al-Muta'al 
al-~a'idi (C.tiru :'-.la!ba'at :'-.luh.unlll.ul '.·\li Subadt. l'lti~l). 167. 

' lntrodurlzon to /,/amlr Thro/ogy and !.tzu•. tr.llt> .-\11dro" .111d Rurh Hamori, ed. Bernard 
Lewi~ (Princcton. Princctor\ Univer\lt~ Pn·, ... PHH ), ll. 

• See l'yi:: ai-Qur'an, ed. AI:Hnad Saqr (Catro· [);ir al·ma'arif, 1954), 86-100. For the 
!'lt~Ht·mcnt about dl-A!)hcari, see HtJ 

1 Jahil ai·Din .ti-Sunili. al-ltqrin fi '"!""' af.(!"'""'· (Cam>: ai-Babi '1-Halabi, 1951), 
2 'li'. 

,. ()n rh1, "iuh.Jt't 1. 'et' Qur'~J.n :J7·'iti. :""l2 lO. t)!i .fl 
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it is telling of the method of the Islamic sciences that the greatest 
advances in literary criticism and the study of rhetoric were made in the 
course of discussions of i'.J"iiz al-Qur'an, and it was possible for Muslim 
scholars to hold a wide range of opinions on the issue of saf without being 
judged heretit:al. 

In the time of the Prophet, saf was associated not only with eloquent 
speech in general, but also with the pronouncements of diviners and 
soothsayers. 7 The Arab critics report some of their often cryptic 
messages: al-sama'u wo.-'1-ard/ wa-'l-qardu wa-'l1ardl wo.-'l-ghamru wa-'1-
hard "The sky and the earth, the loan and the debt, the flood and the 
trickle ... " 8 These soothsayers were frequently thought to be in contact 
with thejinn or familiar spirits and have magical powers. They used saf 
to perform pagan functions such as foretelling the future, cursing 
enemies and warding off evil. To Muslims, the soothsayer's statements 
were necessarily ridiculous, false, or even heretical. As al-Biiqilliini 
states, "Soothsaying contradicts the prophecies" (al-kihanatu tunafi 
'1-nuhuwwat). 9 The danger which the kuhhan could pose to the religion is 
demonstrated by the career of Musaylimah the Liar, a kahin from the 
Banu f:lanifah tribe in Yamiimah contemporary to the Prophet Muf:tam-
mad, who held a rival claim to prophecy and formed his own community 
of believers. Their conflict with the Muslims, which began shortly after 
Mubammad's death, culminated in the battle of 'Aqrabii' in year 12 of 
the hijrah, in which Musaylimah was killed and his forces defeated. to 

Much discussion of saf in the Qur'an revolves around a badfth known 
as the badfth of the fetus. Abii Diiwud (d. 275/889) gives three versions 
of this badfth in al-Suno.n. Though there are slight differences between the 
versions, the general context is as follows. Two women of the Hudhayl 
tribe quarreled, and one struck the other, who happened to be pregnant, 
in the belly with a staff or, according to another version, a stone. The 
wounded woman had a miscarriage before dying herself. She had been 
very close to giving birth, for the fetus, a male, had already begun to 
grow hair. The guardians of the two women disputed as to whether blood 
money should be paid for the fetus in addition to that paid for the 
mother. The dispute was brought before the Prophet, and when the 
Prophet gave the verdict that blood money should be paid for the fetus 
also, the guardian of the attacker remonstrated: 

7 On soothsaying (al-lcihtinah) and the association nf raj< with it. sr•· lbn Khaldun, al-
.\luqaddimah, eel. :\1. Quatremere (Paris: lnstinu imperiale de France, 1858), 1:181-5; 
Rosenthal translation, (New York: Pantheon, 1958), I :202·7. 

• Abu Hilal ai·'Askari, Kittib al-,inti'atayn. •·d. 'Aii :\lal)mud al-Bajawi and Mul)am-
mad Abu '1-fa~ll lbrahim (Cairo: Oar il)yii' al·kutub al-'arabiyyah, 1952), 261. 

• l'jtiz al·Qr.,'till, 117. 
10 Sec frantz Uuhl in Th~ Encydopatdia of l>!tmr. lst edition, s.v. "l'11lusailima". 
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"Oh Prophet of God! How can I pay blood money for him who has not 
yet drunk nor eaten, nor uttered a sound nor cried? Is blood money to 
be paid for such as this?" 
(kayja aghramu diyata man lii shariba wa-lii aka// wa-lii na!aqa wa 'stahal(f)l fa-
mithlu dhiilika yu,tal({)?l) 

The Prophet replied, "This man is of the ilk of the kuhhiin because of 
the saj' he has spoken''. 11 

[Other versions give as the Prophet's reply, "Is this saj' like the sa}' of the 
jiihiliyyaf. wa-kahiinatihim?" 12 "Is this sa}' like the sa}' of the a'riib?" 13 Is this 
saj' like the saf of the jiihiliyyah?" 1+ "Is this saj' like the saj' of the 
soothsayers (kuhhiin)?"UJ 

The unwilling guardian phrased his question in saj', and the Prophet 
expressed disapproval of this man's saj', asking if it was like the saj' of 
the pre-Islamic soothsayers. Many critics have taken this f:zadlth as proof 
that the Prophet disapproved of saj' as such. Several critics refute this 
interpretation, on a variety of grounds. Both Abu Hila! al-'Askarl and 
Oiya' at-Din ibn al-Athlr state that if the Prophet meant to criticize saj' 
per se, he would have said simply, "a-saj'an?" ("Is this saj'?") in his 
reply rather than "a-saj'an ka-saj'i '1-kuhhiin?" Al-'Askarl's view is that 
the Prophet was not expressing a ncgati\'c view of saj' in general, but of 
the saj' of the kuhhiin in particular, because their saj' was very stilted or 
unnatural; li-'anna '1-takulluja fi saj'ihim fiishirt. 16 Isl:taq Ibn Wahb (d. ?) 
states that the Prophet criticized the questioner because he spoke com-
pletely in saj'-for according to him sa/ is not good if over-used-and 
because this particular example of Jaj' was unnatural and stilted, like that 
of the soothsayers: wa takallaja fi '1-saj'i takalluja '1-kuhhiin .11 Ibn ai-Athlr 
states that the Prophet intended to criticize the man's argument itself.' 8 

According to him, the Prophet's statement meant a-f:zukman ka-f:zukmi 
'1-kuhhii.n; "Is this a pronouncement like those of the soothsayers?" 19 

'Abd al-Sarnad Ibn al-Fac;ll al-Riqiishi, as cited by al-Jiibi~ (d. 255/868), 

" ai·Sunan, c·d :\I :\lui:Jyi 'l-Oin 'Ahd al·ll.unid (Cairo: O;ir ihy;i' al-sunnah al-
nah.l\\'1\"\'ah. l'lill). {· 192-:l. 

" ll11d • ·I I •r~ 
11 ll•ul. I 1'111-1 
" ai-J.ihi,, ni-Hnrnn wa-1-tahri,, .. d 'Ahd .d-S.al.irn :'\luhanun.1d Hariin (Cairo: 

:'\l.akr.ah.lt .ci-Kh.u,Ji. 19611), I: :!lli-'11 
" al-.\fathal a/-sa'trfi adab al-ktit1b lt'a- '1-alui'"· (C.uro. :'\lakwhal nah~lat :'\.li~r. 1959-62), 

I: 2i-l lr I'\ lllt•·rc··rraing to nolc 1ha1 1111, l"'•u..t \\onluu~. lhdt coruruonly found in works 
on rhcturir. is not given in the most pnpubr hndith •·ollt·nions. Sec A . .J. Wcnsinck, Con-
cord""'" rl mtlt.r• dr la trndllion tnl<Julmanr, ( l.c·ldt·n: E..J. Brill. I 9:16-lll! ), 2: 431. 

1" A'11ah af·,,UJcnla)'n, 261. 
1 - hh;iq b lhr.ihim h. Sulaym.in h. \\'.ahh .d-K.illb, af-H,rhan fi lt'U/lih al-baytin. cd. 

:\l.un.ul :'\l.Hiuh .md Khadijah al-l.ladirhi ( 1\.al(hd.ul, 1967), 208-9. 
1" al-.\lnthal nl-•ti'ir, I: 275. 
1'' 1/.ul. I· :?i~ 
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states that the Prophet's censure of his questioner is not because he had 
used saj', but rather because he resorted to casuistry to avoid payment: 

law anna Mdha 'l-mutal<:alli1Till lam yurid illii iqiimata 'l-wazni lamii kiina Ca[ayhi 
ba 'sun liilcinnahu casli an yakiina arlida ibtiilan li-baqqin Ja-tasMdaqa fi kaliimih. 

If the speaker had only wanted to maintain a wazn,2° he would not have 
been subject to reproach, but it seems that he wished to deny a right, and 
so spoke in an affected manner. 21 

Some critics used the issue of form and meaning to argue that the 
Qur'an was not saj'. In doing so, they were thinking primarily of the 
ridiculous or incomprehensible statements attributed to the diviners. 
One of the early critics who argued this way is al-Rummanl (d. 384/994) 
in his al-Nulcat fi i'jiiz al-Qur'lin: 

al-fawii,ilu buriifun mutashiikilatun ft 'L-maqli.tici tiijibu busna ijhiimi 'l-1Tillclini, 
wa- 'L-Jawli#lu baliighatun, wa- 'l-asjlicu ca_yhun, wa-dhlilika anna 'l-Jawiiiz"la 
tlihicatun li- 'L-1Tillclini wa-amma '1-asjlicu fa- '1-maclini tlibicatun /ahii. 

Fawii#l are similar letters which occur at the ends of phrases and cause the 
content to be conveyed well. Fawii1il arc fan dcment of] eloquence, but 
asjlic are a ddect. The reason for this is that fawii!z"l are dependent on the 
content, whereas (in saf) the content is eh: pendent on the asjlic. 22 . 

He states that using saj' in order to be eloqut·nt is a waste of effort, like 
making a necklace for a dog. 23 He thought of saj' as being, by definition, 
a poetic mold for a worthless message. He gi\·es an example attributed 
to Musaylimah the Liar: 

yii (iijdacu niqqi kam taniqqin la 'l-mli'a tukaddirin wa-lli 'n-nahra tuforiqin. 

0 frog, croak away! You croak so much, hut .vou don't muddy the water, and you 
don 't leat•t the n·uer. •• 

AI-Rummanl attempts to justify the idea that in saj' the content is 
necessarily inane with his interpretation of the t•tyrnology of saj'. The 
term saj', lexicographers agree, is derived from the cooing of doves. AI-
R.ummani states that this is because they repeat sounds which are similar 
but have no meaning. Therefore, he holds that the original and true 
meaning of saj' is any nonsense which rhymes. 2) 

20 By wazn here. he means not meter as in poetry but the morphological pattern of the 
final words in the phrases of saf. This poilll will bt• discussed below. 

21 ai-Bayiin wa· 'l·tab)·in, I: 288. 
22 ai-Nulcatji i'.Jaz ai·Qur'tin. In Thaliith rasti>,lji t'.Jti: ai·Qur 1tin, ed., Mul)ammad Khalaf 

Alhih and Mul)ammad Zaghliit Sahim (Cairo: al·:'-l.t!h.o'ah al·lilymiiriyya, 1969), 97. 
2l /bid.' 97. 
24 Ibid., 97-98 . 
., Ibid., 98. 
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AI-Rummanr's example evinces a biased view of the possibilities for 
the content of saj' to say the least, but his work was nevertheless influen-
tial. AI-Baqillani, who drew on al-Rummani, argues similarly but 
syllogistically. In the Qur'an, the form is subordinate to the meaning. In 
sa}' the meaning is subordinate to the form. Therefore, the Qur'an can-
not be saj'. 26 The conclusion here follows logically from the two premises, 
but the premises are faulty. It is easy for a non-Muslim to say the first 
premise might be wrong, since there are many examples of the use of for-
mal devices in the Qur'an where the meaning is somewhat subordinated 
for aesthetic or rhetorical reasons. On the other hand, if we take the 
Qur'an to be literally the word of God, could not God have the ability 
to express the desired meaning and mold it in an artistic form like saj' 
or poetry at the same time? AI-Baqillani, however, would probably have 
seen any attempt to say that God followed specific formal rules in the 
Qur'an as an attempt to limit His power. The second premise is a 
disputed idea, and medieval critics pointed out that it was not necessarily 
true. In fact, Ibn ai-Athir turns al-Rummani's idea on its head, stating 
that in order for saj' to be good, the form must be subordinate to the 
meaning and not vice-versa. If not, the saj' is like a gold scabbard enclos-
ing a wooden blade (ka-ghimdin min dhahabl 'alii na#in min khashab/). 27 Al-
'Askari insists that saj' is meritorious if it is not stilted, 28 and further 
states that Qur'anic saj' is unlike human discourse for the very reason 
that it captures the fullest meaning and achieves elegance while adopting 
formal constraints. 

wa-kadhtilika mti ji 'l-Qur'tini mimmti yajri 'ala >[-tasji'i wa- >t-izdiwtiji 
mukhtilifun .fi lamkini >t-ma'nti wa-iaJa>i >t-lafzi wa-ta(iammuni >/-taltiwati wa- >[. 
ma>i li-mti yajri majriihu min kaliimi >t-khalq. 

Qur>anic discourse which assumes the form of saj' and izdiwiif'" is contrary 
to human discourse which assumes this form in its ability to convey the 
meaning, its clarity of expression, its sweetness and musicality. 30 

Many critics object to the use of the word saj' to refer to Qur'anic 
discourse, while admitting that it is often saj'-like. AI-Suyii!i states that 
the majority of scholars do not allow the use of the term saj' in the context 
of the Qur'an. 31 In such scholars' view, the final words of Qur'anic 
verses should be called fawii!il (literally "dividers") rather than asjii'. 

76 l'jii:: al·Qur>tin. 88. 
27 ai-A-fathal a/-sti'IT, I: 276. 
28 Ibid., 261. 
29 !zdiwiij will be: discussed below. 
'° Kitiib al-unti'atayn, 260. 
" a/-ltqiin, .2: 97 ." 
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Many critics, however, make this statement while at the same time using 
verses from the Qur'an as examples of the various types of saj'. 32 They 
claim to derive the term fawtifil from siirat fu!filat ( 41 :3): 

kitiibun juuilat ii_yiituhu Qur'iinan 'arabiyyan li-qawmin ya'lamiin 
A book, the verses of which have been divided into sections; 33 a Qur'an 
in Arabic, for a people who understand. 

AI-Taftazani (d. 79111389) states that one does not use the word saj' to 
refer to the Qur'an, not because it is not saj', but out of respect and 
veneration (ri'ayatan li-1-adabi wa-ta'?iman lahu), since the term saj' 
originally denotes the cooing of pigeons, a rather humble epithet for 
Qur'anic discourse. 34 AI-SuyiHI makes a similar statement about the 
term saj': li-anna a$lahu min saj'i l-tayri fa sharufa '1-Qur'tinu an yusta'tira li-
shay'in minhu lafzun Q$/uhu muhmal; "Because it derives from the cooing of 
birds, and the Qur'an is above having an expression the origin of which 
is trifling used metaphorically to refer to any part of it". 35 

The problem of saj' in the Qur'an has not been settled. The recent 
Cambridge History of Arabic Literature contains two statements on the issue 
which could not be farther apart. Paret baldly states; "The Qur'an is 
written throughout in rhyming proze (saj')" .36 On the other hand, 
Abdulla el Tayib states. 

The rhythmic deviation by which it (the Qur'an) departs from saj', rajaz, 
and verse eludes all probing because it is a fundamental tenet of Islam that 
the Qur'an is by nature miraculous. 37 

The first statement takes a preconception to its furthest limit, forcing the 
text into a pre-determined mold through insensiti\'e examination, and 
the second attempts to deny the value of in\'esti!-(ation. This contradiction 
points to a serious problem. In in\'estigating the problem of saj' in the 
Qur'an and in trying to define saj' itself, it is wrong to impose existing 

" Sec, li>r t:xarnple, ~luhamrnad b. Ahi Hakr al-1{;,_;, Haa·dat al-Ja•ahah, •·d. Al.uuad 
ai-Na<.li Shu'lah (Cairo: ();ir al-tibii'ah al-rnuhamrn.adivyah. 1~1!!:!), :110. 

" Abdullah Yusuf Ala cranslaces this as" A Hook, "hnenf clw ,·erses .arc explained in 
detail". ThrMeanm~ ajthr Glorious Qur'an (Cairo: D.ir .al-ku:ah al·rni~ri, n.d.), 1'287. The 
critics obviouslr intl'rpn·c thl' w:rb ju!!ilat diff.-renrly. 

" ai-Shar& al·mukhtasar li-tallchi! al-mijtah. prinl<'d with ~lu~arnmad ai-Kararni's a/-
Wishah 'ala al·sharh al·mul.hta!ar, (Qurn: :\latba'at Qurn, U75 a.h.), 3. 175. 'Abd al-
~1uta'al ai·Sa'idi makl'' this point without menciorun~ the sourn· in Hu~hl'at al·fr/ah. 96, 
n. 2. 

" aJ-Itqan, 2: 9i. 
16 "The Qur'an · (", in Cambridee HistOT}' of Arahu l.ttrraturr Arabic Lituaturt to the End 

of thr Umma,~rad /'mod. nl :\.F. L. B<'<'<!on <'!. al. (C;unland~t·: C:arnhrid~,. L:ni,·. Press. 
1983). 196. 

" "Prc-lslami< l'o<'lr\ ", Ibid., 3-l. 
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conventions on the material, whether they be Arabic-Muslim or Western 
Orientalist, for this can only advance our understanding in a limited 
fashion. It is more important to understand the conventions within the 
tradition of criticism of the Qurlan and of saj'. Abdulla el Tayib's state-
ment, in my view, reflects a lack of awareness of the variety of opinions 
hdd on the issue within the Arabic-Muslim tradition; he is not aware of 
the conventions, but rather is trapped by them. Is it not more fruitful to 
take the doctrine of i'.faz as a challenge to investigation and comparison 
ratht'r than a declaration of the futility of independent thinking? Did not 
the greatest Muslim literary critics do just that? 

One such critic, at the opposite end of the spectrum from critics like 
ai-Rummani, is I;>iyal al-Din ibn ai-Athir, who, placing formal examina-
tion of the Qurlanic text itself before doctrinal considerations, affirms 
that the greater part of the Qurlan is sa.f'. He states that almost every 
siirah in the Qurlan contains some sa.f', and that many siirahs, including 
sural al-qamar (54) and siirat al-ra!zman (55), are entirely in sa.f'. 38 Al-
Qalqashandi adds siirat al-na.fm (53) to the list of siirahs entirely in sa.f'. 39 

It is not surprising that the medieval critics who so plainly recognize 
QLI4"lanic saj' as such are those who have produced the best analyses of 
saj' that have come down to us. It is with their analyses that my own 
begins. 

Rhyme in Qurlanic Sa.f' 

t\n important though admittedly preliminary step in determining the 
pen:entage of saj' in the Qurlan is to determine the number of rhyming 
tirtil. I have examined the final words of the ayat of the entire Qurlan and 
have recorded the numbers of rhyming ayat separately for each siirah in 
Appendix 1; 85.9% of the ayat in the Qurlan rhyme. These numbers are 
not linal or d<:linitive; they are at best a close approximation.40 It is also 
an nror to assume that everything which rhymes is saj'. Nevertheless, of 
du· on•· hundr .. d and fourteen siirahs in the Qurlan, only two, siirat quraysh 
( 106) and ~urat al-na~r (110), have no rh)·me. Thirty-three sii.rahs rhyme 

•• al-Mathal uf-,ti'ir, 1: 271. 
•·• Ahmad b. 'Aii '1-Qalqashandi, Sub~ al-a'shtifi !mti'al al-inshti, (Cairo: ai-Mu'assasah 

.ol-uu~ri~~··h .ol-'.immah li-'1-ta'lif wa-'1-tarjamah wa-'1-!iba'ah wa-'1-nashr, 1964), 2: 
:!!!H. 

'" Tht·n· an· a number of difficul!ies involved in deciding exaclly what constitutes a 
rhymt·, u•· "hctla·r or not internal rhymes should be considered. On rhyme in the qti#"dah, 
"''' Sa'id h . .\l.as'adah ai-Akhfash, al-Qaw<iji (Damast·us: Ma!bii'iit mudiriyyat ibya' al-
turr;ith • .tl-q.ulim. 1'170); S. A. Boncbakkcr, Tht Encydopaedia of Islam, 2nd edition, s.u. 
"J\,~Jtl·n". · 
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completely. The results tend to indicate that the Qurlan contains a great 
deal of saj', and is probably more saf than not. 

A word about rhyme in the Qurlan is necessary. 41 Saj', like rajaz, and 
unlike the qQ!fdah, does not require mono-rhyme. 42 Qurlanic saj', while 
it does include examples of several rhymes being used in a single siirah, 
has a tendency towards mono-rhyme. For instance, the seventy-eight 
verses of siirat al-ra!zman (55) all rhyme in an/am. In this, Qurlanic saj' is 
quite unlike other common forms of saj', such as that of the maqamat and 
the epistles of later centuries, where a single rhyme is not so persistent, 
and rarely reaches eight or ten consecutive rhymes. 

I have listed the main rhymes for each siirah in Appendix 1. The most 
common rhyme in the Qurlan is the fn/iinlfmliim rhyme; other common 
rhymes include filii/ and fr/iir. Many of the longer siirahs, including siirat 
al-baqarah, are written almost entirely in the in/iinlfmliim rhyme. 
Altogether, this rhyme appears in fifty-five siirahs of the Qurlan. It is one 
example of inexact rhyme which is also allowed in poetry, since the long 
vowel ii may rhyme with f, and n may rhyme with m. There are, how-
ever, other inexact rhymes in the Qurlan which are less often recognized 
as such. The common presence of d, b, and q in environments where 
rhyme is on the whole quite regular or expected tends to show that these 
lc.-uers often rhyme, as do I and r. For example, these rhyme consonants 
are found in conjunction in siirat abf lahab ( 111) with the rhyme words 
wa-tab/kasabllahabl!zatablmasad/, siirat al-Jalaq (ll3) with the rhyme words 

falaqlkhalaqlwaqabl'uqadl!zasad, and many other passages. These rhymes 
are not allowed in poetry and, to the best of my knowledge, are not used 
by later writers of saj'. AI-Rummlini terms the exact rhymes lzuriifmuta-
jiinisah and the inexact rhymes lzuriif mutaqaribah. 43 AI-Suyuti and other 
critics use the term !zuriif mutamathilah instead of !zuriif mutajanizah. 44 AI-
Suyuti reports some critics' claim that allfawa#l in the Qurlan are either 
!zuruf mutamiithilah or lzuriif mutaqaribah. 45 The evidence does not support 
this _claim: the jall'ii#l in siirat al-n(J!r ( 11 0), for instance, are 
alliihl ajwiijanl tawwiihan. 

The rules governing the rhyme word in saj' are different from those 
in poetry. One main difference is that the writer of saj' should observe 
taski"n: i.e., the last words of the sa}' phrases should be in ''pausal form''. 
In his Talkhif, al-Qazwini (d. 739/1338) states, al-asja'u mabniyyatun 'ala 

" On rhym<' in che Qur'an, see Theodor Noldeke, Geschichte des Qortins, revised by 
Fricdrich Schwally (New York: Georg Olms Verlag, 1970), I: 37-42. 

42 ai-Su)·iiJi. al-ltqtin. 2: 97. 
" a{-,\iulcat, 98-99. 
" al·ltqtin, '!: 105 . 
.. /hid 
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sukiini '1-a'.faz: "alja' end regularly in sukiin". 46 Al-Suyiiti makes a similar 
statement: mabna 'ljaw{ifili 'ala 'l-waqf 47 Al-Qazwini explains that to 
complete the i'rab would ruin the rhyme, as is the case in the example 
he provides, the proverb ma ab'ada mafat/1 wa-ma aqraba ma huwa at//. If 
one were to include the final vowels, Jata would be made to rhyme with 
atin, or, according to the rules for rhymes in poetry, abl. A similar exam-
ple from the Qur'an is siirat al-ikhlii.j (112): 

qui huwa 'llahu abadl I 
allahu 'Namad/ I 
lam yalid wa-lam yiilad/1 
wa-lam yakun lahu kufu 'an abadl I 

If this were read with full declension, the resulting final words, a!zadun, 
'i·!amadu, yiilad, and a!zadun, would no longer rhyme. 

Al-Suyiifi states that some rhymes which are considered defective in 
poetry are permissible in sa.f': wa-ma yudhkaru min 'uyiibi 'l-qiifiyati min 
ikhtiliifi 'l-!zarakati wa-'l-ishba'i wa-'1-taw.fih Ja-laysa bi-'aybin fi 'ljii$ilah. 48 

lkhtilaf al-fzarakah refers to variation of vowels in the final syllables of the 
rhyme words. For example, a genitive may rhyme with a nominative. 
This, in most cases, does not usually affect the rhyme since the rhyme 
words are read in pause form, as mentioned above. Ikhtiliif al-i'shba' 
and ikhtilaf al-taw.ifh are defined as variation in the short vowels 
immediately preceding the rawiyy. the rhyme letter, al-ishba' denoting 
specifically the vowel before a vowcled rawiyy, and al-taw.ifh the vowel 
before a quiescent rawiyy. An example of this is siirat al-qamar (54), which 
includes rhyme words such as qamar, mustamir(r), and nudhur. 

Al-Suyiiti also notes that the Qur'an often exhibits luziim mala yalzam 
("adhering to that which is not obligatory"), where the rhyme consists 
of more than one letter. 49 The following Qur';inic examples demonstrate 
this. 

fa-amma 'l:~·alhna fa-la taqharl 
fa-amma '1-sa'ila fa-la tanharl 

(93:9-10. Here the two rhvrne lcucrs are h and r). 

ladhakkarri fa-rdha hum mub[iriin/ 
wa-ikhuoanuhum yamuddiina fi '1-gha):}·i thumma lti yuqsiriinl 

(7:201-2. Here the three rhyme letters arc f, r, and n). 

•• Jaliil al-Oin :>.lubammad al-Qazwini. at- Ta/4hi' fi 'ulum al-balcighah, ed. 'Abd ai-
Rabrmin al-Barquqi (C.riro: D;ir al-Frkr al·'.u.rlu. I'IIH). 400. 

" al-Itqcin, 2: 105 
•• /hrd .• 2: 97. 
•• lbrd., 2· 104-5 
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Western poetics would tend to describe this in terms of syllables rather 
than letters. The rhyme in Qur'anic sa}' is often one syllable, as ti in siirat 
al-'alaq (96), verses, 6-14, but may embrace as many three syllables, as 
in siirat al-zalzalah (99), which has the rhyme words zilztilaha, athqtilahti, 
mti-lahti, akhbtirahti, and awl;ztilahti. 

Inquiry into the Prosody of Saj' 

Traditional definitions of saj' start with the statement that it is 
"prose", nathr or manthiir, divided into phrases or clauses which end in 
a common rhyme. For this reason, Western scholars first translated the 
term saj' as ''rhymed prose''. Medieval rhetoricians tried to impose the 
prose/poetry dichotomy on a triad of composition styles-ordinary prose, 
saj', and quantitative poetry-with the result that sa}' was somewhat 
unfairly shoved into the prose category because it lacked quantitative 
meter. Many medieval critics realized that these categories were in some 
ways inadequate. Ibn Khaldiin (d. 808/1406), for example, states that 
prose (nathr) falls into two categories: mursal, free or ordinary prose, and 
musajfa', 50 but adds that recent authors ha\·e used "poetic modes and 
methods" in their prose, ·including, among others, asjti' and rhyme: wa-
qad ista'mala '1-muta 'akhkhiriina astiliha '1-shi'ri wa-mantizi'ihi fi 'l-manthiiri 
min kathrati '1-asjii'i wa- 'ltiztimi '1-taqfiyah ... 51 

Rhyme, however, is not the only poetic characteristic of saj'. There are 
constraints on the relative lengths of the rhyming phrases, and though 
saj' does not have quantitative meter, it does have meter of a sort. How, 
does, then, one determine the length of the rhyming phrases? 

Scholars have long recognized that sa}' has metrical qualities. In 1896, 
Goldziher stated that saj' was the earliest form of poetic speech in Arabic, 
and proposed the theory that rajaz developed as a form of metrically 
regular saj'. 52 Research in this area, as is the case with the study of saj' 
in general, has been quite slow, and has been particularly characterized 
uy a lailurc to combine textual analysis with examination of the medieval 
critical works on saj'. It is telling that Krenkow's article on saj' in the first 
edition of the The Encyclopaedia of Islam does not cite any medieval Arabic 
critical works. 53 Zakl Mubarak's al-Nathr al-Jannifi '1-qam al-rtihi' gives a 
good overview of the history of saj' and its uses in the first four Islamic 

' 0 ai-Muqaddimah, :1: 322; Rosenthal translalion. 3: 368. 
" Ibid., 3: 323; Rusenthal translation, 3: 369. 
" Abhandlun,gtn :ur arabischtn Philologie, I: 59, 76. On p. 76, he states: "Die iilteste 

nu:trische Schema der arabischen Poesie ist das sugc·nanntc Rtgt:. Dassclbc ist im Grunde 
nichts Andcrcs als rh)'thmisch discipliniertts Sag'". 

" Tht Encydnpaed~a af Islam, 1st edition, s.v. "Sadj'". 
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centuries and draws on a number of the available critical works. 54 He is 
not interested in the questions of form and prosody of saj' but rather the 
topics and genres in which it was used, to what extent it was used in the 
composition of various authors, and to what degree it was enhanced with 
other rhetorical devices. Regis Blachere improved the translation of the 
term saj' to "rhymed and rhythmic prose" and produced the best defini-
tion of saj' to date, probably as a result of his studies of the Qur'an. 

Cette prose est caracterisee par l'emploi d'unites rhythmiques, en general 
asscz courtes, allant de quatres a huit ou dix syllabes, parfois davantage, 
terminees par une clausule. Ces unites rhythmiques sont groupees par 
series sur une meme rime. Dans ces groupes, chaque unite rhythmique 
ne comportc pas obligatoirement le meme nombre de syllabes et, en der-
nif-re analyse. !'element essentiel est constitue par la clausule rimee. Par 
approximation, on traduira le mot saj' par prose rimee et rhythmee. 55 

In 1974, Scheindlin included some remarks on metrical analysis of saj' 
in his book Fonn and Structure in the Poetry of al-.\fu'tamid lbn 'Abbad, stating 
that the medieval rhetoricians recommended maintaining rhythmical 
equality between rhyming phrases. He cites two of the most important 
medieval works on the subject, al-'Askarl's Kitiib al-$inii'atayn and I;>iya' 
al-Din lbn al-Athir's al-Mathal al-sti'ir.'• In 1976, Abd al-Fattah Kilito 
alluded to medieval Arab critics' statements on this topic: "Le saj' sup-
pose un schema metrique certes moins rigide que celui de la poesie, mais 
obcissant ncanmoins a certaines regles que les rhctoriciens n'on pas man-
que de codilier" Y In 1981, Pierre Crapon de Caprona published a work 
entitled Le Coran: aux sources de la parole oraculaire, in which he performed 
a rhythmical analysis of a number of l\lcccan siirahs without recourse to 
any medieval sources on saj'. 58 While undertaking a prosodic analysis of 
selected maqiimtit by al-Hamadhani and al-l::lariri in 1982, Hayim Y. 

" Zaka :'l.luh.-arak. La l'rosr Arabt au H ·, lltdt de I '1/i~m (Paris: Maisonncuve, 1931 ), 
71!·9-l: ai-N"thr nl:frumi Ji '1-qam al-riiln'. ( C.uw: I >:ar .al-Uaib .al-'arabi, 193-4), I: 75-123, 
1:17-5:1 . 

. ,., Rl:~j, BI.H hi·rt'. 1/i:.tmrt d~ la l.tllrmtnrr .·1mb( dt, "'icmr\ ti In fin du .\"Vr jitdt dt ]. -C. 
(Paris: Adnen-:'l.l.u,onncuvc, 196-l). 1119. 

'• (Lcidcn. Hrill, 1974). 58. Sec n. Bll. llo"''' ,.,, h .. ~nwrrcc.:tly states that lbn ai-Athir 
ren>mmcmlnltollaposing <aj' phrases of ruu~hly the same numher of s>·llablcs, and that 
he "stn'"''' thi• n·quiremcnt rathl"r mon· fun l'fulh than does 'Askari". lbn al-Athlr 
\tatcs th.at <aJ' phr.I><'S should have rou!lhlv tht· s;mtt• number of words (laj:ah), but does 
not ntt·ntion S\ ll.ablt-s. This "ill Ut' dl't ""''d bdu\\ 

" ··(.,. Gl'nn· ><·.ann·: unc introdmtion", Stwfln /.lam/ea i:l (1976). 19. Kilito did use 
some medit•\ .d \\orks which deal with >a/ in "ntln~ this artidc, including lbn Rashiq 
ai-Q_ayraw;ini'• nl-'l'mdah, 'Ahd al-Q;ihir ai-.Jurj;ini'• .-l.riir al-baliiehah, and al-Baqillani's 
I'Ja: "/ Q.ur'a11. lma "'till' ln·st of m~ kaumlt·da:t·. h .. «mid not ha"e dt·ri\'ed the abo\'e 
~rcucn1cnr froru rhr·,e "orks. 

"(l'uhlit.llu•n' Oricntali>ll'' d .. Fra"'"· 1'1111) lr was thl' author's thesis at the 
Univt•r,ity ol c;l'fll:\a. 
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Sheynin found Kilito's statement unsupported by his sources and tried, 
independently, to locate earlier scholarship on the issue. He examined 
medieval works on rhetoric-he does not say which-but failed to find 
anything related to questions of prosody, and concluded, "Surprisingly, 
no work has been done on the study of the prosodic structure of saf''. 59 

In his Introduction a la poitique arabe, published in 1985, Adonis emphasized 
the importance of so.J' in the development of the notion of meter in Arabic 
poetry and presented different types of saf as defined by Arab rhetori-
cians, drawing on ai-'Askari's Kitiih al-jinii'atayn and other works.60 In 
short, a number of modern scholars have shown interest in exploring the 
poetic qualities and prosody of saj'. Unfortunately, Western scholars, 
though they have expended great effort on examining saj' texts, have 
been largely unaware of medieval Arab critics' work on the subject. 
Modern Arab scholars, while more aware of medieval criticism of saj', 
have not yet applied their understanding of these critical works to 
original sajc texts in order to advance scholarship in this area. 

The Accent-Based Meter of Saf 

I)i)·ii' ai-Drn ibn al-Athir is one of the earliest rhetoricians to discuss 
the length of saf phrases in detail and one of the few to do so in numerical 
terms. 61 Many later critics drew heavily on his work in this regard. The 
following discussion of his work requires the introduction of some impor-
tant terms. In Arabic, the single clause or phrase of saf is termed safah, 
pi. sajaciit, fa$1, pi. .fuiiil, fiqrah, pi. fiqar, or qarfnah, pl. qarii'in. 62 Ibn ai-
Athlr, in analyzing the prosody of saj', gives examples showing how the 
length of one saj'ah is very close, if not exactly equal, to the length of its 
partner saj'ah. He terms this effect i'tidiil, "balance" .63 But how does he 
determine the length of the saj'ah? He describes the length of the safah 
in terms of "words", Arabic lafzah, pi. lafQ?iit. Nowhere does he mention 
syllables or the tafiicil of ai-Khalil. This indicates that, at least according 
to him, the basic unit of the meter is the word. Each word represents one 
foot, or one beat, in the meter, without much regard to the length of each 

" "A Prosodic S1udy of SajC in Classical Maqiimiit", parts I and 11. (Unpublished 
papers, Univ. of Pennsylvania, 1982), Part I, p. 5. 

•• Adonis. lrrtmdu~tion ii la poitiqut arabt, trans. Bassam Tahhan and Anne Wade 
Minkowski. (Paris: Edi1ions Sindbad, 1985), 23. 

61 On saj' in general see ai-Mathal ai-Sii>ir, I: 271-337. On length of saj' phrases in par· 
1icular see I: 333-37. 

67 lbn ai·Aihir most often uses the term fa#, but the term saj'ah will be used lhroughout 
1his s1udv. 

6 ' at-J.iathal al-sii'ir, I: 333. 
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word, or the length of its syllables. His analysis implies that saj' has an 
accent-based meter, where the word stress accents provide the beats. In 
other words, in saj', the laf?ah corresponds to the ta.filah in poetry. 

The recent work of Hayim Sheynin shows remarkable agreement with 
the system of Ibn al-Athir, although Sheynin was unaware of lbn al-
Athir' s treatment of saj'. A detailed prosodic analysis of a number of the 
maqiimiit of al-Hamadhani and al-l:Iariri convinced Sheynin that saj' con-

formed to an accentual system of metrics. He writes, ''The metrics of saj' 
is accentual, i.e. all the RS [rhyme syntagmata = saja'iit] of one 
RU [rhyme unit= group of saja'iit united by common rhyme] usually 
have the same number of syntagmatic stresses''. 64 

It might be objected that the number of words may not correspond 
exactly to the number of syntagmatic beats in a particular saj'ah, since 
there are certain lexical items which are written as separate words but do 

not have their own accent, such as fi when followed by hamzat al-wail. 
Although Ibn al-Athir's examples are not numerous enough to work out 
a complete system, they provide help with problems such as the status of 
proclitics, propositions, particles, attached pronouns. For instance, he 
states that the following Qur'anic verse contains eight "words": 

ball! kadhdhabii/2 bi 'l-sa'ati/3 wa 'tadna/4li-manl5kadhdhaba/6bi'l-
sa'atil7sa'irani!S (24: 11 ). •s 

Here we see that attached prepositions such as bi- and li- are not con-
sidered separate: bi'l-sii'ati is one foot, as is li-man. Proclitics such as wiiw 
are not considered separate: wa'tadna is one foot. Finally, particles such 
as bal are considered separate feet. He states that the following verse con-
tains nine ''words'': 

idha/1 ra 'athuml2minl3makanin/4ba 'ldinl5sami'iil6laha/7 taghayyrqan!Swa-
zaftran/19 (25: 12). 66 

Here the preposition min counts as a separate foot. This shows that pro-
clitics such as attached prepositions bi- and /i-; and wa-, fa-, a-, etc., 
together with suffixes, are considered to be part of the word to which they 
are joined. Since they have no word accent of their own, they will not 
be considered separate words here. Other particles and unattached 
prepositions, such as hal, in, lam, min, 'an, are assumed to carry a word 
stress of their own and count as separate words. This shows that the 
system of lbn al-Athir and that of Sheynin are virtually identical. 

•• "A Prosodic Study of Saj' in Classical Maqtimtit" ', Part I!, 115. Sheynin, having not 
located Arabic sources treating this aspect of saj', terms thef~ii/ "rhyme syntagmata" 
(RS). 

•> al·Mathal al·sti'ir, I: 333-4. 
•• Ibid., I: 333-4. 
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More difficult to define are words such asfi and mti, which may be con-
strued as being either long or short, depending on their placement and 
use. For example, fi'l-sti'ati is no different from bi'l-sti'ati, the fi being 
shortened to ji- when followed by an elidable hamzah. The Ji- has no 
stress of its own, and acts like a proclitic. Therefore, whenfi is shortened 
toji- as infi'l-sti'ati, it must be considered one word. Similarly, mti when 
followed by an elidable hamzah must be considered part of the following 
word, as in siirat al-qtiri'ah: 

wa-mal adriikal mii'l-qiiri'ah/1 (101 :3) 

In my opinion, the first of them should be considered a separate word, 
and the second one should be considered part of the following word. 

There is some leeway in determining whether or not something should 
be considered one "word" using Ibn ai-Athir's terminology, or as 
having one "beat", to use Sheynin's. The rhyme-words at the ends of 
the tiyiit in siirat al-zalzalah (99: 1-5) provide an interesting example: 

zilzii'lahii 
athqti'lahti 
mii'lahii 
akhbii' rahii 
au#' -lahii 

The two phrases mti-lahti and aw~ii-lahti arc each composed of two separate 
words, each of which would normally have its own word accent. How-
ever, it is obvious that for the rhyme. these phrases should be treated as 
one-word or one-beat units, and this dinatcs how one should read them. 
Here is a similar example: 

Ja-ummuhul hii'wi;•ah/1 
u:a-miil adriika/ mii' h1>ahl I 
niirunl M' rm)·ahl I (IOI:~l-11) 

The phrase mii' hi'_ya "what it is". consisting of two words, mti and hiya, 
is rendered as one word, mii.'h~yah, to preserve the balance of the saj'. 

Many points remain to be studied, but the essential conclusion, 
reached recently by Sheynin, and by lbn al-Athir over seven hundred 
years ago, is that the word, not the syllable, is the basis of saj' prosody. 
To describe the length of saj'ahs in tt·rrns of syllables, as Blachere does-
in the stal'.:ment cited above. he states that the saj' phrase is generally 
between four and ten syllables-is to misunderstand the metrical essen-
tials of saj'. It is surprising that Scheindlin, having read the section 
on saj' in al-fl.fathal al-sii'ir. incorrecdy states that lbn ai-Athir recom-
mended composing saj' phrases of roughlr the same number of syllables, 
and that he "stresses this requirement rather more forcefully than does 
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'Askari''. Scheindlin read the mention of syllables into the text; 
preconception got the better of him. Obsession with the syllable is 
presumably a consequence of the ingrained habit of syllable counting in 
quantitative poetry, an exaggerated reverence for the system of al-Khalil, 
and a lack of attention to word accent in traditional Arabic prosody _67 

The Introductory Phrase in Saj' 

One of lbn al-Athi:r's examples allows us to define a property of saj' 
which is extremely important in the formal analysis of saj' texts. Of the 
following piece of saj', which he wrote himself, 

al-1adfqu man lam ya'tarj 'anka bi-khiilif, 
wa-lam yu'iimilka mu'imalata Mlif, 

he states that each phrase contains four words, because the first fa# is 
/am1 1ya'ta(il '1. 'anka/ 3bi-khiilif/14. 68 This implies that the words al-1adfqu man 
are not part of the Jai/. They form an introductory phrase, falling outside 
the ordinary structure of the saj'. This type of introductory phrase, 
although not obligatory, is very common in saj', including Qurlanic saj'. 
For example, in the following iiyiit, the introductory phrase has been 
placed in parentheses: 

( al-~amdu lil-liih1) rabbi 'l-'iilamin 
al-rafimiini '1-ra/1! 
miiliki yawmi '1-dfn ... (1:1-3) 

Al-'Askari failed to comprehend the use of the introductory phrase. He 
cites the following saj' passage describing locusts, attributing it to 
Bedouins (a'rab): 

(fa-subMna man yuhliku) 'l-qawiyyal '1-akiil/1 
· bi- '1-r!a'fjil '1-ma 'kiil/1 

Al-'Askari states that in this saj', the phrase fa-subbiina man yuhliku l[. 
qawiyya 'l-akii.l is longer than the following phrase, and thus breaks the 
rule that the phrases should be of equal length. He goes on to say that 
since this was only a small part of the saj' passage, it was forgivable and 
not objectionable. 69 Actually, the saj' phrases are of equal length, a fact 
emphasized by the /ibaq and formal parallelism between the two phrases 
al-qawiyya '1-akii.l and bi-l[-da'fji l[-malkii.l. Al-Taftaziini failed to under-

67 One notable exception to this last statement is Kamiil Abii Dib's work, Fi '1-bunyah 
al·iqa'iyyah ft '1-sh•'r al-'arabi (Beirut: Oar 1-'ilm li-'1-maliiyin, 1974), which contains a 
detailed dis<·u"ion of word stress or accent (nabrah). 

•• Ibid., 1: 334. 
•• Kitlib al-~mti'atayn, 262-3. See 264 for othcr similar examples from the ~adith. 
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stand the nature of the introductory phrase in interpreting a passage of 
al-Qazw!ni's Talkhi$, although al-Qazw!n! in all likelihood did not share 
this confusion. Al-Qazw!n!, following Ibn al-Ath!r and al-'Askarl, states 
wa-lii ya~sunu an tu 'tii qarfnatun aqfaru minhii qQiran kathfran ''It is not proper 
that a much shorter qarznah be made to follow [the previous qarmah J''. Al-
Taftazan! explains that al-Qazw!nl said qafran kathfran "much shorter" 
to avoid criticizing examples of Qur'anic saj' such as siirat aljil, in which 
the first saj'ah is longer than the following ones: 

(a-lam tara) kayfa! fa'ala/ rabbukal bi-a!Mbil '!:filii 
a-lam! yaj'all kaydahum/ fi! taf,ilil/1 (105:1·2) 70 

Although there are examples of Qur'anic saj' in which a short saj'ah 
follows a longer one, this example should not be analyzed as such; it is 
clear that a-lam tara is an introductory phrase, and that the two saj'ahs are 
five words each. 

Sheynin partially understood the phenomenon of the introductory 
phrase, but explained it differently: 

The vast majority of the saj' are RU[ rhyme unit= group of saj'ahs united 
by common rhyme] consisting of two RS[ rhyme syntagmata = saj'ahs ]. 
When the first RS is much longer than the second, it can be divided into 
two parts, from which the second is equal to the following RS. The length 
of the first RS in such is prosodically irrelevant. Therefore it can vary in 
relatively wide limits. 71 

Sheynin's analysis is very close to that of lbn ai-Athir; when Sheynin 
divides the RS into two parts, the first part is the introductory phrase, 
and the second is the saj'ah proper. It makes more sense to consider the 
introductory phrase a separate entity, and state that the saj'ah proper 
begins after that phrase. I have chosen to give this introductory phrase 
an Arabic term to be used for future reference: ma,tla', an introduction. 72 

It is one feature which distinguishes saj' from poetry, because in poetry, 
nothing falls outside the metrical scheme of the poem, whereas the mat/a' 
falls outside the prosodic framework of the saj'. 

The limits within which ma.tla's in the Qur'an can vary arc not so wide. 
They are often very short, being, in some instances, only one or two 
words. In the following example from siirat al-zil::ril (99), the ma.tla' is only 
one word, and the following saj'ah three: 

70 al·Shar& al·mukhlarar. 3: 174. 
71 Sheynin, !'.trt 11. 115. 
72 cf. the use of the term ma#a' in the Andalusii.m poetic tradition, where it indicates 

an optional rim! bt·fore the first full strophe of a muwa1h.<hahah. S<"e Jamcs T. Monroe, 
Hispano·Arabic Putlr;- (1krkelcy: Univ. of Caltfornia J'rt"ss. J9i4), 392. 
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( idhiil) zulzilatil >t-arr!ul zilziilahii/1 
wa-akhrajatil >[-arrju/ athqiilahii/1 
wa-qiilal >[-insiinul mii lahii/1 . .. (99: 1-3) 

In the example by Ibn al-Athir mentioned above, the ma.tla' is two words 
(al-!ad!qu man), and the following saj'ahs four (lam ya'tat/. 'anka bi-khiilif/1 
wa-lam yu'iimilka mu'iimalata Mlif/1). Sometimes, the ma.tla' is as long as 
the following saj'ah, as in the example from siirat alfiitibah given above, 
or in siirat al-ikhlfii: 

(qui/ huwa/) >[lahul abad/1 
alliihu/ >[.fa mad// . .. (112:1-2) 

Here, the saj'ahs are composed of two words each, as is the mat/a'. In an 
example from siirat al-'iidiyiit, 

(afa-laml yaclaml idhiil) bucthiral miil ji>t-qubiir/1 
wa-buuilal mtil ji>t-!udiir/1 (100:9-10) 

both the ma.tla' and the following saj'ahs have a length of three words. It 
seems that the most effective length for the mat/a' is less than or equal 
to that of the following saj'ah. The longest examples I have found in the 
Qur>an are just equal in length to the following saj'ah. A mat/a' any 
longer than this would upset the metrical balance between itself and the 
following phrases. In the second part of his study on maqiimiit, Sheynin, 
sensing the shortcomings of his previous analysis, considered the ma.tlaf.s 
separated rhyme syntagmata ( = saj'ahs). 73 I think he erred in doing so, 
first because they do not rhyme, and secondly because they may be 
extremely short in comparison with the following saj'ahs. 

Number of Words or Feet in a Saj'ah. 

One way Ibn ai-Athir classifies saj' is by length of saj'ah. 74 He gives two 
major categories, short sa.f' (sa.f' qa!lr) and long sa.f' (sa.f' .tawzl), and sets 
numerical definitions of these. Again, he determines length only in terms 
of words, rather than syllables or tafii'zl. Short saf is that in which the 
phrases are made up of from twon to ten words each, and long sa}' is that 
in which the saj'ahs have eleven or more words. There is no specific limit 

" Ibid., i-ii. 
74 al-Mathal al-sii'ir, I: 335-7. 
" We should note here that although lbn ai-Athi"r states that the shortest possibile saj< 

is to have saJ'ahs of two words, it is possible to have a saj'ah of only one word as part of 
a more complete structure, as in the first iiyah of siiral al-ra/lman (55: 1-3): al-ra/lmiin 11 
lchalaqa 'l-inJiin/1 'allamahu 'l·bayiin/1. It appears that in discussing the length of the 
individual raJ'ah, the critics limited their thinking to cases where all saj'ahs are of equal 
length. 
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to the length of saj' phrases; according to Ibn al-Athir, long saj' is without 
set limit (ghayr ma(ibii.t). 76 The longest example he gives, from siirat al-
anfal, has nineteen (he states "about twenty") words in each saj'ah: 

idhl yurzkahumul 'lliihul fil maniimikal qatrlanl u·a-lawl ariikahuml kathzranl la-
Jashiltuml wa-la-taniiza'tum/ Ji'l-amril waliikinnal 'lliiha/ sallamal innahul 
'allmunl bi-dhiitil 'l-judiir/ I 

wa-idhl yurlkumiihum/ idhl iltaqaytuml fi! a~vunikuml qalllanl wa-yuqallilukuml 
fi! a'yunihiml li-yaq(iiyal 'lliihul amranl kiinal ma.fiilanl wa-iliil 'lltihil tarji'ul 
'l-umiirl 171 (8:43-4) 

In al-i(fab, al-Qazwini divides saj' by length into three groups: short, 
medium, and long. 78 He does not, however, give specific numerical 
indices. He gives a Qur'anic example of short saj' which has saj'ahs of two 
words: 

wa '1-mursaliiti/ 'urfanl I 
wa '1-'ii!iJtiti/ 'asJanl I (77:1-2) 

The example of medium saj', from siirat al-qamar, has saj'ahs of 4 and 7 
words: 

iqtarabatil '1-sii'atul wa 'nshaqqal '1-qamar/1 
wa-inlyarawl iiyatanl yu'n'(iiil wa-yaqiiliil si!~runl mustamir(r)/1 (54:1-2) 

The example of long saj' he gives is that given by Ibn al-Athir. Al-
Qalqashandi also gives the same example of long sa.f', but he states this 
is the greatest length saj' reaches in the Qur'an, disagreeing with Ibn al-
Athir's statement that there is no limit to the length of the saj'ah. 79 This 
provides another criterion, in addition to rhyme, for rhc determination 
of the quantity of saj' in the Qur'an. AI-Qalqashandi seems to think that 
all ayahs longer than this are not saj', presumably because they do not 
preserve the balance and parallelism evident in this example. The 
Qur'an contains many ayahs which. although they rhyme with the sur-
rounding a;•ahs, are far longer than nineteen words and also of uneven 
length. For example, the three ii;·ahs 2: '281-3 rhyme in um or im, yet their 
lengths arc 15, 127, and 32 words, respectively. They arc clearly not saj' 
as al-Qalqashandi understands it. 

Al-Qalqashandi adds that since the Qur'an represents the epitome of 
eloquence, writl·rs of saj' should not write saj'ahs any longer than the limit 

76 al·.\fathal ahd'"· 1: 337. 
" Ibid .• I: 337. 
18 a/-[rjo.~Ji'ulrim al-balti.~hah, ed. l\lu~ammad 'Abd al·\lun'im ai-Khal;'iji (Beirut: Oar 

al-kutub al·lubn;'~ni, 1949), 2: 54R-CJ. 
19 Subh al-a'Jhti. 1: 2R7. 
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found in the Qur'an. 80 Thus, not only does he see that the Qur'an con-
tains a great deal of saj' and claim to have examined the entire Qur'an 
for saj', but he also considers the Qur'an the appropriate model for all 
writers of saj'. He goes on to give some practical advice for secretaries 
concerning length of saj'ahs, stating that the first saj'ah of the body of an 
official letter should not carry over on to the second line, so that the con-
tent of the letter may be known at a glance. In this case, the acceptable 
length of the saj'ah depends on the size of the paper used. 81 

The medieval critics show a marked preference for short saj'ahs. Ibn 
al-Athir insists, as did al-'Askarl before him, that shorter is better, 
because the end-rhymes are closer to each other and therefore more 
pleasing to the listener. The best type of saj', as far as length of saj'ah is 
concerned, is that with two word saj'ahs. Ibn al-Athlr gives the following 
example from siirat al-muddaththir: 

(ya) ayyuha/ 'l-muddaththir/1 
quml fa 'ndhirl I 
wa·rabbakal Ja-kabbir/1 
wa·thz>abakal Ja-tahhir/1 
wa 'r-rujzalja 'hjur/1 (74:1-5) 

The rules governing saj' are less rigid with regard to length than those 
governing poetry. The critics make it clear that the shorter the saj'ah, the 
better. However, some allow saj' to be of any length, while al-
Qalqashandi insists that the limit is nineteen words per saj'ah, in keeping 
with that found in the Qur'an. This is much longer than any line of 
quantitative poetry. It is rare, however, to find saj' of anywhere near this 
length in the compositions of later writers. At the other extreme, saj' may 
maintain a series of saj'ahs of only two words, shorter than any hemistich 
in quantitative poetry. Both in the Qur'an and in later sa}' we see that 
shorter sa}' is much more common, but the range in the Qur'an is 
greater. 

Number of Saja'iit in a Sa_j' Unit 

It is a norm in poetry that a qa~idah should maintain the same rhyme 
and meter throughout, but the siirah is much more flexible than the 
qa!idah with regard to rhyme, it being allowable or even desirable to 
change rhyme in saj'. Al-Suyliti emphasizes this distinction: wa jii'a 'l-
intiqiilu fi 'lfiieilati wa- '1-qarinati wa-qiifiyati '1-urjiizati m in naw'in ilii iikhara 
bi-khiliifi qiifiJ·ati '1-qaeidah "It occurs that the fiieilah (the last word of 

Ibid. 

" ""'' 
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an iiyah in the Qur'an), the qannah (the last word in a non-Qur'anic 
saj'ah), and the rhyme word of the 111jiizah (a poem in rajaz meter where 
the two hemistichs of each line rhyme) may change from one rhyme to 
another, in contradistinction to the rhyme of the qrzyfdah ". 82 Ibn Sin an 
al-Khafii.ji states that mono-rhyme has been used in sermons, cor-
respondence, and other writings, but adds that it is a fault to compose 
an entire letter of saj' with one rhyme because it tends to be repetitive 
and stilted: /i- 'anna dhiilika yaqa'u ta'arru(ian li- '1-takriiri wa-maylan ilii '1-
takalluf 83 Although some siirahs include many rhymes, the tendency to 
maintain mono-rhyme is quite strong in the Qur'an. Siirat al-a'riif(7) has 
206 iiyiit, of which 203 rhyme in iin, iim, fn, or fm. Siirat al-mu'miniin (23), 
with 118 iiyat, siirat al-naml (27), with 93 ayat, siiratya sfn, (36) with 83 ayat, 
and siirat al-rabman (55), with 78 iiyat, all maintain complete mono-rhyme. 
However, as will be discussed below, various devices are used to create 
divisions in the siirah while maintaining mono-rhyme. At the other 
extreme, some short siirahs have several difierent rhymes. Siirat al-'adiyat 
(100) has four distinct rhymes in only eleven ayiit. 

What, then, is the basic unit of saf? In poetry, the basic unit is the line. 
A single line may be considered an independent whole, but is the basic 
unit of saj' one saj'ah? Ibn al-Athir answers this question when he tells 
us that trzyri' in poetry is like saf in prose. 8~ Tafri' requires that the first 
hemistich (mz$ra') of a line of poetry rhyme with the second. This com-
parison shows that each saj'ah corresponds roughly to the hemistich in a 
line of poetry. In fact, ai-Baqi!Hini uses the term mz$ra' (pi. mrzyiin~) to 
refer to the safah on several occasions. 85 Therefore, the basic unit of saj' 
is two saj'ahs, corresponding to one line of poetry. When discussing how 
saj' phrases are combined to form saj' units, lbn ai-Athar only gives 
examples containing two or three saj'ahs. 86 Although a series of three, 
four, or more saj'ahs may form a unit, the method of the critics shows 
that they felt the most common sort of saj', or "echt" saj', was that which 
comes in paired phrases. According to Abu Hila! ai-'Askari, the basis of 
saj' is two saj'ahs. 87 

What arc the rules governing the lengths of mono-rhyme sections of 
saj'? AI-'Askari's statement about the number of saj'ahs in a unit is the 
most explicit of those made by the critics consulted. He believes that it 
is best to have two, but acceptable to have three or four saj'ahs constitute 

82 al·llqrin. 2: 97. 
n Sm aljastiltalt, 171. 
•• ai·Malltal al·•ti'ir, I: 338. 
8 ' l'j~ ai·Qur'tin, 90, 99. 
86 ai·Malltal al·>ri'ir, I: 333-5. 
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a unit. 88 A saj' unit with any more than four saj'ahs tends to be strained: 
Ja-injawaza dhalika nusiba ila 'l-takalluj 89 While many writers of the fourth 
Islamic century wrote paired saj'ahs as a rule, 90 this was not the case in 
the Qur'an. Scheindlin notes that the Qur'an has little pairing, but that 
the maqamat of al-Hamadhiini contain a great deal of pairing, and the 
maqamat of a al-I:Iariri are made up almost exclusively of paired 
phrases. 9 t Sheynin finds that the vast majority of rhyme units in the 
maqamat of al-I:lariri and al-Hamadhani which he analyzed are compos~d 
of two paired phrases. 92 These two writers seem to follow the prescrip-
tion al-'Askari mentions. Sheynin's statistics, based on an analysis of 
three long maqamat of each author, show that for al-Hamadhani, two-
phrase saj' units make up 48.97%, three-phrase units 29.83%, four-
phrase units 11.04%, and all longer units 10.16%; that for al-I:Iariri, 
two-phrase units make up 42.02%, three-phrase units 29%, four-phrase 
units 17.53%, and all longer units 11.45%. These results are skewed 
upwards, because, as mentioned above, in Part 11 of his study, he treated 
introductory phrases as additional saj'ahs. 

The following are Qur'anic saj' units of various lengths containing saj' 
phrases of equal length. 

Of2: 
fa-atharnal bihil naq'an/1 
fa-wasa!nal bihil jam<an/1 

Of 3: 
wa-1-'iidiyiit/ r/.ab~an/1 
fa-1-mii.riyiiti/ qad~anl I 
fa-1-mughlriiti/ $Ub~anll 

Of4: 
(a-lam) nrJShra~/ [aka/ $adralr.ll 

wa-war/.a<nii/ <anlr.al wizralr.l I 
al-ladhilanqar/.al ~ahrakl I 

(100:4-5) 

(lOO: 1-3) 

wa-raja<nii/ /aka/ dhikrakll (94: 1-5) 

Of 5: 
tahhatl yadiil abil lahabinl wa-tahl I 
miil aghnii/ <anhu/ miiluhul wa-miil kasabl I 

87 Kittib al-~ina<atayn, 260. 
•• Ibid .• 263. 
•• Ibid .. :.163. 
90 Zaki !\1ubarak, ai-Nathr ai-Jannifi '1-qarn al-rtibi', 1: 137. Mubarak describes these 

writers as those who write almost completely in saj' and only abandon saj' when using 
pairing without rhyme. They include al-Hamadhani, ai-Sal:tib Ibn 'Abbiid, ai-Tha'iilibi, 
al-Siibi, and others. 

91 Schcindlin, op. cit., 57. 
92 Sheynin·. part 11, p. 115. 
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sa-ytlllii/ niiranl dluital lahabl I 
wa7nra'atuhu ~ammiilata '1-~atab/1 
fi/ jfdihiil ~a blunt mini masad/ I ( 111) 

123 

Short saf units such as these, especially those of three and five safahs to 
a unit, are quite common in the Qur'an. However, how can one recon-
cile al-'Askari's disapproval of having more than four saf phrases in a 
saf unit with the following Qur'anic text from srirat al-takwfr? 

idhiil 'sh-shamsul kuwwirat/1 
u·a-idhiil 'n-nujiimul 'nkdarat/1 
wa-idhiil 'l1.ibiilul suyyirat/1 
wa-idhiil '1- 'ishiirul'ut!ilatl I 
wa-idhiil '1-wubiishu/ !zushirat/1 
wa-idhiil '1-bi!zjjrul sujjirat/1 
wa-idhiil '1-nufiisu/ zuwwijatl I 
wa-idhiil '1-ma 'iido.tul su 'ilat/1 
bi- 'a;-yil dhanbinl qutilat/1 
wa-idhiil '1-~ubuful nushirat/1 
wa-idhiil '1-samii'ul kushiJat/1 
wa-idhiil '1-ja/.l.imu/ suCCirat/1 
wa-idhii/ '1-jannatu/ uzlifat/1 
'alimatl nafsunl mii/ a!zr/aratl I (81:1-H) 

Here, fourteen saf phrases form a cohesive saf unit without any clear 
subdivisions. The rhyme remains constant, and there is a high degree of 
parallelism between the phrases. One particular syntactic pattern persists 
throughout the unit. 

The Saf Unit 

How are saja'at grouped together? Ibn ai-Athlr only treats cases where 
two or three phrases form a unit, and gives no indication of the maxi-
mum number of saja'at to form a unit. But first it is necessary to define 
the unit. Sheynin speaks of a rhyme unit (R U), but this term is insuffi-
cient, for the reason that in saf two or more consecutive but clearly 
distinct groups of saja'rit might have the same rhyme. The Qur'an often 
presents large numbers of consecutive lines ending in the same rhyme, 
as many as fifty or more, but it is clear from their structure that the lines 
fall into smaller blocks. Thus, rhyme is not the only grouping principle 
in saf, as Shcrnin assumes and as Blachcre's statement "Ces unites 
rhythmiqucs son! groupees par series sur une meme rime" implies. 
Insertion of a maJ[a' automatically begins a new unit, as do, in most 
cases, changes in safah length. For instance, three saj'ahs of two words 
might be followed by two safahs of three words. Change in length is 
essentially a change in meter. Even if all live safahs had the same rhyme, 
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they would obviously form two distinct units. Ibn al-Athir does not use 
a specific term for these larger units. He refers to units consisting of two 
saj'ahs as aljai/iin or al-saj'atiin, and units consisting of three saj'ahs as al-
saja'iit al-thaliith or saj' 'alii thaliith ji"qar. 93 While not ruling out the 
possibility of discovering an Arabic term in other critical works, I will 
term this grouping the "saj' unit" to distinguish it from the saj' 
phrase= saj'ah. 

As stated above, Ibn al-Athir treats only the cases where two or three 
saj' phrases form a sa}' unit. Within this context, he discusses four major 
patterns. 94 The first pattern has saj'ahs of equal length. It appears in both 
two and three-phrase saj' units. Ibn al-Athir's examples include the 
following passages from the Qur'an: 

fa 'ammal '1-yatima/ fa liil taqhar/1 
wa 'ammal 'i-sii'ilal fa liil lanhar/1 

wa '1-'iidiyiitzl r/ab/:zan/1 
fa '1-miiriyiiti/ qad/:zan/1 
fa '1-mughiriitil juh/:zan/1 

(93:9-10) 

(tOO: t-3) 

Ibn al-Athir states that this is the best type of saj' because of the balance 
(i'tidiil) created. The examples given earlier show that this type of saj' 
unit may be extended to include more than three saj'ahs of equal length, 
reaching, in the case of the Qur'an, fourteen or more saj'ahs. 

The second pattern has the second saj'ah in a two-phrase unit slightly 
longer than the first. Al-'Askari makes a similar statement meant to 
apply primarily to two-phrase units. He states that if the two saj'ahs are 
not of the same length, the second must be longer than the first.95 
According to lbn al-Athir, this is acceptable as long as the second saj'ah 
is not so long as to upset the effect of balance: an yakiina 'ljQ!lu 'l-thiinl 
a.twala min al-awwali lii tiilan yakhruju 'an il-i'tidiil. 96 If it is much longer, 
it is considered defective. As an example of this, Ibn al-Athir cites: 

bal/J kadhdltabri/2 bi'l-sii'ati/3 wa>Ctadna/1 li·man/5 kadhdhaba/6 bi'l-sii'ati/7 
sa'irii/18 
idltiil I ra 'athum/2 min/3 makiinin/4 ba'idin/5 sami'u/6 lahii/7 taghayyu~an/8 wa-
zaftrii/19 
wa-idhiil I ulquw/2 minhii/3 makiinan/4 (iayyiqan/5 muqarranina/6 da'aw/7 
huniilika/8 thuburii/19 

(25:11-13) 

93 ai-Mathal al·sti'zr. I: 333-5. 
•• Ibid. He calls them three types, but presents another construction as a sub-category 

of the second type_ 
"' Kitiib al·ilnti'atarn, 263. 
•• al·.'vfathal al·sti'zr, I: 333. 
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He then states that these ayat contain eight, nine, and nine words respect-
ively. This shows that his previous statement was meant to apply not only 
to two-phrase units, but also to three-phrase and probably longer units 
as well. The general rule implied is that in saf units of several phrases, 
where all the phrases are of roughly equal length, it is acceptable to have 
the longer phrases following the shorter ones, but not vice versa. A 
familiar example of this is from stirat aljatibah: 

(al-{lamdu li-/ltihz) rabbi/ >J-'tilamin/1 
al-ra/lmtini/ >[-ra/lim/1 
mtilikil yawmi/ >[-dint/ (1:1-3) 

Here the three safahs consist of two, two, and three words respectively. 
In numerical terms, it may be inferred from Ibn ai-Athir's statements 
that acceptable differences in length are those of only one or two words. 
In the examples above, the differences in length are only one word, and 
Ibn al-Athir gives another example of two saj'ahs where the first is eleven 
words and the second is thirteen. 

A third type, which Ibn al-Athir criticizes as being severely flawed 
('ayb fiibish), 97 has the second saj'ah shorter than the first. The logical 
extension of this rule is that it is not acceptable to have any safah shorter 
than a previous saj'ah within a unit where all saj'ahs are of roughly equal 
length length. Ibn al-Athir does not provide any examples of this third 
type, and one wonders how he would analyze sii.rat al-nas (114): 

(qui a'udhu) hi-rabbi/ >[-niis/1 
mtiliki/ >[-niis/1 
iltihil >[-niis/1 

mini sham"/ 1-waswtisil >t-khanntis/1 
al ladhil yuwaswisul jil 1uduril >t-niisl 
mina/ >[ .. Jinnalil (wa >t-niis)/1 

The first three tiytit form a unit conforming to the first pattern above, as 
all three saj'ahs are of two words. The last three tiytit present a problem, 
because it is obvious that the last ti_}"ah is much shorter than the two 
preceding lines-three words as opposed to four and five. 

The fourth and most complex pattern is to have two saj'ahs of equal 
length followed by a third about twice as long as the previous safahs. As 
an example of this, Ibn ai-Athir cites the passage of his own composition: 

(al·fadiqu man) lam/ ya'tar/1 'ankal bi-khiilif/1 . 
u·a·laml yu'timilkal mu'amalatal /.liilif/1 
u•a-idhal ballaghat-hul udhnuhul u•ishiiyatan/ aqtimal 'alayhii/ /laddal siiri-
qinl aw/qiidhijl/98 

97 Ibid .• I: 335. 
•• /hid., I: 334. 
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As he explains, the first two saj'ahs contain four words and the third saj'ah 
contains ten. If we extend the analogy of saj' to poetry, we see that this 
formation is equivalent to one line with rhyming hemistichs-that is, 
with ta,rrr-followed by one line without taJrr. This type of formation is 
commonly found in the rubii'i or "quatrain", consisting of four 
hemistichs of which the first, second, and fourth rhyme. 99 Al-Qazwini 
gives an example of this type, but merely states that here the third saj'ah 
is longer than the first two: 

khudhuhu/1 fa ghulluhu/1 
thummal '1-jabfma/ ,alluhu/1100 (69:30-31) 

This example shows that often in this type of construction, a single ayah 
may contain two saj'ahs. A similar example is included in siirat al-ikhl(#: 

lam ya/idl I wa lam yii/adl I 
wa lamyakun lahu kufu'an abadll (112:3-4) 

This does not happen very often, but it shows that calculations of the 
number of saj'ahs in the Qur'an based merely on the number of ayat will 
not be exact. 

lbn ai-Athir indicates that the third saj'ah must be longer than the first 
and second saj'ahs combined. When speaking of the Qur'anic example, 

(fi) !adrinl makhrjiidl I 
wa !albinl manrjiidl I 
u·a ;i//inl mamdiid/1 (56:28-30) 

he states that these three saj'ahs are two words each, but that if one made 
the third saj'ahfive or six words, it would not be bad. He also states that 
if the first and second saj'ahs are each four words, as in his own passage 
cited above, then the third must be ten or eleven words. He then says 
that if the first two are made longer or shorter, one must increase or 
decrease the third accordingly. Thus it appears that the third saj'ah may 
be from one to three words longer than the first two saj'ahs combined. 

Al-Qazwini describes an extension of the ruba'i form. In this type, 
there arc three saj'ahs, the second of which is longer than the first, and 
the third longer than the sccond.' 01 The example he gives is siirat al-'aJr 
(I 03): 

lt"a '1- 'a~ rill I 
innal '1-insiinal la fil khusrin/1 4 

•• I have discussed this construction in an unpublished paper, "Quickies: Form and 
Clmun· in rh.- Limerick, Rubii'i, Ta1n-<, and Koranic Saj'" (University of Pennsylvania, 
I~IHB). 

100 al· Talkh1), 399; al-fr)iib, 2:548. 
101 al-idah. 2·548. 
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ilia/ >t ladhinal amanii/ wa 'amiliil >t-,ali!uitil wa tawfiiawl bi >t-baqqil wa 
tawfiiawl bi >f-Tabrillg 

Al-Qazwini gives no particular name to this construction, and unlike lbn 
al-Athir, he does not differentiate clearly between cases where a saj'ah is 
slightly longer than the preceding saj'ah and cases like this. This will be 
referred to as the pyramidal construction. In the Qur'an, it usually 
appears in sa}' units of three saj'ahs, and especially at the beginning of 
sii.rahs. The opening lines of siirat al-rjubfi provide another example: 

wa >[-r/ufuil 
wa >1-laylil idhal sajiil I 
mal wadda 'aka/ rabbukal wa mii/ qala/1 (93:1-3) 

This type of construction seems to be extremely rare in non-Qur'anic 
saj'. 

The Grouping of Saj' Units 

Sheynin believes that the only way to begin a new saj' unit is to change 
the rhyme, hence his term Rhyme Unit (RU) for the sa}' unit. This defi-
nition may work for the analysis of maqamat, but fails to provide an ade-
quate analysis of Qur'anic saj'. In the case of the Qur'an, many other 
devices, as well as rhyme change, are used to set apart sa}' units. 

Change in rhyme is used quite often. Siirat af-Cadiyat (100) is a good 
example of this type of structure: 

wa >[-Cadiyatil rjab/lan/1 
fa >1-miiriyatil qadban/1 
fa >1-mughiratil iubban/1 

fa-atharnal bihil naq'an/1 
fa-wasatnal bihil jam'an/1 

innal >1-insana/ li rabbihil la kaniid/1 
u·a·irmahul 'altil dhtilikal la shadhid/1 
wa-innahul li /lubbil >t-khayril la shadir/11 

(afa-lami,Ya'laml idhtil) bu'thiral mal ji>t-quhiir/1 
wa buuilal mal fi>f-F•diir/1 
innal rabbahuml b•html )'au·ma >jdftinl la khabir/1 

This sii.rah di'"idcs into four saj' units, each with a different rhyme. The 
saj' units arc also distinguished by ll'ngth of saj'ah, the first unit having 
saj'ahs of two word length, the second unit saJ'ahs of three word length, 
the third unit Jaj'ahs of four word length. and the fourth unit saj'ahs of 
three word length, except for the final saj'ah of live words. 
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Another extremely common device for separating saj' units is change 
in the length of the saj'ahs without change in the rhyme. That this is 
much more common in the Qur'an than in other saj' compositions such 
as maqamat is another aspect of the tendency to maintain mono-rhyme. 
An example of this is siirat al-niis (114): 

(qui/ a'iidhul) hi rabbi/ 'l-niir/1 
miilikil 'l-niis/1 
iliihil 'l-niis/1 

mini sharril 'l-waswiisil 'l-khanniis/1 
al ladhil yuwawiml fi! ~udiiril 'l-niis/1 
mini al-jinnatil wa 'l-niis/1 

This surah, though maintaining the same rhyme throughout, breaks up 
into two saj' units of three saj'ahs each. The first saj' unit has saj'ahs of · 
two words each, but the second saj' unit has longer saj'ahs: four, five, and 
three words. 
A structural device which does not appear often is the use of a refrain 
r~rah, as found in sural al-ra~miin (55) and siirat al-qamar (54). In the 78 
\Trses of sural al-ra~miin, the verse Ja-bi-ayyi iilii'i rabbikumii tukadhdhibiin? 
is repeated 31 times, marking off 28 couplets and 3 tercets within the 
Hirah. Il.m Abl al-I~ba' (d. 654/1256), referring to the couplets in par-
ticular, calls this type of figure a taw 'am "twin" . 102 In doing so, he refers 
to the fact that the two iiyahs, though they rhyme with each other, are 
genn~tlly of unequal length, so that the first iiyah of each couplet rhymes 
not with the second iiyah of the same couplet, but with the first iiyah of 
the next couplet, just as the second ii_yah of the couplet rhymes with the 
second ii_ynh of the next couplet, producing something like the rhyme 
scheme ahab. lbn Ab! ai-I~ba' gives the four iiyiit 55:33-6 as an example: 

)<l ma',lwra '1-jinni wa'l-insi in istata'tum an tarifudhii min aq.tiiri '1-samawiiti 
u·a 'l·ar(Ii fa 'rifudhu la tanfudhiina illii hi sul.tiin/1 fa bi ayyi iilii'i rabbikumii 
tul.rulhdhihiinl I 

nmnlu 'alaykumii shuwii;:un m in niirin wn nu~iisun fa lii tanta~·iriin/ /fa bi ayyi 
rilri '' mhhtkurnii tukadhdhibiinl I 

According to his interpretation, each couplet here is like one line of 
poetry with an internal rhyme placed after the hemistich division, 
creating the effect of having two meters simultaneously. 

In 11im/ nl-qamar, refrain phrases create five parallel strophes, describ-
ing how five gmups of the past rejected the warnings of God and were 
consequently punished. The first line of each strophe begins with the 

"" l;1hnr af.tahbir (Cairo: Lajnal il)y;l' al-!ur;l!h al-isl<lmi. 196:!). 522-3. 
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verb kadhdhabat, followed by the name of the particular group whose story 
is related in the strophe-Qawm Nuf:J, 'Ad, Thamud, Qawm Liit, and 
Qawm Fir' awn-as the agent of the verb. The last line of each strophe 
ends with the rhetorical question: fa-ha/ min muddakir "Then is there any 
that will receive admonition?" 103 The variation in the number of lines in 
each strophe is considerable (5-11 lines), as is the number of words in 
each line (4-10 words), but the first and last lines of each strophe provide 
a closed framework and set off an independent unit. 

Wazn, or Quantitative Afeter at the End of a Saj'ah 

Critics pay a great deal of attention to the last word of the saj'ah. They 
use several terms for this word, including Jti;rilah (pi. fawti;ril), maqta' (pi. 
maqfi,ti'), and, perhaps to our confusion, qarfnah (pi. qara'in) and saj' (pi. 
asja'}. 10• Not only is it important for the word to have rhyme (qajiyah), 
it is also considered important that the fofi/ah be of the same mor-
phological pattern (wazn) as those of neigh boring saj'ahs. Medieval critics 
classify saj' according to the presence or absence of this property. 

Saj' mutarraf "lop-sided" or "skewed" saj' is that in which thefawtifil 
rhyme without having the same pattern. The Qur'anic example given by 
al-Qalqashandi and many other critics is the following: 

(ma lakum la) tarjiinal li'llahil u·aqaran/1 
wa qadl khalaqakuml atwaran/1 (7J: JJ-4) 10S 

Although waqtiran and a.twtiran rhyme, they arc not of the same mor-
phological pattern. As regards syllabic quantity, waqtiran scans short-
long-long, but aJwtiran scans long-long-long. The critics consider this type 
of saj' inferior to saj' mutawtizf ''parallel saj'''. which has both rhyme and 
identical pattern in the final words of the saj'ahs. Examples from the 
Qur'an include the following, 

(fiha) sururunl marfii'ah/1 
wa aA.wabunl mawl/.ii'ahll (!!!!: 13-14)106 

Not all critics use the term saj' mulau·a.:,-. AI-Qalqashandi, for example, 

10' The translation is from Abullah Yusuf :\li, Tht Mtaning of the Glorious Qur'an, 1456. 
••• See ai·Suyu!i, al-ltqtin, 2: 97, where he rcft•r. to the the last word of a saj'-phrase 

as qarinal al-sOJ'ah; also al-Taftazani, ai-Shar~ nl-.\lul.hta.ar, 3: 173, where he states:Ja-'1-
~fiiilu amra '1-sa/a qad yu#aqu 'ala '1-lcalimalr '1-al.hira/r mrna '1-.fiqrah. 

••• Sub~ al-a'shti, 2: 282; Zayn al-Oin Mubammad b. Abi Bakr ai-Razi (d. end of 
7th/13th c.), Rawr./at al-Ja1a~h. 207, Sluh.ih .1!-0in Abmad b. 'Abd al-Wahhab ai-
Nuwayri (d. 7:1311332), Nihtiyal al-arab fi frmun nl-adab, (Cairo: ai-Mu'assasah al-
mi~riyyah al-'ammah li-'1-ta'lif, 196-lJ, 7: IU:i. 

106 al-Qazwini, nl- Tallchi1, 398; al-ldiih, :!· 547; ai-Razi, Rawr./al ai-Ja1a~ah, 206. 
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uses no special term for this type of saj', a fact which indicates that he 
considered it the norm from which saj' mu.tarraf deviates. 107 

The importance of the effect of wazn is illustrated by the existence of 
a type of composition which conforms to all the characteristics of saf 
except that of rhyme. It is called i::diwiij'108 or muwiizanah. 109 AI-
Qalqashandl defines this as follows: .. . an yakhtalifa barfu 'l-rawiyyifi iikhiri 
'ljiqratayn, " ... that the rhyme letter at the end of the two jiqrahs dif-
fers."110 In this type of composition, thefawii~il either do not rhyme or 
rhyme inexactly, but have identical pattern. Some critics consider 
muwiizanah a type of saj' itself, especially if it has inexact rhymes, and they 
term it saj' mutawiizin. 111 Others, such as al-'Askarl, do not consider it 
saj', but deem it slightly inferior saj' in literary merit. 112 Al-Qalqashandi 
and others give the following Qur'iinic example: 

wa namiiriqul maifiifahl I 
wa zariibiyyul mabthiithahl I (88: 15-16)113 

The words maifufah and mabthutlwh an: of the same morphological pat-
tern, yet they do not rhyme. 

An understanding of muwiizanah may help clarify some confusing ter-
minology. When speaking of poetry, the word wazn is used to refer to the 
quantitative meter used throughout the \·erse; thus the use of mawzun in 
Qudiimah b. Ja'far's famous definition of poetry: "kaliimun mawzunun 
muqa.ffan maq~ud''. Here it means conforming to one of the established 
quantitative meters of al-Khalll. \\'hen speaking of saj', however, wazn 
refers to the morphological pattern of the Jawii~z'l. The word mawzun 
indicates that the Jawii~il arc of the same morphological form without 
necessarily implying that they rhyme. It is in this latter sense that al-Jiib.i~ 
uses the word. He reports an anecdote about 'Abd al-Samad Ibn al-Fa<;ll 
al-Riqiishl, who spoke continually in saj'. Someone asked al-Riqii.shl why 
he preferred to speak in saj', maintaining qiifiyah and wazn. He replied, 
"The good prose (manthur) which the Arabs have spoken is more than the 
good maw::un which they ha\'C spoken, but not a tenth of the prose has 
been saved, and not a tenth of the mazl'.:un has been lost". 114 Ibn Rashlq 

'"' Suhh al-a'•ha, 2: 28:?-3. 
lhld. 2: :!83. 

109 lbn ai-Arhir, ai-A.fathal al-sa'"· I· :l77-BII 
110 Sub~ al-a'sha, 2: 283. 
111 al-!\luwavri, ,V,harat al-arab, 7: 10·1, .ti-Suvtlli. a/-ltqan, 2: 104. 
1 " 1\llah a[-,',na'atayn-, 263. 
"' Subh al-a'shd, 2: 283; ai-Nuwayri, .\',hayat af.arab, 7: 15; ai-Razi, Rawt/at al-fa!ii~ah, 

20ll AI-Razi makes the distinctiun that in prose this is called tawiizun, but in poetry it 
is called muwiizanah, as in this line bv al-1\uhruri. 

fa·kun rnuJ<atfan fi·hinna in kunta ghcidtra u a·Hr muh<adan 'an-hunna in lcunta ia>imti. 
"' ai-Bayiin wa-'1-tabyin, l: 158. 
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al-Qayrawani (d. 456/1064) denies that saj' is mawzun, saying that of the 
two distinguishing characteristics of poetry, qiiFyah "rhyme" and wazn 
''meter'', sqj' has taken over the rhyme. lt•a,·ing only meter as the 
exclusive distinguishing mark of poetry. 115 It is clear that he uses the 
word wazn here in the restricted sense of conformation to a quantitative 
poetic meter. AI-Subki (d. 77311372) diiTcrentiates between the two 
meanings of wa.:n by calling one wazn lfJ!ri.fi and the other wazn shi'rz-. 116 

Conformity to an identical quantitative pattern at the ends of sa}' 
phrases, although not absolutely necessary, is considered a standard 
feature of saj'. This effect is termed muwii::anah and was important 
enough for medieval critics to classify types of saj' on this basis. Indeed, 
muwiizanah is so effective that some critics consider it a: type of saj' even 
if not accompanied by rhyme. The desired effect is 10 enhance the accen-
tual meter with quantitative regularity wht•n approaching the end of the 
saj'ah, producing matching cadences. These cadences are closely parallel 
to the clauJulae of Latin oratory: cad!'nc!'s of quantitative meter used to 
end prose sentences. 117 Blachere must have been thinking of the clausulae 
when he stated that phrases of saj' ended in a "clausule", and he showed 
insight in stating." ... en dernierc analyse. !'clement esscntiel est con-
stituc par la clausule rimee". Again, it is important to note that the 
length of the matching cadences is described in terms of words rather 
than syllabk·s. and that the standard length of tht· cadence is one word .. 

Complete or Near-Complete Quanlilalir•e Parallelism 

In muwtizanah, discussed above, quantitative parallelism is restricted to 
the last word in a saj' phrase. Howc\'er, critics prized more complete 
parallelism, and considered saj' of even higher merit if it had this pro-
perty. AI-Qalqashandi and others call this t)·pc tarii' or saj' muraiia', 
"proportioned" saj'. 116 Al-'Askarf calls it Jaj' fi saj' "saj' within saj'", 
adding that it is the best type of mj'. ""' It is dc:lincd as saj' where most 
or all of the words in one qartnah arc similar in form (wazn) to the corre-
sponding words in its partner laj'ah. (.2_ur><-1nic examples include: 

"' Ibn Rashiq ai·Q.ovrawani. af·'l"mdah fi uoa'at al·•h•'r U.'a-naqrilh. t•d . .!\lul)ammad 
R.odr al-Din al·="·•',.ini al-Halahi (Cairo· :\l.uh.o'.ot .oH\h;inji. 1907). I: 137. 

"• ai-Subki, R.oh.i' al-Din Al)rnad h. T.oqon .ol·llin. 'A,;, af·rl};tib fi shar~ talkh(s al-
mifttib. printt•d "ith al-Taftazani's al·.\lu~hta""· (C.oor·u. Rul.iq Press. 1317/1899-1900), 
~- ~~lti. 

1 " On tht· dauu.!ar. sec Hcnri Burnt't<Jll<'. /." (.'/.u .. u!r. mitrrqut> fatmrs (Lille, 1907). 
'" Sub/! al-a'•hti. 2: 21!2. al-R.lzi. Ra1<·dat al·fa.aha/,, 200. 
119 Kittib al-,mti'atarrr. 26:1 
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innal ilayniil iyiibuhuml I 
thummal innal 'alayniil ~isiibuhuml I (88:25-6) 

and 

innal 'l-abriiral la fil na'zml I 
wa innal 'ljujjiiral la Jil jaMml I (82:13-14) 

In these examples, the words both rhyme and follow the same pattern, 
except for the difference of pattern of abriirljujjiir in the second example. 
Syllable lengths are exactly the same, if thumma in the second saj'ah of the 
first example and wa- in the second saj'ah of the second example are dis-
counted. 

Tar~ZC often involves multiple parallel rhymes as well as quantitative 
parallelism. Al-cAskari gives an example of this by al-Ba~ir: 

(~attii 'iida) ta'n-t;iukal lafTZ~anll 
wa tamri(iuJ..al ta~bibanl I 

and others by ai-Sa):lib Ibn 'Abbad, including the following: 

(liikinnahu 'amada li'l-shmcq1) fa ajriil jiyiidahul ghurranl wa qurbanll 
wa awriil ziniidahul qadbanl fa qadbanl I 

This example of saf muranac by al-f:lariri takes parallelism to its extreme: 

(fa-huwa) ya!ba'ul '1-a.'Ja'al bi jawiihiril lafzih/ I 
wa yaqra'ul 'l-aJTiui'al bi zawiijiril wa';ih// 120 

Not only do the words in these two saj'ahs exhibit exact quantitative and 
morphological parallelism, they each rhyme with the corresponding word 
in the partner saj'ah. Scheindlin states that al-I:Jariri especially 
endeavored to write phrases of saj' of this type, with rhythmical 
equality. 121 Scheindlin believes that this type of sajC, as used by al-
Hamadhani and al-f:lariri. is the most advanced stage of saj' in the 
history of Arabic literature. m It is clear that many medieval rhetoricians 
and writers of saj' shared his opinion. 

Conclusion 

Analysis of medieval criticism on saf and formal examination of the 
Qur'an make possible a more complete definition of sajc. Saj', though 
generally considered a sub-category of prose (nathr), is a type of composi-

" 0 al-fr!#. 2: 547; also ai·R.izl. :!111. The phrase is from al-l:fariri's al-rnaqtimah al-ii.lti 
al·san'ti'iyyah. 

"' Fnrm and StrucluTt rn thr !'urtr)' of al·.\fu'tarnid /bn 'Abbtid, p. 58. 
"' /hid. 
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tion distinct from both free prose (nathr mursal) and syllabic verse (n~m). 
It consists of rhyming phrases termed saja<at (sing safah). The rules 
governing the rhyme in saf are slightly different from those governing 
the rhyme in the qt¥fdah, the most noticeable difference being that the 
rhyme-words in saf generally end in sukiin. Saf conforms to an accentual 
meter: each safah tends to have the same number of word-accents as· its 
partner safahs. Therefore, the fundamental unit of saf prosody is the 
word, /afzah (pi. laf~iit), and not the syllable or the ta.fflah. 

The ma.t[a< is an important structural element in saf unit, yet lies 
outside the prosodic structure of the safahs themselves. Although it is 
common, it is not a necessary feature of saf, many siirahs of the Qur'an 
and other passages of saf being without it. Nevertheless, it functions 
within certain constraints, namely that it should be no longer than the 
following safah. 

Quantitatively parallel cadences at the ends of safahs are a standard 
although not absolutely necessary feature of saf. Quantitative parallelism 
is achieved by requiring the words in question to have the same wazn or 
morphological pattern. It is the norm for these cadences to be restricted 
to thefawii#l, the final word of safahs, although some safahs maintain 
complete or near-complete parallelism. 

I have chosen to term groups of safahs which may be formally distin-
guished from surrounding safahs "saf units". Mono-rhyme is not 
required in saj<, though it is possible. Saj<ahs form groups with common 
rhyme, but rhyme is not the only grouping principle in saf compositions. 
A significant change in the length of a safah marks a new saf unit as 
clearly as does a change in rhyme. Insertion of a matlac also marks the 
beginning of a new saf unit. Most saf units contain a series of safahs of 
equal or nearly equal length, but there exist more complex formations 
including the type of saf unit which I have termed the ruba<r figure, for-
mally similar to a couplet with aaba rhyme-scheme, and that which I have 
termed the pyramid figure. 

Nothwithstanding considerable reluctance to use the term saf in 
reference to the Qur'an, most medieval rhetoricians realize that the 
Qur'an contains a great deal of saf. The analysis undertaken in this 
study makes possible some preliminary observations on the formal dif-
ferences between Qur'iinic and later saf, especially that of the epistles of 
al-~iibib ibn cAbbiid and lbn al-<Amid and the maqiimat of ai-Hamadhani 
and al-I:Iariri. Qur'iinic saf has a much greater tendency to mono-rhyme 
than does later saf. A small number of rhymes, including iinlfnlii.mlim 
and fllir, are predominant in the Qur'an whereas rhyme in later saj< 
shows greater variation. The Qur'an allows inexact rhymes which are 
not found in later saf. The safahs in Qur'iinic sa/ are in many cases 
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much longer than those found in later saj', though the shorter Meccan 
siirahs tend to have fairly short saj'ahs. Saj' units in the Qur'an reach 
much greater lengths than those found in later saj'. The formation of saj' 
units in Qur'ii.nic saj' also exhibits a greater degree of variety, saj' units 
of two rather short saj'ahs. Finally, quantitative saj' units of the ruba'i 
type and the pyramid type being much more common. Later saj' tends 
to consist primarily of parallelism and multiple rhymes become much 
more important effects in later saj' than they are in the Qur'an. 

What does this imply about our translation of the term saj'? Our tradi-
tional English rendering, "rhymed prose", leaves much to be desired, 
especially since it completely ignores the metrical qualities and con-
straints of saj'. Blachere's translation, "rhymed and rhythmic prose", 
begins to make up for this defect, but retains the main source of 
misunderstanding, the very word "prose". The phrase "rhymed prose" 
seems, in every-day English at any rate, to be a contradiction in terms. 
This contradiction is only resolved when we realize that in the classical 
Arabic literary tradition, convention has somewhat arbitrarily estab-
lished compliance with the quantitative meters of al-Khalil as the fun-
damental criterion of division between poetry and prose. A modern view 
of poetry as any text which aspires to be seen as a poem, or a view such 
as that of Jakobson, according to which a poem is a text in which the 
paradigmatic function of language supercedes the syntagmatic, would 
allow us to include saj' in the realm of poetry with relative ease. This, 
however, is not the important issue. The point is rather that within tradi-
tional Arabic poetics, there was an awareness of the deeper ''poetic'' 
nature of saj' which many critics found difficult to state outright because 
of the force of conventions such as the doctrine of i'jiiz al-Qur'an and that 
of the supremacy of quantitarive poetry, but which, with critics such as 
Ibn ai-Athlr, led to an analysis of saj' as a type of accent poetry. It is 
this awareness which allows us to sec saj' as a complex interplay of accen-
lual meter, rhyme, and morphological pattern, and it is this same 
awareness which allowed rhe poet A (:I mad Shawql to assert: '' Saj' is 
Arabic's second poetry" (a/- wj'u shi'ru 'l·arabiyyati 'l·thani). 173 

"' Ahmad Shawqi (d 1932) . . ·lwaq nl·dhahab (Cairo: ai·Maktabah al·tijiiriyah al-
kubr;o. 1970), 115. 
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APPENDIX 1: RHYME IN THE QUR>AN 
no. siirah iiyiit rhyming all/none main rhymes 

1 a!-F iiti/.ulh 7 7 all iin 
2 al-Baqarah 286 264 iinliib-iidlfr-fl 
3 AI Cfmriin 200 183 iinliin-iimliib-iid-iir 
4 al-Nisa> 176 143 frii-fmiilfdiiliin 
5 al-Ma>idah 123 108 iinlfdlfr 
6 al-Anciim 165 159 iin 
7 al-A criif 206 203 un 
8 al-Anfiil 75 64 iin 
9 al-Tawbah 129 124 iin 
10 Yiinus 109 107 iin 
11 Hiid 123 101 iinlfr/f.z/fd-fb 
12 Yiisuf 111 107 iin 
13 al-Racd 43 37 iinl iib-iid-iiql iir-iil 
14 lbriihfm 52 28 fdl iinl iir-iill 
15 al-/:liJr 99 97 iin 
16 al-Nab/ 128 126 iin 
17 al-lsrii' 111 99 flii-frii-fmii-fniilfdii-ibii 
18 al-Kahf 110 110 a(n) 
19 Maryam 98 89 iyyal iin/ dii 
20 Tiiha 135 134 iilf. 
21 al-Anbiya> 112 111 iin 
22 al-/:lajj 78 36 fdlfrliin 
23 al-Mu >miniin 118 118 all iin 
24. al-Niir 64 59 iinl iil-iirl ab 
25 al-Furqiin 77 77 all flii-friil iimii-iinii 
26 al-Shu car a> 227 223 iin 
27 al-Naml 93 93 all iin 
28 al-QaJw 88 87 iinlf-fl 
29 al-cAnkabiit 69 68 iinlir 
:~o al-Rum 60 58 iin 
31 Luqmiin 34 30 unlir 
32 al-SaJdah 30 29 iin 
33 al-Abziib 73 60 flii-frii-fmii-fnii 
34 Saba> 54 52 frlid-fb 
35 al-Fii.tir 45 42 fr!iin/fd 
% Yii-Sfn 83 83 all iin 
37 al-$iilfiit 182 180 riil iiCidl iin • 
38 $iid 88 83 iih-iid-iiql iirl iin 

• C rcprcscms ..o 'ariablc consonant. 
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no. surah iiyiit rhyming all/none main rhymes 

39 al-Zumar 75 70 iir/ iib-iid/ iin 
40 Ghiifur 85 76 fm-fnli:rlzd-fb 
41 Fum·lat 54 4-6 fm-fnli:rlfd-ib 
42 al-Shiirii 53 47 zm/rrlillfm 
43 al-Zukhruf 89 88 iin 
44 al-Dukhiin 59 59 all iin 
45 al-Jiithiyah 30 30 all iin 
46 al-Abqiif 35 35 all iin 
47 Mubammad 38 35 iilahum 
48 al-Fatb 29 28 fmii-fnii 
49 al-l:lujuriit 18 17 iin 
50 Qiif 45 38 rd!fb 
51 a!-Dhtiriytit 60 55 rii/iin 
52 al-Tiir 49 47 iir/ i'l awrti/ iin 
53 al-Najm 62 61 ti/ ifahl iin 
54 al-Qamar 55 55 all zr-ur-ar 
55 al-Rabmtin 78 78 all tin-iim 
56 a!- Wiiqi'ah 96 90 i'ahliin 
57 al-f:ladld 29 19 fm-frlfd/iin 
58 a!-M ujtidilah 22 16 fr-fmliin 
59 al-l:lashr 24 I 7 fr-fmliin 
60 a!-M umtabanah 13 8 f/-fr-fm 
61 al-$ajj 14 13 iin 
62 al-Jumu'ah 11 11 all iin 
63 al-Muntifiqiin 11 11 all iin 
64- a!- Taghtibun 18 13 fr-lm 
65 a!- Taltiq 12 10 rti 
66 a!- Tabrim 12 11 ir-lm-iin 
67 al-Mulk 30 30 all zrliin 
68 al-Qalam 52 52 all iin 
69 al-Haqqah 52 49 tiqqahl iyah/ iihii/ iin 
70 al-Ma'tirij 44 36 tiCi'l idtillhzl iil 'a! iin 
71 ,vub 28 22 iinl iirii 
72 al-Jinn 28 17 abti-adii 
73 al-Afuzzammil 20 17 ilti/imti 
74 al-Afuddaththir 56 5-t- irl iirlfdii/ arl iin/ rah 
75 al-Qiytimah 4-0 39 iimah -iinah/ arl frah 

lirah-ilahltiqlii 
76 al-lnstin :!I 30 all frii-ilti-zmti 
77 al-.Hursaltit 50 46 rii/ at/ !if iin/ titii/ ab 
78 al-Nabti) 40 31 iin/ iidii-tibii -iiqti 
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no. sii.rah ay at rhyming all/none main rhymes 

79 al-NiiziCiit 46 38 an/ ifahl irah/ ii/ iihii 
80 cAbasa 42 35 a/ rahl bii-qiilfhll rah 
81 al- Takwzr 29 25 ratlaslii.n 
82 al-l rifzjiir 19 17 rat/ak/ii.n 
83 al-Mu.ta.lfifin 36 36 all ii.n 
84 al-lnshiqiiq 25 23 allaklii.n 
85 al-Burii..f 22 17 aqqatllhii./ ii.ral aCaqlii.n 
86 al- Tiiriq 17 14 iq-ib/ irfCiJ aydii 
87 al-A C[ii 19 19 all ii 
88 al-Ghiishijah 26 21 iiCiyahlrlii.cahl at/ ir 

/iibahum 
89 al-Fa.fr 30 28 n7 iidl ani/ !m/ ammiil ad/ z 
90 al-Balad 20 20 all adlfnl ab( d, m )ah 
91 at-Shams 15 15 all iihii 
92 al-Lay/ 21 21 all ii 
93 al-J)ubii 11 10 iilar 
94 A -lam nashrab 8 8 all rak/rii/ab 
95 al- Tin 8 8 all ii.n 
96 al-cAlaq 19 18 aqlamliiliiCiyah 
97 al-Qadr 5 5 all Tl 

98 al-Bayyinah 8 6 ayyinah-ayyimahl iyyah 
99 al-Zalzalah 8 6 iirahii-iilahii/ arah 
100 al- cAdiyiit 11 11 all bal CiiJ zdl ZT 
101 al-Qftricah 11 6 iiCicahliiCiyah 
102 al- Takiithur 8 8 all ir-urlii.n 
103 al-cA!T 3 3 all Tl 

104 al-Humazah 9 8 dah 
105 al-Fil 5 5 all zl 
106 Qurayash 4 0 none 
107 al-Miicii.n 7 7 all ii.n 
108 al-Kawthar 3 3 all ar 
109 al-Kiifiriin 6 2 ii.n 
110 al-NQ!r 3 0 none 
111 al-Lahab 5 5 all ab-ad 
112 al-lkhlii! 4 4 all ad 
113 al-Falaq 5 5 all aq-ab-ad 
114 al-Niis 6 6 all iis 
Total iiyiit: 6,236 
Totah rhyming iiyiit: 5,355 
Percentage: 85.9% 
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APPENDIX 2: SA}' TERMINOLOGY 

jQ.$1 (pi. Ju~iil)-a single phrase of saj' ending in a rhyme-word, also 
termed saj'ah. 

fii#lah (pl.fawii,ril)-the final word of a saj'ah. Some critics maintain that 
only this term should be used to refer to the final words of iiyiit in 
the Qur'an. 

jiqrah (pi. jiqar)- = saj'ah. 
baif (pi. buriij)-the rhyme letter or rhyme in saj' phrases. 
!wriif mutajiinisah/mutamiithilah-exact rhymes. 
buriif mutaqiiribah-inexact or near rhymes. 
i'tidiil-"balance", the basic principle of saj' metrics, according to which 

adjacent saj'ahs should be of equal length (i.e. number of words). 
izdiwiij-A type of composition similar to saj', in which clauses do not 

rhyme but end in words having the same morphological pattern. 
kalimah (pl. kalimiit)-the word, the foot or ta.filah of saj' prosody. 
laf;ah (pi. lafa;iit)- = kalimah. 
manthiir-opposed to man;iim. Any type of composition which does not 

conform to quantitative meter. 
man;iim-poetry conforming to quantitative meter. 
masjii'- = saj' ( 1 ) . 
maq.ta' (pl. maqii.ti')- = fii,rilah. 
mawziin-any type of composition in which the last words of phrases have 

the same morphological pattern whether they rhyme or not. 
mi,srii'-(1) a hemistich in poetry; (2) a saj'ah (ai-Baqillani). 
mumiithalah-a type of composition in which paired clauses exhibit com-

plete or near complete syllabic parallelism, but do not rhyme. 
mursal-ordinary or free prose. 
musajja'- = saj' ( 1 ). 
muwiizanah-a type of composition in which the final words of the phrases 

do not rhyme, but are of the same morphological pattern. Also 
termed izdiwiij. 

nathr- = manthiir. 
na;m- = man;iim. 
qarinah (pl. qarti'in)-(1) same as saj'ah. (2) the final word of a saj'ah. 
saj'-( 1) traditionally, prose (nathr) which has rhyme; in my view, a type 

of rhyming poetry with accentual meter. 
saj' (pi. asjii')-(2) the rhyme words in saj' occurring at the end of saj' 

phrases. 
sajjii'-a writer of saj'. 
saj'ah (pl. saja'iit)-a phrase of saj' associated with one end rhyme. 
saj' fi saj'-(1) saj' in which saj'ahs exhibit complete or near complete 
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syllabic parallelism and sustained parallel rhymes (aJ-CAskari); (2) 
the inclusion of two (or more) saj'ahs within a longer saj'ah, produc-
ing the rhyme scheme aab ccb (ai-Qalqashandi). 

saj' muTfl!ID c_ = saJ' fi saf ( l ) . 
saj' mutamtithil- = mumathalah. 
saj' mujarraj-saf in which the last words in the saj'ahs rhyme but arc not 

of the same morphological pattern. 
saj' mutawazf-sajc in which the last words in the safahs rhyme and arc 

also of the same morphological pattern. 
saj' mutawazin-for those critics who consider this sajc (many do not and 

refer to "it as izdiwaj or muwazanah), a type of saj' in which the final 
words of the phrase do not rhyme, but are of the same mor-
phological pattern. 

saj' qQ~fr-saj' in which the saj'ahs are between two and ten words in 
length (lbn al-Athir). 

saj' tawfl-saf in which the saj'ahs are eleven or more words in length 
(lbn ai-Athir); saj' in which the saJ'ahs arc between eleven and nine-
teen words in length (al-Qalqashandi). 

tar1f'-(1) the use of internal rhyme in poetry. (2) =sap fi saf. 
IQ~rf'-in a line of poetry, making the end of the first hemistich rhyme 

with the end rhyme, usually at the beginning of a qa1fdo.h. 
tash/fr-the use of internal rhyme in poetry so that the line contains 

exactly four rhymes and each hemistich is divided in two. 
tasjZC-the use of internal rhyme in poetry, usually two, three, or four 

rhymes in one line. 
tawazun-(l) = saf mutawazin; (2) = saj' mutamathil. 
wazn-(l = wazn shi'ri) one of the traditional quantitative meters of 

Arabic poetry. (2 = wazn IQ~rffi) the morphological patt~rn of a word. 

251 
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SOME REMARKS ON THE SPECIAL 
LINGUISTIC AND LITERARY CHARACTER 

OF THE QUR'AN 
Angelika Neuwirth 

(736] IN WESTERN RESEARCH, the Qur'an has had a fate similar to that of 
ancient Arabic poetry, in the sense that as a document of religious history 
and as evidence for matters of history and grammatical and linguistic stud-
ies, it has been made the object of so vast a literature that it can hardly 
any longer be comprehended. However, it has rarely been honored with an 
academic examination in terms of what it essentially is, and as what it was 
originally conceived to be: a liturgical oration, as a text for recitation. 

A literary study of the Qur'an on the basis of its essential function is 
all the more pressing as the attempts up until now have misclassified the 
character of the Qur'an and have applied criteria of judgment that produce 
a false image of its literary form. The Qur'an evades the usual terms of 
classification on the grounds of its claims to be a text for recitation, which 
is clear from the self-testimony of the oldest siiras. It is neither to be clas-
sified as spiritual poetry nor as prophetic oration in the sense of the ancient 
Hebrew genre. Above all, it is not to be understood by the term "sermon" 
in the precise sense of rhetoric that expresses a truth that has already been 
announced and attempts to urge that truth upon the listener.1 The Qur'an 
may contain some elements of homily along with its many other elements, 
but it yields just as few examples of these as it yields of the catch-all cate-
gories of hymns, narratives or legislation. For the Qur'an as a whole we are 
left with its own self-designation "text for recitation" until a description of 
the form can be devised that makes a more exact designation possible. 

10n the concept of sermon, see Leo Baeck, "Griechische und jiidische Predigt", in A us 
drei Jahrtausenden. Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen und Abhandlungen zur Geschichte 
des judischen Glaubens (Tiibingen, 1958}, 142: "Very early on, clarifications had to be 
given of the classical religious literature. Admonitions and edifying lectures were added. A 
special kind of instruction and discourse develops which no longer announces a new truth, 
but which seeks instead to depict and spread the already announced truth. Behind the 
seekers who saw godly faces and received voices from on high there now follow the speakers 
who possess their book and the seers and companions of the seers follow the preachers. 
For the term sermon, properly understood, cannot be used to refer to the prophetic word, 
but rather only to this eloquent imitation." 
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However, the subject of an examination of form cannot be the collection 
of texts entitled "al-Qur'an", but rather must be the unit which was intended 
by the Prophet as the formal medium for his proclamation. I would like to 
point to the sura as this medium. For although smaller thematic units may 
have come into being on the occasion of a specific "occasion of revelation" 
( sabab al-nuzul), for the purposes of literary study it is not the external 
cause of a theme but rather the formation of the theme and its ordering in 
the total composition that is of interest. Therefore I would like to emphasize 
the unit of the sura as a heuristic basis, a unit that is also ignored in the 
tendency towards atomization that predominates in recent investigation. It 
is the individual sura that will serve as the textual foundation for literary 
study. 

Fortunately, Mr. Gregor Schoeler will deal extensively in the following 
presentation with the application of the methods of modern literary study 
in Arabic studies.2 Therefore I will only delve into a few of the specific 
demands of examination of the Qur'an. The specific circumstances of the 
[737] stratified genesis of various suras on the one hand, and the collec-
tion and arrangement of the suras by later red actors on the other, raise 
methodological problems that under normal circumstances do not arise in 
a literary work. This situation has its closest parallels in certain parts of 
the literature of the Old Testament, such as the prophetic books and some 
of the Psalms. Old Testament studies has therefore developed a series of 
methodological steps which also prove to be extremely useful for study of 
the Qur'an. The most recent reflections on methods for the literary study 
of the Old Testament is offered by Wolfgang Richter in his Exegese als Lit-
eraturwissenschaft. Entwurf einer alttestamentlichen Literaturtheorie und 
Methodologie (Gottingen, 1971). Richter suggests the following method-
ological steps: literary investigation, investigation of form, investigation of 
genre, investigation of redaction. The literary investigation examines the 
text, in our case the sura, as an isolated unit: that is, in terms of its sec-
ondary composition. The investigation of form analyzes the exterior form, 
thereby yielding a description on the levels of sentence, word and individual 
phoneme. It then examines the collective structure of the individual text 
(sura). Following this, the investigation of genre elaborates a typology of the 
structures of the individual text described in the previous two steps. The 
investigation of redaction examines the secondary composition of the text in 

2 [Gregor Schoeler, "Die Anwendung neuer literaturwissenschaftlicher Methoden in der 
Arabistik", the article following that of Angelika Neuwirth in the proceedings of the XIX. 
Deutscher Orientalistentag.J 
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terms of its literary compilation. In our case this would entail an analysis, 
on one hand, of those suras that were not composed by the Prophet himself 
but were rather assembled during the process of redaction, and on the other 
hand, of the collection entitled "al-Qur'an." 

If one takes the term sura not only as a proper name, a chapter head-
ing reserved for a particular book, but rather as the name of a genre, then 
a quick glance at the literature to date shows that the genre of the sura 
has almost never been recognized. In the works of Richard Bell3 and Regis 
Blachere,4 who have in recent times studied the composition of the Qur'an, 
the sura as a whole does not fall within the scope of study, which rather 
concerns the smaller components from which the sura is composed. For 
them, the composition of a sura, as a rule, is a later work undertaken by 
the Prophet himself or even by later redactors. In contrast to Bell and 
Blachere, Theodor Noldeke, in his work of 1860, Geschichte des Qorans, 
takes the sura as a whole under consideration. He says that the relative 
chronology that he constructed is based on examination of the sura in its 
entirety. And yet NOldeke does not advance the term sura as a genre. This 
is not because an interest in the "smallest components of revelation" draws 
his gaze away from the whole. Rather, his position of brusque rejection of 
the Islamic tradition makes it impossible for him to recognize the unique 
rules of Qur'anic discourse. For in stark contrast to the strong tendency 
found in Islamic treatments of the Qur'an as high above profane literature 
on the basis of the dogma of inimitability (i'jiiz), NOldeke refuses to consider 
the formal elements of the Qur'an outside of a relation to the correspond-
ing forms in poetry and rhymed prose. NOldeke recognizes and describes 
numerous stylistic features of the Qur'an with the utmost exactness. [738] 
Nonetheless, the technical and compositional function of these elements does 
not come into his field of observation because they possess no such function 
outside of the Qur'an. Aside from a few examples with especially conspicu-
ous composition, the suras remain for him an amorphous construct and his 
few observations regarding form remain unutilized in terms of a concept of 
genre. 

The fact that the treatments of the form of the Qur'an to date have not 
been able to see the sura as anything more than an external designation for 
the consequence of a more or less accidental division of the text has to do 

3Richard Bell, The Qur'an: Translated with a Critical Re-arrangement of the Siiras 
(Edinburgh, 1937-39); idem, Introduction to the Qur'an (Edinburgh, 1953). 

4Regis Balchere, Introduction au Coran (Paris, 1947); idem, Le Coran. Traduc-
tion selon un essai de reclassement des sourates (Paris, 1949-51); idem, Histoire de la 
litterature arabe, 11 (Paris, 1964), 187-230. 
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with the variety of the elements of the sura. The sura is a "mixed composi-
tion", that is to say, a complex later stage, coming after a longer process of 
religious and historical development. It is not a historical homogeneity but 
rather a secondary genre composed of elements that originally came from a 
variety of sources. 

A comparison with the Hebrew Psalms serves to illuminate the subject. 
In the Psalter, along with longer and shorter pieces that belong to a sin-
gle identifiable genre, there are also more complex compositions. Each of 
the individual Psalm genres, such as the hymn, proverb, oracle of salva-
tion, eschatological song, and song of sacrifice among others, has, in itself, a 
different origin, a different context or Sitz im Le ben and a different style, vo-
cabulary and set of conventions. These complex compositions in the Psalms, 
referred to in Old Testament studies as "Mischgedichte", join together sev-
eral of these originally separate genres into a larger unity. A portion of 
these Psalms can be called "liturgies" because they have to be understood 
as excerpts from liturgies if not as complete liturgies.5 Of course, this ty-
pological comparison is not meant to suggest any direct influence of these 
Psalms on the Prophet. The aim is merely to compare the results of religio-
historical developments that are in many ways parallel in order to cast light 
on phenomena in the Qur'an, which are still poorly understood, through 
comparison with a better understood parallel. 

The development of the Psalms took place within the same cult. The 
Arabian prophet, who stands on a much later stage of religio-historical 
development, found various religious groups already in existence. All of 
them have in common that their religious services are composed of vari-
ous elements such as pericopes, songs that introduce or come between seg-
ments of the services and prayers among others. At this time, a variety 
of forms within a common framework is already a normal phenomenon. 
The prophet's awareness ofform must have oriented itself according to such 
phenomena, if it developed at all in terms of liturgical form. This process 
by which a composition of elements that do not directly cohere thematically 
came into being could more naturally have been realized in this way than by 
way of that representative type of contemporary profane poetry, the qa~fda. 
The compound genre that we encounter in the case of the sura becomes 
much more understandable when one takes into consideration that the corn-

58. Hermann Gunkel, Die Psalmen (Gottingen, 1926), passim; Hermann Gunkel and 
Joachim Begrich, Einleitung in die Psalmen, I (Neukirchen, 1961), lvvi: "One not infre-
quently has the impression that singers or poets, either arbitrarily or with a very definite 
tendency, put together individual elements from a 'liturgy' in the Psalms. A particular 
'selection' is found, for example, in Psalm 132 or in Psalm 110." 
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plex form of liturgical discourse was "something natural" in the time of the 
Prophet. 

Our methodological approach of taking the siira to be a legitimate unit, 
and of seeing in individual siiras-as they now stand-various realizations 
of a single definable genre, can be proven [739] if distinct categories of siiras 
can be demonstrated. Such categories do in fact exist. With the exception 
of a few examples that are still not entirely clear to me, all of the siiras of 
the middle and last Meccan period can be categorized according to distinct 
compositional schemes. Compared to this phase of development, the siiras 
of the first Meccan period vary too drastically for one to be able to speak of 
distinct schemata. Nonetheless, even the early siiras show themselves to be 
distinct forms through their clearly proportioned composition. To demon-
strate the division of the early Meccan siiras from the earlier-mentioned 
distinct compositional schemes of the middle and late Meccan siiras is not 
possible in the framework of this paper. However, this much can already 
be said: It is not only the study of the Qur'an that stands to be greatly 
enriched through the use of the methods of general literary study. In the 
process, general literary study can also gain, in the siira, a genre that cannot 
be found in such clear expression in other literatures. 
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THE BEGINNINGS OF MUI:IAMMAD'S 
RELIGIOUS ACTIVITY 

Richard Bell 

FoB nearly half a century th_e view has prevailed that Muhammad began 
his mission as a preacher of the Judgment. In the excitement, the t~rror 
and anxiety for himself and his people which the idea of the near 
approach of the Day of Judgment awoke in his soul, has been found 
the impulse which drove Muhammad to t.he recitation of the Qur'an and the assumption _of the rOle of a prophet. On general grounds that view 
seems .questionable. It is difficult to reconcile the man who lost hie 
balance and began to recite confuseD. descriptions of the coming judgment, with the man who aft~rwards fought his way to success in Arabia; and 
showed himself so level-hea<ied amid the varying fortunes of his later 
years. While there is no denying the prominence of ideas of Judgment 
in certAtin portions of the Qur'an, it may be doubted whether the im-
pression left on an unprejudiced reader of the .book ag a whole would be that· these were the fundarnenta.l ihing in it. 
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1 have elsewhere 1 developed certain lines of argument which poin\ 
to a different conclusion. (1) Criticism of the traditions as to Muhammad'a 
call leads to the rejection of them as without historical foundation. 
In any case these traditions do not imply that it was a vision of Judgment 
which initiated his mission, and the passage of the Qur'an most commonly 
stated in these tl'a.ditions to have been the earliest does not refer to 
the Judgment, but sets forth Allah as having bestowed certain blessings 
upon man. 

(2) Examination of the visions described in the Qur'an (Surah liii) shows 
that, while they ma.y be a.ccepted a.s genuine experiences, Muhamma.d 
himself wa.s a little doubtful as to their interpretation. Originally set 
out as visions of Allah, they were a.fterwards modified and finally inter-
preted as visions of an angel. But the descriptions given of them d• 
not suggest that they had any relation to the Judgment. 

(3) A third line of argument dealt with the accounts of previous mes-
aengers given in the Qur'an. It is generally admitted that Muhammad 
found in the sending of messengers to other peoples something analogous 
to his own mission in Mecca. But even a cursory reading of these 
aocounts gives the impression that as described in the Qur'an these' 
messengers were all preachers of Monotheism. This is confirmed by an 
attempt to unravel the earliest strands in the narratives. The Last Day 
is seldom mentioned in these stories, and only in the later forms of them. 

In this paper I mean to examine some of the " sign "·passages of 
the Qur'an and sum, up the results. There are in the Qur'an a great 
many passages in which natural phenomena are referred to, and ascribed 
to Allah as the crea.tor. The creation of the heavens and the earth, 
the sun, the moon, the stars, the alternation of night and day, the 
production of men and, animals, the growth of seed, the production of 
food, the sending of rain, the revival of dead (parched) land, the sailing 
of ships upon the sea-these and other things are often referred ·to in 
the Qur 'ii.n as '' signs.'' Some of them are occasionally used as proofs 
or confirmations of the doctrine of the resurrection. But on the whole 
the impression a reader gets from the use made of these signs is that 
they are inditions of Allah's power and bounty. One of the signs 
mentioned abo e is peculiarly a.pt as an illustration of the resurrection, 
viz., that of e rain reviving tlead land. It is often used without any 
reference to that doctrine; but in a few passages it is used to enforce 
it. Siirah vii, 55, 56, reads as follows:-

, " He it is wh:o sends the winds as heralds in front of His mercy 
(i.e. the rain), until when they have lightened heavy clouds, We (note 
the change of pronoun) drive it to dead soil, and send down water 
thereby, and bring forth therein all kinds of fruits; thris do We bring 
forth the dead, mayhap ·ye will be reminded. 

1 •• Mos~J!l W<>J;Ja." 1934 
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The vegetation of good land comes forth. by the permission . of its 
Lord, but of that . which is bad it . comes. forth only scantily; . thus do 
We turn., the signs about for a people who show thankfuln,ess; ~' 

That is the close of a passage recommending Allah as Lord, eiting 
other signs and inviting . to His worship. As it stands, it is an example 
of the 'ma.undering style with which the Qur'ii.n is often credited, wander-
ing from clouds and rain to the resurrection and then without apparent 
reason bringing in vegetation a second time. But if we follow the hint. 
of the sudden change of pronoun, .and leave out the latter half of v. 55, 
what we get is the following:-

" He it is. who sends . the winds as heralds in front of his mercy 
until when they have lightened heavy Cl?uds, the vegetation of good land 
comes forth by the permission of its Lord. but of that which is bad it 
comes forth only 6e&ntil,y." 

Tliat is a perfectly intelligible statement, in fact a very good sermoD-
illustration, implying· that Jack of response to Allah's bounty is due to 
poverty of soul. Evidently, the referenc.e to the resurrection has been 
worked into a passage which originally had nothing to do with it. 
The rhyme-phrase of v. 56 might even be interpreted as telling us that 
that had actually been done. We may note in passing that the rhyme-
phrase is not essential to the meaning of the passage. 

A similar change of pron01m occurs in xxxv, 10. The passage reads 
as follows :-

" 10. Allah it is who bath sent forth the winds, which then stir 
up cloud, and We drive it to dead ground, and revive the earth thereby 
after it has become dead; so is the arousing (i.e., the resurrection). 

" 11. If anyone desires honour, honour belongs to Allah entirely; to 
Him goodly speech ascends, and upright acting He exalts, but for those 
who plot evil deeds is punishment severe.; the plotting of such . shall 
come to nought. 

"12. Allah it is who bath created you of dust, then from seed, and 
then made you pairs. 

" 18. No female conceives or brings forth but He knows it; not 
one is given long life, nor is any one cut short in his life but it is in 
a book; verily for Allah that is ea~." 

V. 11 is out of connection, and in v. 10 there is a sudden change 
from speaking of Allah in the third person, to the We--presumably 
Allah Himself speaking. The most natural explanation seems to be that 
the second part of v. 10 has been inserted into an older passage, and 
that in making the insertion a scrap of paper (or whatever the material 
was) has· been used, on the back of which stood v. 11. If we remove 
this, and also disregard the tag at the end, " verily for Allah that is 
easy," which is merely a clause added to supply the rhyme in -ir, we 
are left with a passage setting forth the power and knowledge of Allah, 
and already rhymed in syllables containing a long a fol:lowed by a 
consonant-sa~1.iib, turiib, azwiij, kitiib. 

261 
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Other passages in which this illustration of the resurrection is used 
11how similar evidences of being secondary. It is used in xxx, 49, but 
in the immediately preceding verses reference has been made to the rain 
for quite a different purpose, viz. to set forth the beneficence of Allah 
in sending rain which brings joy to men. In xli, 39, there is a change. 
of pronoun similar to what occurs in the two passages cited above. _ In 
xliii, 8 fi., we find the same abrupt change of pronoun, and the -reference 
to the resurrection occurs merely in the rhyme-phrase. In Siirah I, v. 11 
comes· a.t the end of a passage in which a. group of " signs·" are 
apparently used as an argument for the resurrection. In v. 2 the 
unbelievers are introduced as saying, " This is a strange thing, When 
we are dead and turned to dust? That is a return far-off." Then in 
v. 6 begins the cUation of the signs, "Have they not looked at the 
6ky above them? . . . " But the reference to the resurrection in v. 11 
is evidently an after-thought, for the beneficent results of rain have been 
already recounted in vv. 9, 10. It looks as if a previously existing 
" sign "-passage had been simply fitted in here and adapted to enforce 
the doctrine of the resurrection. 

It is not of course suggested that the " signs " were not used to 
support the doctrine of the resurrection, or that these " sign "~passages 
are all earlier than the resurrection and judgment passages. As a matter 
of fact, these " signs" are a standing part of Muhammad's stock-in-trade 
as a preacher, and were used by him at all stages of the composition 
of. the Qur'an, so long as it was necessary for him to argue for the 
acceptance of his doctrines. But the passages cited above point to 
the fact that when Muhammad became a preacher of the resurrection 
and judgment, there were already in existence a number of " sign"-
passages which had had originally no reference to those doctrines, but 
which he cou\d and did adapt to support them. In his teaching there 
must then have been, prior to the resurrection and judgment, a stratum 
of natural religion based upon the evidences of God in creation. In 
short, it is amongst these "sign "·passages and not amongst the passages 
dealing with the resurrect-ion, the Last Day and the Judgment, tha.~ 

we have to look for the 'earliest portions of the Qur'an. There are of 
course a great number of these passages which even in the· Qur'an as 
it stands have 'no reference to eschatology, !1-nd even the particular " sign " 
<Jf the rain reviving dead land, apt illustration a.s it is, is· quite ordinarily 
used without any reference to the resurrection, e.g., xvi, 67; xlv, 2 ff.; 
xxix, 67. 

To complete the argument, I may perhaps quote the beginning of 
an address which is found scattered in surah ii, 19b, 20, 26, 27:-

" 19b. 0 ye people, serve your Lord who bath created you and· those 
who were before you-mayha.p ye will act piously. 

" 20. Who bath made for you the earth a carpet, the heaven a dome; 
who bath. s_ent down wat-er from the heaven, and thereby produced fruits 
as a provision for you; so do not set up peers to Allah, when ye know 
(better). 
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" 26. How will ye disbeli~ve in Allah, seeing tha.t ye were dead and He gave you life; then He causes you to die and brings_you to life ag~~.in. 
after which to Him do ye return . 

. " 27. He it is who created for you what is in the earth, all of it; 
and who. then set about the heaven and formed them seven heavens; 
He every thing doth kD.ow." 

That is almost certainly Medinan, and it shows Muhammad beginning 
there as I hold that he began in Mecca; by i!'ppealing for tlie acceptance 
of Allah on the basis of His power and bounty:·' The rain appears 
amongst the " signs " as one of Allah's ,bounties, not as illustrating 
by ita reviving effect the resurrection. The resurrection is no longer 
a doctrine to be argued for. It ha-s become a certainty, itself a "·sign" 
«>f Allah's ·power on the same footing as the rain ·or any other physically 
evident ~act. The line of development has apparently been (1) signa. 
as evidence of Allah's power, (2) signs adaptep as support for the doctrine 
of the resurrection., · (3) signs·, including the resurrection, as evidence lilf 
Allah's power. 

The " signs " are put to other uses. They are employed, as in. 
ihe Medinan passage just quoted, and in ·several Meccan ones, to demon-
~trate the superiority of Allah over other gods. There are indications 
ioo that this was not their earliest use. For instance, in xvi, 3-16 we 
find a fairly long list of the benefits which Allah has bestowed on man. 
This leads up to the question-

" Is then one who creates like one who creates not? ... But tho&e upon whom they call apart from Allah create nothing, being themselves created; dead not alive, they are not aware." 

But the passage is not in its original form. It does not read smoothly. 
The rhyme-phrases can be detached throughout without much damage to 
the sense. In the latter part of it when we discard the present rhyme-
phrases, we can detect the presence of -another rhyme or assonance in 
·ii(t). It looks as if an earlier " sign "-passage, or perhaps two, had 
been revised and adapted for this argument. This is not quite an 
isolated case; but the matter is not so clear as the adaptation of " signs " 
to support the resurrection. The point is, however, of some interest, 
for there is a tradition given by Ibn Hishiim (p. 166) that for some 
1-ime after Muhammad began his work his people showed no aversion 
to him, and did not oppose him until he began to speak against their 
gods. The Qur'an also contains an admonition to the believers not to 
speak against the (false) gods, Jest they should thereby provoke the 
unbelievers tc speak foolishly against Allah. So that I incline to believe 
that Muhammad did not, to begin with, speak against the other gods, 
but simply set forth the claims cf Allah to gratitude and worship. That 
is the nature of the great majority of, the " sign "-passages taken by 
themselves. They are simply lists of the bounties of Allah, setting 
Him forth as a beneficent Being who has dealt generously with man 
and who has claims upon man's gratitude and worship. 
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In analysing some of the passages in which " signs " have been. 
adapted t<> enforce the resurrection the rhyme-phrases have been discarded. 
Something further may now be saiu on that point. In the Qur'an, as. 
it stands, rhyme is essential. It was evidently intended that each versa-
of a surah should rhyme with the others. So much so, that when 
within a aurah· there is a break in the rhyme, we may almost assume-
that some confusion has happened. But there are a great many passages. 
in which the phrases which cauy the rhyme are very loosely attached. 
They are not woven int<> the texture of the verses, and sometimes even. 
interrupt the· sense. OcQasionally when we detach them we get back. 
to another rhyme- a· pretty clear indication that an older passage-
has been fitted into a new surah. But in quite a number of pa•sages, 
when we detach these loose rhyme·phrases, we are left with no rhyme-
at all. It is as if a.q. ol:iginally unrhymed passage has been 6tted out 
with rhymes to suit the surah into which it is inserted. That does no'-
a.pply only to " sign "·passages, but it does apply t<> a good number 
of them. As an example we may take vi, 95 ff. :-

" 95. Allah is the one who causeth the grain -and the date st<>ne 
~ burst, ·producing the living from tile dead, and producing the dead 
from the living; that is Allah, how then are ye beguiled? 

•• 96. Who causeth the dawning t<> break forth, and bath appointed' 
the night as a rest and the sun and the moon as a reckoning ; 

" that is the disposition of the Sublime, the Knowing. 
" 97. He it is who bath appointed for you the stars that ye may-

guide yourselves thereby in the darknesses of land and sea ; 
"'We have made the signs distinct for a people who have knowledge. 
" 98. He it is who hath caused you to spring from one person, and. 

there is a gathering-place and a place of deposit; 
" We have made the signs distinct for a people who understand. 
" 99. He it is who bath sent down the water from the heaven; and 

thereby have We produced vegetation of every kind, and from it have-
We produced green shoots, from which We produce close-packed grain, 
and palm-trees from the fruit stalks of which come close-hanging hunches. 
of dates, and gardens of vines and olives and pomegranates, like and 
unlike; look at its bearing and ripening when it produces fruit; 

" surely in that are signs for a people who believe." 

The rhyme-phrases in that passage come- in quite parenthetically. 
They can be left out, not only without damage, but with advantag~ 

to the serue. Three of them are simply variations one of the other. 
In ,fact, I am not sure but that in two of them we are told in. so-
many words what is being done; that the " making of the signs distinct '" 
simply means that they are being separated out, each int<> a verse, by 
the insertion of these rhyme-phrases. 

The inference is that these "sign "·passages were in many cases; 
originally unrhymed. They therefore did not belong to what Muhammad 
regarded as- Qur'an. The presumption is that they belonged to· a period 
prior to his beginning to deliver a Qur'ii.n. (It may be recalled that 
Sir William Muir came to a similar conclusion on quite other grounds.) 
Of course it might be that they were composed for some- other purpose, 
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:eay for an ordinary address, during the Qur'in period, and ·were after 
wards worked up for inclusion. in the Qur'in. There are Medina.n 
JlBossa.ges which have been so. treated, a,nd the same may have happened 
in Mecca. . But the balance of probability seems to me to lie on· the 
:Side of dOme of these passages· having been composed before he ·began 
to deliver a· Qur'ii.n. There is in fact ime little surab included in our· 
_present. Qur"ii.n which remains unrbymed, viz., cvi :-

" 1. For the bringing together by Quraish, 
"2. For their bringing together the winter and the summer caravan, 
"8. Let them serve the Lord of this House (i.e .. , the Ka'ba) 
" 4. Who bath given them provision against famine. 
" 5. .And made them secure agai;nst fear." 

That is of the nature of ~bat the sign "-passages have been described 
.as being. It is an appeal to the. Quraish on the ground of blessing& 
received to worship and show their gratitude to God. Now it is possible 
t.o hold that it is late, after Muhammad had conquered MecCa., and 
.definitely made Allah its Lord. But I do not think that Muhammad 
:at th11-t stage of his career would have made an appeal of that kind. 
The only feasible alternative is to take it as being very early, as in 
fact an example of his earliest appeals. If so, then his design was to 
:stimulate the religious sense of gratitude to God .. The little passage 
has remained unrhymed, and therefore only by accident included in the 
·Qur'an, because it was not an appeal on behalf of the great Allah, 
but on behalf of the Lord of the Ka'ba, i.e., it. was an attempt to· 
make real and effective the religion which the Qura.ish already had ;-
-a further confirmation of the tradition already cited, that Muham.mad 
did not at first offend his people by attacking the native gods. 

Another point worth noting about these " sign "-passages is that 
the great majority of them speak of Allah in the third person. Not all 
-of them; some of them are spoken ostensibly in the name of Allah. 
But a great many of them begin, " Allah it "is who ... ," and continue, 
" He it is who . . . " The Moslem view, of course, is that the whole 
-Qur'an is in the words of Allah. But it is hardly likely that Muham'mad 
thus made Allah sing His own praises, speaking of Himself in the 
third person. It is more natural to think that these passages were 
-originally spoken by Muhammad himself; and the conclusion, · I think, 
is that he did not begin his work as a. prophet, but simply as the 
·advocate of revived religion, speaking as one man to another; not as 
the mouthpiece of Allah, but as a preacher, a messenger of Allah. 

One last point may be recalled. There is a tradition, given by Ibn 
Eisham (pp._ 157, 161), that Muhammad began his work privately,_ speaking 
to those nearly related to him and to those in whom he had confidence. 
-That is so much at variance with what we should expect from the 
prevailing tradition of the appearance to him of the angel on Mt. I.iirii. 
·and the command to recite then given to him, that I think we may 
-accept it as genuine. It is confirmed by the pas2age in surah lxxi, 
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which is perhaps Muhammad's own account of his early activity, but 
which ag it stands is made to refer to Noah. Noah is there represented 
as first' calling his people night and day, then calling them publicly, 
then combining the two methods of public proclamation and private 
.exhortation, on the baSis of Allah's beneficence and bcunty. 

We are now in a position to sum up. Mubammad's religion bad not 
its origin in Apocalyptic, or in any half-crazy notions as to the immanence 
.of the Last Day. It was based upon· natural religion. It was his 
personal response to nature as he knew it, to life as it thrust itself 
upon him~ Himself impressed by the dependence of man upon divine 
bounty for all the blessings of life, even for life itself, impressed also 
no doubt by the decay of religion, and the neglect by the Quraish, 
renuered proud and arrogant by the influx of new ,wealth; of the 
kindly duties which in tribal life bound ·rich and poor together and 
mitigated its harshness, he set himself to revive the power <>! religion. 
lie began quietly, amongst his cwn relatives, his intimates, his friends, 
seeking sympathy and support. Gradually his sphere widened, until he 
began to speak publicly. There is no doubt that be had been at one 
time a worshipper of the native gods, and probably he began by seeking 
to revive the native religion, the worship of the god of the Ka'ba. But 
for him, thinking over the problem of human life afresh, perh_aps with 
the influence of Christianity and Judaism already upon him, or at least 
·such indirect influence as had penetrated into Arabia, God, even if 
symbolised by the Lord of the Ka'ba, coulu not be simply one among 
many gods. He was the Creator, and there could be only one creator. 
So he became the messenger of Allah, the one God, summoning his 
people tD the wot·ship of the Creator, the Giver of all the good gifts 
.of life, Author of all things which made life possible and of life itself. 
For this purpose he used the arguments which could be drawn from 
nature, making lists of the things essential tD life for which man was 
-dependent on a power beyond himself, an:i demanding that man should 
recognise this dependence, receive Allah· s gifts gratefully, show rever-
-ence and worship, and act bcuntifully as be himself had been bountifully 
dealt with. 'l'here was no asceticism in this religion. What I regard 
as an early passage of the Qur'an, one of those passages which, originally 
unrhymed, has been rather drastically annotated and made to rhyme, 
-vi, 139 f., is directed against heathen tabcos in the matter of food; 
and even at the beginning of the Medinan period his doctrine in this 
matter was, " Eat of what is in the earth as lawful and good ., (ii, 163). 
His appeal was simply for grateful acceptance of Allah's gifts, worship 
.of Allah, and humble obedience to Allah's laws. 

Alas I he found that these appeals affected only the few. Allah's 
mercy falling on good soil produces a crop, but of bad soil the crop Is 
-scanty. Bad soil requires other treatment, and ignoble souls require 
-some other incentive than appeals to their generosity. Refusal to respond, 
and finally bitter opposition, drove him to threats. Material for these 
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he found where his mind had turned from the first, in the religious 
ideas of those who were already worshippers of the one God, snd mainly 
in the popular eschatology and apocalyptic ideas of Christianity. By these< 
ideas he himself was certainly impressed. The resurrection, the judgmentr 
the future life became revealed certainties for him. But he was never-
conquered by apocalyptic details. These he uses with perfect freedom 
as suit& his purpose. His judgment scenes &I'el not incoherent rhapsodie& 
-though by the very freedom with which lie revised and altered them 
they have often come to_ be in much confusion. They_ are deliberate, 
well-composed, and most effective lashings of the conscience. T~ey are 
secondary, not primary in his thought. They are " sanctions " for a 
religion rooted in na-ture and experience. The fundamental thing in 
Muhamma.d's religion was, to begin with, 'and continued to be, worship 
of, and obedience to, the One God of supreme power and majesty. 

(With the ides that he had political objects in his mission from tl)e 
start, either in Grimme's form, that he aimed .at a religious socialism, 
or in Winckler's, that he ambitiously aimed at uniting Arabia by the• 
worship of one god and obedience to ,himself, I have not thought it 
necessary to deal; I have found no basis for it in the Qur'an, and it 
seems to me to confuse the result with the beginning. The truth in 
it is that Muhammad had great political gifts and aimed always at 
well-defined objects, with intense earnestness, but with cool calculation. 
There can, however, be no doubt that his object from the first was 
a religious one, and religious· it remained fundamentally to the end, 
in spite of the political manreuvring in which he became involved, al).d 
the political success which be ultiJruLtely gained. What he sought, and 
what he succeeded in enforcil!g_._in Arabia, was the triumph of Allah. 
and of the religion of Allah.) 

HEBREW AND YIDDISH BOOKS OF THE BOURGEOIS 
COLLECTION IN GLASGOW UNIVERSITY LIBRARY. 

BY MB. DAVID ATLAS, M.A. 

THE Semitic section of the Henri Bourgeois Collection in Glasgow Uni-
versity Library consists of about 410 volumes, mostly modern publica-
tions. These comprise 163 volumes of Hebrew books, 71 of Yiddish, 
9 of Judal<l-Spanisb (Ladino), 8 of Judal<l-Arabic, 2 of JudleO-Persian. 
28 of Arabic, 1 of Magbribi, 13 of Maltese, 6 of Etbiopic, 6 of Coptic, 
23 of Syriac, and 79 volumes in various European languages dealing 
with some aspect of Semitic study. 

Though non-Semitic in origin, Yiddish is grouped with the Semitic-
owing to its 'having become during the centuries an accredited vehicle-
of Jewish thought and self-expression, developing in this capacity side 
by side with Hebrew. The case is similar with Judal<l-Spa.nish and: 
J udreo-Persian. 

Of the minor Semitic languages, the Maltese and Neo-Syriac books 
are perhaps of special interest. Maltese offers instructive comparisons 
with Arabiq. A poem by Dwardu Cachia is entitled " Malta mehlusa. 
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ABU LAHAB AND SURA CXI 
Dri Rubin 

The studies of Siira cx1 1 have not yet arrived at satisfactory results, hence 
the meaning of this siira is still obscure. The present study tries to present a 
better basis for its understanding. z 

1. The date and background of the sura 
Siira CXI deals with Abii Lahab, whom all the Muslim sources identify as 

Mul}.ammad's paternal uncle, 'Abd al-'Uzza b. 'Abd al-Muttalib of the clan of 
Hashim. 

The clue to the date and background of this siira is to be found in a tradition 
recorded by al-Waqidi (d. 207/823).3 This tradition is about al-'Uzza, the 
greatest deity of Quraysh, whose sanctuary was at Nakhla, near Mecca. 
Quraysh also worshipped al-Lat whose sanctuary was at al-'fa'if. A third deity, 
Manat, whose sanctuary was at Qudayd, was worshipped mainly by the people 
of Yathrib (al-1\Iadina). All three were known as 'daughters of Allah' (banat 
Alliih).4 

The tradition of al-Waqidi relates that the custodian (sadin) of the sanctuary 
of al-'Uzza was Aflal;l b. al-NaQ.r al-Shaybani of the tribe of Sulaym.5 Before 
his death, Aflal;l told Abii Lahab that he was afraid lest al-'Uzza should be 
neglected once he was dead. Upon hearing this, Abii Lahab said: 'Do not 
grieve ; I shall attend to her after you go '. After that, Abii Lahab used to 
say: 'If al-'Uzza triumphs, I have already earned a " hand" 6 which she has 
(to my credit) with her, for attending upon her,? and if l\:Iul;lammad triumphs 
over al-'Uzzii-which I do not believe will happen-then be it my nephew 
(who has a "hand" to my credit with him)'. Thereupon, Allah revealed 
Siira cx1. 

This tradition had been noticed by Barth,8 but he seems to have over-
looked its great significance. Al-Waqidi chose to record this tradition within 

1 J. Barth, 'Abii Lahab ', El, first ed.; A. Fischer, Der Wert der vorhandenen Koran. iibersetzungen und Sura CXI, Leipzig, 1937; D. Kiinstlinger, 'Eschatologisches in Sura ll1 ', OLZ, XLI, 7, 1938, 407-10; T. Lohmann, 'Abii Lahab (Sura CXI) ', Zeitschrift fiir Religions und GeistweU Geschichte, XVIII, 1966, 326-48; R. Paret, Der Koran, Kommentar und Konkordanz, Stuttgart, 1971, 529. J. Wansbrough in his Quranic studies (Oxford, 1977) does not refer to our siira. This is quite disappointing, because a scholar who denies any historical connexion between the Qur'an and the ' Arabian prophet' ought to say something about the identity of Abii Lahab and his wife. 
2 References to the commentaries quoted in the following pages: al-'fabari, Jiimi' al-bayiin fi tafsir al-Qur'iin, Biilaq, 1323/1905, xxx, 217-21; al-'fabarsi, Majma' al-bayiin fi tafsir al-Qur'iin, Beirut, n.d., xxx, 266-71; al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshiif 'an ljaqii'iq al-tanzil, Cairo, 1968, IV, 295-7; al-BayQawi, Anwiir al-tanzil wa-asriir al-ta'wil, Cairo, 1955, 317; al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-kabir, repr., Tehran, n.d., XXXII, 166-73; Abii I;Iayyan, al-Baitr al-muMt, Cairo, 1328/1910, vm, 524-7; Ibn Kathir, Tafsir al-Qur'iin al-'a~im, Beirut, 1966, VII, 399-402; al-.Aliisi, Rul), al-ma'iini, repr., Beirut, n.d., xxx, 259-65. 
3 See a!-Waqidi, Kitiib al-maghiizi, ed. J. M. B. Jones, London, 1966, m, 874. See also al-Azraqi, Akhbiir Makka, ed. Wiistenfeld, I, 81-2. 
• Details about those deities are to be found in J. Wellhausen, Reste arabischen Heidentums, Berlin, repr. 1961, 24 ff. 
6 The Banii Shayban of Sulaym were the confederates of the clan of Hashim. See Ibn Hisham, al-Sira al·nabawiyya, ed. al-Saqa, al-Abyari, Shalabi, four vols., repr., Beirut, 1971, 

I, 86. 
8 The meaning of' hand' will be explained below. 
7 in ta~har a[. 'uzzii, kuntu qad ittakhadhtu yadan 'indahii bi-qiyiimi 'alayhii. 
a Barth, loc. cit. Fischer did not refer to it at aJI. 
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a chapter dealing with the destruction of the sanctuary of al-'Uzza in the year 
8/629, shortly after the conquest of Mecca. This led Barth to conclude that 
according to al-Waqidi, Abii Lahab was still alive after the conquest of Mecca. 9 

Thereby he rejected this tradition as a false one, because Abii Lahab had 
actually died long before, immediately after the battle of Badr. The truth is, 
however, that this tradition belongs to the time when both Abii Lahab and 
Aflal_l b. al-Na<).r were still alive, that is, before the Hijra of Mul_lammad to 
al-Madi:na.10 Al-Waqidi: placed this tradition within a later chapter dealing 
with the actual destruction of al-'Uzza, after the conquest of Mecca, because 
the conversation between the siidin of al-'Uzza and Abii Lahab referred to the 
same subject, i.e. the forthcoming end of al-'Uzza. 

A second version of the same story is recorded by Ibn al-KalbL11 Ibn 
al-Kalbi:located the story in its proper chronological place, that is, immediately 
after the abrogation of Mul_lammad's temporal recognition of the ' daughters of 
Allah '. This event was known as the affair of the ' Satanic verses '. In these 
verses, Mul_lammad had recognized the divinity of al-Lat, Manat, and al-'Uzza, 
and especially their authority to intercede with Allah for their believers. Some 
time later, these verses were abrogated, being ascribed to Satan's influence 
upon the prophet. They were replaced by new verses denying the existence of 
these three deities (Qur'an LIII, 19-23).12 

Ibn al-Kalbi: relates that Mul_lammad's denial of al-'Uzza was a great blow 
to Quraysh (ja-shtadda dhiilika 'alii Quraysh); thereafter he recounts the story 
about Abii Lahab. According to Ibn al-Kalbi:, however, the person to whom 
Abii Lahab talked was Abii Ul_layl_la Sa'i:d b. al-'AI?, and not Aflal_l b. al-NaQ.r. 
At the time of the declaration of the 'Satanic verses', this Abii U}:tayl_la was 
a very old man.13 Ibn al-Kalbl's version contains some remarkable details. 
According to this version, Abii Lahab assured Abii U}:tayl;la that the veneration 
of al-'Uzzii would not cease after his death. Thereupon Abii U1).ayl_la said: 
'Now I know that I have a successor (khalifa) '. And he admired Abii Lahab's 
eagerness for her worship. 

The conclusion to be drawn from Ibn al-Kalbi: and al-Wiiqidi: is that Siira cxr 
was revealed in ·Mecca after Mul_lammad no longer recognized al-'Uzza, when 
Abii Lahab, on his part, took it upon himself to defend and support this goddess 
against Mul_lammad's new monotheistic course. In this connexion it may be 
noted that according to Ibn Is}faq,14 our siira was revealed after Abii Lahab 
had abandoned Mul;lammad and the rest of the Hiishimites in the ravine (shi'b) 
of Abii 'falib, where they had been put under a boycott by Quraysh. Abii 
Lahab had joined Quraysh in expressing his wish to support al-'Uzza. These 
events took place in the seventh year of Mul_lammad's prophecy, i.e. only a 

9 See also Lohmann, art. cit., 330. 
10 That Aflah b. al-Na<j.r was Abii Lahab's contemporary, and not the last siidin of al-'Uzzii. 

who was killed by Khii.lid after the conquest of Mecca, was already pointed out by Wellhausen, 
op. cit., 38. The last siidin was named Dubayya b. I;larami, see Ibn al-Kalbi, Kitiib al-a§nam, 
ed. Ahmad Zaki Bii.shii., Cairo, 1914, 25 ff. 

11 A§niim, 23; cf. also Wellhausen, op. cit., 36. 
12 On the 'Satanic verses', see al-'+abari, Tafsir, xvn, 131 ff. (on Qur'an XXII, 52); idem, 

Tiirikh, Cairo, 1939, II, 75-7 (from lbn lshii.q and other sources); Ibn Kathir, al-Bidiiya wa 
'l-nihaya, repr., Beirut, 1974, III, 90-1; al-Zurqii.ni, SharlJ> al-mawiihib al-laduniyya, repr., 
Beirut, 1973, I, 279 ff.; lbn Shahrii.shiib, Maniiqib Al Abi '/'iiZ.ib, Najaf, 1375/1956, I, 46; 
al- 'Asqalii.ni, Fatf, al-biiri bi-shar/J ~aMIJ al-Bukhari, Biilii.q, 1300/1883, VIII, 332-4; al-Qii.<).i 
'lyii.cj., al-Shifii' bi-ta'rif /.>uquq al-Mu§tafii, Cairo, 1950, u, 106 ff.; lbn Sa'd, al-'/'abaqiit al-kubrii, 
Beirut, 1960, I, 205-6; Ibn Sayyid al-Nii.s, 'Uyun al-athar, repr., Beirut, n.d., I, 120-1; ,V. M. 
Watt, Jful.>ammad at Mecca, Oxford, 1953, 102 ff.; Paret, op. cit., 461. 

13 See lbn Sa'd, op. cit., I, 205. On his last illness see ibid., rv, 95-6. 
u lbn Hishii.m, op. cit., I, 376. 



STYLE AND CONTENTS 

AB17 LA.HAB AND StfRA. CXI 15 

short time after the abrogation of the 'Satanic verses '.15 Abii Lahab was 
probably anxious to secure his economic position which was threatened by the 
boycott of his clan. By leaving the ravine of Abii Talib, he could maintain his 
connexions with Quraysh and their sanctuaries. 

That the revelation of Siira cxr was caused directly by Abii Lahab's 
departure from Hashim, may also be concluded from the Qur'anic codex of 
Ubayy b. Ka'b.18 This codex reportedly contained an additional verse, located 
between verses 1 and 2 of our siira : 

~iilafa 'l-bayta 'l-waqJ,'a 'alii 'l-bayti 'l-raji'i 
fa-shughila bi-nafsihi, thumma shughila 
' He became allied to the inferior house against the exalted house, and he 
was occupied only with himself, and indeed he was '. 

By the ' exalted house ' the clan of Hashim is probably meant, which Abii 
Lahab abandoned, allying himself with a certain unspecified clan, which is 
considered inferior to Hashim. Some early verses ascribed to Ijassan b. Thabit 
shed more light on the matter.17 These verses condemn Abii Lahab for forsaking 
Mul;tammad and stress at the same time that Abii Lahab was not a true son 
of Hashim, being, in fact, the son of a person from the tribe of Lil;tyan (to 
whom his mother had been married before marrying 'Abd al-Muttalib). The 
clan of Hashim is described as being high with noble traits, while Abii Lahab is 
described as being low with his shame.18 Both these verses and Ubayy's verse 
allude to the fact that Mul].ammad was deeply injured when Abii Lahab 
abandoned him.19 This may lead to the conclusion that before leaving 
Mul;tammad, Abii. Lahab had bestowed his protection upon the prophet and 
extended to him much aid and support. Mul;lammad's attack upon the 
' daughters of Allah ' and the boycott of Hashim forced upon Abii Lahab a 
completely different attitude towards the prophet. Mu}_tammad's dismay was 
fully expressed in Siira cxr which was then revealed. 

2. Verse 1 : tabbat yadii Abi Lahabin wa-tabba 
The most intriguing phrase in verse 1 is yadii Abi Lahabin ' the two hands 

of Abii Lahab '. According to the above-mentioned tradition of al-Waqidi, 
Abii Lahab had supported al-'Uzza and thus gained a' hand' which was with 
her to his credit. The Arabic clause expressing it runs as follows : kttntu qad 
ittakhadhtu yadan 'indahii. Y ad here means ni'ma, that is to say : ' favour ' 
or 'benefaction'. The meaning of the whole clause is: 'I did her a favour 
(yad) and she is obliged to reward me for it'. The expression iUalchadha 
'inilahum yadan is explained by Lane 20 as follows : ' He did to them a benefit, 

15 According to al-Waqidi, the proclamation of these verses occurred in the fifth year, i.e. two 
years before the boycott of Hashim (lbn Sa'd, op. cit., I, 206, 209). Therefore the abrogation 
must have happened shortly before the boycott. Al-'fabari, on his part, mentions the affair 
of the 'Satanic verses ' only after the beginning of the boycott. See Tiirikk, rr, 74, 75 lf. See 
also ai-Zurqani, op. cit., I, 278 lf. 

18 A. Jelfery, Materiala for the hiBtory of the text of the Qur'an, Leiden, 1937, 180. Quoted 
from Jeffery by Fischer, p. 10, without any comment. 

17 See ij:assan b. Thabit, Diwiin, ed. W. 'Ara.iat, London, 1971, I, p. 390, no. 214. 
18 wa-liikinna Liltyii.nan abuka warithtahu/ wa-ma'wii. 'l-khanii. minhum fa-da' 'anka hashimii/ 

samat lliialtimun lil-makrumii.ti wa-lil-''Ulii/ wa-ghUdirta fi ka'bin mina 'l-lu'mi jii.thimii.. 
18 That Abii Lahab's conduct during the period of the boycott of Hashim had a serious 

effect on ?.Iul:tammad is indicated also in some early verses ascribed to Abii 'falib (lbn Hisham, 
op. cit., rr, ll). In these verses Abii 'falib urges Abii Lahab not to abandon his nephew, stressing 
the importance of his protection. Abii 'falib swears by the ' house of Allah ' (the Ka'ba) that the 
Hashimites will protect the prophet till the end. The background of these verses can easily be 
established, as the ahi'b is mentioned in the last verse. 

2o An Arabio-EngliBh lezicon, s.v. a.kk.dh. 
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or favour, as though he earned one for himself in prospect, making it to be 
incumbent on them as a debt to him '. It follows that yad in this context 
denotes simultaneously the benefaction and its prospective reward. Al-Waqidi's 
tradition leads to the conclusion that the Qur'an has labelled Abii Lahab's 
attendance upon al-'Uzzii as yad, that is to say, an honourable act of help and 
support, for which he deserved a due recompense from this goddess. 

The Qur'an, however, mentions the 'two hands' of Abii Lahab. This is 
due to the fact that not only a single act of support is meant, but rather all 
Abii Lahab's good deeds, including those which were performed for Mu).J.am-
mad's sake. For there is some evidence that at a certain stage, Abii Lahab 
bestowed protection upon Mu).J.ammad.21 Still, although the Qur'an refers to 
all Abii Lahab's good deeds, it has nevertheless preferred the dual form, yada, 
to the plural, aydi. Y adii, it seems, was much more natural, since the concrete 
meaning of yad (a hand) had not been wholly neglected. Hence, it was impossible 
to mention more than two ' hands ' of a single person. 

Abii Lahab had indeed several ' hands ' to his credit in Mecca. As a generous 
wealthy man,22 this was quite to be expected of him. lbn Isl;tiiq has preserved 
for us some early verses in which Abii Lahab appears as a most generous and 
helpful person.23 The verses are ascribed to I;Iudhayfa b. Ghiinim, whom Abii 
Lahab redeemed after he had been seized for a debt of 4,000 dirhams. We shall 
adduce but one verse.24 In this verse Abii Lahab is called Ibn Lubnii, after 
his mother Lubnii bint Ha jar of Khuzii'a: 2s 

wa-lii tansa mii asdii bnu Lubnii fa-innahu 
qada sdii 26 yadan ma~quqatan minka bi 'l-shukr'i 
' And do not forget what Ibn Lubnii has granted, for he has granted a 
"hand" that deserves your thankfulness'. 
The original meaning of the phrase yadii Abi Lahabin was preserved not 

only in the above-mentioned tradition of al-Wiiqidi, but also in some rare 
exegetical traditions included in the direct commentaries on our siira. The 
commentary of al-Aliisi (p. 261) contains the following passage: 

waji 'l-ta'w'iliit al-yadu bi-ma'nii 'l-ni'ma. wa-kiina yu!tsinu ilii 'l-nabi (~) 

wa-ilii quraysh wa-yaqulu: in kiina 'l-amru li-Mu~ammadin fa-li 'indahu 
yadun, wa-in kiina li-qurayshin fa-ka-dhiilika 
' There are some interpretations saying that yad denotes benefaction. (Abii 

21 Ibn Sa'd, op. cit., I, 2ll. It is related that Abii Lahab protected 1\Iui)ammad only after 
Abii 'falib had died, i.e. much later than the revelation of Siira CXI. It is more likely, however, 
that Muhammad had enjoyed the protection of Abii Lahab before the revelation of this siira 
which marked the end of the friendly relations with his uncle. The present form of the account 
apparently reflects a Shl'i tendency to promote the impression that as long as Abii 'falib ('Ali's 
father) was alive, he was Mul_lammad's only protector. At any rate, both Abii ']:'alib and Abii 
Lahab are said to have earned something in return for their kind attitude towards Mul_lammad. 
Abii '!'alib, who died as an unbeliever, was said to be only in the shallow fire of hell (<Jal.u/h}j,). 
Abii Lahab was said to have water to ease his torture in hell as a reward for setting free his slave 
Thuwayba, who wasl\Iul_lammad's wet-nurse. See al-Suhayli, al-Rawif, al-unuf, ed. 'Abd al-Ra'iif 
Sa'd, Cairo, 1971, m, 67; al-'Asqalani, Fat!} al-biiri, IX, 124-5. On Abii Lahab and Thuwayba 
see also al-Bukhari, $aM!}, Cairo, 1958, VII, 12; Ibn Sa'd, op. cit., I, 108; al-Bayhaqi, Dalii'il 
al-nubuwwa, ed. Mul_lammad 'Uthman, Cairo, 1969, I, 120; Ibn al-Jawzi, al- Wafii bi-al}wiil 
al-Mu,•tafii, ed. 'Abd al-Wal_lid, Cairo, 1966, I, 107; al-'Asqalani, al-l~iibafi ma'rijat al-~a}Jiiba, 
ed. al-Bijawi, Cairo, 1970, VII, 549; al-Zurqani, op. cit., I, 138. 

22 See e.g. Ibn Sa'd, op. cit., I, 93: wa-kdnajawiidan. 
2s Ibn Hisham, op. cit., I, 184 If. 
2• ibid., 187. 
25 ibid., ll5; Ibn Sa'd, loc. cit. 
28 For : qcul aBda. 
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Lahab) used to perform good deeds for the benefit of the prophet and 
Quraysh. He used to say: " if the victory is with Mul;lammad, I have a 
' hand ' to my credit with him, and if the victory is with Quraysh, the 
same applies to them " '. 27 

Finally, it may be remarked that yail denoting benefaction, occurs in a 
further Qur'anic passage as well. Qur'an IX, 29 says: qiitilu 'llailhina lii 
yu'minuna bi-lliihi . .. mina 'llailhina utu 'l-kitiiba l},attii yu'&u 'l-jizyata 'an yailin. 
The true meaning of the phrase al-jizyata 'an yailin has been pointed out by M. M. 
Bravmann.28 Bravmann, contrary to Kister's opinion,29 renders this verse as 
follows : ' combat those non-believers who are possessors of a book 
(i.e. Christians and Jews) until they give the reward due for a benefaction 
(since their lives are spared) '. There is, however, some difference between the 
two verses. The phrase yailii Abi Lahabin refers mainly to the supporter 
himself, i.e. Abii Lahab, whereas the expression 'an yailin refers to those who 
were granted the benefaction, who must make a reward for it. Besides, in 
Qur'an IX, 29 yail means a benefaction consisting in sparing somebody's life, 
whereas in our siira, yail means benefaction in the sense of material support. 
In both cases the benefaction must be duly rewarded or recompensed. 

Our siira is directly connected with Siira LIII which abrogates Mul;tammad's 
former recognition of al-'Uzza's existence. Verse 1 conveys the idea that the 
'hand' which Abii Lahab believed he had to his credit with al-'Uzza, has 
become worthless; he can no longer count on al-'Uzza's reward for serving and 
supporting her, as she became a false goddess due to the abrogation of the 
'Satanic verses'. At the same time, the Qur'an, as a retaliation against Abii 
Lahab who abandoned Mul;tammad for his own interests, proclaims the end of 
his credit with Mul;tammad, the latter being no longer obliged to reward Abii 
Lahab for his former protection. The word which signifies the new condition 
of Abii Lahab's ' hands ' is tabbat. Qatada (d. llB/736), 30 as quoted by al-Tabari, 
interprets it as khasirat, i.e. ' failed to produce profits or reward ; became 
worthless'. The explanation of tabbat as khasirat accords with the Qur'an 
itself, in which the infinitive tatliib is replaced by takhsir (Qur'an XI, 101 : 
wa-mii ziiduhum ghayra tatbibin; XI, 63: fa-mii tazidunani ghayra takhsirin). 
According to a further interpretation recorded on the authority of Yamiin b. 
Ri'ab, 31 tabbat means : ' have become devoid of any benefit (~ajirat min kulli 
khayrin) '.32 Similarly, one of al-Tabarsi's interpretations says that verse 1 
means : ' his hands have not gained any benefit at all, and he himself incurred 
loss as well, i.e. he has been lost in all respects (wa-ma'niihu annahu lam taktasib 
yailiihu khayran qa&&u, wa-khasira ma'a dhiilika huwa nafsuhu, ay tabba 'alii 
kulli ~iilin) '. 

The final thing to be explained concerning verse 1 is the meaning of the 
name 'Abii Lahab ', i.e. 'the father of flame'. According to Lohmann,33 
' Abii Lahab ' stands for the person who was first to kindle the fire, that is to 
say, the first person of Quraysh to break off friendly relations with Mul;lammad. 

87 Abii Muslim (probably aJ.Kashshi, d. 292/904, see Sezgin, GAB, I, 162), as quoted by 
ai-Rizi, says that yada abi lahabin means his fortune (ya'ni malahu) which is also denoted by 
the expression dhal al-yad. This interpretation is close to the interpretation of yad as ni'ma, 
in the sense of material support. 

18 See M. M. Bravmann, The spiritual background of early l&la.m, Leiden, 1972, 199 ff. 
"'See M. J. K.ister, '"'An yadin" (Qur'i.n, IX, 29) ', Arabica, xr. 3, 1964,272-8. 
ao Sezgin, GAB, I, 31 ff. 
at On whom see al-Dhahabi, Miziin al-i'lidal, Cairo, n.d., rv, 460. 
•• See al-'fabarsi, al-Rizi, and Abii ij:ayyi.n. 
•• Lohmann, art. oit., 334. 
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This explanation cannot be accepted for the simple reason that there is nothing 
to suggest that ' fire ' symbolizes the conflict with the prophet, since this 
conflict, in its early stages, was by no means warlike. On the other hand, 
Lohmann is quite correct in assuming that ' Abii Lahab ' has become the name 
(kunya) of MuQ.ammad's uncle only as a result of this siira, not being known 
before. In general, a man's kunya is mentioned in his honour.34 Abii Lahab's 
case, however, is different. Al-'Asqalani 35 explains: 'the kunya in itself does 
not indicate glorification, since in some cases, the personal name may be more 
honourable than the kunya ( ... inna 'l-takniya la taduUu bi-mujarradihii 'ala 
'l-ta'~im bal qad yakilnu 'l-ismu ashrafa mina 'l-takniya) '. This, indeed, seems 
to be true: the Qur'an, in order to degrade Abii Lahab, has refrained from 
addressing him by his personal name, 'Abd al-'Uzza, which signified his honour 
as servant of al-'Uzza. The Qur'an has chosen to name him 'the father of 
flame', thus suggesting that instead of being rewarded by al-'Uzza at the Last 
Judgement for his service, he, being deprived of the intercession of that false 
goddess, will burn in the flames of hell. Thus the surname ' Abii Lahab ' fits 
in with the general context of verse 1. 

In conclusion, verse 1 may be rendered as follows: 'Abii Lahab's credit 
for his grand deeds has been lost, and he (himself) has been lost '. 

3. Other interpretations of verse 1 
The greater part of the Muslim commentaries on verse l contains new 

interpretations deviating from its true meaning. This deviation seems to be due 
to a deliberate modification of the meaning of this verse. The reason for this 
seems to be connected with verse 3 of our siira : sa-ya~la naran dltiita lahabin 
' He shall be burned in a fire of flame '. Originally, this verse describes Abii 
Lahab's failure to gain his prospective reward for serving al-'Uzzii, on the one 
hand, and for protecting Mu]:tammad, on the other. Being deprived of his 
reward, the fire of hell has become his only prospect. 38 After MuQ.ammad's 
death, however, Muslim theologians gradually developed a new perception of 
verse 3, and consequently of the whole siira. Their postulate was that Abii 
Lahab, being mentioned in a special Qur'anic chapter, relating also his fate in 
hell, must have sinned greatly against Mu}.lammad and Islam, for which hell 
was to be his punishment. 

This view had much bearing on verse 1. Firstly, the meaning of the ' hands ' 
of Abii Lahab was changed from grand deeds of favour and support to hostile 
actions carried out by those hands against no other than MuQ.ammad himself. 
Thus the ' hands ' regained their concrete meaning, while tabbat came to signify 
the failure of those hostile deeds. In this way Abii Lahab grew akin to the rest 
of the Qurashis who had allegedly persecuted the prophet in Mecca. 

The first step towards this new understanding of verse l seems to be reflected 
in a tradition traced back to Ibn 'Abbas. This tradition is recorded by al-Razi: 
'Ibn 'Abbas said: he (i.e. Abii Lahab) used to send away people who had come 
to see (the prophet), saying that (Multammad) was a sorcerer (sii~ir). Those 
people used to turn back, not suspecting the truth of his words, since he was 
the head of the clan, and used to treat Mul}.ammad like a father. However, 

"Goldhizer, Muhammedanische Studien, Halle a.S., r, 1889, 267 (English tr., Muslim studies, 
1, London, 1967, 242). 

35 Fat(l al-biiri, Vtii, 387. 
38 This verse seems to be the main reason for the Mu'tazila.'s rejection of our siira., because it 

excludes from the outset any poBBibility of repentance on the part of Abii Lahab. See e.g. a.l-Rii.zi 
on this verse. This point has not yet been explained by Western schola.rs who dealt with the 
Mu'tazili attitude towards our siira. See I. Goldziher, Vorlesungen 1lber den Islam, 207; Fischer 
op. cit., 15 If. ; Barth, art. cit., 329. 
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when Siira CXI was revealed, Abii Lahab became angry and showed his enmity, 
causing people to grow suspicious and to disbelieve in what he had said about the prophet. Thus his efforts (against the prophet) failed, and his aim was 
missed. And perhaps the " hand " has been mentioned because he used to strike with it on the shoulder of the person who had come to see the prophet, 
saying: "turn back, for Mul}.ammad is possessed (ma:inun) ". Usually, when a man sends another man away, he puts his hand on the latter's shoulder, 
pushing him away'. Al-Razi records a further interpretation on the authority 
of 'Atii.': 'tahbaJ, means: "has been defeated (ghulibat) "; (Abii Lahab) believed that his hand would (triumph) over (Mul}.ammad), and he would expel him from Mecca, humiliating and defeating him (but his own hand has been 
defeated)'. 

Verse 3 of our siira has a pure eschatological significance. This stimulated 
more new interpretations attaching a similar meaning to verse 1 as well. Thereby, verse 1 was treated as though dealing not only with the failure of Abii Lahab's worldly sins against the prophet, but also with his prospective 
punishment in hell. Al-'fabarsi interprets: ' his deeds have proved unsuccessful, and he himself has failed, being condemned to hell' (kkasira 'amalul'u tva-khasira 
huwa bi 'l-'IJJ'Ufjii'ifi 'Z-nar).37 

Verse 1 was eventually interpreted as if referring solely to the world to come, tabbat being no longer interpreted as denoting a present worldly dis-advantage, but rather as an invocation (du'a') for the same, due to come upon 
Abii Lahab in hell. This interpretation is reflected in the reading (qira'a) of 'Abdullii.h b. Mas'iid: tabbat yada abi lahabin wa-qad tabba; 'may the hands 
of Abii Lahab be lost, and indeed he has been lost '. This qira' a is based on a structure of invocation common in old Arabic ; it contains two verbs, the 
latter being preceded by wa-qad, denoting the inevitability of the invocation expressed by the first. Al-'fabari adduces two examples of this structure: 
ahlakaka 'llahu wa-qad ahlakaka; ja'alaka ~iili~an wa-qadja'alaka.38 

In acquiring the meaning of invocation, the phrase tabbat yadahu was 
assimilated later on to genuine Arabic phrases of invocation connected with 'hands', such as shallat yadahu and taribat yadahu. Unlike the Qur'ii.nic expression tabbat yadahu, these phrases are to be found in many verses of old 
Arab poetry.30 In the following rajaz verse, the Qur'ii.nic phrase tabbat yadahu has already been adapted to its new usage of invocation. According to Lisan 
al-'Arab (s.v. tbb), this verse refers to somebody who has bought fasw, i.e. a 
commodity from which no great utility is derived. 

akhsir biM min ~afqatin lam tustaqal 
tahbaJ, yada ~ajiqiM miidhafa'al 
' What a great loss (was caused by) this deal that was not abrogated, 

May the hands of him who made this deal be lost, what has he done ! ' 40 

37 See also aJ-Suhayli, op. cit., n, 109. 
38 Regarding tabbat as a.n invocation, Fischer considered this qira' a to be the original one. Pa.ret (op. cit., 529), however, has shown that the lectio di.flicilior is not u:a..qad tabba (lbn Mas'iid) but rather wa-tabba, thus affirming that Ibn Mas'iid's reading is secondary. The qirii'a of Ibn Mas'iid was indeed known a.s an ' easy ' one, containing many explanatory additions to the original text. See ai-Suhayli, loo. oit. See also I. Goldziher, RiclrJ.ungen, 8 ff. •• See references in Fischer, op. cit., p. 20, n.l. 
to Fischer, loo. oit., adduces this verse as an illustration that tabbat yadii abi laltabin is an invocation. This verse, however, seems to be a later reB.eotion of a somewhat similar rajaz verse included in the original story about the person who bought fasw. This man, so the story goes, was named Baydara ; he bought the fasw of the tribe of lyad. The original rajaz verse referring to him does not yet have tabbat yadiiku but still: Bhallat yadii.ku. See e.g. lbn Durayd, Jamkarat al-lugka, Hyderabad, 1344/1925, r, 23. 
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The view that verse 1 invokes evil upon Abu Lahab is put forward by many 
traditions, some of which are widely current in the various commentaries on 
our sfira. This view represents, in fact, the consensus (ijma') of the Muslim 
scholars with regard to the meaning of verse 1. The main idea of the traditions 
presenting this view is that the phrase tabbat yadii ab'i lahabin forms an antiphony 
to the invocation tabban lahu uttered by Abu Lahab himself before the revela-
tion of the sura. One of the earliest of these traditions is that of Ibn Is:Q.aq.41 

According to Ibn Is:Q.aq, Abu Lahab used to say : ' Mu:Q.ammad promises me 
things that I do not see, which he says will come after my death. What has 
he actually put in my hands (except promises) 1 '. Then he would blow on 
his hands and say: 'May you be lost (tabban lakuma). I see in you nothing 
of what Mu]:tammad says '. Therefore Allah revealed the sura. 

According to more developed traditions, Abu Lahab directed the imprecation 
not to his own self, but rather to the Islamic religion. A tradition to this effect 
is recorded by al-'fabari on the authority of Ibn Zayd (d. 182/798).42 Abfi 
Lahab allegedly uttered the words tabban li-hiidhii min d'inin tabban, when 
Mu:Q.ammad refused to grant him an exceptional position among the Muslims, 
as a reward for his embracing Islam. 

The most current traditions, however, are those relating that Abu Lahab's 
curse was directed to Mu:Q.ammad himself. These traditions say that when 
Mu:Q.ammad was ordered to start warning his nearest relations of the Last 
Judgement (Qur'an XXVI, 214: wa-andhir 'ash'irataka 'l-aqrab'ina ... ), he 
summoned them all in order to convey his mission. Upon hearing his words, 
Abu Lahab said: ' Is this what you summoned us for 1 May you be lost 
(tabban laka) '. Thereupon Sfira cxr was revealed. This story implies that 
Sura cxr was revealed at the very beginning of Mu}:tammad's prophetic activity. 
Al-'fabari records no less than five versions of this story, four of which are from 
al-A'mash (cl. 148/765),43 with an isnad traced back to Ibn 'Abbiis. 

This story was admitted into the canonical ~ad'ith, 44 as well as into books 
of asbiib al-nuzul.45 Its secondary nature is attested most clearly by the fact 
that in the earlier versions of the story about the beginning of Mu}:tammad's 
mission among his fellow tribesmen, there is not a single word concerning 
Sura cxr. 46 

In later versions of the above traditions, Abii Lahab's hostile acts against 
the prophet assume a more aggressive nature. According to al-Zamakhshari 
and al-Bayda"\\i, Abii Lahab not only abused the prophet, but also picked up 
a stone with the intention of throwing it at him, thus provoking the Qur'anic 
damning of his handsY Explaining why the Qur'an has mentioned the hands 
of Abii Lahab, al-'fabarsi and al-Riizi quote a tradition on the authority of the 
?a~b'i Tiiriq al-Mu]:liiribi,48 according to which Abfi Lahab used to follow the 

n Ibn Hisham, op. cit., I, 376. 
u Sezgin, GAS, I, 38. 
43 ibid., 9. 
u See al-Bukhari, op. cit., VI, 140, 221-2; al-Tirmidhi, fJaMIJ- (in 'Arit]at al-ab-wadhi, by 

Ibn al-'Arabi), xrr, 259. See also Ibn Sa'd, op. cit., I, 74-5, 200. 
•• e.g. al-Wahidi, Asbiib al-nuzul, Cairo, 1968, 261-2. 
•• See al-'fabari, Tarikh, rr, 62-3 (from Ibn Isi.liiq). Cf. also Ibn Sa'd, op. cit., I, 187. 
47 A similar story is told about the wife of Abii Lahab who, after the revelation of the siira, 

intended to throw a big stone at Mul}ammad. Allah, however, concealed the prophet from her. See 
lbn Hisham, op. cit., I, 381-2. Cf. al-'Asqalani, Fath- al-biiri, VIII, 567; al-J;[akim al-Naysabiiri, 
al-Mustadrak 'ala 'l-~aM"Qayn, Riya<j., 1388/1968, rr, 361; al-Bayhaqi, op. cit., I, 443-4; lbn 
al-Ja..,.-zi, op. cit., I, 325; al-Suyiiti, al-Kha~a'i~ al-kubra, ed. Haras, Cairo, 1967, I, 318-19; 
Ibn Sayyid al-Nii.s, op. cit., I, 102-3; lbn Shahrii.shiib, op. cit., I, 61 ; al-Khargiishi, Sharaf 
al-Nabi, MS BM Or. 3014, fols. 40a, 127a. 

u On whom see I~aba, m, 511. 
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prophet and throw stones at him, when the latter preached Islam to Arab 
tribesmen in the market of Dhii 'l-Majaz.49 This tradition was already recorded 
by al-Tirmidhi.60 An earlier version of the same story, however, does not 
mention any such act on the part of Abii Lahab, nor is there any allusion to the 
connexion of this event with our siira. 51 A further tradition, recorded by 
al-Razi, relates that Abii Lahab had torn off the 'hands ' (i.e. the front legs) 
of a kid (jady) that believed in Mul_tammad, and this brought about the cursing 
of his own hands in the Qur'an. This legendary tradition applies the most 
aggressive touch to Abii Lahab's negative image. 52 

The view that verse 1 invokes evil upon Abii Lahab eventually caused a 
considerable change in the meaning of tabbat and wa-tabba. Al-Zamakhshari 
explains these verbs not in the meaning of klzasira, but rather in the sense of 
halaka, i.e. 'to perish'. Al-BayQ.awi explains that tabab means khusran 
(i.e. failure or loss) that brings about kaliik (i.e. perdition). 

The shift from kkasira to halaka accords with the general tendency illus-
trated above, to conform verse 1 to the eschatological spirit of verse 3. This 
tendency is most evident in one of BayQ.awi's interpretations, to the effect that 
the perdition of Abii Lahab's two hands stands for his own total perdition in 
this world as well as in the world to come (dunyahu wa-ukhrahu). This 
interpretation is closely connected with another interpretation offered by 
al-Zamakhshari. 

wa 'l-murad: haliik jumlatihi ka-qawlihi ta'alii: bi-mii qaddamat yadiika 
'The meaning (of the perdition of Abii Lahab's hands) is the perdition of 
his whole person; this is like the verse (Qur'an XXII, 10) : "for what your 
two hands have done " '. 

This interpretation takes the ' two hands ' to be a synecdoche, i.e. denoting 
the whole person to whom they belong. It may be noted, however, that the 

•• A Shi'i tradition relates that al·'Abbiis participated with Abii Lahab in these deeds. Abii 
'fiilib defended the prophet against them both. See lbn Sha.hriishiib, op. cit., I, 51. 

50 Quoted from al·Tirmidhi in lsiiba,loo. cit. 
51 See Ibn Hishiim, op. cit., rr, 64-5; lbn Sayyid al·Niis, op. cit., I, 101 ; Ibn Kathir, op. cit., 

m, 41 ; Ibn Shahriishiib, op. cit., I, 51. Cf. also Ibn Sa'd, op. cit., I, 216. In the course of time, 
Abii Lahab's name was included in the list of those Qurashis who plotted to kill the prophet 
before the Hijra. See Ibn Sa'd, op. cit., I, 228. In Ibn Hishiim, rr, 125, his name is still absent 
from that list. Similarly, later sources (Ibn Shahriishiib, I, 66-7, cf. Ibn Sayyid al.Niis, I, ll3) 
include his name in the list of the mustahzi'un, from which his name is still absent in the earlier 
sources (e.g. Ibn Hishiim, rr, 50--1; aJ.':j'abari, Tafsir, xrv, 48-9. See also al.Bayhaqi, op. cit., 
n, 85--6; al·Suyiiti, op. cit., I, 365; Ibn al-Jawzi, op. cit., I, 329-30; al-Khargiishi, op. cit., 
lllS Tiibingen l\I.a. VI, 12, folios 44b-45a). It is also worthy of note that in later sources Abii 
Lahab is said to have performed deeds which were ascribed originally to Abii Jahl (of Makhziim), 
probably due to the likeness of the names. In the earlier sources it is related that Abii Jahl 
plotted to kill :llu.b.ammad with a stone, while the latter was absorbed in prayer (Ibn Hishiim, 
op. cit., I, 319-20; see also al-Bayhaqi, op. cit., I, 438-40; al-Suyiiti, op. cit., I, 315-16, 320--1; 
Ibn al-Jawzi, op. oit., I, 327; al-Khar~~:iishi, op. cit. (BM), fol. ll4b; Wensinck, A handbook of 
early Muhammadan tradition, 7, and also the commentaries on Siira oxvr). In later sources the 
same story is transferred from Abii Jahl to Abii Lahab. See Ibn Shahriishiib, op. cit., r, 68-9. 

•• Finally Abii Lahab has become the archetype of 1\Iubammad's enemies, whom all the 
Muslims are urged to curse. Ibn Kathir (Bidiiya, m, 41) informs us that Siira OXI was recited 
on the minbars being included in tbe exhortations and the Friday sermons. And see further 
Fischer, op. cit., passim, Lohmann, art. cit., 339, 331-2. It is interesting to observe, however, 
that certain circles (probably of the Shi'a) produced several traditions to the effect that Muham-
mad had forbidden the Muslims to curse the members of his own family. This had been done 
after Abii Lahab's daughter had complained to the prophet of being insulted by the Muslims 
for being the offspring of the' fire-wood of hell' (ibnat l}atab al-niir). According to some traditions 
the prophet announced on that occasion that his intercession (shafii'a) would save all his blood 
relations at the Last Judgement. See al-'Asqaliini, l~ii.ba, vrr, 634 ff.; al-Khargiishi, op. cit. 
(Tiibing~n), 18~, (BM) 50b-51a ; al-Zurqiini, op. cit., I, 185--6 ; Ibn ij:ajar al-Haytami, al-$awa'iq 
al-mubnqa, Cairo, 1965, 172. 
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comparison with Qur'an xxu, 10, is unjustified, since yadaka there and else-
where in the Qur'an, has its own independent meaning, being used in a figurative 
sense, in connexion with the performance of deeds (qaddamat). 53 

4. Verse 2: mii aghna 'anhu miiluhu wa-ma kasaba 
The crucial phrase in verse 2 is wa-ma kasaba. Earth translated : ' ... und 

was er erworben hat'. Fischer (p. 25) and Lohmann (p. 326) followed suit. 
The truth is, however, that the verb kasaba in the Qur'an does not usually 
denote ' to gain ' or ' to earn ', but rather ' to act ' or ' to perform deeds of 
some importance '. Although this metaphorical usage of the verb kasaba has 
been pointed out by Western scholars, 54 it has not yet been noticed that kasaba 
has the same meaning in our siira as well. The phrase wa-mii kasaba refers to 
Abii Lahab's grand deeds, namely his service to al-'Uzza and his protection 
of Mu.Q.ammad. These were the works that did credit to him and provided him 
with the ' hands ' mentioned in the previous verse. 

This true meaning of wa-mii kasaba was preserved for us in one tradition 
only. This tradition is recorded on the authority of Qatiida, the same Qatada 
whose interpretation of verse 1 also preserved some of its original meaning 
(see above). The tradition of Qatiida is recorded by al-Zamakhshari. It says: 
'(ma kasaba means) his deeds which he believed were of some benefit to him. 
It is like (Allah) said (Qur'an xxv, 23): "and we turned to the deeds they had 
performed ... " ('amaluhu 'lladhi ~anna annahu minhu 'ala shay'in ka-qatclihi: 
wa-qadimna ila mii 'amilu min 'amalin) '. The 'amal of Qur'an xxv, 23, 
which, according to Qatada, resembles the 'amal of Abft Lahab, consists 
indeed in grand works which are proclaimed worthless by the Qur'an because 
of the disbelief of those who carried them out. 55 

In close association with the grand works of Abft Lahab, the Qur'an also 
mentions his wealth ( miiluhu). In this context miiluhu must be taken as refer-
ring to the fortune Abii Lahab spent to perform his grand works of aid and 
support. Mal consisted mainly of camels and sheep, and Abft Lahab indeed 
used to bestow camels upon the needy, among them the above-mentioned 
Hudhayfa b. Ghanim.56 Abii Lahab's mal was probably spent also for the sake 
of al-'Uzza. That miil was indeed used for such religious purposes, is indicated 
by a passage in al-Azraqi's Akhbrir 1vlakka.51 Khalid b. al-Wali:d, it is related, 
once told Mu.Q.ammad that his father used to offer up his best wealth (bi-
khayri miilihi) to al-'Uzza. 

The main idea of verse 2 is that neither the wealth Abft Lahab had spent, 
nor the grand works he had performed could prevent the ultimate loss of the 
'hands' he hoped to preserve to his credit with both al-'Uzzii and Mu.Q.ammad. 

53 Fischer also believes that yada is a synecdoche, hence, yada Abi La/whin denotes : Abu 
Lahab. But this explanation is obviously wrong, as it does not explain why the Qur'an speaks 
both of the hands of Abii Lahab (tabbat) and of Abii Lahab himself (wa.tabba). This repetition 
can be intelligible only if a clear distinction between the ' hands ' of Abii Lahab and the person 
himself is assumed. 

•• Paret, op. cit., 22; Bravmann, op. cit., 107 lf. 
55 cf. al-'fabari, Tafsir, XIX, 3. Commenting on Qur'an xxv, 23, al-Zamakhshari says that 

the works of the unbelievers were such as doing good to the kindred, helping the suffering, 
entertaining guests, redeeming prisoners, and other such noble and good deeds (wa-a'miiluhum 
'llati 'amiluhii fi kufrihim min ~ilati rahimin wa-ighiithati malhufin wa-qirii t]ayfin wa-mannin 'alii 
asirin wa-qhayri dhiilika min makiirimihim wa-mahiisinihim). And see further Qur'an XIV, 18, 
where the 'amal of the unbelievers is mentioned in connexion with their kasb: malhal•• 'lladhina 
kafar1• bi-rabbihim a'miiluhum ka-ramiidin ishtaddat bihi 'l-rihu fi yawmin 'ci~ifin lii yaqdiruna 
mimmii kasabu 'alii shay'in. 

56 lbn Hisham, op. cit., I, 185, !. 12. As an owner of a large number of camels, Abii Lahab 
was able to practise qimiir; see Aghiini, Biilaq, repr. Beirut, 1970, III, 100, rv, 19. 

57 I, 81. . 
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This idea is conveyed by the phrase ma aghnii 'anhu. Al-BayQ.awi explains: 
nafyun li-ighnii'i 'l-mali 'anhu ~ina nazala bihi 'l-tabi.ibu 'Negation of the 
benefit of his wealth when the loss (of his hands) was inflicted upon him'. 

It is important to remark that with much the same words the Qur'an 
denies elsewhere the benefit of the grand works of the ancient people of 
Thamiid who had erected monuments of stone for their protection, which, 
however, were soon destroyed. Qur'an xv, 84 reads: Ja-ma aghnii 'anhum ma 
lcanu yaksibUna. And see also XXXIX, 50 ; XL, 82. 

Finally, verse 2 may be thus translated: ' the fortune (that he had spent) 
and the grand works that he had performed did not help him (to preserve his 
hands).' 
5. Other interpretations of verse 2 

The same reasons as caused the above-mentioned changes in the meaning 
of verse 1 have produced like changes in the meaning of verse 2. Like yada 
Abi Lahabin, the phrase wa-ma kasaba was soon presented as denoting Abii 
Lahab's hostile actions against the prophet. Al-l)al;tl;tak (d. 105/723),58 as 
quoted by al-Zamakhshari, says that the phrase wa-ma ka.saba means Abii 
Lahab's 'evil deeds i.e. his conspiracy against the messenger of Allah (tva-
'amaluhu 'l-klwhithu ya'ni kaydahu fi 'adawati ra&Ul allah) '. The interpre-
tation of al-l)al}.l}.ak perceives the phrase wa-ma kasaba in the meaning of 'amal 
al-khabith, which expression, like kasb al-khabith, was quite common in 
pre-Islamic poetry.&9 

This interpretation soon adjusted itself to the eschatological meaning which 
became dominant in all the further interpretations of verse 2. W a-ma kasaba, 
in the meaning of kasb al-klwhith, was associated with Abii Lahab's children, 
on grounds of some Qur'anic passages containing the idea that at the Last 
Judgement neither wealth (mal) nor children (awlad) would save the unbelievers 
from hell (e.g. III, 10, 116; LVIII, 17). No less than five traditions putting 
forth this meaning of wa-ma kasaba are recorded by al-'.!.'abari. The most 
detailed one is recorded on the authority of Ma'mar b. Rashid (d. 154/770).60 
This tradition relate~ that Abii Lahab's two sons once quarrelled with each 
other while at lbn 'Abbas's home. On trying to stop them, lbn 'Abbas was 
pushed by them on to his bed. Then he ordered that Abii Lahab's evil kasb 
be sent out of his house (akhriju 'anni 'l-kasba 'l-khabitha). In short, this 
tradition ascribes to Ibn 'Abbas the interpretation that the phrase wa-mii 
kasaba stands for Abii Lahab's children.61 

The same interpretation of wa-ma kasaba is widely current in later com-
mentaries. Al-'.!.'abarsi furnishes us with the following explanation: 'it means 
his sons because the sons of a man are part of his earnings (kasb). They were 
mentioned because Abii Lahab had said : " if what Mul}.ammad says about 
hell is true, I shall redeem myself (from hell) by means of my wealth and my 
sons " '. Al-Zamakhshari adds a ?uuliith ascribing to the prophet the following 
statement : ' the best food that man eats is that which comes from his earnings 
(kasb); his children are part of his earnings '.62 

58 Sezgin, GAB, I, 29. 
u Bravmann, op. cit., llO ff. 
so Sezgin, GAS, I, 290. 
61 See also al-'fabari, Tafsir, xxv, 86, where mii kasabii. is explained as miil wa-wuld. In other cases, however, al-'fabari did not refrain from explaining kasaba in the sense of 'amila. See e.g. XIV, 34; XXIV, 9, 57. 
•• See also al-Nabha.ni, al-FatiJ, al-kabir, Cairo, n.d., 1, 292 (from al-Bukhiiri's Tii.rikh, &1-Tirmidhi, al-Nasii'i, and Ibn Miija). Cf. al-Sulami, 'Uyii.b al-nafs, ed. E. Kohlberg, Jerusalem, 1976,101. 
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With the accommodation of verse 2 to the eschatological meaning, the 
expression mii-aghnii 'anhu was no longer conceived as past tense but rather 
as referring to Abii. Lahab's future punishment in hell. Al-'fabarsi interprets: 
'neither his wealth nor his kasb helped him against Alliih's punishment (ay mii 
nafa'ahu wa-lii dafa'a 'cmhu 'adhiiba 'lliihi miiluhu wa-mii kasabahu '. Al-'fabari 
regards mii aghnii as an interrogation denoting the question : ' what was the 
benefit of his wealth and to what extent did it protect him from Allah's anger~ '. 
It is interesting to observe, however, that elsewhere in the Qur'an, al-'fabari 
usually interprets mii aghnii as an ordinary past tense, denoting lam yughni. 63 

In our sii.ra the eschatological point of view caused him to deviate from his 
usual manner of interpretation.6' 

6. The miraculous aspects of the sura 
The sons of Abii. Lahab played a special role in Mul).ammad's life. According 

to lbn Qutayba,65 Mul,lammad's daughter Ruqayya had been married to Abii. 
Lahab's son 'Utba, but by order of his father he broke off the marriage. 
Mul}.ammad's daughter Umm Kulthii.m had been married to Abii. Lahab's son 
'Utayba, and he also was ordered by his father to do the same. According to 
Ibn Sa'd, this conduct on the part of Abii. Lahab was caused by the revelation 
of our sii.ra. 66 

One of Abii. Lahab's sons paid a heavy price for thus insulting the prophet. 
A legendary tradition relates that Mul,lammad invoked Alliih to make Abii. 
Lahab's son be killed by a predatory animal. Before long, this son was mauled 
by a lion.67 Earlier versions of this story relate, however, that Abii Lahab's 
son suffered this fate because he had announced his rejection of Siira LIII. 68 

The eonnexion with Sftra LIII is not surprising, as this is the very sii.ra which 
abrogates the ' Satanic verses '. It is a further indication that Abii. Lahab 
and his family took much interest in securing the worship of al-'Uzza. 

The legendary story of the end of Abii. Lahab's son finally found its way 
into the commentaries on Sii.ra cx1. Al-BayQ.iiwi labels this sura as ikhbiir 'an 
al-ghayb, thus associating it with a long series of miraculous stories about 
Mul,lammad's outstanding powers to forecast the future, which are to be found 
in almost every book dealing with Mul,lammad's prophet signs (dalii'il 
al-nubuwwa).69 Al-BayQ.awi explains that the sii.ra foretells the end of Abii. 

•• Al-':fabari, Tafsir, vm,142 (on Qur'ii.n VII, 48); XXIX, 40 (on LXIX, 28); XIV, 34 (on xv, 84); 
XXIV, 9 (on XXXIX, 50); XXVI, 18 (on XLVI, 26); XII, 68 (on XI, 101). 

•• In two more cases al-':fabari has interpreted mii kasaha as an interrogation and not as past 
tense, due to interrogative pronouns found in the Qur'anic text. See ibid., XXIV, 57 (on Qur'an 
XL, 82), XIX, 71 (on XXVI, 207). 

•a Kitiib al-ma'iirij, ed. al-E:;awi, Beirut, 1970, 62. 
88 lbn Sa'd, op. cit., vm, 36, 37. According to another source (Aghani, xv, 2) it was the wife 

of Abii Lahab who ordered the breaking off of the marriage. 
87 AI-Suhayli, op. cit., m, 68; al-Bayhaqi, op. cit., n, 96-7. See also al-Khargiishi, op. cit. 

(Tiibingen), fol. 87b, (BM) fol. 124b. Another source says that Abii Lahab's son was killed by 
the lion because of his being one of the m'U8tahzi'un (p. 21, n. 51, above); see al-':fabari, al-Din 
wa 'l-dawla fi ithbiit nubuwwat al-Nabi MuQammad, ed. 'Adil NuwayhiQ, Beirut, 1973, 67. 
A distinction must be made between the son that was killed by a lion and the other two sons 
of Abii Lahab who survived their father and embraced Islam after the conquest of Mecca. The 
Muslim tra.ditionists are a little puzzled as to what the exact name of each of the sons was, as 
their names were quite similar: 'Utba, 'Utayba, and Mu'attib. See al-Suhayli, loc. cit. Some-
times the sources mention a son named Lahab, obviously a secondary derivation from the father's 
nickname. See al-Din wa 'l-dawla, loc. cit.; al-Naysabiiri, M'U8tadrak, u, 539; al-Bayhaqi, 
op. cit., rr, 96. 

•• Al-':fabari, Tafair, XXVII, 24; see also al-Suyiiti, op. cit., r, 367-9; Ibn Shahrashiib, 
op. cit., I, 71. Cf. Aghani, xm, 153. 

•• See e.g. al-Din wa 'l-dawla, 76 ff.; al-Suyiiti, op. cit., n, 372 ff., m, 3 ff.; lbn al-Jawzi, 
op. cit., 305 ff. ; Ibn Kathir, Bidiiya, VI, 182 ff. 
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Lahab's son, to whom the expression wa-mii kasaba refers. In the same context, 
Baygawi also relates the story of the end of Abii Lahab himself, who died 
shortly after Badr, 70 as though the siira predicts his own death as well. Thus 
the siira obtained its miraculous nature, and in some cases, as in the Mustadrak 
of al-I;Iakim,71 a version of the story about the son of Abii Lahab 72 is given 
predominance over other traditions. 

The miraculous features of our siira as viewed by Muslim scholars are 
illustrated to the full in a passage in Ibn Kathir's commentary: 'The learned 
men say that there is an evident miracle in our siira and a clear proof of the 
prophecy, because since the revelation of the verses in which the misfortune 
and disbelief of Abii Lahab and his wife were foretold, they have not been led 
to embrace Islam, neither secretly nor openly. Thus it was the strongest of all 
the dazzling hidden proofs of the visible prophecy '. 

7. Verse 4: wa-'mra'atuhu (tammalata 'l-(tatabi 
Verse 4 runs as follows: 'And his wife (shall also burn); She is a fire-wood 

carrier '. 73 

This verse deals with the wife of Abii Lahab who, being the sister of 
Abii Sufyan, belonged to the highest rank of Meccan society. The original 
significance of the appelation ~ammiilat al-(tatab given to her in the Qur'an was 
again preserved for us by Qatada. His interpretation as quoted by al-Razi, 
reads: 'She (i.e. the wife of Abii Lahab) used to condemn the prophet for being 
poor, therefore she was condemned for being a wood gatherer (qawlu qatadata: 
innaha kanat tu'ayyiru rasilla 'lliihi bi 'l-faqri fa-'uyyirat bi-annaha kanat 
ta~tatibu) '. A more complete version of the same interpretation is recorded by 
al-'fabari, without, however, mentioning its source: 'Some say: "she used 
to condemn the prophet for being poor, herself being in the habit of gathering 
wood, therefore she was condemned for being a wood gatherer" (wa-qala ba'rJ,u-
hum: wa-kiinat tu'ayyiru rasilla 'llalti bi-ljaqri wa-kanat taMibu fa-'uyyirat bi-
annaha kiinat ta~tibu) '. 7' 

Qatada's interpretation implies that the wife of Abii Lahab used to perform 
such works as were connected with the gathering of fire-wood, which occupation 
gave the Qur'an an opportunity for dishonouring her. It must be remembered 
that wood gathering was regarded as one of the most despicable works, carried 
out by women of the lowest rank. 75 The question arises, how did it come about 
tha~ a woman of the rank of Abii Lahab's wife did such work. The explanation 
(al-Aliisi, 263) that she was too miserly to employ servants to do the work for 
her, seems to be over-simplified. 

The real solution is to be found in Wellhausen's Reste arabischen Heidentums. 
On pp. 40-1 Wellhausen quotes a passage from Isaak of Antioch (fifth century 
A.D.) about the ways in which the Arabs used to worship al-'Uzza. Isaak 
identifies al-'Uzza with J(awkabta, i.e. Venus who was also named' the queen 
of heaven'. Isaak compares the Arab worship of al-'Uzza with the Jewish 

7° Concerning his death, see al-'fabari, Tiirilch, n, 159-60 (from Ibn lsl.lii.q); Ibn Sa'd, op. cit., 
IV, 73-4; ai-Suhayli, op. cit., m, 66 ff.; lbn Sayyid ai-Nas, op. cit., I, 267 ff.; Agluini, rv, 32-3. 

71 Mustadrak, n, 539. 
•• See the same version also in ai-Bayhaqi, op. cit., n, 96; lbn ai-Jawzi, op. cit., r, 348. 
73 This translation is based on the reading /lammiilata 'l-batabi, which signifies dhamm, and 

not on bammiilatu 'l-IJ,ata/Ji. For further details see the commentaries. 
•• Fischer, op. cit., 34, quoted Qatii.da's interpretation from al-Rii.zi, without noticing its 

complete version in al-'fabari. Therefore he seems to have misunderstood its significance. See 
below, p. 27, n. 77. 

•• Fisoher, op. cit., 35 ff. ; Lohmann, art. cit., 344. 
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worship of the' queen of heaven' as described in Jeremiah vii, 18. The passage 
in Jeremiah seems to be most instructive: 'The children gather wood, and 
the fathers kindle the fire, and the women knead their dough to make cakes to 
the queen of heaven .. .'. Wellhausen finds evidence that the Arab customs of 
the worship of al-'Uzzii indeed resembled Jeremiah's description. This may well 
lead us to believe that the appelation ~ammalat al-~a(ab refers to the active 
part Abii Lahab's wife took in the worship of al-'Uzzii. Unlike Jeremiah, the 
Qur'an assigns the task of gathering the fire-wood not to Abii Lahab's children, 
but rather to his wife, thus exposing the despicable nature of the works this 
aristocratic woman used to carry out in honour of al-'Uzza, together with her 
whole family. 

At this stage a more coherent understanding of the significance of the 
surname ' Abii Lahab ' is possible. Perhaps it does not so much refer to the 
fire of hell in which he is doomed to burn, as to the fire he used to kindle when 
worshipping al-'Uzza. This observation produces a significant correlation 
between his surname 'Abii Lahab' and his personal name, 'Abd al-'Uzza. 

8. Other interpretations of verse 4 
The secondary interpretations of verse 4 are based on patterns similar to 

those of the secondary interpretations of the previous verses of our siira. The 
appelation ~ammalat al-~(ab gained a new meaning, more appropriate to the 
wife of a person who was believed to have been Mu}.!.ammad's enemy. The 
original meaning of this appelation, denoting religious action for the sake of 
al-'Uzza, was totally neglected. 

The following tradition seems to mark the first step towards the new 
understanding of [tammalat al-~a(ab, presenting it as referring to hostile actions 
Abii Lahab's wife allegedly carried out against the prophet. This tradition, 
recorded by al-'!'abari, is also traced back to Qatiida: kiinat tanqulu 'l-a~ditha 
min ba'rji 'l-niisi ilii ba'flin ' She used to pass on rumours from one person to 
another '. J.l ammiilat al-!ta{ab is understood here in its metaphorical sense, 
i.e. ' the rumours carrier ', or rather ' the slanderer '. The same interpretation, 
in much more explicit words (kiinat tarnshi bi 'l-namima) is recorded by al-'j'abari 
on the authority of l\Iujahid (d. 104/722) and 'Ikrima (d. 105/723). 

Far more elaborate are the traditions which no longer conceive of ~tab as 
fire-wood-neither concretely nor metaphorically-but rather as a bundle of 
thorns (~uzmat shawk), which the woman allegedly used to throw in Mu}.!.am-
mad's way, thus wounding his feet. This interpretation of ~ammiilat al-~a(ab 
was preferred by al-'!'abari, who has recorded several traditions of this kind, 
tracing them back to Ibn '.A.bbas, al-l;>a}.!.}.!.ak, Ibn Zayd, and others.76 

Al-Zamakhshari explains that the action of throwing the bundle of thorns 
was described by the Qur'an as the gathering of fire-wood in order to expose its 
inferior nature( ... wa-ta§wiran lahii bi-~urati ba'iJ,i 'l-~a((iibiiti min al-mawiihini). 
In other words, al-Zamakhshari holds that ~tab really denotes fire-wood but 
only in a figurative sense, symbolizing the bundle of thorns. Al-BayQ.awi 

' 6 See also Ibn Hisham, op. cit., 1, 380. A similar action, namely the throwing of offal in 
front of Mul;tammad's door, is ascribed to Abii Lahab and 'Uqba b. Abi Mu'ayyit. See Ibn 
Sa'd, op. cit., I, 201. It may be further remarked that in some later traditions Abii Lahab's 
wife is even presented as taking an active part in the plots of Quraysh to kill the prophet. The 
person who allegedly defended the prophet against this woman was no other than Abii Lahab 
himself. See ai-Katikani, Tah.,ir al-burhiin, on our siira (reference from M. J. K.ister). This 
tradition seems to expreBB the anti-Umayyad feelings of the Shi'a. 
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explains likewise (~wiran laM bi-~urati 'l-lfaWibati 'llati ta;IJ,milu 'l-Z,uzmata 
wa-tarb#uM fi jidihii ta]J,qiran li-sha'nihi£).77 

Like the former verses of our siira, verse 4 was finally interpreted in the 
eschatological sense. The wood gathering was presented as the woman's punish-
ment in hell for her worldly sins against Mu}.!.ammad. Interpretations to this 
effect are given by al-Zamakhshari and al-Baydawi. They interpret lfaeab as 
signifying the trees and thorns of hell, i.e. the Zaqqum and l)ari' (Qur'an XLIV, 
43 ; LXXXVIII, 6). 

9. Verse 5: fijidihii ?tablun min masadin 
Verse 5 may be thus translated : ' On her neck there is a cord made of 

fibres'. 
The wordjid usually denotes a woman's neck from the aesthetic viewpoint, 

i.e. the place on which ornaments and the like are hanging.78 Therefore, 
Qatii.da's interpretation of this verse seems, once again, to be faithful to its 
original meaning. His interpretation is recorded by al-Tabari. It says that 
?tablun min masadin stands for qiliida min wad'inr-' a necklace made of sea-
shells '.79 According to al-ij:asan al-Ba~ri (d. 110/728) as quoted by Abii 
J:fayyan, the necklace was made of kharz, which is the same as wad'. 

Abii ij:ayyan also quotes the explanation of Ibn 'Atiyya 80 to the effect that 
the necklace was described by the Qur'an as a cord of fibres in order to reproach 
the woman and to stress how detestable it was to use it (wa-innama 'abbara 'an 
qiliidatihii bi-Z,ablin min masadin 'alii jihati 'l-tafii'uli laM wa-dhikri tabarrujihii 
fi hiidhii 'l-sa'yi 'l-khabithi). 

The reason for the Qur'an's disapproval of the woman's necklace becomes 
clear in the light of Wellhausen's survey of old Arab practices of magic and 
witchcraft. 51 Wellhausen 82 mentions that magic powers were attributed to all 
kinds of ornaments and especially to sea-shells, viz. kharz, wad', or jaz'. Hence 
it is clear that the Qur'an disapproves of the woman's necklace because of its 
magical intentions. It was probably regarded by its owner as securing the 
protection of al-'Uzza against evil powers. The usage of such a necklace was 
reproached by the Qur'an as a part of its general rejection of witchcraft,sa 
which was considered in Islam the core of Paganism.8~ The Qur'an brings this 
magical necklace down to the rank of an ordinary simple cord (?tabl) made of 
rough fibres (min rnasadin). 

The correlation between verses 4 and 5 is now obvious : both verses reprove 
the Pagan practices carried out by the wife of Abii Lahab who participated 
with her husband in the veneration of al-'Uzza. The Qur'an views these 
practices as common, despicable actions suitable for women of the lowest rank. 

77 Fischer, op. cit., 35, holds that l.lammalat 'l-"ltatab is a mere curse directed to that aristocratic 
woman in order to humiliate her by alleging her to be a wood-carrier. He (p. 34) believes he finds 
this meaning in the interpretations of Qat&da and ai-Bayqawi. But neither seems to support 
his view, as they both assume that "ltammalat al-"ltatab stands for a real action carried out by the 
woman, be it gathering of fire-wood (Qat&da) or of thorns (ai-Bayqawi). Strangely enough, 
Fischer (p. 32) places ai-Zamakhshari's interpretation in a separate group, notwithstanding its 
resemblance to ai-Bayqawi's interpretation, which is actually an abstract of the former. 

78 AI-Suhayli, op. cit., n, 113. 
71 Fischer has totally ignored this outstanding interpretation. 
80 D. 542/1147. See Brockelmann, GAL, Supp. I, 732. 
8t Resle, 159 tf • 
•• ibid., 165. 
81 See Qur'an oxm, 4. 
"Wensinck, op. cit., s.v. 'magic'. 
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28 AB() LAHAB AND SUB.A CXI 

10. Other interpretations of verse 5 
The tendency to confine the meaning of our siira to the hostility of Abii 

Lahab and his wife towards the prophet gave rise to new interpretations of 
IJ,ablun min masadin as well. A tradition traced back to Sa'id b. al-Musayyab 
(d. 94/713) says: ' She (i.e. Abii Lahab's wife) had a luxurious necklace of 
pearls, and she said : " I shall disburse it for the assault on Mul;tammad " 
(kanat lahii qiliida Jtikhira min jawhar fa-qiilat: la-unfiqannahii fi adiiwat 
MulJ,ammad) '. This tradition is recorded by al-Tabarsi, Abii I;Iayyan, and 
Ibn Kathir. 

Another interpretation seems to be based simply on an erroneous under-
standing of the context of our verse. The cord was quite naturally associated 
with the fire-wood of the former verse, as though being used for tying and 
carrying it. Its original figurative sense was eventually neglected. Thus, 
al-J;>al;ll;lak, as quoted by al-'fabari, interprets: ' ... this was the cord which 
she used for gathering the fire-wood' .85 This interpretation is, however, 
impossible ; as was already mentioned, the word jidihii indicates clearly that 
IJ,ablun does not stand for a load with which the woman's neck is burdened, 
but rather for a certain kind of ornament hanging on her neck, having no 
relation to the fire-wood of the former verse. Whenever the Qur'an speaks of 
carrying loads the word used is not j'id but rather 'unuq.88 

The most current interpretation of IJ,ablun min masadin is again the 
eschatological one. Although not assuming any connexion between the cord 
and the wood, it nevertheless considers our verse as speaking of a heavy load 
which the woman shall carry in hell as a punishment for her worldly sins. The 
jid is understood in the meaning of raqaba, namely a neck carrying a burden, 
while the cord is conceived of as the load itself. The whole scene is inspired by 
Qur'an LXIX, 32 which speaks of a 'chain whose length is seventy cubits 
(silsila dhar'uhii sab'una dhirii'an) ', which is used in hell for torturing sinners. 
Thereby masad is understood as denoting ' iron '. This word, originally denoting 
the rope of the well, gained the meaning of ' iron ' because it occurs in old poetry 
in close association with the iron axis of the pulley of the well, around which 
the rope is coiled. 87 

Most of the eschatological traditions of this kind, as recorded by al-Tabari, 
are traced back to 'Urwa b. al-Zubayr (d. 94/713). These traditions relate that 
IJ,ablun min masadin stands for ' an iron chain whose length is seventy cubits '. 
A tradition on the authority of Sufyii.n says that it stands for 'a rope on her 
neck, in hell, like a collar, seventy cubits long '. The original significance of 
masad being the rope of the bucket, is preserved in a further eschatological 
tradition recorded by al-Suhayli.88 It says: 'she will be handled in hell like 
a bucket. She will be lifted to the top of hell by the rope on her neck, then 
downwards to its bottom again, and so on for ever and ever'. As an integral 
part of hell, the IJ,abl is sometimes depicted as though made of fire (al-Tabari). 
Summing up, al-Tabarsi interprets masad as a cord of rough fibres, burning 
like fire, heavy like iron, with which her neck is burdened to increase her 
torture. 

Thus, the eschatological spirit finally overwhelmed all the parts of our siira. 

•• See also Fischer, op. cit., 35, 42; Lohma.nn, art. cit., 346; Kiinstlinger, art. cit., 408. 
88 e.g. xvn, 29; XXXIV, 33; etc. 
•• e.g. al·Suhayli, op. cit., II, 111 ff. 
88 n, 111. 
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SIMPLE NEGATIVE REMARKS ON THE 
VOCABULARY OF THE QUR'AN 

Robert Brunschvig 

From the Middle Ages to our day the vocabulary of the Qur'an has been 
the object of two main kinds of studies: determining the exact meaning of 
the words on the one hand and detecting loans from languages other 
than Arabic on the other. 1 This twofold research does not exhaust the 
subject matter; not at all. Portions of Qur'anic vocabulary have been 
methodically examined in various ways, with varying luck, by contempo-
rary scholars.2 However, there remains much, on more than one aspect, 
which needs to be looked at once again, and without doubt also to be 
initiated. I would like to suggest briefly a way of approaching the prob-
lem which might seem paradoxical but which, it is hoped, will be fruitful: 
the negative way, i.e. stating not what is but rather that which is not in 
the Qur'an. Every negative method has its dangers, but this is not a 
sufficient reason to renounce it forever. Once the difficulties and traps 
have been located and determined as clearly as possible, areas suffi-
ciently large to justify continuing the investigation remain. 

As we are dealing with the Qur'an, it is the 'Uthmiinic vulgate [20] 
which will be used as the fundamental text. However, we must ask 
ourselves whether recorded variants outside that vulgate might not modify 
useful facts as well as the conclusions to be drawn from them. Mter a 
summary search, which would have to be taken up again in more detail 
for a more thorough research, it appears that such a study would be in 
vain for this stage of first considerations: non-'Uthmanic variants which 
have come down to us are, from the point of view of vocabulary, of only 
minor importance. A chronological approach, taking into account the 
successive dates (whether certain or probable) of the verses of the Book, 
would be more successful. In the present study, however, a chronological 
approach is redundant since the text of the Qur'an as a whole is the 

1 In our time especially Jeffery, The Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur'an, Baroda, 1938 
2 Notably Torrey, The Commercial-theological Terms in the Koran, Leyden, 1892; Talaat, Die 

Seelenlehre des Korans (mit besonderer Berucksichtigung der Terminologie), Halle, 1929; Sister, 
Metaphern und Vergleiche im Koran, Berlin, 1931; Sabbagh, La Metaphore dans le Coran, Paris, 
1943. 
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subject of a negative examination, rather than as segments according to 
the time of their revelation. 

A negative examination in relation to what, seeing as there are no 
prose writings from the same period?3 And what would be the value of 
negative observations on a document whose scope and variety, however 
remarkable, can only tread limited dimensions? A point of reference 
might be ancient Arabic poetry with all the uncertainties related to it as 
well as the added disadvantage inherent in its being poetry. In these 
pages we will almost always refer to classical Arabic prose, what there is 
of it, which is reliably recorded from the second and third centuries AH 
onwards: a gap in time and also in space. Of course, such a comparison 
also involves other problems and is situated in a different area. Further-
more, the evidence is such that the vocabulary of one single book, however 
rich, could not be compared with that of a whole language which is used 
in a wide variety of fields. Stating a deficiency usually is or becomes 
significant only if used with complementary pieces of evidence. The first 
of these is that general or specific subjects dealt with in the Book sur-
prise us by not using this or that term which is habitually used in the 
language dealing with that subject. [21] One could raise an objection to 
this method, which will apply to all arguments e silentio, and which, in 
the present case, will make the comparatively high number of unique 
occurrences all the more sensitive. Such unique occurrences exist within 
the Qur'an as well as in relation to it: the difference is slight, between 
one and zero, and one can appreciate the subtlety of the criterion which, 
situated on the margin of a unit, causes the passage from being to 
nothingness. The best way to parry this menacing attack is to lay the 
emphasis on prudence, to make observations only on those words of the 
literary language which are used most widely and, in addition, not to 
assign any value to their absence from the Qur'an unless very serious 
presumptions, in the absence of certainty, lead us to dismiss the hypoth-
esis of coincidence. 

To begin with we will approach phenomenon which, while properly a 
matter for morphology, is also part of the lexicon to a certain extent. The 
diminutive is alive in the Arabic language at all times and in every place, 
lovingly as well as disparagingly. Its basic classical form is fu'ayl, and 
ancient grammarians delight in long discourses on all the aspects which 
this scheme covers when applied to all possible nominal forms. Medieval 
and modern dialects have multiplied the number of morphological types 

3 On a strictly scientific level one could not consider the 'prophetic .i).adiths' as valid evidence 
regarding Arabic prose at the time of Muhammad. 
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used as diminutives, more exactly as hypocoristics, 4 by using suffixes 
from other languages than Arabic, if necessary.5 The Qur'an knows di-
minutives of the form fu'ayl, insofar as several proper nouns have to be 
considered as such: Shu'ayb (passim), 'Uzayr (9:30), Quraysh (106:1), 
lfunayn (9:25), and without doubt one would be justified to count 
Sulayman (passim) with these. But where common nouns are concerned, 
the only example of the diminutive to be found is - and it appears that 
this remark has not been made until the present day - in the set phrase 
ya bunayya, which is the most common way of saying "0 my son" in 
classical Arabic. In each of the six verses where it appears (11:42; 12:5; 
[22] 31:13, 16, 17; 37:102) it is put into the mouth of a patriarch or a 
prophet. Three chapters of the Proverbs of Solomon in the Bible already 
began with this "0 my son" which has an almost ritual ring at the 
beginning of texts of wisdom.6 How can it be explained that, with the 
exception of this one instance, the Qur'an in all its forceful and fiery 
passages does not make use of diminutives, these terms par excellence of 
the language of emotion? Might it not be possible to risk the hypothesis 
that they were felt, whether indistinctly or clearly, to possess a certain 
vulgarity unworthy of the revealed word, or at least unacceptable in 
earnest prose? This would also emphasise the fact that a particularly 
elevated style was claimed by the Qur'an from the very beginning. 

But let us proceed to the vocabulary proper. In the first place, there 
are many words - besides particular loans from foreign languages -
whose absence is to be explained by the social and cultural developments 
which took place between Qur'anic and later times. Some examples among 
these should be emphasised because of their particular importance and 
because their absence is rather unexpected. Ami'r and qa'id, military 
leaders of organised armies, are cases in point (the root q w d is com-
pletely missing), as is adab7 (the root 'db is completely missing). Later 
adab will be used to express a complex and frequently occurring notion, 
which will develop from "knowledge of the world" to "Humanities". The 
Qur'an does not express the notion of "time" by means of the most 
current classical term zaman (variant: zaman), even though for "place" 
the banal makan is used frequently. Later, makan and zaman will form 

4 Littmann, Arabische Hypokoristika, in Studia Orientalia I. Pedersen . . . dicata, Copenhagen, 
1953,pp. 193-9 

6 See especially Niildeke, in his Persische Studien, I (Sitzungsberichte d. k. Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, Vienna, vol. CXIV, 1888); Garcfa G6mez, Hipocoristicos arabes y patronimicos 
hispanicos, inArabica, 1954, pp. 131-5. 

6 Horovitz, Koranische Untersuchungen, Berlin-Leipzig, 1926, p.135 
7 It has been suggested that adab and denominatives derived from it could be explained as 

originating with the plural of da'b (cf. EI2, I, p. 180) a term which is used in the language of the 
Qur'an. 
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a common locution together. To express a "moment" of time the common 
terms !;in, an, waqt are used; for "hour" there is sa'a; for "duration" in 
time, amad or mudda and for the "passage of time fate", dahr. 8 [23] Do 
we have to assume that zaman, which is an old word in other Semitic 
languages, was not at home in the Arabic of old9 and only acquired 
citizenship there when a more rational notion of "time" developed? 

It would be helpful, as an annex or supplement to this sort of absence, 
to point out words which are found in the Qur'an, but whose basic 
classical meaning definitely or probably did not exist at the time the 
Qur'an was revealed. This is certainly the case for qat;l'i in the sense of 
"cadi" [i.e., judge]. Must we not, in the domain of the law, add the verb 
wajaba = "to be obliged to; to be obligatory'', whose absence would be 
well-nigh unthinkable in the classics, but which is still unknown to the 
Qur'an? This is a remarkable fact, and there is only one instance (22:36) 
where there might be some doubt, although the verb is used in the 
etymological sense of "to fall, crumble". 10 Also, what idea could turn out 
to be more indispensable to the Book than that of obligation and duty, 
which, indeed, is expressed in various ways? It might also be that the 
words denoting "kind" and especially "species", which will be dealt with 
later, should be added to the present category from the point of view of 
semantic development. 

However, the essential point of the negative evidence which will be set 
up here is supported by vocabulary whose early use and meaning is not 
called into question by any historical or philological evidence. Let us 
explore this. We will take, randomly, one consonant of the alphabet: n. 
Among the roots which occur most frequently in the classical language-
and we do not need any statistics to prove this- there are easily thirty, 
all beginning with n, which are not used in the Qur'an, even though one 
would be perfectly justified in expecting to find them there: 
[24] 

n b gh - to burst forth, to excel 
n b l - flash; merit 
n b h - alertness, attention 
n t j - to give birth, to produce 
n t n - bad smell 
n j b - nobility 

8 Neither 'asr or 'ahd, which are found in the Qur'an, are used in the sense of 'age, epoch'. 
9 My colleague and friend R. Blachere kindly assures me that the word is not, or barely, found in 

the ancient poetry. 
1° Compare semantically the French 'incomber; echoir' (to be incumbent on; to fail, run aground') 
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n j z- completion 
n /:L f- thinness, meagreness 
n /:L w - direction 
n d b -invitation; lament for the dead 
n d r - scarcity 
n z h - abstention; charm, pleasantness 
n s j- to weave 
n s q- to tidy, to arrange· 
n s m- breath 
n sh d- entreaty, prophetic recitation 
n ? m -to arrange 
n 'sh - to relieve, to comfort 
n q d -criticism; money 
n q t- point 
n q l - to transfer 
n q y- purity 
n k y - to hurt, to injure 
n m w (or n my)- to grow, to increase 
n h b - to pillage 
n h d- to attack 
n h z - to be close, to seize 
n h d- to stand (up) 
n h l- to quench one's thirst 
n w t- to hang (up) 
n w '- species, kind 
n w y- to tend to, to intend11 

5 

By deliberately saying "roots" rather than "words", we have multiplied 
the number of absences considerably. And we could easily extend the list, 
without any effort. It would be no problem to proceed in the same way for 
every initial consonant, i.e. for the whole lexicon. Is this not the proof 
that the Qur'an only comprises a limited section of the most widely used 
classical vocabulary? 

Now we have to ask ourselves whether there is a way of classifying and 
interpreting the facts. We cannot deny that with our present knowledge 
about the state of the language, and in particular of the obscure question 
of dialects, there are still many explanations which we either have not 
yet found or which would appear too daring. In many instances it would 
seem that we do not yet have the right to venture any further than a 

11 For these three last radicals there is, however, one single instance: nawa'- kernels, cores. 
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simple summary. However, our curiosity becomes even further piqued 
after observing the repeated use of certain terms whose common syno-
nyms are [25] consistently lacking. The following examples should be 
noted: the Qur'an uses /:tut = "fish" several times, but never samak(a); 12 

we find, for "merchandise", bir;la'a or tijara (which also means "com-
merce"), but never sil'a; the notion of "usefulness" is expressed frequently 
by the root nf', never by words of the root fyd; the idea of "justice, equity" 
is expressed several times by the roots 'dl or qst, but never by words of 
the root n${; for the notion of "changing, replacing" we find the root bdl 
very frequently, but never the root 'wr;l. Are we dealing here with com-
mon phenomena which reflect the state of a language at a given time and 
in a given environment, or may we venture to believe that at least some 
among them are due to the Prophet, without having even the vaguest 
idea the reason why? 

On the other hand, one might feel more at ease with the latter hypoth-
esis if one were in a position to suspect that some of the words which, 
according to all probability, were widely used in ancient Arabia, are 
missing for reasons of style and of thought, the distinction between 
which is often subtle. In the concrete domain, it is perhaps at first the 
Prophet's mental vision which is our concern, but even from there, omis-
sions in the language can be observed which are probably intended. 
Concerning certain notions with an ethical resonance, doubt dwindles 
and it is easy to admit that elimination from the lexicon corresponds to a 
conscious attitude which closely agrees with the new religion. 

The evocation of nature is so frequent in a number of suras, so grip-
ping and so colourful that an inventory of the arsenal of words describing 
the various aspects of nature appears at first to be very well stocked. 
There are indeed fields, such as the description of landscapes on earth, 
whose vocabulary is rich and varied, and where the absence of certain 
common terms is all the more surprising. These are obviously not ab-
sences like thalj ="snow", or [26] ghaba = "forest"/3 words which would 
surprise in Arabia. But is it not strange that the Qur'an does not contain 
the name of the "sand", raml (once there is "a lot of sand", kathlb (53:14)?14 

And that, with just one exception: badw (12: 100; in the Biblical story of 
Joseph), it does not give any of the common nouns for the "desert" which 
exist: $a/:tra', qafr, barriyya, mahmah, falal, majhal, fayfa' (mafaza is 

12 Landberg, Glossaire Dattnois, p. 1100, has noted that 'ancient poetry in classical Arabic' 
commonly uses ~ut and not samak. 

13 ayka, which appears four times in the text, always describes the 'shrubs' in the land of 
Madyan. 

14 Concerning the southern Arabic name A~qaf (46:21), which is traditionally translated as 
'dunes' but really only means 'mountains', cf. EI2, vol. I, p. 265. 
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used, but only in the sense of "refuge")? Maybe the hapax qi'a (24:39), 
associated with sarab ="mirage" can be interpreted in this sense. Is the search for a particular style responsible for this avoidance? It is difficult 
to find an explanation for it on the level of ideas. 

On the contrary, it might be possible that a definite attitude of thought 
was responsible for some omissions which would be difficult to disregard. 
The Qur'an has a vivid sense of the great phenomena of nature and emphasises repeatedly the succession of day and night, but does not 
attach itself to the change of the seasons: the words sayf "summer" and shita' "winter" occur only once and then in connection with one another in one of the oldest suras (104:2), in the context of the Meccan caravan. 
No mention is made of either "autumn", kharif, or, and this is much more amazing, the famous "spring'', rabi', of the desert and the steppes, which revives the pastures and fills man and beast with life. The exclusive importance which was given to the lunar cycles and the reform of the 
calendar in favour of a strictly lunar year (9:36) tally with this tendency to relegate phrases relating to the seasons to the shade. It would not be 
long until the famous markets of pre-Islamic Arabia suffered a similar fate. It may also be that a tendency to reject the favourite topics of 
secular poetry comes to light in this remarkable dismissal of the word rabi'. Such a tendency could easily motivate other omissions as well, for example, that of badr = "full moon" and of anwa' = "stars announcing rain". However, it is also not impossible to see in these two last [27] instances an implicit reprobation of rites and beliefs which should be eradicated. 15 

Let us now look at the human body, and then at the vegetable and 
animal kingdoms. Several very common nouns for body parts are miss-
ing. We hesitate to mention those whose absence might comfortably be ascribed to coincidence, such as b,ajib - "eyebrow", $Udgh = "temple", warik ="hip", fakhdh ="thigh". The "shoulder", katf or 'atiq or mankib, is also missing; only the plural manakib appears in one verse (67:15) 
where it describes the vast expanse of the surface of the earth. It is more disturbing that the "liver", kabid, is never mentioned. In only one in-
stance we find kabad (91:4), from the same root, with the figurative meaning "misery''. The liver plays such a major role in ancient Semitic 
thought as well as in the traditional Arabic expression of ideas16 that to 
find it missing causes substantial surprise. Here again the question of 

15 For anwa' see Pellat in Arabica, 1955, p. 30. Some hadiths and the Lisan al- 'Arab, I, 170, bottom, list Islam's condemnation of the belief in stars which bring rain. 
16 Mainly Merx, Le role du foie dans la litterature des peuples semitiques, in Florilegium ... Melchior de Vogiie, Paris, 1909, pp. 429-44 (this reference was kindly provided to me by Mr William 

Mar~ais). 
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style on the one hand and idea on the other poses itself, but again we 
cannot solve it. The reply would be easier concerning another basic term 
which does not appear in the Qur'an either, namely the "date", tamr. 
Palm trees are evoked frequently, as is only to be expected in Arabia, 
with their trunks, their leaves, their wrapped flowers and their tops 
laden with fruit. The Book has words for ''bunches of dates", qinwiin; for 
"kernels", nawa'; also, for "the outer membrane of date kernels", qitmir; 
or "hollow split" (in the palm tree trunk) naqir; and "fibre of palm bark", 
fatil, the three last ones with the figurative meaning of a minimal quan-
tity. Dates as such, however, are only ever found as rutab, "fresh (dates)" 
(19:25), or in the phrase thamarat al-nakhU "fruit of palm trees" (16:67). 
It is probable that the most ordinary name of the date in its edible state 
would have lowered the style of this prose which aims at creating an 
effect. In the third field, moving on to the animal kingdom, we have to 
stress the absence of the word faras = "horse". It is not that [28] the 
Qur'an does not know these animals, but in the various instances they 
are mentioned it is always in the collective khayl. While the "ass" is in 
the Book, in the singular as well as in the plural, the "camel" is found in 
the singular only once, jamal (7:40), in a Biblical expression. The "horse" 
is even more resolutely taken not as an individual animal, but as species 
or forming a group, or as "cavalry" even, more frequently than "horses"Y 
This is undoubtedly a trait of Muhammad's mental vision. 

Muhammad's subconscious thought was mainly determined by his in-
tellectual and social environment. The following observations about three 
discrete series of basic notions are certainly linked to this subconscious 
thought. 

1. Firstly, that of "order, arrangement, classification". None of the roots 
which usually express this notion, n? m, n s q, r t b, are to be found 
in the Qur'an. As far as the universe and physical and biological 
phenomena are concerned, the Qur'an most definitely puts the em-
phasis on the marvel of its structure and the chain of being: there is 
no flaw or crack in the skies and on this earth there is an organic 
development which is as complex as it is harmonious. However, 
perfection of the structures and dynamic balance, which testify to 
God's actions, are not perceived from the point of view of a logical or 
hierarchical division or a strict regularity. The idea of "keeping in 
order", {i b t, is missing, as well as the most common classical Arabic 
terms for "species, kind": naw', $inf, {ann, (and {iarb in this sense), to 

17 It is uncertain whether the 'adiyiU = 'gallopping ones' (100:1) are 'female camels' or 'mares'. 
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say nothing of the loan jins = genus. Only the plural alwan, actually 
meaning "colours", is found in a few instances, and in various cases 
the term zawj, pl. azwaj, which means "couple" or "half of a couple" is 
used.18 There can be no doubt that the idea of "species, kind" had not 
yet reached the stage of abstraction. 

2. Second, it is a piquant observation that while the notions of "hun-
ger", jfl', makhma$a, masghaba, and of "thirst", ?ama', are widely 
represented in the Qur'an, the roots [29] most commonly used mean-
ing "to sate one's hunger",$ b ',"to quench one's thirst", r w y, n h l, 
are not found at all. The one controversial example, from the root r t' 
="to eat and drink to repletion" (12:12, again in the story of Joseph), 
cannot stand up against this. At this point the temptation is great to 
cite the scarcity of food resources in Arabia as part of the background 

3. This Book comes from a merchant community, and trade and count-
ing have given it many words and metaphors. It is significant that 
allusions to the world of artisans, on the other hand, are very rare. 
The majority of words describing workers in their various profes-
sions are lacking; fakhkhar ="potter", which is quoted once (55:14), 
most likely under the influence of the Bible in the context of God the 
creator, is a rare exception. Whole roots are missing in this field. One 
would search in vain for words derived from n s j or b- w k = "to 
weave", and the usual terms for "warp" or "weft" of a cloth are not 
found either. The shepherd's work, apart from a few commonplaces, 
is hardly more common: j z z = ''to shear" and b- l b = "to milk" are not 
found at all. There is slightly more precision concerning agriculture, 
with the notions of "labouring, sowing, harvesting'' present, but gh r 
s = "to plant" is missing and, in particular, whenever "cereal" or 
"grains" in general are mentioned, the most commonly used terms for 
"wheat", qaml;t or burr or l;tinta, "barley'', sha'ir, and "flour", daqiq, 
are missing. The situation is the same for milling and the most usual 
roots associated with it, t b- nand r b-y. There is, on the one hand, a 
certain underlying disdain for and spontaneous aversion to manual 
work, a trait which is entirely in keeping with the Arab mentality at 
the time and, indeed, for a long time to come. On the other hand, 
there is a apparent uneasiness which leads to an exclusion of tech-
nology as well as the profession of the shepherd and the farmer. 

In the context of badr and anwa' we have alluded above to a possible 
explanation through a conscious change in beliefs. It is almost certain 

18 Atwar"n (71:14) means without doubt 'by stages', rather than 'of various kinds'. 



294 --------- THE QUR'AN ----------

10 

that the dawning Islam and the behaviour it recommended justify other 
omissions in the lexicon in several directions. The Qur'an never names 
the famous Arab "vendetta", tha'r, but tries to replace it with [30] legal 
retaliation (hence the sentence "there is life for you in retaliation" (2:179)) 
or with pecuniary compensation. In addition, retaliation does not have 
its ancient name of qawad but is expressed by a euphemism which 
primarily means "compensation": qi$Cl$. An echo of the reforms in favour 
of women can be seen in the naming of the "marriage settlement" which 
is presented several times as "reward due" to the wife, farir;la, 'ujur, or 
even, in one instance (4:4), as a "legal gift" which is lawfully hers, $aduqat 
(classical $adaq is derived from this term). The ancient term mahr is 
never used, although it has survived in Muslim law (as a synonym of 
$adaq). In this case the intention is certainly to anchor firmly in people's 
minds the idea that the marriage settlement belongs to the woman 
herself and not- as did the original mahr- to her father or guardian. 

Islam confirmed slavery, but endeavoured to reduce and alleviate it, 
and it is in this spirit that one has to understand Qur'anic terminology 
dealing with this subject. It was hardly possible not to use 'abd ="male 
slave" and ama ="female slave"; furthermore, are not all humans God's 
"slaves"? However, the Book refrains from using terms derived from the 
root r q q meaning "slave" and "slavery" in a purely legal sense. Not even 
the notion of "freeing" - which is recommended as a pious action - is 
expressed by technical terms derived from the root ' t q, but obstinately 
by the paraphrase "freeing a neck", ta/:tdr raqaba (4:92; 5:89; 58:3). Thus 
the deliverance and accession of the freed person to the full - normal -
state of the "free man", /:turr, are marked more forcefully. 

Besides isolated words there are whole groups of words or roots whose 
absence can be legitimately explained by the changes in moral values 
which Qur'iinic preaching intended to induce in the audience. Roots 
which express the "praise" of living, m d /:t, or dead humans, r thy and 
n db, as well as those meaning "satire", h j w, or "adjuration or reciting 
of verses", n sh d, are kept out, because they were too closely related to 
Arab notions or practices [31] which the Book condemned either openly 
or implicitly. The absence of m d h is compensated by the abundant use 
of s b /:t, /:t m d and sh k r, specifically for "to glorify'' and "to praise 
gratefully" the Lord above all others. The concepts of "nobility'' and 
"honour" also have to pay tribute to this negative inventory: neither the 
roots sh r for n j b for the former, nor the term 'ird for the latter are 
found, as they might have brought to mind dominating pre-Islamic atti-
tudes which, in the end, survived tenaciously in spite of Islam. 

The idea of "male courage, bravery'' must be added to these astonish-
ing omissions, because none of the classical Arabic words expressing this 
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idea are found in the Qur'an: basala, jara'a, jasara, l;amasa, shaja'a, 
$arama, muru'a, najada. The words meaning "force" and "strength", on 
the other hand, are present, and also - characteristically for Islam - the 
"steadfastness or firmness of the soul", $ b r. 19 This proves that in the 
Qur'an martial virtues are valued less for prowess and physical feats, 
aspects which made them glorious in the times of the forebears, but that 
submission to God's will and faith in God, during the attack as well as on 
the defence, are the true military merits. Along the same lines, it is 
surprising that the Qur'an, where wars take up so many pages, should be 
so very reticent in describing battles and only uses a fairly limited 
military vocabulary. The typical root, gh z w (which is the origin of the 
French word "razzia", meaning "raid"), only appears once (3:156), where 
it is perpetrated by the Infidels; the idea of "taking captive" is expressed 
by's rand never by s by. It is particularly striking that roots as common 
as h j m, w th b and n h d for "attack" or n h d for "pillage" are missing, 
that rimal; = "lances" is a hapax (in 5:94 in connection with hunting and 
not with war) and that say{= "sword" does not appear at all. While the 
idea of "fighting" is frequent, the Qur'an prefers to use the verb qatala, 
which does not have any specific colouring, or jahada to stress the Is-
lamic nature of the fighting. 

It is a matter for historians of Arabic to undertake a study which 
would be the complementary opposite of the present attempt: [32] which 
are the elements of the Qur'anic vocabulary which the classical language 
has not adopted? Such an undertaking might be thought absurd, at first 
sight even sacrilegious: once the Qur'an had been accepted as a model its 
lexicon would naturally have been integrated into the classical heritage. 
There is indeed an abundance of Qur'anic quotations and allusions, but 
does that mean that the vocabulary of the Qur'an is blended in and 
naturalised? We believe we are justified in expressing strong reserva-
tions in that respect. A number of Qur'anic words would, if confronted 
with current usage of classical 'arabiyya, appear to be "unusual", ghadb, 
in the eyes of Arab lexicographers as well as our own. 

But let us leave this problem for the time being and be content with 
the hope that our negative observations have convinced our readers that 
the vocabulary of the Qur'an is still open for investigation driven by 
curiousity. 

19 It will be noted that the Qur'an does not use the root wr' which would be so widely exploited 
later in the sense of 'pious abstention'. 
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INTRODUCTION: AN ASSESSMENT 
OF AND PERSPECTIVES ON THE 

STUDY OF THE QUR'AN 
Mohammed Arkoun 

[A man will not understand all of the law until he perceives 
many dimensions to the Qur'an] (hadith). 

[v] THE QuR'AN IS INVOKED, more often than not, by millions of faithful 
believers in order to legitimate their actions, support their struggles, 
establish their aspirations, nourish their hopes, perpetuate their beliefs, 
and affirm their collective identities in the face of the homogenizing 
forces of industrial civilization. We know how the Muslim countries from 
Indonesia to Morocco were forced to develop an ideology of struggle in 
order to liberate themselves after the Second World War. This phenom-
enon did not cease with the restoration of political independence; in 
addition to the recurring strategies of political and economic domination 
in the real world, the difficulties of nation building imposed on each 
country have led to the increasingly pressing recourse to religion as an 
ideological tool for the leaders, a political base for opposition elements, 
and an instrument for the promotion of new groups in society. 1 

Several extremely broad phenomena-the proliferation of mosques (in 
Western societies too), the abundance of the faithful in the places of 
ritual, the return to the norms of Islamic law, the frequency of interna-
tional gatherings, and the major success of apologetic works for publishers, 
etc.-have forced observers to speak of a "renaissance" of Islam and to 
take note of its expansion, "revolutionary" efficacy, the return to the 
divine, and the revival of the sacred. One will note clearly the Western 
origin of these expressions, which are incomprehensible outside of the 
socio-cultural context that has been promoted by the forces of 
secularization. Muslims can take pride, therefore, and brim with confi-
dence in their religion, which has put in check the hegemonic theories of 
Western reason. The ideological demand of the West in crisis is encoun-
tering an equivalent demand in Muslim societies in conflict with 
underdevelopment and new forms of domination. This unacknowledged 

1 Cf. M. Arkoun, "Religion et societe d'apres l'exemple de l'Islam", Studia Islamica 55 (1982), 5-
59. 
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complicity in the manipulation of intellectual, spiritual, and moral val-
ues with political and economic ends has particularly serious consequences 
for the Islamic side: the damage caused there is seen at the level of 
precariousness of intellectual life and cultural capital. 

[vi] One would expect that the Qur'an, given that it is solicited in all 
areas and read and interpreted by all of the social actors regardless of 
their cultural level or doctrinal competence, would be made the object of 
scientific investigation on the basis of new linguistic, historical, anthro-
pological, theological, and philosophical research. One would also expect 
an intellectual renaissance, if not a revolution, to accompany the multi-
ple militant discourses, in order to explain their genesis, functions, and 
significances, and as well as to exercise control of them. Rather, we will 
see that there is a overlapping imbalance between the day-to-day ideo-
logical consumption of the Qur'an and the incorporation, by liberal 
(independent) and critical thought, of all of the contemporary problems 
that face not just Muslims, but rather all individuals who are concerned 
about reviving our knowledge of the religious phenomenon. 

What I mean by "liberal and critical thought" will be understood when 
I discuss the approaches to Qur'anic studies in what follows below. I will 
begin by undertaking an entirely intellectual survey of these studies; in 
order to illustrate the imbalance about which I have just spoken I will 
rely upon two texts that are quite representative of the two major cur-
rents of research: the Itqan (i 'ulum al-Qur'an ["Quest for Certainty in 
the Qur'anic Sciences"] of the erudite polygraph al-Suyuti (d. 91111505) 
and the article "I):ur'an" by A.T. Welch in the second edition of the 
Encyclopaedia of Islam. 

The Qur'anic Sciences According to al-Suyiitl 

Why choose an author of the ninth/fifteenth century in order to present a 
survey of the curiosities, problems, and knowledge of the Qur'an in the 
Islamic tradition? Is it not unfair to compare an old text bound by 
classical Muslim erudition and a very recent text by a Western scholar? 

This approach is warranted precisely because it is not a question of a 
comparative evaluation of two intellectual and scientific practices, but 
rather a critical analysis of each of them in order to locate better the 
topics that remain unthinkable and extend to the unthought in one or the 
other case. Several reasons have led me to remain with the Itqan rather 
than investigate a more recent work by a Muslim scholar. In 1954 Subl;li 
al-Salih published a manual the title of which resembles that of al-
Suyuti's book: Mababith (i'ulum al-Qur'an, ["Studies in the Qur'anic 
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Sciences"]; but by his own admission this book is limited to a simplified 
presentation of that which was taught by "the virtuous forefathers and 
the pious and good scholars" (p. 5). The documentation gathered and 
used by al-Suyuti is infinitely richer, more reliable, and more receptive 
to all of the sciences that had been developed over nine centuries by 
generations of specialists. One can also, thanks to the Itqan, have a 
precise idea of the problems that were encountered, the solutions found, 
and the limits fixed by the tradition of Islamic thought. The manual of 
Subb.i al-Salib., like many other works of the same genre, has the merit, 
above all else, of showing that the collective synthesis furnished by al-
Suyuti has not been surpassed; intellectually, one discerns among our 
contemporaries a hardening of dogmatic opinion, a contraction of infor-
mation, and an excessive simplification of the issues at stake. [vii] In a 
manner like that of al-Tabari in his great Tafs[r, the author of the ltqan 
has largely drawn upon an immense literature, which includes informa-
tion that would have been lost or remained unknown for a long time had 
it not been for him. 
· We shall not engage in a detailed analysis of this work of over 1500 
pages, but shall instead limit ourselves to the table of contents, which 
consists of 80 "categories" (naw') enumerated by the author himself in 
the following order:2 

1. Knowledge of the Meccan and Medinan [parts of the Qur'an] 
2. Knowledge of [the parts of the Qur'an] revealed while at home 

and while on a voyage 
3. That of the Qur'an revealed during the daytime and at night 
4. That of the Qur'an revealed in the summer and in the winter 
5. That of the Qur'an revealed in bed while the Prophet was asleep 
6. That of the Qur'an revealed on earth and in the sky 
7. The first revelation 
8. The last revelation 
9. The causes/occasions of revelation 

10. That of the Qur'an revealed via the words of a Companion 
11. Fragments revealed multiple times 
12. That of which the legal qualification was posterior to the revela-

tion and that of which the revelation was posterior to the 
qualification 

2 I am using the edition of Mu,bammad Abii 1-Fac,l.l Ibriih1m, 4 vols. (Cairo: Maktabat diir al-
turiith, 1974-75). I have declined to transcribe the Arabic terms because it would require reproducing 
the entire table of contents. I have retained, though, some useful indications. 
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13. 

14. 

15. 

16. 
17. 
18. 
19. 
20. 
21. 
22-27. 

28. 

29. 
30. 

31. 

32. 
33. 
34. 
35. 
36. 
37. 
38. 
39. 

40. 
41. 
42. 
43. 
44. 
45. 
46. 
47. 

Knowledge of that revealed in fragments and that revealed in 
its entirety 
That of the Qur'an revealed with or without angelic accompani-
ment 
That which had been revealed to certain prophets and that 
which had not been revealed to anyone prior to the Prophet 
(Mul;tammad) 
Modalities of revelation 
The names of the Qur'an and the titles of the Suras 
Collection and organization of the Qur'an 
Number of Suras, verses, words, and letters 
Those who knew the Qur'an by heart and their transmitters 
High isnad and low isnad 
Readings transmitted through multiple channels (mutawatir), 
by more than two people (mashhur), by very few people (a{l,ad), 
by a single authority (shadhdh), with fictitious traditions 
(maw{lu'), and traditions bearing insertions (mudraj) 
Knowledge of when to pause and resume (pertaining to rhyth-
mic unity) 
What is contiguous in wording but unrelated in meaning 
Inflection (imala), the vowel "a", and what is midway between 
the two 
Assimilation (idgham), manifestation (i?har), obscuring (ikhfa'), 
and transformation (al-iqlab) 
Elongation and shortening (of a short or long ending) 
Weakening of the hamza 
How should one use the Qur'an 
Rules for modulating recitation and the reciter 
Knowledge of rare and obscure words 
Employment of words from outside the I;Iijaz 
Use [in the Qur'an] of non-Arabic words 
Terms that have multiple meanings (wujuh) and terms with a 
consistent meaning (na?a'ir) 
Useful words that an exegete must know 
The Inflection (i'rab) of the Qur'an 
Important rules that the exegete must know 
The exact and the ambiguous (al-mu(l,kam wa-l-mutashabih) 
What is brought forward and what has been delayed (in syntax) 
General enunciations and specific enunciations 
Imprecise enunciations and clear enunciations 
Abrogating and abrogated verses 
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48. [viii] That which makes things difficult and which involves 
divergences and contradiction 

49. The indeterminate and the determinate 
50. The explicit and implicit 
51. The modes of interpolation 
52. Real meaning and figurative meaning 
53. Similes and metaphors 
54. Metonyms and allusions 
55. Limitation and particularization 
56. Conciseness and emphasis 
57. Declarative sentences and all other forms of sentences (al-khabar 

wa-l-insha') 
58. Stylistics of the Qur'an 
59. The division of verses 
60. The opening of Siiras 
61. The end of Siiras 
62. The adaptation of verses to Siiras 
63. The ambiguous verses 
64. The inimitability of the Qur'an 
65. The sciences elaborated on the basis of the Qur'an 
66. The parables of the Qur'an 
67. The sermons of the Qur'an 
68. The polemics of the Qur'an 
69. The names, kunyas, and family names mentioned in the Qur'an 
70. The indeterminate verses 
71. The names that are an object of revelation 
72. The virtues of the Qur'an 
73. The most eminent passage of the Qur'an 
74. The unique enunciations of the Qur'an 
75. The properties that are unique to the Qur'an 
76. Orthography and rules for the copying of the Qur'an 
77. Knowledge of its exegesis, interpretation, the evidence of its 

nobility and one's need for it 
78. Conditions and rules for the exegete 
79. Oddities of exegesis 
80. The classes of exegetes 
This long enumeration of titles permits us to make several decisive 
observations, which we will group in three themes of research and reflec-
tion: 1) an organization of the knowable; 2) technical skills and religious 
reason; 3) the thinkable, the unthinkable, and the unthought in the 
sciences of the Qur'an. 
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AN ORGANIZATION OF THE KNOWABLE 

The Itqan, like all of the works of al-Suyiiti, exhibits all of the character-
istics of the mode of scholastic composition that was self-imposed by the 
encyclopediasts who collected the inherited knowledge of the classical 
period. The encyclopediasts themselves only reproduced the ways of ex-
position long used by the specialists of the sciences for the examination 
of specific cases (masa'il): jurists, theologians, exegetes, and grammar-
ians. The structure of the works of al-Ghaziili, al-Miiwardi, al-Juwayni, 
Abii Ya'lii, Fakhr al-Din, al-Riizi, etc., is very significant in this regard. 3 

Each case necessitates the exhaustive enumeration of facts that are [ix] 
limited to a tradition of transmission; the totality of the related cases is 
assembled under a naw', a category of knowledge that constitutes both a 
speciality (a vocabulary, a writing, some means of acquisition, proce-
dures of research and teaching) and a field more or less neatly carved out 
from the order of knowledge. 

The 80 naw' of the Itqan comprise, as do other like-sized monographs, 
options for separate collection or transmission each in its own right. 
Each naw' consists of a variety of chapters, remarks, and notes. The 
appearance of being exhaustive, the care for detail, the casuistry, and 
the taxonomy give the feeling of a confident erudition that is complete, 
convenient of access, and couched in contemporary usage. In considera-
tion of the diversity and order of the titles and the contents that they 
cover, it is clear that we stand before a brilliant array of knowledge, 
inconveniently dispersed under rubrics that can be reduced to the divi-
sions better associated with the specialties established by the great 
classical works. It is nonetheless possible to reorganize the material of 
the ltqan, not only in a modern classification of the sciences, but rather 
in conformity with the Arabic-Islamic disciplines as al-Suyiiti knew them 
(or could have known them). It is not a question of redoing the work in a 
manner to our liking, but rather it is a better approach to the organiza-
tion of the knowable upon which all discussions of the Qur'an to this day 
depend, including those of Western scholars: 

Issues of chronology: naw' 2-8, 12-13, 15, 4 7 
Modes of revelation: 9-10, 13, 14, 16 
Collection and transmission: 17-27 
Formal presentation of the definitive recension (mu$b-af): 17, 60-62, 76 
Prosody and textual units: 13, 15, 28-35, 59-61 

3 In the exegetical literature methodology is shaped by the necessity of relying upon textual 
units ranging from one verse to several verses. 
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Lexical topics: 36-39 
Syntax: 41-42 
Logical-semantic analysis: 42-46, 48-50, 63 
Rhetoric and style: 52-58, 64, 66-68, 70, 7 4 
Exegesis: 42, 77-80 
Sciences derived from the Qur'an: 65 
Historical notations: 69, 71 
Propitiatory values: 72, 73, 75 
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7 

One notes a clear disproportion between the space accorded to syntax and lexicology, the emphasis of which benefits rhetoric, on the one side, and the logical-semantic analysis (requisite for the deducation of the legal qualifications, i.e. the alJ,kam in fiqh), on the other. Prosody fills the practical needs for the memorization and recitation of the text, while chronology and modes of revelation have direct implications for the de-velopment of Islamic religious law, the shari'a. In other words, nine centuries of the development of the sciences of the Qur'an have resulted in a body of practical knowledge designed to nourish the belief in a divine foundation of the Law, the super-natural character of the Speech of God, and the irreproachable conditions of its transmission and reproduction. The ltqan completes a slow filtering process of selection and condensa-tion offacts, points of view, definitions, [x] explanations, and the types of knowledge that progressively came to constitute the orthodoxy and orthopraxy in connection with the Qur'an. The knowable, thus organized and delimited, refers to: 
1. That which is possible to know thanks to the works and teachings of the scholars cited by al-Suyiiti at the heading of each naw' (scholars who themselves were true to the teachings of the Prophet and the pious ancestors) 
2. That which is indispensable to acquire in order to think, speak, and live in conformity with the Qur'an; in other words as a mukallaf, one who is responsible before God 
3. That which cannot be transgressed without reaction by the Commu-nity, which bases its identity on the sum of knowledge recapitulated in the ltqan and assimilated by each believer in the form of psycho-logical, ritual, and corporal practices (habitus). 4 

4 One cannot insist too much (with the force of ritual repetition) upon the importance of the incorporation of the rhythmic structure, the affective and esthetic power, and the semantic con-tents (for those who understand the Arabic) of the Qur'an. It is this that makes it so difficult for the practicing Muslim to put himself at the necessary intellectual distance in order to approach these facts as objects of analysis. 
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TECHNICAL SKILLS AND RELIGIOUS REASON 

Among the technical skills used by the scholastic tradition, which in-
cludes al-Suyii.ti, one notices many levels oflinguistic analysis: lexicology, 
morphology, syntax, semantics, rhetoric, and prosody. Even though top-
ics concerning the chronology and transmission of the Qur'an were raised, 
it is difficult to speak of a "historicity" in the ltqan. One is struck, on the 
contrary, by the triumph of an ahistorical point of view on all of the 
problems that are approached. In other words, the instructive discus-
sions on the circumstances of the revelation, transmission, and elaboration 
of the mu$b,af, or even the evolution of its lexicology, are abandoned, or 
reduced to a few scattered notations. These notations are always offered 
as "solutions" that since the fourth/tenth century have defined the Mus-
lim creed. It is not sufficient to state here that later scholars, such as 
al-Suyuti, are satisfied with the faithful reproduction and conservation 
of the principle teachings of the classical masters in a didactic form; 
beyond the well-known dependence of the imitators (muqallidun) upon 
the initiators (mujtahidun), these scholars conform to a religious reason 
(which emerged at the beginning of the Qur'anic discourse) that strives 
to control the significations of the discourse by means of a diverse array 
of technical skills that have been established by numerous authors at 
other times. Can one say that the reason at work in the Qur'anic dis-
course is the same as that employed by a I:Iasan al-Baeri, a QaQi 'Abd 
al-Jabbar, a Ghazali, and Ibn Khaldun, and, here, a Suyuti? Which 
relations hold together the religious reason with the technical reasons 
requisite in each of the sciences, such as grammar, logic, history, math-
ematics, etc? Is there a unilateral borrowing by the former from the 
latter, or, eventually, a retroaction of these ones on those? 

One of the constant characteristics of religious reason is that it seeks 
to construct a practical coherence within a closed theological domain 
without questioning the presuppositions, postulates, and convictions that 
make possible the discursive activity inside this domain. This is why 
religious reason [xi] lives in perpetual tension with scientific reason; the 
latter, applied to positive, discernable, and observable objects, can and 
must account for all of its operations. Here it is necessary to draw 
attention to an ambiguity which is so threatening to the spirit and which 
has been exploited on a vast scale for many years by the dominant 
Islamic discourse. 

The relations between religious reasons and scientific reason do not 
need to be defined in terms of the superiority of one over the other (it is 
this that has for centuries made theological reason dogmatic and so 
given rise to the militant reaction of scientific reason), nor with the 
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illusion of objectivity that assigns to each of them their domains of 
competence, roles, and specific procedures. It is also unnecessary to 
define them in terms of the relentless polemic that in the secular West 
characterizes the debate between the Church and State, spiritual and 
temporal, the religious and the secular. We may begin, philosophically, 
with the idea of "an affective knowledge" acquired and realized by "the 
affective conscience".5 Each individual defines himself by means of a 
certain equilibrium (or disequilibrium), which manifests itself between 
the affective conscience and the intellectual conscience. The philosopher 
explores the occasion of these two consciences and their cognitive status: 
must one think, with the Heideggerian current, that man "rises to being 
beginning with 'there is' and that being is always for thinking and not for 
anything in itself'? Or can we say (with F. Alquie) that "the fundamental 
conviction in man is the certitude of being in a substantive sense of this 
word: that is, the belief that there exists an independent anterior reality 
to our soul cannot without due rigor be qualified, but rather may find 
itself, without absurdity, hypothetically specified as matter or as God"?6 

I will leave this philosophical problem open, contrary to F. Alquie, in 
order to return to the concrete objects of this study, namely the revealed 
texts of monotheistic religions and the history of the consciences that 
they have engendered. We know with what force the Qur'an instills and 
feeds the fundamental conviction that there exists a being "anterior to 
our soul, independent of it" and a heavily qualified (correctly so) point 
that the soul, which is invested in all parts by the attributes of God (i.e., 
the names and regulations, al-asmii' wa-l-al;kiim, explicitly articulated 
by Him in a clear Arabic language), must only assimilate and reproduce 
that which henceforth would be transcendent Knowledge. The 73rd naw' 
of the Itqiin treats, as we have seen, the most eminent passages in the 
Qur'an: it is interesting to remark that religious reason retained, in the 
first place, the verses and Suras whose ontological content is the most 
dense and decisive (for example, the Verse of the Throne and Sura 112 
speak of the pure faith or unicity). These verses convey the immediate 
sense of authority and compulsion that God is One, living, speaking 
present, life-giving, thus relying, in other words, on an irrefutable affec-
tive knowledge, but which continues to cause a philosophical problem 
that religious reason engages in a multiplicity of paths or challenges to 
the social imagination, such as individual fantasies, false facts, and 
beliefs accredited with the consensus of good spirit, the "values" of the 
dominant class, etc. All of this prevails over and influences the initial 

5 Cf. F. Alquie, La conscience affective (Paris: J. Vrin, 1979). 
6 F. Alquie, "Le savoir affectif', Le Monde-Dimanche, 27 June 1982, xi. 
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ontological intuition. Furthermore, religious reason continues to invoke 
itself formally [xii] in order to justify its errors, dogmatics and 
renunciations. 

The Itqan furnishes many illustrations of the ease by which religious 
reason agrees, when it is applied unwittingly, to orthodox reason. Fol-
lowing venerable ancient precedent, al-Suyuti cites apocryphal traditions 
to support his argument; on the other hand, in order to bolster his own 
authority he himself feels compelled to criticize the same practice when 
it is used by his predecessors. One technical skill-Zwdi"th criticism-
changes its role: in place of serving as a strict regulator of the authenticity 
of Prophetic J;adhh, the condition of which is itself the key to this 
foundational ontological Presence, l;adith criticism becomes an instru-
ment of mimetic outbidding between the doctors and the rival schools. 
Each author reproduces the arguments, texts, and sacred names within 
each of the major Sunni, Shi'i, and Khariji orthodoxies, and then for the 
I:Ianafi, Maliki, Shafi'i, Mu'tazill, Ja'fari, and Zaydi (etc.) sub-orthodox-
ies. Al-Suyiitl does not escape this necessity, and thus does not perceive 
the ruptures caused by the introduction of his orthodox reason in connec-
tion with religious reason, as in the case of what is postulated in the 
ontological verses of the Qur'an: historical rupture (which does not neces-
sarily entail spiritual rupture) with the life and real/actual work of the 
Prophet; linguistic rupture with the system of language manifest in the 
Qur'an; cultural rupture with the advent of great commentaries such as 
those of al-Tabari or Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (both cited in the Itqan, the 
former more than the latter, but always for minor issues); intellectual 
rupture with the opinions (attitudes) of a Jahi?:, a Tawhidi, an 'Abd al-
Jabbar, an Ibn Sina, an Ibn Rushd, etc.; scientific rupture with the 
theorizing effort of a Jurjani on the rhetoric of Qur'anic discourse. 

We arrive, finally, at the question as to whether the Itqan and all of 
the similar literature composed prior to and after it, permits a knowl-
edge of the Qur'an or rather simply assembles the indispensable scholarly 
learning about the Qur'an. It remains for us today, in either case, that 
the methods, approaches, problems, skills and intellectual attitudes used 
in this literature are obsolete, inadequate, and insufficient. If we are to 
undertake new investigations aimed at achieving new readings of the 
Qur'an for the purpose of securing a place for the Qur'an within broader 
contemporary movements of scientific research and philosophical reflec-
tion, than we must return to the three concepts I mentioned earlier: the 
thinkable, the unthinkable, and the unthought in the sciences of the 
Qur'an. 



-------- STYLE AND CONTENTS 307 

Qur'anic Studies: a Survey of Past and Future Approaches 11 

THE THINKABLE, THE UNTHINKABLE, AND THE UNTHOUGHT 

In working with these three concepts, which are as alien to Islamic 
thought as they are to Orientalist research, my aim consists of two 
inseparable objectives: to enrich the history of thought by setting forth 
cognitive, intellectual, and ideological markers of the tensions between 
the schools of thought; and to invigorate contemporary Islamic thought 
by focusing on the problems it has ignored, the taboos it has erected, the 
frontiers it has drawn, and the horizons where it has stopped and beyond 
which it refuses to gaze. All of this has been done in the name of that 
which has been imposed progressively as the unique truth. 

[xiii] If we begin with the chronological and epistemological observa-
tion that the ltqan gives us, we can distinguish three turning points 
where the borders between the thinkable, the unthinkable, and the 
unthought were shifted, with regards to the Qur'an: 
1. The time of the revelation (AD 610-32) 
2. Collection and fixation of the mu$1;af (AH 12-324/AD 632-936) 
3. The time of orthodoxy (324-/936-) 
Before we explore each of these three moments, we must explain what 
the notions of thinkable, unthinkable, and unthought cover. For the past 
few years the history and thought of Arabic literature have oscillated 
between linear descriptive expositions of men and works, and the leap 
(perilous for many) towards structural and semiotic analysis. These lat-
ter studies remain limited to a few influential theses or essays by the 
new criticism, especially in France.7 In both of these cases recourse to 
social criticism and historical psychology continues to be neglected. So-
cial criticism and historical psychology not only link, in a lively manner, 
the descriptive method and the structural, but also give rise to unex-
plored regions of historical reality in a sociological and anthropological 
perspective.8 The conscience (mythical, historical, social, economic, politi-
cal, philosophical, moral, aesthetic, religious, etc.), reason and irrationality, 
imagination and imaginary, meaning, natural and supernatural, profane 
and sacred, etc., all have a history that has not yet been studied in its 
own right. It is because we ignore everything up to the distinction be-

7 As for works relevant to the Qur'an, I will note L. Gasmi, Narrativite et production du sens dans le texte coranique: le recit de Joseph, These 3e cycle, Paris HI, 1978. 
8 A. Miquel has the distinction of going far in this direction with regards to Arabic geographical literature and the Thousand and One Nights; he has begun a very promising inquiry on the majniln: Une histoire d'amour fou. M. de Certeau recently published a fine work that takes advantage of the orientations that I have mentioned here: La fable mystique (Paris: Gallimard, 1982). 
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tween mythical and historical conscience, rational and imaginary, that 
the current dominant trend of Islamic thought can study the Qur'an as 
though the tools of modern reason were in every way identical with the 
reason of the work in Qur'anic discourse and the epistemological envi-
ronment of the Prophet. This is the meaning of my inquiry into the 
wonders in the Qur'an.9 

We can follow the shifts of the borders between consciousness and 
unconsciousness, rational and imaginary, and thus thinkable, unthink-
able, and unthought, in order to reorient research in this new direction. 
The thinkable of a linguistic community at a given time is that of which 
it is possible to think and express with the help of the available mental 
equipment. This definition immediately indicates that it is not possible 
to think and express [all of the same thoughts] in the same time period 
and in the same social-cultural space because of the limits of a cognitive 
nature and modes of intelligibility true to living social-cultural systems. 
It can also be traced to the fact that the subject of the enunciation (the 
author) has integrated, in the form of self-censure (xiv], the constraints 
conveyed by the dominant ideology. (In this second case, "deviant" and 
"subversive" authors can give value to an unthinkable idea, at their own 
risk, by transgressing against the social-cultural system that is jealously 
guarded by the community.) Finally, this definition of the thinkable is 
due to the tension of thought attached to the region of the inexpressible 
and unfathomable opacity of being (cf. the poetic and prophetic discourse 
that drives towards this region). 

We could give many examples to illustrate this analysis, but we shall 
limit ourselves here to that of the Qur'an. Everything that pertains to 
monotheism was unthinkable in the Arabic social discourse prior to the 
revelation. This explains, on the one hand, the subversive character of 
Qur'anic discourse, and on the other, the climate of polemics and radical 
contestation for the divine authenticity of the message delivered by 
Muhammad, which was perceived by the protagonists of the conflict as 
the destruction of ancestral beliefs. The conflict of active force over some 
twenty years did not have, as a final goal, the simple substitution of one 
social-political force for another one in a group of institutions and an 
intangible cognitive order,10 but rather the subversion was fundamen-
tally related to the thinkable of a society and to a time in which all 
symbolic resources were being disenfranchised to the advantage of a 

9 [This study is Chapter V of Arkoun's Lectures du Coran (Paris: G.-P. Maisonneuve et Larose, 
1982)]. 

10 The actions of the Prophet, despite his subversive aspirations, did not entirely eliminate the 
tribal system and values with which he was connected; on the contrary, he used the elements of the 
Arab society to his advantage in order to assign them to a new destiny. 
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model of historical action unknown in the Arabic language. 11 This is why 
both the structure and discourse of the Qur'an reflect the configuration 
of social-political forces in its midst: it is an "epic narrative" where the 
subject-object relationship (the quest for salvation) is entirely dependent 
upon the giver-recipient (God-men, by means of Mu}).ammad and the 
prophets), with the Giver being "the actor who utilizes justice with enough 
power to impose upon his opposite the obligations vis-a-vis the obliga-
tions that he has decided to watch his execute".12 The terms that disqualify 
the opponents of the quest (the infidels) in th eununciations of state or 
descriptions only achieve their full negative value because they depend 
upon enunciations of action, by which I mean "predetermined modalities 
such as power, obligation, knowledge, and wilr' .13 In other words, the 
narrative and discursive construction of the Qur'anic enunciations is 
located simultaneously in the daily life of the "faithful" (i.e. acting as 
recipients-subjects-actors), at their victorious historical action against 
the "unbelievers" (opponents), and at the organization of the imaginary 
already in place by the "people of the Book" (ahl al-kitab). Here the 
narrative is not limited to mere manipulation of miraculous people, dra-
matic situations, mythic productions with dramatic fmales, nor aesthetics 
and recapitulations, but rather it is generated by a concrete history at 
the same time as it is generating a new axis for another concrete history: 
it signals the unthinkable of the preceding history, by defining the groups, 
means, and the boundaries of an infinite thinkable. 

[xv] We cannot limit ourselves, either historically or anthropologically, 
to this semiotic presentation; if we are not careful, it can corroborate 
opposition to the theological essense, which has definitively won the 
acceptance of the infinite thinkable of the Qur'an over the false, subjec-
tive thinkable that is accompanied by an immense unthought towards 
the infidels (cf. the famous bipolar opposition that developed in all Is-
lamic discourse on the basis of Qur'anic concepts such as islamljahiliya, 
nilrl?ulumat, ahl al-kitab/ummiyiln, which enter into some of the op-
posing structures). We are aware of how the spirit of orthodoxy 
surreptitiously annexes the results of a science by preemptively declar-
ing that it does not alter any of the teachings previously acquired by the 
traditional disciplines.14 It is necessary, then, to repeat forcefully, always 

11 It is necessary to specify the Arabic language, since Aramaic, Syriac, Hebrew, and Greek had 
already long expressed analogous subversions to the universal ancient Near East. 

12 J.C. Coquet, Semiotique. L 'Ecole de Paris (Paris: Hachette Universite, 1982), 54. 
13 Ibid. See also Chapters Ill and V. 
14 I have often heard this observation from all those who ignore the entire field of semiotics and 

have decided to have no interest in it. The intellectual discipline that it requires has a great 
liberating virtue with regards to the power that all languages exert without the user being aware 
of it. 
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with the intention for the Muslim reader who is overwhelmed by theo-
logical schemas and correct refutations in the dogmatic spirit, that semiotic 
analysis is limited to the deconstruction of the linguistic, narrative, and 
discursive mechanisms that generate meaning and affect the listener or 
reader. What we uncover, even in Qur'anic discourse, is a thorough 
mastery of the mechanisms whose effects of the produced meaning have 
acted and continue to act upon the consciences at the most varied lin-
guistic and cultural roots. This science does not prejudge any of the 
values of the thinkable, the heard, the unthinkable, nor even the nature 
of the unthought in cultural systems that are marginalized or eliminated 
by the organization of the thinkable and the imaginary introduced by the 
Qur'an. In considering this polemical and theological disqualification, 
the historian must reconsider each situation of confrontation, just as in 
Arabic, between the "savage" cultural configuration and the Islamic strat-
egy of"domestication". We are beginning a long and difficult investigation 
into the unthinkable and unthought aroused in different societies at the 
times of various meetings, by the manipulation of the thinkable and the 
Qur'anic imaginary. We find again the valuable distinction between 
Qur'anic fact and Islamic fact, Qur'anic discourse and Islamic discourse, 
and the semiotics of religious discourse and semiotics of theological dis-
course;15 and we are brought back to the above-mentioned examination of 
the three turning point moments in the life of the Qur'an. 

The attitudes concerning the Qur'anic fact, and the languages that 
clearly express them, changed at each of these three moments. The 
essential challenge for us today, proceeding from the knowledge assem-
bled in the ltqan, is the necessity to cut through the sedimentary layers 
of the Islamic imaginary that were constructed in the first four centuries 
of the hijra in order to gain access to the time of the revelation. The 
conscience that is submissive to the tradition is unfamiliar with this 
problem, and we have seen that al-Suyuti does not feel ill at ease to base 
all of his information on chains of transmission whose authenticity is 
recognized by the Sunni community. In other words, he uses, with com-
plete confidence, what Franz Rosenthal has called "knowledge 
triumphant". 16 The time [xvi] of the revelation is the inaugurating time 
of a new, universal, historic era that is itself oriented towards an 
eschatological future. The time of mythical essence is nevertheless de-
scribed as a series of dated terrestrial events, manipulated and used as 

15 Cf. Ecole de Paris, 39; Semiotique et Bible 12 (1978), on theological discourse. For the Qur'ii.nic 
fact, see Chapter I of my Lectures du Coran and my Pensee arabe, 2nd ed. (Paris: Presses 
universitaires de France, 1979), 5-18. 

16 F. Rosenthal, Knowledge Triumphant: the Concept of Knowledge in Medieval Islam (Leiden: 
E.J. Brill, 1970). 
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normative references for the judgments and conduct of each believer. The 
acts of the collection and fixation of the mu$/:taf are reported likewise as 
external operations, enacted with care and integrity, which protected the 
contents of the Message from decay and all disputation. The Itqan pro-
vides an abundance of material for anyone who wishes to show how 
classical Islamic thought, as systematized by the guardians of orthodoxy, 
used materials, procedures, and an historiographical corpus in order to 
dehistoricize both the time of the revelation and the collection of the 
mu$/:taf. This project consists of a vast collective operation that mobilized 
the 'ulama' (/uqaha', l;tadith transmitters, theologians, exegetes, histori-
ans, philologists, and rhetoreticians) after the Companions and Successors, 
the Caliphal state, and the social imaginaire that further supported 
traditional religious sensibilities. 

We thus fmd ourselves confronted with an extremely powerful organi-
zation of a mythical-religious thinkable hemmed in by a chronology at 
once closed (2-324/622-936) and open to a ''before" and an "after" of 
eternity. This thinkable is rigid, limited, and therefore suitable for a 
more extended and essential unthought in proportion to what one finds 
at the time of orthodoxy. Al-Suyiiti only mentions the name of Abii Bakr 
ibn Mujahid in order to point out that he did not discuss "phonetic 
reduction" (takhfif) in his treatise of the seven readings of the Qur'an 
(musabba 'a). This is a clear example of the dehistorization of the mu$/:taf, 
because Ibn Mujahid was responsible for the reform in 324/936 that 
ended the rivalries of the scholars of Qur'an recitation.17 If we knew 
better the vicissitudes that led to this reform and the consequences of the 
definitive fixation of the text, we would be able to attack one of the great 
problems that has been trapped in the unthought by Islamic thought: the 
historicity of a discourse that became a canonical corpus and a generator 
oftranscendence. The transformation of the Qur'anic discourse into mul-
tiple discursive forms of Arabic culture in relation to a state and society 
in the course of expansion, took place at the cost of epistemic and episte-
mological ruptures that the modern historian continues to understand 
and describe poorly.18 This attitude, like that of al-Suyiiti, has long been 
content to recapitulate positive knowledge acquired by the tradition of 
erudition without questioning the intellectual conditions (i.e. the type of 
reason in the text) at work, and thus the validity of this knowledge. 
There is much epistemological continuity, as we shall see with the Ency-
clopaedia of Islam article, between Islamic reason and the philological 
and historicist reason of the nineteenth century. I know that the former 

17 Al-Suyiit1, ltqan, I, 323. 
18 Cf. La Pensee arabe, and "The Concept of Islamic Reason", in Critique. 
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is more intransigent than the latter with respect to textual criticism and 
the clear distinction between authentic and [xvii] apocryphal informa-
tion, but this rigor comes at the same exorbitent cost as that of religious 
reason, namely the impossibility of the criticism of knowledge and the 
opening of new dimensions of the mythical conscience and social imagi-
nary, in one case, and the philosophical weights and goals of historicity, 
in the other .19 

The most significant event worthy of our attention, after that of the 
codification of the seven Qur'anic readings by Ibn Mujahid, is the publi-
cation in 1924 in Cairo of the standard edition of the Qur'an. The diffusion 
on such a vast scale of the received text will increase even more the 
unthinkable in the domains of the great theological problems and the 
new directions of research into the distinction between Qur'anic fact and 
Islamic fact. We might even reach the point of losing interest in the 
rhetorical and historical knowledge that were still of interest at the time 
of al-Suyiiti. From now on, the text is applied to all of the problems of 
daily life and has received an immediate meaning from diverse actors in 
the discourse of social mobilization, such as the accountable politician, 
the militant of the party, the teacher at school, the professor at the 
university, the writer, the essayist, the amateur, the recent convert, the 
student (especially of the social sciences!), and the journalist. The former 
religious personnel (mu{tl, imam, preacher, qar;H, doctor of the law) have 
not maintained the same significance as they did in earlier times, and 
only in post-revolutionary Iran has their control been so encroaching on 
society. But the Word of God, even in the case of Iran, has been reduced 
to a mere instrument of secular power, social control, and ideological 
orientation. The liturgical recitation of the Qur'an, without doubt, has 
increased as a consequence of religious practice, but the degree of corrup-
tion of religious expression for political and social ends, even at the level 
of the individual mosques, remains to be documented. 

We will have a more precise idea of the current modes of consumption 
of the standard text by consulting the vast corpus that constitutes the 
Actes du Seminaire de la pensee islamique, organized each year (since 
1969) by the Algerian Ministry of Religious Mfairs. I have indicated 
previously, in two works, the socio-cultural and ideological baggage of 
these gatherings where "authorized" representatives (by their religous or 
university roles, their traditional knowledge, and their orthodoxy) are 
brought together from all of the Muslim communities throughout the 

19 One must not confuse the historicity practiced by the humanities and social sciences with that 
which cultivates positive rationalism. Cf. M. Arkoun: "Islam et l'historicite", in Critique. See also 
F. Furet, Penser la Revolution {ran9aise (Paris: Gallimard, 1979). 
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world.20 All of the panels reveal a unanimity of opinion on well-worn 
themes, strategies of practical studies, defended positions, and developed 
ideas, so that one can speak of a general Islamic discourse of the contem-
porary Muslim community (umma). Even though this unity only exists 
politically in a precarious manner, its semiotic existence is largely at-
tested by structural and functional convergences of an immense discourse 
located across the planet in the most varied milieus. The traditional 
boundaries between Shi'is and [xviii] Kharijis are toned down or explic-
itly minimized by the representatives of these two rival currents to 
Sunni Islam. 

The fifteenth Seminar held in Algeria in September 1981 was devoted 
entirely to the 'Qur'an. The program of works and principle panels pub-
lished in the journal al-Risala (1401/1981, no. 5) and various issues of 
al-A$lila, allows one to define the techniques and directions of the think-
able that are imposed upon the general Islamic discourse. The program 
included the following points: 
1) The Qur'an 

Its revelation 
Its commitment to writing 
Its expression as a book (corpus) 
Its collection 
Its memorization 
Its recitation 
Its teachings (i.e. pedagogical transmission) 

2) Understanding the Qur'an 
Exegesis: foundations and methods 
Translation of the meaning of the Qur'an; and evaluation of transla-
tors, authorized topics and goals 

3) The Noble Qur'an (karlm) in our world today 
Its teaching at different school levels 
Its transmission (as a message) 
How to renew our bond with the Qur'an in ritual, social relations, 
education, knowledge, culture, and civilization 
The future of human society with the Qur'an as the guide 

The first section discusses yet again, at best, the body of knowledge fixed 
by the Itqan and faithfully repeated in various contemporary manua~s 
and textbooks. It refutes, at times, the "attacks" of the Orientalists on 

20 "Le IXe Seminaire de la Pensee islamique: Tlemcen, 1974", Maghreb-Machrek 70 (1976); "Le 
XIVe Seminaire de la Pense islamique: Alger, 1980", Maghreb-Machrek, 74 (1980). 
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the topic of the order of Suras and verses, but it does not approach 
further anything that touches upon the history of the corpus. We raise 
the point again that the philological method practiced with remarkable 
fecundity in the West since the sixteenth century has been relegated to 
the realm of the unthinkable and unthought whenever it approaches the 
fundamental sources (u$ftl) of the Islamic discourse, and, in particular 
the Qur'an and l;adith. The refutations never use philogical or historical 
arguments in the modern sense, but rather invariably make use of the 
authority of the texts that are precisely the subjects under discussion, 
namely the Qur'an and l;adith, as well as an historical scheme that has 
stabilized since the fourth/tenth century under the pressure of an ortho-
dox theology. This is how, as we have seen, all religious reason works. 21 

The attitude towards the old and contemporary exegietical literature, 
as with the problem of translations, reveals [xix] the continuity of a 
group of convictions about the uniqueness of the Arabic language, which 
all modern linguistics vehemently deny. One supposes, simultaneously, 
that the "authorized" exegete-here as elsewhere, the filter of the tradi-
tional orthodoxy intervenes-can deliver the canonical unique meaning, 
which can be exploited either ethically or legally, and is attached to each 
word, expression, and verse in the Qur'an (cf. the paraphrasing method 
of al-'fabari, but that one cannot possibly transmit adequately into an-
other language anything other than the general meanings (ma'an"i), 
because of the transcendental quality of the Arabic of the Qur'an. 22 Semi-
otic analysis unveils the mechanics of this reading, which disconnects 
the foundational text or tutor (= the Qur'an, as it is for the Bible or 
Gospels) from the social-historical processes of its textualization in order 
to produce other texts (the open series of commentaries, ranging from 
those of al-'fabari or Ja'far al-Sadiq, to fantastic manipulations, such as 
those that "prove" that all scientific discoveries were already mentioned 
in the Qur'an) with the help "of a paradigmatic and syntagmatic memory" 
capable of reproducing "a group of codified, axiological structures and 
recurrent ideological schemes". 23 The paradigms and syntagmes applied 

21 Cf. the reassessment of this controversy in the light of the works of J. Schacht and I. Goldziher. 
22 We shall return to the problem of translation shortly below; it is necessary to distinguish 

between the theological objection raised against all translations and the linguistic difficulties 
inherent in any translation of a religious text of mythical structure, or of poetry. As for the Qur'an, 
the legislative and narrative discourses are more translatable than the prophetic discourse. The 
most insurmountable problems are tied to the inevitable recontextualization of a text translated in 
the culture of the acquired language, although this holds true for all modern readers (non-linguist 
and non-historian) who read a text in its original language whose socio-cultural location is at a far 
removed historical time. In the case of the Qur'an, this is compounded by the fact that it is a 
singular expression in its level of language. 

23 E. Landowski, "Le discours politique", in Ecole de Paris, 170. 
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here are indissociable linguistics and meta-linguistics for the reason of 
powerful intervention of the imaginary organization of the world, such 
that it results from the semiotic role of the foundation text and secondary 
texts. This is what illustrates clearly the current technique of verse 
citation, of the IJ,adlth, and more generally, the texts whose theological 
authority is recognized. The citation presuppposes and prolongs a ho-
mogenous space-time that truly belongs to the imaginary and religous 
reason: this is why it does not matter if the cited fragment is detached 
from its linguistic context and the initial situation of its enunciation. We 
will also go as far as to split the semantic content of the cited fragment in 
order to retain only the articulable value of the principle theme (spir-
itual, ethical, legal, historical) of the new text. 24 Regarding each case, or 
each text, designed to support and guide the history of the group and 
manipulate the virtual meanings of the foundational text, we can say 
that the traditional method of study functions by means of social-histori-
cal efficiency, and that it loses the theoretical knowledge of the means of 
its manipulation in the course of this endeavor. Finally, there arises a 
priority thinkable, in modern thought, [xx] that is often retracted in the 
polemical confrontations. How do we interpret and, eventually, get be-
yond the recurring competition between the pragmatism and the 
empiricism of religious reason, which asserts a transcendent, intangible 
knowledge, through recourse to the methodology and theory of modern 
scientific reason, and in such a way as to pursue the project of a positive 
knowledge based upon a perpetual application of self-criticism? 

Religious reason pursues, nonetheless, its own imperial, regulatory, 
proud path in its discourses, while being submissive, impotent, and op-
portunistic with the facts. This appears clearly in the general Islamic 
discourse in the form of the protest against "the professionals of intellec-
tual aggression", the increased destruction wrought by technology, modern 
economic imperialism, and the rupture with the educational system, 
seen from the angle of the religious practices whose absence would re-
duce Islam to mere nomenclature. Likewise, it is manifest when it 
reaffirms, with vehemence, its profession of the exclusive and universal 
truth, and calls for the radical reform of the thoughts and manners of 
political regimes and economic systems. It is aware of the collective 
hopes and pleas that have the mobilizing virtue of the former mahdisms 
and messianisms, while it relies entirely upon modern means-imported, 

24 One will find a good example of this study, which fissures the initial coherence of the text and 
presupposes a homogenous space-time for the new manufactured coherence, in A. SaQ.noun, '"lbiid 
al-Ral}.miin", in Al-Risala, 5-6; and MuQ.ammad al-$adlq, "In~n al-Qur'iin wa-insiin al-Shaytiin", 
Al·A~ala 91 (1981), 107-11. One will also find many examples in the Tunisian journal Al-Hidaya. 
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tacitly appreciated, rigorously exploited, and yet paradoxically condemned 
whenever a coherent thought ventures into the religous domain-of so-
cial control and historical production. 25 

The general Islamic discourse applies several other principles, postu-
lates, and logical-semantic presuppositions that are not intermingled 
with the articles of the profession of faith, and that continue to inform 
every reader of the Qur'an today. 26 I have shown their directive action in 
several contexts. 27 Finally, I must stress the need to link the perma-
nence of the cognitive system formed in the classical period, not with an 
exceptional epistemological validation or an incomparable ontological 
anchor (as religious reason so desires), but with the permanence of the 
social-economic and political conditions exercised by Arabic-Islamic 
thought. 28 

Assets and Limits of Orientalism 

Has not Orientalism proven to be so iconoclastic that it merely confirms 
the complaints of the guardians of Sunni orthodoxy? Has it forced open 
several doors that had been bolted shut, or is it satisfied with the appli-
cation to the Qur'an of principles, methods, and questions [xxi] that were 
typically used by research universities in the West between 1850 and 
1960?29 

I shall begin, as I did previously, with the outline offered by A.T. Welch 
at the beginning of his article: 

1) Etymology and Synonyms 
a) Derivation and Qur'anic usage 
b) Synonyms in the Qur'an 

2) Mub.ammad and the Qur'an 

25 I have mentioned, in broad strokes, the postulates and principles of study generating the 
general Islamic discourse and seeking to readjust the Qur'anic enunciations to uncharted waters in 
societies in the process of development. The degree of appropriateness of such a reapplication to 
the selected texts remains to be seen. 

26 Cf. the 21 articles of faith reported by I;Iasan Khallfa, "Hadhihi 'aqldatuka ayyuha 1-muslim", 
Al-Risala, 12-13. See my analysis in L'Islam, hier-demain, 2nd ed. (Paris: Buchet/Chastel, 1982), 
155-75. 

27 See Lectures du Coran, Chapter Ill; and passim in Pour une critique de la raison islamique. 
28 Cf. La Pensee arabe, 19-78. 
29 Rudi Paret has assembled 48 texts published between 1923 and 1971 by a variety of Oriental-

ists: cf. Der Koran (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1975). We have also, with the 
article of the Encyclopaedia of Islam (2nd ed.), two representative documents of the methods, 
goals, viewpoints, and results that one can call "Orientalist Qur'anology". It is unfortunate that a 
rich compilation such as Der Koran has not been translated into Arabic, as the issues it contains 
help to make known the necessary recourse to philological methods. 
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3) History of the Qur'an after 632 
a) The "collection" of the Qur'an 
b) Variant readings and Companion codices 
c) Establishment of the canonical text and readings 

4) Structure 
a) The Siiras and their names 
b) The verses 
c) The basmala 
d) The mysterious letters 

5) Chronology of the text 
a) Historical references in the Qur'an 
b) Traditional Muslim dating 
c) Modern Western dating 

6) Language and style 
a) Language of the Qur'an 
b) Foreign vocabulary 
c) Rhymes and refrains 
d) Schematic forms and multiple accounts 

7) Literary forms and major themes 
a) Oaths and related forms 
b) Sign-pasages 
c) Say-passages 
d) Narratives 
e) Regulations 
f) Liturgical forms 
g) Other forms 

8) The Qur'an in Muslim life and thought 
9) Translation of the Qur'an 

a) The orthodox doctrine 
b) Translations into specific languages 

The author has read and exploited thoroughly all of the Orientalist 
literature on this subject. One is struck by the constant references to 
early documentation and the negligible attention paid to Muslim scholar-
ship that is chronologically contemporary, but epistemologically scholastic. 
The results, which have been collected in the course of over a century of 
research, are expressed with clarity and conciseness, so that the article 
offers a critical survey and a starting point for either new research, or 
questions that have been ignored until now. 

[xxii] It is to be noted that aspects of this outline are similar to those 
of the Itqan, which is cited throughout the article, as it is in most 
Orientalist works. We find the same care as that displayed by al-Suyiiti 
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towards the description and inventory of the knowledge and problems 
relating to the final form of the revelation in the mu$l;,af, or definitive 
corpus. We remain on the exterior and at a superficial level of the text 
when we inquiry into the vocabulary, morphology, syntax, and style. The 
formal approach is more evident when the author studies the mysterious 
letters, division of verses, and the order, length, and titles of the Siiras. 
It is also evident in the observations concerning whether a Sura begins 
with the basmala or not. The literary forms and primary themes come in 
the same paragraph, as it is a requirement of an encyclopedia article on 
a given subject that one writes in a manner that is more precise and 
modern than the style of the contents of the works under examination. 
We remain, on the contrary, in the scheme of traditional literary criti-
cism, which separates language and style, and literary forms and themes. 
These comments will assume their full meaning when we mention the 
directions of contemporary research, and they need not impede the recog-
nition of the positive contributions made by the philological methodology. 

Orientalist erudition, in contrast with the de-historicized Muslim ex-
egesis, erudition, and avoidance of the problems related to the constitution 
of the mu$l;,af when they transcend the contents of the received text, is 
limited exclusively to positive facts of the history of the Qur'an after 632 
and the linguistic and historical context of the verses. The intransigence 
between these two points of view is radical: 30 no bridge can be forged 
between them so as to allow the approach extolled in our discussion to 
integrate the theological demands of Believers, the philological impera-
tive of the positive (but not positivist) historian, the explanatory 
perspective of anthropology, and the critical control of philosophy. Under 
these conditions it is hardly astonishing that Muslims have always re-
jected (albeit without serious examination, in most cases) the most 
instructive contributions of the Orientalists. 

Theodor Noldeke had the great distinction of introducing, for the first 
time since the fourth/tenth century, the inevitable question of historical 
criticism of the Qur'iinic text. [Uber den Ursprung des Qorans, 1909]. 

30 The concessions of vocabulary, such as "Holy Book" or "Book of God", "Muslim position", or 
"revelation", only introduce a false sense of neutrality with regard to the Believers in which one 
"respects" the claims (vis-a-vis non-Muslim studies) that maintain the illusion of "objectivity" and 
a critical distance that is perfectly amenable to philological sensibilities. The entire vocabulary of 
the Believer must be deconstructed and put in epistemological perspective so that it can be 
stripped of the epistemological casing that serves as a watertight compartment between the 
orthodox thinkable and the heterodox unthinkables. The Orientalist habitually responds to this 
objection as though it were the responsibility of the Muslims, and not himself! The generation of 
Noldeke and Goldziher, at the time of colonial power, was not bothered by the need for such 
caution, which today is more often an alibi for all those who refuse to take into consideration the 
new inquiries of the humanities and social sciences. 



STYLE AND CONTENTS 319 

Qur'anic Studies: a Survey of Past and Future Approaches 23 

The fact that this work has not yet found an Arabic translator is just one 
more indication of the "unthinkable" imposed by orthodox reason. The 
works of Arthur Jeffery, Rudi Paret, Regis Blachere are located in the 
philological and historicist line drawn by the German school. John Burton31 
[:xxiii] and John Wansbrough32 have enriched the discussion recently, 
even though they came to diametrically opposite conclusions. 53 The works 
of the latter author and those of Harris Birkeland,34 despite the lack of 
consensus upon this topic among the Orientalists, have enriched philo-
logical analysis with a curiosity that is appropriate for social criticism. 
The problems of authenticity become socio-cultural facts that carry the 
meaning for the knowledge of each of the groups of the "sectarian mi-
lieu",36 each of which was confronted by simultaneous milieus and for 
whom political victory changed their own polemical truth, in relationship 
with the transcendental orthodox Truth. The b,adrth were summoned . 
and produced on the basis of the needs of the time and place with various 
isnads that were not stabilized until the end of the fourth/tenth century. 
Each time this work was accomplished by the elite clerics, and it resulted 
in the fixation of the region of the thinkable for all of the movements and 
groups who referred their identity back to the Qur'an. 36 

The two most important problems that have been approached by means 
of philology are the chronology of the Siiras and the verses, and then the 
organization, after the death of the Prophet, of the revealed enunciations.37 

31 The Collection of the Qur'an (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977). 
32 Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1977). 
33 One may also benefit from the discussion on the works of J. Van Ess in Michael Cook, Early 

Muslim Dogma: a Source-Critical Study (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981). One 
should also consult the reviews by J. Van Ess of the works of Burton and Wansbrough, respec-
tively, in the Times Literary Supplement 8 September 1978, 997, and Bibliotheca Orientalis 35 
(1978), 349-53, where many of the essential problems concerning the earliest commentaries (prior 
to al-'fabari) are mentioned. When, for example, did exegetes begin to cite poetry in order to clarify 
the meaning of the Qur'ii.n? 

34 [Harris Birkeland, Old Muslim Opposition against Interpretation of the Koran (Oslo: H. 
Aschehoug, 1955); idem, The Lord Guideth: Studies on Primitive Islam (Oslo: H. Aschehoug, 
1956).] 

35 John Wansbrough, The Sectarian Milieu: Contents and Composition of Islamic Salvation 
History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978). 

36 If the Qur'ii.n achieved the consensus of the Muslims, then the Q.adlth witnessed two fixations 
that were clearly different: that of the Sunn1s (the works of al-Bukhii.r1 and Muslim, recognized in 
the fourth/tenth century) and those of the Shi'a (the works of al-Kiil1ni and lbn Bii.btiwayhi, 
recognized at the same time). See M. Arkoun, "Pour un remembrement de la conscience islamique", 
in Ctitique. As for the works of the stabilization and accomplishment of al-'fabari, see Claude 
Gillot, La sourate al-Baqara d'apres le commentaire de 'f'abarl, These 3e cycle, Paris Ill, 1982. 

37 One may profit from the comments of A.T. Welch on the meaning of Qur'an and kitab, the 
structure of verses, the languages of the Qur'ii.n, the passages which included "signs" and the 
passages that have "say'' (although the remarks are insufficient from the semiotic viewpoint). 
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The jurist-theologians were extremely interested in the former, as it was 
necessary to make the verses that treated the same subject (such as 
wine) in an exact sequence in order to elaborate legal rules (af:tkam). This 
was not, strictly speaking, a question of history, for John Burton has 
tried to show how the jurists could play with historical reality while in 
the process of manipulating traditions in the course of their research.38 

This demonstrates just how necessary it is for us to reevaluate the 
literature concerning the occasions for Revelation (asbab al-nuzul), those 
of abrogation (al-nasikh wa-l-mansukh), and all traditions that have 
been applied by exegetes, so that we can reconstitute the true history of 
the Qur'anic text. We continue to adhere to the notion that each Sura 
corresponds to an original textual unity, which can be qualified as either 
Meccan or Medinan. The reality is far more complex, and the examina-
tion of this question must use formal (prosody, syntax, vocabulary), 
thematic, and historical criteria in order to designate [xxiv] the textual 
units that exist inside complete Siiras. The studies of Blachere, which 
employed the works of his predecessors, remain very insufficient. It is 
possible to proceed to the chronology and exegesis of the transmitted 
enunciations in the canonical closed corpus.39 The loss of decisive manu-
scripts and works will always impede the achievement of inscrutable 
solutions, but Islamic thought, which is so attached to studying the 
Qur'an "in the virginal freshness of the Revelation" (ghar;ir;ian kama 
unzila), can no longer continue to ignore the extreme fecundity of histori-
cal inquiry. 

It is important to articulate what is really at stake of this quest in 
order to put an end to, if possible, the sterile out-of-date polemics against 
the Orientalist philologists. 40 It is neither a question of disqualifying the 
positions and knowledge consecrated by a secular tradition, nor of satis-
fying curiosity-in reality negligible-for uncovering merely the 
chronological order of the verses and Siias. What is at stake, which is 
unrecognized by researchers who are only preoccupied with "establishing 
the facts", is linguistic, historical, legal, theological, and philosophical. 

38 See the difficult discussion on naskh al-l}.ukm wa-1-tilawa and naskh al-tilawa duna 1-I;!Ukm, 
in Burton, Collection of the Qur'an, 131. 

39 For the meaning of this expression, see 42-45. 
4° From the point of view of the desired renewal of Islamic thought, there is good reason to be 

suspicious of the literature that appears to be favorable towards the Islamic tradition, such as K. 
Cragg's The Event of the Qur'an: Islam and Its Scripture (London: Alien and Unwin, 1971), and his 
The Mind of the Qur'an: Chapters in Reflection (London: Alien and Unwin, 1973), as well as W.C. 
Smith's On Understanding Islam: Selected Studies (The Hague: Mouton, 1981). One should be 
wary, in general, of the literature of Islamic-Christian dialogue that supresses all of the problems 
related to sociological, anthropological, linguistic, and philosophical cricitism. See P. Kemp, 
"Desapprendre l'Orientalisme", Arabica, 30 (1983), 1-35. 
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This can be shown with the help of verses IV:12 and IV:176, which have 
just been the object of an interesting study.41 I do not agree with the 
author's over-confident and in my opinion premature conclusions, but I 
must stress the heuristic value of all investigation that challenges the 
transmitted reports by al-'fabari, especially those found in his Tafs'ir. 

The two verses in question deal with inheritance (al-fara'i(i). The por-
tion of verse IV:12 that reads wa-in kana rajulun ... has divided the 
commentators to such a degree that al-'fabari devotes to it seven pages 
and includes 27 witnesses (shawahid) to try and clarify the meaning of 
the word kalala, which only appears in the Qur'an twice.42 It is concerned 
first with a linguistic exercise in the form of a semantic inquiry into the 
meaning of kalala, as well as a syntactic one on the syntagme wa-in 
kana rajulun yurathu kalalatan aw imra'atun (final received reading) or 
yurithu kalalatan aw imra'atan ... wa$'iyatin yfl$'i bisha (in the place of 
the final recension yil$ii). The yurathulimra'atunlyfl$ii group is in oppo-
sition to the yurithu/imra'atanlyil$'i one. D.S. Powers has illustrated 
well how al-'fabari consolidates the "orthodox" reading by omitting the 
link between the commentary of IV: 12 and the important reports that 
are mentioned only in relationship with IV:176, which in turn send the 
reader back to the solutions given previously in IV: 12. This is the linguis-
tic method; as for the historic one, it is no less important: How, and in 
what setting(s), were the variant readings supporting yurithu and yfl$'i 
found? This debate is so important becuse [xxv] it concerns here the 
control of the priority of the distribution of the property to the male 
descendents. The rejected reading permits the property to go to other 
lineages, on the female side, especially if one extends the meaning of 
daughter-in-law or fiancee to kalala. It is therefore indispensable to 
reconstruct the system of inheritance in practice in Arabia at the time of 
the Prophet in order to compare it with those of the Iraqi and Syrian 
milieus in the first century AH. We will see if the first jurists did not read 
the verse in the meaning that is required for a rigid agnatic system.43 It 
is not necessary to give a definitive answer to this question in order to 
have a glimpse of the theological and philosophical stakes of philological 
inquiry. One finds, theologically speaking, a serious debate over the 
createdness of the Qur'an that has been buried by scholastic orthodoxy. 

41 D.S. Powers, "The Islamic Law of Inheritance Reconsidered: a New Reading of Q. IV.12b", 
Studia Islamica 55 (1982), 61-94. 

42 The second occurrence is IV:176. 
43 This appears to have been done by Powers in a dissertation that I could not consult: The 

Formation of the Isamic Law of Inheritance, Ph.D., Princeton, 1979 [published as Studies in Qur'an 
and lfadlth: the Formation of the Islamic Law of Inheritance (Berkeley and Los Angeles: Univer-
sity of California Press, 1986]. 
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This debate arose because the Word of God was delivered in an Arabic 
language used by men in society; deviant readings that were ideologi-
cally contrary to the initial intention of the revelation were thus always 
possible. We cannot escape several great difficulties of a philosophical 
nature: the vision of transcendence fed by the Revelation and incessantly 
repeated in the profession of faith, is, at the same time, compromised by 
the immanent needs within social-historical existence. These necessities 
assign the roles of regulation, legitimation, and sanctification in terms of 
religion, and they must not be confused with the ideal definitions, aspira-
tions of the Absolute [One], the striving toward perfection, and the 
spiritual ethos of all religions. We should not loose sight of the fact that 
the representations and operations disguising reality and conditioning 
the social imaginaire, at the level of playing a role in the production, 
manipulation, and consumption of meaning, do so in a manner far more 
decisive than the pseudo-certitudes elaborated by reason in their discur-
sive activities of syntactical, semantic, and stylistic analyses. We must 
also recall their activity in the construction of transmissions for re-
presenting the truth communicated in illo tempore, logical deductions 
(qiyas) of the al;kam, and so forth. 44 

We have come quite far from the cold, formal, academic (not to say 
scholastic) discussions of A.T. Welch in his article that neglect to present 
the philological method as a primary, indispensable technique and 
springboard for the purpose of richer and richer elaborations. It re-
mains for us to show now, taking into account all that has been said up 
to this point, what should and can be the approaches for Qur'anic 
studies today. 

Approaches 

I will present the following outline in order to allow the reader to proceed 
to a methodological confrontation between the two paths of Muslim sci-
ence and Orientalist erudition: [xxvi] 

1. Synchronous Explorations 
(a) The linguistic status of the Qur'anic discourse 

1. Speech, statement, enunciation, discourse, text 
n. Qur'anic discourse, canonical closed corpus, interpreted 

corpus 
m. Prosodic structures or forms of expression 

44 I shall return to this point at length in a study curently under preparation on S[ra et Histoire. 
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IV. Syntactic structures, grammatical tools 
v. Vocabulary: lexical networks; systems of connotations; de-

notations, structural semantics 
v1. Rhetoric: metaphorical organization of Qur'anic discourse 
vu. Survey of the typology of Qur'anic discourse: Prophetic, 

narrative, legislative, polemic, hymnic or liturgical dis-
course; sermons, threats, promises 

(b) Semiotic analyses: Forms and contents 
1. Place of communication; study of enunciation, models of 

agency; primary agent - recipient - subject; agent - re-
cipient - subject I; agent - recipient - subject II; 
transcendental enunciation; state of the recipient 

n. Inventory and hierarchy of the cultural codes; citation of 
the codes; new directions of codes; axiological or directing 
isotopes; central or satellite isotopes45 

111. Forms and structures of the report, or the mechanisms of 
the production and reproduction of meaning; logical-se-
mantic organization of values; power of the report 

1v. Symbol, sign, concept, word: the levels of the manifesta-
tion of signification 

(c) Social-critical analyses 
1. Social process of the enunciation and textualization46 

11. Social antagonisms and the bipolarity of discourse (mu'min 
as opposed to kafir) 

111. Prominent groups, marginal groups, and the discourse of 
power (cf. Siira IX); strategy of inclusion/exclusion by which 
the new group of mu'minilm impose an infringing social-
historical dynamic, generating meaning, a consensus on 
the meaning, which henceforth ranges from orthopraxy (= 
the correct action) to orthology (= the correct speech, = 
appropriate expression) 

IV. The living Qur'an: changing social implications of the 
mentioned contents; social groups; levels of culture and 
expansion of the Qur'anic imaginary; 

v. Transformation of the dialectic (social, historical, lan-
guages, thought) into a hierarchy: (divine logos, orthology, 
orthopraxy) 

VI. Sociology and metamorphosis of the sacred; strategies of 
socialization and sanctification 

45 See A. Kilito, Recits et codes culturels dans les Maqamat de Hamadhiinl et l;larlrl, These 
d'Etat, Paris III, 1982. 

46 See Chapters Il, IV, and VII of Lectures du Coran. 
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vii. Transcendence, structure, and history 
(d) Psycho-critical analyses 

1. The rational, irrational, and the imaginary 
11. Mythical conscience, religious conscience, collective un-

conscious; the guiding power of the Qur'anic discourse 
and the Qur'anic discourse as a place of mental projection 
(cf. mythical discourse) 

111. The spatial-temporal frameworks of the representation 
and perception; multiplicity of times and imaginary to-
pography of the world 

1v. The ways and levels of knowing 
v. The natural, supernatural, mystery, divine, sacred, and 

profane 
v1. Fiction and non-fiction, legend and history, earth and 

heaven, this life and future life, the cosmic order 
vu. Angel, man, jinn; masculine and feminine; free man and 

slave; Faithful/Believer, infidel, and lawless rebel 
vm. The modality of being: power, knowledge, actionlbehavior, 

possession, desire to be, desire not to be [xxvii] 
2. Diachronic Explorations 

(a) The work of each of the societies of the Book in themselves 
1. Powers of the Divine logos and languages of human pow-

ers, or of the Word of God to the interpreted corpus on the 
following diagram 

WG ~ QD ~ OCC ~ IC ~ th ~ el 
Icy= Mukallafun=mu'miniln 

whereby WG = Word of God; QD=Qur'anic discourse; 
OCC=Official Closed Corpus; IC=Interpreted Corpuses; 
th=Terrestial History; el=Eternal Life; ICy=Interpreters 
of the Community47 

u. The tension of relation to meaning/relation to forces; au-
thority as a case of all legitimation and powers of 
domination and expansion 

111. Islamic reason and concurrent reasons or mimetic rival-
ries of groups vieing for the monopoly of authority and 
the powers 

IV. The historicity and understanding of the Book or the 
production of the revealed text 

47 See Arkoun, Religion et societe, 33-37. 
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(b) The Scriptural tradition and ethno-cultural traditions 
1. Notion of the living tradition: when the believer cites the 

tradition (= transmitted Islamic sunna and ltad'ith) it re-
fers to a reality as if it was lived and articulated by the 
founding ancestors; this reality is transhistorical and 
transcultural from the view of the believers; it is the 
recurrence of the Divine logos in history. At this level it 
tends to be substituted for local traditions and to elimi-
nate them 

ii. The resistance of local traditions, or the dialectics of Islam/ 
Jahiliya and legitimate state/lawless rebels 

111. Principles of studying "Islamic" history: the problem of 
the dominant cause: political, economic, spiritual, and 
ideological 

IV. Structural discontinuities, epistemological ruptures, re-
currences of the religious 

v. Strategies of theological authorities to annul historicity 
and the revival of concrete history 

3. Anthropological Approaches 
(a) Societies, cultures, and religions in the Ancient Near East; in 

the Mediterranean; contacts with the Far East 
(b) The notion of revelation in the Semitic tradition 
(c) Categories of thought and themes of Knowledge m the 

monethistic Revelation (Bible, Gospels, Qur'an) 
(d) The concept of the society of the Book 
(e) Myths, rites, languages, and thoughts in the societies of the 

Book 
(f) Techniques of thought, techniques of the body; ways of personal 

or collective realization among the societies of the Book 
(g) The imaginary and its influences on the societies of the Book 
(h) Graphic reason, audio-oral reason in the societies of the Book 
(i) Economies, societies, and ideologies 
G) Violence, the sacred, and signification in the societies of the 

Book 
(k) The pure and impure, sacred and profane; justice and injustice 
(1) Conditions and processes of transition of the society of the Book 

to the secular society; the problem of the reversibility of this 
evolution 

(m) NoTE: This group of anthropological approaches is only indica-
tive of that which must be included in research integrating the 
example of [xxviii] Islam in place of being trapped in an Orien-
tal foreignness, as has already been done with Western thought, 
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primarily in the cases of Jewish and Christian theological 
thought 

4. Philosophy and the Religious Fact 
(a) The Qur'anic fact and the Islamic fact: critical review of all of 

the research conducted under the preceding rubrics 
(b) First, the categories bequeathed by the history of ideas: East-

ern and Western philosophy; classical metaphysics; dogmatic 
theology, serving as systems of control, limitation, exclusion, 
normalization, and reproduction of thoughts, beliefs, and val-
ues 

(c) Integration of the Islamic example into the general movement 
of contemporary research and reflection 

A careful perusal of this program outline will lead easily to the following 
observations: 

1) The epistemology of Orientalist erudition applied to the Qur'an is no 
longer grounded in the past-like that of the Muslim learning-but to 
the new organization of knowledge that has come into currency since the 
1950s and 60s. Its epistemology, by being limited to the historicity of 
facts, pulverized a living tradition, nurtured skepticism, and aroused 
polemic against its method of exploiting earlier sources (even though 
Muslims using the same method have made good progress in recovering 
the written testimony of their culture, which had been mutilated and 
suppressed by the zealousness of the Believers or rulers) 

2) This program outline allows for a degree of expansion of the 
unthought, not just in Islamic thought, but also in the more advanced 
thought of the West. Virtually none of the mentioned chapters has been 
treated in the approaches that we employ, neither in Islamic studies nor 
in the social sciences of religons. 48 Religious thought is still a prisoner of 
traditional theology, which continues to age with respect to the frontiers 
of the unthinkable. The integration of the Qur'anic, Gospel, and Biblical 
facts as facts of revelation remains unthinkable for each tradition in 
relation to the others. 

3) The inauguration of such a vast unreasonable program requires, 
strategically, as we have have already mentioned, a freedom of thought, 
of writing, and publishing, which cannot yet be undertaken in contempo-
rary Muslim societies. This is the reason why this program integrates 
the totality of the attitudes, cultural practices, horizons of thought, sym-
bolic resources, writings, and oral traditions to which these societies 

48 Compare Archives des sciences socials des religions, CNRS. 
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make reference. It redirects this totality into a recapitulatory, liberal, 
critical, and creative knowledge all at once, because it is concerned with 
a knowledge open to positive acquisitions of past, attentive to the current 
conquests and future promises, hostile to mystifications, myth-making, 
ideologies, and sanctifications, but always struggling for an appropriate-
ness that is clearer between the real, the acted, and the spoken. This 
knowledge is [xxix] no less than a project for the emancipation of the 
human condition, conceived and developed by the prophets, perpetuated, 
and recast (who will dare say increased and enriched?) by modern revo-
lutionary movements. Crises, regressions, progressions, negligence, 
destruction, setbacks, mutilations, alienations, oppressions, liberations, 
hopes, despairs, victories over ignorance, hunger, servitude, death: all of 
this must be analyzed, thought about, and organized by a reason that 
truncates neither the living Absolute testified to be the [religious tradi-
tions], nor the positive fact of history, societies, biology, and the world. 

4) The four major elements of research are, methodologically, insepa-
rable and aim for a coherent view based on a complex differential reality 
that is lived globally by each individual and society. Specialization is 
inevitable, in practice, but the generalist thinkers must re-establish the 
severed links, the continuities, the articulations that are imperceptible 
for the specialists, and the overarching visions that guide the future. Our 
summary program only seeks to translate the extreme flexibility, the 
overall strategies, and the semantic and semiotic complexity of the 
Qur'anic discourse. One would break this simultaneously unifying and 
dividing dynamic, if one limits oneself to the examination of isolated 
objects and decontextualized units (verses, fragments, Siiras separated 
from the inaugural social process of their enunciation for the purposes of 
arguments and illustrations applied to variant textualizations). One of 
the merits of the ltqan is that it has assembled material relating to the 
majority of the disciplines that have developed in relation to the Qur'an; 
our program merely seeks to complement this work and bring it up to 
date. 

5) When we elicit and articulate several traditional and modern disci-
plines and methodologies, we do so to get past the theoretical rigidities 
and reductionism that is reproached by the humanities and social sci-
ences. We wish to avoid the base thematic curiosity of the historian of 
ideas, the etymologism and literalism of classical exegesis, the disincarnate 
and logistical formalism of structuralism, and the limits of the semiotic 
practice that removes the logical-semantic forms of signification within 
the psycho-social condition from their production and function. We also 
seek to avoid the dissolvent relativism, the ethnographic view of anthro-
pology (which is limited to "other" cultures), and the regionalism and 
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arbitrary divisions of philosophy and classical theology. This position 
explains why none of the seven essays in this book exhausts any or all of 
the possible paths. This tentative, interrogative, attentive allure behind 
this course of research is a methodological and epistemological decision, 
dictated by the complexity of the subject, the backwardness of the field, 
the inadequacy of documentation, and the theoretical barriers inside 
each discipline. 

6) We would suppress a fundamental quality of the Qur'anic text were 
we not to engage in interdisciplinary research: its ability to signify, in 
order to provide it with a permanent meaning, an 'objectivity', to in other 
words, a number of readings that are already in practice and always 
advocated. The great commentary of al-Razi, for example, makes refer-
ence to several readings, but juxtaposes them without engaging in a 
critical review of each of them. We find in his commentary [xxx] lexical 
and grammatical readings, existential readings based upon traditionally 
transmitted stories, and legal, philosophical, "scientific" (or what was 
called scientific knowledge at his time), and literary (= i'jaz, rhetoric) 
readings. A commentary such as this one is far more interesting to us 
today for the purpose of studying the ability of the Qur'an to signify in a 
historical, social, and cultural context far different than that of Arabia in 
the seventh century, than for the purpose of researching the interpreta-
tions or exegeses based on the Word of God. This is why all of the 
commentaries accumulated up until now by Muslims-regardless of their 
school of thought or sectarian affiliation-must be used for a history of 
the imaginaire and Islamic reason, more than as a source of the meaning 
that would have been most accessible to past generations. In other words, 
these texts should be freed from the constraints of historicity inherent in 
the act of understanding. 

7) It is clear that the cognitive strategy thus put in place and practised 
with prudence will strip away all of the epistemological armor of classi-
cal thought in all cultures, including, of course, that of the West. The 
competent sovereign subject relying upon the transcendent Word of God 
believes that he has taken all reality and expressed it in an appropriate, 
stable language, properly articulated in the syntax and semantics of the 
language made transcendental by the Revelation. 49 An eternal sovereign 
Reason consisting of all of the orders of truth correponds to this stable 
substantialist ontology. This is why the sovereign subject is attached to 
the linguistic, semiotic, sociological, and historical constraints manifest 

49 See the theory of the Arabic language developed by al-Shiifi'l in his Risala [trans. Majid 
Khadduri, Al-Shafi'['s Risala: Treatise on the Foundations of Islamic Jurisprudence (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1961), 88-95]. 
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in each perception and each enunciation. This is what manipulates and 
is manipulated across networks of actors, syntactic positions, and the-
matic roles, which define the moments of communication. The study of 
the texts, and, even more, of all of the societies of the Book-each one 
under the same rubric as all of the others (even though the resistance is 
stronger in the case of the normative privilege attached to the Book)-
will find itself changed. 

Muslims reject this epistemological rupture because it is, with respect 
to the West, an Islam with a capital "I" that neither invents nor follows 
its own historical trajectory. This objection and pretension warrants a 
serious examination. If this rejection reflects the great historical time lag 
between the evolutions of the respective Islamic and Western societies, 
than it is not only understandable, but is actually an unavoidable neces-
sity. We shall remark, though, that it is expressed by the dominant 
ideological discourse in order to lead us to think that Islamic societies 
can adopt a system of exchange, production and consumption along West-
ern lines without suffering the inevitable destructive and homogenizing 
effects, because Islam is anchored in an ontology that is truer than those 
of Judaism and Christianity. This ontology is historically unbroachable, 
and suitable to guarantee the perennial survival of the sovereign subject 
and the constituent reason.50 [xxxi] The evolution of the Arabic lan-
guage, dislocation of traditional solidarities/allegiances, militant 
nationalism, the burden of demographic considerations that has lead to 
the explosion of cities to the detriment of the countryside and nomads, 
the demands of industrialization, the valuing of all transactions in mon-
etary terms, and the emergence of the bureaucracy and proletariat, all 
attest to the profound changes that have been implemented without a 
corresponding change in scientific thought (i.e. the thought of which we 
refuse categories and procedure). We are thus in a contradictory situa-
tion that exacerbates itself and leads towards no solution. We also forget 
that the monotheistic ontology and the cognitive system that it implies 
have prevailed throughout the centuries in the West, and that it contin-
ues to-influence large sectors of these communities while allowing various 
great scientific currents to thrive. The task of Islamic thought is to 
relinquish apologetic discourse aimed at the anesthesia of the human 

50 Sa'l:d Rama9ii.n al-Biifl, one of the great activists of the general Islamic discourse, and profes· 
sor of the Faculty of Theology of Damascus, defines this perennial nature in "Mas'alat al-tasayyub 
wa-1-tamadhdhub wa-1-i'tizii.m", in al-Risala, 9-10. He says vigorously that Muslims must remain 
attached to the teachings of a founder of a school (imam) for issues that concern religious observ-
ances ('ibadiit), and that one may approach the four sanctified schools-without adding a single 
one to the four-on issues that concern mu'iimaliit, or general rules and laws that are applicable to 
society. 
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spirit in order to take its proper role in the current struggle for the 
reconstruction of meaning, for a better grasp of the destiny of mankind 
in each society and in the universal movement of history. I do not hold 
that the displacements wrought by contemporary thought in the intellec-
tual arena are all philosophically legitimate, nor do I consider that they 
render all traditional culture obsolete. Rather, they only require a radi-
cal rethinking of the conditions of emergence, circulation, and efficiency 
of the meanings in societies. 

8) There remains a problem to be discussed briefly, which appears 
different from the preceding ones, but in fact lies close enough to them so 
that we may include it here: the issues of the translation of the Qur'an. 
The recent tendency of the expansion ofisam includes a need for transla-
tions of the Qur'an into all languages. Publishers encourage this movement 
for the obvious reason of profitability. Old translations are re-edited, or 
eclectic versions, which are presented as new products, are collected. 51 

All of the transpositions in circulation to this day are conceived and 
executed, at best, in the spirit of the principles of classical philology, and 
we are well aware of the criticisms and exigencies of linguistics in this 
domain.52 If we were to proceed in a systematic manner with all of the 
indicated approaches in our outline, we would still need to provide and 
find a system of cultural connotations, and metaphor for each language 
that would be equivalent to those of the Arabic language of the Qur'an. 
The limits of linguistics have supported the long-lived hostility of Mus-
lims toward the translation of their inimitable Book. It is necessary to 
realize that what we are calling the "semantic destiny" of the Qur'anic 
message is very different from that of the teachings of Christ: the latter 
spoke in Aramaic, and very quickly his enunciations were transformed 
into Greek, then Latin, and in the sixteenth century into German by 
Luther. Each change of the linguistic code has brought about a change in 
the cultural code, from the point of view that it has given birth to new 
religious sensibilities. [xxxii] It is there that we must research the 
origins of the historical concept in the West. Once again, it can be fore-
seen that Arab and non-Arab national traits will be imprinted more and 
more strongly in the religious field that was established by the Qur'an. It 
is another area of transformation, tension, and therefore, reflection and 
investigation. 

Where are the teams of scholars from the various disciplines who have 
converted to the new scientific spirit that we have just discussed? Where 

51 See J.D. Bensheikh, "Sourate al-kahf: neuf traductions du Coran", Analyses Theories, 1980/no. 
3, 2-50. 

52 See H. Meschonnic, Cinq rouleaux (Paris: Gallimard, 1970); Jona et le significant errant 
(Paris: Gallimard, 1981); Semiotique et Bible, 182 no. 26. 
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can we find the cultural environment, university support, and the in-
formed public that will encourage the systematic achievement of the 
program outlined here? How can we unite the efforts of specialists who 
are already numerous, although dispersed in many institutions in each 
county? It is not easy to coordinate teaching and research projects in 
France (or anywhere else where the Arabists are not numerous) into a 
hierarchy based on pressing needs and overly neglected domains. 

It appears to me that the most difficult obstacle to overcome is the 
intellectual conservatism manifest in Arabic and Islamic studies. Many 
scholars feel reluctant to lead the studies of old Arabic sources by means 
of the exploitation of the scientific production most often located in the 
Western domains. A prevalent idea in Arab societies is that the efforts at 
Arabization must be imposed, above all else, on the domain of exact 
sciences and technology, tools that are indispensable for economic devel-
opment. However, it is in the humanities and social sciences that the 
Arabs must draw upon their rich heritage. For ideological reasons it has 
not been determined yet at what point the act of knowing is one. 

We will have to wait for a long time, no doubt, before the outlined 
chapters of social criticism, psycho-criticism, and social and cultural 
anthropology become a reality. My goal, above all, is to introduce the 
possibilities and stimulate young researchers. This is why I thought that 
it was a good idea to assemble seven essays in this volume that have 
been published in works of limited access. These articles are inseparable 
from many others that I brought together in a volume entitled Pour une 
critique de la raison islamique, to which I have made reference several 
times in this essay. This project in its entirety is a critical study-in the 
philosophical sense--of the conditions that have been products of Islamic 
thought throughout its long history. I ask the reader not to come to 
conclusions on each portion independent of the others, including those I 
have already published. I have long endeavored to live a historical soli-
darity while thinking liberally and fully-in the best tradition of 
ijtihad-about the conditions of existence of the societies of the Book. 
Historians, philosophers, sociologists, psychologists, and theologians have 
thoroughly explored Christianity, and this has benefited the revolutions, 
social-economic upheavals, and intellectual audacity that have shaped 
the history of the West since the sixteenth century. It is also true, no 
doubt, that it has overwhelmed for good certain aspects of the message 
delivered by Jesus in Palestine, where some of the most unanticipated 
turnarounds were accomplished. Islam, and thus the Qur'an, have re-
mained sheltered from all that was put into question by modernity until 
the nineteenth century, and it is still necessary to specify that colonial 
domination has stifled intellectual life, ossified tradition, [xxxiii], and 



332 -------- THE QUR'AN ----------

36 

favored the nature of certain local identities, such that it did not give 
way to currents of innovative thought. The struggle for liberation, and 
then for national construction, have created the current situation: move-
ments that describe themselves as Islamic base their claims throughout 
on the slogan binding the secular inseparability of !slam-state-world 
= din-dawla-dunyd.53 The majority of the militants in these move-
ments are over 35 years old and grew up in a climate of militant ideology 
that emphasized the value of the recovery (or the conquest) of power, at 
the expense of the study of meaning, and justification of the rights of 
certain men with respect to the rights of God ((l,uquq Allah). The role of 
transcendence, which is the substance of the greatness of the Qur'an, 
was diminished in relative importance to the legal codes established by 
the fuqaha'. One may well understand why a renewal of Qur'anic studies 
is imperative: in the terrifying semantic disorder in place in all contem-
porary societies, we are in dire need to better understand, in order to 
better control, the relationships between "meaning and power", and "vio-
lence and sacred". These two themes have been introduced, but certainly 
not exhausted, by G. Balandier and R. Girard. To repeat: the great 
religions are always located on the side of meaning and the sacred, in 
that they preach peace, love, and the quest for the Absolute, such as in a 
sermon or political discourse. It remains to be understood why these 
teachings themselves serve so often to legitimate the worst acts of vio-
lence and the confiscation of meaning. 

53 See Chapter VI of Lectures du Coran. 
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SOUND, SPIRIT, AND GENDER IN 
SURAT AL-QADR 

Michael Sells 

By the night when it shrouds 
And the day when it reveals 
And what made the male and the female 

(sural al-lay/, 92: 1-3)1 

FEW WHO HAVE INTRODUCED THE QUR'AN to those 
not conversant with Arabic can have escaped the feel-
ing that, whatever the strengths of the translations used 
(if they are in fact translations at all), what is heard is 
only an echo, often distorted, of what is there.2Con-

In memory of Professor Fazlur Rahman. Special thanks 
are due Mahmoud Ayoub, Rick Colby, John Eisele, Ken 
Fromm, Th. Emil Homerin, Mustansir Mir, Azim Nanji, 
John Seybold, Ruth Tonner, and Michael Zwettler for their 
comments on earlier drafts. This study was enabled in part 
through research grants from Haverford College. 

1 Qur'anic citations follow numbering of the Egyptian stan-
dard edition. Unless otherwise noted, translations are those of 
the author. 

2 See Fazlur Rahman, ~Translating the Qur'an," Religion 
and Literature 20 (1988): 23-30; and Samuel Zwemer, "Trans-
lations of the Koran," Studies in Popular Islam: A Collection 
of Papers Dealing with the Superstitions and Beliefs of the 
Common People (New York: Macmillan, 1939). Zwemer con-
trasts Muslim hesitancy to translate the Qur'an or use trans-
lation to the plethora of translations of the Christian Bible 
(into 1008 languages by Zwemer's count). Cf. Eh 5:428a-
32b, s.v. "Kur'an" (sect. 9, "Translations of the Kur'an"). 

temporary focus upon the oral and aural nature of 
the Qur'an has brought this translation gap into 
higher profile. Several intertwined issues have been 
raised: Qur~anic self-description as an "Arabic" Qur'an 
(Qur'iinan 'i4rabiyyan); the role of oral tradition in its 
transmission; the insistence within Islam upon reading 
and reciting it in the original Arabic; the pervasiveness 
within Islamic life of its recitation; and the importance 
within Qur'anic recitation of the art of tajwld ("making 
right") which puts forward the conventions of proper 
articulation. 3 

' Cf. William Graham, Beyond the Written Word: Oral As-
pects of Scripture in the History of Religion (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987), 79-115; Kristina Nelson, 
The Art of Reciting the Qur'an (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1985); Frederick Denny, "The Adab of Qur'an Recita-
tion: Text and Context," in International Congress for the 
Study of the Qur'an, ed. Anthony Johns, Australian National 
University, Canberra, 8-13 May 1980, ser. I, 2nd ed. (Can-
berra: Australian National University [1981]); idem, "Exegesis 
and Recitation: Their Development as Classical Forms of 
Qur'anic Piety,." in Transitions and Transformations in the 
History of Religions: Essays in Honor of Joseph M. Kitagawa, 
ed. Frank E. Reynolds and T. M. Ludwig (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 
1980), 91-123; idem and R. L. Taylor, eds., The Holy Book in 
Comparative Perspective (Columbia: University of South 
Carolina Press, 1985); Lamya' al-Fariiqi, "Tartii ai-Qur'an 
ai·Karlm," in Islamic Perspectives: Studies in Honor of idaw· 
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Even so, applied literary studies of the Qur'an, espe-
cially of the Qur'an in its aurality, are rare. Contem-
porary "literary" approaches have been concerned with 
source criticism, with how the Qur'an was composed," 
rather than with how the Qur' anic text generates mean-
ing. The literatures devoted to i'jiiz al-qur'iin (the 
inimitability of the Qur'an) andfafjii'il al-qur'iin (the 
excellences of the Qur'an) offer strong anecdotal affir-
mation concerning the sound quality of the Qur'an, 
but traditional analysis focuses upon rhetorical features 
usually unrelated to the interaction of sound and 
meaning. 5 Simply put, what is the relation of sound to 

/anti Sayyid Abul A'lti MawdiidT, ed. Khurshid Ahmad and 
Zafar Ansari (London: Islamic Foundation, U.K.; and Jedda, 
1979), !05-21; Labrb al-Sa'Id, A/-Jam' ai-Sawtiyy li I-Qur0tin 
ai-Karrm (Cairo: Dar al-Ki!tib al-'Arabi), 324-30; Khalil 
Semaan, '"Tajwld as a Source in Phonetic Research,n Wiener 
Zeitschriftfur die Kunde des Morganlandes 58 (1962): 112-20. 

4 Cf. John Wansbrough. Qur0anic Studies: Sources and 
Methods of Scriptural Interpretation (Oxford University 
Press, 1977); idem, The Sectarian Milieu (Oxford University 
Press, 1978). Even those interpretations not explicitly con-
cerned with source analysis tend to focus primarily upon 
historical issues, the modern equivalent of the issues explored 
in asbiib an-nuziil commentaries. For an interesting exchange 
on the Wansbrough approach, see Andrew Rippin, "Literary 
Analysis of Qur'an, Tafsir, and Sira: The Methodologies of 
John Wansbrough," and Fazlur Rahman, "Approaches to 
Islam in Religious Studies: Review Essay," in Approaches to 
Islam in Religious Studies, ed. Richard Martin (Tucson: Uni-
versity of Arizona Press, 1985), 151-63, 189-202. 

' Baqillani ignores suras such as al-zalzala and al-qtiri'a, 
which most resemble siirat al-qadr in their acoustical and 
semantic resonances. He also ignores sUral al-qadr itself. 
Cf. Abu Bakr Mul)ammad ibn ai-Tayyib al-Baqillanr, l'jtiz 
a/- Qur 0tin, ed. As-Sayyid AI) mad Saqr (Cairo: Dar al-
Ma' arif, 1981 ). Zamakhshari discusses some of these passages, 
but from a largely rhetorical perspective: Mal)mud ibn 'Umar 
al-Zamakhshari, AI-Kashshtif 'an lfaqti0 Tq Ghawtimit.f ai-
Tanzrl wa 'Uyiin al-AqtiwTljr Wujiih a/- Ta'wrl (Beirut: Dar 
al-Kitab al-'Arabi, 1947). In his Fat}ti0il al-Qur0tin, Ibn Kathir 
relates traditions concerning the importance of proper recita-
tion and the power of sound quality, but does not integrate 
such issues into his tafsTr proper: lsma'rl ibn 'Umar ibn 
Kathrr, TafsTr a/- Qur0iin ai-"A;Tm, vol. 7 (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 
1966). Cf. Mul)ammad ibn Isma'rl al-Bukharr, AI-Sa/:JT/:1, 
vol. 3 (Cairo: Mu~!afa al-Babr, 1953), 162-69. For a transla-
tion of Abu !:I amid al-Ghaza!I's discussion of the fat.fii 0i/, see 
Muhammad Abul Quasem, The Recitation and Interpretation 
of the Qur0an: AI-Ghaziilr"s Theory (London: Kegan Paul, 
1982), pp. 18-33. In "The Qur'an as Literature," Religion and 

sense in the Qur'an? To pose this question is to pose 
again the specific question of tawiizun, what we might 
call "textual harmonics," and the more general ques-
tion of na;m, a word commonly rendered as "composi-
tion," but which might allude as well to that dynamic 
principle that gives the Qur'an its distinctive quality, 
to what will here be called the Qur' anic voice: 

This discussion examines meaning in the Qur'an as 
it is generated across four principal axes or modes of 
discourse: semantic, acoustic, emotive, and gendered. 
Though the four modes are separated for the purpose 
of exposition, no one of them exists independently of 

Literature 20 (1988): 49-64, Mustansir Mir makes the fol-
lowing point (p. 49): "But, one might ask, does there not exist, 
at least in Arabic, a large number of works dealing with the 
literary qualities of the Qur'an? Such works certainly exist. 
But most of them are, in respect of their orientation, premises, 
and structure, works of theology rather than of literary criti-
cism, a typical example being The Inimitability of the Qur 0an 
by the medieval scholar Abu Bakr al-Baqillani (950-1013)." 

Perhaps the specific issues examined below were too close 
to the heart of the experience of Qur'anic discourse to gain 
the objectivity, the otherness, that would lead to academic 
inquiry. In this regard, see F. Denny, "Adab" (cited above, 
n. 3), p. 143, where the author describes the queries concern-
ing his interest in Qur)anic recitation that came from those 
who were learning and practicing it: .. There was the sense in 
these queries that a Western student of Islam should be devot-
ing his energies to understanding and appreciating the great 
themes of the Qur'an and the history of their interpretation 
and application to the community." 

The interpretation offered here is the first of several based 
upon years of teaching the Qur'an to students not conversant 
with Arabic. The teaching makes use of a series of trans-
literated passages and interlinear word-for-word translations 
used in conjunction with cassettes of Qur:Janic reciters. After 
the students have heard the recitation and are able to relate 
sound to text, a ·word-for-word analysis of the text is pre-
sented, with particular attention to what is lost in translation. 

6 The atomistic view of Arabic poetry that is reflected in 
classical Arabic theory has been discussed in a number of 
recent studies. Cf. G. van Gelder, Beyond the Line: Classical 
Arabic Literary Critics on the Coherence imd Unity of the 
Poem (Leiden: Brill, 1982); W. Heinrichs, "Literary Theory: 
The Problem of Its Efficiency," in Arabic Poetry: Theory and 
Development, ed. G. E. von Grunebaum (Wiesbaden: Otto 
Harrassowitz, 1973), 19-69; R. Scheindlin, Form and Struc-
ture in the Poetry of al-Mu'tamid lbn 'Abbiid (Leiden: Brill, 
1978); and J. Stetkevych, "Arabic Poetry and Assorted Po-
etics," in Islamic Studies: A Tradition and Its Problems, ed. 
Malcom Kerr (Malibu, Calif.: Undena Publications, 1980). 



STYLE AND CONTENTS 335 

the others. Though other forms of literature might also 
be generated across the same modes, the goal here is a 
better understanding of the distinctive role th"'Y play in 
Qur'anic discourse. 

(I) The semantic mode will include the lexical, syn-
tactical, and thematic aspects of the text. For the sake 
of analysis, the term is used narrowly to indicate the 
discursive level of meaning, that lev.el most accessible 
to translation. 

(2) The acoustic mode evokes the problematic rela-
tionship of the Qur'an to poetry. Several Qur'anic 
passages (21:5, 37:36, 52:30, 69:41) reflect and refute the 
contention of some of Muhammad's contemporaries 
that the Qur'anic revelation was poetry. There are 
clear differences between the Qur'an and early Arabic 
poetry, most notably the Qur'an's lack of regular 
meter. Yet by some commonly held modern criteria-
compactness and intensity-at least some Qur'anic 
passages can be classified as poetic. Roman Jakobson's 
suggestion that the poetic function of language should 
by no means be limited to poetry seems particularly 
relevant at this point. 7 

Early Arabic poetry is in part built around a tension 
between syntactical rhythm and metrical rhythm. The 
analysis below suggests that the Qur'an substitutes for 
that dynamic a heightened reliance upon the tension 
between syntactical rhythm and phonological cohe-
sion, 8 the tying together of a unit of language through 

7 Roman Jakobson, "Linguistics and Poetics," in Style in 
Language, ed. Thomas A. Sebeok (Cambridge, Mass.: M.I.T. 
Press, 1960), 358-59. 

1 Of course, early Arabic poetry also contains various forms 
of phonological cohesion, but the Qur>an, with its lack of 
meter, seems to rely on tfiem more strongly. The more easily 
identified effects would include interior echo, alliteration, as-
sonance, consonance, euphony. In the article, "Sound in 
Poetry," from the Prince/on Encyclopedia of Poetry and Po-
etics (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1965), 785-86, sound 
effects are divided into 17 categories-underpinning, counter-
poising, rubricating emphasis, tagging, correlation, implica-
tion, diagramming, sound-representation, illustrative mime, 
illustrative painting, passionate emphasis, mood-evocation, 
expressive mime, expressive painting, ebullience, embellish-
ment, and incantation-most of which can be applied to the 
Qur>an. However, the division of sound timbre into discreet 
figures tends toward the atomizing result noted in reference to 
classical Arabic criticism (above, n. 6). The effect of Qur>anic 
sound play often lies in its operation between and across such 
discrete categories. 
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acoustical echoes, and, when cohesion extends over 
parallel lines, through phonological parallelism.' Of 
interest here will be the art of recitation, tajwTd, an 
essential aspect of the oral and aural text of the 
Qur'an. While many acoustical effects might still be 
present with a reading that ignores tajwid, they would 

' Analysis of parallelism has tended to focus upon gram-
matical parallelism at the expense of phonological parallelism. 
For some recent work on parallelism in Biblical criticism and 
related areas, see S. A. Geller, "Were the Prophets Poets?" 
Prooftexts 3 (1983): 211-21; idem, "A Poetic Analysis of 
Isaiah 40:1-2," Harvard Theological Review 77 (1984): 413-
20; James Kugel, The Idea of Biblical Parallelism: Parallelism 
and Its History (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1981); Adele 
Berlin, The f?ynamics of Biblical Parallelism (Bioomington: 
Indiana Univ. Press, 1985); Robert Alter, 7he Art of Biblical 
Poetry (New York: Basic Books, 1985), esp. eh. 6, "Prophecy 
and Poetry," where parallelism is usually viewed through its 
grammatical expression; Dennis Pardee, Ugari.ic and Hebrew 
Poetic Parallelism: A Trial Cut (Leiden: Brill, 1988); and 
Clarissa Burt, "Parallelism in Post-Jahiliyya Arabic Poetry," 
a paper presented to the American Oriental Society, Atlanta, 
3/27/90, which focuses more strongly on phonological paral-
lelism. See also the short discussion by Luis Alonso-Schokel 
to be found in the article "Sound," in The Hebrew Bible in 
Literary Criticism, ed. A. Preminger and E. Greenstein (New 
York: Ungar, 1986), 225-26, excerpted from Vetus Testamen-
tum Supplement 7 (1959): 155-56. After a discussion of such 
sound figures as alliterative hendiadys, alliterative wnrd pairs, 
alliterative parallel sentences, sound concatenation, sound-
chiasm, and vowel reiteration, the author remarks: "These 
examples are selected from richer material. Unfortunately we 
are apt not to find such patterns very impressive. As moderns 
we are used to reading softly poetry that is intended to rever-
berate and resound. Moreover, this sort of observation is 
scarcely cultivated in biblical scholarship." See also L. Finkel-
stein, "The Hebrew Text of the Bible: A Study of its Cadence 
Symbols," in Symbols and Society, ed. L. Bryson et al. (New 
York: 1955), 409-26. Of special interest will be an effect 
similar to paronomasia, an effect built less upon verbal play at 
the level of lexeme and morpheme, as in the case of punning, 
than upon the play of sound figures at the submorphemic and 
transmorphemic levels. For a treatment of paronomasia at the 
more traditional morphemic and lexical level, see H. Recken-
dorf, Ober Paronomasie in den Semitischen Sprachen (Verlag 
Alfred Ropelmann: Giessen, 1909); and the New Oxford 
Annotated Bible with the Apocrypha (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1973), I 527, where the example given is the play 
on the name "Gilgal" and the verb galah (to go into exile) in ki 
haggilgal galoh yighleh. For a broader conception of paro-
nomasia, see Jakobson, "Linguistics and Poetics" (n. 7 above). 
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be muted. Tajwfd underscores them and will serve as a 
useful index in the analysis. 10 

(3) The Qur>an is imbued with a range of acousti-
cally modulated emotive distinctions that are lost in 
translation. 11 In the abstract, only very general patterns 
of sound symbolism can be discerned. In the passages 
discussed below, for example, dense patterns of long 
a's tend to be semantically open and emotively high-
pitched, at times moving toward a sense of pure 
emotion, the phonetic equivalent of certain English 
interjections. The emotive charge is more supple than 
the interjection, however, not being confined to a 
particular lexical unit. This preliminary characteriza-
tion is vague and hypothetical. The analysis will give it 
more specificity by tracing the sound figure through 
three vectors of amplification: (i) through intratextual 
phonological parallelism as the sound is repeated, 
echoed, and inverted throughout an extended passage; 
(ii) through the sound's intertwining with the semantic 
aspects of the text and its consequent adoption of 
certain semantic overtones; (iii) through the intertextual 

1° For an overview of tajwfd, see Ahmed Gouda, "Qur0anic 
Recitation: Phonological Analysis" (Ph. D. diss., Georgetown 
Univ., 1988). Qur0 anic recitation wili be treated here on the 
ideal level; actual differences in recitation style and dialectical 
influences on pronunciation will not be an issue. The acous-
tical distinctions are robust, i.e., made of several 5trands of 
acoustical effect. Though one or another strand might be 
influenced by a local difference, it is doubtful that the entire 
complex would be altered. The analysis is based upon con-
temporary recitation and the rules of tajwfd as they have been 
codifi~d and applied in the basic style preserved in the mural-
tal form. No position is taken on the question of whether or 
not contemporary recitation represents an unbroken and 
stable tradition from the time of Muhammad to the present. 
Like the questions of the sources and manner of composition 
of the Qur'an, the question of possible historical developments 
in recitation is of secondary interest to the question posed 
here, i.e., how the Qur'an as we know it-however it came to 
be-generates meaning. 

11 As opposed to the Vedas-to which the Qur'an has been 
compared in its resistance to translation and the insistence of 
those who hold it sacred on the oral and aural character of the 
text (Graham, 80, 88)-the Qur'anic involvement in emotion 
is striking. The role of emotion is a fundamental substantial 
difference between the two recitation traditions. Another 
difference is in scope; though the Vedic and Qur'anic tradi-
tions are similar in their insistence upon the text in its oral 
performance in its original language, the Vedic tradition differs 
in limiting access to that form to an elite of brahmins, while 
the Qur'anic text (see Graham, 96-109), pervades every aspect 
of Islamic life and society. 

resonance of the sound figure with other key texts in 
the Qur>an on the acoustical, lexical, and thematic 
planes. 

(4) Of special interest to this study is the tension 
between natural gender and grammatical gender, as 
well as the tension between animate and inanimate. 
The grammatical gender of Arabic offers a double 
possibility for each pronoun and inflection when trans-
lated into the natural gender system of English: mascu-
line and neuter or feminine and neuter, depending upon 
the individual case. In normal cases no problem arises: 
an inanimate object is translated by the neuter "it." 
However, in some passages of Qur0 anic Arabic, a 
subtle personification seems to inhere in many of the 
pronouns that on first glance have an inanimate refer-
ent. While there is at least anecdotal discussion within 
the classical lafsir concerning the value of the Qur> anic 
sound, to my knowledge the kind of gender dynamic 
discussed here is not a subject of classical lajsrr. 

What follows is a close reading of sural al-qadr, one 
of the best known and most beloved passages in the 
Qur0 an. The expectation is that sural al-qadr has 
something to tell us about the importance of the role of 
the four modes in the generation of the Qur>anic voice, 
and that the model of interplay offered here might 
engage dimensions of meaning in sural al-qadr, and, 
by extension, in other Qur0 anic passages, that elude 
traditional forms of literary analysis. No claim is made 
concerning quantitative difference in the occurrence of 
particular language units in the Qur>an vs. other 
seventh-century Arabic texts, or in sural al-qadr vs. 
other passages in the Qur>an. 12 Nor is any position 
taken on the debates over the acoustic arbitrariness of 
the linguistic sign and the evolutionary development of 
grammatical gender in Arabic. 13 The focus of this 

12 For two recent systematic approaches, see Angelika Neu-
wirth, Studien zur Komposition der mekkanischen Suren (Ber-
lin and New York: Waiter de Gruyter, 1981), and Pierre 
Crapon de Caprona, Le Coran aux sources de la parole 
oraculaire: Structures rhythmique des sourates mecquoises 
(Paris: Publications Orientalistes de France, 1981). See also 
IssaJ. Boullata, "The Rhetorical Interpretation of the Qur'an: 
i]iiz and Related Topics" in Approaches to the History of the 
Interpretation of the Qur0 an, ed. A. Rippin (Oxford: Claren-
don Press, 1988), 139-57. 

13 For a critique of the more radical Saussurian position on 
the arbitrariness of the verbal sign, see R. Jakobson, Six 
Lectures on Sound and Meaning (Cambridge, Mass.: M .I. T. 
Press, 1979). For a review of research suggesting some cross-
cultural evidence for sound symbolism, see R. Jakobson and 
Linda Waugh, The Sound Shape of Language (Bloomington: 
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study is the manner in which certain sound-units and 
patterns, that may be unexceptional in themselves, are 
transformed into meaningful sound figures through 
their implication in other constructs and their deploy-
ment through particular passages. 

Though stress is placed in the beginning upon the 
three non-semantic elements, the second half of the 
essay focuses more on the semantic area. The distinc-
tion among the four modes, and the distinction be-
tween sound and meaning is provisional. No single 
mode exists by and in itself. Each takes on shape in 
combination with the others. In this sense we might 
speak of two kinds of semantics: semantics more 
narrowly defined (surface semantics) and a broader 
definition of semantics that will include the acoustic, 
emotive, and gender modes. The emphasis upon as-
pects of the Qur'anic text that have been underplayed 
in traditional analysis is not meant to sacrifice mean-
ing to sound, but to contribute to a more multi-
dimensional conception of meaning within the Qur'an. 

~j:J.."i~L ..:.~ -~ J- -------.. 

r:-. ~r ,_ --- - -··---'-0-'~ ~I. .!l!.J~I L.._, 

0.,.;.::..:.ii.:,:~J~r~ I' , .. , -

~':'. •j ~ • ., •. , I & ,,, ,,. ,._, 
'-0-' '{ !I' V::r-:t:.J ~~~ Lr.!oJr_, -¥Wr J_;;; 

CX> _;.Jjr j.: J:.~ ~ 

Indiana Univ. Press, 1979), 177-237. Though this study pre-
supposes no position on the sound value of any Arabic pho-
neme in itself, it is interesting to note that the suggestions 
here, particularly in the association of a-sounds with emotive 
intensity, echo one of the strongest cross-cultural equivalences. 
See for example, Jakobson's and Waugh's discussion of 
synaesthesia, pp. 188-93. For the question of gender, see 
Muhammad Hasan Ibrahim, Grammatical Gender (The 
Hague: Mouton, 1973); A. J. Wensinck, "Some Aspects of 
Gender in the Semitic Languages," Verhandelingen der 
Koninklijke Nederlandsche Akademie van Wetenschappen te 
Amsterdam, Afdeeling Letterkunde, 26(1927): 1-60; L. Droz-
dik, "Grammatical Gender in Arabic Nouns," Graeco-latina 
et Orientalia S (1973): 217-46; M. Feghali and A. Cuny, Du 
genre grammatical en semitique (Paris, 1924). 

Sural a/- Qadr 

I lnnii anzalniihufi /aylati 1-qadr 
2 wa mii adriika mii /aylatu 1-qadr 
3 /aylatu 1-qadri khayrun min alfi shahr 
4 tanazza/u 1-malii'ikatu wa r-riJ/;Iu fihii 

hi idhni rabbihim min kulli amr 
5 saliimun hiya l;uzttii matJa<i 1-fajr 

The Sura of Qadr 

I We sent it down on the night of qadr 
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2 And what could let you know what the night of 
qadris 

3 The night of qadr is better than a thousand 
months 

4 The angels and the spirit come down on it 
by leave of their lord from every amr 

5 Peace it is until the rise of dawn 

A plain-sense reading might have the following out-
line. The divine voice proclaims that it has s~nt some-
thing down upon the night of qadr, a night that is 
better than a thousand months. On that night, angels 
and the spirit descend by leave of their lord according, 
through, from, or with the amr. The night is said to be 
peace, a peace that lasts until the break of dawn. Yet 
even such a bare-boned reading is not without inter-
pretive difficulties. The terms qadr and amr present 
problems for translation. The syntax at the end of 
verse 4 is ambiguous. The antecedents of the pronouns 
pose intricate problems of interpretation. On the gram-
matical and rhetorical level, these issues have been 
covered in the tafsir works and in Theodor Lohmann 's 
overview of sural al-qadr. 14 I will not repeat the earlier 

14 For the overview of siirat al-qadr, see Theodor Lohmann, 
"Die Nacht al-Qadr: Ubersetzung und ErkUirung von Sure 
97," Mitteilungen des lnstitutsfiir Orieniforschung IS (1969): 
275-85. For historical questions surrounding the night of 
qadr and its possible role as a new year's festival in pre-lslam, 
seeK. Wagtendonk, Fasting in the Koran (Leiden: Brill, 1968); 
Lohmann, 281-83, and A. J. Wensinck, Arabic New-Year and 
the Feast of Tabernacles (Amsterdam, 1925). Whether sural 
al-qadr is Meccan or Medinan is in dispute, but acoustically 
siirat al-qadr parallels Qur'anic passages usually associated 
with the early Meccan period (with the exception of siirat 
al-zalzala). Such similarity does not imply that there is any 
temporal connection among these passages. The order of 
Qur'anic revelation is not relevant to the issues raised here. 

Of the tafsir works, I have found two to be particularly 
useful: Fakhr al-Din al-Razr, AI-Tafsir ai-Kabir, vol. 32 
(Cairo: lltizam 'Abd al-Ral,min Mul)ammad, n.d.), 27-37 
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discussion, but will draw upon it when relevant to the 
issues of sound and meaning being discussed here. 

In the rendition above, I have followed common 
practice in rendering as "it" the hu of verse I, the hii of 
verse 4, and the hiya of verse 5. In this way not only 
sural a/-qadr, but the Qur'an as a whole, is most often 
rendered into English, with only those pronouns whose 
antecedents are unambiguously animate translated into 
masculine and feminine English pronouns. Yet there 
are possibilities here of an alternate reading, one that 
operates as an undertone beneath the surface semantics 
of the texts. Some later commentaries suggest that the 
antecedent of the hu in verse I might be Gabriel. 15 This 

and MuJ.tammad ibn Al)mad al-Qur\ubr: Al-Jiimi' li A/.lkiim 
al-Qur'iin, vol. 28 (Cairo, 1962), 130-38. Also consulted were 
the following: Mul)ammad ibn Jarlr al-Tabarr, Jiimi' al-Bayiin 
'an Ta'wfl al-Qur'iin, vol. 30 (Cairo, 1953), 258-62; Zamakh-
sharl, Al-Kashshii[. vol. 3 (cited above, n. 5), 282-83; Ibn 
Kathrr, Tafsfr, vol. 7 (cited above, n. 5), 330-41; 'Abd Allah 
ibn 'Umar al-Bayc;Jawr, Anwiir al-Tanzfl wa Asriir al-Ta'wfl, 
vol. 2 (Osnabruck: Biblio Verlag, 1968), 411-12; Al-Fac;ll ibn 
al-J:Iasan al-Tabarsr, Majma' al-Bayiinjf Tafsir al-Qur'iin, 
vol. 9 (Beirut, 1379 A. H.), 516-21; Al)mad ibn Mul)ammad al-
Khafajr, f:liishiyat al-Shihiib: 'lniiyat al-Qiit!f wa Kifiiyat al-
Riirjf 'alii Tafsir al-Bayrjiiwf, vol. 8 (Beirut: Oar ~adir, n.d.), 
382-84; 'Abd al-Karrm ibn Hawazin ai-Qushayrr, La!ii'if al-
lshiirat (Cairo: Al-Hay'a al-Mi~riyya al-'Amma li al-Kitlib, 
1983), 750-51; Mul)ammad al-Taba\aba'r, Al-Miziinjf Tafsir 
al-Qur'iin, vol. 20 (n.p., 1974), 330-34; Ismli'rl J:iaqqr Bursevi, 
Tafsir Ru/.1 al-Bayiin, vol. 10 (Beirut: Dlir al-Fikr, n.d.), 479-
86; Ni?lim al-Drn al-J:Iasan ibn Mul)ammad Nrsabiiri, Gha-
rii'ib al-Qur'iin wa Raghii'ib al-Furqiin, vol. 30 (Cairo: Mu~
\afli al-Babr, 1962-), 141-49; Mal)miid ibn 'Abd Allah al-
Aliisr, Ru/.1 al-Ma'iinf jf Tafsir al·Qur'lin al-'A?fm, vol. 10 
(Beirut: Dlir al-Fikr, 1978), 241-56; 'Air ibn Ibrlihlm al-
Qummr, Tafsir Qummf, vol. 2 (Najaf: Ma\ba'at Najaf, 
1387 A.H.), 431-32. 

" Khaflijr, 382; the antecedent of the hu is said to be, by 
common consent, the Qur~an, but it is noted that some have 
suggested Gabriel. In The Meaning of the Glorious Qur'an 
(Beirut: Oar al-Kitlib al-Lubnlinr, 1970), 814, Marmaduke 
Pickthall, who situates himself in the interpretive tradition of 
the Azhari Shaykh Mu~\afa Marlighl, flatly assimilates the 
ru/.1 to Gabriel or other angels by glossing ru/.1 as "Gabriel, or, 
as some commentators think, a general term for angels of the 
highest rank." Ahmed Ali translates ru/.1 in this instance as 
"grace": Al-Qur'iin: A Commentary Translation (Princeton: 
Princeton Univ. Press, 1988), 544. For a discussion of ru/.1 in 
the Qur'an see Thomas O'Shaughnessy, The Development of 
the Meaning of Spirit in the Koran (Rome: Pont. Institutum 
Orientalium Studiorum, 1953). O'Shaughnessy provides a 
commentary on each QurJ anic proof text, a commentary 

suggestion is at odds with the preponderance of 
Qur' anic language of tanzTI where the object in other 
cases is clearly the Qur'an, and it is at odds with the 
preponderance of early tafsTr. Even so, in many tafsTr 
discussions, Gabriel and the sending down of the 
Qur'an are so closely related that a reference to one 
may imply a reference to the other. Nor is the standard 
reading of the antecedent as the Qur'an without prob-
lems. One school of interpretation suggests that the 
Qur'an was sent down from the preserved tablet (al-
lawl) al-mabfii?) to the lowest heaven (al-samii' al-
dunyii) on the night of qadr, and then revealed to 
Muhammad over a period of twenty or twenty-three 
years, or, in an alternate version, that each year the 
part of the Qur'an to be revealed that year was sent 
down to the lower heaven. Another school suggests 
that only the first revelation of Muhammad's prophecy 
was sent down on the night of qadr. It has been pointed 
out that the Qur'anic term anzala usually denotes the 
sending down of something to earth and that the purely 
cosmic event of sending down the Qur'an to the lowest 
heaven would have been a purely transcendent event. It 
would not likely have generated the combination of the 
cosmic and the intimate that underlies this and other of 
the shorter suras. On the other hand, there is no 
justification in the text itself for any first revelation 
being sent down. 16 Also of interest is a third perspective 

concerned primarily with the possible extra-Qur'anic sources 
for the differing Qur'anic treatments of.ru/.1. Earlier treatments 
include D. B. MacDonald, "The Development of the Idea of 
Spirit in Islam," Acta Orientalia 9 (1931): 307-51; and E. E. 
Calverley, "Doctrines of the Soul (Nafs and Ru/.l) in Islam," 
Moslem World 33 (1943): 254-65, a revision of Wensinck's 
article Nafs in EI., 3:827-30. For Calverley and Wensinck, ru/.1 
is a "special angel messenger and a special divine gift" (Calver-
ley, 254). MacDonald makes a four-set division: passages in 
which the ru/.1 is identified with Jibrrl; with a "personality 
apart from the angels" (70:4, 78:38, 97:4); with the "Angel of 
Revelation" (2:87, 253; 5:110; 16:102)-and here he cites 
various opinions on 2:87 (Jibrrl, the spirit of 'lsli, the in]Tl, the 
"Most Great Name of Allah by which 'lsa raised the dead," 
the "kaliim by which the din or the nafs are vivified to eternal 
life and purified from sins"; and four passages (16:2; 17:85; 
40:15; 42:52) where ru/.1 is combined with amr, where it can 
mean waQf, the Qur)an, a spiritual influence rather than a 
person (pp. 308-14, with verse numbers adjusted to the 
Egyptian standard). For tafsir treatments of the word ru/.1 in 
2:87 see Mahmoud Ayoub, The Qur'an and Its Interpreters, 
vol. I (Albany: State Univ. of New York Press, 1984), 124-25. 

16 See Lohmann, 277-78. The case for the antecedent of hu 
in verse I being the Qur'an is centered on the parallels with 
44:1-3: /;m I wa 1-kitiibi 1-mubfn I innii anzalniihu[f /aylatin 
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whereby the Qur'an would have been revealed to 
Muhammad, not verbally, but in a trans-verbal, even 
trans-conscious experience in which the words were 
inchoate. 17 

More common than the identification of the hu with 
Gabriel is the identification of the rii/;1 (spirit) in verse 4 

mubiirakatin innii kunnii mundhirin and 2:184: shahru rama-
ljiina 1-ladhiunzl/afihi 1-quriin. The major tension is between 
the tradition related through Ibn 'Abbas that the night of 
qadr was the occasion for the sending down of the Qur'an 
from the preserved tablet to the earthly heaven and then 
revealed by Gabriel to Muhammad over a period of 23 years, 
and that related through ai-Sha'bi (who is also placed by 
Tabari as relating the opposing tradition) that the night of 
qadr was the occasion of the first revelation. Cf. Tabari, 258 
(who gives 20 years for the full revelation in lbn 'Abbas's 
version); Tabarsi, 518 (who gives 23 years to the lbn 'Abbas 
tradition); and Riizi, 27-28. The difference between the 20 and 
23 year prophecy results from the disagreement over how long 
a period of interruption in prophecy was experienced by 
Muhammad shortly after his prophetic call. Cf. A. Guillaume, 
The Life of Muhammad: A Translation of lbn /s/Jiiq 's Sfrat 
Rasul Allah (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1955), 111-12. 
Riizi's discussion gives a good example of the tortured logic 
employed to make lbn 'Abblls's postulate of a descent to the 
lowest heaven plausible, in view of the absence of textual 
backing. Wensinck tends toward accepting the Ibn 'Abbas 
tradition, pointing out the equal lack of textual backing for 
any reference to a first revelation: Wensinck, 1-3. 

17 See the traditions of 'A 'ishii (in Bukhiiri, $ai}il}, bad' 
al-wal}f) and Abdallah ibn 'Umar (in lbn l;lanbal, Musnad). 
Titus Burckhardt gives a discussion of this perspective that 
serves as an interpretive translation for the elliptical commen-
tary attributed to lbn 'Arabi, but probably by his commenta-
tor, 'Abd al-Razziiq al-Kashiini (d. 730/1329). According to 
Burckhardt, the Qur'an descends in an undifferentiated form 
upon the body of the prophet rather than the mind, since the 
"relatively undifferentiated nature" of the body is related to 
pure cosmic potentiality: "In the same way the state of perfect 
receptivity-the state of the Prophet when the Qur'an 'de-
scended'-is a 'night' into which no distinctive knowledge 
penetrates: manifestation is here compared to day. This state 
is also 'peace' because of Divine Presence which comprehends 
in their immutable plenitude all the first realities of things-
all the Divine 'Commands'." This reading, sensitive to both 
the Sufi interpretation and the undertones of the sura to be 
discussed below, is partially clouded by the expressions taken 
from R. Guenon, whereby the night is equivalent to "caro and 
not mens." Cf. T. Burckhardt, An Introduction to Sufi Doc-
trine, tr. D. M. Matheson (Lahore: Sh. Muhammad Ashraf, 
1959), 43-44; see also Burckhardt's discussion of rul}, pp. 19-
21. For the passage on which Burckhardt bases his readmg, 
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with Gabriel or other high angels. 18 Again, the hyposta-
sizing interpretation suggests a movement toward a 
more animate and personified gender construction 
within the text, a construction that remains in tension 
with the non-animate reading. These intimations of 
personification form one side of a latent gender dy-
namic, the other side of which is provided by the 
feminine gender constructions dependent upon the con-
struct lay/at al-qadr. 

Before beginning the close reading, it might help to 
have an overview of the sura's syntactical, phonologi-
cal, and rhythmic grids. I have divided the sura into 
two basic grids. As is often the case with the shorter 
suras, a strong metric sense is to be found toward the 
end of the verses, while the beginning of the verses tend 
to be more variable and less metric. 19 The first grid 

see Mul:lyi ad-Din ibn ai-'Arabi [?), Tafsi'r al-Qur'iin al-
Karim, ed. Mu~tafii Ghiilib (Tehran, 1979), 831: laylatu 1-
qadri hiya 1-binyatu 1-mul}ammadiyyatu /Jiila il}tijiibihi 
'alayhi as-saliim./imaqiimi 1-qalb ba'da sh-shuhudi dh-dhiiti, 
"The night of qadr is the Muhammadiyyan constitution in the 
condition of his being veiled, peace upon him, in the station of 
the heart after the pre-essential manifestation." The "Muham-
madiyyan" is a category used throughout lbn ai-'Arabi's 
works to refer to that Sufi station of "no station," beyond all 
differentiated categories and knowledge, and to Sufis who 
attain that station. I discuss this concept in detail in "Ibn 
'Arabi's Garden among the Flames: A Reevaluation," History 
of Religions 23 (1984): 287-315. The term may be used in a 
somewhat different manner in this commentary, but to equate 
the binya 1-mul}ammadiyya fi maqiimi 1-qalb with the Chris-
tian notion of "flesh" seems to me problematic. 

18 Riizi, 32, follows popular interpretation in reading the rul} 
as jibril, but he lists the following alternative interpretations: 
I) a great angel; 2) a group of angels invisible (to other angels), 
except on lay/at al-qadr, 3) another group of creatures, neither 
angel nor human; 4) 'lsii; 5) the Qur'an; 6) al-ral}ma (com-
passion); 7) the most exalted of the angels; 8) the recorder-
angels (l}afa?a, kiramun kiitibun). 

19 For a good overview of the complex question of Qur'anic 
rhythm, see Caprona, 178-212. Caprona attempts to find a 
metrical system that will function for the early Meccan suras. 
The analysis here bases itself upon the more traditional con-
trast between metrical sections of verses and those which seem 
resistant to metrical analysis. The attempt to quantify the 
Qur'anic verse is laden with complexities. Thus for example, 
the end-syllables (qadr, shahr, amr, fajr) are subject to the 
recitation phenomena of naql or itbii', the pronunciation of 
an intercalated vowel-reflecting either the dropped final 
vowel or the previous vowel-between the final two conso-
nants: (qadir or qadar, etc.). Cf. W. Wright, A Grammar of 
the Arabic Language. vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. 
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hu fi 

IIma 

.L.v-
la lati 1- ader 

Lv--
laylatu 1-qader 

tanazzalu 1-mala(a)'ikatu//// W A R-RUI;ill FfHA - ..Lv-
bi idhni rabbihim ##min#kullj amer 

I / 
sala mun hiya /fl.latta matela' ii-fuler 

Key: e Anaptyctic Vowel (nag! itbii' qalgalal. 1111 Rhythmic Break 

# Nasalization Gk!lfi:) bold: first grid based on (at dominate phonic cohesions 

## Strong Nasalization Cghunna idghiiml 

If Syntactical Caesura 

~: second grid based on closed syllables, rhythmic cohesion 

central section: central axis, aspirate dominated phonic cohesion 

Fig. la. 

consists of the first parts of verses I, 2, 4, and 5, which 
are held together by a tight phonological parallelism 
built around the f af, open syllables, and nasals. The 
second grid consists of the last parts of each verse and 
all of verse 3. Each verse ends with a strongly metric 
and accentual rhythm, and a phonology based on wide 
consonantal variety and on closed as opposed to open 
syllables. 

Verse 4 is complex. Its ending (min kulli amr) fits in 
strongly with the second grid, and part of its early 
section fits in phonologically with the first grid. But its 
central section, wa r-riil;ufihii, is left in an anomalous 
position, stranded as it were in the center of the verse. 
Alternatively, verse 4 can be divided into two sections, 
with the wa r-riil;u f!hq at the end of the first section, 
where it would almost fit rhythmically, but contrast 

Press, !859-62 [1967]), 372; Caprona, Le Coran, 230; and 
Henri Fleisch, Traite de phi/ologie arabe, vol. I (Beirut:· 
Imprimerie Catholique, 1961 ), !75-78. Adding to the difficulty 
are the effects of tajwld, not only the madd, but also the 
ghunna and ikhfii' and qalqalqa, which also affect duration. 
With major methodological difficulties left unsolved, any 
rhythmic points made here must necessarily be ad hoc and 
tentative. 

phonologically (its long open syllables in marked con-
trast to the closed syllables of min alfi shahr and min 
kulli amr). The long open syllable (hii) at the end 
would hang over the margin set by the rhyme (tas;Tc) 
syllables, giving it a special marking-'0 However verse 4 
is treated, the phrase wa r-riil;ufihii is at the center of a 
series of converging semantic and acoustic pressures. It 
becomes the dominant term within a third category 
that includes terms that fall between the two dominant 
grids for one reason or another: the hu in verse I and 
second mii in verse 2, khayrun in verse 3, wa r-riil;u 
fihii in verse 4, and l;attii in verse 5. (See figs. I a and 
lb.) 

The reading is divided into three sections. The first 
focuses upon phonological cohesion and parallelism as 
it is constructed through siirat al-qadr. The second ties 
those features to thematic aspects of the sura and 
thematically parallel passages elsewhere in the Qur'an. 
The third section traces key sound figures from siirat 
al-qadr through other, phonologically parallel passages 
with similar implied personifications. 

2° Caprona, 228-34, divides the verse into two rhythmic 
units, the first of whtch ends with wa r-ruhu [rhii. Arberry, 
345, translates the sura by dividing verse 4 in the same way. 
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inna(a) anllzalna h fi 

I 
wama(a) ad.raka //m a 

tanazzalu 1-mala(a)'ikatu//// 

/ 

Iaylatul-gid.r 

Lv- -v 
laylatu 1-gadri 

Lv--
WA R-RU!;IU FIHA 

/ 
bi idhni rabbihim llllmTn'kuil'i amer 
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sala mun hiya /ft!attii 

Key: e Anaptyctic Vowel !naqJ jthii • qalqalal. /Ill Rhythmic Break 

11 Nasalization CikJili:) bold: fU"St grid based on (aJ dominate phonic cohesions 

1111 Strong Nasalization (dumna. ill&him> 
1/ Syntactical Caesura 

~: second grid based on closed syllables. rhythmic cohesion 

central section: central axis, aspirate dominated phonic cohesion 

Fig. lb. 

Verse I: inha anzalnahufi /ay/ati 1-qadr 

The first half of verse I contains various permuta-
tions of a-sound and n-sound combinations: infnafan/ 
za/f naf. The particle-pronoun combination innii is un-
translatable, yet is critical. The doubled n in inna, 
lengthened and nasalized by the tajwTd convention of 
ghunna is followed by an f af which is in turn extended 
by the tajwTd lengthening (madd) that occurs when an 
f af precedes a hamza. The closed and nasalized nn 
provides a tension and withheld energy that is released 
in the following fa/ in a moment of semantic-acoustical 
intensity. 

The initial inna would not generate such a com-
mentary were its effects not amplified by the following 
syllables. The acoustical effects of the ghunna and a-
vowel combination are recast in a new permutation: 
an/zalfna. The result is an intricately intertwined series 
of echoes, partial echoes, inverse echoes, tensions and 
releases, constructed of a- and n- sounds and hinging 

on the liquid /1/. 21 These effects are amplified by the 
anti-metrical and lapidary rhythm of the five consecu-
tive long syllables-the continued sequence of long syl-
lables forcing the reciter and hearer to dwell upon the 
aural aspects of the sound-unit. 

21 Perversely, the descriptive language tends to become more 
laborious the more supple and subtle are the original sound 
effects being described. The following description is offered as 
a supplement. The an and the final nii are partial inverse 
echoes of one another. The initial/a/ is followed by a closed 
syllable, anz enhanced by ikhfa> (nasalized combination of 
the I of with the following I z!). This initial an combines 
qualities of the nn and of the nii from the previous word innii. 
The an is partially echoed by the final nii in anzalnii with its 
I nf followed by an open I if. This acoustical mirroring or 
inverse imaging is embedded within an oblique repetition (the 
closed in syllable of innii partially repeated by the closed an of 
anzalnii) and by a pronounced exact repetition (the nii of 
anzalnii echoing the nii of innii), the latter repetition inten-
sified further by the madd lengthening of the original nii. The 



342 THE QUR'AN 

248 

The acoustical intensity of the phrase innii anzalnii is 
balanced by a semantic openness. The sura begins with-
out an antecedent for the pronoun "we." The listener 
will have no difficulty identifying the Qur'anic "we," 
but the introduction of a pronoun without stated ante-
cedent in the first verse of a chapter gives to the dis-
course a sense of authority and solemnity. Identity 
needs no announcement. The pluralis majestatis is 
generated at the combination of two morphemes (inna 
and nii). The echoing and extension of the nasalised 
I af throughout the first two verses generates a trans-
morphemic sound figure that extends beyond any par-
ticular lexical or morphemic boundary. The result is a 
combination of sound and sense, emphasis and natural-
ness, arising out of the sound texture and not confined 
to a particularized inteljection like the standard trans-
lations "lo" or "indeed"-a sense of subjectivity and 
proclamation beyond anything captured by the purely 
rhetorical description of the Qur'anic first person 
plural as a "royal we." 22 

After the sequence of a- and n-sounds in innii an-
za/nii, the hu marks a phonological shift which, though 
unremarkable in itself, will take on significance within 
the sura. Syntactically the word clearly belongs with 
the first half of the verse: innii anzalniihu. However, its 
phonological cohesion-its shift from the previous 
phonemes along with its ease in fitting in with the aural 
texture of the second half of the verse-pulls it toward 
the second half of the verse. Rhythm seems to reinforce 
the pull toward the second half. A quantitative scan-

liquid /1/ occurs within anzalnii as a hinge on which the 
echoing, mirroring, and reduplication swing. Finally, just as 
the tension of the nn in innii is released in the alif-hamza 
combination that follows it, so in somewhat less intense a way 
the tension of the nz is released in the following a/if, the 
intermediary ziil serving as a mediation of the acoustical and 
semantic play of tension and release. Of course, such effects 
become semantically and acoustically significant only insofar 
as they are picked up and amplified throughout the sura. It 
would be easy to imagine contexts in which such a phrase 
would be completely unexceptional, or in which its phono-
logical character would inhibit rather than enhance the dis-
cursive resonance. It is interesting to compare this verse to 
44:3 (above, n. 17) which is itself made up of an extraordinary 
thick use of nasals and long a's. 

22 In line with his dominant interest in determining how the 
Qur'an was composed, Nllldeke suggests that in this case, as 
in others involving suras beginning with innii, we might be 
dealing with the fragment of a sentence, whose first part is 
lost. Cf. Theodor Nllldcke, Geschichte des Qoriins, vol. I 
(Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 1970), 92-93. 

si on of verse I yields: - - - - -I (hu) - - - - -, 
which would put the hu in the second half, yielding a 
10/10 balance. This placement would fit the metrical 
sense of the end of the sura: after the thick series of 
long syllables, the hu fits in with the final part of the 
verse to form a more metrically natural unit. 23 With the 
lengthening effects of madd and ghunna, considera-
tions of quantitative balance would pull the hu even 
more strongly toward the second half. 

The tension surrounding the hu is compounded by 
its semantic openness. The Jack of antecedent for the 
nii in anzalniihu foreshadows the even more charged 
case of an unstated antecedent in the case of hu. The 
second occurrence within a single verse of a pronoun 
without a stated antecedent puts a heavy burden on the 
second pronoun. In the case of the nii, the divine voice 
can be inferred as the antecedent. Though the consen-
sus of commentary and the plain-sense interpretation 
of the text would suggest the Qur'an as the antecedent 
for hu, the difficulties in interpretation pointed out 
above keep hu from achieving semantic closure.24 

The /T/ ofjTand the ftow ofliquids (layflaftil/qadr) 
in four successive syllables offer a sonic contrast to the 
first half of the verse, reinforcing the position of the hu 
between the two halves. The hu, pulled in one direction 
by syntactical rhythm and in the other by phonological 
cohesion, metrical rhythm, and quantitative balance, 
Jacking in specified antecedent, becomes the matrix of 
semantic, acoustic, emotive, and gender energy within 
verse I. This tension and centrality are further height-
ened by the resonance of hu with other aspirates along 
the central axis of the sura. The multi-sourced reso-
nance around the word hu calls attention to the latent 
ambivalence between its animate and inanimate possi-
bilities. By contrast, the feminine gender of lay/at 
al-qadr, and consequently the possibility of a personi-
fication, is not yet highlighted by any gender marked 
pronoun or inflection. 

Verse 2: wa mii adriika mii laylatu 1-qadr 

The expression mii adriika mii is used here, as else-
where in the Qur'an, to mark a term that is not expected 
to be immediately understood. With its long a's and 
nasals the mii adriika mii is phonologically parallel to 

" See Nelson, 9-13, and Gouda, 288-93, for discussions of 
rhythmic and metrical shifts in the Qur'an. 

24 Again, Rizi's commentary is among the more complete, 
with a full discussion of the rhetorical elements that bring 
about a sense of ta<dhfm: the lack of specified antecedent, the 
use of the plural, etc. See Riizi, 27. 
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the innii anzalnii of verse I. In each case we have a 
repetition of a nasal and long vowel (nii . .. nii, mii . .. 
mii) and in each case the first long vowel is lengthened 
by a madd due to a following hamza. The interior 
undertones, inverse echoes, and partial echoes of the 
nasalized a-sounds of innii anzalnii also find correspon-
dences with the interior acoustics of mii adriika mii, 
with the I r 1, enhanced by the tajwld effect of qalqalqa 
(a-d-a-rii-ka), playing the role of liquid hinge corre-
sponding to the Ill in anzalnii. 

As with verse I, there is a tension between syntacti-
cal rhythm and phonological cohesion. Syntactically, 
the verse falls into two parts, with a caesura after 
adriika: (wa mii adriika I I mii laylatu 1-qadr), putting 
the second mii in the second half of the verse. However, 
the cohesion of long-a sounds and nasalized conso-
nants ties the mii to the first half of the verse, rather 
than to the second. This attachment is reinforced hy 
the phonological parallelism between the units innii 
anzalnii and mii adriika mii. Quantitative balance leaves 
the mii in the hovering between the first and second 
halves of the verse. 25 Like the hu in verse I, the second 
mii is in tension between a syntactical pull forward 
toward the second half of the verse, and phonological 
cohesion that pulls it back, and a complex quantitative 
harmonics that seems to pull in both directions. 

Verse 3: laylatu 1-qadri khayrun min alfi shahr 

The meaning of lay/at al-qadr is questioned, but 
direct answer is deferred. The mii adriika mii ends in a 
deeper sense of questioning, rather than in any quick 
resolution. Instead of explaining what the night of 
qadr might be, the text repeats the phrase lay/at al-
qadr for the third time-this time at the beginning of 
the verse, and then offers the comparison to a thousand 
months. The verse is framed by two phrases laylatu 
1-qadri and min alfi shahr which belong rhythmically 
and phonologically with the verse ends of the sura. The 
two phrases surround the rhythmical and semantic 
pivot, khayrun, with its spondaic weightiness. The verse 
is made up entirely of short and closed syllables, in 
contrast to the previous verses, which were dominated 
by open, long a's. This phonic texture interrupts the 
emotive pitch set by the beginnings of the first two 
verses, while the repetitions of the construct lay/at al-
qadr reinforces the sense of anticipation. 

The acoustic effects mirror a thematic sense of antici-
pation. The night of qadr is said to be better than a 
thousand months. In two cases the Qur'an makes a 

" Again, the results depend upon how one counts the madd: 
- - (-) - -- mii- -- -. 
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similar remark concerning the transformation of tem-
poral categories in connection with the spirit. The 
opening verses of sural al-maciirij (70:4) combine a 
reference to the yawm ad-din with the suggestion that 
the angels and the rii/:1 rise upon a day whose length is 
fifty thousand years. In the second (32:5) a day is said 
to equal two thousand years by normal calculation. 
The reference occurs in a passage describing the divine 
amr and the creation of the primordial human (al-
insiin) through the breathing of ru/:1 into its shape. Ru/:1 
is thus connected with three moments-the creation of 
the first human, the yawm ad-din, and the prophetic 
experience of the night of qadr-and in each of the 
three moments temporal categories are transformed. 26 

The significance ofthis transformation is as yet partially 
veiled by the acoustic matter-of-factness of the pho-
nemic pattern, by the lack of specific reference at this 
point to the spirit, and by the lack of any enactment of 
this implied temporal transformation. All three of these 
elements occur in the following verse. 

Verse 4: tanazzalu 1-ma/ii'ikatu wa r-rii/:lufihii bi idhni 
rabbihim min kul/i amr 

tanazzalu 1-malii'ikatu. Verse 4 is the longest, most 
complex within the sura. It begins with a change in 
tense and voice, from the perfect, transitive anzalnii 
in verse r to the imperfect, intransitive tanazzalu 
(tatanazzalu), a shift that occurs within the repetition 
of the same verbal root. The comparison of a day to a 
thousand months that was made in verse 3 suggested 
the transformation of temporal linearity into a point of 
absolute present. The sudden shift from perfect to im-
perfect enacts that change. 27 The identical action is 
presented once as completed, once as in process, once 
transitive, once as intransitive. The shift in tense and 

26 While many commentators interpret the comparison of 
the night to a thousand months as simply being an indication 
of the greatness of the night, Qur\ubi, 131, cites a tradition 
that seems to get more to the heart of the way such compari-
sons are used in these passages. In this tradition, the compari-
son indicates that the night of qadr is a night equal to all time, 
jamic ad-dahr. 

27 The Christian mystics, John the Scot Erigena and Meister 
Eckhart, both emphasized the combination of perfect and 
imperfect tenses as essential to an intimation of the "eternal 
moment," the moment that for Eckhart always has occurred 
and always is occurring, and which in his Christian interpreta-
tion corresponds to the eternal birth of the son of God in the 
soul: semper noscitur, semper natus est (Cf. Meister Eckhart, 
Die deutschen und lateinischen Werke (Stuttgart and Berlin: 
W. Kohlhammer, 1936), LW, Comm. Jn. 3:9-10. 
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voice, not unusual in itself, becomes pronounced when 
heard through its resonances with the aural, emotive, 
and gender aspects of the passage. 

The words tanazza1u 1-ma1ii0ikatu mark a shift in 
phonological timbre from that of the preceding verse. 
The three a-sounds in ma1ii"ikatu, with a long a length-
ened by a madd, bring back the phonetic pattern of 
verse I, with echoes of the I af's in "innii anza1niihu." 
The fzl (strengthened through ikhfii0 ) and the 111 in 
anza1niihu are amplified into a droning, doubled lzl 
and a sequence of three Ills in tanazza1u 1-malii0ika. 
This acoustic reverberation and its modulation through 
the acoustics of the sura as a whole intensify the con-
nection between the shift in tense and mood and the 
enactment of the temporal transformation anticipated 
in the previous verse. 

wa r-rul;lufihii. Lohmann has suggested that verse 
4 is an "alien body" in the sura, pointing out that it 
"explodes" the hymnic rhythm of the sura through its 
lengthy and prosaic Erk1iirung. 28 Of interest here is not 
the cause of the rhythmic "explosion," but its literary 
effect. After the tightly structured rhythms of verses 
1-3, the rhythm Joes break down in verse 4, particu-
larly with the sequence of three short syllables in 
ma1ii0ikatu, resulting in a rhythmic hiatus between 
ma1ii0ikatu and the following conjunctive phrase, wa 
r-rul;lu fihii. The sense of being cut off from the 
previous phrase is further enhanced by the position of 
wa r-rii/:lu flhii within the Ve7se, and sura as a whole, 
and by its distinctive phonology, the sequence of long 
vowels: the I ii.l that seems amplified rather than 
interrupted by the tfamma, the ITI and the 1 B. I: 

------(-)---

tanazza1u 1-ma1ii0 ikatu I wa r-rul;lu flhii I bi idhni 
rabbihim min kulli amr 

Wa r-rul;luflhii is balanced on either side by phrases 
that are quantitatively similar, especially when one 

21 Lohmann, 283: "In diesem Zusammenhang erscheint V. 4 
als ein Fremdkorper, der dieses rhythmische Preislied durch 
cine ll!ngere prosaische Erkliirung sprengt. Sowohl in seiner 
iiuBeren Form als auch in seinem Inhalt erweist sich V. 4 als 
ein splterer Zusatz." Even Caprona, whose metric system is 
very flexible, is led to concede a rhythmic breakdown (une 
arythmie) at this point: Caprona, 230. He then goes on to 
suggest a cause: "On serait done tent~ de se demander par 
exemple si tanazzalu 1-malii'ikatu n'aurait pas ~t~ substitu~. 
par erreur de lecture peut-etre d'un ductus tres primitif, 11 une 
autre formule qui r~ablirait les isochronies .... " 

takes into consideration the madd in ma1ii0ika. The 
most evident reading of this verse would not separate 
tanazza1u 1-malii0ika from wa r-rul;luflhii, but would 
read them together as a unit: "The angels and the spirit 
come down upon her by leave of their lord through 
every amr." An alternative, acknowledged in some 
later tafsir literature, places wa rul;lu flhii in a circum-
stantial relation: "The angels come down-the spirit 
with them-upon her by leave of their lord from every 
amr. " 29 This interpretation is admittedly weak, from 
the point of view of surface semantics, but when 
looked at in view of the rhythmic and phonological 
break after the word ma1ii0ikatu and the position of the 
wa r-rul;lu flhii within the phrase and within the verse 
as a whole, it may well have a rationale that is not 
purely syntactical and which may operate more as a 
semantic undertone than as an interpretive option. In 
the circumstantial undertone, the unit wa r-ril/:lu flhii 
would be balanced syntactically between the two 
phrases that together form a complete expression: 
tanazzalu 1-malii,ikatu bi idhni rabbihim min kulli amr. 

If we divide the verse into two sections (as in fig. I b), 
the phrase wa r-ril/:lu flhii finds itself isolated and 
marked in yet another manner. It fits rhythmically 
between the preceding and following verse-ends, which 
are themselves in phonological, syntactical, and rhyth-
mic parallelism with one another, but its open syllables 
contrast dramatically with their closed syllables. As 
mentioned above, the hii infihii hangs over the margin 
established by the rhythmic boundary, giving it a par-
ticularly strong marking. 

Whether verse 4 is counted as one unit or two, the 
phrase wa r-rul;lu flhii is at the center of a variety of 
phonological and rhythmic stresses. At this point, I 
would suggest that a third possibility might be heard: 
"the spirit upon or within her," i.e., the night of qadr. 
Keeping the night as hii's antecedent and combining 
such a reading with the circumstantial syntax would 
make the central action that of spirit coming upon the 
night of qadr or upon the personification of the night. 
The action would be related in a grammatically oblique 
manner, surrounded by the main sentence which relates 
the secondary action-the angelic accompaniment as it 
were. Such a possibility has little justification on the 
level of surface syntax. Rather, the rhythmic "explo-
sion" exerts a strong enough pressure against the syn-
tactical flow of the verse to allow a semantic undertone 

29 See Khafiji, 384, who considers this the weaker possi-
bility. Qurtubi, 133, suggests that the intent of the verse 
in question is indicated by the parallel in 16:2: yunazzalu 
1-malii'ikatu bi r-rill;li min amrihi. 
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that would be otherwise untenable. This suggestion 
will be given additional weight when we turn later in 
the essay to resonances with other Qur' anic passages. 

The central location of wa r-rii/:lu fihii in the verse 
and of /:Ju in this clause, and the resulting pivotal 
position of the I;Ju on the syntactical, semantic, and 
acoustical levels, set up a reverberation with the other 
aspirates that occur along the phonological and rhyth-
mic central axis of the sura: the I /:11 of the l)atta in the 
following verse, and the hu of anzalniihu in verse I. 
While the l)u in rul)u is not pronominal, and while the 
l)u of rul)u is a different phoneme from the hu of 
verse I, a partial correspondence is generated by the 
repetition of the fi + feminine construction: hu fi 
laylati 1-qadr in verse I and the l)u fihii in verse 4, by 
the centrality of each sound unit within its respective 
verse, and by the aural dynamic of the sura as a whole. 
The effect of the complex echoing between hufi and l)u 
fihii may be the generation, as an undertone of a trans-
morphemic sound symbol, the aspirate r!amma. Such a 
figure might echo the association of spirit and breath 
that is evoked by the resonance of this passage with 
parallel passages elsewhere in the Qur'an.30 

Above, I rendered the fihii as "on it." The phrase is 
normally interpreted as indicating the time of the com-
ing down of the angels (they come down during the 
night of qadr, or, according to the subtext, when the 
spirit was upon the night of qadr). But it can also be 
read as indicating the locus or receptor of the revela-
tion, as in the symbolic interpretation attributed to Ibn 
ai-<Arabi(above, n. 17). Translated as feminine, the hii 
would have as its antecedent the laylatu 1-qadr in a 
quasi-personified sense. The spirit would be upon her 

JO See below, pp. 254-55. The power of acoustic correspon-
dences can be heard in the way syntax is ovcrriden in Suli use 
of the tahlil as a dhikr. lii iliiha il/ii 1/iih is composed of the 
kind of intense aural texture being discussed here, in this case 
a run of rs and long a's very similar to the run of n's and long 
a"s that occurs in several places in sural al-qadr. A certain Suli 
use of the tahlrl as a dhikr begins with the chanting of the 
entire refrain, and then proceeds to drop off phonemes from 
the beginning until reaching a culmination in the chant "hu, 
hu." While strictly speaking the hu is merely the last conso-
nant of the word allah and the grammatical inflection for the 
nominative, when it is isolated within the dhikr it becomes 
indistinguishable from the pronominal huf huwa (he), the di-
vine beloved, and is chanted in each outbreath within the 
meditatively and rhymically controlled breathing cycle of the 
dhikr. This usage does not invent the association, it merely 
allows what was a semantic undercurrent within the aural 
texture of the words to come to the surface. 
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or entering into her, the latter interpretation giving 
clear implications of insemination and conception, as 
associated with the story of Maryam and the spirit. 
Within such an" undertone the fi would become not 
only an indicator of temporal or spatial relation but a 
pivot for the gender interplay. 

bi idhni rabbihim min kulli amr. The final section 
of verse 4 presents a very different texture: syntactically 
loose, lexically ambiguous, acoustically rapid. The 
final phrase, min kulli amr, is in a strong acoustic 
relation to the previous phrase, forming a run of closed 
syllables, doubled consonants, and kasras: bi idhni 
rabbihim min kulli amr. The idghiim (the assimilation 
of the mim of rabbihim into the mTm of min) and the 
ikhfii' (between the nun and the kiif) both add to the 
sense of doubling and elongation. After the sequence 
of open syllables in the first and central sections of the 
verse, this final sequence of /if's, closed syllables and 
geminate consonants comes as a strong contrast: bi-
idh-ni rab-bi-him-min-kul-li-amr. It also parallels 
syntactically, phonologically, rhythmically, and accent-
ually, the last part of the previous verse (with # # 
indicating ghunna, and# indicating ikhfii'). 

un##min alfi shahr 

bi idhni rabbihim##min #kulli amr 

The min clause is syntactically ambiguous. It could 
imply that the angels (and the spirit) come down in 
possession of amr, as a result of amr, or as a manifesta-
tion, part, vestige of, or wholly made up of, amr. The 
syntax here is so loose that some traditions place the 
phrase min kulli amr with the following verse (i.e., "in 
every affair it is peace"). 31 Syntactical ambiguity is 
heightened by lexical indeterminacy in the word amr 
(command, order, dispensation, matter, affair, business 
at hand), one of the most fluid terms in the Qur'an. 
This ambiguity is reinforced by the phonic parallel 
with the last part of the previous verse (min alfi shahr), 
with its intimations of a transformation of temporal 
categories. Following the rhythmic break earlier in the 

31 Qurtubi, 134. An alternative reading gives imr', "person," 
i.e., the spirit is sent down to every person. Cf. Qurtubi, 134, 
Khafaji, 384-85, and Tabii!aba'I, 330-35. In this case, some 
interpret the min as meaning <alii. 
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verse, we now have a syntactical and lexical looseness 
that seems close to semantic breakdown. 32 

Verse 5: saliimun hiya l;wttii ma!Ja<i 1-fajr 

In the previous four verses, each of the four major 
movements-semantic, acoustical, emotive, and gen-
dered-has been treated as intertwined with the others 
and as having its own semi-autonomous dynamic. With 
the first two words of verse 5, it is as if all four move-
ments come together upon the key tonic chord. Or one 
might compare the first four verses to a network of 
streams, dams, and rivers, of tensions and releases of 
tensions. The final confluence takes place at the begin-
ning of verse 5. 

The semantic indeterminacy at the end of verse 4 
results in a build-up of tension that is released climac-
tically with the first two words of the final verse: 
sa/iimun hiya. The statement seems to follow directly 
from v:rse 3: wii mii adriika mii laylatu 1-qadr ... 
saliimun hiya, in a manner directly parallel to 101:10-
ll: wa mii adriika mii hiya [al-hiiwiya] I niirun l;liimiya. 
The expression is syntactically charged. Commentators 
have glossed it as saliimatun hiya or khayrun hiya 
(peaceful or good is the night). It is hard to hear the 
phrase without hearing-at least on the subliminal 
level-the echoes of the saliimun <alii. 33 This echo is 
compounded by the emphatic position of saliimun at 
the beginning of the verse. Some traditions evoke the 
angels greeting every pious human, or one another, on 
the night of peace. Such an interpretation could be 
read as a dramatization of the semantic tension within 
the expression and the expectation of sa/iimun <alii that 
it sets up. 34 

32 Cf. J. Baljon, "The :4mr of God' in the Koran," Acta 
Orientalia 23 (1959): 7-18, and Lohmann, 284. In another 
context, Rahman suggests that min amrihi should be trans-
lated only as "from the command of the lord" when it is used 
in copnection with the spirit: Rahman, 29. 
" There are at least sixteen Qur'anic occurrences of saliimun 

'alii and one of saliimun /aka, which make up the majority of 
occurrences of the form sa/iimun acting as a mubtadi' or in a 
syntactically analogous position; the one interesting excep-
tion, along the lines of sa/iimun hiya, being saliimun qawlan 
(36:58). RAzi, 36-37, offers one of the clearer and more exten-
sive outlines of possible interpretations. 

34 Qu.;ubi, 134: "According to ai-Sha'bi, the angels ... 
pass by each believer and say: as-sa/iimu 'alayka <ayyuha 1-
mu'minu. And it is also said that the angels greet one another 
in it (i.e., in the night of destiny)." Again, these early tradi-
tions tend to ignore any possibility of personification, and 
thus we find no reference to the night as the possible recipient 
of the greeting or good news. 

Compounding the effect further is the rhythmic and 
phonemic quality of saliimun. The central long a 
echoes the long-a sounds of the preceding verses and 
gathers the emotive charge associated with them. More 
specifically, the combination short a, consonant, long 
a, sets up a chain of assonance reaching back through 
the sura: salii (in saliimun ), malii (in malii'ika, verse 4), 
kamii (from adriika mii, verse 2) and wamii (from wa 
mii adriika, verse 2). The mii's of verse 2 are in turn 
linked to the nii's of verse I by phonological parallel-
ism. Of particular interest is the assonance of salii with 
malii, with its repetition of the entire alllii combina-
tion. Throughout these various echoes, the long-a 
sound is being filtered and intensified to the emotive 
pitch of some Arabic interjections (yii, alii, ayyuhii) 
that are themselves built upon I 'J.I, yet here it escapes 
confinement to any single lexical unit. 3s 

Any expectation of saliimun <alii engendered by the 
saliimun at the beginning of the verse is broken with 
the word hiya. The immediate syntactical expectation 
is neglected in favor of an expectation more deeply 
embedded within the dynamics of the sura as a whole, 
bringing out a more latent possibility and giving a 
sense of surprise, of newness, to the hiya. 36 In such an 
enhanced position, the ambivalence between animate 
and inanimate readings achieves articulation. If we 
translate the hiya as "it," the evident antecedent is the 
night: "the night is peace." With the alternate trans-
lation, "she," we can sense not only the hiya but all the 
pronouns struggling toward a more personified and 
mythic sense. 37 

" For Islamic interjections-interestingly called a$Wiil (tones 
or sounds)-see Wright, 1:194. See also the niiniyya of lbn 
Zaydiin, verses 2 and 8. This poem achieves its emotively 
intense character by combining themes from both the classical 
poetic and the Qur'anic traditions (such as the Qur'anic 
theme of the qiyiima and the poetic theme of the departure of 
the beloved), and especially by combi.ning the aural effects of 
classical and badi' prosody with those of the Qur'an. Note 
particularly the intensive use of the long a in verse two: al/ii 
wa qad ~iina $-~ub~u 1-bayni $abba~anii I ~aynun fa qiima 
binii /i 1-~ayni nii'inii. Cf. lbn Zaydiin, Diwiin (Beirut: Dar 
$adir, 1975), 9. 

36 See Khafaji, 384, for another alternative, that the ante-
cedent of hiya is the rii~, a possibility that is thematically 
remote but which may have plausibility at the level of seman-
tic and phonic undertone, especially in view of the extremely 
charged nature of rii~ (see below, section 11). 

" The inclination toward personification of"lay/a"may well 
be heightened by the almost complete homonymy between 
lay/a and the personal name laylii, which is also the name of 
the most famous beloved of the classical poetic tradition. The 
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The two sides of verse 5, saliimun hiya, and ma{la<i 
1-fajr hinge on the pronoun /:lattii. This word is tied 
grammatically to what follows, and the rhythm of 
natural syntax places the pronoun with the second part 
of the verse, as does the alliteration between /:lattii and 
mat/a<. Yet there is also a phonic cohesion of the I af 
with the first half of the verse. Though the pull in both 
directions is not as strong as it was with the hu in verse 
1, the mii of verse 2, or the khayrun in verse 3, it is 
strong enough to echo its more effective predecessors, 
and it is amplified by the placement of /:lattii at the 
quantitative center of the verse. 

The harmonic balance heard in the sphere of gender 
is echoed in two more areas as the sura ends. In balance 
with the sending down and coming down (tanzTI and 
tanazzul) is the "rise" (mat/a') of daybreak. And in 
balance with the night is the breaking of dawn (fajr). 
The Qur,an (17:12) refers to the alternation of day and 
night as a sign (iiya), the interpretation of which is of 
vital importance and which is bound up with destiny. 
The wordfajr has a range of meanings, many of which 
involve the notion of a violent transformation.18 This 
sense of a shock is intensified by the position of fajr as 
the final rhyming end-word of the sura, a rhyme which 
is itself quite accented and non-euphonic. 39 The last 
three words of the sura are balanced precisely between 
the calm of night and the lyricism of the general image 
of night yielding to day, on the one hand, and a sense 
of foreboding concerning the break, or breaking, of the 
day. The rhyming offajr with the thrice-repeated qadr, 
with shahr, and with amr accents the relationship 
among the oscillation of day and night, the relativity 
and collapsing of time, and the Qur,anic understand-
ingofqadr. 

The phonological reading has yielded a variety of 
tentative sound and sense relations. In the following 
sections I relate them more directly to the semantic and 
thematic aspects of the sura, and to other phonologi-
cally and semantically parallel passages within the 
Qur,an. 

point here is not that the hearer or reciter thinks of the 
personal name lay/a during the recitation of sural al·qadr, but 
that the homonymy between the two words can contribute to 
the tendency toward personification, especially in combina-
tion with other linguistic motivations. The widespread exis-
tence of punning within Arabic suggests the latent semantic 
force of complete and partial homonymy. 

38 Cf. Ibn Man~ur, Lisiin a/-"Arab (Beirut: Dir ~idir, n.d.), 
5:45-48. 

39 For the rarity of this particular tasJT', see Lohmann, 226. 
For some comments on the use of the term tas]T' rather than 
qafiya in discussions of Qur'anic rhyme, see Faruqi, 105-6. 
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The word rii/:1 appears less than two dozen times in 
the Qur,an:0 almost always in one of three contexts: 
creation, prophecy, and the yawm ad-dTn. Though the 
three moments are presented as separate, they are 
intertwined-thematically, lexically, and acoustically.41 

(I) The creation motif includes both the creation of 
the primordial human and the conception of Jesus. In 
the first case (15:29, 32:9), the primordial human (insiin 
or bashar), made from mud or clay ({Tn), is the receiver 
of the ril/:1 breathed into it by the creator: nafakhtuflhi 
min rii/:11. The language of the Maryam episode is 
almost identical, only this time it is Maryam into whom 
the spirit is breathed (21:91, 66:12): nafakhniifihii [or 
flhi] min rii/:linii. Another tie between the conception 
of Jesus and the creation of Adam can be heard in 
(19:17): fa arsa/nii ilayhii ril/:laniifa tamaththala /ahii 
basharan sawiyyan, "We sent down to her our spirit 
and it took the appearance of a formed human." The 
phrase basharan sawiyyan is the exact phrase used in 
the creation story to indicate the human form brought 
to life by the inbreathing of the spirit. Here the bashar 
becomes the form taken by the spirit, which in 21:91 
and 66:12 was breathed into Maryam.42 We note here 
an interesting gender dynamic. In one case it is insiin or 

40 O'Shaughnessy, 13-15, lists 20 instances, with the Arabic 
citations and translations. 'Abd ai-Bllqi's AI-Mu'jam ai-
Mufahris (Cairo: Kitib al-Sha'b, n.d.), 326, gives the same 
citations, but numbers them as 21 separate references, giving 
a separate citation to the two occurrences of the word in 17:85 
( 17:87 by O'Shaughnessy's numbering, based upon Fluegel). 

41 Sura 32, for example, begins with a mention of Muham-
mad's prophecy (1-3). It moves suddenly to creation and the 
breathing of the spirit into the primordial human (4-9), and 
then, in a final sudden shift, to the yawm ad-dTn (10-11). 
'' For the creation of the primordial human, see 32:8, 15:28-

29, and the very similar 38:71-72, the latter of which reads: 
idh qii/a rabbuka li 1-ma/ii'ikati inni khiiliqun basharan min 
tin fa idhii sawwaytuhu wa nafakhtu fihi min ru/;li fa qa'u 
lahu siijidTn, "When your lord said to the angels: 'I am going 
to create humankind from mud. When I have formed it/him 
and breathed into it/him, then fall before it/him in prostra-
tion.'" For the Maryam episodes, see 66:12 and the almost 
identical 21:91, the latter of which reads: wa 1-/ati a/;lsanat 
farjahiifa nafakhniifihii min rii/;linii waja'alniihii wa bnahii 
iiyatan li 1-'iilimin. 66:12 is almost identical but brings out 
more strongly the implications of spiritual insemination by 
replacing thefihii withfihi. The antecedent for the masculine 
pronoun would most naturally and logically befarjahii. Mul;lyi 
al-Oin ibn ai-'Arabi recognized the power of the gender dy-
namic in the Qur'an and refers to it often in his Fu~~. 
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bashar who receives the spirit-a gender-non-specific 
term that is usually rendered gender-specific in the 
personification of the insiin as Adam.43 In the other 
case it is Maryam who receives the spirit, a spirit that 
in another passage personifies itself (1ama1h1hala) as 
bashar. Finally, in another passage, Jesus himself, who 
is the result of that inbreathing, is called the spirit 
(4:171). 

(2) In the second moment, the ruJ:r is associated with 
the sending down (lanzfl) of prophetic revelation, as in 
16:2: "He sends down the angels with the spirit from 
his amr to whichever of his servants he wills." The 
spirit of transcendence, ru}:ru 1-quds (16:102) is linked 
to the prophecy of Mu ham mad. The ruJ:r is also seen as 
a support (la 0yfd) for the prophecy of Jesus, son of 
Maryam (2:87, 2:253, 5:11 0). These verses are in ten-
sion with those mentioned above in which Jesus him-
self is called the spirit (4:171). The spirit-as-support 
passages and the Jesus-as-spirit passage echo, acous-
tically and lexically, the description of the creation of 
Jesus through the spirit's insemination of Maryam.44 

The ru}:r-prophecy passage is the subject par excellence 
of our essay, sural al-qadr. 

(3) Qur'anic passages related to the yawm al-dfn 
allude to the spirit-creation and spirit-prophecy pas-
sages, for example, 70:4: "The angels ascend-and the 
spirit-to him on a day whose extent is fifty thousand 
years." The equation of this day to fifty thousand years 
recalls the statement in sural al-qadr that the night of 
qadr is better than a thousand months." In both the 

especially in the sections on Jesus and Muhammad. See Jbn 
al-'Arabi, Fu~ii$ a/-lfikam, ed. A. A. Affifi (Cairo: Oar 1\>yli' 
al-Kutub al-'Arabiyya, 1946). 
" Phyllis Trible's argument concerning the gender nonspeci-

ficity of the Biblical Adam in the first creation account might 
have some bearing on issues in Qur:>anic interpretation, as 
well. See Phyllis Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978); idem, Texts of Terror: 
Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives (Philadel-
phia: Fortress Press, 1984). 
" For an interesting interpretation of this issue, see Jbn al-

'Arabi, Fu$ii~. 138-50. Ibn al-'Arabi notes that Jesus is called 
spirit and that he brings together the spirit as life force (as 
seen in his conception) and the spirit as prophetic support. 
This nexus of associations provides him with an interpreta-
tion of the life-producing miracles associated with the proph-
ecy of Jesus. The text is translated in lbn al-'Arabi, The 
Bezels of Wisdom, tr. R. W. J. Austin (New York: Paulist 
Press, 1980), 172-86. 
" It also recalls the statement (32:5) equating the day to a 

thousand years: yudabbiru 1-amra mina s-samii'i ilii 1-a"!i 
thumma ya'ruju ilayhifT yawmin kiina miqdiiruhu a/fa sanatin 
min mii ta'uddiln, "He directs the amr from the heaven to the 

prophetic moment and the moment of final return, a 
particular delimited span of time is compared to a 
much larger span. In each case the relationship between 
the ru}:r and the angels is un~pecified. The imagery, 
syntax, vocabulary, and acoustics of one mirrors the 
other. 

70:4 la'ruju l-malii0ikalu wa r-ruJ:ru ilayhi 
97:4 lanazzalu l-malii 0 ikalu wa r-ru}:rujfhii 

Here the "coming down" that occurs on the night of 
qadr is balanced by the "rising" that occurs on the day 
of dfn, the feminine indirect object counterbalanced by 
the masculine indirect object (jfhii, ilayhi). These inter-
textual correspondences and inversions reinforce the 
intratextual polarity noted above in surat al-qadr be-
tween the coming down of the angels and the rising 
(ma{fa<) of dawn. The intertwining of the two passages 
leads to the sense of something hidden within the in-
tensely lyrical imagery of daybreak coming after a 
night better than a thousand months. It may allude to 
the break of the day equal to fifty thousand years or, in 
another version, to a thousand years-the rising of the 
spirit back to its source at the yawm ad-din. 

Through such aural, syntactic, and thematic inter-
twining among the ruJ:r passages involving creation, 
revelation, and yawm ad-dfn, of which the above ex-
ample is only one of many that could be cited, the spirit 
takes on a temporal multivalence. The occurrence of 
the term ril}:r within these three distinct moments en-
genders an intertextual acoustical-semantic dynamic 
that plays against the separation of the three moments 
and transforms normal understandings of time.'6 The 

earth/ then it goes up to him on a day whose extent is a 
thousand years by your calculations." It is not clear whether 
the thousand years modifies the going up only, or can refer 
back to the directing of the amr as well, though most transla-
tions choose the former. See also 78:38 (yawma yaqilmu 
r-ril/:lu wa l-malii0ikatu $ajfan, "a day the spirit rises-the 
angels in ranks"). In these two cases the aural factors that 
heighten the circumstantial possibility are not as pronounced, 
however. In 78:38, the syntactical places of al-ril/:lu and al-
maliPikatu are inverted. 
" This intertwining of semantic and acoustic fields between 

the yawm ad-dTn and lay/at al-qadr is then compounded by a 
similar aural and semantic intertwining between creation and 
the yawm ad-dTn. In silrat al-infi(iir, the apocalyptic imagery 
associated with the yawm ad-dTn is immediately followed by a 
reference to the creation (khalq) and formation (taswiya) of 
humankind, themes and terms closely aligned in silrat al-
sajada with the inbreathing of the spirit into humankind. 

We can give only a brief example here of the constant 
reflection of semantic fields and key terms (iiya, amr, sawwii, 
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yawm ad-drn is both a second creation and a second 
revelation, the moment when what is hidden within the 
earth, behind the spheres, within the tombs, and within 
the breasts of humankind is revealed. While this revela-
tion can be seen in temporal terms as happening in the 
future, from the divine perspective this secret is already 
known-as is emphasized in the continual references 
to the divine as the <ailm (knower), samfC (hearer), 
ba~lr (seer), and the khablr (the one skilled in knowing 
human intentions). The mediator between this atem-
poral perspective and the temporal is the rill}. From 
the temporal perspective these are three distinct mo-
ments, but from the eternal perspective they seem, as it 
were, embedded one within the other, a phenomenon 
foretold and enacted by the embedding of the acoustical-
semantic fields of each within the other. 

This embedding of the three archetypal moments 
one within the other is mediated through the polarity 
of day and night, a primary image within siirat al-qadr, 
as well as a sign or archetype, an iiya. Day and night 
are also frequently evoked in the oaths that begin many 
of the shorter suras. 47 In one case, the rhyme is identi-
cal with that used in siirat al-qadr, the emphatic and 
difficult closed syllable ending in "r": 

I By the dawn 
2 and ten nights 
3 and the even and the odd 
4 and the night when it is dispelled 
5 is there not in that an oath for one of insight 

(l}tjr)'ts 
(siirat al-fajr, 89: 1-5) 

istawa, nafakha, bashar, wa~r. mala>ika). Thus, wa~i, which 
often denotes revelation, is used in siirat al-zalzala in connec-
tion with the yawm ad-din, and in a manner that cannot help 
bring to mind other spirit passages linking spirit to concep-
tion (bPanna rabbaka aw~ lahii). 

47 For a summary and discussion of oaths in the Qur>an, see 
A. Yusuf Ali, The Holy Quran: Text, Translation, and Com-
mentary (New York: Hafner Publishing, 1946), 2:1784-88. 

48 wa 1-fajr 
wa layalin ashr 
wa sh-shaJ<i wa 1-watr 
wa 1-layli idha yasr 
halfi dhalika qasamun li dhi Mr 

Here we note a build up of verse length that reaches its 
apogee in the following verse: 

a lam tara kayfaJa<ala rabbuka bi <ad. 
"Don't you see what your lord did with 'Ad?" 

At this climactic point the end-rhyme shifts to the emotively 
intense <ad, with its long a in emphatic position at the end of 
the verse. 
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Implicit in the alternation of day and night is a 
transformation from temporal triplicity (creation, reve-
lation, yawm ad-din) to the duality of day and night-
or into a complex triplicity of day, night, and day, with 
the triple and dual, the odd and the even, combined 
into one movement. The transformation from triplicity 
to polarity to primordial unity beyond temporal dis-
tinction is centered upon the riil}. 

The connection between riil} and qadr in siirat al-
qadr suggests that this transformation of time into a 
primordial unity is an aspect of qadr. Through the mii 
adriika mii, the Qur'anic voice acknowledges that the 
meaning of qadr is obscure. In the pre-Islamic vocabu-
lary, qadara meant "to decree or allot." The term 
naturally becomes associated with fate and with wealth 
(a good "lot"). The commentators offer two major 
possibilities, qadr as power or empowerment on the 
one hand, or divine determination on the other. An-
other double possibility also presents itself: the night as 
the night that is determined or decreed in advance, or 
the night in which the determination of future events is 
contained. Qadr seems to be situated between empower-
ment (qudra) and fate (qadar). 49 Translators of the 
Qur'an have tended to choose terms like "power" for 
qadr, terms that express only one side of the semantic 
field. It is my view that "destiny" might come closer to 
expressing the mutivalence of the term, though no 
single English term would seem sufficient. 5° 

49 The intertwinings and intersections of connotations among 
qadr, qudra, and qadar are explored by lbn Man~iir, Lisan 
ai-"Arab, 5:74-80. 

50 Qadir can be used in the more univocal sense of "having 
capability" o~ "being able" ( 17:99, 36:81 ). The notions capabil-
ity and measurement are stressed by Zamakhshari, unsur-
prisingly in view of the Mu<tazili denial of qadar: Asas 
ai-Balagha, ed. <Abd ai-Ral}miin Mal}miid (Qum, n.d.), 357. 
Arberry, 345, translates qadr as "power." Syed Abdul Latif 
chooses "glory": AI-Quran Rendered into English (Hydera-
bad: The Academy of Islamic Studies, 1969), 528. T. B. Irving 
(Ta'lim 'Ali) translates it as "power" but titles the sura 
"Power (or Fate)": The Qur'an: The First American Version 
(Brattleboro, Vt.: Amana Books, 1988), 383. Ahmad Ali 
chooses "determination": AI-Qur'an: A Contemporary Trans-
lation, 544. Richard Bell translates qadr as power, but then 
remarks: "The common translation of the phrase has been 
retained; 'Night of Decree' would perhaps correspond better 
to the sense." R. Bell, The Qur'an: Translated, with a Critical 
Re-arrangement of zhe Surahs, vol. 2 (Edinburgh: T. & T. 
Clark, 1937 [1960]), 669. Guillaume, 111, chooses "destiny." 
For a good discussion of the ambivalences within the use of 
the term qadr here, see Lohmann, 280: "Die Nacht AI-Qadr 
ist nicht nur eine ganz bestimmte, im Heilsplan Gottes 
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The uncertainty over the meaning of qadr is reflected 
in the uncertainty over which night in Ramadan con-
stitutes the night of qadr, a question that is at the 
center of most classical exegeses of the sura. The classi-
cal interpreters emphasize the storing up of future 
events in the lay/at a/-qadr, a phenomenon that repre-
sents the containment of a span of time (whether one 
year or all time) within a single moment. The confusion 
over which odd-numbered night is the night of qadr-
and in most interpretations the night could fall on 
several odd-numbered nights in the last part of Rama-
dan51-relates this temporal transformation to the 
alternations of day and night, odd and even. The main-
taining of the vigil on what is held to be the night of 
qadr imbues the occasion with a sense of the dissolu-
tion of normal temporal boundaries, as if it were a 
ritual performance, a living out of the temporal trans-
formation that is textually performed within siirat al-
qadr and across its intertextual reverberations with 
other rii/:r passages in the Qur'an." 

lii 

In order to discuss the significance of rii/:r and qadr 
in siirat al-qadr, I departed from the close reading of 
the sura to trace some intertextual resonances through 
other passages. Though reference was made to acous-
tic, emotive, and gender intertwinings in the rii/:r pas-
sages involving creation, prophecy, and the yawm 
ad-din, it is beyond the scope of this article to trace 
such intertwinings in the manner followed in the close 
reading of siirat al-qadr. Yet an instance of close read-
ing is necessary to demonstrate more clearly the nexus 
between the acoustic, emotive, and gender modes on 
the one hand, and the thematic on the other. 

Along with the alternation of day and night, the 
alternation of male and female is central to siirat al-
qadr. Just as the spirit is associated with the trans-
formation of temporal categories, so in the close 
reading of surat al-qadr and in the discussion of the 

von Anfang an genau festgesetzte Nacht, in der mit der 
Herabsendung des Korans an Muhammed begonnen worden 
ist, sondern auch die N acht, in der das weitere Schicksal 
von Welt und Mensch in alien Einzelheiten festgelegt wird." 
" See Tabii!abii'i, 333-34. 
" Qushayri, 750, relates, without explanation, the following 

evocative verses in the same rhyme as the sura: 
ya laylatan min layiili d-dahri I qiibaltu fThii badrahii bi 

badri 
wa lam yakun 'an shafaqin wafajrin I /.lattii tawallat bikra 

d-dahri 

three primordial moments, the rii/:r (which can be gram-
matically either masculine or feminine) has emerged at 
the center of a complex gender dynamic. The rii/:r serves 
as a mediation between the limitations of individual 
entity and something more universal. While it may be 
interpreted as an individual personality or agent, such 
as Gabriel, it resists being limited to any single entity. 
The effort to find a single entity corresponding to rii/:r 
has meant a dividing up of the term among several 
possibilities, with consequent concern over their incom-
patibility, a shattering of the meaning into a set of 
isolated reifications.53 

Here we might reconsider the concept of sign (oya) 
in the Qur'an. It may be that the concept refers not 
only to signs within the world, but self-referentially to 
the Qur'an's own generation of meaning. Those fea-
tures called signs and those items that the Qur'anic 
voice swears by (day and night, odd and even, male 
and female) indicate central modes of Qur'anic signifi-
cation. The dynamic of gender would be not only a 
sign within the world, but a central aspect of Qur'anic 
semantics. Not only would the Qur'an point to the 
sign, it would speak through it. 

The archetypal nature of the alternation of day and 
night, and odd and even, was reflected in a Qur'anic 
oath quoted above. In another Qur'anic oath, that 
alternation is tied to the polarity of male and female, 
and it is this oath that should lead back to the har-
monics of gender: 

I wa 1-/ay/i idhii yaghsha 
2 wa n-nahiiri idhii taja/lo 
3 wa mo khalaqa dh-dhakara wa 1-untho 

siirat al-lay/ (92: 1-3) 

I By the night when it shrouds 
2 And the day when it reveals 
3 And what made the male and female 

Some translations follow the classicalta/sfr in inter-
preting the mii in verse 3 as a substitute for man, and 
thereby translate it as "He" or "Him. " 54 Aural, emotive, 

" This effect is particularly strong in O'Shaughnessy, cited 
above, n. 15. 
" Riizi, 198, is most matter of fact in making the substitu-

tion: mii bi ma'nii man. Qushayri, 3:735, is equally quick to 
substitute: ay man. Pickthall, 808, 812, renders the last verse, 
"And by Him who made the male and the female," and 
translates the mii similarly in 95:7 and 91:5. Arberry, 341, 
renders it, "And That which created the male and the female." 
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and gender connotations and interplays are not con-
sidered important enough to give pause to such a sub-
stitution. A justification for the substitution that would 
validate the literary ·and artistic quality of the text is 
not offered. However, in this case, and it might be 
argued, in other cases as well, ss the substitution is prob-
lematic. Throughout the Qur'an, third person reference 
to Allah is made through the masculine/neuter. In the 
absence of any sustained theological justification for 
viewing the deity as male, the choice can be considered 
conventionaL However, in this passage the subject mat-
ter is not just creation in general, but the creation of 
gender. The "man" substitution theory leads to the 
translation of the mii as "Him." Though we might 
recognize the "Him" as conventional, the contradiction 
involved with a grammatically male referent creating 
gender is rhetorically and stylistically awkward. A 
sounding through the four modes of analysis of the 
other possibility-taking mii seriously as mii-will sug-
gest the plausibility of rendering to the mii its own 
textual integrity. 

The neuter and inanimate character of mii and the 
syntactical ambivalence between the relative pronoun 
and the interrogative pronoun are vital for the corre-
spondences and allusions that give the verse its vitality. 
These correspondences are compounded by the impor-
tant assonance between the mii and long a of unthii, 
and by the strong end-assonance of yaghshii and tajallii 
in the previous verses. 

One solution is to read the ma as ma1dariyya. Cf. Maulvi 
Muhammad Ali, The Holy Qur'an: Containing the Arabic 
Text with English Translation and Commentary (Surrey, 
England: 1917), 1196: "And the creating of the male and 
female." For a similar translation, see The Quran: An English 
Translation of the Meaning of the Quran, checked and revised 
by Mahmud Y. Zayid (Oar al-Choura: 1980). While this 
translation does not fall into gender contradiction and does 
not collapse the mii into man, it nevertheless loses-as trans-
lations seem fated to lose-the aural resonances between the 
ma in this passage and other important passages with acous-
tically charged usages of ma. Ahmad Ali translates the verse, 
"And what He created of the male and female." While gram-
matically possible, this interpretation must create an antece-
dent for the subject of khalaqa that is not only not in the text, 
but seems to go against the oath style. See also Ahmad Ali, 
539. Irving's version, p. 378, reads: "and whatever has created 
the male and the female." For an illustration of the extra-
ordinary ambivalence within the tradition concerning this ma, 
see the traditions relating to Abil Dardii.': Bukhii.n, 3:154. 

" Other cases are to be found in 95:7 and 91:5, 6, 7, the 
latter of which is especially resonant with the passage in sural 
al-lay/. 
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Wa mii khalaqa reverberates in turn against passages 
elsewhere in the Qur'an. In sural al-zalzala, the earth 
is portrayed as being caught up in a cosmic shaking. 
After two verses based upon f 8./ and the lahii rhyme, 
the third verse shows a powerful phonetic parallelism 
both with the surrounding verses of the sura, and with 
the "wa mii khalaqa": wa qiila 1-insiinu mii lahii. The 
most cosmic moment is combined with the most inti-
mate speech, as if a person were asking about the state 
of a woman's birth pangs: "and a person will ask 'what 
is with her."' The verses that follow bring the semantic 
and acoustical charge of the f 8./ and the Ciilahii asso-
nance (ziilahii, qiilahii, mii lahii, biirahii,/:lii lahii) to the 
breaking point, allowing the mii of mii lahii an un-
limited resonance as an undertone. Within this reso-
nance is a unification among the moments of creation, 
revelation, and yawm ad-din, especially in verse 5: 
bi'anna rabbaka awl;zii lahii: "how your lord inspired 
her." Taken from context, one would almost think 
Maryam was meant, and the connection of Jesus with 
the yawm ad-din takes on a compelling logic. Creation, 
revelation, and the yawm ad-din are three moments 
seen in terms that often imply an insemination, a con-
ception, and a birth, often in terms of the gender 
dynamic heard in sural al-qadr in the above analysis. 
The radical w I bf y used in reference here to the yawm 
ad-din ties the passage to the moment of revelation. 
The aural, emotive, and gender resonances of the 
sound-units, such as mii lahii and awl;zii lahii, link this 
yawm ad-din passage even more strongly to creation 
( wa mii khalaqa) and revelation, as well as to sural 
al-qadr. The forming of an aspirate (lamma from the 
hu in hu fl and the l:zu in ru/.lu fihii in surat al-qadr 
would find its analogue on the feminine side by the 
formation of an aspirate f 8./ from the /:zii and the hii in 
awl:zii lahii, an effect reinforced by the incantational 
repetition of lahii throughout sural al-zalzala. 56 

The mii assumes a similarly central role in sural al-
qiiri<a, a sura with two key feminine-gendered parties 

56 idha zulzilali 1-art,lu zilzalaha 
wa akhrajali 1-arrj.u athqalaha 
wa qala 1-insanu ma /ahii 
yawma'idhin tu/;laddilhu akhbiirahii 
bi'anna rabbaka awl_ra lahii 

It is interesting to note that while the play of aspirates is 
located in sural al-qadr along the central axis, it occurs in 
sural al-zalzala (and sural al-qari<a, see below) within the 
tas)Tc endings. The interchangeability of central position and 
end position can also be seen by comparing the interior tasji< 
of sural al-zalzala (zulzilat, akhraja1, qalat) with the end-
verse tasjr< of sural al-infiliir (nfa!arat. ntatharat, sujjirat, 
bu<thirat). 
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( qiiri<a and hiiwiya ). The first three verses of the sura 
show a progressive build-up of acoustic and emotive 
associations with the mii and the I iil: al-qiiri<a I mii 
1-qiiri<a I wa mii adriika mii 1-qiiri<a, "the qiiri<a, what 
is the qiiri<a, what can let you know what the qiiri<a 
is?" The phonic patterns of these verses are then inten-
sified throughout the sura, combined with the imagery 
of the yawm ad-din, culminating in the final verses: fa 
ummuhu hiiwiya I wa mii adriika mii hiyah I niirun 
/;!iimiya. Again we hear an aspirate I iil combination at 
the point when the undertone of gender dynamic is 
most strong, with hiiwiya, mii hiya and /;!iimiya in a 
robust phonological, rhythmic, and accentual parallel-
ism. The undertone of partial personification is further 
strengthened by the unusual word hiiwiya, with its 
complex semantic field (a woman bereft of her children, 
an abyss, with etymological associations of emptiness, 
air, and desire), and equally complex syntactical range 
(from "his mother is a hiiwiya" to the possibility of a 
curse "may his mother be hiiwiya"). 51 

Thematic and lexical resonances that were heard 
among the three moments of spirit, creation, revela-
tion, and the yawm ad-din, are now also heard through 
phonological parallelism. Returning to siirat al-qadr, 
we find in the wamii of wa mii khalaqa the aCii se-
quence that was the phonological tonic of siirat al-qadr 
(salii, malii, and, precisely, wamii). In each of the three 
moments, the semantic, emotive, and acoustic energies 
fall upon units of sound and meaning that are complex 

" Cf. lbn Man~lir, 15:373, and Qu11ubT, 167. 
al-qiirica 
mii 1-qiirica 
wa mii adriika ma 1-qiirica 
yawma yakunu n-niisu ka 1-fariishi 1-mablhulh 
wa 1akunu 1-jibii/u ka Vihni 1-man.fiish 
fa ammii man thaqulat mawiizfnuh 
fa huwa fT <ishalin rii<fiya 
wa ammii man khaffal mawiizlnuh 
fa ummuhu hiiwiya 
wa mii adriika mii hiyah 
niirun J:riimiya. 

A fuller treatment of sural al-qiiri'a is given by M. Sells, 
"Sound and Meaning in Sural ai-Qiiri'a," a paper presented 
to the Middle East Studies Association, Toronto, Nov. 1989, 
which is now being revised for publication. One important 
difference between sUral al-qiirica and sUral al-qadr is the 
highly prominent role played by the distinction between 
pharyngealized and non-pharyngealized f'J.f within sural al-
qiiri'a. The pharyngealized f 'J.f occurs only once in sural 
al-qadr (in adriika ), and though the effect of the pharyngeali-
zation in sU.rat al-qadr is not insignificant, it is not strong 
enough to warrant specific discussion in the present essay. 

and gender-charged. When it is not dismissed through 
the substitution of man for mii, the mii in siirat al-lay! 
can be heard in its interplay between animate and 
inanimate, and relative and interrogative. Its phono-
logical correspondences with other passages give it the 
highest emotive charge. An aural analysis has followed 
a trail that ties siirat al-lay[ together with the rii/:1 
passages of each of the three moments: creation, proph-
ecy, and yawm ad-dfn. In each case it is implicated in 
the gender dynamic associated with the rii/;1. 

Keeping in mind these acoustical resonances, and 
the thematic resonances involving women conceiving, 
giving birth, or bereft of their children, we might return 
to the saliimun hiya. Richard Bell made the following 
elliptical comment on siirat al-qadr: "In some ways 
what is here said of it (the night of qadr] suggestS that 
some account of the Eve of the Nativity may have 
given rise to it. " 58 Bell does not give his reasons for 
making such a speculation. The above analysis sug-
gests a connection, but a connection that would run 
against the frequent treatment of Qur'anic themes as 
borrowings from Biblical traditions. Through an in-
tricate webbing of echoes, allusions, resonances across 
the four modes of discourse and across a variety of 
passages the Qur'an seems to have evoked an expe-
rience of bushrii similar to that found in the xaipE, 
KE;(apttWf!EVTJ (Hail, Blessed one) of Luke I :28. When 
we compare the various texts tied together through 
these resonances and hear their undertone of gender 
dynamic, we arrive at a sustained gender figure in 
which a series of partially personified female referents 
(the earth, the hiiwiya, the night of qadr) and a related 
female character {Maryam) are to be found at the 
center of the experiences of prophecy, creation, and the 
yawm ad-dfn. This figure is not announced on the level 
of surface semantics. It is a moving figure, evoked by, 
but not confined to, particular lexical, morphemic, and 
syntactical units. It can be heard through the reso-
nances, echoes, undertones, and interstices of the Ara-
bic text in recitation. 59 It is lost when translated into an 
English discourse dominated by masculine and neuter 
gender.60 

" Bell, 669. 
" It might be of interest to compare the hypothesis of an 

implicit personification that can only be heard within the 
undertones and interstices of certain Qur::~anic passages con-
cerning prophecy, creation, and the yawm ad-dfn, with the 
following words concerning Maryam (19: 17): fa 'ttakhadha1 
min dunihim /:zijiiban. 

60 A similar loss of gender interplay occurs in the English 
translations of a wide variety of post-QurJanic Islamic texts. 
The conventional use of the masculine for the deity. the 
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This essay has explored dimensions of Qur'anic mean-
ing neglected in critical literature, though often ac-
knowledged on the informal and personal level. It has 
recently been said that "studying the Qur'an as litera-
ture-and purely as literature-is not unlike setting 
foot on new territory."61 It might be argued that such 
an exploration should be put off until larger methodo-
logical and hermeneutical difficulties are resolved. De-
lay can serve, however, only to reinforce the current 
isolation of the Qur'an from literary discussion. The 
effect of this isolation on perceptions and representa-
tions of Islamic culture can hardly be underestimated. 
It may be that others will hear these figures differently, 

insistence on translating insiin as "man" with its resulting 
masculine grammatical field of pronouns and inflections, 
rather than as "human" or "person," and the loss of the 
feminine pronominal and inflectional field created by terms 
like nafs and dhiit, all serve to transform the play of gender 
within Arabic Islamic texts into a monotonically masculine-
gendered English discourse. 

61 Mir,49. 
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or will hear different figures. Complete homogeneity of 
response to the more subtle undertones of a text is not 
to be expected and may not be desired. What does 
seem needed is an ongoing discussion of the wider 
regions of semantic multidimensionality within the 
Qur'an. Wa 1/iihu sami<un <afim.62 

62 Abd ai-Bliql, 360,1ists some 32 examples ofthe combina-
tion of samF and <atim within the Qur'an. When the proper 
noun Allah is used, the names are put in the indefinite. When 
the pronoun is used, the names are put in the definite: al/iihu 
samrun <afTm and huwa s-samru J-<afTm. At this point it 
might be of interest to point out the consistent resistance 
encountered by this author in attempting to use a critical 
vocabulary based on sound rather than sight. On each reread-
ing I found myself to have used expressions (we see, can be 
seen, point of view, perspective, focus) based on visual meta-
phors when describing aural effects. The habits ingrained 
through engagement with traditional Western critical vocabu-
lary seem particularly resistant to discussion of aural aspects 
of meaning. 
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THE APOCALYPSE OF ISLAM 
Norman 0. Brown 

We can read the Bhagavad Gita in translation, and Confucius; 
we cannot read the Koran. Carlyle has perfectly articulated the 
response of every honest Englishman: "I must say, it is as toil-
some reading as I ever undertook. A wearisome confused jumble, 
crude, incondite; endless iterations, long-windedness, entangle-
ment; most crude, incondite;- insupportable stupidity, in short! 
Nothing but a sense of duty could carry any European through 
the Koran .... With every allowance, one feels it difficult to see 
how any mortal ever could consider this Koran as a Book written 
in Heaven, too good for the Earth; as a well-written book, or 
indeed as a book at all." 

In the twentieth century the work of syncretism is beginning to 
change the picture: the work above all of Louis Massignon, the 
mystically minded Roman Catholic, and Henri Corbin, the mys-
tically minded Protestant. Louis Massignon called sura 18 the 
apocalypse of Islam. The solemn recitation of sura 18 every Fri-
day is all that Islam has in the way of weekly liturgy correspond-
ing to the Christian Eucharist. In Islam the Body is the Book, and 
the part that represents the whole is sura 18.1 

SURA 18-THE CAVE 
REVEALED AT MECCA 

In the name of Allah, the Beneficent, the Merciful. 

Lecture for the Facing Apocalypse Conference, Salve Regina College, New-
pon, R.I., June 1983. Published in Social Text, no. 8 (Winter 1983-1984), 155-
170. Also in V. Andrews, R. Bosnak, and K. W. Goodwin, eds., Facing Apoca-
lypse (Dallas, 1987), 137-162. Reprinted by permission of Spring Publications. 
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1. Praise be to Allah Who hath revealed the Scripture unto His 
slave, and hath not placed therein any crookedness. 

2. (But hath made it) straight, to give warning of stem 
punishment from Him, and to bring unto the believers who do good 
works the news that theirs will be a fair reward. 

3. Wherein they will abide for ever; 
4. And ~ro warn those who say: Allah hath chosen a son, 
5. (A thing) whereof they have no knowledge, nor (had) their 

fathers. Dreadful is the word that cometh out of their mouths. They 
speak naught but a lie. 

6. Yet it may be, if they believe not in this statement, that thou 
(Muhammad) wilt torment thy soul with grief over their footsteps. 

7. Lo! We have placed all that is in the earth as an ornament 
thereof that we may try them: which of them is best in conduct. 

8. And lo! We shall make all that is therein a barren mound. 
9. Or deemest thou that the People of the Cave and the 

Inscription are a wonder among Our portents? 
10. When the young men fled for refuge to the Cave and said: 

Our Lord! Give us mercy from Thy presence, and shape for us right 
conduct in our plight. 

11. Then We sealed up their hearing in the Cave for a number 
of years. 

12. And afterward We raised them up that We might know 
which of the two parties would best calculate the time that they had 
tarried. 

13. We narrate unto thee their story with truth. Lo! they were 
young men who believed in their Lord, and We increased them in 
guidance. 

14. And We made firm their hearts when they stood forth and 
said: Our Lord is the Lord of the heavens and the earth. We cry 
unto no god beside Him, for then should we utter an enormity. 

15. These, our people, have chosen (other) gods beside Him 
though they bring no clear warrant (vouchsafed) to them. And 
who doth greater wrong than he who inventeth a lie concerning 
Allah? 

16. And when ye withdraw from them and that which they 
worship except Allah, then seek refuge in the Cave; your Lord will 
spread for you ~f His mercy and will prepare for you a pillow in 
your plight. 

17. And thou mightest have seen the sun when it rose move 
away from their cave to the right, and when it set go past them on 
the left, and they were in the cleft thereof. That was (one) of the 
portents of Allah. He whom Allah guideth, he indeed is led aright, 
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and he whom He sendeth astray, for him thou wilt not find a 
guiding friend. 

18. And thou wouldst have deemed them waking though they 
were asleep, and we caused them to turn over to the right and the 
left, and their dog stretching out his paws on the threshold. 

19. If thou hadst observed them closely thou hadst assuredly 
turned away from them in flight, and hadst been filled with awe of 
them. 

20. And in like manner We awakened them that they might 
question one another. A speaker from among them said: How long 
have ye tarried? They said: We have tarried a day or some part of a 
day, (Others) said: Your Lord best knoweth what ye have tarried. 
Now send one of you with this your silver coin unto the city, and let 
him see what food is purest there and bring you a supply thereof. Let 
him be courteous and let no man know of you. 

21. For they, if they should come to know of you, will stone you 
or turn you back to their religion; then ye will never prosper. 

22. And in like manner We disclosed them (to the people of the 
city) that they might know that the promise of Allah is true, and 
that, as for the Hour, there is no doubt concerning it. When (the 
people of the city) disputed of their case among themselves, they said: 
Build over them a building; their Lord knoweth best concerning 
them. Those who won their point said: We verily shall build a place 
of worship over them. · 

23. (Some) will say: They were three, their dog the fourth, and 
(some) say: Five, their dog the sixth, guessing at random; and (some) 
say: Seven, and their dog eighth. Say (0 Muhammad): My Lord is 
best aware of their number. None knoweth them save a few. So 
contend not concerning them except with an outward contending, 
and ask not any of them to pronounce concerning them. 

24. And say not of anything: Lo! I shall do that tomorrow. 
25. Except if Allah will. And remember thy Lord when thou 

forgettest, and say: It may be that my Lord guideth me unto a nearer 
way of truth than this. 

26. And (it is said) they tarried in their Cave three hundred years 
and add nine. 

27. Say: Allah is best aware how long they tarried. His is the 
invisible of the heavens and the earth. How clear of sight is He and 
keen of hearing! They have no protecting friend beside Him, and He 
maketh none to share in His government. 

28. And recite that which bath been revealed unto thee of the 
Scripture of thy Lord. There is none who can change His words, and 
thou wilt find no refuge beside Him. 
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29. Restrain thyself along with those who cry unto their 
Lord at morn and evening, seeking His countenance; and let not 
thine eyes overlook them, desiring the pomp of the life of the world; 
and obey not him whose heart We have made heedless of Our 
remembrance, who followeth his own lust and whose case hath 
been abandoned. 

30. Say: (It is) the truth from the Lord of you (all). Then 
whosoever will, let him believe, and whosoever will, let him 
disbelieve. Lo! We have prepared for disbelievers Fire. Its tent 
encloseth them. If they ask for showers, they will be showered with 
water like to molten lead. which burneth the faces. Calamitous the 
drink and ill the resting-place! 

31. Lo! as for those who believe and do good works-Lo! We 
suffer not the reward of one whose work is goodly to be lost. 

32. As for such, theirs will be Gardens of Eden, wherein rivers 
flow beneath them; therein they will be given armlets of gold and 
will wear green robes of finest silk and gold embroidery, reclining 
upon thrones therein. Blest the reward, and fair the resting-place! 

33. Coin for them a similitude: Two men, unto one of whom 
We had assigned two gardens of grapes, and We had surrounded 
both with date-palms and had put between them tillage. 

34. Each of the gardens gave its fruit and withheld naught 
thereof. And We caused a river to gush forth therein. 

35. And he had fruit. And he said unto his comrade, when he 
spake with him: I am more than thee in wealth, and stronger in 
respect of men. 

36. And he went into his garden, while he (thus) wronged 
himself. He said: I think not that all this will ever perish. 

37. I think not that the Hour will ever come, and if indeed I am 
brought back unto my Lord I surely shall find better than this as a 
resort. 

38. And his comrade, while he disputed with him, exclaimed: 
Disbelievest thou in Him Who created thee of dust, then of a drop 
(of seed), and then fashioned thee a man? 

39. But He is Allah, my Lord, and I ascribe unto my Lord no 
partner. 

40. If only, when thou enteredst thy garden, thou hadst said: 
That which Allah willeth (will come to pass)! There is no strength 
save in Allah! Though thou seest me as less than thee in wealth and 
children. 

41. Yet it may be that my Lord will give me better than thy 
garden, and will send on it a bolt from heaven, and some morning it 
will be a smooth hillside, 
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42. Or some morning the water thereof will be lost in the earth 
so that thou canst not make search for it. 

43. And his fruit was beset (with destruction). Then began he to 
wring his hands for all that he had spent upon it, when (now) it was 
all ruined on its trellises, and to. say: Would that I had ascribed no 
partner to my Lord! 

44. And he had no troop of men to help him as against Allah, 
nor could he save himself. 

45. In this case is protection only from Allah, the True. He is 
best for reward, and best for consequence. 

46. And coin for them the similitude of the life of the world as 
water which We send down from the sky, and the vegetation of the 
earth mingleth with it and then becometh dry twigs that the winds 
scatter. Allah is Able to do all things. 

47. Wealth and children are an ornament of life of the world. 
But the good deeds which endure are better in thy Lord's sight for 
reward, and better in respect of hope. 

48. And (bethink you of) the Day when We remove the hills and 
ye see the earth emerging, and We gather them together so as to 
leave not one of them behind. 

49. And they are set before thy Lord in ranks (and it is said 
unto them): Now verily have ye come unto Us as We created you at 
the first. But ye thought that We had set no tryst for you. 

SO. And the Book is placed, and thou seest the guilty fearful of 
that which is therein, and they say: What kind of a book is this that 
leaveth not a small thing nor a great thing but bath counted it! And 
they find all that they did confronting them, and thy Lord wrongeth 
no one. 

51. And (remember) when We said unto the angels: Fall 
prostrate before Adam, and they fell prostrate, all save Iblis. He was 
of the Jinn, so he rebelled against his Lord's command. Will ye 
choose him and his seed for your protecting friends instead of Me, 
when they are an enemy unto you? Calamitous is the exchange for 
evil-doers! 

52. I made them not to wimess the creation of the heavens and 
the earth, nor their own creation; nor choose I misleaders for (My) 
helpers. 

53. And (be mindful of) the Day when He will say: Call those 
partners of Mine whom ye pretended. Then they will cry unto them, 
but they will not hear their prayer, and We shall set a gulf of doom 
between them. 

54. And the guilty behold the Fire and know that they are about 
to fall therein, and they find no way of escape thence. 



360 -------- THE QUR'AN ----------

7 4 I The Apocalypse of Islam 

55. And verily We have displayed for mankind in this Qur'an all 
manner of similitudes, but man is more than anything contentious. 

56. And naught hindereth mankind from believing when the 
guidance cometh unto them, and from asking forgiveness of their 
Lord, unless (it be that they wish) that the judgement of the men of 
old should come upon them or (that) they should be confronted with 
the Doom. 

57. We send not the messengers save as bearers of good news 
and warners. Those who disbelieve contend with falsehood in order 
to refute the Truth thereby. And they take Our revelations and that 
wherewith they are threatened as a jest. 

58. And who doth greater wrong than he who hath been 
reminded of the revelations of his Lord, yet turneth away from them 
and forgetteth what his hands send forward (to the Judgement)? Lo! 
on their hearts We have placed coverings so that they understand 
not, and in their ears a deafness. And though thou call them to the 
guidance, in that case they can never be led aright. 

59. Thy Lord is the Forgiver, Full of Mercy. If He took them to 
task (now) for what they earn, He would hasten on the doom for 
them; but theirs is an appointed term from which they will find no 
escape. 

60. And (all) those townships! We destroyed them when they did 
wrong, and We appointed a fixed time for their destruction. 

61. And when Moses said unto his servant: I will not give up 
until I reach the point where the two rivers meet, though I march on 
for ages. 

62. And when they reached the point where the two met, they 
forgot their fish, and it took its way into the waters, being free. 

63. And when they had gone further, he said unto his servant: 
Bring us our breakfast. Verily we have found fatigue in this our 
journey. 

64. He said: Didst thou see, when we took refuge on the rock, 
and I forgot the fish-and none but Satan caused me to forget to 
mention it-it took its way into the waters by a marvel. 

65. He said: This is that which we have been seeking. So they 
retraced their steps again. 

66. Then found they one of Our slaves, unto whom We had 
given mercy from Us, and had taught him knowledge from Our 
presence. 

67. Moses said unto him: May I follow thee, to the end that 
thou mayst teach me right conduct of that which thou hast been 
taught? 

68. He said: Lo! thou canst not bear with me. 
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69. How canst thou bear with that whereof thou canst not 
compass any knowledge? 

70. He said: Allah willing, thou shalt find me patient and I shall 
not in aught gainsay thee. 

71. He said: Well, if thou go with me, ask me not concerning 
aught till I myself mention of it unto thee. 

72. So the twain set out till, when they were in the ship, he 
made a hole therein. (Moses) said: Hast thou made a hole therein to 
drown the folk thereof? Thou verily hast done a dreadful thing. 

73. He said: Did I not tell thee thou couldst not bear with me? 
74. (Moses) said: Be not wroth with me that I forgot, and be not 

hard upon me for my fault. 
75. So the twain journeyed on till, when they met a lad, he slew 

him. (Moses) said: What! Hast thou slain an innocent soul who hath 
slain no man? Verily thou hast done a horrid thing. 

76. He said: Did I not tell thee that thou couldst not bear with 
me? 

77. (Moses) said: If I ask thee after this concerning aught, keep 
not company with me. Thou hast received an excuse from me. 

78. So they twain journeyed on till, when they came unto the 
folk of a certain township, they asked its folk for food, but they 
refused to make them guests. And they found therein a wall upon the 
point of falling into ruin, and he repaired it. (Moses) said: If thou 
hadst wished, thou couldst have taken payment for it. 

79. He said: This is the parting between thee and me! I will 
announce unto thee the interpretation of that thou couldst not bear 
with patience. 

80. As for the ship, it belonged to poor people working on the 
river, and I wished to mar it, for there was a king behind them who 
is taking every ship by force. 

81. And as for the lad, his parents were believers and We feared 
lest he should oppress them by rebellion and disbelief. 

82. And We intended that their Lord should change him for 
them for one better in purity and nearer to mercy. 

83. And as for the wall, it belonged to two orphan boys in the 
city, and there was beneath it a treasure belonging to them, and their 
father had been righteous, and thy Lord intended that they should 
come to their full strength and should bring forth their treasure as a 
mercy from their Lord; and I did it not upon my own command. 
Such is the interpretation of that wherewith thou couldst not bear. 

84. They will ask thee of Dhu'l-Qarneyn. Say: I shall recite unto 
you a remembrance of him. 

361 
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85. Lo! We made him strong in the land and gave him unto 
every thing a road. 

86. And he followed a road 
87. Till, when he reached the setting-place of the sun, he found 

it setting in a muddy spring, and found a people thereabout: We 
said: 0 Dhu'l-Qarneyn! Either punish or show them kindness. 

88. He said: As for him who doeth wrong, we shall punish him, 
and then he will be brought back unto his Lord, who will punish 
him with awful punishment! 

89. But as for him who believeth and doeth right, good will be 
his reward, and We shall speak unto him a mild command. 

90. Then he followed a road 
91. Till, when he reached the rising-place of the sun, he found it 

rising on a people for whom We had appointed no shelter therefrom. 
92. So (it was). And We knew all concerning him. 
93. Then he followed a road 
94. Till, when he came between the two mountains, he found 

upon their hither side a folk that scarce could understand a saying. 
95. They said: 0 Dhu'l-Qarneyn! Lo! Gog and Magog are 

spoiling the land. So may we pay thee tribute on condition that thou 
set a barrier between us and them? 

96. He said: That wherein my Lord bath established me is better 
(than your tribute). Do but help me with strength (of men), I will set 
between you and them a bank. 

97. Give me pieces of iron-till, when he had levelled up (the 
gap) between the cliffs, he said: Blow!-till, when he had made it a 
fire, he said: Bring me molten copper to pour thereon. 

98. And (Gog and Magog) were not able to surmount, nor could 
they pierce (it). 

99. He said: This is a mercy from my Lord; but when the 
promise of my Lord cometh to pass, He will lay it low, for the 
promise of my Lord is true. 

100. And on that day We shall let some of them surge against 
others, and the Trumpet will be blown. Then We shall gather them 
together in one gathering. 

101. On that day We shall present hell to the disbelievers, plain 
to view, 

102. Those whose eyes were hoodwinked from My reminder, and 
who could not bear to hear. 

103. Do the disbelievers reckon that they can choose My 
bondmen as protecting friends beside Me? Lo! We have prepared hell 
as a welcome for the disbelievers. 
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104. Say: Shall We inform you who will be the greatest losers by 
their works? 

105. Those whose effort goeth astray in the life of the world, and 
yet they reckon that they do good work. 

106. Those are they who disbelieve in the revelations of their 
Lord and in the meeting with Him. Therefore their works are vain, 
and on the Day of Resurrection We assign no weight to them. 

107. That is their reward: hell, because they disbelieved, and 
made a jest of Our revelations and Our messengers. 

108. Lo! those who believe and do good works, theirs are the 
Gardens of Paradise for welcome, 

109. Wherein they will abide, with no desire to be removed from 
thence. 

110. Say: Though the sea became ink for the Words of my Lord, 
verily the sea would be used up before the Words of my Lord were 
exhausted, even though We brought the like thereof to help. 

111. Say: I am only a mortal like you. My Lord inspireth in me 
that your God is only One God. And whoever hopeth for the 
meeting with his Lord, let him do righteous work, and make none 
sharer of the worship due unto his Lord. 

In the farrago of sura 18 the bewildered Western mind dis-
cerns and fastens onto three mysterious episodes-one cannot 
call them narratives-(!) The Sleepers in the Cave (vs. 9-26), 
(2) Moses' journey (vs. 61-83), and (3) Dhu'l-Qarneyn's wall 
against Gog and Magog (vs. 84-99). 

The Sleepers in the Cave: 

ASHAB al-KAHF, "those of the cave." This is the name given in the 
Kur'an, and in later Arabic literature, to the youths who in the Chris-
tian Occident are usually called the "Seven Sleepers of Ephesus." 
According to the legend, in the time of the Christian persecution 
under the Emperor Decius (249-51), seven Christian youths fled into 
a cave near Ephesus and there sank into a miraculous sleep for cen-
turies, awoke under the Christian Emperor Theodosius (c. 437 A.o.), 
were discovered and then went to sleep for ever. Their resting place 
and grave was considered, at any rate since the beginnings of the 6th 
century A.D., as a place of worship.2 

Dhu'l-Qarneyn, literally the "two-horned," is Alexander the 
Great, as in Syriac legend of the sixth century A.o., in which 
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Alexander says to God: "I know that thou hast caused horns to 
grow upon my head, so that I may crush the kingdoms of the 
world with them." In late classical antiquity- in between Christ 
and Muhammad-apocalyptic syncretism, Judeo-Christian-Hel-
lenistic, expanding on lines laid down in the biblical books of 
Daniel and Revelation, absorbed the figure of Alexander into its 
sequence of world conquerors. Gog and Magog are biblical fig-
ures of eschatological terror. In Ezekiel 38 and 39, Gog and Ma-
gog represent peoples of the north who are let loose against the 
peaceful land of Israel, unwalled and undefended, with a great 
army of countless troops. In Revelation 20:7, "When the thou-
sand years are ov~r, Satan will be let loose from his prison and 
will come out to seduce the nations in the four quarters of the 
earth and to muster them for battle, yes, the hosts of Gog and 
Magog." Koranic commentary, in the spirit of the modem his-
torian W. W. Tarn, sees in Alexander a prophet of the unity of 
mankind as well as a world conqueror, and thus a prefiguration 
of Muhammad himself. Early Christian tradition, and Jewish tra-
dition as early as Josephus, identified Gog and Magog with bar-
barian peoples to the north, locked away behind iron gates at the 
Caspian Sea by Alexander the Great, but destined to break loose 
at the end of time. 3 

The episodes of the Sleepers in the Cave and Dhu'l-Qameyn's 
Wall palpably allude to preexistent legends. The episode of 
Moses' journey is more complex. The most bafflingly elliptical of 
the three episodes, and the centerpiece of the sura, introduces a 
new Moses, a Moses who like Gilgamesh and Alexander is com-
mitted to the quest for the Fountain of Life: "I will not give up 
until I reach the point where the two rivers meet" (v. 61). The 
new Moses, having become a seeker, submits to spiritual direc-
tion by a mysterious master who bewilders Moses through a 
series of Zen-like absurd actions, finally justified by his privy 
knowledge of the secrets of predestination. 

Again we have to do with preexistent materials, but here the 
action is positive confusion. To begin with, confusion between 
Moses and Alexander; not the historical but the mythical Alex-
ander of the Alexander Romance, a complex literary production, 
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completed about 300 c.E., giving voice to eschatological dreams 
close to the heart of late classical antiquity. Alexander goes in 
quest of the Fountain of Life. By the merest chance his cook 
discovers the fountain: he was preparing a dried fish by cleaning 
it in a fountain; the fish came to life again and swam away. The 
cook jumps in and gains immortality. He tells Alexander the 
story, but they cannot find the fountain again. 

The Koran, with its creative confusion of Moses and Alex-
ander, in a characteristically abrupt and monumental gesture, 
breaks with Judaic ethnocentrism and reprojects the prophetic 
tradition on a new transcultural, universal, world-historical 
plane. At the same time, by making Moses a seeker on the same 
plane as the pagan Alexander, the Koran defines a limitation in 
Moses and in the Halakhic Judaism of which he is the author: he 
lacks eternal life. In so doing the passage mobilizes, without nam-
ing, the powerful contrast, latent in Jewish tradition, between 
Moses and Elijah-Elijah the most popular figure in the legend-
ary world of postbiblical Judaism: Elijah who did not, like 
Moses, die in sight of the Promised Land but who never died, 
being caught up to heaven in a chariot of fire; Elijah the omni-
present Comforter-Spirit present at every Jewish circumcision 
ceremony and every Jewish Passover; Elijah the herald and helper 
of the Messiah at the time of the return; Elijah, who knows the 
secrets of heaven and is claimed as the direct source of revelation 
by Jewish mystics including Kabbalists. The Koran sends Moses 
to Elijah's school- "it was taught in Elijah's school," Jewish 
mystics say. 4 

To represent what Moses learned in Elijah's school, the Koran 
has recourse to a folktale, type no. 759 in Aarne and Thompson's 
Types of the Folktale: "God's Justice vindicated." Thompson's 
paradigm is the Christian story of the angel and the hermit, very 
popular among Oriental Christians about the middle of the fifth 
century: "An angel takes a hermit with him and does many seem-
ingly unjust things {repays hospitality by stealing a cup; inhos-
pitality by giving a cup; hospitality by throwing his host's servant 
from a bridge and by killing the host's son). The angel shows the 
hermit why each of these was just." Just as the Koran transplants 
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the Christian legend of the Seven Sleepers and the Hellenistic 
legend of Alexander into a new Koranic context, so it is drawing 
here on the vast ocean of traditional Talmudic Midrashic Hag-
gadic wisdom. 

First of all the story of Rabbi Akiba, who was often made to feel the 
truth of his favorite maxim: "Whatever God does He does for the 
best." Once he was compelled to pass the night outside the town 
walls because he was refused any hospitality in the town. Without a 
murmur he resigned himself to this hardship, and even when a lion 
devoured his ass, a cat killed his cock, and the wind extinguished his 
candle he only said: "Gam Zu Letovah" (This, too, must be for a 
good purpose). When morning dawned R. Akiba learned how true 
his words were. A band of robbers had attacked the town and 
carried its inhabitants into captivity, but he had escaped. Thus the 
fact of getting no accommodation in the town, as well as the killing 
of his ass and cock, turned out to be a blessing from God, otherwise 
the ass or the cock could easily have betrayed his whereabouts.5 

Conventional Western commentators, who are quite sure there 
is nothing new in the Koran, assume without hesitation that the 
folktale is to be taken literally and that all that is going on in the 
passage is the transmission of conventional Haggadic piety. A 
detailed study of the Jewish and Muslim theodicy legends by 
Haim Schwarzbaum shows that sura 18, taken literally, offers 
nothing new to justify the ways of God to men. What is new is 
the sura's promotion of Haggadic folklore material to the status 
of revelation, its transgression or confusion of the boundary sep-
arating Haggadah and Torah. The Koran, with characteristic 
monumentality, reduces the folktale to its archetypal essence and 
makes evident its folktale form, thereby alerting the intelligence 
to the problem of interpretation. Folktales, like dreams, are not 
to be interpreted literally. And the content of the folktale-the 
episodes of the ship, the youth, and the wall-tells us in the most 
literal, even crude way, three times reiterated, that there is a 
distinction between "what actually happened," events as seen by 
the eye of historical materialism, and "what is really going on," 
events sub specie aeternitatis, as seen by the inward, clairvoyant 
eye, the second sight. The form and the content of the folktale 
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oblige us, as they have obliged all subsequent Islamic culture, to 
make the distinction between literal meaning and something 
beyond-in Islamic terminology between zahir and batin, be-
tween outer (exoteric) and inner (esoteric); between external-
visible-patent and internal-invisible-latent; between materialist 
and spiritual meanings. 6 

Sura 18 is the apocalypse of Islam: the heart of its message, 
not displayed on the surface, is the distinction between surface 
and substance, between zahir and batin. The context in which the 
folktale is embedded contains further paradoxical revelations for 
those who have eyes to see and are alert to read between the lines 
as well as in them. The context obliges us to identify prophecy 
(the prophet Moses) with the literal or external view of events 
(the ship, the youth, the wall) and to attribute the deeper view 
into the hidden reality to a mysterious other servant of God; not 
a prophet, or a prophet of the Elijah type as opposed to the 
Moses type. The context also obliges us to associate the myste-
rious other with the water of life-or where the two waters meet, 
the water of life and the water of death. 

Sura 18 opens up, silently, majestically, in the heart of the 
Koran the question, What lies beyond or after the Koran? For 
Muhammad, like Moses, is a prophet. Muhammad is the seal of 
prophecy; what comes after prophecy? Prophecy is delivered in 
the form of a book, a scripture. But everything including the 
Book has an exterior (zahir) and an interior (batin). Especially 
the Book, according to the Prophet himself. Of Ibn Abbas, one of 
the most respected sources of Hadith (traditions about the Proph-
et), it is said: "One day while standing on Mt. Arafat he made an 
allusion to the verse 'Allah it is who hath created seven heavens, 
and of the earth the like thereof' (65:12) and turned to the people 
saying '0 men! if I were to comment before you on this verse as 
I heard it commented upon by the Prophet himself you would 
stone me.'" There is therefore a basic distinction between ta•wif, 
the symbolic and hermeneutic interpretation of the inner mean-
ing, and tafsir, the literal explanation of the external aspect of the 
Book.' In the subsequent history of Islam, sura 18 became the 
basis for the elaboration of a distinction between prophecy and 
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another transcendent or esoteric kind of wisdom; a kind of wis-
dom which in the fullness of time came to be most notoriously 
represented by, on the one hand, the Sufi master (pir) and, on the 
other, the Shiite imam. Whereas the cycle of prophecy is over 
(Muhammad is the seal of prophecy), the cycle of wilayat con-
tinues, which Seyyed Hossein Nasr tells us, for want of a better 
term, may be translated as the "cycle of initiation" and also 
"sanctity. "8 For want of a better term: the translation has to be 
in terms of Western Judeo-Christian religious experience. "Initi-
ation" is closer to Shiite notions: Sufi masters are often more like 
Christian saints. The Shiite imam represents a principle of au-
thoritative guidance in interpretation of the revelation; the Sufi 
pir represents a principle of mystic illumination which supple-
ments the legislative or imperative mood of prophecy. 

The text of sura 18 leaves us with a riddle: who is the mys-
terious other to whollJ Moses turns for guidance, "one of Our 
slaves, unto whom We had given mercy from Us, and had taught 
him knowledge from Our presence" (v. 66). Although he is like 
Elijah, he is not exactly Elijah; the Koran with a characteristically 
majestic gesture leaves him unnamed. The Koran leaves us with 
a riddle, or an assignment, to find him. The ellipses in the Koran 
are pregnant with the future. Very soon, within the first century, 
Muslim traditions and commentary on the Koran had given a 
name to the "Servant of God" who initiates Moses-al-Khadir, 
or Khidr, the Green (the sacred color of Islam), or Evergreen; 
taking their cue not from the reminiscence of Elijah but from the 
bold Koranic association of the servant with the Fountain of Life 
in the Alexander Romance. The name, the Evergreen, while nam-
ing, preserves his unnamable, unhistorical or suprahistorical, ar-
chetypal or folkloristic essence. In traditional Muslim piety, 
Khidr, like Elijah, enjoys eternal life and invisible omnipresence. 
Like Elijah he participates in the small rituals of domestic life and 
in the great public liturgies. Every Friday he prays in five different 
places-Mecca, Medina, Jerusalem, Quba (southeast of Medina), 
and Tur Sina (Sinai). For the annual fast of Ramadan he is in 
Jerusalem; for the hajj (pilgrimage) he is always in Mecca. The 
eternal protector of the community will appear at the Return at 
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the head of the armies of the Mahdi, who will fill the earth with 
justice even as it is now full of injustice.9 In Islam the umbilical 
cord which connects "popular superstition" with avant-garde es-
oteric, theosophic speculation has not been cut; and Khidr is that 
cord. The Sufis attribute their illuminations to the inspiration of 
Khidr: Corbin's book on Ibn Arabi, the mastermind of Sufistic 
theosophy, Creative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibn Arabi, is 
organized around the two questions-Who is Khidr? What does 
it mean to be a disciple of Khidr? The rendezvous of Moses and 
Khidr becomes the prototype of all those later mystic voyages in 
the company of a spiritual guide; including, when Western Civ-
ilization becomes strong enough to absorb into its own system 
some of the strong medicine of Islam, Dante under the guidance 
of Virgil and Beatrice. The visionary journey of the Divine Com-
edy is an appropriation of the Islamic miraj, the Ascension of the 
Prophet; the poet inherits the prophetic task of rescuing the Eter-
nal Gospel from ecclesiastical deformations. 10 

The postbiblical Haggadah shows the efforts of Jewish ortho-
doxy to reduce Elijah's stature and to counter the excessive ven-
eration accorded to him in apocalyptic Jewish sectarianism and 
Christian circles. It was denied that Elijah had ever gone up to 
heaven, biblical evidence to the contrary notwithstanding. Eli-
jah's habit of revealing divine secrets to pious mortals once 
earned him a severe punishment of sixty lashes of fire. The Koran 
goes the other way. Without impairing its veneration for Moses 
as a prophetic figure, it endorses the eschatologicallongings and 
mystic revelations associated with the figure of Elijah, without 
naming him. But the orthodox Sunni ulama regress to the posture 
of Halakhic Judaism. The official theologians of Islam, we are 
told, are and always have been averse to these excesses of the 
popular Khidr belief; even as the Talmudic rabbis tried to put 
down the popularity of Elijah. "There are two things I hate about 
the orthodox canonists," says the mystic master Shadhili. "They 
say that Khidr is dead and that Hallaj was an infidel" -Hallaj the 
martyred prototype of Sufi mysticism, the subject of Massignon's 
masterpiece. Who is Khidr? How much does he know? These are 
questions neoorthodox Sunni Islam cim do without. The great 
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Egyptian modernist, or neofundamentalist, Islamic reformer 
Rashid Rida attacked the Friday liturgy of sura 18 as a degen-
erate innovation (bida), a departure from the original Sunna, the 
hallowed practice of primitive Islam. Rashid Rida also condemns 
as subjective interpretation all ta'wil which claims to find a hid-
den sense beyond the literal, and he restricts Koranic exegesis to 
simple literalist commentary, tafsir. 11 

The controversy between literalism and mysticism in the in-
terpretation of the Koran is aboriginal in Islam, and reaches into 
the split in the core ofthe Prophet's followers over the succession 
to his leadership. The rejected leader Ali is to be identified not 
simply with the principle of hereditary legitimacy, but also with 
the assertion of charismatic authority after the Prophet, and with 
inspired interpretation after the Koran. Sura 18 is pregnant with 
the Sunni-Shiite split and the whole subsequent history of Islam. 

The Koran is pregnant with the future. It is only in the light 
of later developments that we can find the riddle, the question-
Who is Khidr?-in sura 18. Later Islamic traditions linked the 
occult spirit of Khidr with the Seven Sleepers and with Dhu'l-
Qameyn's wall. Khidr is the Director of the Seven Sleepers, their 
watchdog; together they form a community of apotropaic or in-
tercessory saints whose virtue saves the city, like those ten just 
men for whose sake the Lord would have, at Abraham's inter-
cession, spared Sodom. They repair breaches in the wall against 
Gog and Magog that Dhu'l-Qameyn built. The weekly liturgical 
recitation of sura 18 is to invoke the spirit of Khidr and join the 
communion of saints in their action of repairing that wall. The 
fight (jihad) against Gog and Magog is an eschatological reality, 
but not in the future. In the Islamic sense of time we are always 
in the last days. 

The interpenetration works both ways: Khidr is assimilated to 
the Seven Sleepers: he is an anchorite who has to flee from per-
secution and lives, exempt from death, having found the Foun-
tain of Life, concealed in a remote island; like Kevin, of increate 
God the servant, in Finnegans Wake. The melting or merging-
"confusion" -of Khidr and the Seven Sleepers generates mysti-
cal-i.e., nonliteral-interpretations of that sleep. The literalists, 
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literally understood as life after death. Seen with the inward eye, 
to be immured alive in a cave is an image of saintly or eremite 
withdrawal from the world, taking refuge with Allah; and sleep 
the image of that extinction of self, that condition of being lost 
in God which characterizes the saint (wali) as distinct from the 
prophet (nabi); in the Night of Unction, the Night of the Heav-
enly Ascension, the blessed Night, the Night of Enshrouding 
which is also the Night of Power; the Dark Night of the Soul 
which is also the Night of Finnegans Wake. 12 

The spirit of Khidr is eschatological as well as mystical. The 
Sleepers Awake at the end of time, to figure together with Khidr 
in the Return of the Mahdi. History becomes a night, or seven 
nights. And everything is their sleep: The Seven Sleepers can rep-
resent the seven prophets who periodize world history-Adam, 
Idris, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad. The text 
explicitly provokes millenarian calculations: "which of the two 
parties would best calculate the time that they had tarried"; "it 
is said they tarried in their Cave three hundred years and add 
nine"; "say: Allah is best aware how long they tarried" (vs. 12, 
26-27). 

It is Shiite exegesis that has made the most elaborate escha-
tological interpretations of sura 18. The Sleepers hidden in the 
cave are the Koranic authority for the Shiite notion of the 
ghayba, or occultation, of the Hidden Imam. In the Ithna'ashari, 
or Twelver Shiites, the occultation becomes the principle on 
which they base their periodization of the whole of post-Koranic 
history. We are living in the occultation, which began with the 
disappearance, or sleep, of the Twelfth Imam in 874 c.E. and will 
last till his reappearance, or reawakening, with the Mahdi at the 
end of time. Modern times are divided into the lesser occultation, 
which lasted from 874-941 c.E., in which the imam, although 
invisible, was still in regular touch with visible representatives of 
his authority; and the greater ocCultation, which began in 941 
c.E. and is still our present condition, in which communication 
with the imam is irregular, rare, unpredictable, miraculous. In 
this vision of history modernity means the disappearance of au-
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thority (authoritative guidance in the interpretation of scripture). 
The Shiite notion of the Hidden Imam is to be understood in 
analogy with folktale no. 01960.2. in Stith Thompson's index: 
Barbarossa, king asleep in a mountain, will awake one day to 
succor his people. Thus interpreted, the legend of the Seven Sleep-
ers contains the perpetual threat of an eschatological outbreak. 
For example, the Seven Sleepers are seven imams of the Ismaili 
Shiites hidden in the cave, the womb of Fatima, and guarded over 
by their watchdog, Ali. The great Shiite insurrection (resurrec-
tion) on behalf of social justice in the ninth and tenth centuries 
c.E., which succeeded in establishing the Fatimid anticaliphate in 
Egypt, was commenced in the 309th year of the Hegira, as 
prophesied in sura 18:26.13 

Massignon calls Sura 18 the apocalypse of Islam. But sura 18 
is a resume, epitome of the whole Koran. The Koran is not like 
the Bible, historical, running from Genesis to Apocalypse. The 
Koran is altogether apocalyptic. The Koran backs off from that 
linear organization of time, revelation, and history which became 
the backbone of orthodox Christianity and remains the backbone 
of the Western culture after the death of God. Islam is wholly 
apocalyptic or eschatological, and its eschatology is not teleol-
ogy. The moment of decision, the Hour of Judgment, is not 
reached at the end of a line, nor by a predestined cycle of cosmic 
recurrence; eschatology can break out at any moment. Koran 
16:77: "To Allah belong the secrets of the heavens and the earth, 
and the matter of the Hour is as the twinkling of an eye, or it is 
nearer still." In fully developed Islamic theology only the moment 
is real. There is no necessary connection between cause and ef-
fect. The world is made up of atomic space-time points, among 
which the only continuity is the utterly inscrutable will of God, 
who creates every atomic point anew at every moment.14 And the 
Islamic mosque discards the orientation toward time essential to 
a Christian church: "The space," says Titus Burckhardt, "is as if 
reabsorbed into the ubiquity of the present moment; it does not 
beckon the eye in a specific direction; it suggests no tension or 
antinomy between the here below and the beyond, or between 
earth and heaven; it possesses all its fullness in every place." 15 
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The rejection of linearity involves a rejection of narrative. 
There is only one decent narrative in the Koran: sura 12, "Jo-
seph," acclaimed by condescending Western Orientalists: for 
once Muhammad overcame his temperamental incoherence and 
managed to do it right. The strict sect of the Kharidjis, on this 
point and on others the voice of rigorous Islamic consistency, 
condemned sura 12 on the ground that narrative has no place in 
revelation.16 The Koran breaks decisively with that alliance be-
tween the prophetic tradition and materialistic historicism-
"what actually happened" -which set in with the materialisti-
cally historical triumph of Christianity. Hence the strangely 
abortive and incoherent character of the pseudonarratives in sura 
18. Something happened, but this strange revelation manages not 
to reveal what or why. In fact the impossibility of history as 
"what actually happened" becomes the theme of an abrupt in-
terruption in the narrative at vs. 23-25: the Sleepers; how many 
were there? The Lord only knows. 

"Recalls of former times" are an integral component of Ko-
ranic revelation, but as Massignon's Muslim disciple Nwyia says 
in his indispensable study of the mystic tradition of Koranic ex-
egesis, "recalls of former times" does not mean history: 

Schooled in the Koran, Muslim consciousness is spontaneously ahis-
torical, that is to say mythic. It takes up events of the past in ap-
proximately the same way as the apocryphal gospels adapt the 
gospel narratives. When Muslim consciousness takes up for its 
own ends an event borrowed from the Bible or Judeo-Christian 
hagiography, it in most cases cannot resist effecting a transvaluation 
by introducing fabulous details or otherwise transforming the mean-
ing. Passing from one hand to another in a chain of Muslim trans-
mission the historical event evaporates and all that is left is a 
vague memory submerged in a story which has become mythic. 17 

The use of the term mythic, with its Hellenic origins and over-
tones, may be questionable. At any rate apocryphal: not obsessed 
with the question, what really happened; willing to surrender to 
the fiction that is more real. Gibbon delighted in the irony that 
the Immaculate Conception of the Virgin, the Dogma of 1854, is 
first offered as a salvific image in the Koran (3:35-36). The Ko-
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ran, with its angels and jinns, is pregnant also with the Arabian 
Nights; and with Rumi's Masnavi, that synthesis of Koranic in-
spiration and Arabian Nights imagination.18 

In sura 18, in the Koran, there is a mysterious regression to a 
more primitive stratum, archetypal, folkloristic, fabulous, apoc-
ryphal. Historical material is fragmented into its archetypal con-
stituents and then subjected to displacement and condensation, as 
in dreams. It is a rebirth of images, as in Revelation, or Finnegans 
Wake. In becoming unhistorical, it becomes elliptical: "And they 
forgot their fish; and it took its way into the waters, being free." 
The fish appears suddenly from nowhere, as in dreams; no causal 
explanation, no narrative coherence. The fish becomes a sym-
bolic, or the archetypal, fish, the same one you see on California 
bumper-stickers; or in the mediaeval jingle piscis assus Christus 
passus. Moses and Elijah meet; Moses and Alexander merge, or 
"reamalgamerge" (Finnegans Wake, 49), not on the plane of ma-
terialistic historicism-what actually happened- but in the world 
of archetypal images, that world in which Moses and Alexander 
meet because they are both two-horned. In sura 19:25-26, Mary 
giving birth under a palm tree on the desert is also Agar the wife 
of Abraham; and in sura 3 Mary is also Miriam the sister of 
Moses. In this condensation Western scholarship sees only 
confusion-who is who when everybody is somebody else; as in 
Finnegans Wake. Massignon speaks of transhistorical, or meta-
historical, telescoping; systematic anachronism. Islam is commit-
ted by the Koran to project a metahistorical plane on which the 
eternal meaning of historical events is disclosed. It is that plane 
on which Moses and Elijah are seen conversing with Jesus in 
Matthew 17; that plane on which Dante's Divine Comedy un-
folds; and Blake's prophetic books; and Finnegans Wake. His-
tory sub 'specie aeternitatis.19 

There is an apocalyptic or eschatological style: every sura is an 
epiphany and a portent; a warning, "plain tokens that haply we 
may take heed" (24:1). The apocalyptic style is totum simul, 
simultaneous totality: the whole in every part. Marshall Hodg-
son, in The Venture of Is/am-still the outstanding and only ec-
umenical Western history-says of the Koran, "Almost every el-
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ement which goes to make up its message is somehow present in 
any given passage." Simultaneous totality, as in Finnegans Wake. 
Or, more generally, what Umberto Eco calls "The Poetics of the 
Open Work": "We can see it as an infinite contained within 
finiteness. The work therefore has infinite aspects, because each 
of them, and any moment of it, contains the totality of the 
work." Eco is trying to characterize a revolution in the aesthetic 
sensibility of the West: we are the first generation in the West 
able to read the Koran, if we are able to read Finnegans Wake. 
In fact Carlyle's reaction to the Koran- "a wearisome confused 
jumble, crude, incondite; endless iterations, long-windedness, 
entanglement" -is exactly our first reaction to Finnegans Wake. 
The affinity between this most recalcitrant of sacred texts and 
this most avant-garde of literary experiments is a sign of our 
times. Joyce was fully aware of the connection, as Atherton 
shows in the most exciting chapter of The Books at the Wake; I 
particularly like his discovery in the Wake of the titles of 111 of 
the 114 suras. 20 

In both the Koran and Finnegans Wake this effect of simul-
taneous totality involves systematic violation of the classic rules 
of unity, propriety and harmony; bewildering changes of subject; 
abrupt juxtaposition of incongruities. Sura 18 is a good example. · 
In addition to the melange of pseudonarratives, there are two 
intrusive parables ("similitudes," vs. 33 and 46) to remind us of 
the Day of Judgment; intrusive allusions to the current circum-
stances of the Prophet (his grief, v. 6; his lack of children, v. 40); 
and one intrusive pointer on pious decorum or etiquette in speech 
(vs. 24--25). Like Finnegans Wake the Koran rudely insists on 
indecent conjunctions. The Sura on Light (24), in the words of 
Hodgson, contains the most ethereal passage of visionary mys-
ticism juxtaposed with what might seem the most sordid, dealing 
with matters of etiquette, with sexual decency, and in particular 
with an accusation of infidelity levied against a wife of the 
Prophet. The whole texture is one of interruption Goyce's "en-
terruption"); collision Goyce's "collideorscape"); abrupt collage, 
or bricolage, of disconnected ejaculations, disiecta membra, mis-
cellaneous fragments. The widely accepted tradition is that the 
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Koran was collected, after the death of the Prophet, not only 
from the "hearts of men" but also from pieces of parchment or 
papyrus, flat stones, palm leaves, shoulderblades and ribs of an-
imals, pieces of leather and wooden boards. In the words of 
Finnegans Wake, "A bone, a pebble, a ramskin; chip them, chap 
them, cut them up allways; leave them to terracook in the mut-
thering pot" (FW, 20).21 

Hence, it does not matter in what order you read the Koran: 
it is all there all the time; and it is supposed to be all there all the 
time in your mind or at the back of your mind, memorized and 
available for appropriate quotation and collage into your con-
versation or your writing, or your action. Hence the beautiful 
inconsequentiality of the arrangement of the suras: from the 
longest to the shortest. In this respect the Koran is more avant-
garde than Finnegans Wake, in which the overall organization is 
entangled in both the linear and the cyclical patterns the novel is 
trying to transcend. 

Every sura is an epiphany and a portent; and therefore not 
beautiful but sublime. Again He speaks in thunder and in fire! 
What the thunder said. Dumbfounding. Wonderstruck us at a 
thunder, yunder. Well, all be dumbed! (FW, 47, 262). In the 
Koran as in Finnegans Wake there is a destruction of human 
language. To quote Seyyed Hossein Nasr: 

Many people, especially non-Muslims, who read the Quran for the 
first time are struck by what appears as a kind of incoherence from 
the human point of view. It is neither like a highly mystical text nor 
a manual of Aristotelian logic, though it contains both mysticism and 
logic. It is not just poetry although it contains the most powerful 
poetry. The text of the Quran reveals human language crushed by the 
power of the Divine Word. It is as if human language were scattered 
into a thousand fragments like a wave scattered into drops against 
the rocks at sea. One feels through the shattering effect left upon the 
language of the Quran, the power of the Divine whence it originated. 
The Quran displays human language with all the weakness inherent 
in it becoming suddenly the recipient of the Divine Word and dis-
playing its frailty before a power which is infinitely greater than 
man can imagine. 22 
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In Islamic apologetics the miracle is not the incarnation of 
God, but a book. The miraculous character of the Koran is self-
evident in the immediate effect of its style, its idjaz, literally "the 
rendering incapable, powerless"; the overwhelming experience of 
manifest transcendence, compelling surrender to a new world 
vision.23 The bewilderment is part of the message: "Through the 
windr of a wondr in a wildr is a weltr as a wirbl of a warbl is 
a world" (FW, 597). 

How do you start a new civilization- in the seventh or the 
twentieth century c.E., with all that history weighing like an Alp 
on the brains of the living? Out of the rubble of the old; there is 
no other way. "He dumptied the wholeborrow of rubbages on to 
soil here" (FW, 17). Massignon speaks of the farrago of folklore 
(fatras folkloriste) in the Koran. First you trash or junk the old, 
as in Finnegans Wake, or the Koran; reducing preexistent tradi-
tions to rubble. Muslim piety, for whom the Koran is the supra-
historical word of God, is troubled by the question of the relation 
of the Koran to preexistent traditions. Western historicism, with 
its well-honed methods of source criticism- Quellenforsch-
ung-is only too delighted to lose itself in tracing the Koran to 
its sources, with the usual nihilistic result: the Koran is reduced 
to a meaningless confusion. Meaning is attributed to the original 
sources, but in sura 18 it has been "mutilated almost beyond 
recognition" and mechanically combined "in a most artificial and 
clumsy manner." Schwarzbaum refers to Muhammad as making 
a brave show with "borrowed trappings. "24 The notion that Mu-
hammad was a charlatan, who stole from the treasury of Western 
Civilization and passed off his plagiarisms on his unsophisticated 
bedouin audience as the voice of God, is still very much alive at 
the back of Western minds. 

Muslim piety need not be so troubled, nor Western scholar-
ship so complacent and condescending. Sura 18 with its imperi-
ous restructuring of Christian Hellenistic and Judaic tradition is 
not troubled. It is a prototypical model of Islamic syncretism. The 
Koran is not an operation of high cultural continuity, the trans-
latio of the legacy of Greece and Rome (or Jerusalem), or the 
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appropriation of the jewels of Egypt as we make our Exodus, as 
in Augustine's De Civitate Dei. To start a new civilization is not 
to introduce some new refinement in higher culture but to change 
the imagination of the masses, the folk who shape and are shaped 
by folklore and folktales. Prophecy is an operation in what Vico 
called vulgar metaphysics. The Islamic imagination, Massignon 
has written, should be seen as the product of a desperate regres-
sion back to the primitive, the eternal pagan substrate of all 
religions-that proteiform cubehouse the Ka'ba-as well as to a 
primitive pre-Mosaic monotheism of Abraham. The Dome is 
built on the Rock. Islam stays with the dream-life of the masses, 
the eschatological imagination of the lowly and oppressed. The 
dream-life of the masses, discarded by the elite of the Enlighten-
ment as superstition-the stone which the builders rejected-
becomes in the twentieth century the Golden Bough for the re-
turn to the archetypal unconscious, quod semper, quod ubique, 
quod ab omnibus. Here Comes Everybody.25 

Sura 18, and the Koran as a whole, like Finnegans Wake, 
shows us preexistent traditions, Jewish, Christian, Hellenistic, 
pulverized into condensed atoms or etyms of meaning: the ab-
nihilisation of the etym (FW, 353). Out of this dust the world is 
to be made new. We are once amore as babes awondering in a 
wold made fresh where with the hen in the storyaboot we start 
from scratch (FW, 336). In the words of Muhammad Iqbal in his 
]avid-nama-that syncretistic (West-ostlich) resumption of the 
Koranic, Dantesque, Faustian journey through all worlds and all 
history-

the Koran-
a hundred new worlds lie within its verses, 
whole centuries are involved in its moments. . . . 
A believing servant himself is a sign of God, 
every world to his breast is as a garment; 
and when one world grows· old upon his bosom, 
the Koran gives him another world! 

The Koran is not responsible for the way Islam developed into 
a closed system and for the drily rational spirit of the Sunni 
ulama who turned all the luxuriant cosmic imagery of the Koran 
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into legalistic prose. In the tragic view of history taken by the 
Shiites, things went wrong from the moment the Prophet died. 
The problem is, What comes after the prophet? The question is, 
Who is Khidr? And, What does it mean to be a disciple of 
Khidr?-the question at the heart of Sura 18. Pursuing that ques-
tion, Ibn Arabi said that he had plunged into an ocean on whose 
shore the prophets remained behind standing. 26 
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METHOD AGAINST TRUTH 
ORIENTALISMAND QUR'ANIC STUDIES 

S. Parvez Manzoor 

The Orientalist enterprise of Qur'anic studies, whatever its other merits 
and services, was a project born of spite, bred in frustration and 
nourished by vengeance: the spite of the powerful for the powerless, 
the frustration of the 'rational' towards the 'superstitious' and the 
vengeance of the 'orthodox' against the 'non-conformist'. At the greatest 
hour of his worldly-triumph, the Western man, co-ordinating the powers 
of the State, Church and Academia, launched his most determined 
assault on the citadel of Muslim faith. All the aberrant streaks of his 
arrogant personality - its reckless rationalism, its world-domineering 
phantasy and its sectarian fanaticism - joined in an unholy conspiracy 
to dislodge the Muslim Scripture from its firmly entrenched position as 
the epitome of historic authenticity and moral unassailability. The 
ultimate trophy that the Western man sought by his dare-devil venture 
was the Muslim mind itself. In order to rid the West forever of the 
'problem' of Islam, he reasoned, Muslim consciousness must be made 
to despair of the cognitive certainty of the Divine message revealed to 
the Prophet. Only a Muslim confounded of the historical authenticity 
or doctrinal autonomy of the Qur'anic revelation would abdicate his 
universal mission and hence pose no challenge to the global domination 
of the West. Such, at least, seems to have been the tacit, if not the 
explicit, rationale of the Orientalist assault on the Qur'an. 

That Orientalism was a naked discourse of power and that its 
epistemology was a crude charade of legitimizing ethnocentric arrogance, 
is no longer a point of contention with any knowledgeable student of 
Islam or of modern history. Thus, it is neither inapt nor squeamish to 
construe the Orientalist enterprise as a frontal, at times even subversive, 
'behind the lines', assault on the Qur'an; for, the only distinguishing 
mark of the Orientalist approach is its vengefulness and hatred. Seldom, 
if ever, has any sacred scripture of a universal faith been treated with 
such pathological animosity as the Orientalists handled the Qur'an. Far 
from showing even the perfunctory reverence that in cases like these is 
otherwise de rigueur, the Orientalist launched his 'iconoclastic' attack 
with such fanaticism that compared to it even the crusaders' fury pales 
to nothing. Indeed, brave would be the person who today would defend 
the Orientalist method for studying the Muslim Scripture as being the 
natural mode of apprehension of the rationalist man. If it was 
'rationalist', it was of a supremely arrogant European kind. Indeed, in 
all its emotional moorings, the Orientalist method was visibly vindictive, 
partisan and squint-eyed (cf. our review-essay: 'Islam and Orientalism: 
The Duplicity of a Scholarly Tradition', in MWBR, Vol. 6, No. 1, pp. 
3-12). Of all the sacred texts of the world, it singled out the Qur'iinic 
revelation for carrying out its senseless act of vandalism that shocked 
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even its own champions. For instance, a scholar like Ignaz Goldziher, 
hardly to be accused of pro-Islamic partiality, had to cry out in protest, 
exclaiming: 'What would be left of the Gospels if the Qur'anic methods 
were applied to them?' 

To condemn the entire legacy of Orientalism, at least its enterprise 
of Qur'anic studies, as an outburst of psychopathic vandalism may seem 
harsh in our more 'ecumenical' times. It might even be dangerous. Such 
a wholesale dismissal of a solidly scholarly tradition, for instance, may 
become for us a facile substitute for critical and nuanced analysis. 
Indeed, there are signs that some of us are doing just that: dismissing 
Orientalism entirely and cavalierly rather than studying it and analysing 
it. Whatever the rewards of such emotional escapism, the stance adopted 
here (see the Introduction to the Bibliography) is diametrically opposed 
to any sentiment of self-indulgence: In our opinion, there is no substitute 
for the defeat of Orientalism but on the epistemological battlefield. Only 
by checkmating the Sovereign of the Orientalist cognitive pieces will 
the Muslim be able to pursue the games of his own choosing. Having 
said that, it also remains incontestable that any earnest-minded reader, 
Muslim or otherwise, who has the patience to sit through the irreverent 
inanities or petty squabblings of its mediocre discourse, will come to 
the realization that indeed there is something sick and sickening about 
the Orientalist hatred of Islam and the Muslims. If nothing else, the 
Muslim finds it impossible to forgive the Orientalist for the tone he 
employed in his discourse. It remains painful to this day. 

With the balance-sheet in hand, we now know that Orientalism has 
failed in all its major objectives. If by its frontal attack on the Qur'an 
it sought to make a breach in the fortification of the Muslim faith, it 
has failed miserably. If by its 'rationalist' epistemology, it had hoped to 
make a dent in the Islamic personality, the evidence today spells the 
death of such nefarious designs. Muslims today are rallying around the 
banner of their faith and revelation with firmer commitment than prior 
to the Orientalist assault. If some odd Orientalist benignly strove to 
make Muslim conscience more in alignment with the canons of moder-
nity, his disenchantment must be great because Muslims today are 
challenging the moral and epistemological foundations of modernity 
itself. Even if by his disinterested observation, from a doctrinally safe 
distance of course, the Orientalist had aspired to unravel the mystery 
of the numinous, he stands totally humiliated today. Neither his method 
nor his rationality, it appears irrefutable now, will ever solve the riddle 
of the revelation. More pitiable than all that, the edifice of colonial 
power-structure, which sustained and protected the Orientalist hoax, 
has been pulverized by the emancipatory forces of history. There exists, 
thus, neither the intellectual nor the political space for carrying out the 
Orientalist discourse today. Little wonder, then, that even the old 
Orientalist establishments are having a face-lift now and the Muslim is 
being admitted to their closed sessions. In short, whatever the Orientalist 
had hoped to gain by his academic endeavours has not come to fruition 
at all. Thanks to the historical development, thus, the Muslim may now 
analyse the cognitive and emotional disorders of the Orientalist person-
ality within a less infected emotional atmosphere than would have been 
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possible in the hey-days of the Orientalist hegemony. 

Ignoring the historical roots of modem Orientalism which reach as 
far back as the polemical marshes of medieval Christianity, we should 
turn our attention to the nineteenth century, which saw the appearance 
of a number of biographies of the Prophet, notably by Gustav Weil 
(1843), Muir (1861) and Sprenger (1861-65). Obviously these biographi-
cal works also contained some introductory material relevant to the 
study of the Qur'an [83, 131] (the bold numerals within square brackets 
refer to listings in the Bibliography) which later crystallized into a 
separate discipline of its own. Sprenger and Weil also laid the foundation 
of the chronology of the Qur'anic text- something which was elaborated 
by every subsequent scholar till it reached the cui-de-sac of its own 
making. Earlier, in 1834, Gustav Fliigel's recension of the Qur'anic text 
had already provided Orientalist scholarship with one of its indispensable 
tools. With regard to Qur'anic studies, however, the most notable event 
of nineteenth-century Orientalism was the publication of Noldeke's 
seminal work, Geschichte des Qorans, in 1860 [88]. It was under the 
auspices of the Parisian Academie des Inscriptions et Belle-Letteres that 
a competition on the best monograph on the Qur'an was announced in 
1857. Of the three scholars who were attracted by the subject, Aloys 
Sprenger, Michele Amri and Theodore Noldeke, the latter won the 
prize and out of this effort was born the most seminal work of the 
Orientalist scholarship on the Qur'an. 

From its inception, Orientalist scholarship conceived of its principal 
task as the establishment of the chronology of the Qur'anic text. With 
Noldeke this, perhaps the only 'scientific' so to speak, motif of Western 
Qur'anic studies gets fully crystallized. Following Weil [131], Noldeke 
proposed a chronological scheme, dividing the revelation into three 
Makkan and one Madinan periods, that has gained widespread accep-
tance since then. Apart from the four-period standard chronology, there 
were other systems as well, most notably the ones proposed by Muir 
(five Makkan, including one pre-Prophetic (!),and one Madinan phases) 
[83], Grimme and Hirschfeld [51]. Notwithstanding all their differences 
from the Muslim datings, however, the early European chronologies 
are nothing but variations of the traditional schemes. A more radical -
and preposterous - re-arrangement of the Qur'anic text was later 
suggested by the eccentric Scotsman, Richard Bell [16-20]. Taking his 
cue from Hirschfeld that in dating the Qur'an one must take notice of 
the individual pericopes rather than entire suras, Bell undertook a 
verse-by-verse examination and even tried to recast the entire text of 
the Qur'an in his own mould! The peculiar theory which the Scottish 
crackpot laboured all his life to substantiate concerned the revision of 
the text by the Prophet himself in Madina. One of Bell's more quixotic 
suggestions was that whilst some passages were being revised, the 
Prophet instructed his scribes to note them down on the back of the 
sheets that already had the verses that were being replaced on them. 
Later editors, not willing to discard any shred of the revelation, 
therefore, inserted the old verses back in the text as It were. Con-
sequently, Bell tried to explain every possible break in the text on the 
basis of some discarded 'scrap' that had got into the Qur'an by mistake! 
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Whatever his ingenuity at the rehabilitation of the original arrangement, 
Richard Bell, paradoxically, brought the Western attempt to establish 
a textual chronology of the Qur'an to a complete halt. Like the proverbial 
snake, Orientalism bit its own tail. All that one can say today is, in the 
authoritarian opinion of the Encyclopaedia of Islam [72] ('Al-IS:.ur'an', 
s.v.) that 'it is not possible to put the suras as wholes in chronological 
order, or to determine the exact order of the passages on any major 
teaching ... ! 

The reasons for the Orientalist obsession with dating and chronology 
are not far to seek. At its most obvious, the theme of chronology which 
itself is a category of history, provides a chain of temporal, and hence 
causal, 'explanations' for the 'phenomenon' of the Qur'an. Not only 
does such a 'natural' order of events obviate the need for any supernatural 
and transcendental agency, which is the claim of the Muslim perception, 
but with the introduction of the category of 'sequential time' in the 
workings of the Sacred, the notions of historical relativity or relative 
truth are also reinstated at the heart of our cognition. If the Qur'an 
itself may be understood as a chronological sequence of events, then 
whatever truth that it proclaims cannot be but temporal, and hence 
fallible. To introduce the category of 'secular' time in the 'sacred' event 
of the revelation is, thus, to 'con-fuse' temporality with eternity. It is 
not accidental that Muslims, who are fully committed to the 'historicity' 
of the Sacred Descent (Nuzul), the Event of the Qur'an, have never 
confounded the Sacred times of the Revelation with the 'secular' times 
of profane history. True enough, the Revelation took place in historical 
times, but inasmuch as the Sacred entered into history, it radically 
metamorphosed history and temporality. Thus, for the Muslim, the 
nature of time and history is fundamentally different during the Event 
of the Revelation, during the Sacred Mission of the Prophet, because 
then God guided the affairs of the Community in a uniquely direct way. 
Insofar as the Orientalist epistemology is unable to concede the 
possibility of the Sacred intervening in human history during the time 
of the Prophecy, its system of chronology does not cross-sect the Muslim 
perception of the sacred times but merely runs parallel to it. All that 
the Orientalist can accomplish by his method is to posit a category of 
'history' which encircles but never enters the sacred time.s of the 
Prophecy. Clearly, therefore, the Orientalist method is unable to 
arbitrate the issue of 'historical truth': all it is able to achieve is the 
confusion of the two order of realities- profane times and sacred history. 
Given its ideological commitment, it may not be unfair to assume that 
the ultimate objective of the Orientalist chronological exercise is not to 
pronounce any judgement on the 'truth' of the Qur'an but to spread 
confusion concerning its temporality and hence confound the unpercep-
tive believer. 

Along with chronology, the other major theme of Orientalist scholar-
ship with 'scientific' pretensions is, what may be broadly termed as, 
'textual and linguistic studies'. Since linguistic analysis and explanation 
has been the mainstay of Muslim exegetical tradition, one expects that 
not only would Muslims find the modern Orientalist approach congenial 
to their traditional temper but that the Western effort would also be 
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able to enrich Muslim self-understanding itself. And indeed, to some 
extent, it is so. Modem scholarship, possessing a much broader know-
ledge of comparative Semitic philology and even of other classical 
languages, not to speak of the more sophisticated methods of linguistic 
analysis that are at its disposal, is in an infinitely better position to shed 
light on 'obscure' words and terms that have baffled traditional commen-
tators. In many cases, modem knowledge is indeed a boon. It has 
provided more plausible explanations, given more solid etymologies and 
traced more foreign words than was possible for the traditional Muslim 
scholars. And yet, there is always a polemical and derogatory side to 
the Orientalist effort. Not only does it assume a total cultural void in 
pre-Islamic Arabia but in terms of discretion it also labours under the 
assumption that the traditional Muslim view, influenced as it is by 
theological and dogmatic considerations, must of necessity be discarded. 
Invariably, out of the two or more plausible explanations, Western 
scholars compulsively pick up the one which is farthest from the accepted 
Muslim opinion [60). Alas, there can be no other reason for this but 
the pathological, Islamophobic trait of the Orientalist personality. 

Undoubtedly, within the matrix of linguistic, textual and chronological 
studies, the most ambitious project of Orientalist scholarship was to 
produce a 'critical' text of the Qur'an. To a Muslim, uncompromisingly 
conditioned by the authority of the mutawiitir tradition, such scholarly 
hybris strikes as suicidal, if not downright blasphemous. Such, however, 
is the lure of the 'critical' approach for the Orientalist that everything 
that is normative and axiomatic for the Muslim tradition has to be 
rejected with impunity, even if it tolls the death of impartiality or of 
'scholarship'. In any case, the moving force behind this project was 
Arthur Jeffery, who had earlier pursued this line of research vigorously 
[59). Together with a team of German scholars and on the basis of the 
surviving manuscripts from the earliest times, Jeffery was busy preparing 
'the critical text of the Qur'an', when his project was brought to a halt 
by the Allied bombing of Munich during World War II. All the 
manuscripts and other material that had been assembled with such 
painstaking fanaticism were utterly destroyed. Charles Adams mourns 
the loss in these words: 'The degree of loss was so great that it may 
never again be possible to mount a similar effort. The problem is further 
compounded by the deaths of most of the persons involved. To my 
knowledge, no extensive critical work on the text of the Qur'an is now 
being undertaken in either the Muslim or the Western worlds.' Whatever 
the validity of the mock-sentiment of bereavement above, our readers 
ought to know that the highly praised critical dimension of Jeffery's 
project consisted of nothing more than documenting all the textual 
variations - usually no more than dialectical or vocal qjvergences that 
in no way affect the sense and meaning of the extant 'Vulgate' - that 
had, wittingly or unwittingly, crept into the Muslim works on the Qur'an. 
Obviously, the most paramount tenet of Orientalist 'reason' is scepticism. 
To distrust vengefully everything that is consensual and conformist in 
the Muslim tradition and to espouse passionately everything that is 
deviant and freakish is the epitome of sacred canons of Orientalist 
'criticism'! 
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Purely philological and lexical research, of course, is impossible 

without situating linguistic terms and expression in a historical and 
cultural milieu. It is here that the ingenuity [4, 8, 48, 121, 128, 132, 
133], polemics [3, 13--20, 35--6, 37, 39, 41--2, 50, 52, 54-6, 59--62, 64, 
68, 75--6, 80--2, 87, 90--4, 100, 109, 112, 113, 120, 122, 124-6, 132], 
derision [90--4], irony [101] and the proverbial Islamophobia (almost 
everyone) of Orientalism find their full rein. Within this paradigm, thus, 
by far the greatest part of the Orientalist effort-is devoted to tracing 
'the origins of the Qur'an and the sources of its teaching'. The rationale 
behind committing all the resources of Orientalism to this project is, no 
doubt, polemical through and through. Epistemologically, it is grounded 
in a materialistic metaphysics that does not recognize the possibility of 
the Transcendent acting in human history, just as, dogmatically, it is 
unable to concede that God speaks to anyone but to His 'own people'. 
Given this fortuitous union of the sceptical and the Biblical, it is not 
surprising that, in studying the Qur'anic revelation, even the most 
committed theist from among the People of the Book wears the agnostic 
mask. Scholars, otherwise fanatically opposed to weighing the mystery 
of revelation on the scale of reason, approach the Qur'an with ideological 
premises and methodological practices that are strict taboos in their own 
homes. It is this duplicity of the Biblical, read Christian, personality 
that Goldziher finds objectionable. For the Muslim, however, the hybris 
of the Chosen is little different from the pre-judice of the Saved. 

Unfortunately, the 'ecumenical' promise, which the theme of 'Judaeo-
Christian antecedants of the Qur'an' undoubtedly holds, was callously 
flouted in the annals of Orientalism. Sectarian passions were sanctified 
in the name of 'method' and all se,arch for 'truth' was expelled from its 
academic precincts. Uppermost in these concerns was the eagerness to 
'prove' that the Qur'an was a poor replica of the Bible and that the 
Prophet was no more than a confused 'forger' of the Judaeo-Christian 
revelation! If Jewish doctors strove to prove 'the Jewish Foundations of 
Islam' [122, cf. even, 13, 44, 52, 55--6, 68, 113, 120], Christian clerics 
felt obliged to outbid them in demonstrating its 'Christian Origins' [3, 
14, 20, 60, 62, 87, 90--4, 129, 132]. Central to this type of perception is 
a radical sensitivity that has been sanctified in the name of religious 
exclusivism. God speaks only to the children of Israel and inasmuch as 
the Arabian Prophet is an outsider, God could not have addressed him 
directly, is the gist of this stance. (Even the few odd 'conciliatory' 
schemes of revelation, that have come to us from Jomier [65] Massignon 
or Moubarac [81--2], unblushingly tout for the 'racial' rationale!) 

Only from such a sentiment of racial-religious exclusiveness may the 
Orientalist reproach to the Prophet and the Qur'an be justified: the 
Arabian outsider 'appropriates' the truth of the Bible and 'forges' it into 
a revelation of his own! Everything Qur'anic that corroborates earlier 
scriptures, thus, is viewed as 'borrowing' and everything that the Qur'an 
modifies of their contents is dismissed as 'deviant' and 'distortive'. 
Should one, on the other hand, accept-- even phenomenologically and 
not doctrinally -- that the 'founder' of Islam stands at the end of a long 
chain of religious personalities, best described as 'prophetic' according 
to the typology of the Near East, then the whole edifice of Biblical 
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Orientalism crumbles to the ground. In the latter case, it would be 
absurd to speak about 'derivations', 'borrowings', 'distortions', even 
'misunderstandings', as the Qur'anic revelation too would be recognized 
as expounding the common truth of 'monotheism' (according to the 
Muslim opinion, even arbitrating it) rather than 'transgressing' the 
preserve of Judaeo-Christianity. Clearly, at the heart of the Orientalist 
vision lies the conviction of the non-conformity of the Qur' anic revelation 
and the racial 'heresy' of the Prophet of Islam. By all standards, it is a 
dogmatic conviction and has nothing to do with the claims of method. 

Forgotten also in the source-historical discourse of Orientalism is the 
inconvenient fact that the Qur'an categorically proclaims its affinity with 
earlier revelations, including the Biblical, and that for the Muslim, 
convinced as he is of the unity of the content as well as the source of all 
revelations, the evidence of Judaeo-Christian antecedents of the 
Qur'anic themes causes little doctrinal discomfort. Inasmuch as the 
Qur'an and other scriptures exhibit overlapping of themes and motifs, 
even of linguistic expressions, it is due to the identity of the Transcendent 
Source of this knowledge and not attributable to any vagaries of its 
human recipients. For, not to claim externality for the Source of one's 
own- as well as for that of the others'- truth is to negate the 'revelation 
principle' itself. Indeed, it is tantamount to denying the existence of a 
transcendent order of knowledge and reducing the revelation to the 
imminent workings of the human mind. (Is the truth of Judaism (or 
Christianity) from God or is it a product of the Jewish (or Christian) 
genus?) In claiming that the truth of the Qur'an is a borrowed, human, 
truth, whereas that of Judaism (or Christianity) is the revealed, divine, 
truth, the Orientalist reveals himself to be a dogmatic partisan 9f the 
Biblical tradition. Or, in his zeal to deprive the Muslim scripture of its 
transcendent moorings, he ends up by denying the possibility of revealed, 
extra-sensory, knowledge ilber haupt. Thus, despite his fondness of 
running with the hare and hunting with the hound, as it were, the 
Orientalist may claim methodological validity either for all the historical 
revelations or for none at all. Denying the revelation-principle in the 
case of the Qur'an and upholding it in that of the Bible hardly makes 
the 0rientalist method more 'scientific'. At heart, and behind all the 
masks of academic respectability, the Orientalist always remains, either 
a dogmatist or an atheist! In both cases, his methodological perception 
does violence to the Islamic faith and is unable to arbitrate the question 
of the Islamic truth. 

The dogmatic principle of the uniqueness of the Biblical tradition, 
the darling of the Orientalist method, as mentioned earlier, cannot be 
maintained in the nascent discipline of ph.enomenc:>Jogy of religions. If 
anything, the phenomenological perception has a tendency to posit a 
typological and taxonomic kinship between all 'Semitic', 'Prophetic' or 
'Western' religions [78]. (In perceiving this unity, the modern discipline, 
thus, comes very close to the Qur'anic notions of the Abrahamic faiths.) 
In a sense, then, one of the most cogent refutations of the Orientalist 
method has, unwittingly, arisen within the Western worldview. It is not 
accidental, thus, that in studying Islam, Biblical Orientalism is loathe 
to employ the phenomenological methodology. Even here, however, 
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there is no mistaking about the Islamophobic emotionality of Orien-
talism. Thus, whatever phenomenological studies of Islam that have 
been carried out within the Orientalist tradition have not been free of 
the Biblical bias (64, 79, 104]. At times, they have even been unable to 
rise above the Biblical calling to polemicize against Islam (37, 90]. 
Committed as it is to the recovery of religious meaning, the new discipline 
of phenomenology of religions does show scholarly promise and, if 
handled properly, it may elicit insights that, mutatis mutandis, may enrich 
Muslim self-perception itself (48]. As yet, however, this potential 
remains largely untapped. 

Notwithstanding the appearance of certain dogmatically, if not 
ideologically, neutral, even conciliatory tracts [45, 65, also 35-6], the 
'academic' temper of Orientalist scholarship has grown more sceptical 
with time [75--6, 107--8, 125-6, 132]. Today, the most radical demand 
for the revision of Orientalist legacy comes in the field of chronology 
and concerns the authenticity of the Qur'anic text itself! We have seen 
that with Richard Bell tolls, no pun intended, the death-knell of the 
chronological movement of Orientalism. Henceforth, only an Exodus 
could save the chosen ones of its pure faith from the accursed captivity 
of chronology in the Arabia of history and lead them to the Promised 
Land, the no-man's Jerusalem, of literary analysis. Orientalism's new 
deliverer was to be John Wansbrough (124-6]. The new methodology 
and its wholesale rejection of the traditional chronological framework 
is as candid an admission of defeat on the part of the Orientalist 
establishment as it is a unilateral breach of the scholarly contract between 
Muslim sources and modern methods. The gist ofWansbrough's astound-
ing thesis is that the Qur'an is a 'composite' document containing within 
its covers a number of strands of sectarian Jewish polemics, that its 
present form and structure were crystallized during the ninth century of 
the Christian era and that it may or may not incorporate anything of 
the Prophet's own inspiration or revelation! Clearly, such a cataclysmic 
conjecture can only be sustained by making chaos out of the order of 
Islamic history. Not surprisingly, therefore, Wansbrough has to disown 
the entire corpus of Muslim historiography in order to strike a bargain 
with the merchants of 'literary analysis'. Only such a quantum jump 
ensures the Orientalist of reaching the orbit of a higher polemical charge! 

With Wansbrough, the triumph of method over truth is complete. 
Along with the bathwater of Orientalist chronology, one now throws 
out the baby of Islamic history as well. The Qur'an, thus unanchored 
from its historic moorings, now becomes amenable to any kind of 
methodological torture and the Orientalist scholar is absolved of any 
chronological responsibility. He may now dismiss the entire formative 
history of Islam as a hoax, and yet be free from the burden of advancing 
a single plausible reason for this colossal self-deception. He may play 
any kind of scholarly charade, and as long as he keeps on producing the 
rabbit of method from his academic hat, there is no end to his jugglery, 
nor any reprimand for his jestery. The divorce of history and method 
that is the seed of Wansbrough's literary analysis, however, is bringing 
a mixed harvest to the, now largely abandoned, manor-house of 
Orientalism. If, on the one hand, there is a vanguard assault to pulverize 
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the mansion of Islamic history into the rubble of 'salvation history', most 
notably in the works of Patricia Croone and Michael Cooke, there is 
also, on the other hand, growing evidence of the reliability of the Muslim 
tradition [85-6]. Oddly enough, Wansbrough's own pupil, John Burton 
is also proclaiming, most paradoxically and more than any traditional 
Muslim claim, that the entirety of the Qur'an in its present textual 
arrangement is the work of the Prophet himself! Understandably, the 
Orientalist establishment has reacted with caution, circumspection and 
scepticism to Wansbrough's highly provocative, nay tendentious, 
hypothesis. The Encyclopaedia of Islam, for instance, sums up the 
majority-view of the Orientalists as: 'Neither [Wansbrough nor Burton] 
has given convincing reasons for his own hypothesis, or for the shared 
assertion that the Muslim accounts should be rejected altogether' [72]. 
More outspoken dismissals of Wansbrough's brazen assertions have not 
been lacking either. R. B. Serjeant, for instance, expresses the gist of 
the counter-argument against Wansbrough as such: 'An historical 
circumstance so public [as the appearance of the Qur'anic revelation] 
cannot have been invented'! (For a very firm, pithy and scholarly rebuttal 
of Wansbrough's 'methodology', see: Fazlur Rahman: 'Approaches to 
Islam in Religious Studies: Review Essay', in R. C. Martin (ed.): 
Approaches to Islam in Religious Studies, Arizona, 1985, pp. 189-202; 
also the same author's: 'Some Recent Books on the Qur'an by Western 
Authors', in The Journal of Religion, Vol. 61, No. 1 (January 1984), 
pp. 73-95, as well as his more general work, Major Themes of the Qur' iin, 
(Chicago, 1980).) 

Out of the vast corpus of Orientalist works, only a few deal with the 
contents of the Qur'an, and even these are peripheral to the Orientalist 
effort and worldview. Apart from some recent Christian works that go 
a long way towards the revision of earlier Islamophobic sentiments [35-6, 
45, 65], there is one scholar whose work recommends itself highly to 
the Muslims. Against all the canons of Western academism, the Japanese 
scholar lzutsu, as an outsider to Orientalism and sharing none of its 
historical prejudices or emotional phobias, has allowed the Qur'an to 
speak for itself [57-8]. The result also speaks for itself! The moral elan 
of the Qur'anic worldview, ritually masked by the Orientalist method, 
here shines through with dazzling luminosity. Professor Izutsu's work 
provides the most cogent argument against the claim that the truth of 
a scripture is accessible only to those who are inside its sacred tradition. 

In the end, the uncomfortable question that has to be f~d by any 
earnest-minded Muslim critic of Orientalism: Has the Orientalist enter-
prise brought nothing of value to Islam? Is there anything in its vast 
scholarly output that helps us elicit some insights about our own situation 
today or of our collective enterprise in history? Critical, even irreveren-
tial and pathologically Islamophobic, though the Orientalist may have 
been in dealing with our heritage, has he nothing to contribute to our 
self-criticism? So far, we have ignored the Orientalist reproach. Because 
of its foreign origin, its missionary trappings and its colonial designs, 
we have, rightly, dismissed Orientalism as the pathological fallacy of 
the Western religious, political and cultural megalomania. Nonethe-
less, we cannot remain immune forever against the claims of 
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its method that are being proffered in the name of 'universal' reason 
itself. Sooner or later, authentic Muslim effort will have to approach 
the Qur'an from methodological assumptions and parameters that are 
radically at odds with the ones consecrated by our tradition. If we are 
not to follow in the footsteps of the Western man to the wasteland of 
scepticism, disbelief and despair, we had better learn from the nemesis 
of Orientalism that the only proper method for the study of the Qur'an 
is the one that allows its truth to speak for itself. 

A Note on the Bibliography 

No bibliography that aims at being critical can ever be comprehensive. 
In bibliographic science, just as in other branches of knowledge, 
all-inclusiveness and selection are founded on contradictory principles. 
Only by renouncing one's right to be critical and selective may one attain 
comprehensiveness, just as in order to achieve critical acumen one has 
to say good-bye to comprehensiveness. In the preparation of this short 
bibliography, thus, certain principles of selection and omission have 
been strictly adhered to. First of all, it has been accepted that in listing 
the modern works on the Qur'an, language serves as no meaningful 
criterion of classification. No doubt, limiting Qur'anic studies to works 
written in the (ill-defined) Western languages may act as some primitive 
principle of selection, {cf.: Islamic Studies - Publish and Perish, by 
Munawar A. Anees, MWBR, Vol. 2, No. 5 (Winter 1985), pp. 55-68); 
nevertheless, the illicit union that such an ideologically neutral linguistic 
criterion sanctions between Muslim works that are firmly committed to 
the 'Divine' nature of the Qur'anic revelation and those by non-Muslims 
for whom the Qur'an is no more than a document of human 'literature', 
cannot be condoned at all. Indeed, by no stretch of the imagination can 
the criterion of linguistic classification be considered a critical principle 
of Muslim bibliography. 

Given the guiding function of bibliographies, therefore, the most 
logical system of classification for the Muslim would· be the one that 
strictly sep.arates Muslim works on the Qur'an from those by non-Mus-
lims. For, one need hardly insist that there is no methodology available 
today which can bridge the epistemological chasm between the two 
worldviews. Accordingly, the present bibliography lists only those works 
that are products of the non-Muslim effort - a few odd ones that 
innocuously display Muslim sounding names not excepting! More than 
that, it further restricts the non-Muslim effort to those studies that, 
following some perverted logic of their own, purport to be critical of 
the Qur'an, or at least of the Muslim 'dogma' concerning its 'Divine' 
authorship. Such an attitude is pre-eminently associated with the 
academic worldview of Orientalism, that is, with its historical, linguistic, 
textual and source-critical methodologies and its vengeful emotional 
parameters. Orientalism, however, is not some kind of a protean body 
of 'knowledge' that includes the entirety of Christian and Jewish 
polemics against Islam: it is a historically specific epistemological 
enterprise and must be treated as such. Consequently- and in contradis-
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tinction to the earlier views expressed in the MWBR that would regard 
even John of Damascus as the arch-protagonist of Orientalism (cf.: M. 
M. Ahsan's critique of Orientalism, Vol. 6, No. 2 (Winter 1986), p. 7), 
the present bibliography uncompromisingly limits itself to the Western 
academic effort of, say, the last hundred years. It even makes no mention 
of the current embryonic, post-Orientalist, phase of Qur'anic studies in 
the West, which deserves a separate critique of its own. 

Though firmly circumscribed within the Orientalist parameters of 
Qur'anic studies, the present bibliography posits a further distinction 
between the Orientalist's own perception of the Qur'an and his critical 
account of the Muslim's response to his Scripture. The focus of interest 
here as well as in the accompanying essay is the former studies; the 
latter, for instance, the Orientalist view of the classical works of tafsir, 
as a rule, have been omitted. Needless to say, despite the application 
of these, stringent, criteria of selection and exclusion, anomalies remain. 
The most eye-catching of these is that the present listing excludes from 
its 'Qur'anic studies' framework nearly all the biographies of the Prophet 
written in the West. Now, obviously, not only is there a lot of overlapping 
of the two themes- the Prophet's biography and the study of the Qur'an 
- in the actual Western studies, it is impossible even from a strictly 
traditional Muslim vantage point to keep the two neatly separated. 
Clearly, to give a biographical account of the Prophet's mission without 
alluding to its Qur'anic moorings or to discuss the contents of the Qur'an 
without taking cognizance of its anchorage in the Prophet's sira and in 
the historical vicissitudes of the nascent Muslim community would be, 
epistemologically speaking, an impossible feat. Nevertheless, inasmuch 
as Western accounts of the Prophet pre-eminently concern themselves 
with the Prophet's personality and insofar as they adduce the Qur'anic 
evidence merely for the sake of elucidating or comprehending that 
personality, they belong, strictly speaking, to the genre of 'sira studies', 
and hence have been excluded from the present list. Consequently, only 
those studies whose proper focus is the Qur'an, and whose reference to 
the Prophet's life is merely for the sake of understanding the phenome-
non and contents of the Revelation, have been included here. Not only 
is the traditional Muslim distinction between the Prophetic Sunna (one 
of whose exegetical disciplines is the historiographically conceived sira 
literature) and the Qur'anic Revelation essential to safeguard the Muslim 
dogma about the 'divine' nature of the Qur'an, upholding this division 
makes sense in the classification scheme of Orientalist scholarship as 
well. It also explains the present arrangement. Of course, it goes without 
saying that for a profound understanding of the Orientalist psychology, 
its enterprise of Qur'anic studies cannot be insulated froni its perception 
of the Prophecy. The latter, however, demands a more comprehensive 
and independent treatment than can be accorded here. 

Other inconsistencies are of less fundamental import. For instance, 
it was found advisable not to exclude from the present list a seminal 
work like number 46 that deals with the main currents of Muslim 
exegesis, merely because it does not fit the above criterion. After all, 
the work is very crucial to the understanding of the scholarly tenor of 
the Orientalist thought and should therefore be compulsory reading for 
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the Muslim student of Orientalism; hence its inclusion. There are also 
a few other instances of such ambiguities. In addition to the objective 
and explicit criteria of selection mentioned above, certain judgements 
of a personal nature have also been exercised in the making of this list. 
Orientalist studies that are either unoriginal, repetitious or extremely 
difficult to access have not been given a place in this compilation - no 
matter how dutifully and repetitiously they may be listed in conventional 
literature. In short, the guiding principle behind this effort- and its sole 
vindication - has been its utility to the ordinary Muslim reader. It is 
earnestly hoped that this critical introduction and bibliographical 
guideline to the Orientalist enterprise of Qur'anic studies will provide 
the Muslim reader with a list that he is actually able to use and not 
burden him with yet another compilation which is for the sake of 
compilation alone. Bibliographies can be a self-gratifying end of spurious 
scholarship and unless the compiler can actually appraise the works he 
lists there is no sense to his listings. Composing bibliographies to the 
n-th degree of citations is the most unredeeming and meaningless 
charade of empirical and normless modern scholarship. The less the 
Muslim emulates this fad the better. In short, every Muslim effort at 
bibliographical compilation must also constitute a critical attempt to 
assess the contents of the presented literature. Otherwise, the Muslim 
risks drowning in, what Ibn al-'Arabi very aptly calls, 'the sea of names'. 

Finally, a few words about the linguistic diversity of the source-mater-
ial presented here. For any critical study of the 'classical' phase of 
Orientalism, familiarity with tlte German language is indispensable. No 
serious student of Orientalism, the Muslim included, thus, may remain 
ignorant of the German language. Notwithstanding the growing number 
of English translations - thanks especially to the assiduity of the 
ex-patriate Judaeo-Germanic community now settled in the United 
States - the main achievements of German Orientalism remain out of 
reach for the English-speaking student. For him, there is also the 
problem of the sizeable literature existing in French which cannot be 
ignored either (good, functional summaries, however, are available in 
the two editions of the Encyclopaedia of Islam). Given the predominantly 
anglophone, and to a much lesser extent, francophone, nature of the 
Muslim scholar, it is indeed a sad fact. Whatever the limitations of the 
ordinary Muslim scholar, however, linguistic diversity is a fact of the 
Orientalist 'way of life' that simply cannot be wished away. Great care, 
however, has been taken to include in the present bibliography only 
those works that are absolutely essential to the comprehension of the 
Orientalist mentality and scholarship and that their linguistic diversity 
be limited to English, French and German - the traditional trinity of 
tongues whose functional knowledge has been made obligatory for every 
student of humanities at European universities. Spanish, Italian, Dutch 
and Scandinavian studies of the Qur'an in native tongues, accordingly, 
have been left out. No matter how daunting the prospects of mastering 
foreign European tongues may appear to the Muslim student, for a 
critical appraisal of Orientalist enterprise such an effort is indispensable. 
The present bibliographical introduction merely provides a faint indica-
tion of the toilsome task ahead. 
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Abbreviations: 
BOAS- Bulletin of the School of Oriental and 
African Studies 
JAL -Journal of Arabic Literature 
JAOS - Journal of the American Oriental 
Society 
JRAS- Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 
JSS -Journal of Semitic Studies 
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MW- Muslim World 
OLZ- Orientalistische Literaturzeitung 
WZKM - Wiener Zietschrift filr die Kunde des 
Morgenlandes 
ZDMG- Zietschrift der Deutschen Morgenliin-
dischen Gesellschaft 

Some Notable Translations of the Qur'an by Orientalists 
English 
1. ARBERRY, Arthur John, The Koran 
Interpreted, 2 vols., London, 1955. 
2. BELL, Richard, The Qur'an, 2 vols., 
Edinburgh, 1937-39. 
3. PALMER, Edward Henry, The Qur'an, 2 
vols., Oxford, 1880. (Appeared in the 'The 
Sacred Books of the East' series; edited by 
Max Miiller.) 
4. RODWELL, John Meadows, The Koran, 
Hertford (London), 1861. 
5. SALE, George, A Comprehensive Com-
mentary on the Qur'an, London, 1882-96. 
(Includes a full translation of the text.) 
Besides the complete tranlations mentioned 
above, many other Orientalist scholars, not-
ably Jeffery, Lane, Muir, Nicholson and 
Schroeder, have attempted partial and selec-
tive translations of the sacred text. 

French 
1. BLACHERE, Regis, Le Coran, 3 vols., 
Paris, 1947-50. 
2. MASSON, Denise, Le Coran, Paris, 1967. 

German 
1. HENNING, Max, Der Koran, Leipzig, 
1901. (Later revised by Annemarie Schim-
mel, Stuttgart, 1962.) 

2. PARET, Rudi, Der Koran, Stuttgart, 
1962. 
3. RUCKERT, Friedrich, Der Koran, 
Frankfurt, 1888. 

Italian 
1. BAUSANI, Alessandro, 11 Corano, Flor-
ence, 1955. 

Dutch 
1. KRAEMERS, Johannes Hendrik, De 
Koran, Amsterdam, ~956. 

Swedish 
1. ZETTERSTEEN, Karl Vilhelm, Koranen, 
Stockholm, 1917. 

(For details concerning all subsequent edi-
tions and reprints as well as reviews, vide 
O.I.C. Research Centre For Islamic History, 
Art and Culture: World Bibliography of 
Translations of the Meanings of the Holy 
Qur'an, Istanbul, 1406/1986.) 

Some Standard Tools of Qur'anic Scholarship in the West 
The Text 
Corani Textus Arabicus, Leipzig, 1834. 
Prepared by Gustav Fliigel, the standard text 
of Western scholarship differs from the com-
monly employed Muslim version (Al-Fu'ad 
edition, Cairo, 1342/1923) only in the numer-
ation of the verses. 

Secondary Aids 
1. FLUGEL, Gustav, Concordantiae Corani 
Arabicae, Leipzig, 1842. 
2. KASSIS, Hanna, E., A Concordance of 
the Qur'an, Berkeley, University of Califor-
nia Press, 1983. Supercedes and replaces the 
earlier standard. 

3. PENRICE, John, A Dictionary and Glos-
sary of the Koran, London, 1873. (Reprinted 
by Praeger Publishers New York and 
Washington in 1971.) 
4. LANE, Edward W., An Arabic-English 
Lexicon, London and Edinburgh, 1863-93. 
New Edition: Lendon, 1955-57 and 1968. 
Another new' edition: Cambridge, Islamic 
Text Society, 1984. 
5. WRIGHT William, A Grammar of the 
Arabic Language, Cambridge, 1896. 
6. Index /slamicus, London, 1906, still con-
tinuing. 
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Books and Articles 

1. ABBOT, N., Studies in Arabic Literary 
Papyri. Vol I: Historical Texts. Chicago, 1957. 
2. ---, Studies in Arabic Literary Papyri. 
Vol II: Qur'anic Commentary and Tradition. 
Chicago, 1967. 
3. AHRENS, K., 'Christliches im Qoran', 
ZDMG, 84 (1930), pp. 15-68, 149-90. 
4. ALLARD, M., 'Une methode nouvelle 
pour !'etude du Coran', in Studia Islamica, 15 
(1961), pp. 5-21. 
5. ---,Analyse conceptuelle du Coran sur 
cartes perforees, Paris, 1963. 
6. AUGAPFEL, J., 'Das Kitab im Qoran', 
WZKM, 29 (1915), pp. 384-93. 
7. BAKKAR, D., Man in the Qur'an, Amster-
dam, 1965. 
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Blachere, Regis 90, 154 n.104, 193 n.50, 

197 
and chronology of Qur'an xxii, 39, 145 
n.68, 151-2 n.92, 155 n.105, 178-84, 
187-8,190,209,320 
and composition of the Qur'an 255 
and meaning of qur'iin 166 nn.29-32 
and Mul_lammad 11 n.4 
and philological research 319 
and saj'xix n.36, 224, 227, 235, 243, 
246 
and vocabulary of the Qur'an 288 n.9 

Bobzin, Hartmut xi n.1 
body, vocabulary of 291 
Boullata, Is sa J. 336 n.12 
Bowman, John 33 n.8 
Braude, Wm. G. 69 n.20 
Bravmann, M.M. xiii n.8, 85, 109 n.21, 

112 nn.23,24, 273, 278 n.54, 279 n.59 
Brinner, William M. xv n.18 
Brock, Sebastian 163 n.19 
Brockelmann, C. 8 n. 7 
Brown, Norman 0. xxv, 355-79 
Brunschvig, Robert xxiv-xxv, 285-95 
Budge, E.A.W. 69, 72 
Buhl, F. 154 n.100, 160 n.4, 163 n.18, 

166 nn.30,33, 183 n.30, 215 n.10 

Al-Buhturi, Abu Ubada 242 n.113 
Al-Bukhari, Mul_lammad b. Isma'il 202 

n.9, 319 n.37, 339 n.17, 350-1 n.54 
and meaning of qur'iin 172 n.58, 173 
nn.60,64, 180 n.3 
and meaning of siggil119 
and Moses 40 n.12 
and revelation of Qur'an 11 n.5, 34 
n.20 
and sura 111 272 n.21, 276 n.44, 279 
n.62 

Burckhardt, Titus 339 n.17, 372 
Bursevi, Isma'ill:laqqi 337-8 n.14 
Burt, Clarissa 335 n.9 
Burton, John xviii n.30, 159 n.2, 319, 

320,389 
Al-Buti, Sa'id RamaQ.an 329 n.51 

Caetani, Leone 131, 146, 153, 202 n.10 
Calverley, E.E. 338 n.15 
Campbell, Joseph 135 n.24 
Caprona, Pierre Crapon de xix, 224, 336 

n.12, 339 n.19, 340 n.20, 344 n.28 
Carlyle, Thomas 355, 375 
Casanova, P. 7 n.3, 9 n.2, 10 n.8 
Caspar, R. 112 n.24 
Causse, M. xiv, xxii, 37-60 
Certeau, M. de 307 n.8 
Chandrasekhar, Sripati 177 n.1 
Chapira, B. 12 
children, as temptation 182-3, 194 
Childs, Brevard S. xix n.38 
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and ape as demonic 82 
and Arabic borrowings 140, 163 
attacked by Mul_lammad 101-5 
and history of religions 133, 136, 
139 
and holy war 55 
as influence on Mul_lammad xii, 2, 5, 
7,21, 32,55-6,93, 99,101,183-4, 
266-7,386-7 
and Jesus and Mary in the Qur'an 21 
and monotheism 90 
and Qumran sect 3 
and qur'iin as recitation 163, 164 
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and sources of the Qur'an xii-xiii, xiv, 
62-3, 73 
and symbolism of light and darkness 
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and use of al-Ra}Jmiin 207, 208 n.40, 
209,210 
see also Jesus; monotheism 
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Christians, in Arabia 95, 99, 101-6 
Christopher, St, represented by dog's 

head 73, 74-7, 79, 82 
chronology xv, xvii, xxiii, 34 n.26, 109, 

111, 139, 178-94, 204-5 n.24, 310 
and Orientalism 383-4, 388 
and semantics xxii 
and style xix, xxi-xxii 
and use of nabi and rasul145-6 
and vocabulary 285-6, 319-20 

Clemens, C. 2 
Cohen, D. 125 n.36 
cohesion, phonological 335, 340, 342-3, 

346 
"cola", and style of Qur'an xix 
commentaries, Qur'anic xxii, 22, 61, 66-

8,86-9,91,149,201-2,314,328 
community, and prophet 149-51, 152 

n.94, 153-4, 156 
concordances, Qur'anic xxiii, 204-5 n.24 
Constant, Benjamin 132 
context 

cultural 63-83 
and history of religions 132, 200 
and meaning xvi-xvii, xxiv, 131-58 

context of the Qur'an 
Arabian xv 
Christian xii, xiii, xv 
and history xx, 93-115 
Jewish xi-xiv, xv, 1-20 

Cook, Michael xiii n.11, 389 
Coquet, J.C. 309 n.12 
Corbin, Henri 355, 369 
Cragg, Kenneth 134, 136-7, 320 n.41 
creation, and spirit 347-9, 351-3 
Creator, al-Ra/:l,mfm as 207 
criticism 

literary xix-xx 
textual xxiii 

Crone, Patricia xiii n.11, 389 
Ctesias of Onidos, Indika 7 4, 76 
culture, and significance of Qur'an xxiv 

Al-I)a]J.]J.ak b. Muza]J.im 279, 282, 284 
dajjal (Antichrist) 9 
Daley, Brian, S.J. 73-7, 79, 81 
Al-Darimi, 'Abdallah 158 n.114, 172 

n.59 
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Dhu'r-Rumma 89 
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Dihya (companion ofMu]J.ammad) 34 

n.18 
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din al-islam in Qur'an xv, 104, 108-13, 

114 
Diodorus Siculus 74 
Al-Diyarbakri, I:Iusayn b. Mu]J.ammad b. 

al-l:lasan 143 n.60 
Docetists, as influence on Mu]J.ammad 2 
dog-heads, in folklore and mythology 72-

82 
Dozy, R. 89 
Drijvers, H.J.W. 124 n.34 
Drozdik, L. 336-7 n.13 
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Dyroff, K. 162 n.15 
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and use of al-Ra/:l,man 205-7, 209 
see also Last Judgement 
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etymology, of nabi 140-1 
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exegesis xxiii, xxiv, xxv, 22, 34 n.18, 
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Shiite 371-2 

facf,a'il al-qur'an 334 
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Finkelstein, L. 335 n.9 
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Fleischer, H.L. xxi n.43 
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Fraenkel, S. 125 n.36 
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Gouda, Ahmed 336 n.10, 342 n.23 
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n.3, 336 n.11 
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Grimme, H. 267, 383 
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I:Iabib 208, 209, 211 n.57 
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criticism 306, 319 
and exegesis 22 
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and Al-Ra/:tmfm 200 n.5 
and revelation to MuQ.ammad 30, 161, 
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/:tajj 97 
Al-I:lakim al-Naysabiiri 276 n.47, 280 

n.67, 281 
halakhah, and Qumran sect 15, 18 
Al-Hamadhani 224, 226, 234, 244-5 
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I:Iammad b. Salma 121 
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Abraham as xv, 6, 100, 107-8, 109, 
114 
MuQ.ammad as 6, 90 
in Qumran sect 6-7 
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140-1 n.47, 164 
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Heiler, Friedrich 133 n.15 
Heinrichs, Wolfbart 162 n.14, 163 n.20, 

173 n.61, 334 n.6 
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Hirschberg, J.W. 6 n.4, 11 n.2, 13 n.8 
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and periodization of early Islam 93-
115 
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Hjarpe, Jan 93-4 n.2 
Hodgson, M.G.S. 374-5, 380 n.14 
holy war 

and dl:n 109, 111 
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and Mul)ammad 52-5 

Horovitz, J. xiii n.14, 61 n.2, 62, 63 n.8, 
118, 174 n.70, 203 n.17 
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and meaning of qur'iin 162 n.15, 163 
n.18, 164 n.21, 166 n.33, 172 n.53 
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144, 145 n.68, 147, 148 nn.76,80, 150 
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and vocabulary of Qur'an 287 n.6 

Hiid, as prophet 39, 147, 152 n.93, 156, 
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Al-l:ludaybiya treaty (628) 201 
l:ludhayfa B. Ghanim 272, 278 
l:lumaid al-'fawil121 
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Ibll:s (devil) 9-10 
Ibn 'Abbad, al-$al)ib 234 n.90, 243, 244 
Ibn 'Abbas, 'AbdAllah 119 n.13, 173 n.65, 

274, 276, 279,282, 338-9 n.16, 367 

Ibn Abi al-lll!ba' 240 
Ibn Abi Nadjil) 121 
Ibn al-'Amid 245 
lbn al-'Arabi, Mul)yi ad-Din 129, 339 

n.17, 345, 347 n.42, 348 n.44, 379 
lbn al-Athir, l)iya' al-Din, al-Mathal al-

sii'ir 213, 216, 218, 220, 224, 225-7, 
228-33,235-9,246 

lbn 'Atiyya 283 
lbn Bahiiwayhi 319 n.37 
lbn Durayd 275 n.40 
lbn Ezra, Moses xi n.2 
Ibn al-FaQ.l al-Riqiishi, 'Abd al $amad 

216-17 
lbn G[v]ubair (Djubayr), Sa'id 121-2, 

124 
Ibn l:lajar al-Haytami 277 n.52 
Ibn l:lanbal, Al)mad 8 nn.2,4, 9 n.3, 160 

n.3, 172 
lbn l:lazm, 'Ali b. Al)mad 120 n.18 
lbn Hisham, Abii Mul)ammad 'Abd al-

Malik 269 n.5, 276 n.47, 277 n.51, 278 
n.56, 282 n.76 
and Jews of Medina 13 
and ministry of Mul)ammad 263, 265 
and siggU 118, 119 n.11, 120 

Ibn Isl)aq, Life of the Prophet 120, 270, 
272,276 

Ibn al-Jawzi, 'Abd al-Ral)miin b. 'Ali 272 
n.21, 276 n.47, 277 n.51, 280 n.69, 
281 n.72 

Ibn al-Kalbi, Abii al-Mundir Hisham b. 
Mul)ammad 270 

Ibn Kathir, Isma'il b. 'Umar 334 n.5, 
337-8 n.14 
and meaning of qur'iin 169 n.40 
and meaning of sigg/:1119 
and prophets 152-3 n.98 
and revelation 34 n.18 
and sura 111 269 n.2, 270 n.12, 277 
nn.51,52, 280 n.69, 281, 284 

Ibn Khaldiin, 'Abd al-Ral)miin 215 n.7, 
223,304 

lbn Maja, Abii 'Abd Allah Mul)ammad b. 
Yazid 279 n.62 

lbn Man~iir, Mul)ammad b. Mukarram 
173 n.61, 347 n.38, 349 n.49, 353 n.57 

Ibn Mas'iid, 'Abd Allah 275 n.38 
Ibn Mujiihid, Al)mad Abii Bakr 311-12 
Ibn Muqbil, Abii Ka'b al-'A.miri 119-20, 

124, 126 
lbn Qutaiba (Kutayba), Abii Mul)ammad 

'Abd Allah al-Diniiwari 16 n.2, 119, 
121 n.22, 280 
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lbn Rashiq al-Qayrawani 224 n.57, 242-
3 

Ibn Rushd, Abii 1-Walid al-ljafid 306 
lbn Sa'd, Abii 'Abd Allah Mul}.ammad 

202 n.11, 270 nn.l2,13, 272 nn.21,22, 
276 n.44, 277 n.51, 280, 281 n.70, 282 
n.76 

Ibn Sayyid al-Nas 270 n.l2, 276 n.47, 
277 n.51, 281 n.70 

Ibn Shahrashiib, Abii Ja'far 270 n.l2, 
276 n.47, 277 nn.49,51, 280 n.68 

Ibn Sinan al-Khafaji, 'Abd Allah b. 
Mul}.ammad 214, 232, 306 

Ibn 'Umar, 'Abd Allah 173, 339 n.17 
Ibn Wahb al-Katib, Isl}.aq b. Ibrahim b. 

Sulayman 216 
Ibn Warraq xxiii n.51 
Ibn Zaid/Zayd 117, 276, 282 
Ibn Zaydiin, Abii'l-Walid 346 n.35 
Ibrahim see Abraham 
Ibrahim, Mul}.ammad Hasan 336-7 n.13 
i1az al-Qur'an (inimitability) 161, 214-

15,220,246,255,330,334,377 
'Ikrima b. Abi Djahl121, 282 
iman, and islam 112-13 
inclusivism, imperialistic 133-4 
India, influence on South Arabia 73, 77, 

79-80 
infanticide 178-9 
inheritance 321 
intercession 

and Moses 50-1 
and Mul}.ammad 47, 51 
and al-Ra}J,man 209 

interpretation see tafsir (interpretation) 
lqbal, Mul}.ammad 378 
Irving, T.B. 349 n.50, 350-1 n.54 
'isa see Jesus 
Isaak of Antioch 281-2 
Isidore of Seville 76, 82 
islam xv, 85-92 

and din 109-10 
as 'adoption of monotheism' 86, 90 
and exclusivity 87, 88-91 
and iman 112-13 
as proper name 111, 113, 114 
as submission 85-7, 89, 92, 110, 113, 
114 

Islam 
and inclusivism 134, 154 n.99 
periodization xv, 93-115 
and the Qumran sect xiii, 1-20 
relations with other religions 1-2, 93-
115 

Isma'illOO, 107, 147, 154-5 
isnad (transmission chains) 276, 310, 

319 
'Iyad, al-QaQ.i- 270 n.12 
izdiwaj 218, 242 
Izutsu, Toshihiko xvi-xvii, 94 n.6, 109 

n.21, 112 nn.23,24, 389 

Ja'far al-$adiq 314 
Al-Jal}.i~, Abii 'Uthman al-Bal;lri 216-17, 

242,306 
Jakobson, Roman 246, 335, 336 n.13 
Janson, H.W. 72 n.33, 76, 79 n.44, 81-3 
Jaspers, Karl 135 n.23 
Al-Jaza'iri, 'fahir b. $alil}. 143 
Jeffery, Arthur 118, 167 n.36, 271 n.16 

and critical text of Qur'an 385 
and foreign vocabulary in Qur'an 6 
n.2, 10, 12 n.2, 127, 179 n.12, 184 
n.31, 285 n.l 
and meaning of qur'an 162 nn.l0-12, 
163 n.18, 164 n.21 
and philological research xvi, 319 
and prophets 131, 138 n.35, 140, 143-
4, 146-7, 148 nn. 76,80 

Jesus 
death 21-2, 26, 33 n.lO, 152, 152-3 
n.98 
divinty 208 
and holy war 55 
as Joshua 33 n.8 
and Mul}.ammad xiv, 22,25-7, 31-2, 
55 
as prophet 21, 24-5, 32, 99, 141, 147, 
151 n.91, 156 n.107 
in the Qur'an xiv, 21-32, 101, 141, 
184 
revelation to 25, 26, 96, 148 
and ru}J, 347-8, 351 
and virgin birth 21, 22, 32 

Jews 
claim to be chosen people 46, 100 
conversion to Islam 12-13, 99 
and Mul}.ammad 11-14, 66, 93, 95, 
98-101, 102-3, 104-5, 207 n.30 
turned into apes xiv-xv, 64-5, 66-7, 
70-3,81,83 
see also Mecca; Medina 

Johanan b. Nuri 14 
Johansen, Baber xxi n.42 
John the Baptist, as prophet 157 
Jomier, Jacques xvii, 197-212, 386 
Josephus, Flavius 

and Essenes 5 
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and Sambatyon river 68 
Judaeo-Christian sects 

and apocalyptic 369 
as influence on Mul).ammad xiii, 2-5, 
12-17,32,62,93,98-100,266,386-7 
and Qumran sect 3 
and recital of scripture 164 
in Transjordan and Hijaz 17 
and use of al-Ra!;,man 211 
see also monotheism 

Judaism 
and apocalyptic 365-6, 369 
and Arabic borrowings 140 
and folklore 67-9 
as influence on Mul).ammad xii, 2, 7, 
56,62-3,98 
and monotheism 90 
and Qumran sect xiii, 1-20 
Rabbinic 4-5, 7-8 
and sources of the Qur'an xii-xiv 
and use of al-Ra!;,man 207, 209, 210, 
211-12 n.59 

Al-Jurjani, 'Abd al-Qahir 224 n.57, 306 
justice, in Hebrew prophecy 9 
Al-Juwayni 302 
Juynboll, G.H.A. 95 n.8 

Ka'b al-Al).bar 5, 7, 12-13, 18 
Ka'ba 200 n.5, 265-6, 271 n.19 

and Abraham 107 
Kahle, Paul xviii 
Karaite movement, and Qumran sect 18 
Al-Kashani (Qashani), 'Abd al-Razzaq 

129, 339 n.17 
Al-Katikani 282 
Katsh, Abraham I. xiii n.14, 1 n.3, 4 n.6, 

63 
Kaufman, S.A. 123 n.33, 125 n.41 
Kazi, Abdul Khaliq 112 nn.23,24 
Kazimirski, A. de Biberstein 140 n.46 
Kemp, P. 320 n.41 
Al-Khafaji, Al).mad b. Mul).ammad 337-8 

n.14, 338 n.15, 344 n.29, 345 n.31, 
346 n.36 

Al-Khalil228, 242, 246 
Khalid b. al-Walid 278 
Khalifa, f.iasan 316 n.27 
Al-Khargushi, al-Wa'i~ 276 n.47, 277 

nn.51,52, 280 n.67 
Al-Khatib 162 n.11 
Al-Khidr 179, 184, 368-71, 379 
Kilito, Abd al-Fattah 224-5, 323 n.46 
Kister, M.J. 273, 282 n.76 
Kitab al-Mabani 161 n. 7 

Koch, Klaus xix-xx 
Koehler, L. & Baumgartner, W. 125 n.40 
Koomaraswamy, Ananda K. 77 n.37 
Kosegarten, J.G.L. 121 n.22 
Kraemer, Hendrik 133 n.14, 136 n.26 
Krenkow, F. 223 
Kronholm, Tryggve xiii n.13 
Al-Kulini, Abu Ja'far Mul).ammad 319 

n.37 
Kugel, James 335 n.9 
Klinstlinger, Dawwid 10, 85, 112 n,23, 

164 n.22, 166 n.33, 269 n.1, 284 n.85 
Kuthayyir 'Azza 7, 12 

Lammens, H. 13 
Landberg, C. 290 n.12 
Landowski, E. 314 n.24 
Lane, E.W. 87, 140, 162 nn.13,14, 177 

n.4, 182 n.28, 184 n.33, 190 nn.45,46, 
192 n.47, 271-2 

language, Qur'anic see Arabic 
Last Judgement 58, 101, 166, 207, 375 

and holy war 53-4 
and Jews 14 
and role of apostles 151 n.89 
and role of Moses 40, 41-3, 46, 49, 50, 
53 
and role ofMul).ammad 43-5, 47, 97, 
259-60,262,266-7,276,279 
and use of al-Ra!;,man 205-7, 209 

Al-Lat (deity) 269, 270 
Latif, Syed Abdul 349 n.50 
Lauchert, F. 82 
Lazarus-Yafeh, Hava xi n.2 
Le Roy, E. Carwile 177 n.2 
Leclercq, J. 165 n.27 
Leemhuis, Fred xvi, 117-26 
Leenhardt, F.-J. 37-8 
Leeuw, G. van der, 135, 158 
Leister, Ingeborg 72 n.34 
Lester, Toby xxiii n.51 
letters, mysterious xxiv 
Leveen, R. 12 n.4 
Leviathan, in Jewish mythology 67, 69 
Levy, J. 122 n.27 
Lewin, B. 121 n.22 
Lewis, B. 13 
Lichetenstadter, Ilse xiv-xv, 61-83 
Lidzbarski, L.M. 85 
light and darkness, in Qumran sect 3-4 
Lisan al-'Arab 119-20, 275, 291 n.15 
literalism, and mysticism 369-75 
literary study 333-54 

of Old Testament 254 
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Orientalist 318, 388 
sura as basic unit of 254 

Littmann, E. 287 n.4 
liturgy, and style of Qur'an xix 
loanwords 12 n.2, 118, 124-6, 140, 285, 

287,293 
Lohmann, T. 

and sura 97 337, 338 n.16, 344, 346 
n.32, 347 n.39, 349-50 n.50 
and sura 111 269 n.1, 270 n.9, 273-4, 
277 n.52, 278, 281 n.75, 284 n.85 

love, and use of al-Ra/:tmiin 209 
Lucian, De Dea Syria 71 
Liiling, G. xix 
Liit (Lot), as prophet 39, 146-7, 152 

n.93, 190, 204 
Lyall, Sir Charles 89 

McAuliffe, J a ne Dammen xiv n.1 7 
Mcdermott, W.C. 76 
MacDonald, D.B. 338 n.15 
McDonough, S. 112 nn.23,24 
McLuhan, Marshall165 n.27 
Madigan, Daniel xxv & n.55 
mahd'i9 
mal/:tama (Messianic events) 7-9 
Malik b. Asma' b. Khariga al-Fazari 121 

n.22 
Ma'mar b. Rashid 279 
Manat (deity) 269, 270 
Manichaeism, as influence on Islam 2 
Manzoor, S. Parvez xxv-xxvi, 381-92 
maqiimiit 221, 224-5, 226, 234, 239, 240, 

245 
Margoliouth, D.S. 85 
Marracci, Lodovico xii, 164 n.21 
marriage, virilocal 28, 32 
Marrow, Stanley, S.J. 73 
Mary 

and 'A'isha 22, 27-9, 34 
and Mul:_lammad xiv, 22, 29-31, 32-3 
in the Qur'an xiv, 21-32, 101, 184 
as sister of Aaron 33 n.2 
and use of al-Ra/:tmiin 209 
and use of ru/:t 345, 347-8, 351, 353 

Masse, H. 131 n.1 
Massignon, Louis 355, 369, 372-4, 377-

8, 380 n.12, 386 
materialism, historicist 373-4, 386 
Al-Mawardi, Abii '1-l:lasan 'Ali 210 n.50, 

302 
meaning 

and context xvi-xvii, 131-58 
and emotion 336, 342, 346 

and form 217-18 
material and spiritual 366-7, 370-4 
and reader xxv 
and semantics 333-54 
and sound 333-54 
see also 'signs' 

Mecca 
and Abraham 154-5 
and Jews 11, 14-16, 66 
and Moses 38-9 
and polytheists 95-8, 102 
and theology of severance 38, 40-5, 59 
and use of Al-Ra/:tmiin xvii, 199, 200-
3,209,210 

Meccan periods xix, xxi-xxii, 14, 34 n.14, 
204 
first 11; and Moses 40-5; and use of 
nab'i and rasul141-2 n.52, 142 n.53, 
146 n.69; and youth and old age 178-
80, 183-4, 189 
second 16, 90; and Moses 45-8; and 
use of al-Ra/:tmiin 199; and use of 
nab'i and rasul141 nn.49,50, 142 
nn.52,53,57, 145, 146 n.69, 152 n.95; 
and youth and old age 179, 183-4, 
188, 190 
third 16, 66, 88, 90, 107; and Moses 
48-51; and use of nab'i and rasul141 
nn.49,50, 142 nn.52,53,57, 145, 146 
n.69, 149 n.84, 152 n.95; and youth 
and old age 181, 183, 185-6, 188, 
190-2 

Medina 
and first mosque 28, 30, 32 
Jews of 3-4, 13-17, 93, 95, 98-101, 
102-3, 105, 207 n.30, 211-12 n.59 
and Moses 38-9, 52-60 
and revelation xix, xxi-xxii, 13, 66, 
88, 91, 107, 109, 111, 141 nn.49,50, 
142 nn.52,53,57, 145-6, 149 n.84, 151 
nn.90,92, 152 n.96, 181-3, 185-8, 
191-3 
and theology of community 38 

Meister Eckhart 343 n.27 
Merx, A. 291 n.16 
Meschonnic, H. 330 n.53 
Messianism 

in Islam 7-9 
in Judaism 10, 12-13 
in Qumran sect 7, 10, 17, 19 

meter 335, 339 
accent-based 225-30, 243, 245, 246, 
340 
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quantitative (wazn) 217, 223, 241-3, 
245, 342-3 

Meyer, E. 162 n.15 
Michael, in Qumran literature 4 
Michaud, Henri 32 
midrash 2, 14, 67 
millat Ibrah'im 100, 102, 105, 106-8 

and din 109, 111-12, 113-14 
Mingana, A. 163 n.18 
Miquel, A. 307 n.8 
Mir, Mustansir 334 n.5, 354 n.61 
miracles 

of Jesus 21, 22, 26, 33 n.9 
as sign of prophet 33 n.9, 40 

Miriam, and Mary 33 n.2 
Mittwoch, E. 174 n.70 
monotheism 

and Christianity 101, 104-5, 108 
and early Islam 96-7, 104-5, 109-10, 
114-15, 260, 266 
and exclusivity 87-90 
and Judaism 98-9, 104, 108 
and use of al-Rabman 208.,.-9 

Monroe, James T. 229 n.72 
Montet, E. 197, 209 
Moses 

and hegira 48 
and holy war 52-4 
and intercession 50-1 
as prophet xiv, 37-60, 96, 99, 144, 
147, 149 n.85, 156 n.107, 204 
and scripture 48-9, 148 
in sura 18 364-5, 367-9, 374 
and theology of community 37, 58-60 
as type for Mu}J.ammad 38-43, 45, 47-
50,52-5,96-7 

Moubarac, Youakim 94 n.4, 106-7, 154 
n.102, 156 n.109, 199, 386 
and Moses as a prophet 38, 39 n.10, 
48, 54 

Mounier, E. 38 
Mubarak, Zaki 223-4, 234 n.90 
Mu}J.ammad 

and Abraham as type 107 
and Abu Lahab 270-1, 272-84 
and ban on polytheism 86, 87 
beginning of religious activity 259-67 
biographies of 383 
and chronology of Qur'an xxi 
concept of Allah 95-6 
early years 177-8, 179-80 
in European scholarship xii, xx 
as 'gentile prophet' 7, 12-13, 16, 25 
and hegira 48 

and holy war 52-5 
influences on 80, 93-4, 105, 127; see 
also Christianity; Judaeo-Christian 
sects; Judaism; Qumran sect 
and Jesus xiv, 22, 25-7, 31-2, 55 
and Last Judgement 43-5, 47, 97, 
259-60,262,266-7,276 
and Mary xiv, 22, 29-31, 32-3 
at Mecca see Mecca; Meccan periods 
at Medina see Medina 
and monotheism 90, 114-15, 260 
and Moses as type 38-43, 45, 4 7-50, 
52-5,96-7 
name 10 
and the Old Testament 5 
and revelation of Qur'an 22-3, 25, 26, 
29-31, 33 n.9, 37, 96, 113-14, 307-8, 
338-9 
as Seal of the Prophets 134, 367, 368 
and use of saj' 214-17 
see also nab'i; rasul; universalism 

Muir, Sir William 187, 264, 383 
Mujahid b. Jahr 206, 282 
Muller, D.H. xix n.31 
Muqatil b. Sulayman 174 n.69 
Musa see Moses 
Musaylimah/Musailima (the Liar) 85, 

201-2,210-11,215,217 
muf}l)afxxiii, 302, 304, 310, 318 
Muslim b. al-I;Iajjaj 172 n.55, 319 n.37 
Al-Mutarrizi, Burhan al-Din Abu '1-Fath 

Na~?ir, Mughrib 87 
Mu'tazila 274 n.36 
muwazanah 242-3, 250 
mysticism, and literalism 369-75 
mythology 

Egyptian 64, 69, 71-3, 77, 79-83 
Indian 71, 73, 74, 76-9 
see also folklore 

Al-Nabhani, Abu al-Ma}J.asin 279 n.62 
nab'i (prophet) xvii, 16, 25, 139-49, 152-

5, 157 
Mu}J.ammad as 12, 62, 139, 145-6, 367 

An-Nabiga ad-Dhubyani 121 n.22 
An-Nabiga al-Ga'di 120 
nadh'ir (warner) 150-1 
names, divine 23 

see also Al-Rabim; Al-Ral)man 
names, proper, and use of al-Rabman 

202-3 
narrative, and revelation 373 
Al-Nasa'i al-Madliji, A}J.mad 172 n.58, 

279 n.62 
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Nasr, S.H. 368, 376, 379 n.6 
nature, vocabulary of 290-1, 292-3 
naw' (category of knowledge) 299-303, 

305 
na?m 161, 334 
Nelson, Kristina 333 n.3, 342 n.23 
Nestorianism, as influence on 

Mul)ammad 2 
Neuwirth, Angelika xix, 115 n.27, 159n., 

253-7, 336 n.12 
New Testament, and attacks on Judaism 

15 
Nicholson, R.A. 61 n.1 
Nielsen, Ditlev 62 
Nisabiiri, Ni?am al-Din al-l:lasan b. 

Mul)ammad 62 
Noah, as prophet 39, 146-7, 152 n.93, 

155,204,266 
Noble, Margaret E. 77 n.37 
Noldeke, Theodor 6 n.3, 68, 70, 122, 143 

n.60, 342 n.22 
and chronology of Qur'an xv, xxi-xxii, 
11 n. 7, 34 n.26, 66, 109, 145 n.68, 255 
and meaning of qur'an 160 n.4, 162 
n.15, 163 n.18, 164 nn.21,22, 172 n.53 
and Orientalism 62, 64, 318-19, 383 
and philology xv-xvi, 287 n.5 
and rhyme in Qur'an 221 n.41 
and style of the Qur'an xviii, 255 

Niil) see Noah 
Al-Nuwayr'i, Shihab al-Din Al)mad b. 

'Abd al-Wahhab 241 n.105, 242 
nn.111,113 

Nwyia, P. 174 n.69, 373 

Obbink, H.Th. 139 n.40 
Obermann, Julian 14-15, 16 n.2, 151 

n.88 
old age, in Qur'an 177-8, 189-95 
Old Testament 

as book of prediction 5, 6 
literary study of 254, 256 
as revelation 56 

'Omar b. al-Khattab 5 
Ong, Waiter J. 165 n.27 
Orientalism 307, 322-32, 373, 381-92 

assets and limits of 138 n.33, 316-22 
and chronology 313-14, 383-4, 388 
and divine names 210-12 
epistemology of xxvi, 200, 326, 381-2, 
384,386 
and literary and linguistic study 144, 
197,318,384-6,388 
and origins of the Qur'an 61-4 

orphans 179-82 
orthodoxy, Sunn'i 

and exegesis 61, 315, 320-2 
and historical criticism 314, 318-19 
and al-Khidr 369-70 
and Orientalism 316 
and the thinkable and unthinkable 
311, 312-13 

O'Shaughnessy, Thomas J. 4 n.7 
and chronology xvii, xxii, 177-95, 338 
n.15, 347 n.40, 350 n.53 
and revelation 96-7 n.10 
and youth and old age in the Qur'an 
177-95 

paradise, and young men and women 
178, 179 

parallelism 
phonological 335, 336, 340, 342-6, 
353 
quantitative 243-4, 245, 342, 344 

Pardee, Dennis 335 n.9 
Paret, Rudi xxiii n.51, 113 n.26, 118, 167 

n.35, 177-8 n.5, 188 n.38, 190 n.45, 
193 n.49 
and din 109 n.22 
and Abraham 107 
and meaning of qur'an 163 n.18, 166 
nn.29-32 
and Mul)ammad 94 n. 5 
and Orientalism 316 n.30, 319 
and Qur'anic studies xvi, 94 n.6 
and saj'219 
and sura 109 128-9 
and sura 111 269 n.1, 275 n.38, 278 
n.54 

Parrinder, Geoffrey xiv n.17 
Pautz, Otto 13 n.5, 96 n.10, 131, 140-1 

n.47, 146 
Payne Smith, R. 122 n.28, 163 n.16 
Pedersen, J. 162 n.15, 166 n.33 
Pellat, Ch. 291 n.15 
Perlmann, M. 12 n.5 
Persian, and Arabic 118-19, 121, 124 
Peter Damiani 75-6 
Pfister, F. 379 n.3 
Pharisaism, and Qumran sect 19 
phenomenology of religions 135, 137, 

157-8,387-8 
philology xv-xvii, xxiv, xxv, 1, 311-12, 

314,318-22,330 
and Orientalism 385-6 
and siggU and sgyl xvi, 117-26 

Philonenko, Marc xiii n.12 
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Philostratus, Life of Apollonius of Tyana 
74 

phonology 
and cohesion 335, 340, 342-3, 34 7 
and parallelism 335, 336, 340, 342-6, 
353 

Photius, Biblioteca 74 
Physiologus 82 
Pickthall, M. 127 n.5, 338 n.15, 350 n.54 
Pirqe R. Eliezer 18 
Pliny the Elder, Natural History 74 
Plutarch, De !side et Osiride 71, 72 

nn.32,33 
poetry, Arabic 80 

and meaning of isliim 85 
Qur'an as 335 
and Qur'anic vocabulary xviii, 286 
see also saj' 

polytheism 
abandonment 86, 91 
meaning 87-8, 90 
in Mecca 95-8, 102 

post-modernism, and Qur'anic scholar-
ship xxv-xxvi 

Powers, D.S. 321 
predestination 

in Qumran literature 4-5 
in Qur'an 44, 47 

prediction 5-6 
Pretzl, Otto xv 
prophecy 

and revelation 59, 148-9, 154-5, 157, 
208,367 
and Scripture 148-9, 154-5, 157, 170 
and waliyat 367-8 

prophet 
'gentile' 7, 12-13, 16, 63 
in history of religions approach 137-9 
Jesus as 21, 24-5, 32, 99, 141 
Mul}ammad as 25, 31, 41, 55-7, 63, 
96-9, 106, 108, 137-9, 143, 145, 151 
n.88, 259 
in Qur'an xvii, 2, 137-58 
and use of al-Ra}Jmiin 204-5 
vocation of xiv, 37-60 
see also Abraham; Moses; nab'i 

proselytes, in Qumran sect 6-7 
prosody,ofsaj'223-5,245 
Proteuangelium of James 34 n.14 
Psalter 

literary study of 256 
Mul}ammad's knowledge of 127-8 

Puin, Gerd-R. xxiii n.51 

Al-Qalqashandi, Shihab al-Din AQmad, 
$ubl;t al-a'sha 213, 220, 231-2, 241-2, 
243 

qarinah 229, 241, 243, 250 
qa$idah 120, 256 

and saj' 214, 220 n.40, 221, 232-3, 
245 

Qatada b. Di'ama 273, 278, 281-3 
Al-Qazwini, Jalal al Din Mul}ammad, 

Talkh'i$ 221-2, 229, 231, 238-9 
Quasem, Mul}ammad Abul 334 n.5 
Qudamah b. Ja'far al-Katib al-Baghdadi 

242 
Al-Qummi, 'Ali b. Ibrahim 337-8 n.14 
Qumran sect 

and Gnosticism 3 
influence on the Qur'an xiii, 1-20, 212 
n.60 
and Judaism 11, 15-16 
and Medinan Jews 3, 4, 13-17 
and prediction 5 
and symbolism of light and darkness 
3-4 

Quraish/Quraysh 201, 265-6, 269-71, 
273-4 

Qur'an 
and allusions to the Bible 43, 127-8 
Cairo edition of 312 
and concept of din 108-13 
and createdness 162, 322 
critical text of 385 
and divine name 'al-Ral}man' 197-212 
as Divine Speech 161-2 
earliest portions of 262, 264-5 
excellences of 334 
and historical criticism 318-20 
inimitability of 161-2, 214-15, 220, 
246,255,330,334 
Jesus and Mary in xiv, 21-32, 101, 
141, 184 
linguistic and literary character 253-
7 
and other religions see Christianity; 
Judaism 
philological and semantic approaches 
to xv-xvii, xxii, xxiv, xxv, 94 n.6, 384-
7 
'prophet' and 'apostle' in 137-58 
recitative function 159 n., 253 
semiotic analysis 309-10, 314-15, 
323, 327 
'sign' passages 260-5 
sources see sources of the Qur'an 
structure of discourse 22-5, 31-2 
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study of 297-332 
'Uthmanic vulgate 285, 385 
vocabulary 285-95 
and youth and old age 177-95 
see also chronology; recitation; 
revelation; Scripture; style; siiras; 
translations 

qur'an , earliest meaning xvii, 148 n.80, 
159-75 

Qur'anic studies see scholarship, 
Qur'anic 

Al-Qurtubi, MuQammad b, Al}.mad, 
Tafsir xxv, 337-8 n.14, 343 n.26, 344 
n.29, 345 n.31, 346 n.34, 353 n.57 

Al-Qushayri, Abii al-Qasim 'Abd al-
Karim b. Hawazin 173 n.61, 337-8 
n.14, 350 nn.52,54 

Rabbinic Jews 
and eschatology 7-8 
and Jews as chosen people 46 
and prediction 5 
and Qumran sect 11, 17 
and river Sambatyon 68 

Rabin, Chaim xiii, 1-20, 88 
Al-RaiJ,im, and al-Ral;tman 197-8, 204 
Al-Ral;tman 

as Creator 207 
and eschatology 205-7, 209 
and Meccan period 199, 200-3 
pre-Islamic use 207, 208 n.40, 209, 
210-11 
in the Qur'an xvii, 197-212 
and al-Ral;tim 197-8, 204 
and religious ideas 204-10 
and revelation 208 
as unique 208 
used in proper names 202-3 

Rahman, Fazlur xxvi n.57, 333 n.2, 334 
n.4, 346 n.32, 389 

rajaz 214, 219, 221, 223, 233, 275 
rasul (apostle) 

as community's representative 151 
Jesus as 25 
MuQammad as 57-8, 146-7, 153-6 
in Qur'an xvii, 31, 139, 141-57 

Ratramnus of Corbie 76 
Rauf, MuQammad Abdul 112 nn.23,24 
Al-Razi, Fakhr al-Din 31, 302, 306, 328 

and old age 192, 195 
and sura 97 337 n.14, 338-9 n.16, 339 
n.18, 342 n.24, 346 n.33, 350 n.54 
and sura 111 269 n.2, 273 n.27, 273 
n.32, 274-7, 281 

Al-Razi, Zayn al-Din MuQammad b. Abi 
Bakr 219 n.32, 241 n.105, 242 n.113, 
243 n.118, 244 n.120 

reason, religious 304-6, 311-15, 319, 328 
recitation (tajwid) 

of l;tadith qudsi 161 
of Qur'an 159, 161-75, 253, 311, 312, 
333, 341 
see also sound 

Reckendorf, H. 335 n.9 
redaction criticism 254-5 
Reese, W. 76 
Reicke, B. 3 n.1 
religion 

natural 157,262-7 
see also din 

religions 
unity of 100, 101, 102 
see also history of religions 

resurrection, and 'signs' 260-4, 267 
revelation 

Divine Saying as 161 
and first Meccan period 11, 40-5, 96-
7 
to Jesus 25, 56, 96 
and Medinan period 52-60 
and MuQammad 22-3, 25, 26, 29-31, 
33 n.9, 37, 96-9, 307-8, 338-9 
and narrative 373 
and Orientalism 386-7 
and prophets 59, 148-9, 154-5, 157, 
208 
and qur'an 160-1 
and rul;t 348-9, 351-3 
and second Meccan period 16, 45-51 
theory of 2, 159-60 
unity of 100 
and use of al-Ral;tman 208 

rhyme 261-4, 266 
mono-rhyme 221, 233, 240, 245 
in Qur'anic saj' 25, 220-3, 243, 244, 
247-9 
syntactical and metrical 335 

Richter, Wolfgang 254 
Rida, Rashid 370 
Ringgren, Helmer xv n.19, 112 nn.23,24, 

113 n.26 
and meaning of is lam 85-7, 89 

Rippin, A. xi-xxvi, 334 n.4 
Al-Riqashi, 'Abd al-$amad lbn al-Fa<;l.l 

243 
Ritter, H. 380 n.12 
ritual, Jewish 99-100 
Robert of Ketton xi 
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Robinson, Neal xiv, 21-35 
Rodinson, Maxime 33 n.12, 93 n.2, 94 n.5 
Rosenthal, Franz 310 
Rubin, Uri xxiv, 269-84 
ru/:t 338 n.15, 339, 343, 345, 347-53 
Al-Rummani, Abii '1-I;Iasan 'Ali b. 'lsa, 

Al-Nukat 217-18, 220-1 
Ruqayya (daughter of Mu}J.ammad) 280 
Ryckmans, G. 197 n.2 

Al-Sa'id, Labib 333-4 n.3 
Sa'id b. al-Musayyab 284 
Saadiah 8, 16 
Sabaeans 212 
Sabbagh, I. 285 n.2 
Sabbath, trangression 64-73, 81, 83 
Al-$abi 234 n.90 
Al-$adiq, Mu}J.ammad 315 n.25 
$afar, Fu'ad 122-4 
Sa}J.noun, A. 315 n.25 
saj'in Qur'an xix, 213-51 

accent-based meter 225-8, 245, 246 
introductory phrase 228-30 
number of words or feet in 230-2 
and prosody 223-5, 245 
and quantitative meter 223, 241-3 
and quantitative parallelism 243-4, 
245 
and rhyme 220-3, 239-40, 243, 245 
terminology 250-1 
units 235-9, 245-6; groupings 239-
41; number of saja'at in 232-5 

Saja}J. (prophetess) 211 n.57 
Al-Sakkaki, Abii Ya'k[.]iib Yiisuf, Mifta/:t 

al- 'ulum 213 
Sale, George xii 
$ali}J., as prophet 27, 39, 147, 152 n.93, 

156, 204 
Al-$ali}J., $ub}J.i, Maba/:tith fi 'ulum al-

Qur'an 298-9 
Samaritans, as influence on Mu}J.ammad 

xiii, 2, 18 
Sambatyon river 67-9, 69-70 n.23 
Sartain, E.M. 127 n.2 
Satan 

in Islam 3, 9-11, 30 
in Qumran sect 11 

Satanic verses 270-1, 273, 280 
Sawda (wife of Mu}J.ammad) 28 
Saying, Divine see f:tad"ith 
Sazgin, Mu}J.ammad Fu'ad 119 
Schacht, J. 314 n.22 
Scheidlin, R. 224, 228, 234, 244, 334 n.6 
Schimmel, AnneMarie 178 

Schoeler, Gregor 254 
Schoeps, H.J. 32, 211 
scholarship, Biblical xix-xx 
scholarship, Qur'anic 

future prospects xxiv-xxvi 
and history of religions 132-9 
philological and semantic xv-xvii 
see also chronology; Orientalism 

Schub, Michael B. xvi, 127-9 
Schwabe, M. 12 n.3 
Schwally, Friedrich xv 
Schwarzbaum, H. 366, 377, 379 n.5 
sciences, Qur'anic 161, 298-316 
Scripture 

and prophecy 148-9, 154-5, 157, 170 
and recital160-7, 170, 173-4 

scriptures, Christian and Jewish 160, 
170-1, 211 

'Secrets revealed to R. Simeon bar Yo}J.ai' 
13, 18 

Sells, Michael xxv, 333-54, 353 n.57 
Semann, Khalil333-4 n.3 
semantics xvi-xvii, xxii, xxiv, 94 n.6, 

321, 327 
and meaning 315, 316, 333-54 
synchronic/diachronic xvii 
see also qur'an; sigg"il 

semiotics 309-10, 314-15, 323, 327 
Serjeant, R.B. 389 
sermon, and Qur'an 253 
sgyl (Aramaic), and Arabic sigg"il117-26 
Al-Sha'bi, al-KaQ.i al-Kiifi 338-9 n.16 
Al-Shadhili 369 
Al-Shiifi'i, Abii 'Abd Allah Mu}J.ammad b. 

ldris 328 n.50 
Sharafuddin, 'Abdus-$amad 138 n.33 
Shawqi, A}J.mad 246 
Sheynin, Hayim Y. 224-5, 226-7, 229-

30,234,235,239 
Shi'ism, and Messiah 10, 371-2 
shirk see polytheism 
Shu'ayb, as prophet 147, 152 n.93, 156, 

204 
Siddiqi, Abdul Hamid 34 n.18 
sigg"il, and Aramaic sgyl xvi, 117-26 
'signs', in Qur'an 260-5, 347, 350 
sinners 

in Qumran and Qur'an 10 
and transmutation into apes xiv:...xv, 
64-5,66-7,70-3,78,80-3 

Sister, Moses 285 n.2 
slavery, and vocabulary 294 
Sleepers in the Cave 23, 184, 363-4, 366, 

370-3 
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Smith, Jane I. 115 n.27 
Smith, W. Cantwell132 nn.11,13, 133 

nn.14,16, 134 n.19, 320 n.41 
Smitskamp, R. xxiii 
Snouck Hurgronje, C. 93-4, 106-7, 162 

n.15, 169 n.40 
social criticism 307 
Soden, W. von 124 n.35, 125 n.37 
Solinus 82 
soothsayers, and saj' xix, 215-17 
sound, and gender xxv, 333-54 
source criticism 334, 377 
sources of the Qur'an xi-xv, 386-7 
Sourdel, D. 131 n.1 
South Arabia 

Indian influence on 73, 77, 79-80 
and influence on Mu}J.ammad 62, 80 

Speyer, Heinrich xiii n.14, 63 n.8, 67, 70, 
190 n.44 

Sprenger, A. 1-2, 93 n.1, 190 n.44, 383 
Stetkevych, J. 334 n.6 
Stewart, Devin J. xviii, xix n.36, 213-51 
Story of Joseph the carpenter 4 
Strabo, Geographia 7 4 
style, Qur'iinic xviii-xxii, xxiii-xxiv, 255 

and chronology xix, xxi-xxii 
and divine names 198-9 n.3 
and vocabulary 287, 290-2 
see also saj' 

Al-Subki, Bahii al-Din Abu I.Iiimid 
A}J.mad243 

submission, as meaning of islam 85-7, 
89, 92, 110 

Sufism 368-9 
Sufyiin al-Thawri 284 
Al-Suhayli, Sidi 'Abd al-Ra}J.miin 272 

n.21, 275 nn.37,38, 280 n.67, 281 
n. 70, 283 n. 78, 284 

Al-Sulami, 'Abd al-Ra}J.miin 279 n.62 
Sumerian, loanwords xvi, 124-5 
Sura CXI 

and Abu Lahab xvi, 269-84 
date and background 269-71 
miraculous aspects 280-1 
verse 1 271-8 
verse 2 278-80 
verse 4 281-3 
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'fariq al-Mul;laribi 276-7 
Tarn, W.W. 364 
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n.98 
and 'Satanic verses' 270 n.12 
and youth and old age 181, 182 
nn.26,27, 188 n.40, 194 n.51.195 
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143 n.59, 144, 14 7 n. 72, 149-50 n.85, 
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