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New Perspectives on the Qur'an 

In this book, which continues the work of The Qur 'an in Its Historical Context, an 
international group of scholars address an expanded range of topics on the Qur' an 
and its origins, looking beyond medieval Islamic traditions to present the Qur' an's 
own conversation with the religions and literatures of its day. 

Particular attention is paid to recent debates and ~ontroversies in the field, and 
to uncovering the Qur'an's relationship with Judaism and Christianity. After a 
foreword by Abdolkarim Soroush, chapters by renowned experts cover: 

• 
• 
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• 
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method in Qur'an Studies; 
analysis of material evidence, including inscriptions and ancient manuscripts, 
for what they show of the Qur'an's origins; 
the language of the Qur' an and proposed ways to emend our reading of the 
Qur'an; 
how our knowledge of the religious groups at the time of the Qur'an's 
emergence might contribute to a better understanding of the text; 
the Qur'an's conversation with Biblical literature and traditions that 
challenge the standard understanding ofthe holy book. 

This debate of recent controversial proposals for new interpretations ofthe Qur'an 
will shed new light on the Qur'anic passages that have been shrouded in mystery 
and debate. As such, it will be a valuable reference for scholars of Islam, the 
Qur'an, Christian-Muslim relations and the Middle East. 

Gabriel Said Reynolds is Associate Professor oflslamic Studies and Theology at 
the University of Notre Dame (USA). He is the author of The Qur 'an and Its 
Biblical Subtext (Routledge 2010), the editor of The Qur 'an in Its Historical 
Context (Routledge 2008), and the translator of 'A.bd al-Jabbar's A Critique of 
Christian Origins (Brigham Young University 2010). 
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Foreword 

I was given the opportunity to address the scholarly conference on "The Qur'iin in 
Its Historical Context" at the University of Notre Dame as a guest speaker, and to 
contribute a rejoinder and a postscript to Dr Nasr Abu Zayd's opening speech. He 
spoke about the possibility of a Qur'iinic worldview. I highlighted the fact that 
ambiguity is intrinsic to language, including the language of the Qur'iin, and said 
that there is a need for constantly ridding the Qur'iinic worldview of its 
ambiguities. 

Over the course of the three-day conference, the speakers, who were all senior 
researchers in their own fields, opened up before us the record ofQur'iinic studies 
to date and placed the Qur'iin "in its historical context." There was a discussion 
about the way in which "a" or "aleph" was written in the earliest manuscripts of 
the Qur'iin (nearly 1,200 years ago)'and the problems that this creates in reading 
some of the Verses (e.g., Iii uqsimu ["I do not swear"] versus la-uqsimu ["I do 
swear"], and Iii a 'bad ["I do not worship"] versus la-a 'bad ["I do worship"]). The 
Qur'iin's similarities and dissimilarities with the Torah and the Gospel in terms of 
discourse, the narration of stories, and the way in which they chastise disbelievers 
were also discussed, as was the importance of diacritics, opening letters of some 
Sfiras, and the dots above and below various letters that would lead to new read
ings (follqwing LUling, the German scholar). 

Some of the conference participants were Muslims, like myself; such as Nasr 
AbU Zayd, Munther Younes, Suleiman Mourad, Hani Hayajneh, Waleed Ahmed, 
Ernran Bedawi and Shawkat Toorawa. I thought to myself what a shame it is that 
conferences of this kind are not held in Islamic countries, and are unlikely to be for 
the foreseeable future, because they would not be welcomed by Muslims. I recalled 
a seminar that I attended many years ago in Istanbul, Turkey, which was convened 
to examine the ideas and works of Professor Fazlur Rahman, the Pakistani Islam
ologist who taught at the University of Chicago. The seminar's director highlighted 
a noteworthy point: that it would be impossible to hold a seminar of this kind in any 
Islamic country other than Turkey. And this is despite the fact that Fazlur Rahman 
had not said anything particularly "blasphemous" about the Qur'iin. It occurred to 
me at the time that not even one of his books had been translated into Persian. But 
I did not lose hope, because some of Dr Nasr Abu Zayd' s works have been trans
lated and published in Persian. As I reflected on the causes (or reasons) for this, I 
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realized that political systems are less to blame than religious systems. Even if 
politicians authorized conferences of this kind, believers would not tolerate them 
because they find it difficult to accept that discussions of this kind can benefit thei; 
creed. Regrettably, the level of intolerance is still very high in Islamic countries 
and their religious. leaders are more to blame than thei.r political leaders. 

A few years ago, thanks to UNESCO's efforts, a. seminar on Al-Ghazali was 
held in Iran. At first, it was meant to be held in Khorasan, in north-east Iran, where 
Al-Ghazali was born and where he was laid to rest. But believers and religious 
leaders in Khorasan were outraged and did not allow the seminar to go ahead, 
because they considered Al-Ghazali, a Sunni, to be anti-Shi'ite. In the end, the 
seminar had to be moved to Tehran. 

The Qur'an is more important than Fazlur Rahman, Al-Ghazali, and oth~r 
scholars and thinkers of course. And it goes without saying that believers do not 
like to hear and are not prepared to allow any discussion of the Qur'an's whys and 
wherefores. It is not difficult to see the reason for this. Fred Donner, too, touched 
on this subject at the Notre Dame conference. He tried to explain the relationship 
between "the believer" and "the historian," and to rid believers of any apprehen
sions they may have about historians of the Qur'an and religion. 

It is not that believers (and, here, I mean learned believers) consider Orientalists 
and non-Muslims who study the Qur'an to be malicious or ignorant; but they 
think that Orientalists' approach averts faith or, at least, is unacquainted with it. 

In order to remove all ambiguity, let us replace "approach" with "presupposi
tions," which is effectively what it means. Believers are of the view that because 
of the presuppositions that Orientalists have (or do not have), they ~ltimately 
arrive at conclusions that conflict with believers' "beliefs." Moreover, they think 
that this outcome was foreseen. by the Qur'an, which states that God guides a 
people with the Qur'an and leads another people astray. ("Thereby He leads many 
astray, and thereby He guides many" al-Baqara [2] 26). And that the Qur'an is 
healing for some and a loss to others. (''And We send down, of the Qur'an, that 
which is healing and a mercy to the believers; and the unbelievers it increases not, 
except in loss" al-Isra' [ 17] 82). The Orientalists are - in the eyes of believers -
the people who go astray, who lose out, and who have not been apportioned 
anything but a repudiation of the Qur' an. ("What, do you hold this discourse in 
disdain, and do you make it your living to cry lies?" al-Wiiqi 'a [56] 81-82]). 

Jalaleddin Rumi conveys this same notion in a beautiful, poetic form by likening 
the Qur'an to a rope (an analogy derived from the Qur'an itself): "Many are they 
who have been misled by the Qur'an I Many are they who followed this rope to 
the bottom of the well I But the rope is not to blame, 0 misguided one! I It is you 
who lacked the aspiration to ascend" (Mathnawf, Book III). 

Rumi argued that the "aspiration to ascend" precedes and is superior to exegesis, 
and that the exegete's understanding follows from his intention and purpose.· 
Rumi asks, what can the Book possibly do for an exegete who does not have the 
intention and the aspiration to be guided and to emerge from the well? 

Of course non-Muslims who study the Qur'an believe that their work is objec
tive, impartial and scientific, and they do not accept any of the charges that are 
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leveled at them. They can even appeal to modem epistemology's findings, which 
hold that knowledge is fundamentally a colleptive and ongoing affair that cannot 
be summed up in this or that individual's opinion, and that although any researcher 
may have his or her own particular predispositions and myopias, the convoy of 
learning, as a whole, is led by rational argumentation; so, the strongest arguments 
always win the day. All the same, this defensive statement does not convince 
Muslim believers. They argue, for their part, that objectiveness and impartiality 
are little more than myths and that no researcher is immune to interference by 
non-epistemic factors. Researchers are not angels who are totally devoid of desires 
and dogmas and abide unswervingly by rational argumentation and abstract 
reasoning. In other words, the adherence to dogma, of which believers stand 
accused, also exists in different ways among non-Muslim scholars who boast of 
impartiality. And this is precisely why the goods that the "Orientalists" have to 
offer seem so suspect (and even abhorrent) to believers. 

In short - the argument goes - what we have here is one set of dogmas versus 
another set of dogmas, and one faith versus another faith; not dogma versus objec
tivity, not attachment versus detachment, not obscurantism versus science. And 
this being the case, why should we abide by non-believers' dogmas and under
value and abandon our own religious attachments and dogmas? 

Simply saying that "the Qur'an is far too important to be left to lovers alone" 
will not lead us to the conclusion that the analysis should be left to non-lovers 
(with their claims of impartiality), since, although these "non-lovers" are not in 
love with the Qur'an, they are in love with other ideas and schools of thought. 
And this is enough to undermine their robustness and impartiality. 

Thomas Kuhn, through his theory of paradigms, and Michel Foucault, through 
his idea of Epistemes, have shown that "empirical science" is itself an ideology, 
with all the dimensions and corollaries that this entails. So, what grounds can 
there be for any claims of impartiality, especially in areas, such as Qur'anic 
studies, where it is not at all a question of the mathematical precision ofthe natural 
sciences, but a question of tentative historical conjectures? 

Bear in mind, too, that Orientalists - like biologists who dissect a dead corpse 
-seek to unravel the genesis ofthe Qur'an, its relationship with pre-Islamic times 
and the Arabian environment, and the means whereby it was compiled, and to 
study the different manuscripts, examine in excruciating detail some of its unusual 
terms, expose any contradictions, compare it with other holy books, discover what 
it derived from earlier sources and authorities, and so on and so forth. Meanwhile 
believers -:who are more like the guests of a friend who is very much alive - seek 
to discover the meaning of the Friend's talk and to enjoy it, to act on the Friend's 
prescriptions and proscriptions, to delve deep into the secrets and beauties of His 
discourse, to read it, to share in the Prophet's transcendental experience, and so on 
and so forth. Does this not make it clear that these two sets of people, with their 
two differing approaches, are seeking two different goals? Does it not make it 
clear that not viewing the Qur'an as revelation opens the way to conclusions that 
viewing it as revelation forecloses, and vice versa? And if the first approach bars 
the way to the second, why should we not sacrifice the second? 



xx Foreword 

If we were to leave things here, we could conclude that Muslim researchers' 
disregard for Orienta lists' achievements is justified and thus feel no urge to esteem 
Orientalists' endeavors. But the truth of the matter is that the stand-off between 
the two sides' arguments hides something from view which we must now bring to 
light and explain. · 

The tale of the impact of presuppositions on understanding and interpreting 
empirical findings is a well-known and well-supported one. And, of course, there 
is no disputing it. But the thing that remains hidden and unsaid in all this is the tale 
of the impact that empirical findings can have on presuppositions. The dialectic 
between facts and presuppositions is what we should bear in mind and heed here. 
We must not remain endlessly confident and complacent that,. thanks to our 
presuppositions, everything will always succumb to our views and fall in line with 
our intentions. For how, in ,the midst of such complacency, would we critically 
assess our presuppositions? Are they immune to criticism and change? This is 
undoubtedly not the case. Presuppositions (which are generally non-empirical) 
can be subjected to critical assessment by two means: first, with other presupposi
tions and, secondly, with findings and facts. And this is exactly how the achieve
ments of the two groups of scholars- believers and non-believers - can come to 
one another's assistance. A critically-assessed active understanding is much more 
mature than a simple, passive understanding. And a critically-assessed under
standing becomes possible in the light of a critical assessment of presuppositions. 
We must value the critical assessment of presuppositions and borrow things from 
"the others." If we accept this, then, we must amend the earlier phrase in the 
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Introduction 
The golden age of Qur' anic studies?1 

Gabriel Said Reynolds 

On the afternoon of Monday July 5, 2010, as I was working on a draft of the present 
introduction, I received the terrible news that Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd had died earlier 
that day in Cairo. Professor Abu Zayd, the keynote speaker of the 2009 Notre Dame 
Qur'iin conference on which this book is based, was a revered teacher of Muslims 
and non-Muslims alike. His Arabic works on Islamic thought were translated into 
Turkish, Persian, Indonesian, and many European languages. His "humanistic herme
neutic" (see his contribution to the present volume), a method ofQur'an interpreta
tion developed during his work in exile towards the end ofhis life, garnered significant 
interest in the West and in the Islamic world.2 Accordingly Prof. Abu Zayd was often 
asked to give major speeches, and to him the keynote speech at our conference could 
hardly have been an extraordinary event. Yet to the community of students and 
scholars of the Qur'an who gathered at Notre Dame it certainly was. And ·so the 
present book is dedicated to his memory, in gratitude for his presence among us in 
April2009, and in gratitude for the wisdom he has shared with many throughout the 
years. 

The April2009 Notre Dame Qur'an conference was preceded by a conference in 
2005, the papers of which were published under the title The Qur 'an in Its Historical 
Context (Routledge, 2008). In that book's introduction, subtitled "Qur'iinic Studies 
and Its Controversies," I describe the mysteries surrounding the supposed destruction 
of the Qur' an manuscript films collected by GotthelfBergstriisser (d. 1933) and Otto 

~--P1retzl-( d.-l94l}and-the-early-Qur~an manuscripts. disco:veredln_19]2Jn_the_Great ___ _ 
Mosque of San' a', Yemen. I focus, hqwever, on the works of those authors who have 
challenged traditional ideas about the Qur' an in recent decades. The works of these 
authors, I argue, have fomented methodological confusion in Qur'anic studies: 
"Their theories, besides their basic precept, actually have very little in common. This 
sub-culture, therefore, has not developed a methodology, much less a school, that 
poses an organized challenge to the current paradigm."3 

In preparing the present introduction I benefited greatly from tl1e process of reading and editing the 
works of the contributors to this volume. I would like to express my gratitude to them, and to 
Prof. Michael Pregill, who offered constructive observations on an earlier version of this introduction. 

2 To this end see the PhD dissertation ofYusufRahman (McGill University, 2001): The Hermeneutical 
Themy afNasr Hamid Abu Zayd: An Analytical Study af His Method of Inte1pretation. 

3 G.S. Reynolds, "Introduction: Qur'anic Studies and Its Controversies," QHC, (l-25) 8. 
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In the introduction to the present book I will focus not on particular controver
sies, but rather on the remarkable increase of work in Qur'anic studies generally. 
Indeed if such things were to be evaluated by the level of activity alone, then it 
would seem that the golden age ofQur'anic studies has arrived. In order to illusc 
trate this scholarly activity I will present the state ofQur'anic studies today in the 
light of earlier assessments of the field. Thereafter I will ask whether this activity 
is indeed the sign of a golden age. 

Three assessments of Qur' linic studies 

In the "Present Status ofQur'anic Studies," published in 1957, Arthur Jeffery empha
sizes the failure of scholars to produce critical work on the text of the Qur~ an. 4 While 
noting numerous studies (including his own) on non-canonical (llntiiba.fl and canon
ical (qirii 'at) variants to the Qur'an,6 Jeffery laments the failure of the project ~at he 
had begun with Bergstriisser and Pretzl to produce a critical edition of the Qur'an.7 

He notes that the 1342/1924 edition of Cairo had increasingly become something 
approaching the textus receptus of the Qur' an, even among western scholars. Yet this 
edition, he adds, is an imperfect reproduction of the I;Iaf:;; (d. 180/796) 'an 'A:;;im 
(d. 127/745) tradition and hardly a critical text.8 As for the ever increasing number 
oftranslations of the Qur' an in his day, Jeffery finds them largely redundant: "Trans
lations, however, in both European and Oriental languages, continue to appear, but 
with few exceptions, they make no real contribution to Qur'fuuc studies."9 

4 See A. Jeffery, "The present status ofQur'linic studies," Middle East Institute: Report ofCurrelll 
Research, Spring 1957, 1-16. 

5 G. Bergstri!sser, "Die Koranlesung des 1;Iasan von Ba~ra," Islomica 2, 1926, 11-57; idem, 
Nichtkanonishe Koranlesarten im Muhtasab des Ibn Ginni, Munich: Sitzungsberichte der 
Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1933; Ibn Holawaihs Sammlung nichtkanonischer 
Koranlesarten, Istanbul: Bibliotheca lslamica, 1934; A. Jeffery, Materials Jar the History of the 
Qur "an: The Old Codices, Leiden: Brill, 1937; idem, "The Qur'an· readings of Zaid b. 'Air," Revista 
degli Studi Orientali 16, 1936, 49-89; idem, "The Qur' iin readings oflbn Miqsam," Ignace Goldziher 
Memorial Volume, Budapest: n.p., 1948, 1-38. 

6 A. Jeffery, Two Muqaddimas to Qur 'iinic Sciences: The Muqaddima to the 'Kitiib al-Mabiini' and the 
Muqaddima of Ibn 'A!iyya to His Tafsir, Cairo: Brothers Khaniji, 1954; 0. Pretzl, "Die Wissenschaft 
der Koranlesung," Islamica 6, 1934, 1-47, 230-46, 290-331; B. Beck, "Der 'u!miinische Kodex in der 
Koranlesung des zweiten Jahrhunderts," Orientalia 14, 1945, 355-73; idem, "Die Kodizesvarianten 
der Am~iir," Orienta/ia 16, 1947, 353-76; idem, "Studien zur Geschichte der Kiifischen Koranlesung 
in den beiden ersten Jahrhunderten I," Orienta/ia 17, 1948, 326-54; idem, "Studien zur Geschichte der 
Kiifischen Koranlesung in den beiden ersten Jahrhunderten II," Orientalia 19, 1950, 328-50; idem, 
"Studien zur Geschichte der Kiifischen Koranlesung in den heiden ersten Jahrhunderten Ill," Orientalia 
20, 1951, 316-28; idem, "Studien zur Geschichte der Kiifischen Koranlesung in d~n heiden ersten 
Jahrhunderten IV," Orientalia 22, 1953, 59-78; idem, "Die Zuverlassigkeit der Oberlieferung von 
ausser'u!manischen Varianten bei al-Farrii' ," Orientalia 23, 1954, 412-35. 

7 On which see G.S. Reynolds, "Introduction: Qur'iinic studies and its controversies," 3-7. 
8 "As Bergstriisser pointed out in his 'Koranlesung in Kairo,' in Der Islam 20, I 932 this edition does not 

succeed in giving an entirely satisfactory text of the 1;Iaf~ tradition, largely because its editors relied on 
relatively modem writers instead of going back to the older and more reliable sources." Jeffery, "The 
present status ofQur'anic studies," 2. 

9 Ibid., 3-4. 
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Regarding "higher (or literary)" studies of the Qur'an, Jeffery is hardly more 
enthusiastic. He notes with appreciation the appearance of Regis Blachere's Intro
duction au Coran, 10 and the posthumous publication of Richard Bell's Introduc
tion to the Qur'an, 11 but he concludes that neither surpasses Noldeke (et al.)'s 
Geschichte des Qoriins. To this Jeffery adds: ''There has been no recent system
atic investigation" of the grammar and syntax of the Qur' iin, and "we still have no 
comprehensive work on the theology of the Qur'an."12 He similarly laments the 
absence of a comprehensive work on the literary and religious sources of the 
Qur'an (commenting, "we are still using the rather antiquated works of Geiger ... 
and St. Clair Tisdal1"13). He does, however, acknowledge the appearance of a 
considerable number of studies focused on either Jewish or Christian antecedents 
to the Qur'an. To this end Jeffery recognizes in particular the exceptional value of 
Heinrich Speyer's Die biblischen Erziihlungen im Koran. 14 

Angelika Neuwirth opens her 1983 analysis of Qur'anic studies with the 
remark, "Die westliche Koranforschung . . . steckt - gemessen an vergleich
baren Forschungsgebieten - noch immer in den Kinderschuhen."15 Like 
Jeffery twenty-six years earlier, Neuwirth finds that the field of Qur'anic 
studies still lacked the sort of resources that are taken for granted in other 
fields, such as a dictionary of Qur'anic Arabic, a comprehensive evaluation 
of Qur'anic" grammar, and a commentary arranged by subjectY Neuwirth 
describes most recent works in the field as studies of minor, isolated matters, 
achieved "ohne besonderes MethodenbewuBtsein."17 Otherwise Neuwirth 
objects to the manner in which certain scholars (namely Bell, Blachere, and 
Wansbrough) had argued against the conventional notion that the Sura was the 
original organizing unit of the Qur'an. 18 In a similar tone she notes how John 
Burton and John Wansbrough both challenged the notion of the 'Uthmanic 

10 Paris: Maisonneuve, 1947. NB: Also The Qur'iin: An Encyclopedia, ed. 0. Leaman, London: 
Routledge, 2006 

I I Edinburgh: Edinburgh UniversitY Press, 1953. 
12 Jeffery, "The present status ofQur'iinic studies," 6. 
13 Ibid., 8. 
14 After noting his wish that the articles of David Kiinstlinger would be gathered together and repub

lished, Jeffery adds that it would be "a still greater service if there could be issued in this country 
[i.e. the United States] Speyer's Die biblische11 Erziihlungen im Koran (Breslau 1937), all but a 
few copies of which were destroyed during the anti-Jewish troubles in central Europe." Ibid., 9. 
Speyer's work was in fact later republished in Germany: Hildesheim: Olms, 1961. 

15 "Qur'anic studies in the West, when measured against comparable fields of study, is still in 
its infancy." A. Neuwirth, "Zum neueren Stand der Koranforschung,'' in F. Steppat (ed.), XXI. 
Deutscher Orientalistentag, vom 24 bis 29 Marz I980 in Berlin, Supplement 5, Wiesbaden: Franz 
Steiner Verlag, 1983, (183-89) 183. For a second assessment of the field from roughly the same 
period see A.T. W~lch, "Qur'anic studies -problems and prospects," Journal of the American 
Academy of Religion Thematic Studies 47:4S, 1979, 620-34. 

16 Neuwirth, "Zum neueren Stand der Koranforschung," 183. 
17 "with no particular consciousness of methodology." Ibid. 
18 Ibid., 183-84. 
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codex, although in quite different (and indeed contradictory) ways. 19 Neuwith 
dedicates most of her survey to a refutation of their works. 20 

Fred Donner's 2008 assessment of Qur' iinic studies in The Qur 'an in Its Histor
ical Context is notably differentY Donner is not concerned by a lack of scholarly 
work on the Qur' iin, but rather by conflicts among scholars working on the Qur'iin. 
Donner opens his article with the remark. "Qur' iinic studies, as a field of academic 
research, appears today to be in a state of disarray.'122 Thereafter he identifies five 
questions regarding the Qur'iin on which no scholarly consensus exists: 

The existence of an "Ur-Qur'iin." 
2 The character of the "Ur-Qur'iin" (among those who accept its existence). 
3 The original language and script of the Qur'iin. 
4 The transmission of the "Ur-Qur'iin". 
5 The codification and canonization of the Qur'iin. 

Donner illustrates how recent critical studies of the Qur' iin have addressed these 
matters, but in such different ways that no clear picture of the Qur'iin's origins has 
emerged. Liiling, for example, argues that behind the Qur' iin lies the hymnal of an 
Arabic Christian community, while Wansbrough proposes that the Qur'iin is the 
product of scattered "propheticallogia.'' In a more recent publication Christoph 
Luxenberg contends that the original language of the Qur'iin was heavily influ
enced by the vocabulary and syntax ofSyriac (a language that the Muslim scholars 
who later established the scriptio plena of the Qur'iin did not understand)Y On 
the question of the transmission of the Qur'iin, Donner notes the conventional 
view that an ancient oral tradition accompanied the transmission of the scriptio 
defectiva text, and recent research that seems to contradict this view. On the 
problem of the codification of the Qur'iin, he comments: "The available evidence 

19 J. Burton, The Collection of the Qur'an, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977; 
J. Wansbrough, Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods af Scriptural Interpretation, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1977 (reprint: Amherst, NY: Prometheus, 2004). See A. Neuwirth, "Zum 
neueren Stand der Koranforschung," 184-87. 

20 "Es scheint daran fes12Uhalten zu sein, dal3 nicht nur der Koran bei der frUhen Gemeinde ein 'wohl
bewahrtes Buch' war, sondern auch die Nachrichten Uber seine Sammlung ein wohlbewahrtes 
Kapitel in der Geschichte ihres Selbstverstnndnisses." Ibid., 189 

21 F. Donner, "The Qur'an in recent scholarship: Challenges and desiderata," QHC; 29-50. Donner 
addresses a larger range of scholarship than Neuwirth, in part because Neuwirth's article h inten
tionally focused on certain questions, and in part due to the works that had appeared ·in the 
intervening years (or, in the case of LUling, works that were available to Neuwirth but which she 
does not discuss). See G. LUling, Ober den Ur-Qur 'an: Ansatze zur Rekonstruktion vorislamischer 
christlicher Strop hen lieder im Qur 'an, Erlangen: LUling, 1974; translated and expanded as 
A Challenge to Islam for Reformation, Delhi:· Molital Banarsidass, 2003; idem, Der christliche 
Kult an der vorislamischen Kaaba, Erlangen: LUling, 1977; idem, Die Wiederentdec/amg des 
Propheten Mu(wmmad: eine Kritik am "chris/lichen" Abend land, Erlangen: LUling, 1981. 

22 Donner, "The Qur'an in recent scholarship," 29. 
23 C. Luxenberg, Die syro-aramaische Lesart des Koran, Berlin: Das arabische Buch, 2000 . 

(2nd edition: Berlin: Schiler, 2002; 3rd edition, 2007; English trans.: Berlin, Schiler, 2007). 
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on the Qur'iin's codification, similarly, seems to provide support for both the 
early-codification and the late-codification hypotheses.''24 

By the end of Donner's article readers might expect a gloomy assessment of 
Qur'iinic studies. Instead, Donner finds the field to be markedly improved: "I do 
not want to imply, however, that this current disarray is necessarily a bad thing. 
Quite the contrary, it is far preferable to the earlier stage of 'false consensus,' 
which really concealed a failure or refusal to address some burning questions in a 
critical way (perhaps for fear of antagonizing believers)."25 

Current developments in Qur'iinic studies 

But the rise of interest in the critical questions oflslamic origins is not the only 
positive developmentin Qur'anic studies. Research on the Qur'iin generally has 
continued to increase, and today many of the desiderata named by Jeffery and 
Neuwirth have been achieved. The following brief survey of recent critical work 
in Qur'iinic studies might illustrate this trend, although it hardly represents a 
comprehensive catalog of such work. 

Perhaps the most significant development~ Qur' iinic studies is the appearance 
of new scholarly reference works. Two Arabic-English dictionaries of the Qur'iin 
have recently been published: A Concise Dictionary of Koranic Arabic (2004) by 
Arne A. Arnbros and Stephan Prochazka (supplemented in 2006 by The Nouns of 
Koranic Arabic Arranged by Topics: A Companion Volume to the Concise 
Dictionary of Koranic Arabic),26 and The Arabic-English Dictionmy ofQur 'iinic 
Usage by Elsaid Badawi and Muhammad Abdel Haleem (2008).27 Moreover, 
another lexical resource can now be found in Martin Zammit's A Comparative 
Lexical Study ofQur'iinic Arabic (2002),28 a work that provides cognate terms in 
a number of Semitic languages (although not, unfortunately, Christian Palestinian 
Aramaic) for Qur'iinic vocabulary. 

The most significant new publication in terms of breadth is the Encyclopaedia 
ofthe Qur'iin (2001-6), which covers a wide range of topics, including many of 
those which Jeffery felt were in need of scholarly treatment, such as the grammar, 
syntax, and theology of the Qur'iin. The 2007 publication of the Dictionnaire du 
Coran (not a lexicon but a one-volume reference work), a dense volume with 

24 Donner, "The Qur'an in recent scholarship," 42. 
25 Ibid., 43. 
26 Wiesbaden: Reichert, 2004, 2006. 
27 Leiden: Brill, 2008. However this work, it seems to me, does not substantially surpass the 1873 

dictionary of John Penrice: A Dictionary and Gloss01y of the ~or-an with Copious Grammatical 
References and Explanation of the Text, London: King and Co., 1873. For a more detailed consid
eration of these and other dictionaries of the Qur'an see Andrew Rippin's contribution to the 
present volume:·"Studies in Qur'iinic vocabulary: The problem ofthe dictionary." 

28 Leiden: Brill, 2002. 
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contributions from a wide range offrancophone scholars, is likewise a noteworthy 
development in Qur'iinic studies.29 

Whereas Jeffery noted the absence of a critical edition of the Qur' an, this task 
has now been taken up by a research team of the Freie Universitat in Berlin.30 The 
significance of this task, however, is still unclear. The defective script of the early 
Qur' an manuscripts renders the very definition of a critical edition problematic. If 
the goal ofsuch an edition is to represent the earliest pronunciation of the Qur'an, 
the ancient manuscripts themselves will hardly be sufficient, since they represent 
only a shorthand of the consonantal text. Scholars might then turn to the reports 
found in later Islamic literature on the readings (qira 'at) of the Qur'iin to infer the 
shape of the complete text. But in that case the task achieved would not be funda
mentally different from the work of the committee, led by Mul}amrnad b. ~Ali 
al-l;Iusayni al-I:Iaddad, that established the Cairo version of the Qur'an on the 
basis ofliterary reports of the l;Iafl? (d. 180/796) 'an 'Al?im (d. 127/745) reading.31 

Of course, a critical edition could provide a wider range of qira 'at in some sort of 
apparatus - or perhaps with a digitalized hypertext - and scholars could attempt 
methodically to decide in each case which reading is more ancient. But then indi
vidual scholars can already use a work such as Mu 'jam al-qira 'at al-qur 'aniyya 
(1983) to make their own decisions on these mattersY In any case scholars might 
remember that Otto Pretzl himself apparently gave up the task of a critical edition 
of the Qur'an towards the end ofhis life, having grown convinced that the Islamic 
tradition of qira 'at was essentially exegetical.33 With similar logic Donner himself 

29 Ed. M.A. Amir-Moezzi, Paris: Laffont, 2007. 
30 The research project Corpus Coronicum: Edition und Kominentar des Korans (the name 

corpus coranicum coming from Pretzl's description of the initial project; see: 0. Pretzl, Die 
Fortfiihrung des Apparatus Criticus zum Koran. Silzungsberichte der Bayerischen Akademie der 
Wissenschajien 1934 (Heft 5}, Munich: Verlag der Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 
1934, 12) is described by M. Marx, "Ein Koran-Forschungsprojekt in der Tradition der Wissen
schaft des Judentums: Zur Programmatik des Akademienvorhabens Cotpus Coranicum," in D. 
Hartwig, W. Homolka, M. Marx, and A. Neuwirth (eds), 1m val/en Licht der Geschichte: Die 
Wissenschaji des Judentums zmd die Anfonge der kritischen Koranforschung, WUrzburg: Ergon, 
2008,41-53. 

31 G. Bergstrilsser, "K,oranlesung in Kairo," Der Islam 20, 1932, ( 1-42}, 3-4. 
32 Mu'jom al-qirii'iii al-qur'iiniyya, ed. 'Abd al-'Al Mukarram and Al)mad 'Umar, Kuwait: Dhat 

ai-Saliisil, 1403/1983. 
33 In 1948 August Fischer wrote: "Von den 'Koran-Lesarten,' die m.E. grollenteils weiter nichts sind als 

Emendationsexperiments philologisch geschulter Koran-Forscher an schwierigeren Stellen des 
'o.t:manischen Koran-Textes, ist in den letzten zwei Jahrzehnten unter dem Einflusse Bergstriisser's, .~;,,, 
seines SchUiers und Mitarbeiters Pretzl und Jeffery's wohl zu vie! Aulhebens gemacht worden. '~,' 
Pretzl war, wie ich in wiederholten mit ibm in Kairo Uber diese Dinge gefiihrten Gesprilchen :c,,· · 
feststellen konnte, in den letzten Jahren seines - Ieider wie das seines Lehrers zu frUit tragisch ... ··-c: 4%=·.:·· 
abgeschlossenen - Lebens von der generellen hohen Bewertung der Koran-Handschriften und f,::: :. 
Koran-Lesarten, wie er sie zunachst von seinem Lehrer Ubemommen hatte, stark zurUckgekommen." A. 
Fischer; "Grammatisch schwierige Schwur- und Beschworungsforrneln," Der Is1am28, 1948, (1-105) 
5, n. 4. Anton Spitaler, Pretzl's successor, testifies to the same in his obituary for Pretzl, ZDMG 96, 
1942, 163-4. Whether Spitaler himself chose not to work on a critical edition on the same grounds is 
unknown to me. 
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argues that, in light of our current state of knowledge, any project to establish a 
critical edition ofthe Qur'an will likely be flawed.34 

Alternatively, of course, the goal of a critical edition could be to represent the 
most ancient orthography of the text. But in this case a critical edition of the 
Qur'an would be effectively illegible, since it would not include the diacritical 
marks that appear in later manuscripts to fill out the skeletal script of the early 
manuscripts. Such a critical edition would not be much more useful than the 
facsimile reproduction of the early manuscripts themselves. And indeed the most 
ancient manuscripts are increasingly available to scholars. Sergio Noja Noseda 
and Fran~ois Deroche have in recent years published clear and large-scale facsim
iles of Ms. arabe 328 from the Bibliotheque nationale de France (1998),35 and the 
first half of Ms. Or. 2165 of the British Library (2001).36 Moreover, an increasing 
number of bijazzmanuscripts are available through digital representations online, 
including Mingana-Islamic Arabic 1572,37 and twenty-seven of the Qur'an frag
ments discovered in 1972 in the Great Mosque of Sati' a', Yemen. 38 

·In general the increase in online resources for the study ofthe Qur' iin is notable.39 

Mehdi Azaiez manages an extremely useful website (<http://mehdi-azaiez.org>; in 
French) with information on conferences and publications in Qur'anic studies. 

· Meanwhile, the number of websites that offer a variety of Qur' an translations for 

34 "There can be no doubt that the most cherished dream of everyone who works with the Qur'an 
-whether academic specialist or believing Muslim (not, of course, exclusive categories)- would 
be the preparation of a truly critical edition of the text: that .is, an edition that, working from the 
evidence provided by the earliest manuscript sources, comes as close as scientifically possible to 
the exact wording and vocalization of the original text - the Ur-Qur' an. But no sooner do we 
make this statement than, in light of what we have just discussed, we realize how problematic it 
is. For, the implication of many of the preceding reflections on recent scholarship on the Qur' an 
is that we face daunting problems of analysis and interpretation - orthographic, linguistic, and 
historical - that must be resolved before we could prepare such an 'Urtext' edition with any 
confidence. To attempt such an undertaking before we have attained greater clarity on at least the 
more pressing of these problems, it seems to me, would be to risk making many false starts and 
possibly calamitous failure of the enterprise, as laboriously-edited parts ofthe text were shown to 
be incorrect by new discoveries." Donner, "The Qur'an in recent scholarship: Challenges and 
desiderata," 43-44. 

35 Sources de Ia transmission manuscrile du Iexie coranique, I. Les manuscrils de style lzigiizf, le 
manuscril arabe 328, ed. F. Deroche and S.N. Noseda, Lesa, Italy: Fondazione F. Noja Noseda, 
1998. Regarding this manuscript scholars might also now benefit from the exceptionally detailed 
study of F. Deroche: La transmission ecrile du coran dans 1es debuts de I 'islam: Le codex 
parisino-petropo/itanus, Leiden: Brill, 2009. 

36 Sources de Ia transmission manuscrite du Iexie coranique, I. Les manuscrits de style higiizf, Le 
- --1/lmiiisci·ii Ot'. 2165 (f. 1 ii 61}, ed. F. Deroche and S.N. Noseda, Lesa, Italy: Fondazione F. Noja 

Noseda, 200 I. 
37 See <http://vmr.bham.ac.uk/Collections/Minganallslamic_Arabic_l572/table/>. As of January 

28, 2011 the website incorrectly labels the script "ku(lc." 
38 See <http://www.unesco-ci.org/photos/showgallery.php/cat/837> (accessed May 17, 2011). 
39 On this topic generally see A. Rippin, "Tools for the scholarly study of the Qur'iin," EQ, 

5:294-300. 
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comparison continues to increase,40 while the site "Project Root List" (<http:// 
www.studyquran.co.uk/PRLonline.htm>) allows students to search through a 
virtually complete list of Arabic consonantal roots in the Qur'iin. Each entry 
includes a list of the various lexemes in the Qur'iin from that root with an English 
translation, Qur'iinic chapter/verse references, and relevant grammatical informa
tion, along with a link to a PDF of the corresponding entry in Lane's Lexicon. The 
site http://cl.haifa.ac.illprojects/quran/ allows users to search a translityrated text of 
the Qur' iin on the level of morphemes. No less impressive among online resources 
is "The Qur'iin Arabic Corpus" (<http://corpus.quran.com>), a site based at the 
University of Leeds that provides students with a detailed word by word analysis 
of the Cairo Qur'iin's vocabulary, morphology, and syntax, along with various 
syntactical charts (similar to those commonly used in grammars ofNewTestament 
Greek), and a detailed dictionary of the Qur'iin.41 

In addition, a remarkable number of new critical scholarly studies of the Qur'iin 
have appeared since the publication of The Qur 'an in Its Historical Context. In 
2010 the Qur'iin research team centered at the Freie Universitat Berlin (led by 
Angelika Neuwirth, Nicolai Sinai, and Michel Marx) published The Qur 'an in 
Context: Historical and Liter my Investigations in the Qur 'anic Milieu, 42 a diverse 
work with twenty-eight contributions that emerged from a 2004 symposium.43 A 
second center of critical Qur' iinic Studies in Germany has also appeared in recent 
years with the title: Iniirah: Institut zur Erforschung der friihen Islamgeschichte 
und des Koran. Led by scholars at Die Universitat des Saarlandes (including Karl
Heinz Ohlig and Gerd-R. Puin), the Iniirah Institute published four collected 
volumes of critical studies on the Qur'iin and Islamic origins - volumes in 
part marked by radical historical revisionism- between 2005 and 2009 (and 
subsequently published two additional volumes).44 

40 The website <http://www.quranbrowser.com> includes ten Qur'an translations (divided by orthodox 
Muslim, non-Muslim, and heterodox Muslim translators) into English that can be compared in an 
interlinear fashion. The page <http://www.altafsir.com/Languages.asp?Language!D=2> includes (as 
of February 5, 2011) links to translations of the Qur'an in 25languages (including eight English 
translations). The "Online Quran Project" at <http://al-quran.info> aims at producing a comprehen
sive online library ofQuran translations (all websites accessed February 5, 2011). 

41 Also of note is <www.altafsir.com> (accessed January 28, 2011), run by the "Royal Aal al-Bayt 
Institute for Islamic Thought," a center founded by the Jordanian government that is also connected 
with the Common Word project. In addition to a selection of classical commentaries (in Arabic and 
English translation), their website includes a searchable database of qira 'at. 

42 Brill: Leiden, 2010. · 
43 "Historische Sondierung und methodische Reflexionen zur Koranexegese · Wege zur 

Rekonstruktion des vorkanonischen Koran." Berlin, January 21-25,2004. 
44 Die dunk/en Anflinge: Neue Forschungen zur Entstelumg undfriihen Geschichte des Is/om, Ed. K.-H. 

Ohlig and G.-R. Puin, Berlin: Hans Schiler, 2005; English trans.: The Hidden Origins of Islam, 
Amherst, NY: Prometheus, 2010; Der fiiihe Islam, ed. K.-H. Ohlig, Berlin: Schiler, 2007; 
Schlag/ichter: Die bieden ersten is/amischen Jahrhunderte, ed. K.-H. Ohlig and M. GroB, Berlin: 
Schiler, 2008; Vom Koran zum Islam, ed. M. GroB and K.-H. Ohlig, Berlin: Schiler, 2009. The theme 
of illumination is apparent in two of these titles, and in the name iuara itself("enlightenment''). 

Of particular note in these contributions is the two-part article of Elizabeth Puin: "Ein ftilher 
Koranpalimpsest aus :;;an' a' (DAM 01-27 .I)," Sch/aglichter, 461-93, and Vom Koran zw11 Islam, 

:.·.-· 
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Similarly a substantial number of individual critical studies of the Qur' iin have 
appeared in recent years,45 some of which are marked by idiosyncratic theories. In 
Le messie et son prophete: Au.x origines de l'isla!n (2005),46 Edouard Gallez 
argues that Judaeo-Christianity (i.e. the ideas of Jewish Christians) lies behind 
much of the Qur'iin. A similar, though more sober, argument is found in the work 
of Joachim Gnilka, Die Nazarener und der Koran, Eine Spurensuche (2007).47 

These two works might be contrasted with the rhetorical study of Michel Cuypers 
in his Le festin: Une lecture de Ia sourate al-Ma 'ida (2007). Cuypers analyzes 
closely the Qur'iin's fifth chapter in order to uncover the logic of its rhetorical 
strategies and its use of Biblical traditions.48 

523-81. Puin analyzes several folios of a palimpsest Qur' an manuscript found in the great mosque 
of :;lan'a' in 1972. In her analysis she details the orthographic variations between the rasm of the 
scriptio inferior and the scriptio superior and compares both texts to the standard ("King Fu' iid") 
1924 Cairo edition. The·implication, evidently, is that an appreciation of the :;lan 'a' manuscript can 
help produce a more ancient Qur'iinic rasm than that achieved through the qira 'at traditions that 
shape the textus receptus. 

A telling comparison can be made between her article and that of Behnam Sadeghi (assisted by 
Uwe Bergmann): "The codex of the companion of the Prophet and the Qur'an of the Prophet," 
Arabica 51, 20 I 0, 343-436. Sadeghi seems to have worked with a folio of the same manuscript. 
Whereas Puin identifies her manuscript as 01-27.1 ofDiir al-Makhtu!iit in San'a', Sadeghi names 
the folio he examined only as "Stanford [20)07" and the manuscript to which it belongs only as 
":;lan'a' 1." However, he reports (p. 355) that his folio, which was purchased at auction at 
Sotheby's in 1993, belongs to the same manuscript of a folio purchased on auction at Christie's in 
2008. For her part Puin comments (p. 461, n. I) that this latter folio seems to have been taken from 
the same manuscript with which she worked. Unfortunately Sadeghi seems to have been unaware 
ofPuin's work and makes no mention of it. 

In his article Sadeghi similarly analyzes the variants found between the scriptio inferior and the 
scriptio superior of the palimpsest. However, his principal concern is to compare both layers with 
medieval islamic traditions on the ma,abif. Ultimately he argues that the scriptio superior (which 
Sadeghi labels "'Uthmanic" and argues is a reflection of the Prophet's own reading) of his manu
script is more ancient than the scriptio illferior, which he attributes to a "companion" (although it 
does not match the traditional descriptions of any one companion lllll$(zaf). Thus Sadeghi concludes 
that the traditional account of the Qur'an's codification is vindicated by his analysis. This conclu
sion, he explains, was predictable: "If anybody had the resourc)!s to ensure that ·a reliable version 
be chosen, it would have been the caliph; and if anybody had more to lose by botching up the task, 
again that would have been 'Uthmiin." (Sadeghi, 414:). 

45 In the following section I describe only scholarly monographs, in deference to space. Still it 
behooves me to mention, at least, the rigorous articles published in recent years by F. de Blois and 
P. Crone, both of whom approach the Qur'an in its historical context. See F. de Blois, "Na$rani 
and .{fan if Studies on the religious vocabulary of Christianity and Islam," BSOAS 65, 2002, 1-30; 
idem, "Elchasai - Manes - Muhammad: Manichilismus und Islam in religionshistorischen 
Vergleichs," Der Islam 81, 2004, 31-48; P. Crone, "How did the Qur'iinic pagans make a living?" 
BSOAS 68, 2005, 87-99; and most recently eadem, "The religion of the Qur' iinic pagans," Arabica 
57, 2010, 151-200. 

46 Versailles: Editions de Paris, 2005. 
47 Freiburg: Herder, 2007. 
48 Paris: Lethellieux, 2007; English trans.: The Banquet: A Readi11g of the Fifth Sura of the Qur 'a11, 

Miami: Convivium Press, 2009. Also noteworthy is the work of M. Cuypers and G. Gobillet, 
Le Cora11: Idees re9ues, Paris: Le cavalier blue, 2007. 
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A different approach is taken by David Powers in Mul;zammad is Not the Father 
of Any of Your Men: The Making of the Last Prophet (2009).49 Powers, who 
presents physical evidence that the consonantal skeleton ofQ. 4:12b was revised, 
argues that the stories ofMui)ammad' s biological son Ibrahim an,d his adopted son 
Zayd b. I;liiritha are narrative tropes more than recorded history.50 In Mubammad 
and the Believers (20 1 0) Fred Donner looks to the Qur' iin in order better to under
stand early Islamic history (the reverse of how things are conventionally done in 
western scholarship).51 The Qur'iin, Donner argues (in a manner much more 
subtle and sophisticated than can be summarized briefly), reflects an interconfes
sional movement of monotheistic believers; the definitive demarcation of Islam 
from Judaism and Christianity is a later development. 52 

For his part Tilman Nagel, in his introduction to Der Koran und sein religiOses 
und latlterelles Umfeld (2010),53 notes the remarkably intimate correspondence 
between the Qur'iin and Syriac literature of the time. In my own work, The Qur 'an 
and Its Biblical Subtext (2010),54 I likewise emphasize this point, arguing that what 
seems to be idiosyncratic Biblical material in the Qur' iin (often a cause for scholars 
to speculate that Mul)ammad was influenced by a heterodox Jewish or Christian 
sect) can be better understood when the Qur' iin 's relationship with the tradition of 
Syriac homilies is appreciated. Furthermore I contend that Islamic exegetical litera
ture (including accounts of asbab al-nuziil) is best appreciated when read as the 
creative product of later Islamic intellectual culture, and not as an impedect record 
of historical events. 

These sorts of arguments are based on a reasoned analysis of the Qur.'iin's rela
tionship to earlier literature. In this they differ profoundly from the old tradition of 
Orientalism, by which research usually begins not with the Qur' an but rather with 
a reading (often polemical or hyperbolic) of the Prophet's biography. In this 
regard it is noteworthy that Michel Cuypers' work, in its English translation, won 
the 2009 "World Prize for Book of the Year," awarded by the Ministry of Culture 
and Islamic Guidance of the Republic of Iran. This award helps to undermine the 
fallacy that believing Muslims will neither welcome nor tolerate serious critical 
research on the Qur'iin. Indeed it would be ironic if scholars in the West today 
would refrain from such research - concerned that they might offend Muslims 
thereby- when Muslims in the Islamic world are increasingly interested in it. 

49 Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009. 
50 Powers argues (pp. 155ff.) that kala/a (in Q 4:12b) is a later correction of kal/a in the ms. Bibli

otheque nationale 328a, and that the second appearance in the Qur'iin of kala/a (in Q 4.176) is a 
later addition meant to explain the new meaning of Q 4.12b. This redaction, Powers contends, 
reflects changes in inheritance law related to the abolition of adoption in Q 33:4-5. 

51 Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 2010 
52 In this regard Todd Lawson's The Cmcijixion in the Qur 'an: A Study in the History of Muslim 

Thought (Oxford: Oneworld, 2009) is noteworthy. After a detailed examination of the material 
relevant to the death of Jesus in the Qur' an, Lawson shows how the traditional Islamic teaching on 
this question reflects laier doctrinal and historical developments. 

53 ed. T. Nagel, Olden bourg: Schriften des Historischen Kollegs, 20 I 0. This work is a collection of 
papers from a 2006 colloquium on the Qur'iin. 

54 London: Routledge, 20 I 0. 
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Qur'anic studies and the translation of the Qur'iin 

Yet the principal question at hand is not whether critical research in Qur'anic 
studies is increasingly prevalent, but whether this research is contributing to a 
more precise understanding of the Qur' iin. In order to address this latter question 
we might look briefly at recent translations of the Qur' an. Translators, after all, 
must deal with what the Qur'iin means, and their work might be thought of as the 
place where advances in our miderstanding ofthe Qur'iin first become evident. 

A growing number of translations ofthe Qur'an into European languages have 
appeared in recent years, no doubt due in part to the increased market for all things 
Islamic since September 11, 2001. Here I will examine briefly six recent transla
tions of the Qur'iin, four of them English: Abdel Haleem, Jones, K.halidi, and the 
Monotheist Group; one French: Abu-Sahlieh; and one German: Bobzin.55 With 
one exception (the Monotheist Group), all of these translations are meant to be 
grounded in sober academic principles and unaffected by religious commitments. 
Still, and as we will see, they form a diverse group. 

In the introduction to his translation (published 2004), Abdel Haleem explains 
that in translating he always takes into account the occasion in the Prophet's life 
when individual passages of the Qur'an were revealed. 56 TarifK.halidi (translation 
published 2008), on the contrary, contends that by emphasizing traditions on the 
"occasions of revelation" translators risk limiting the meaning of the text: "But the 
very allusiveness of the text, its impersonality, its-meta-historical tone, seem 
almost deliberately to de-emphasize context, and to address its audience or readers 
in a grammatical tense that I have elsewhere called 'the eternal present tense.' "51 

55 The list of recently published translations of the Qur' iin is in fact much longer. Translations into 
English since 2005 include as well: The Koran Handbook: An Annotated Translation, trans. 
Nicholas Starkovsky, New York: Algora, 2005; The Qur'an with Annotated lnte1pretation in 
Modem English, trans. Ali Onal, Somerset, NJ: The Light, 2006; The Korana of Mother Goddess: 
A Women's Feminist Koran, trans. JoAnne Marie, n.c.: Lulu, 2007; The Qur'an: A Reformist 
Tra?slation, trans. Edip YUksel, Layth Saleh AI-Shaiban, and Martha Schulte-Nafeh, no city: 
Brambow, 2007; The Sublime Quran, trans. Laleh Bakhtiar, Chicago: Kazi, 2007; The Qur 'an, 
trans. Wahiduddin Khan, New Delhi: Goodword, 2009. Uri Rubin's scholarly recent scholarly 
translation of the Qur' an into modem Hebrew is also noteworthy: Ha-l).or 'an. Tirgem me- 'Aravit 
ye-hosifhe 'arot, nispa(limu-maftea(l, Tel Aviv: University ofTel Aviv Press, 2005. 

56 The Qur 'an, trans. M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004, xxx. Abdel 
Haleem· introduces his translation with traditional accounts of the biography of Mul)ammad, the 
revelation of the Qur'iin, and tl1e compilation of the Qur'iin. He continues with an account of the 
Qur'an's structure (Siiras and verses), and of the traditional division of the Qur'iin into Meccan 
and Medinan periods. Thereafter Abdel Haleem discusses the style of the Qur'.an, Islamic interpre
tation (here he is concerned almost exclusively with a defense of the Qur'iin's material on war and 
the status of women), and the history of English translations of the Qur' iin. Generally his account 
reflects a concern with religious apology: "By the end of the Prophet's life (632 CE) the entire 
Qur'an was written down in the form of uncollated pieces" (p. xvi); "[the companions of the 
Prophet who collated the Qur'an] belonged to a cultural background that had a long-standing tradi
tion of memorizing literature, history, and genealogy" (p. xvi). 

57 The Qur 'an: A New Translation. London: Penguin Classics, 2008, xii. The reference is to 
T. Khalidi, The Muslim Jesus, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001, 10. Khalidi 



12 Gabriel Said Reynolds 

For his part Jones (translation published 2007) contends that Islamic traditions 
on pre-Islamic Arabia might help the translator better understand the Qur'an's 
rhetoric, which he explains as an integration of "the clipped, gnomic style" of 
soothsayers, the "admonitory, exhortative and argumentative style" of scribes, the 
"narrative techniques" ofthe story-tellers and the "dramatic style" of some poetry.58 

Different concerns are raised in the introduction to the translation (published 2008) 
of the Monotheist Group. 59 The anonymous translators (affiliated with t~e site 
<http://free-minds.org>) are "Quranists" (Ar. qur'iiniyyiin) and focus therein on 
the importance of understanding the Qur'an independently.from Islamic tradition 
and exegesis (which they contend is a sectarian distortion of the scripture) and 
structures oflslamic authority today.60 

The French translation of Sami A wad Aldeeb Abu-Sahlieh (published 2008)/1 

which includes the Arabic text of the Qur' an in a separate colurnn,62 is unusual even 

divides his translation into paragraphs, in light of his conviction (which he shares with Suyi1!i)ihat 
the Qur'iin is ordered according to "bursts" of revelation; he marks verse numbers only with a 
marginal note at the end of each paragraph. Khalidi also distinguishes between genres of Qur' anic 
material in his formatting so that the reader might make better sense of the Qur'an as a literary 
work ("Where it is in any sense 'dramatic', I have arranged the lines in a vertical 'poetic' fashion." 
Ibid., xxi.).ln his introduction Khalidi also emphasizes the challenges a translator of the Qur'an is 
faced with: "But here too I cannot claim to have done anything other than to highlight a problem 
of tninslation and offer a tentative solution to it." Ibid., xxi. 

58 Alan Jones begins his translation with an introduction to the Prophet's life, including a brief introduc
tion to the geography and demography of pre-Islamic Arabia, along with a traditional account of the 
religion and culture of pre-Islamic Arabs. When it comes to introducing the structure of the Qur'iin, 
Jones warns U1e reader that traditions dating individual passages to certain moments in the Prophet's 
life are unreliable: "But while it is true that with some of the Medinan siiras there is quite a good case 
for relating material they contain to historical events, there is a large number of siiras whose dating 
remains highly doubtful." The Qur 'an, trans. Alan Jones, Exeter: Gibb Memorial Trust, 2007, 11-12. 
He adds Umt the western chronology of the Siiras established by Noldeke is no less so: "Yet irmust 
be said that it is no real advance on the traditional Muslim dating." Ibid., II. Jones accordingly rejects 
the traditional notion that Qur' iinic material moved from "terse and abrupt" to "diffuse" during U1e 
career of U1e Prophet, maintaining that a proper evaluation of the text shows that "there is relatively 
little change of style during the period ofU1e Qur'an's revelation." Ibid, 16. . 

59 The Message: A Pure and Literal Translation of the Qur 'an, no city: Brain bow Press, 2008. 
60 To this end they include, in the introduction, images of early Qur' an manuscripts meant to show that 

the basmallah should be understood as part of the revelation (whereas later Islamic tradition made 
it an introductory formula). So too on the basis of manuscript evidence they do not include any titles 
of the Siiras in their translation. In the opinion of the translators their independence from Islamic 
tradition and authority has allowed them to achieve, as the subtitle of their volume puts it, "a pure 
and literal Translation of the Qur'an." However, in order to maintain a connection with the conven
tional chapter: verse numbering, they do not number the basmal/ah as a verse in their translation. 

The translators conclude the introduction with the admonition: "You now should have U1e neces
sary tools to educate yourself to the Scripture's system and method for deriving meanings and laws 
... Try to make it a habit of seeking the answers for yourself through the guidance of God ... Do 
not be quick to ask 'others' what God says regarding this or that." The Message, xix. 

61 Vivey: L'Aire, 2008. 
62 In the first edition of his translation (Le Coran, trans. R. Blachere, Paris: Maisonneuve, 1949}, 

Regis Blachere similarly arranges the Qur' iin according to a chronological ordering of its Siiras. 
Whereas Blachere, however, develops his own chronology, Abu-Sahlieh relies on that established 
by al-Azhar. 
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in its form. Abu-Sahlieh arranges the Siiras according to a supposed chronological 
order, beginning with a/- 'Alaq (Q 96) and ending with al-Na(ir (Q 110).63 For his 
part Harmut Bobzin does not rearrange the Siiras in his German translation 
(published 2010), but he does include the traditional Islamic header which makes 
certain Siiras Meccan and others Medinan. 64 Regarding the translation itself, Bobzin 
explains that he has attempted to preserve the abrupt quality, and even the rhyme, of 
terse material in the Qur'an, and something of the rhythmic nature of the entire text. 

Evidently the translations presented here differ both in regard to the formal 
representation of the text and the usefulness of Islamic tradition in interpreting it. 
Our concern, however, is to what extent these translations have benefited from 
recent critical scholarship on the Qur'an. In order to address this question I turn 
now to their rendering of two passages which have presented difficulties to earlier 
interpreters. The first, AI 'Jmriin (3) 3-4, is concerned with Biblical material: 

Nazzala 'alayka al-kitiiba bi-(-(laqqi mu[iaddiqan li-mii bayna yadayhi 
wa-anzala 1-tawriita wa-infil *min qab/u hudan /i-1-niisi wa-anzala 1-furqiina 
inna lladhlna kafarii bi-iiyiiti Lliihi lahum 'adhiibun shadidun wa-L/iihu 
'azzzzm din/ intiqiim 

Abdel Haleem- Step by step, He has sent the Scripture down to you [Prophet] 
with the Truth, confirniing what went before: He sent down the Torah and the 
Gospel * earlier as a guide for people and he has sent down the distinction 
[between right and wrong]. Those who deny God's revelations will suffer 
severe torment. God is almighty and capable of retribution. 

Jones- He has sent down to you' [the superscript "s"=singular] the Scripture 
in truth, confirming what came before it. And He sent down the Torah and the 
Gospel, * Previously, as a guidance for the people; and He sent down the 
Salvation. * [ 4a] Those who do not believe in the signs of God will have 
painful torment. God is Mighty and Able to take revenge. 

Khalidi- He sent down to you the Book with the Truth, 
Confirming His previous Scriptures. 

63 Abu-Sahlieh also includes extensive footnotes with indications of variants (qira 'at}, relevant 
Biblical (or Talmudic/midrashic) references, notes on verses considered abrogated by traditional 
Islamic jurisprudence, and citations of earlier French translations UJat differ from his own rendering. 

64 Der Koran. Munich: Beck, 20 I 0. At the end ofthe volume Bobzin includes 170 pages of comments, 
made up above all of brief explanations of the Arabic that underlies U1e words, syntax, and punc
tuation he has chosen in the translation. The comments are arranged with chapter/verse references, 
i.e they are not endnotes. In other words, readers will find no mark in the translation itself to indi
cate that a comment exists at U1e end of the volume. Thereby Bobzin no doubt meant to preserve 
something of the visual simplicity that is found in the standard Arabic Qur'iin. Yet the very length 
of his explanatory comments illustrates how much of the Qur'an's meaning is uncertain, and the 
format of his text might give readers precisely the opposite impression. 
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And He sent down the Torah and the Evangel, beforehand: 
A guidance to mankind. . 
And He sent down the Criterion. 
Those who blaspheme against the revelations of God shall meet with 

terrible torment. 
God is Almighty, Vengeful. 

Monotheist Group - He sent down to you the Scripture with truth, authenti
cating what is present with it; and He sent down the Torah and the Injeel. * 
From before as a guidance for the people, and He sent down the Criterion. 
Those who rejected God's revelations, they will have a painful retribution, 
and God is Noble, extracting in Revenge. 

Abu-Sahlieh- II a fait descendre sur toi le livre avec Ia verite, confirmant ce 
qui est devant lui. II a fait descendre Ia Torah et l'Evangile * auparavant, 
comme direction pour les humains. Et il a fait descendre Ia delivrance. Ceux 
qui ont mecru aux signes de Dieu ll;urcint un chiitiment fort! Dieu est fier 
etvengeur. 

Bobzin- Herabgesandt hater auf dich das Buch mit der Wahrheit, bestiiti
gend, was vor ihm war. Herabgesandt hat er Tora und Evangelium * schon 
vorher- fUr die Menschen als Geleit. Und die Entscheidung hat er herabge
sandt. Siehe denen die nicht an Gottes Zeichen glauben, ist strenge Strafe 
bestimmt. Gott ist miichtig, Herr der Vergeltung. 

In analysing these translations one might first notice certain peculiar features. 
Abdel Haleem adds the phrase "step by step" to his description of revelation. This 
may reflect his notion of "occasions of revelation," but it does not seem to corre
spond with any phrase in the verse. He also indicates between brackets that the 
pronoun (which in Arabic has no precedent) "you" (i.e. the recipient of revelation) 
is the Prophet. His translation "capable of retribution" seems to soften consider
ably the Arabic dhii 1-intiqam; others translate: "Able to take revenge;" "Vengeful;" 
"extracting in Revenge" (I assume "exacting" is meant here); "vengeur" or "Herr 
der Vergeltung" (in a comment Bobzin suggests "Herr der Rache" as another 
rendering). Kafarzl is rendered with different terms and different tenses but (with 
the exception of Khalidi, who translates "blaspheme") all of the translators seem 
to agree that it means something like "deny" or "disbelieve." 

All of the translators likewise agree that the term ldtiib in the opening line means 
"book" or "scripture." They all capitalize their translation of kitab- except for Abu
Sahlieh (in German, of course, nouns are anyway capitalized) -suggesting that they 
have a specific book in mind. They are less clear about the phrase li-ma bayna 
yadayhi, which some translate as "that which is before him" (Abu-Sahlieh, Bobzin) 
or "before it" (Monotheist Group), and others as "what went before" (Abdel Haleem) 
or "what came before it" (Jones) or "beforehand" (Khalidi). These latter translators 
may mean thereby that the kitab is the Qur' iin itself (which confirms earlier books), 

-~c··_· 
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but then Bobzin at least suggests in a comment that the Qur'iin is intended instead 
by a term in the next verse:furqan (regarding which see below).65 

All of the translators simply render tawrat as Torah, but with injfl confusion 
appears. The Monotheist Group transliterates the Arabic word into English letters 
(Injeel); Abdel Haleem, Jones, Abu-Sahlieh, and Bobzin translate the term as 
"Gospel" (Jones puts Gospel in italics). Khalidi uses "Evangel" (perhaps because 
it means "gospel" but sounds like injfl). All of the translators capitalize this term, 
suggesting that the Qur' iin means a specific book. But none ofthem explains what 
injfl refers to (The Christian New Testament? Only one of the Gospels? An oral 
message? A Muslim book?). 

Perhaps the most salient difference between the translations is the rendering of 
furqan, a term understood in Islamic exegetical tradition in light of the Arabic root 
j.r.q. (:::::"to differ"), but which in western scholarship is often connected to the 
Aramaic root p.r.q. (:::::"to redeem").66 Abdel Haleem follows tradition, translating, 
"the distinction [between right and wrong];" Jones translates "the Salvation", but 
then adds in a footnote: "or 'the Criterion;'" Khalidi translates, "the Criterion;" 
as does the Monotheist Group. The capital "C" in these translations implies that 
the translators think the Criterion is nothing other than the Qur' iin. Abu-Sahlieh 
translates "Ia delivrance," while Bobzin opts for the traditional meaning: "die 
Entscheidung" (although in a comment he adds, "oder: 'die Rettung' "). 

Similar confusion is found in the translations of al-tfn (95), a passage concerned 
in part with eschatology: 

Wa-1-tfn wa-1-zaytiin * wa-tiiri sfnfn * wa-hadha 1-baladi 1-amfn * la-qad 
khalaqna 1-insana.fi absani taqwfm * thumma radadnahu asfala siifilzn * illii 
lladhzna amanii wa- 'amilii 1-~alibiitifa-lahum ajrun ghayru mammln * fa-ma 
yukadhdhibuka ba 'du bi-1-dfn * a-laysa Llahu bi-abkami 1-baldmfn 

Abdel Haleem - By the fig, by the olive, * by Mount Sinai, * by this safe 
town, *We create man in the finest state* then reduce him to the lowest of 
the low,* except those who believe and do good deeds-* they will have an 
unfailing reward. After this, what makes you [man] deny the Judgement? * Is 
God not the most decisive of judges? 

Jones- By the figs and olives, *By Mount Sinai, *By this secure territory, * 
We have created man in the fairest stature; * When We have rendered him the 
lowest of the low, * Except for those who believe and do righteous deeds -
they will have an unbroken reward. * What will henceforth declare you• false 
concerning the judgement? * Is not God the most discerning of judges? 

65 Bobzin, 629, ad Q 3:4. 
66 Thus Jeffery (FV[2007], 225-29); cf. the theory ofF. Donner that in certain casesfurqiin corre

sponds instead to Syriac puqdiinii ("command" or "commandment"): "Qur'anic fiwqiin," JSS 52, 
2007, 279-300. 
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Khalidi- By the fig and the olive, 
And by Mount Sinai, 
And this city, secure! 

We created man in fairest proportion, 
Then reduced him to the lowest of the low, 
Save them who believe and do righteous deeds -
To them belongs a wage, unstinted. 

What then can lead you to deny the Judgement? 
Is God not the fairest of judges? 

Monotheist Group- By the fig and the olive. * And the mount of ages. * And 
this town of peace. * We have created mankind in the best form. * Then We 
returned him to the lowest of the .low.* Except those who have believed and 
done good work, they will have a reward of thanks. * So what would rriake 
you deny the system after that? * Is God not the wisest of the wise? 

Abu-Sahlieh- Par le figuier et I' olivier! * Par le Mont Sinai! * Par cette con tree 
sure! * Nous avons cree l'humain dans Ia meilleure forme. * Ensuite, nous 
I' avons ramene au plus bas des plus bas. * Sauf ceux qui ont cru et ont fait les 
reuvres vertueuses. lis auront un salaire non rep roche. * Apres [ cela ], qui te. fait 
dementir le [jour du]jugement? * Dieu n'est-il pas le plus sage desjuges? 

Bobzin - Bei den Feigenbaumen! Bei den Olivenbaumen! * Beim Berge 
Sinai! * Bei diesem sichem Ort! * Wir erschufen den Menschen in vollend
eter Gestalt, * alsdann machten wir ihn zum Niedrigsten der Niedrigen - * 
auf3er den en, die glauben und gute W erke tun, den en wird Lohn zuteil, nicht 
unverdient- * was last dich also das Gericht noch leugnen? * Ist Gott denn 
nicht der weiseste der Richter? 

The translators agree that the opening verse of this chapter is a type of oath on 
fig(s) and olive(s) (or fig and olive trees). They likewise agree that the second 
verse is an oath on !iir sfnfn; which five of the translations render as Mo).lnt Sinai. 
The Monotheist Group, however, translates tiir sfnfn as "the mount of ages." Now 
elsewhere (Q 23:20) the Qur'an refers to Mount Sinai as tz7r sayna' (although 
srna' might bettei: reflect the ancient pronunciation), but Islamic tradition gener
ally (and with good reason)67 considers sfnfn to be a secondary form of the same 
term.68 The Monotheist Group rejects this tradition, understanding sfnfn as the 
plural of sanna, "year," (although sinln is the typical Qur'iinic plural) and trans
lating "mount of ages." 

67 As Jeffery (FV [2007], 183-84) notes, the fonn sin in responds to the ilnlin rhyme of this Sura. 
68 Ahu-Sahlieh in fact notes saynii' (and sinii} as a traditional variant reading for Q 95:2. 
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The difference among the translations in the third verse is more subtle but still 
significant. Jones and Abu-Sahlieh understand balad to be a reference to a region 
("territory," "contree") but the other translations understand. it to be a town or a 
city. Behind this lies the traditional idea (no doubt encouraged by the demonstra
tive article hadha, "this") that the Qur'an intends here "Mecca." Abdel Haleem 
says as much in a footnote; in his commentary Bobzin explains that by balad the 
Qur'an means more specifically the Ka'ba, which even the pre-Islamic pagans 
considered an inviolable site. 

Finally it is worth noting the differences to be found in the penultimate verse 
(Ja-m a yulcadhdhibulca ba 'du .fi-1-dfn ). Five of the translators understand ma to 
refer to a thing (e.g. Abdel Haleem: "what makes you [man] deny ... ") but Abu
Sahlieh understands it as a person {"quite fait dementir ... ").The translators also 
disagree over the meaning and object of yulcadhdhibuka. Five of the translations 
suggest that God is here speaking to "man" (n.b. Abdel Haleem's insertion) in a 
general sense, and asking what (or who) could make him (i.e. anyone) deny the 
dfn (which, according to the Monotheist Group, means "system," but according to 
the others is short for yawm al-dfn [n.b. Abu-Sahlieh's insertion] and means "the 
Day of Judgement"). Jones, however, understands that God is speaking to 
Mul).ammad, and asking rhetorically how anyone could now reject his teaching on 
God's power to judge all humans and send them to heaven or hell.69 

Evidently, there is no little disagreement among translators over the meaning of 
these two passages, which are not among those (such as, say, al-Nisa' [4] 157-9 
or al-Kawthar [108]) traditionally considered to be especially opaque. If critical 
scholarship had provided a convincing explanation of their meaning we would 
have found, presumably, less confusion among the translators. 

Tellingly, all of the translators- even the Monotheist Group- tum frequently to 
traditional Islamic lexicography and exegesis for solutions. For this reason they all 
seem to believe that al-tawrat and al-injfl were books; they understand (with two 
exceptions)furqan to mean something like Criterion; and they suggest (with two 
exceptions) that balad is a reference to Mecca. Now the Islamic lexicographical and 
exegetical tradition, of course, cannot be dismissed lightly. By relying on it the 
translators presumably do arrive quite often at the ancient meaning of the Qur'an. 

For other problems, however, help is found outside of this tradition. Only by 
turning to Syro-Aramaic, for example, do Jones and Abu Sahlieh arrive at the 
compelling translation ofjurqan as "salvation" or "Ia delivrance."70 And for still 
other problems, such as the meaning and object ofyukadhdhibulca, Syro-Aramaic 
is of no help. The problem for such cases is that the Qur'an is short on proper 

69 Abdel Haleem mentions this latter interpretation, acknowledging that it is found with Fakhr al-Oin 
al-Razi. 

70 Muslim exegetes and lexicographers were of course extremely interested in the question of foreign 
words (al-kalimiit al-dakhila) in the Qur'an. Such interest, however, did not regularly lead to the 
study and application of foreign languages in their exegesis. On the idiosyncratic nature of reports 
on non~ Arabic languages in traditional Islamic exegesis see A. Jeffery, FV(2007), 1-42; A. Rippin, 
"Syriac in the Qur'an," QHC, 249-61. 
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names and details of context and long on allusions and references. And since 
translators have no contemporaneous or earlier Arabic literature to work with/1 

the only place to find explicit explanations of these allusions and references is 
medieval Muslim literature. But this literature itself is filled with debates over the 
Qur'iin's meaning (along with occasional confessions of complete uncertainty). 
Thus we arrive at the curious yet common phenomenon whereby the differences 
in modem translations of the Qur'iin are often distant - and yet evident -
reflections of the very same differences to be found centuries earlier among 
traditional Islamic authorities. 

In this light it would hardly seem correct to describe the current moment as a 
golden age ofQur'iinic studies. Scholars of the Qur'iin have not yet approached, 
let alone agreed upon, a basic understanding of the ancient meaning of the text. 
Thus the recent multiplication of translations of the Qur'iin seems more ironic 
than a propos. 

Now the recourse of translators ofthe Qur'iin to medieval Islamic literature 
is understandable. Their task might be compared to the translation of the Old 
Testament/Hebrew Bible. For their part, translators ofthe Old Testament/Hebrew 
Bible do not look to traditional literature such as Philo, Origen, the Babylonian 
Talmud, the Midrash Rabbah, or Martin Luther to discover the ancient meaning 
of the text. Instead they look to the study of Akkadian and North-West Semitic 
languages and literature, of paleography, of archaeology/epigraphy, etc. to do so. 
But this is only possible because of the immense archeological, epigraphical, and 
philological work that has been done in the fields of Assyriology and Judaic 
Studies, work that allows translators to understand their text in the light of the 
historical context in which it was composed. 

In comparison, scholars ofthe Qur'iin still have a lot of work to do, and it is to 
this work that the Notre Dame conferences on the Qur' iin are dedicated. The studies 
presented here are dedicated to furthering our understanding of the Qur'iin's place 
in its historical context; in other words, they are meant to help students follow the 
Qur'iin's own references to the religion, literature, a~d society of the Late Antique 
Near East. This work alone will hardly resolve all of the methodological problems 
that are evident in recent studies and translations of the Qur'iin. However, it offers 
further resources for students of the Qur'iin to discover the surprisingly profound 
ways in which the Qur'iin is in conversation with its context. Moreover, it offers 
an example of how Muslim and non-Muslim scholars alike can express their 
appreciation for the Qur' iin through the critical study of its contents. · 

Regarding the contributions to the present volume 

New Perspectives on the Qur 'iin: The Qur 'iin in Its Historical Context 2 is divided 
into five parts, the first of which is "Method in Qur' iinic studies." Therein Fred 

71 On the troubles with using Jiihili poetry in this manner see Reynolds, The Qur 'an and It; Biblical 
Subtext, 30-33. 
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Donner, in "The historian, the believer, and the Qur'iin," argues that critical schol
arship on the Qur' iin, properly understood, can neither prove nor disprove Islamic 
claims of faith. Accordingly he conclude!> that scholars have no need to shape 
their research according to Islamic apology, and no warrant to frame their research 
in polemiCal terms. Thereafter Andrew Rippin examines in detail the efforts of 
western scholars to develop a useful dictionary of the Qur'iin, and notes the 
importance of etymological research to that task. Finally, Nasr Abu Zayd intro
duces the reader to the principal methodologies for the interpretation ofthe Qur' iin 
associated with different Islamic sciences, and to the compelling story of his life
time of engagement with the Qur' iin and Islamic studies. Ultimately he argues that 
critical studies of the Qur'iin's ancient meaning can help Muslims contemplate the 
Qur'iin's meaning (or better, significance) today: "The contextual socio-cultural 
meaning, that which was addressed to the first Arab recipients, should not be 
ignored or simplified. This meaning is a .vital indication of the direction of the 
Qur'iin's message, i.e. its significance for the future generations ofMuslims."72 

The second part of the present book, "The Qur'iin and material evidence," 
opens with Robert Hoyland's examination of those early Arabic inscriptions in 
the Hijaz which seem to have been written by Jews, or which seem to refer to Jews 
or Judaism. Thereby he illustrates how an appreciation of epigraphy can play an 
important role in our study of the Qur'iin's historical context. Hoyland's chapter 
is complemented by that ofHani Hayajneh, who analyzes in detail Ancient South 
Arabian inscriptions that anticipate Qur'anic vocabulary. Through this analysis 
Hayajneh develops compelling new interpretations often Qur'iinic passages. The 
final article in this section is that of Gerd Puin, who offers an exacting examina
tion of the Qur'iinic rasm based on the evidence of the earliest manuscripts. Puin 
illustrates the substantial changes that have been made to Qur'iinic orthography in 
the medieval and modern period (including with the 1924 Cairo Qur'iin), and 
offers critical insights into the ancient shape of the Qur'anic text. . 

The articles of the third part of the present volume, "Qur'iinic vocabulary," are 
focused on the nature of the Qur'iin's lexicon and the meaning of poorly under
stood Qur'iinic terms. Shawkat Toorawa offers an exhaustive presentation and 
careful categorization ofQur'iinic hapax legomena, and uses the results to caution 
scholars who hasten to emend such terms to match more common vocabulary. 
Manfred Kropp focuses in particular on al-Ikhlii~ (Q ll2). He both proposes an 
emendation of this Sura and argues that a proper understanding of its development 
allows us to identify three phases in the development of th(') entire text of the 
Qur'iin. Munther Younes, for his part, makes a compelling argument for an 
emended reading of al-Niizi 'iit (Q 79), in his chapter, "Angels, stars, death, the 
soul, horses, bows - or women? The opening verses of Qur'iin 79." Finally, 
Christoph Luxenberg, applying the insights of Syriac vocabulary and grammar, 
offers a profoundly new reading of al-Najm (Q 53). 

· 72 Abil Zayd, "Towards understanding the Qur'iin's worldview: An autobiographical reflection," this 
volume, p. 47-87. 
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In the fourth part, "The Qur'an and its religious context,'; the authors illustrate 
how a careful appreciation of the religious context of the Late Antique Near East 
can help us understand aspects of the Qur'an that have long troubled interpreters. 
In the first chapter therein Sidney Griffith presents an exhaustive study 
of the Qur' anic term na$iirii in the light of the use of cognate Greek and Syriac 
terms in earlier Christian literature. Through this presentation the Qur'an's logic 
for using an unusual term for Christians becomes evident, and the idea that 
this term reflects the influence of a heterodox sect is refuted. Devin Stewart 
reviews both traditional Islamic and western scholarship on poorly understood 
Qur'anic formulae (such as mii adriika, qui, and rabb [+definite noun]) and the 
disconnected (or "mysterious") letters that open twenty-nine Siiras. He then shows 
how an appreciation of earlier oracular texts, both Babylonian and Greek, can help 
us better to understand both features of the Qur'an. 

For his part Suleiman Mourad, by calling attention to various Qur' anic passages 
that are often read in isolation, argues persuasively that the Qur'an does not deny 
the death of Jesus. His chapter is followed by that of Clare Wilde, who examines 
quotations of the Qur'an in early Christian Arabic literature, and investigates 
whether these quotations (many of which date to the early 'Abbasid period) might 
indicate something of a pre-orthodox Islamic approach to the Qur' an, if not a pre
canonical form of the Qur' an. Thereafter Gerald Hawting addresses the ambiguity 
between human and angelic messengers in the Qur'an. Noting that later Islamic 
exegesis attempted to draw distinct boundaries between the two, Hawting argues 
that this ambiguity reflects earlier Judaeo-Christian prophetology and angelology. 

The fifth and final part of the present volume is "The Qur'an and Biblical liter
ature," by which is meant the Qur'an's conversation not only with the canonical 
Bible, but also apocryphal and exegetical literature, including Talmudic, 
midrashic, and homiletic works. Therein Reuven Firestone first introduces the 
reader to the idea of the divine election of a people or a community in the Hebrew 
Bible and the New Testament. He then shows how the Qur'an both insists that 
only individuals, not communities, merit election (usually in the context of anti
Jewish or Christian polemic), and also emphasizes that merit is to be won by 
obeying the Prophet and being included in God's chosen community. Waleed 
Ahmed addresses the Qur'anic passages (Q 11:78-79; 15:71) on Lot's offer of 
his daughters to his hostile townspeople (cf. Genesis 19), illuminating both the 
intertextual nature of this material and its interpretation in traditional Islamic 
exegesis. 

Joseph Witztum, in "Joseph among the Ishmaelites: Q 12 in light of Syriac 
sources," provides a detailed analysis of the Qur'an's place in the larger exeget
ical tradition on the Joseph tale of Genesis. While western scholars have generally 
assumed that the Qur'anic Joseph account is related to Jewish midrash, Witztum 
illustrates the Qur'an's close conversation on this point with a largely neglected 
corpus of Syriac literature. Emran El-Badawi also provides new insight on the 
Qur'an in the light ofSyriac, with a case study on the language of condemnation. 
Through this study he argues that the Qur' an is better compared to the Syriac, and 
not the Greek, New Testament. Finally Adam Silverstein analyzes the term $arb, 
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the name given to the structure that the Qur'anic Pharaoh orders to be constructed, 
and examines the distinctive characteristics of the Pharaoh of the Bible, the 
Qur'an, and later Islamic tradition. Thereby he uncovers the close relationship of 
the Pharaoh of the Qur'an and the Pharaoh of Islamic tradition with (different 
currents of) Mesopotamian traditions. Thus the Qur'an's intimate relationship 
with its Near Eastern religious context emerges. 

The present volume, of course, is not the only work in Qur'anic studies that 
explores this relationship. Indeed, much of this introduction is devoted to the 
general increase in scholarly activity on the Qur'an. This introduction has also 
shown that recent scholarly activity has not succeeded in illuminating the ancient 
meaning of the Qur'an. Still it seems to me that recent research in Qur'anic studies 
is marked by two auspicious trends. First, an increasing number of Muslim 
scholars- in the West and the Islamic world- are becoming involved in critical 
research on the Qur'an; many of these scholars have made a persuasive case that 
such research can play a positive role in religious reflection on the text. Second, 
and certain exceptions notwithstanding, recent critical scholarship on the Qur'an 
has been largely shaped by a sympathetic response to the text of the Qur'an itself. 
Instead of polemic; scholars involved in this movement are generally motivated 
by intellectual appreciation, even fascination, with the Qur'an. If the present work 
might contribute positively to either of these trends, ·then - in my estimation at 
least - it might be judged a success. 



·Part I 

···Method in Qur)anic studies 



1 The historian, the believer, and 
the Qur,an1 

Fred M Donner 

Can we understand the Qur' an without knowing its historical context? The answer 
is, probably, no- but we have to try, because so far there is no alternative: the 

. Qur' an, at .least from the perspective of Western historians, has yet be placed 
convincingly in a secure historical context. There is still no definite consensus on 
what the text originally was, what its original social setting and role may have 

·been, how and when and where it came together, or even whether the Qur'an that 
.has existed for at least twelve centuries originated as a unitary document or 
whether it is, rather, a compilation of once separate materials coming, perhaps, 
from different communities. 

Given this grave uncertainty over the Qur'an's context, scholars must reverse 
the usual procedure when studying a text: rather than using the context to illumi
nate the meaning of the text, we must start with the Qur' an text itself, and try to 
deduce from hints inside it what a plausible historical context (or several contexts, 
in case it is not a unitary text) might be. 

The Qur'an, unfortunately, offers few decisive clues that suggest anything 
precise about its original context. The very fact that it is· written in Arabic - or 
at least, mostly in Arabic - gives us only a general idea of where and when the 
text may have emerged. (When, because we know that Arabic was barely written 
before the sixth century CE and only emerged as a literary idiom in the seventh.) 
There may be a more meaningful set of clues to be found in the Qur'an's frequent 
references to "Biblical" material - that is, to characters and stories well known 

·· from the older Judaeo-Christian literary traditions of the Near East. But, given this 
obvious fact, what historical setting could have produced such a text? The Qur' an's 
"Biblical" materials have attracted the attention of scholars since the beginning of 
serious studies of the Qur'an in the West, and the hope remains strong that close 
study of these passages may help us to establish at least the Qur'an's literary 
context, that is, its affiliation with other texts ofthe Judaeo-Christian tradition. We 
shall have more to say about this below, but for the moment we can note that 
.efforts to pin down just which earlier literary materials may have the closest rela
tionship to the Qur'an have so far been inconclusive. In any case, even if we were 

I I am grateful to Carel Bertram for helpful comments on the draft of this article. 
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able to determine more clearly the Qur'iin's literary context, doing so would not 
necessarily tell us exactly what its historical context was. 

Muslim tradition, of course, provides great detail on the presumed historical 
context in which the Qur'iin appeared: the now-familiar story of the prophet 
Mubammad, Meccan paganism, God's revelations to the prophet, Mubammad's 
founding of a community in Medina, his struggles with his opponents, and the 
codification of the Qur' iin during the era of conquests that followed Mubammad's 
death. This traditional Islamic "origins story," as I like to call it, has the virtue of 
a compelling plot-line, but it is deemed wanting by most Western scholars for at 
least two reasons. One is because it is a literary tradition of later - sometimes 
much later - date, and hence likely contains much anachronistic and idealizing 
material. This is a problem now familiar to almost everyone and I need not belabor 
it further here. The second reason the traditional origins story has been problem
atic for Western scholars is because of the way it presents Mubammad's, and the 
Qur'iin's, relationship to Judaism and Christianity. For, in the traditional origins 
narrative, Jews are presented as hostile to Mul}ammad, certainly not a source of 
inspiration to him, and Christians are .entirely absent from the context in which 
Mubammad lived and worked. One gets the sense that the tradition is not 
presenting us with an accurate picture ofMubammad's relations with the earlier 
monotheisms, a feeling that is very strong today, when numerous recent studies 
have brought convincing evidence that Syriac Christianity and the Syriac language 
were in some still undefined way an important part of the Qur'iin's Sitz im Leben 
and had a significant influence on the text, or at least on parts of it. 

It is striking, then, that despite the manifest inadequacies of the traditional 
Islamic origins narrative as a contextualization for the Qur'iin, most Western 
scholars have nonetheless based their understanding of the Qur'iin's context on 
that very origins narrative, accepting with lesser or greater modifications the 
framework provided by the Sfra. In particular, they have generally followed the 
classification of the Qur'iin's contents into Meccan and Medinan passages. This 
basic division, and the identification of three phases in the Meccan revelations, 
was a system first advanced in the West by Gustav Wei! in 1844, and has been 
generally adopted by later scholars, albeit with many attempts to further refine the 
system (e.g. by Noldeke and Schwally, Bell, BlachCre, Nagel). 

Perhaps most Western scholars adopted tl1e basic framework provided by the 
Sfra simply because there is no real alternative: we lack almost entirely docu
ments and contemporary sources for Islam's origins. Whatever the reason, we find 
that much Western scholarship- even as it pours criticism on the reliability ofthe 
traditions it broadly designates as the Sfra literature- tacitly or explicitly accepts 
at least the basic outlines of the traditional origins narrative when attempting to 
analyze the Qur' iin. This includes those many scholars who were particularly · 
interested in establishing the nature of the relationship between Mubammad and 
the Jews (and, possibly, Christians) of Arabia, such as Abraham Geiger, Charles 
C. Torrey, and Richard Bell. It includes also those who portrayed the life of the 
prophet Mubammad in a relatively conservative or traditional way, such as Aloys 
Sp,renger, William Muir, Maurice Gaudefroy-Demombynes, William M. Watt, 
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Maxime Rodinson, and, relatively recently, Francis E. Peters. It.includes some 
who have attempted a more radical re-evaluation of the traditional material in . 
some way, such as Giinter Luling and Jacqueline Chabbi. It also underlies some 
studies devoted to the form ofthe Qur'iin text, such as that of Angelilca Neuwirth. 

We might say, then, that the mainstream ofWestern scholarship has historically 
been much more willing to challenge or reject the Islamic tradition's views on the 
nature of the Qur'iin itself, than it has been to criticize the tradition's view of the 
Qur'iin's historical context. 

In recent years, several scholars have broken from this mould and have 
attempted to study the Qur'iin, or to depict the origins ofislam, in a manner that 
dispenses entirely with the contextual framework provided by the Sfra. John 
Wansbrough's Quranic Studies (1977) and The Sectarian Milieu (1978) seem to 
have begun the process;2 in both works Wansbrough adopted a frankly agnostic 
attitude toward the origins period, refusing to speculate about the history of the 
prophet on the grounds that the reports about him in Muslim tradition tell us only 
about his later image, not about the historical Muballlillad. Wansbrough further 
asserted that the Qur' iin actually came together not in Arabia but rather in a mono
theistic "sectarian milieu" somewhere in Mesopotamia or Syria, although he 
remained vague on exactly where. He also argued that the Qur' iin text crystallized 
as scripture gradually and much later than Muslim tradition says, claiming that 
it did not attain the status of scriptural canon until as much as 200 years after 
the time ofMubammad. Wansbrough's hypothesis that the Qur'iin originated in 
an extra-Arabian monotheistic environment was further developed by Gerald 
Hawting.3 Patricia Crone and Michael Cook had also proposed, at the same time 
Wansbrough was publishing his ideas (1977), that the Qur'iin may have been a 
product of a north-Arabian or southern Syrian environment rather than ofMecca.4 

Even more radical are those scholars who argue that the Prophet did not even 
exist, but is merely a literary construct assembled by Muslims of the eighth and 
later centuries CE in order to provide a heroic founder-figure for their new 
religion and state. The archaeologist Yehuda Nevo, inspired by Wansbrough's 
work and his own archaeological findings in the Negev, argued that a Byzantine 
withdrawal from Syria in the seventh century resulted in the rise of local Arab 
chieftains who consolidated their power to form the Umayyad state. In Nevo's 
view, both what is usually termed the "Islamic conquest" or "Arab conquest" and 
the figure of the Prophet Mul;!ammad (as well as Mul;!ammad's supposedly pagan 

2 J. Wansbrough, Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1977; idem., The Sectarian Milieu: Content and Composition of Islamic 
Salvation History, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978. 

3 G. R. Hawting, The Idea of Idolatry and the Emergence of Islam, Cambridge: Cambridge Univer
sity Press, 1999. 

4 P. Crone and M. Cook, Hagarism. The Making of the Islamic World, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1977. 
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environment in Mecca) were literary fictions. 5 Volker Popp, in a long essay 
relying in part on numismatic evidence, also alleged that the Prophet never existed 
except as a literary fiction.6 In his view, the Byzantines were forced out of Syria 
by resurgent Nestorian Christian tribesmen from Iraq, formetly part of the 
Sasanian army, who made common cause with the Monophysites of Syria, Egypt, 
and elsewhere in the Near East to drive out the hated Orthodox. Having done so, 
these Iraqi Nestorians (according to Popp) established themselves as rulers in 
Syria- we know them as the Umayyads. Popp's theory is supported by an essay 
by Christoph Luxenberg in the same volume, in which he analyzes' Abd al-Malik's 
inscriptions in the Dome of the Rock, arguing that they represent a non-Trinitarian 
form of Christianity (the references to Mul;lammad rasiil Allah, Luxenberg claims, 
are allusions to Jesus, "God's highly-praised messenger").7 

While independence of thought is certainly a virtue, I must admit that I find 
unconvincing these efforts to reconstruct Islam's origins and to explain the histor
ical context of the Qur'an in a manner that rejects completely the framework 
provided by Muslim tradition. To list quickly some of the obvious objecti9ns to 
the main skeptical hypotheses. 

Non-existence of Prophet theory This willfully chooses to ignore early non-Muslim 
sources like the Doctrina Jacobi and the fragment from Matthew the Presbyter, as 
well as .relatively early chronicles like those of Sebeos and John Bar Penkaye, all 
sources known for many years (and used by more responsible revisionist authors like 
Crone and Cook). And, to go a bit beyond the time of the Prophet, the assertion of 
Nevo and Popp, for example, that the early caliphs are also fictions, ignores the 
evidence of Chinese annals (which mention the murder of 'Uthmiin)8 and the recent 
discovery of an inscription/graffito that mentions 'Umar.9 Nevo's assertion that the 
Byzantines withdrew from Syria intentionally (and even, in his view, encouraged the 
emergence of sectarian forms of Christianity as they did so) strikes one as, shall we 
say, out of character for the emperors in Constantinople. Popp's and Luxenberg's 
assertion that the Umayyads were Christians is also hard to accept. Popp's claim that 
the Nestorian tribesmen whom we later come to !mow as the Umayyads would have 
found such ready support among tl)e Monophysites of Syria and elsewhere seems 

~ Y. D. Nevo and J. Koren, Crossroads to Is/ant. The Origins of the Arab Religion and the Arab State, 
Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2003. 

6 V. Popp, "Die frUhe lslamgeschichte nach inschriftlichen und numismatischen Zeugnissen," in Karl
Heinz Ohlig and Gerd-R. Puin (eds), Die dunk/en Anfiinge. Neue Forschzmgen zur Entstehzmg 1111 

friihen Geschichte des Islam, n.p.: Verlag Hans Schiler, 2005, 16-123. 
7 C. Luxenberg, "Neudeutung der arabischen lnschrift im Felsendom zu Jerusalem," in K.-H. Ohlig 

and G.-R. Puin (eds), Die dunk/en Anfiinge, 124--47. 
8 This and several other of the early sources mentioned above are collected in R. Hoyland, Seeing 

Islam as Others Saw It: A Survey and Evaluation of Christian, Jewish, and Zoroastrian Writings on 
Early Islam, Princeton: Darwin Press, 1997. 

9 M. Kawatoko, "Archaeological Survey ofNajriin and Madfnah 2002,'' Atlii/18, 1426/2005 (45-59) 
52, and Plate 8.12.C. 
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far-fetched, in view of the fact that Monophysites and Nestorians had spent the 
previous century or so pouring polemical vitriol on each other (and not only on the 
Chalcedonians) for heresy. One also does not understand how these supposedly 
Nestorian tribesmen, formerly of the Sasanian army, made the theological shift to a 
non-trinitarian outlook on their way to becoming the Umayyads, as Luxenberg 
suggests, since the Nestorians certainly did not reject the notion of the Trinity. 

Late crystallization theory This is demonstrably wrong; for one thing, the 
Qur' an lacks the kinds of anachronisms that would have been inescapable had the 
text not stabilized before the first civil war (jitna) in 34/656 to 40/661. 10 Moreover, 
recent work with some of the oldest extant Qur'an manuscripts seems to confirm 
that the text was already established as scripture no later than the end of the first 
century AH. 11 On the other hand, the traditional view that the whole Qur'iin was 
the subject of secure oral recitation from the time of the Prophet must also be 
wrong, because recent work has shown that some parts of the text, at least, could 
only have been transmitted in written form, without the benefit of a controlling 
tradition of recitation.12 So, while the basic rasm text must have been written 
down fairly early, its antecedents may have included both oral materials and 
written materials, some of which may go back to the Prophet or may even antedate 
the Prophet. And they may (or may not) be diverse in origin. 

Sectarian milieu the01y (That the Qur'an crystallized in an environment of 
monotheistic debate, not in a pagan environment) This seems to be true. 13 But the 
location of this monotheistic sectarian milieu is still far from clear; which bring 
us to the: 

Extra-Arabian origins theory 

This seems unlikely; there are some hints in the Qur'iin that the text, or parts of it, 
may indeed have coalesced in Arabia, 14 and there is little, if any, positive evidence 
pointing to a likely venue outside Arabia.15 But we still don't know exactly where 
in Arabia, and it would have to have been in a monotheistic setting in Arabia 

10 F.M. Donner, Narratives af Islamic Origins: the Beginnings of Islamic Historical Writing, 
Princeton: Darwin Press, 1998, ch. I, "The Date of the Qur'iinic Text,'' 35-63. 

11 F. Deroche, "Manuscripts of the Qur'iin," EQ, 3:255-73. 
12 On this, see J.A. Bellamy, "Some proposed emendations to the text of the Koran," JAOS 113, 

1993, 562-73; idem, "More proposed emendations to the text of the Koran,'' JAOS 116, 1996, 
196-204; F.M. Donner, "Qur'iinicfurqiin,'' JSS 52, 2007, 279-300. 

13 Hawting, The Idea of Idolatry, has made a convincing case for this, although his insistence that the 
location of this sectarian milieu must be outside Arabia is not convincing. 

14 Donner, Narratives, ch. I. 
15 Hawting's failure to provide any evidence for an extra-Arabian venue for the Qur'iin in his The 

Idea of Idolatry is quite striking, since this assertion is one of the main points of his book; evidently 
the evidence does not exist. 
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about which the tradition is silent; here perhaps the views of Liiling, who argued 
that the Qur' an contained reworked liturgical materials of a hypothesized Meccan 
or Hijazl Christian community, may bear further consideration. 16 So even if 
Arabia does tum out to have been the historical context of the Qur' an, as seems 
likely to this author, it may be an Arabian environment vastly different from 
anything with which we are familiar from the Sfra's picture of Mul;lammad's 
Mecca and Medina. As sheer speculation, for example, we might propose that 
different parts of the text hailed from different monotheistic communities in 
different parts of Arabia, and were pieced together in the early decades of the 
seventh century; but other possible speculative reconstructions might prove just as 
fruitful in explaining the limited evidence available. 

Clearly, the Sfra's vision, as a historical reconstruction oflslam's origins, has 
grave weaknesses. Moreover, a recent study of the fall of the Sasanians by 
Parvaneh Pourshariati on the basis of coins, seals, and a re-analysis of the Arabic 
sources suggests that there may be serious problems with the chronology of the 
traditional Muslim conquest narratives and, consequently, of the prophetic biog
raphy that is usually placed immediately. before the conquest. 17 But at this point, it 
seems likely that some aspects of the traditional Sir a framework may, in the end, 
emerge as historically sound. My own sense is that the tradition's presentation of 
the period following the hijra is more credible than it is for the period before the 
hijra, reports about which seem overwhelmingly legendary in character. Further
more, in the process of reworking and redaction, to which early reports may have 
been subjected, the elements that would most likely have been subjected to the 
greatest modification (in order to bring them in line with later realities and needs) 
would be matters relating to theological doctrines and communal orientations -· 
precisely those dimensions of the historical record that would be most crucial to 
understanding the historical context of the Qtir'an. 

The Qur' an between historians and believers 

There is another issue to be addressed, however, when considering revisionist 
work on Islam's origins, besides its impact on the work of scholars who wish to 
understand the Qur'an for scientific reasons. That other issue is, of course, the 
impact such work has on believing Muslims, and on the way they view the work 
of historians. Even the most heedless of historians among us must know that our 
investigations into Islam's origins, in particular into the context, origins, and 
history of the Qur'an text, will be of the greatest interest to believers. Many 
believers may turn to the work of historians in the hope of securing a better 

16 G. LUling, Der christlicl1e Kult an der varislamischen Kaaba, Erlangen: H. LUling, 1977; idem, 
Ober den Ur-Qur 'an: Ansiitze zur Rekonstruktion vorislamischer christlicher Strophenlieder im 

- Qur'iin, Erlangen: H. LUling, 1974. 
17 P. Pourshariati, The Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire. The Sasanian-Parthian Confederacy 

and the Arab Conquest of iran, London and New York: I. B. Tauris, 2008, 166-73 and 281-85. 
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understanding of the Qur'an and ofthe life of the Prophet who was, in their view, 
the vehicle" of the Qur'an's delivery to humankind. Although revisionist theories 
may be unsettling even to some historians - those who are loath to abandon the 
comfortable sense of mastery they long enjoyed over the traditional narrative 
material, or who have staked their reputations closely on a more traditional vision 
of Islam's origins- they are sure to be even more disturbing to believers, for 

.whom the Qur'an is nothing less than God's eternal word as revealed to His 
·Prophet Mul;lammad, their wellspring of guidance in this life, and their roadmap 
to eternal salvation in the life to come. 

It may seem inappropriate even to raise this issue in a piece addressed to historians 
and critically-minded students of the Qur'an as text. My goal in doing so, however, 
·is twofold. On the one hand, I want to make clear that as historians. and scholars we 
must pursue our researches wherever they lead us, even if the results of our explora
tions seem unsettling to some-whether they be fellow scholars or believing Muslims. 
On the other hand, I hope to show that the apparent clash between historians and 
believers over fundamentals of Muslims' faith is just that: apparent, and not real. 

Most of you, I am ·sure, have already noted my allusion to the title of the classic 
book by Van Harvey, The Historian and the Believer, published in 1966.18 In this 
work Harvey, a historian of religion who before his retirement taught at Stanford 
University, made the point that a true believer in the doctrines of a revealed religion 
cannot also claim to be a historian of the crucial events of that religion, because the 
nature of the historian's craft requires that he or she remain intellectually free to 
challenge, to doubt, and if necessary to reject, the validity of any historical source, 
without exception. Harvey was concerned particularly with those professing 
.Christians who have attempted to write the history of the origins of Christianity, as 
the subtitle of his book makes clear: The Morality of Historical Knowledge and 
Christian Belief He therefore focuses on showing that someone who is a sincere 
Christian, which involves a pre-commitment to certain gospel narratives as abso-

. Jutely true, cannot also claim to be a historian studying those same gospel narratives, 
because his religious pre-commitments prevent him or her from subjecting those 
·sources to tl1e critical scrutiny that is the first obligation of the historian. But Harvey's 
analysis and his conclusions are just as relevant to those of us who wish to study 
Islam's origins, or, for that matter, the sensitive foundation-stories of any revealed 
religion. The most obvious implications for us would be that no believing Muslim 
~that is, someone who accepts Mu)Jammad as Prophet and the Qur'an as God's 
revealed word- can also truly be a historian oflslam's origins. We might rephrase 
Harvey's insight in the following way: the believer ill a revealed religion cannot also 
. act as a historian of that religion's origins because the discipline of history is itself a 
. kind of faith-system- a rival faith-system, if you will- in that history also requires 
:absolute fidelity to certain basic assumptions. The historian's assumptions, however, 
are rooted in the use of reason rather than in reliance on received knowledge. 

18 V. Harvey, The Historian and the Believer: The Morality of Historical Knowledge and Christian 
Belief, New York: Macmillan, 1966. 
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We could, with Harvey, stop here and simply acknowledge the stark reality of 
an unbridgeable gulf separating the historian and the believer. But I think there is 
some benefit in following this line of thought a step or two further. To do so, 
however, requires us to consider a bit more fully the nature of the science or craft 
of historical study. 

As we just noted, the historian, no less than the believer in a revealed religion, 
operates within a kind of faith-system - a system of assumptions that he or she 
takes as binding and absolute. I see in particular three such assumptions on the part 
of historians. The first is a belief in the power of human reason and logical analysis, 
and a commitment to using logic and reasoning to solve intellectual problems -
including the problems inherent in reconstructing and interpreting the past, which 
is what historians normally do. Historians base their explorations of the past on 
reasoned analysis, even when they recognize that there are limits to what reasoned 
analysis can achieve in the reconstruction of the past. If, for example, the evidence 
for a particular historical phenomenon is very limited, the historian may only be 
able to make educated guesses based on such parallels as exist from other historical 
phenomena that seem comparable. The ~esult of such an operation is not historical 
certainty, but rather a kind of approximation or, better, a tentative hypothesis about 
what might have happened in this particular case. Indeed, the historian's deduc
tions about the past are always in some measure hypotheses, subject to amendment 
or even total rejection if new, contrary evidence comes to light. As a general rule, 
of course, deductions about historical phenomena for which very rich and diverse 
evidence exists are likely to be more "solid," that is, more or less unassailable in 
their main lines and only subject to revision in matters of detail or nuance. But 
even in the best-documented eras of history, the historian encounters gaps in the 
evidence that leave him or her essentially unable to interpret it. We know, for 
example, a great deal about the events ofthe end of World War II and the dropping 
of atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but historians are not agreed on why 
President Truman decided to bomb Japan with these weapons. Was it to make the 
cost of continued resistance clear to the Japanese and so to persuade them to 
surrender, thus ·saving thousands oflives (American and Japanese) that would have 
been lost had American forces needed to fight their way through the Japanese 
islands in pursuit of victory? Or was it to demonstrate that America already had the 
bomb and would use it if necessary, thus signaling to Josef Stalin not to advance 
his Soviet troops too far westward in Europe? Or were both considerations at play 
in Truman's mind, along possibly with others? Despite all we know about this era 
in history, we do not have the decisive evidence that could provide the historian 
with an unequivocal conclusion on Truman's motivations. 

It is this fact- the almost inevitable contingency of all historical deductions -
that makes the pursuit of history profoundly different from the "truths" embraced 
by a believer, even though both the historian and the believer might be said to 
be adherents of faith-systems. We now see that the faith-systems of believers 
and historians are of different kinds. Whereas the believer accepts without ques
tion a certain vision of the past, the historian accepts without question nothing 
about the past; his "faith" is an absolute faith in his methods, not in the results 
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of his analysis, even though he may be able to defend his deductions with compel
ling logical argument, for he realizes that his results remain contingent pending 
the discovery of new relevant evidence, or the cogent re-evaluation of existing 
evidence. 

The second tenet of faith of the historian is a belief in what we might call the 
essential humanness of humanity across time and space. In other words, the 
his~torian believes that people of other times, other places, and even other 
cultures share with those of us alive today essential human qualities - emotions, 
needs, desires; for if they did not, we could not hope to understand them and 
their motivations. In the faith-system of the historian, people of past times are not 
an alien breed; they are human like us and so can be understood by us. The 
historian must, of course, make great efforts to understand the different cultural 

. systems in which people of the past lived, because cultures shape profoundly how 
people act or react in a given situation. But it is generally agreed that this is 

.. possible, so that the actionS of people in the past can be understood and evaluated 
by a process akin to metaphor linking "us" with "them." And, indeed, it is often 
this quasi-metaphorical. connection between "us" and "them" that makes their past 
relevant and meaningful to us, the very reason we wish to study their past in the 
first place and make it part of our own history. 

Historians also make a third assumption, or have a third article of faith, if you 
will, beyond their belief in reason and in the innate humanness of peoples of all 
eras: and that is a belief in the immutability of the laws of nature. It is not merely 

. the people of earlier eras that resemble peopl~ today; the physical world in which 
those earlier people lived also operated according to the same principles we can 
see in operation around us. Since the historian explains events of the past by a 
kind of metaphor with the present, his efforts would be futile if the universe or 
physical environment did not always operate according to the same rules - for 
example, if the laws of gravity did not apply always and everywhere, or if a single 
physical object (or person) could be in two different places at the same time. 

It is precisely here that the historian and the believer in a revealed religion come 
. most acutely into the conflict described by Harvey. For revealed religions always 

involve the supernatural. That is, they describe events in which the divine, which 
transcends nature, interferes in some way with the normal processes of the natural 
world, whether it is God parting the Red Sea to save Moses and the Children 
of Israel, or God resurrecting the crucified Jesus· from the dead, or God down
loading installments of His word into the prostrate, perspiring person of 
the Prophet Mul;tammad. Such events are outside the realm of the natural, beyond 
the normal functioning of the physical world as we know it. That is, indeed, 

. precisely why they are remembered and celebrated by believers: it is their 
supernatural character that makes them special, miraculous, and the focus of 
commemoration and faith. 

The supernatural, however, is by definition beyond the competence of the his
torian. For the historian, as we have seen, can only evaluate reports on the assump
tion that the normal laws of nature apply at all times. Events of a supernatural kind 
exist on a different plane, so to speak, than historical events, a plane that the 
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historian cannot access. Confronted with a report that 'describes a supernatural 
event, the historian can evaluate the validity of the report only as far as what we 
might call the external trappings of that supernatural event. So, for instance, if he 
had sufficient other sources, he might be able to confirm that Moses and the 
Israelites marched from the Nile valley on a certain day, that Pharaoh's army left 
in pursuit some time thereafter, and that somehow the Israelites show up at a later 
time in the Sinai, and that Pharoah's army never returns. He could say something 
like, "The story seems to be true to this extent, that it fits other known facts of who 
was where and when, etc." But the parting of the waters - the actual supernatural 
event that, according to the story, was God's act of salvation for the Israelites- this 
the historian simply cannot evaluate. He might be tempted to say that the parting 
of the waters is a pious legend, that is a fabrication, inserted into an otherwise 
plausible scenario ("historicized" as I like to say); 19 but as a historian, he simply 
cannot affirm that it is true. By the same token, however, the historian also cannot 
prove that the parting of the waters as reported in the narrative is false; as a secular
minded person, that is, as a historian, he can say that he doesn't believe the story, 
but because it involves an event that is explicitly represented as supernatural, it is 
simply beyond his competence as a historian to evaluate its supernatural content. 

The implications of this fact are, I think, far from trivial. Since the faith-claims 
of revealed religions reside above all in supernatural events, and since the his
torian and historical analysis are unable to evaluate these supernatural events, the 
work of the historian cannot threaten, or call into question, the faith-claims of 
such religions. By examining the traditional narratives that describe the circum
stances in which the supernatural events occur, the historian may be able to 
debunk (or confirm) many aspects of those stories, but by doing so he does not, 
and cannot, discredit the faith-claims themselves. This fact should be of some 
comfort to believers in revealed religions who find the work of historians on their 
sacred traditions unsettling. 

The fact that the work of historical analysis and the faith-claims of revealed 
religions exist on different planes that do not intersect has another important 
implication- in a sense, the inverse of the first just noted. Just as historical analysis 
is incapable of invalidating supernaturally-based faith-claims, we can say also 
that historical narrations cannot validate faith-claims, either. This realization will 
not bother the historian at all, but it may come as a surprise to many believers who 
have come to revere the origins narratives that revealed religions use to explain 
the supernatural events surrounding their beginnings - whether these stories be 
the gospel narratives of Jesus's resurrection, or the Hebrew Bible's account of 
Moses receiving the law, or the Sfra's depiction of how Mul}ammad received the 
Qur'an. The basic fact, however, is that the purveyors of these stories were 
attempting to do that which cannot be done by implying, or asserting outright, that 
the narratives they related confirmed the validity of the supernatural events and 
the faith-claim rooted in them. They may well have believed that this was possible 

19 On "historicization" in this sense, see Donner, Narratives, 209-14. 
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for them. But, as we have seen, the supernatural is simply beyond the capacity of 
historical discourse to engage. Believers must believe what they believe, in short, 
on faith (as we say), not because a story "proves" the truth of their religious beliefs 
- for no narrative that can be historically verified can actually do this. Those 
believers who are convinced of the truth of a religion's faith-claims merely 
because of the cogency of its origins narratives - and they are many - are leaning 
on a weak reed indeed; and if their faith cannot survive without the crutch of such 
narratives, then we might say that they are not endowed with a very robust faith. 
But, by the same token, no historian can pretend to be able to disprove such faith
claims themselves. 

Where, then, does all this leave us in relation to the study of the Qur'an and its 
historical context? Islamic tradition presents the revelation of the Qur' an as resem
bling what might be called a "nervous crisis" on the part of the Prophet: that is, 
when he was receiving the divine word, Mul}ammad is said to have fallen to the 
ground, oblivious to the world around him, trembling and perspiring heavily; then, 
after he recovered, he found that a new piece of revelation was burned indelibly 
into his memory so that he could recite it.20 There are also numerous reports about 
how the revelation assumed written form, and how it was edited together to form 
the mu~/;lafor Qur'anic vulgate, the uniformity of which is in any case unclear 
given the existence of numerous widely-accepted "canonical variants."21 Let us 
suppose that serious historical research proves that these accounts about the 
manner of revelation cannot be true; does that prove that the Qur'an is not divine 
word? Or let us take matters a step further, and imagine, for the sake of our discus
sion, that somehow we discovered a videotape of Mul}ammad working privately 
in his study, composing passages of the Qur'an while referring to older religious 
texts from his personal library, such as the Hebrew Bible, various Syriac lection
aries, and other writings from the late antique Judaeo-Christian tradition. Would 
this discovery prove that the Qur'an was not divine revelation, but merely 
Mul}ammad's own creation? The answer, of course, even in this preposterous 
case, is no - for the simple reason that no one can claim with any certainty or 
authority to know how a transcendent God. would choose to communicate with a 
prophet. Perhaps' God's chosen method, at least in this case, was to select a person 
to be His prophet, then to put in the path of that person a variety of suggestive 

20 A selection of reports on this is found in Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqiit (ed. Sachau), Ill, 131-32. 
21 On the traditional reports about the collection ofthe Qur'an, see El', "al-~ur'an," section 3.a, "The 

'collection' of the ~ur'an" (A.T. Welch); GdQ2, Zweiter Teil: Die Sammlung des Qorii11s by 
F. Schwally; J. Burton, The Collection of the Qur'iin, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1977, 117-240; H. Motzki, "The collection of the Qur'iln. A reconsideration of Western views in 
light of recent methodological developments," Der Jslam78, 2001, 1-34; J. Burton, "The Collection 
of the Qur'iln," EQ 1:351-61. On the canonical variants, see for an introduction El', "al-~ur'an," 
sectjon 3.b, "Variant readings and Companion codices" (A.T. Welch); also E. Beck, "Der 
'uthmanische Kodex in der Koranlesung des zweiten Jahrhunderts," Orientalia 14, !945, 355-73; 
idem, "'Arabiyya, Sunna und 'amma in der Koranlesung des zweiten Jahrhunderts,'' Orientalia 15, 
1946, 180-224; idem, "Die Kodizesvarianten der Am~ar," Orientalia 16, 1947, 353-76. 
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texts, and finally to inspire the prophet to assemble the revelation from them. Such 
an assumption is no less plausible than the idea that prophecy takes the form of a 
"nervous crisis." Even if the historiaiJ. were to discoverthat the Qur'an, or some 
other "revealed" text, was actually a pastiche of phrases taken from earlier texts, 
that discovery would say nothing about the status of the text itself as divine word. 
The fact that long-standing tradition in the Near East viewed prophecy as a process 
that resembled a nervous crisis is really irrelevant to the question of the Qur'an's 
status as divine word, which is a matter of faith for the believer to decide for him 
or herself. A convincing story in this genre does not confirm the divine status of 
the text, nor does proving such a story false disconfirm the divine status of the text. 

I raise these points because, as I survey recent scholarly discussion about the 
Qur'an, I sometimes see evidence of two trends that threaten to interfere with the 
scientific pursuit ofthe historical truth, and therefore do not belong in our discourse. 
The first trend is a tendency of sonie conservative and doctrinaire Muslims to criti
cize those historians who engage in critical scrutiny of the traditions of Islam's 
origins on the grounds that, by doing so, they undermine the faith of Muslims. Such 
critics sometimes also imply or state explicitly, as a corollary, that the historians 
who are engaged in this nefarious work must be motivated by religious polemic or 
personal animus against Islam. As we have seen, however, the first part of this 
accusation is simply unfounded: historical research cannot touch the faith-claims of 
believers, which exist independent of the realm and tools of the historian. It is true 
that the historian's discoveries may require believers to change their view of cher
ished origins narratives, requiring them to see them now as symbolic or allegorical 
stories used to articulate their faith-claims, rather than as literal records of the past, 
but the transcendent theological propositions attached to those narratives carry the 
same potency either way. The implication for those of us who wish to engage in 
such historical research is that we should go full speed ahead and not trim our sails 
to placate irate believers. We should, to be sure, try to explain to believers (and to 
everyone else) exactly why our work is not in any way a threat to their faith, perhaps 
along the lines suggested above, and make it clear to them that we do not dispute 
their right to believe as they wish; ideally, we should have believers as allies in our. 
researches, not as adversaries. But since this cannot always be, we should not allow 
ourselves to be deterred froin our work by the misguided ire of those who fail to 
understand the radical discontinuity that separates belief from history. 

The second trend that seems to me sometimes manifest in studies of the Qur'an 
and its historical context is almost the direct opposite of the preceding one, but it 
is nonetheless relevant to the question of the historian and the believer. Many 
early Western studies oflslam's origins were polemical, carried out by scholars 
who did, in fact, have a religious agenda. Even some highly learned works, such 
as C.C. Torrey's The Jewish Foundation of Islam12 or R. Bell's The Origin of 
Islam in its Christian Envb'onment/3 seem to me to fall in this category. Often 

22 C.C. Torrey, The Jewish Foundation of Islam, New York: Jewish Institute of Religion, 1933. 
23 R. Bell, The Origin of Islam in its Christian Environment, London: Macmillan, 1926. 
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such works used crass reductionism in an effort, or with the hope, to demonstrate 
that, in some way, Islam was derivative and therefore inauthentic, "false," because 
some key components ofit could be traced to another (usually their favored) tradi
tion, notably Judaism or Christianity. 

The reductionist strategem, however, although often satisfying as polemic, is 
superficial as a tool in the history of ideas. The bare fact that some story, concept, 

·· · phrase, or concern was "borrowed" from another, older tradition does tell us 
something, maybe even something of interest, but such borrowing qualifies as a 
routine fact of history, not the foundation for a far-reaching value judgment. For 

. the polemicist who engages in reductionist argument usually fails to ask other 
questions that are equally important, or even more important, than the question of 

• what was borrowed. One must also ask, for example, what was not borrowed from 
. the older tradition. And why were some things borrowed and others not? What 
purpose did the thing borrowed serve in the original tradition, and what role did it 
play in the new one? Does the borrowed item undergo a transformation of meaning 
in its passage into the new tradition? These and other questions make it clear that 
an act of borrowing, far from merely showing the dependence of one tradition on 
another, actually qualifies as a creative act, for the setting in which the "borrowed" 
item appears is often entirely different from its old setting, and is sometimes 
.imbued with completely new meaning. 

I have made this little detour into earlier studies of the Qur'an and the problem 
of reductionism because I think that the problem persists even today. I am convinced 
that most of the scholars who work on the Qur'an and its historical context today 
are motivated by a desire to discover the historical truth about how the text came to 
.be and how it assumed the form in which we now have it. But I sometimes get the 

·uneasy feeling, as I read recent work on the Qur' an, that some of it is a little too 
.·enthusiastic about finding simplistic textual parallels, without bothering to ask 
about all the other dimensions of cultural transmission: the omissions selectivity 

· transformations, etc.24 This satisfaction with superficial "borrowings:' smacks of 
·the kind ofreductionist approach described above (now focused more on Christian 
·parallels, rather than the Jewish parallels that were more popular in the early twen
tieth century), and the unseemly enthusiasm that is sometimes palpable in such 
writings suggests that these authors are motivated on some deep, personal level not 
so much by the historian's desire to understand Islam and the Qur'an, as by the 
polemicist's desire to diminish, discredit, or refute Islam. As historians, we must 
continue our critical work, all the while being careful to hold at arm's length both 
Muslim apologists who would have us blunt our critical weapons, and scholars 
who would abuse those same critical weapons for polemical purposes. For the 
historian- including the historian who wishes to know the Qur'an's historical 
context ,- must always strive to understand the past, an undertaking for which 

··polemical critique, no less than apologetic advocacy, can only stand as an obstacle. 

. 24 As an example, one might cite the work by G. Sawma, The Qur 'an Misinterpreted, Mistranslated, 
and Misread. The Aramaic Language of the Qur'an, Plainsboro, N.J.: G. Sawma, 2006. · 



2 Studies in Qur' anic vocabulary 
The problem of the dictionary 

Andrew Rippin 

The beginning of the twenty-first century has seen a flurry of publications which 
have significantly enriched lexicographical resources for the study of the Qur'an. 
These include The Arabic-English Dictionary of Qur 'anic Usage by .Elsaid 
Badawi and Muhammad Abdel Haleem published in 2008, a book that emerged 
shortly after the publication of Am~ A. Ambros and Stephan Prochazka's 
A Concise Dictionary of Koranic Arabic, which arrived in 2004, and their The 
Nouns of Koranic Arabic Arranged by Topics: A Companion Volume to the 
"Concise Dictionmy of Koranic Arabic," from 2006. In 2002 Martin R. Zammit's 
A Comparative Lexical Study of Qur 'anic Arabic appeared. Over the years a 
quantity of works has also appeared from India and Pakistan, and, more recently, 
from the Arab world; a Google search under "dictionary Holy Quran" reveals 
several impressive works available for immediate .download as well as a signifi
cant number available for purchase.' These works do not have the scholarly 
"cachet" of the newly produced works, are frequently directly derived from trans~ 
lations, and are commonly mediated through a number of languages (Arabic to 
Urdu to English being a common pattern). Overall, however, it would be accurate 
to say that it appears that we are enjoying an embarrassment of riches when it 
comes to the development of lexicographical resources on the Qur'an. This 
exciting development of the availability of so many research tools, something I 
have long felt that the field needed,2 has, however, led me to reflect critically upon 
the nature of dictionaries and our goals in constructing them. 

European-language dictionaries of Qur'anic Arabic first appeared in the late 
nineteenth century with names of significant scholars attached to some early efforts 

For example: A.K. Parekh, Complete Easy Diction01y OfThe Qur 'an, Kuala Lumpur: A.S. Noordeen, 
2003 (follows the order of the text and provides single-word glosses; similar versions are available on 
the Internet); A.M. Omar, The Dictionary Of The Holy Qur'iin, Hockessin, DE: Noor Fomidation, 
2005 (3rd ed.); M.G. Farid, Dictionary of the Holy Qur'iin with References and Explanation of the 
Text. London: Islam International Publications, 2006, under the auspices of the Ahmadiyya (available 
online: <http://www~alislam.org/quran/dictionary/dictionary_quran.pdf.>). See also online <http:// 
www.quran-st.net/index of the vocabulary of the holy quran-l.htm>?. Far more sophisticated and 
functional is <http://corpus.quran.com> (all websites accessed January 31, 2011 ). 

2 See my entry "Tools for the scholarly study of the Qur'iin", EQ, 5:294-300. 
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~ F.H. Dieterici in 18813 and C.A. Nallino in 1893,4 for example. The otherwise 
.unknown John Penrice produced the ·most lasting and often reprinted work, A 
Dictionary and Glossary of the $.or-an with copious grammatical references and 
explanation of the text in 1873.5 Based primarily on the commentary of a!-Bay<;liiwi 
(d. c. 1291), Penrice's work is terse but certainly not unhelpful. There have been 
no major non-English dictionaries specifically on the Qur'iin to appear in recent 
years, as far as I am aware. But, overall, there remains the question of what has 
really been accomplished by the new works that have appeared in the past decade. 

Badawi and Abdel Haleem's work provides an example of a fully developed 
dictionary that serves as a suitable basis for consideration of the genre. The work 
highlight~! contextual meaning within the Qur'an, conveyed by the quotation (in 
Arabic script and with English translation) of illustrative passages from the Qur' iinic 
source text. The definitions of the words aie derived from classical commentaries 
on the Qur'an and standard classical dictionaries, although no indication is given of 
the source of any specific meaning. Entries are structured by root, with the general 
Arabic meaning ofthe stem provided (i.e. they are not limited to Qur'anic meaning), 
followed by a list of the derivatives of the root and the frequency with which each 
derivative is used in the Qur'iin. The body of the entry then provides an explanation 
of the grammatical category of each derivative and its meaning, followed by one 
illustration (more when idioms are involved) from the Qur'an of each sense of the 
word. The order in which the derivatives are presented follows that of 'Abd 
al-Biiqi's standard concordance.6 The translations of the Qur'anic passages are 
primarily derived from Abdel Haleem's recent version,7 modified as needed by the 
demands of the dictionary; however, a recent review of the work by Michel Lagarde8 

points out the inconsistencies within the work, focusing on where the translation of 
a proof text varies under different head words, suggesting that the authors divided 
up their work but seemingly did not correlate tl1eir results. 

Bilingual dictionaries exist for different reasons and have different goals in mind, 
all of them quite appropriate. A dictionary can be constructed for translation (and 

. learning) purposes where connotations of target language at the current time- in our 
· case, the twenty-first century - must be taken into account as a primary factor. This 

can apply to monolingual dictionaries as well, in the sense of "updating" the 
language of a classical text. A dictionary can also be constructed on a historical basis, 
trying to put the meaning of individual words into the context of its time and place to 
the extent that is possible. Of course, that too must be done with attention to how the 

3 F.H. Dieterici, Arabisch-deutsches Handwiirterbuch zum Koran und Tier und Mensch vor dem 
Kiinigder Genien, Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs'sche Buchhandlung, 1881. 

.4 C.A. Nallino, Chrestomathia QaraniArabica, Leipzig: Sumptibus W. Gerhard, 1893. 
5 London: HenryS. King and Co, 1873. The work has been reprinted many times and is available at 

Google Books in full. 
6 Al-Mu 'jam al-mzifahras li-a/fo? al-Qur 'iin al-karim, Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Mi~riyya, 1945. 
7 The Qur 'an: A New Translation, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004. 
8 Review of E. Badawi, M. Abdel Haleem, Arabic-English Dictionary of Qur 'iinic Usage, in 

Islamochristiana 24, 2008, 296-98. 
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proposed meanings of the source words are used today, so the difference between 
these two goals is certainly not an absolute one and is probably more one of emphasis 
rather than absolutes. The historical dictionary may be felt to be more attuned to 
scholarly purposes but the functionality of basic dictionaries cannot be denied either. 

There are many complexities that go into making a dictionary, which compilers 
must consider. By reflecting upon the choices that recent compilers have made, I 
hope to provide some insights into the merits of individual works, as well as 
thoughts about the direction of future work that will meet scholarly needs and goals. 

It must be observed at the outset that Qur'anic vocabulary is quite limited in 
scope and a high proportion of words are used only occasionally.9 Robert Brunsch-

. vig's 1956 article on the scope of common Arabic words that are not found in the 
Qur'an remains a significant reminder of this fact. 10 In a similar manner, other 
resources such as word frequency lists and thematically organized analyses of 
vocabulary such as those compiled by Arnbrosll and, before him, Allard12 can be 
helpful. Such semantic classifications allow insight into the character of 'the 
vocabulary that is employed (and not employed) in the Qur'an. The extent to 
which a dictionary can engage in such rC?flections is open to debate but it certainly 
can (and must) provide the basic source material for such investigations. 

Dictionaries are conveyers of ideological information as well, and compilers as 
Well as users .need to be aware of such positioning. 13 To illustrate this one may 
usefully look at the way a controversial word is treated. In Badawi and Abdel 
Haleem the entry under the root t;l-r-b, for example, cites the oft-disputed Q 4:34, 
dealing with discipline of wives, as an illustration of the meaning ;,to hit/strike" for 
t;laraba. Another ten senses of the root are provided: to beat; to make a clanging 
sound, to stamp; to travel about, to hit the road; to cut through; to set forth (a parable); 
to compare, contrast; to secure, tighten; to seal; to raise, to erect; to brand, to stamp. 
A modernist apologetic sense is omitted here but certainly may be found in other 
works of a popular character, where meanings such as "chastise"14 are to be found. 

9 See Shawkat Toorawa's contribution to this volume. 
I 0 R. Brunschvig, "Simples remarques negatives sur le vocabulaire du Coran," Studia Islamica, 5, 

1956, 19-32; English trans.: "Simple negative remarks on the vocabulary of the Qur'iin," in 
A. Rippin (ed.) The Qur'an: style and contents, Aldershot: Ashgate Variorum, 2001, 285-96; 
G.U. Yule, The Statistics of Lilera1y Style, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1944, 45-47 
(cited in F.E. Greenspan, Hapax Legomena in Biblical Hebrew. A Study of the Phenomenon and 
Its Treatment since Antiquity with Special Reference to Verbal Forms, Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 
1984,31, n. 3) points out that frequency tables of vocabulary usage are misleading because they 
ignore the largest group, words not used at all. 

II A.A. Ambros, "Eine Lexikostatistik des Verbs im Koran," Wiener Zeitschriji fiir die Kunde des 
Morgen/andes 11, 1987, 9-36; idem, "Gestaltung und Funktionen der Biosphaere im Koran,'' 
ZDMG 140, 1990, 290-325. A development of this work is, of course, A.A. Ambros, S. Prochazka, 
The Nouns of Koranic Arabic Arranged by Topics: A Companion Volume to the "Concise 
Dictiona~y of Koranic Arabic", Wiesbaden: Reichert Verlag, 2006. 

12 M. Allard, Analyse conceptuelle du Coran sur cartes pe1jon!es, Paris: Mouton, 1963. 
13 Debates over the inclusion of"slang" or- "swear" words illustrate the basic point. 
14 See, e.g., <http://www.alislam.org/quran/dictio~ary/dictionary _ quran.pdf>, 503. 
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The treatment of t;l-r-b provides an interesting instance with which to compare 
the work of Arnbros in terms of the general goals of a dictionary. For the root, 
Arnbros lists four main senses - to strike or beat; to make (a way); to coin 
(a parable); to describe or characterize allegorically- with attention paid to the way 
the meanings are formed with prepositions, and with an extensive analysis of how 
the verb is used with the word mathal, "parable." This difference between the two 
dictionaries suggests some differentiation in goals: Badawi and Abdel Haleem's 
emphasis falls on semantics, while Arnbros combines that with grammatical 
analysis. Arnbros's approach has provoked the objection from a reviewer that it is 
"more like a philologist's collection of words as curiosities than an attempt to 
explain their meaning or connect them together in any way" and "cryptic, condensed 
and difficult to read."15 The lack of clarity of what any given dictionary is supposed 
to accomplish and how it should go about its task is thereby well illustrated. 

The place of contemporary scholarly reflection is also of some interest, especially 
· given the proliferation of works which emerge from outside scholarly circles. For 

example, in Badawi and Abdel Haleem's work the word al-$amad, which has been 
considered extensively in scholarly literature, 16 is simply glossed as the divine attribute 
"Eternal, Dependable." Arnbros provides the traditional gloss but adds "more prob. 
'compact, massive', hence 'undivided' "with reference to his own article on the topic. 

HQw foreign words, proper names and other words that do not fit the root struc
ture are to be treated is another critical question that every author of a dictionary 
must face. Badawi and Abdel Haleem make note of words that are considered to be 

' foreign loans (it is hard for a lexicographer not to, given the problem of integrating 
some ofthe words into a root-based structure), but they quote approvingly17 C.H.M. 
Versteegh's statement, "It is much more difficult to understand how the. assump
tion of a foreign origin for obscure Qur'anic words can contribute to their under
standing" (although Versteegh was referring to classical Arab treatments of the 
subject18 and not to the contemporary lexicographer's task). Proper names always 
prove problematic in this respect. In Badawi and Abdel Haleem most names are 
placed alphabetically and not analysed by root, although 'Isa, for example, is found 

·under the root '-y-s, "camels of good stock." While that entry acknowledges that 
most philologists do understand Jesus's name as a borrowing from "Hebrew or 
Syriac," the authors also affirm that some wish to see it as derived from the meaning 
of the root. The criterion used to establish which words should be entertained as 

15 H.B. Haleem, Review of A.A. Ambros, S. Prochazka, A Concise Dictionary of Koranic Arabic and 
The Nouns of Koranic Arabic Arranged by Topics: A Companion Volume to the "Concise 
Dictiona1y of Koranic Arabic,'' in The Joumal of Islamic Studies 19, 2008, 400-02. Haleem is 
thanked in the preface to Badawi and Abdel Haleem's dictionary for assistance in "undertaking 
numerous revisions" (along with several other people) as well as in Abdel Haleem, The Qur 'an: 
A New Translation, xxxvi. 

16 E.g., A.A. Ambros, "Die Analyse von Sure 112- Kritiken, Synthesen, neue Ansaetze," Der Islam, 
63, 1986, 219-47. 

17 Badawi and Abdel Haleem, xxi. 
18 The quote is from his Arabic Grammar and Qur 'iinic Exegesis in Early Islam, Leiden: Brill, 1993, 89. 
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foreign is not clear:· no mention is made of a foreign influence on the meaning of 
the wordsfitrqan or din, for example. Ambros, it should be noted, solves the lexi
cographical problem of proper names by placing them in a separate section of the 
dictionary (as he also does with pronouns and particles- items which are given 
extensive treatment in their alphabetic position in Badawi and Abdel Haleem). 

Such observations lead us immediately to consideration of the controversial 
role of etymology in establishing meaning. Walid Saleh has recently written very 
critically about the use of etymology by scholars dealing with the Qur' an. 19 At 
times Saleh seems to go so far as to wish to reject all notions of etymology, or at 
least those that are outside the realm of Arabic usage. However, if we understand 
etymology to be the history of a word's usage and not the determination (and the 
implied limitation) of its meaning, it certainly is of some historical interest. 
Etymology cannot determine, dictate or limit meaning, but it is a tool. In this 
regard it must be commented that Zammit's A Comparative Lexical Study of 
Qur 'anic Arabic is not a dictionary as such, nor even a resource for etymological 
investigation (although it may be useful that way) but an attempt to define the 
relationship of a defined corpus of Arabic in relationship to other Semitic languages 
and thus to determine the historical stability of cognate words. The results show 
that one-third of roots have no parallel across languages. Words are also analysed 
according to semantic category versus other languages, with the result that 
commonalities are found extending across the range of semantic categories. The 
final result indicates a close linlc between Arabic and both North-West and South 
Arabian Semitic languages while at the same time recognizing the extensive 
independence of Arabic itself (given the one-third of words that have no parallel). 

While the above comments by no means cover all of the complexities that 
compilers of dictionaries face (and may indeed be thought to be a rather random 
collection of reflections), they do provide some ideas that may help refine what it 
is that dictionaries could helpfully accomplish in order to meet scholarly needs. In 
order to clarify this further, two sample instances of minor but problematic words 
from the Qur' an will be of some assistance. 

The first example deals with an instance in which contextual usage in the text 
of the Qur'an does not provide sufficient data to determine a meaning beyond 
something extremely general. The question then becomes one of where else to 
turn for information. One place is in later usage of a word, often even iii a modern 
context, because of an underlying suggestion that vocabulary in the Qur'an 
preserves and maintains a deep sense of continuity and is not just a usage that is 
reflective of an isolated Qur'anic usage. The exegetical tradition is also drawn 
upon as a reserve of medieval understandings. 

Talb is commonly defined iii dictionaries as either acacia or banana, two mean
ings that certainly have a common element (trees providing shade) but are clearly 

19 "The etymological fallacy and Qur'anic studies: Muhammad, paradise, and late antiquity," in 
A. Neuwirth et al. {eds), The Qur'an in Context, Leiden: Brill, 2009,649-98. Available online at: 
<http://www.safarmer.com/Indo-Eurasian!Walid _ Saleh.pdf.> {accessed January 31, 20 II) 
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quite different.20 Tlie debate between these two meanings is, on one level, clear. 
Talb today means a specific kind of Acacia tree found in Africa and Arabia. But 
to what extent can we extrapolate backwards in this way? To what extent has the 
modern usage been affected by the tradition of lexicography connected to the 
Qur' an?21 Would it ever be possible to determine so specifically what Mul)ammad 
• and his compatriots might have meant by this word? While modern meanings 
cannot simply be declared to be irrelevant, the pitfalls must be acknowledged. 

What can history tell us? The word could be bananas; that fruit was known and 
cultivated in the Mediterranean around the time of the rise of Islam. Even if one 
thought this a good meaning, it is worthy of note that Penrice says the meaning is 

- :~'bananas or plantain", which draws attention to the fact that we still might wish to 
-determine what kind of banana {alb isY 

These meanings are deduced from the context ofthe Qur'anic passage in which 
the word is used through a speculative method. 

The Companions of the Right (0 Companions of the Right!), mid thornless 
lote-trees (sidr ·makh~iid) and serried acacias (talb man~iid) and spreading 
shade (?ill mamdiid). 

(Q 56:27-30, Arberry translation) 

_-Heaven is the reward for the "companions of the right" and the surroundings are 
_.conceived to be appropriate. The word man~iid which comes after {alb is understood 
as a description meaning "neatly stacked or piled on top of one another" (although 
that word itself is hardly transparent, given its only other usage is iii Qur' an 11:82, 
. where it follows the much-discussed term sijfll, often understood as a reference to 
clay tablets), taken to refer to the leaves of what is understood to be a tree iii conjunc

with the preceding sidr, Jote~tree, that is described as being "without thorns," 
makh~iid. Heaven being a place with shade that is provided by trees seems to be 
confirmed by the final phrase?ill mamdiir:f, "spreading shade~" Here we face contex

. tual meaning derived through -ari imagmailve rend.eii.ng combined with a notion of 
- -the historical usage of Arabic that is muddied with contemporary usage. 

Some of these sorts of issues might be solved by drawing on a greater range of 
- lexicographical resources. F. Quinsat23 has drawn attention to the need to draw 

20 See M.I.H. Farooqi, Plants af the Qur 'an, Lucknow: Sidrah Publishers, 1992, 124-27, on "Acacia 
or banana;" also see L.J. Musselman, Figs, Dates, Laurel, and Myrrh. Plants of the Bible and the 
Qur'an, Portland, OR: Timber Press, 2007,38-41, on Acacia. 

21 See L. Kopf, Studies in Arabic and Hebrew Lexicography, Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, 1976, 
esp. 19-45. 
See Andrew M. Watson, Agricultural Innovation in the early Islamic World The Diflusion of 
Crops and Farming Techniques, 700-1100, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983, 
Chapter 8 on the banana and plantain. 

,23 F. Quinsat, "Le Coran et Ia lexicographie historique de l'arabe," in M.S. Kropp (ed.), Results of 
Contempormy Research on the Qur 'an. The Question of a Historico-critical Text of the Qur 'an, 
Beirut: Ergon Verlag WUrzburg in Kommission, 2007, 175-91, and "Le fichier historique du 
lexique arabe {FHILA)," Fonda/ion Mox van Berchem Bulletin 22, December 2008, 1-3. 
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upon the inventory of poetry, inscriptions, papyri, coins (obviously a limited 
range of vocabulary but potentially still significant) and Epigraphical South 
Arabian in producing a true resource for the study ofQur'iinic vocabulary. Addi
tionally, however, it could be that looking to a Jewish and/or Christian back
ground for some words and images might be helpful. 

The second example I wish to draw attention to suggests that even then such an 
approach does not answer all the questions by any means. The example is· that of 
abra$, leprosy, used in Qur'iin 3:49 and 5:110. 

And He will teach him the Book, the Wisdom, the Torah, the Gospel, to be a 
. Messenger to the Children .of Israel saying, "I have come to you with a sign 
from your Lord. I will create for you out of clay as the likeness of a bird; then 
I will breathe into it, and it will be a bird, by the leave of God, I will also heal 
the blind and the leper, and bring to life the dead, by the leave of God. I will 
inform you too of what things you eat, and what you treasure up in your 
houses. Surely in that is a sign for you, if you are believers." 

(Q 3:48-49, Arberry translation) 

When God said, "Jesus Son of Mary, remember My blessing upon thee and 
upon thy mother, when I confirmed thee with the Holy Spirit, to speak to men 
in the cradle, and of age; and when I taught thee the Book, the Wisdom, the 
Torah, the Gospel; and when thou creates! out of clay, by My leave, as the · 
likeness of a bird, and thou breathes! into it, and it is a bird, by My leave; and 
thou healest the blind and the leper by My leave, and thou bringest the dead 
forth by My leave; and when restrained from thee the Children oflsrael when 
thou earnest unto them with the clear signs, and the unbelievers among them 
said, 'This is nothing but sorcery manifest.' " 

(Q 5:110, Arberry translation) 

The English word "leprosy" is used to translate Hebrew $ara 'at in the. Hebrew 
Bible (esp. Leviticus 13-14) and Greek lepra in the New Testament (Matthew 
8:2-4; Luke 17:13-17), although those original words are generally thought not to 
correspond to what we call today "leprosy" in its technical sense, that is, Hansen's 
disease caused by the bacillus Mycobacterium leprae.24 Certainly all the words 
refer to skin diseases of some sort. In the New Testament, the word that is trans
lated as "leprosy" refers to what was understood to be a ritually unclean skin 
disease; contagion and isolation are associated with it.' Such senses continue in 
Muslim texts. In ftadfth literature, for example, Mul)ammad is quoted as saying, 
"A Muslim should flee from the leper as he would flee from the lion."25 Usually 

24 For a good summary see D.P. Wright, R.N. Jones, "Leprosy," in D.N. Freedman, ed., The Anchor 
Bible Dictionary, New York: Doubleday, 1992,4:277-82. 

25 E.g. BukhiirT, $abib, 76, "Kitab al-Tibb," ("Book of Medicine") 19, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub 
al-'llmiyya, 1420/1999,4:20. 
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, the word judhiiin is used in such passages, that word having a root sense of being 
cut off or mutilated. What that usage does suggest is that a notion of leprosy 
{understood as a curse resulting from immorality) did exist in pre-Islamic times 

' .(a fact verified by modem medical examination upon bodies found with evidence 
-·of it). It appears that both abra$ andjudham are used to refer to same affiiction,26 

in the sense that the connotations are the same - contagion, isolation, disfigure
ment- and both are understood to be ritually impure skin diseases. 
· In Badawi and Abdel Haleem's dictionary under b-r-$ it is stated that the word 

, .means "one who is afflicted with vitiligo (disorder causing loss of skin pigmenta
tion), the word is also taken, against good evidence to the contrary, to mean leper." 

· Now, both of the Qur'iinic instances occur in the context of Jesus's healing. It is 
.. ·.clear that previous translators have taken the New Testament context as their 

guide to how the word should be rendered in English, with "heal the sick, restore 
· sight to the blind, cure lepers, raise the dead" being virtually an idiom in English 
· with reference to Jesus. The root of the problem may well be that the underlying 

·. Greek word is. rendered by the English cognate "leper" while the technical 
;meaning of the word has shifted in English, because it is now thought that what 
is described in the Bible is not what we mean today by leprosy. We are faced 

· here with a difficult situation for a translator or dictionary maker. However that 
may be, it is also clear that to translate the Arabic word as "vitiligo" is to lose the 
resonances of the English Bible translation tradition. 

It would be reasonable in this situation to ask about how the word has been 
understood in post-Qur'iinic times and what word is used in post-Islamic times to 
·refer to leprosy. This may clarify whether this is a particular issue of translation 
into English (and other European languages?) or if, in fact, the word in Arabic has 
come to mean leprosy in the technical sense. If the latter, then the issue becomes 
a historical one: did the word mean leprosy at the time ofMul)ammad or not? Or, 
is this an issue ofthe difficulty of translation: to what extent does the translator (or 
the bilingual dictionary maker- the two are clearly accomplishing the same goal) 
take into account the culture of the target language and its associations? Or should 
the source language drive all meaning? Intelligibility versus accuracy may be one 
way of framing this dilemma. 

The example of a bra$ takes us back to the issue of the necessity of defining the 
goals of a dictionary. What does it mean for Badawi and Abdel Haleem to suggest 
·a rejection of "leprosy" as a meaning? On one level, this may be thought to be a 
·(misguided) attempt at "scientific" accuracy. As Michael Dols suggests, this is "a 
· too rigorous application ... of the modem medical and archaeological under
. ·standings of leprosy to the ancient and medieval literary evidence.'m The fact is 

that the disease referred to in the New Testament by the words now rendered in 
English as "leper" is unclear in medical terms. Thus Badawi and Abdel Haleem's 

26 M.W. Dols·, "The Leper in Medieval1slamic Society," Speculum, 54, 1983,893-94. 
-- 27 M.W. Dols, "Leprosy in medieval Arabic medicine," Journal of the History of Medicine, 

36, 1979,318. 
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suggestion could also be taken to be an assertion of the Qur'an's independence. 
from the New Testament tradition and thus those English resonances of Jesus 
healing the blind, deaf and the leprous are eliminated, once again likely in a 
"scientific" mode, reflecting popular currents of Muslim thinking regarding the 
value of"scientific" inforillation in the Qur'an. 

One might object that such very specific meanings of words do not really matter. 
That is, we may be setting ourselves an impossible goal if we wish to define words 
too closely on the basis of little evidence. But more importantly, it does seem, as 
illustrated by the case of {alb, that we cannot escape from some sense of the 
Muslim tradition in determining meaning in some, if not many, instances. That 
then means that the role of scholarly investigation and etymology has to be a 
check on that heritage in order to understand where dogma or pure speculation 
comes into play. We may not be able to clarifY every meaning on the basis of the 
resources available to us from outside the tradition of exegesis but we can become 
much clearer about which meanings are secure and which are not. To accomplish . 
this goal would require a different dictionary than those we currently have. We 
would need specific studies of each word, considering the basis upon which the 
meaning is established.28 As both of the case studies suggest here, there can be 
complex structures behind some of the most innocent words, which remain buried 
within the tradition of interpretation. And it is certainly true that there would be no 
way, nor any reason, to escape from that storehouse of knowledge. What we 
would know, however, is the basis upon which such meanings were established. 
Of course, a dictionary such as that would not be the final word of Qur'iinic 
studies: individual words have contextual connotations well beyond what a 
dictionary can reasonably record, but it would be a major resource that we do not 
currently have available, even given the current influx oflexicographical resources. 

28 Shawkat Toorawa's list of hapax legomena in the present volume (he notes that there about 300, 
with a third of them in rhyme position) is a place to start with a series of"studies." Also see Orhan 
Elmaz, "Die Interpretationsgeschichte der koranischen Hapaxleogomena", PhD thesis, Vienna, 
2008 (my thanks to S. Toorawa for drawing my attention to this work). 

Towards understanding the 
Qur' an's worldview 
An autobiographical reflection 

Nasr"Abu Zayd1 

I have been wondering for some time now why the companions of Mu]Jammad, 
upon producing the official mufibaf known as the 'Uthman codex, decided to have 
. the mufibaf arranged by the chapter-length order rather than the historical chrono

. 'logical order, an order that would have saved Qur'an scholars a lot of trouble. The 
question is still valid even when we accept the traditional claim that Gabriel 

· .. ·authored this arrangement during Mu]Jammad's lifetime. Trying to figure out the 
impression which the chronological order would have created, I imagine that the 
Qur'an would have been very much similar to the Old Testament narrative form 
of "history of salvation." The Qur'an, however, presents itself as a continuation 
of earlier scripture, beginning with "the sheets" of Abraham and Moses (tiubuf 
Ibrahim wa-Miisii; Q 87:19). It distinguishes itself from earlier scriptures as the 

, dominant (muhaymin), and the most accurate (al-(laqq; Q 5:48). Such a distinc-
tion must have consequences for both form and content. If arranged according to 
its chronological order (tartfb al-nuziil), the Qur'an would have been a book of 

···the history ofMu]Jammad's mission and of the early Muslim community; it might 
appeared like a historical document rather than a divine message. 

I suppose that the companions were aware of this possibility, so they empha
sized the distinction by making such a choice. A similar distinction on which they 

;·· insisted is that of naming the volume which contained the Qur'an. Although it took 
. the form of a book after being codified, the companions chose to call the Qur'an a 
. mutj(lafinstead of a "book" (ldtiib ), the name that the Qur' an uses often to identifY 

itself. It never refers to itself as mutj(laf, which is, in fact, a borrowed word of 

1 Editor's note: Dr Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd passed away on July 5, 2010, in his native Egypt. The 
present article thus represents one of the last products of his intellectual career. Dr Abu Zayd 
submitted it to me soon after his keynote lecture at the April2009 Notre Dame Qur'iin conference. 
I read the paper and consulted with him on revisions through the following year, and sent the latest 
version to him on June 5, 20 I 0. Due to the illness that led to his tragic passing, Dr Abu Zayd was 
not able to review this version. Thus the present paper is shaped substantially by my own editing, 
and any errors therein are my responsibility. 
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Ethiopian origin.Z SuyU.tT quotes Ibn Ashta's Kitab al-Matiabif, in which it is related 
that the companions had to make a choice between two names, sifr or mufibaf, and 
they preferred the second.3 Such a choice suggests the companions' intention to 
draw a line of demarcation between their scripture and the earlier scriptures of th.e 
people of the book, ahl al-lcitab, which were known as asfor (pl. of sifr).4 

Whatever the reason, the mufibaf' s order became the textus ,receptus, the source 
of all kinds of knowledge for Muslims. Whatever issue emerges in the life of 
Muslim communities, the Qur'iin is the first source to be consulted for a solution. 
This might explain the difference in Qur'iinic studies between Muslim and non
Muslim scholars: Muslim scholars pay all their attention to the issue of"meaning" 
while non-Muslim scholars focus more on issues concerning its genesis, order, 
form, or structure.5 This does not mean that Muslim scholars disregard the issues 
of form and structure or that the non-Muslim scholars disregard the issue of 
meaning. Still, this latter group focuses more on content than on the meaning of the 
content, especially in their assessments of the chronological order of the Qur'iin's 
chapters. As for Muslim scholars, meaning is the focal concern of scholarship. The 
classical Western approach was to concentrate on the "genesis" of the Qur'iin, 
especially its connection to the Bible and the post-Biblical tradition. This approach 
has recently become broader and now includes the pre-Biblical tradition. But a 
literary approach has triumphed over the philological approach, meaning that 
"intertextuality" has become an important analytical device. In contrast with 
Western scholars, Muslim scholars are concemedwith the historical context for 
the purpose of situating the Qur'iin's message within the context of its emergence 
in the seventh century, in order to facilitate the decoding of its meaning in the 
modem context.6 

The question of whether the Qur'iin contains a specific worldview- the topic 
of the present chapter - calls for research that navigates beyond the existing 
approaches, East and West. It must take the present order of the mufibafas a given 
fact without undermining the importance of the chronological order. I mean the 
question is not "either/or." The present order of the Qur'iin has been realized 
through the history of exegesis. This history shows that the mufibaf order, starting 
from Chapter 1 (al-Fatiba) and ending with Chapter 114 (al-Nas), was empha
sized, but the chronological order was not neglected. Especially in the everyday 
life of Muslims the Qur' iin functions according to the mufibaf order rather than the 
chronological order.7 It seems that the chronological order served only in the field 
of!egal investigation (fiqh) in order to decide between conflicting legal rulings by 

2 J. Burton, "Mu~l)af," Ef', 7:968-69. 
3 ·af-Itqanjl 'uliim a/-Qur'an, ed. Sa'Id al-Mandiib, Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1996, genre 17. 
4 Ibid., genre 18. 
5 See, for example, The Qur 'an as Text, ed. S. Wild, Leiden: Brill, 1996; The Cambridge Companion 

of the Qur 'an, ed. J.D. McAuliffe, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006; Se/f-Referentiality 
in the Qur 'an, ed. S. Wild, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2006; The Qur 'an in its Historical Context, ed. 
G.S. Reynolds, London: Routledge, 2008. 

6 Cf. R. Wielandt, "Exegesis of the Qur'an: Early, modern and contemporary," EQ, 2:124--40. 
· 7 See the author's "Everyday life: Qur'iin in", EQ, 2:80-97. 
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·· identifying which one is earlier and which is later, and thus to apply the legal 
app1ara.tus of abrogation (naskh). 

In regard to issues of conflict, contradiction, and/ or tension, it should be pointed 
out that such phenomena presented a real critical dilemma to classical scholars 
and still do to modem Muslim scholars. The dilemma is not limited to the domain 
of legal rules, but it encompasses almost all the constitutive elements of the 
Qur'iin's worldview, such as the nature of God, His attributes, the nature of 

· .. •.humans, their pitfalls and their positive possibilities, including issues like free 
'·. will, predestination and determination, and eschatological issues, such as resur

·. · .. rection, reward and punishment, etc. 
.. Such contradictions are caused by and reflected in the mufibaf order. The chron-

· ... · ological order might help explain them partially, if not solve them. It could 
. :explain, for example, the tum in the attitude of the Qur'iin concerning the "others," 
. namely the people of Mecca, the Jews of Medina, and the Christians. But it is not 
,·likely to explain and solve the more serious theological issues which the theolo
: • gians of the classical era tried painfully to taclde. 

The tremendous scholarly material offered in the Encyclopedia of the Qur 'an, 
· which presents variable explanations and a diversity of approaches for almost 

' .every Qur'iinic topic, makes it evident that neither the historical approach based 
··.on the chronological order nor the holistic approach are able to provide a satisfac

tory explanation for this contradiction, conflict, or, better, "tension." 
· This problem of conflict/contradiction was further complicated by the way each 

·''.discipline of classical Islamic culture interpreted the Qur'iin's worldview: the 
philosophers took over the ontological/epistemological or metaphysical dimen
sion; the theologians took over the questions pertaining to God's existence, His 
attributes, His actions, human duties and responsibilities, etc.; the jurists took over 

legal dimension, while the mystics occupied themselves with the spiritual and 
.ethical dimensions. The Qur'iinic worldview was thus fragmented and never fully 
articulated, despite the fact that all the above-mentioned dimensions are interwoven 

. in every passage of the Qur' iin, regardless of the explicit theme of the passage. 
So far, we have pointed out a certain degree of tension between the chrono-

logical order of the Qur' iin and that of the mufibaf order, a tension which has long 
the subject of scholarly attention. In the present chapter I will propose a 

way between the mufibaforder and the chronological order, namely to deal 
with the Qur' iin as a collection of discourses, each with a certain degree of inde
pendence. Together collected in the mufibaf, these discourses became inter-

. dependent, and through them the Qur'iin formulated its worldview. Is it possible 
·. :to uncover the interwoven dimensions of this worldview by re-emphasizing the 
· · ·Qur'iin's unity? This chapter does claim that this end is achievable, and I hope to 
· .make a contribution toward achieving this end in a future study. This chapter's 

aim is to present the worlds ofthe Qur' iin as suggested by the classical disciplines: 
the legal, the theological, the philosophical and the mystical. This attempt is, 
however, presented through the academic-personal experience of the author, 
which entails different phases of encounter with the Qur'iin. I will try to follow 
the chronological development of my career, but every episode will be presented 



50 Nasr Abu Zayd 

from the perspective of later developments. In other words, hermeneutics is 
working on what the memory grasps from the past. To start with, the early personal 
encounter with the Qur'an is characterized as an encounter" With ambiguity, uncer
tainty and questioning. 

Life experience: ambiguity and uncertainty 

As a child in the kuttiib (the traditional elementary school) the curricula included, 
besides reading, writing and reckoning, training in Qur'anic recitation with a 
professional recognized qiiri '. In order to help children attain a minimum under
standing of what they recite, the simple theological dogma of tawbfd was taught: 
Allah is not begotten, neither does He beget (Q 112); He does not sleep, neither 
does He eat; His Throne encompasses the heavens and the earth all together (Q 
2:255). 

As far as I can remember, this was puzzling not only for me but for some other 
children as well. When the inspector of the ministry of education visited the lcuttiib 
for evaluation, i.e. to decide whether the ministry would continue its financial 
subsidiary to the lcuttiib, he asked this tricky question: What does Allah eat? 
Children answered without hesitation: He eats the best food (some specific kinds 
offood, considered the best from the villager's perspective, were mentioned, such 
as kebab, chicken, rice and pasta in addition to baklava as dessert.) 

Even more puzzling to me was the phrase "neither begets nor begotten." Later 
on, as a scholar, the theological claim of God as a!- 'illatu al-illii (the First Cause) 
to avoid an endless series of reasoning was not convincing at all. My child-mind 
could not stop searching for the genesis (the father and the mother) of Allah. 

Later I came to understand why the people of Mecca insisted on considering the 
angels as Allah's daughters and further insisted on keeping Allah far away from 
their daily affairs; He is the creator of heaven and earth. He administers the daily 
affairs to the angels, His daughters. Although the Qur'an rebukes the Meccans' 
belief in angels as the daughters of Allah, it still teaches that the angels act as 
Allah's agents who bring His amr, command, from heaven to earth (Q 16:2, 97:4). 
The Qur'an's protest over the idea of Allah's daughters was because the Arabs 
considered female children inferior to male children, tq the extent of committing 
female infanticide (Q 17:31). Thus the Qur'an exclaims, a-lakumu l-dhakaru 
wa-lahu al-unthii, tilka idhan qismatun (ifzii (Q 53:21-22). Shall I infer now that 
the Qur'anic worldview is, as Muslims think, absolutely independent of the 
pre-Qur'anic worldview of the pagan Arab? 

I was able to memorize the entire Qur'an with the capacity of reciting it 
-----~--according-to-the-norms of tajwfd'_when Lwas eight years old, an event celebrated 

in the grand mosque of my village where I had to be tested by the well-known 
shaykhs of the village with the attendance of my family and relatives. It was a 
very harsh test: one shaykh would recite a verse of the Qur'an and order me to 
continue; some minutes later, another shaykh would interrupt and recite another 
verse from another chapter and so on. Hours passed before I was addressed as 
shaykh qiiri' by my own kutfiib, Shaykh Mal:lmild al-NamTsT. My father was ready 
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to present a gift of wool qufliin to each shaykh and my mother was ready at home 
preparing a big feast. 8 

As the Qur' an was easily memorized, it was easily forgotten when I was trans
ferred from the kuttiib to a secular school. But forgetting did not affect the inti
mate personal connection with the Qur'an which became an essential component 
of my identity; my memory could easily recall a passage of the Qur'an when 
evoked by a single word. Later on, as a scholar, this intimacy became problematic 
to the extent I had to consult an English translation of the Qur' an in order to estab
lish a space of 'otherness' and proceed with a scholarly analysis.9 

My father's dream was that I would become an imiim 'iilim like Mul:lammad 
'Abduh (d. 1905), but he realized later that this·was a long path, so, because of his 
sickness and fear of early death - which happened shortly afterward - he decided 
that I would take the shortcut of secular-school education. My father's dream 
never escaped my attention, although it went in another direction later on. This 
shortcut route allowed me to get a high school diploma as a technician which 
secured a job that allowed me to earn money and support my family after the death 
of my father. After eight years, I embarked for the university after attaining the 
high school certificate necessary for university admission. In the department of 
Arabic language and literature of the faculty of letters (Cairo University) there 
were two courses in Islamic Studies: 'ult7m al-Qur 'an and tafslr in the second 
year and ulz7m al-/:ladith in the third year. I decided after graduation to continue 
my postgraduate study in Qur'anic Studies, returning to my father's dream, but 
my model example was not Mul:lammad 'Abduh, orTal:lai;Iusayn (d.l973), but a 
combination of the two, Amin al-Khilli (d. 1967), the champion of the literary 
approach to the Qur'an. 

I should mention here that during the years between graduation from technical 
school in 1960 and matriculation to university in 1968, I was able to read a lot; 
reading was my favorite, indeed my only, hobby. Driven by a dream to be a poet, 
a romance writer, a philosopher and a man of letters, I ended up in academia in 
Islamic Studies. My early readings turned out to be crucial in determining my 
destination. Among the many writers/thinkers who influenced my mode of 
thought, I only mention here the most influential names, the late well-known 1988 
Nobel Laureate NajTb Mal:l~ (d. 2006), Tal:la I;Iusayn, Amin al-Khilli, and Sayyid 
Qutb (executed 1966) .. 

8 "Shaykh Nasr" became my epithet in the village. As I was so proud of myself, my father feared that 
this pride would lead to arrogance and decided to teach me by several direct and indirect means to 
be modest; he used to ask me every morning to recite for him Qur'iin 25:63-67, which describes the 
pious habits of the believers, in addition to the wise sage Luqmiin's admonition to his son in Qur'an 
31:17-19, which begins: ya bunayya aqimi l-0alata wa-' amur bi-1-ma 'ni.fi w-anha 'an al-munkari 
w-a0bir 'ala ma a0abaka ("0 my young son, establish what is right and forbid what is wrong. Be 
patient with the things that afflict you!). 

9 An awareness of the distance between the text and interpreter is, among other requirements, a 
prerequisite for a hermeneutical approach. See, F. Korner, Revisionist Koran Hemteneutics in 
Contemporary Turkish University Theology, Rethinking Islam, WUrzburg: Ergon, 2005, 33. 
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Ma):lfiiz's writings introduced me to the world ofliterature very early in my life 
when he was not yet the well-known Mal).fiiz.Tiil)ii I:Iusayn's critical approach to 
the study of literature and history attracted my budding critical mind. It was, in 
fact, my father who first planted the seeds of criticism in my head. My relation 
with Amin al-Khiili was more intimate though I never met him. He was the chief 
editor of the monthly Majalat al-Adab (1956-67). I was surprised when I sent an 
article to him to find it published in the first issue afterward (vol. 9, issue 7, 
December 1964); this was my first published article, which was followed by many. 
As I was no one of importance, Amin al-Khiili represented for me the scholar who 
values the content of an article and not the name of its author. I became an unreg
istered member of his intellectual group called al-umanii '. Reading his books I 
encountered the real mujaddid in almost all fields of Arabic studies. His literary 
approach to the Qur'iin fascinated me long before matriculation to university. 

I was first attracted to the literary critic Sayyid Qutb, who was the first to discover 
Ma):lfiiz and introduced his writings. His literary treatment of certain Qur' iinic 
topics such as Mashiihid al-Qiyiima fascinated me, as well as his early writing 
about Social Justice in Islam. It should be mentioned here that my childhood was 
influenced by the mottos of the Muslini Brothers; indeed every child in the village 
was. It was only in the late sixties when I started to realize the development of 
Qutb' s discourse into radicalism and began to dissociate myself from their discourse. 

Learning about the crisis which surrounded the publication ofTii):lii I:Iusayn's 
book, FT al-shi 'r al-jiihi/1(1926), and that of the PhD thesis ofal-Khiili's student 
Khalfallah al-Fann al-qa~a~lfi l-Qur 'an al-Karfm (1947), I became aware of the 
problems inherent in any historical-critical and literary study of the Qur'iin.' 0 

This, however, did not discourage me from pursuing my scholarly objective. 
My objective was to investigate how and why the Qur'iin's worldview could 

dramatically differ according to the many different methods of interpretation 
applied to the Qur' lin. This objective was, in fact, motivated by the diversity of 
claims concerning Islam's worldview in the public debate in Egypt, and elsewhere 
in the Arab and the Muslim world, since the abolishment of the Caliphate in the 
1924. The claim of the traditional paradigm of sharr'a as the most authentic 
Islamic worldview was held by the Muslim Brothers and voiced in the writings of 
Sayyid Qutb. 11 Others claimed an open paradigm of Islam that encompassed 

10 For the details of both crises, see my "The dilemma of the literary approach to the Qur'an," AI![. 
Journal of Comparative Poetics, The American University in Cairo, 23, 2003, 8-47. 

ll As in his Kha~ii 'i~ al-ta~OWlvur al-isliimi {"The Characteristics of the Islamic World view"), first 
published in Cairo in 1962, where the Islamic ta~awwur {"worldview") is: I. divine (rabbiini); 2. 
fixed (thiibit). Contrary to human conceptions, it is not subject to development but humanity is to be 
developed by adhering to it, because the founder of it is the same creator of humanity who knows 
what is best for its development by His omniscience. Although it is fixed (thiibit), it allows for move
ment around the fixed axis, which is not as the same as the human concept of evolution responsible 
for all the human pitfalls; 3. marked by comprehensiveness (al-shwmil), exclusiveness, i.e. it is a 
system that governs all aspects of human life; 4. marked by equilibrium (a/-tawiizun), meaning that 
Islam always adopts the middle position between any two extremes; 5. characterized by optimistism 
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. secular ideologies, such as rationalism, nationalism and socialism. 12 These two 
claims, which peacefully existed for decades in Egypt, turned into a violent clash 
in the nineteen sixties and seventies. 

As a child of the 1952 military coup (called a revolution) and its claims of fighting 
· ·. corruption, of liberating Egypt from British occupation, and of establishing socio

economic justice, it was not difficult for me to identity all of these objectives with 
:the Islamic worldview. As I matured, however, this identification became difficult 

·.to sustain without further investigation and self-reflection. And so my scholarship 
began as self-reflection; it continued in this way and hopefully will always be so. 

. . There was no one particular question at stake. The issue was instead the larger ques
:tion oflslam's encounter with the entire worldview of modernity. The debate that 
started two centuries ago, and is still going on, is a question ofworldviewY 

I was attracted to Qur'iinic studies, regardless of the problems I expected to 
encounter, because I was motivated by the puzzling question presented in the 
debate I have just mentioned. I believe academic scholarship ought to be the 
.outcome of a genuine critical and dialectical communication with reality. Isolated 
from real life, academics could be isolated in an ivory tower of utopianism. Involve
ment in daily affairs, without critical insight, could pull academics into the other 

·extreme of ideology. It has been my concern since I started my career to avoid 
'being either a utopian or an ideologist. Real life provides us with the questions; 
academic scholarship teaches us how to examine these questions and seek answers. 

The theologians' approach to the Qur' an 

In 1972 I received my BA with excellence (imtiyiiz) and was appointed lecturer's 
assistant, mu 'rd, in the department. During the four years of my undergraduate 

(al-ijiibiyya) and; 6. realism (al-wiiqi 'iyya), as opposed to idealism or utopianism; 7. a system of 
unification (taw/lid), not only on a theological level but in all aspects of existence: metaphysical, 
physical, natural, and human. Qutb claims this conception is basically and entirely Qur'iinic, by 
which he means it is based.on the immediate meaning of the Qur'iin, not the meaning that depends 
on the corrupting influence of theology and philosophy, sciences that depend on Greek philosophy. 
For Qutb's concept ofthe immediacy of his hermeneutics, see the second part of Kh~a 'is published 
afte'r his death and entitled Muqmvwimiit al-ta~OWlvur al-isliimi, ed. and introduced by his brotl1er, 
Mul)ammad Qutb, Cairo: Diir al-Shuriiq, 1986 {English trans.: Basic Principles of the Islamic World
view, trans. R. David, North Haledon, NJ: Islamic Publications International, 2006). From this 
perspective, Qutb laments the efforts made by such reformers as Abduh and Muhammad Iqbal of 
India (1877-1938) to reform Islam by reinterpreting tl1e Qur'iin in the light of modem rational values. 

Ironically, Qu!b could not help exclude himself from the heated debate in the Arab world about social 
justice in the 1940s. He contributed his a/- 'Ada/a al-ijtimii 'iyya.fi 1-Is/iim ("Social Justice in Islam"), 
Cairo: Maktabat Mi~r, 1949, in which he avoided using tl1e term ishtiriikiyya, socialism, in favour of 
'adiila Isliimiyya. In doing so, however, he applied a certain non-immediate interpretation of the 
Qur'iinic passages. The word ishtiriikiyya was later used by the Muslim Brothers' leader in Syria 
Mu~tafa al-Siba'l, in the title of his Islitiriikiyyat a/-Isliim ("The Socialism oflslam"), Cairo. ' 

13 See my l!lonograph, Reformation of Islamic Thought: A Critical Historical Analysis, WRR
Verkenning 10, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006. Available online at <http://www. 
wrr.nl/english/content.jsp?objectid=3672> (accessed January 31, 20 I I). 
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study (1968-72), Egypt went through difficult political, economic and social diffi
culties due to the consequences of the 1967 war with Israel. Such an unexpected 
defeat, with more Arab territories occupied by Israel- the Gola~ Heights of Syria, 
the West Bank from Jordan, Gaza and Sinai from Egypt)- created a cultural 
trauma which provoked all of Arab society into questioning and rethinking, espe
cially the notion of the Arabic and Islamic heritage (al-turath). 14 President 
Mul)ammad Anwar al-Siidiit (1970-81), who followed Jamal 'Abd al-Nii:;;ir 
( 1952-70), initiated in October 1970 what he claimed to be the corrective revolu
tion, thawrat al-ta~l;zrl;z. This revolution entailed releasing political prisoners, 
mainly Muslim Brothers, abolishing press censorship, abolishing the one-party 
political system and establishing a multi-party system. Along with this new era of 
liberty and democracy, an open-door economic policy was adopted, but at odds 
with it was an amendment to Article Two of the Constitution, which made "the 
principles of the sharr'a the main source of legislation" instead of one of the 
sources. Such an amendment was interpreted as a signal for the beginning of a . 
policy of Isl~mization demanded since the thirties by the Muslim Brothers. It is 
very significant that Siidiit acted and behaved publicly in a way that presented him 
to the eyes of the Egyptian people as the true believing president, al-ra 'rs 
al-mu 'min. It was his usual way to start his public speeches by the first part of the· 
basmala, bismi Llah, and end by reciting the last verse of chapter two of the 
Qur'iin, asking God's forgiveness for any fault or forgetfulness. 

As ev~ry new ruler in the Third World tries at the begipning of his presidential 
career to create a different image of himself tluin that of his predecessor, Siidiit was 
eager to combat Nii:;;ir's charismatic image by claiming this new corrective revolu
tion of liberty, democracy and free-market economy versus Nii~?ir's regime of 
socialism, a one-party political system and constraints on freedom of expression. The · 
image of Siidiit was, however, a contradictory image; on the one hand, he used to · 
present himself to the Western media as the follower ofthe great pharaohs of Egypt, 
hardly a positive image from the Islamic perspective. As for the domestic media, he 
sought to present the image of a pious leader whose inspiration comes directly from 
Islam, very much like the stereotype image of the 'Abbasid caliph Hiiriin al-Rashid. 

The proponents of Islamization supported this free-market policy, and the 
discourse of social justice in Islam, or ishtrakiyyat a!-Islam,' was replaced by a 
discourse critical ofNii~?ir's regime, which had introduced the laws of land refor
mation, al-i~/al;z al-zira 'r, in 1954 and nationalization, al-ta 'mrm, beginning with 
the nationalization of the Suez Canal Company in 1956. Such laws were deemed 
to be against the sharr'a, and there was a strong demand to abolish them. 

14 See for example, Zaki NaJib Mal)miid, Tajdid al-:fikr a/- 'arabi ("Innovation of Arabic Thought"), 
Cairo: Dar al-Shuriiq, 1971; Adunis (Ali Ahmad Sa 'id), AI-Thiibit wa-l-muta[1mvwi/: oa[lth fi 
1-ittiba' wa-1-ibdii' 'ind a/- 'Arab ("The Fixed and the Changeable: A Study of Imitation and 
Innovation in Arabic Thought"), Beirut: Dar al-' Awda, in 3 volumes: I. Al-U.yiil (I974); 2. Ta '.yi!$ 
al-u!$!71 (1977); 3. Sadmat al-[wdiitha (1979); in the early eighties, Mul)ammad 'Abid al-Jabirl, 
Na[mu wa-1-turiith, ("Our People and Heritage"), Beirut and Casablanca: al-Markaz al-Thaqiifi 
al-' Arabi, 1980, followed by a plethora of publications by Tayyib Tizini, l:lasan l:lanafi, and others. 

Towards understanding the Qur'an 's worldview 55 

In this context of political and economical change, of cultural questioning and 
rethinking, as well as increasing ritualistic religiosity in Egyptian society, I started 

. my academic career. I was searching for answers to the existent debated issues 
· regarding freedom, justice, equality, Islamic values, Arabic culture, and the 

meaning of religiosity in Islam. As the Qur'iin and its m~aning was always at the 
heart of debate about every issue, it was to my mind very important to carry these 
questions back to the roots, the history of Islamic culture and the history of 

> Qur'iinic exegesis. For my MA thesis, I decided to study the Mu'tazilites' seem
:ingly rational approach to the Qur'iin, focusing on their concept of metaphor, 
·which emerged as an instrumental linguistic to.ol of interpretation at the beginning 
. of the ninth century. 15 My choice was not free of bias; I was, and I think I still am, 
. one of the Arab and Muslim adherents of "rationalism," a "rationalism" which 
does not exclude or despise religion as a mere psychological phantom. 
· In addition to my rational tendency, it was also my aim to reconnect Qur'iinic 

. studies with literary studies, returning to Amin al-Khilli's method, which was 
abandoned after the university decided, in 1947, following the scandal of his 
student's PhD thesis, that al-Khiili should not be allowed to teach or supervise 
Qur' anic studies any more. ''The decision was based on the reason that al-Khilli 
was appointed to the chair ofEgyptian Literature on October 6, 1946, and thus he 
was not supposed to teach or supervise Qur'anic studies."16 Following this deci

. sion, Islamic studies in general, and Qur'iinic studies in particular, was left to 
·whomever was willing to teach it; teaching Islamic and Qur'iinic studies became 

· .· . a source for attaining baraka, divine blessing, rather than an academic field of 
·research. By choosing the concept of majaz, figurative expressions, as applied to 
Qur'iinic exegesis by the Mu'tazlites, I took a step in the other direction, towards 

. 'the literary study of the Qur'iin. 
.. The Mu'tazilites are well known for their five principles, which are summarized 

in the two basic comprehensive pillars, namely Divine Justice and Divine Unity, 
· al- 'ad/ wa-l-tawl;zrd, to the extent that they call themselves ahl al- 'ad! wa-1-tawhrd, 
.regardless of the different views each group holds concerning the details. My 

source was the writings of al-Qiic;li 'Abd al-Jabbiir al-Asadiibiidi (d. 415/1025), 
. especially his magnum opus al-Mughnf fi abwab al-tawbfd wa-l- 'adlY To 
·summarize the Mu'tazilite worldvlew constructed from the Qur'iin, one has to 

, ·.·present a brief account of their ontology, epistemology, and their theory of language, 
·.:including their metaphoric inte[pretation. As for their ontology, the world is, for 
:~ the Mu'tazlites, a compound constructed of bodies; the bodies in their tum are 

15 The title of the thesis is QQI;Iiyyat al-majiizfi 1-Qur'iin 'ind al-Mu'tazila; accepted in 1977 the 
grade of "excellent". It was later published with minor changes as Al-Ittijiih a/- 'aqlf fi 1-taftir: 
diriisafi qa(liyyat al-majiiz 'inda al-Mu'tazila ("The Rational Trend in Exegesis: A Study of the 
Concept of Metaphor in the Mu'tazilites' Thought"), Beirut and Casablanca: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi 
al-' Arabi, 1982, followed by several reprints. 

: .. J6 SeeN. Abii-Zayd, "The Dilemma of the Literary Approach," A/if, 23,2003, p. 32. 
-17 Edited and published under the supervision of Tahfi l:lusayn and Ibrahim Madkiir, Cairo: Wizarat 

al-Thaqiifa wa-1-Irshiid al-Qawmi, 1960-65. 
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small compounds constructed of atoms. The physical structure of the world presents 
for the human reason a series of signs, 'a!amat, which gradually lead to the conclu
sion that such a perfect, well-organized world should have been created by a wise 
artisan, ~ani' bakfm. This conclusion is based on investigating the physical evidence 
by intellectual procedure, syllogism or qiyas mantiqf, which runs as follows: 

Every created action refers to an actor who created it, kullu fi 'I mubdath 
yadullu 'ala wujudfo 'if ahdathahu. 

2 The perfect action refers to a wise knowledgeable actor, al-fi '! al-mubkam 
yadullu 'ala fo 'i! 'a lim bakim. 

3 The perfect structure of this seen physical world refers to a wise, knowledge
able creator. 

Clearly this ontological theo-physics is not separate from the Qur'anic presenta
tion of the entire universe as a series of signs, iiyiit, which refer to the Creator and 
indicate His omniscience and omnipotence. Reaching the conclusion of the exist
ence of the wise artisan who created this .physical world, it is logically deduced 
that the Creator does not belong to this world. Neither does He resemble wise 
human creators. This deduction is reached by way of analogy between this phys
ical world and the unseen world, qiyiis al-ghii 'ib 'alii al-shiihid. 

By this method of qiyas, the human reason is able to attain knowledge of the 
divine attributes of God's Essence such as life, power, knowledge and wisdom, as 
well as His attributes of action, such as hearing, seeing, speaking, etc. In order to 
establish the different intellectual methods to reach the basic two pillars of tawbfd 
and 'ad!, al-Qa<;II 'Abd al-Jabbar distinguishes between three types of evidences 
(adilla; sing. dalrl) the first type of which produces a sound and necessary conclu
sion, mij_yadullu bi-l-siba wa-1-wujiib, by which tawbfd is established. The second 
type is that which concerns the intention of the actors, ma yadtillu bi-1-dawii 'r 
wa-1-ikhtiyar, through which 'ad! is established; God is in no need of acting 
unjustly, ~ulm, or of willing unseemly acts, iradat al-qabfb, because He is in no 
way dependent on the world (ghanfy 'an a!- 'a/am). The third type of evidence is 
the linguistic evidence of sltarf'a, as will be explained soon. Such purely intel
lectuallmowledge of God's blessings establishes the human obligation to express 
gratitude to Him, wujiib shukr al-mun'im. As this knowledge is attainable by 
reason alone, every human is obliged to develop his power of inference (na~ar), 18 

and the attainment thereof is the intellectual expression of worship ('ibada). 
What is 'the position and the function of "revelation" in this system? Here 

. al-Qa<;!I 'Abd al-Jabbar, quoting the early Mu 'tazilites, advocates the concept of 

18 Translating the Arabic na,ar into the English "inference" is to show the strong connectivity 
between the physical and the metaphysical in the Islamic worldview in general and that of the 
Mu' tazilites in particular. It is through "seeing" the physical evidence that its meaning is uncov
ered, leading to contemplation, tafakla.r or i 'tibiir. The Qur'iin employs these terms constantly to 
persuade humans to believe. 
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.. God's attention to humanity's best welfare ri 'ayat al-a#ab, which God obliges 
<Himself to do. So, He sends messengers with revelations, shara 'i' (sing. sharr'a), 

to help humans attain the ways of lawful worship (a!- 'ibiidat al-shar 'iyya) that 
· are not attainable by reason alone. 

· So, sharf'a is the divine grace, lutf, revealed for the advantage of humans. This 
.shari'a is expressed in language; this is the first proposition. The second proposi

. .. Jion is about the way linguistic expressions produce knowledge as evidence. 
·• · Linguistic expressions do not directly indicate their meanings; they refer through 

Jwo conditions: the first is muwar;la 'a, the socio-cultural convention (ittifoq) 
· which assigns certain significance to the vocabulary within the language; the rela

tionship between the signifier and the signified (al-dall wa-1-madliil) is not direct 
·.as in the intellectual evidence, a!- 'aqliyyat versus al-sam 'iyyat. The second condi

·. ·tion for the productivity ofthe linguistic evidence is the priority to know the inten
(qa~d) of the speech's producer (al-mutakallim). This second condition is to 

.··.·justify the Mu'tazilites' view of the priority of intellectual knowledge before 
· • revealed knowledge of God's attributes of justice and unity. In other words, the 

: Qur'an, thefoundational source of sharr'a, is not independent; it does not auto
matically produce sound knowledge. It has to be, first and most of all, checked by 

· human reason to verify its divine source; it has, secondly, to be analysed according 
to the linguistic norms of the Arabic language. 

Responding to an imaginative opponent who claimed that the Qur'an provides 
all the needed knowledge about God and His attributes, 'Abd al-Jabbar would raise 
the rhetorical question, "Since linguistic expressions cannot verify the honesty or 
veracity of a speaker, how do we know that the speaker of the Qur' an is the 
almighty God, a God who does not trick or lie, unless we establis4 such knowledge 
by reason?" The notion that language is the domain of meaning-possibilities 
is a very important concept in Islamic hermeneutics- not only in Mu'tazilite 

· .•hermeneutics. An essential distinction between intellectual rational evidence and 
linguistic evidence is that the latter contains figurative expressions (majaz) as well 
as direct expressions (baqfqa) while the former is free of such features. 19 

The issue of mubkam and mutashabih, the clear and the ambiguous, which is 
,attested in the Qur' an (3:7), plays the key element in the Mu 'tazilites' hermeneutics. 
Besides dealing intensively with the issue in his magnum opus, 'Abd al-Jabbar 
.devotes a book of two volumes to analysing and explaining all the pertinent 
•aspects of the issue.2° Firstly, the Mu'tazilites naturally support the reading of the 
verse which does not make a stop after wa-ma ya 'lamu ta 'wflaha illa Allah 
("none knows 'the ambiguous' interpretation but God"); they make al-rasihlciin 

.... fi - 'ilm ("those who are firmly grounded in knowledge") also know the interpreta
tion of the ambiguous by considering the waw after Allah a conjunction ( 'atf), not 

19 This is a very brief account of the first chapter, al-ma 'rifa wa-1-da/ii/a a/-lughawiyya ("Knowledge 
and Linguistic Significance") in al-lttijiih a/- 'aq/i ji-1-taftir, 45-90. 

20 Mutashiibih a/-Qur 'iin, ed. 'Adnan Mul}ammad Marziiq, Cairo: Dar at-Turath, 1966. 
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the commencement (isti 'naj) of a new sentenceY Secondly, to explain the very 
existence of ambiguous passages, 'Abd al-Jabbiir invokes the concept of God's 
providing humans with their best welfare (al-a$ lab), explaining that the ambiguous 
is intended to stimulate human reason into action. 

This declaration of the Qur'iin- that it contains clear verses (ayat mu(licamat) 
that form the backbone of the Book (umm al-ldtab), as well as ambiguous verses 
(ayat mutashabihat)- is taken by 'Abd al-Jabbiir to support the Mu'taziljtes's 
worldview briefly presented in this section. This worldview also has to be 
supported by the Qur'iinic discourse. To this end, 'Abd al-Jabbiir differentiates 
between three levels of the Qur'iinic discourse: 

That which the discourse conveys by itself, independent from intellectual 
inference. These are the legal regulations, al-a(lkam al-shar 'iyya, which 
reason alone cannot attain; they are known only through the Qur' iinic 
discourse, naft al-khitab. 

2 That which both the Qur' iinic discourse and the intellectual inference both 
equally convey. This is the le~el of signification related to the domain of 
promise and threat, al-wa 'd wa-1-wa 'fd. 'Abd al-Jabbiir includes in this level 
the issue of seeing God (ru 'yat Allah) in the afterlife with the human eye, 
which the opponents of the Mu 'tazilites sustain as one of God's promises to 
the pious believers. The Mu' tazilites maintain that both the Qur' iinic discourse 
and rational evidence reject their opponents' claim.22 

3 The third level is the domain ofthe rational level where the Qur' iinic discourse 
alone cannot be properly understood. This is the domain of 'ad! and taw(lfd, 
in which rational inference alone reaches this knowledge. 

So, dependent on rational inference and their explanation of the different aspects 
of the Qur'iinic declaration in 3:7, the Mu'tazilites are able to tackle any apparent 
contradiction in the Qur'iinic discourse. It suffices now to present their solution of 
two seemingly contradictory cases in the Qur'iin: one related to tawbfd and the 
other related to 'ad!. 

One, the presentation of God in the Qur'iin: some passages of the Qur'iin state 
that there is no resemblance between God and his creation/man, such as Chapter 
112 called a/-Ikhla$ ("The True Devotion"). This idea is also emphasized in Q 
2:255, known as the "Chair Verse." But there are other passages in which God is 
presented with corporal features such as hands (38: 1 0) and eyes (20:39), and even 
human qualities like hatred (9:47), love (5:54) and deception (8:30). 

Two, the issue of free will or, to be precise, the issue of khalq al-aj'al, i.e. 
whether human actions are created by human power and free choice or by God: 

21 For the different opinions about the two possible articulations of the verse and the different interpreta
tion for each articulation, see al-TabarT, Abu Ja' far Mul)ammad b. Jarir, Jami 'al-bayiin . 'an/a 'wil iiy 
a/-Qur 'iin, ed. Mahmfid Mul.minmad Shakir, Beirut: Mu' assasat al-Risiila, 2000, 6:200-6. 

22 For more details on the Mu'tazilite position, see al-lttijiih a/- 'aqlfji-1-taftir, I 90-215. 
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again, the Qur'iin provides two conflicting answers. The first is that God is the 
creator of all human actions (Q 22:14; 37:96), the creator of t;la/al ("leading 
astray") and huda ("guidance") (Q 4:88; 6:125; 12:27; 14:4, 27; 16:93; 30:29; 
35:8; 74:31); the second is that humans are responsible for their choice of t;lala/ or 
huda (Q 5:105; 10:108; 17:15; 27:92). 

The Mu'tazilites first identified the Qur'iinic passages expressing God's tran
... scendence as clear (mubkam) and the passages that express His anthropomorphic 
.··, features as ambiguous (mutashabih). Likewise, the passages that underline free 

:Will are identified as clear and those that suggest predestination as ambiguous. 
· Second, they employ the concept of figurative speech, majaz, to interpret 

·. the ambiguous verses in conformity with the clear verses; majiiz provided a 
.; powerful instrument of ta 'wfl, i.e. to interpret the text of the Qur' iin beyond the 

··' . immediate meaning according to the Mu'tazilites' transcendental theology.23 The 
··.opponents of the Mu'tazilites, the I:Ianbalites and later the Ash'arites, made use of 
· the same method; they acknowledged the existence of mubkam-mutshabih, but · 

they identified them differently. What the Mu'tazilites considered as clear they 
· considered ambiguous, and vice versa. Thus the Qur'iin became the battlefield 

of a fierce intellectual and political conflict. The dispute was not only about 
. meaning but also entailed the structure of the text of the Qur' iin, i.e. the identifica

tion of the parts which are clear and those which are ambiguous. Both the 
'Mu' tazilites and their opponents agree on the principle, but they disagree about its 
implementation. 

In conclusion, one might infer that the Mutazilites' worldview, although shaped 
by theological concerns, is more humanistic than that of their opponents. God acts 

.. ··in accordance with certain ethical values He obliged Himselfto follow. According 
.>to the Mu'tazilites' worldview, .God is not a tyrant. The opponents of the 

Mu' tazilites emphasize the image of God as a king who forces his subjects to act 
this or that way and then judges and punishes whomever He wants and rewards 
whomever He likes. The image of God in the Mu' tazilite worldview is also that of 

·· . king, but of a king who rules in accordance with the ethical constitution of a 
·· republic. 

The ~fifis' approach to the Qur' an 

•· Since this intellectual dispute concerning the structure and the meaning of the 
.· Qur'iin between the Mu'tazilites and their opponents is, in fact, foremost an 

··· .. expression of socio-political conflict, I carried the question of the hermeneutics of 
: the Qur'iin to the context of Sufism, or mysticism- a movement supposedly 
·void of political interests. This was the topic of my PhD thesis, on the Qur'iinic 

· 23 For a detailed analysis of the concept of Ia 'wf/ vis-a-vis taftlr, see my Mafhiim an-Na$$.' Dirasa ji 
'ult7m '1-Qur'iin ("The Concept of the Text: study in the sciences of the Qur'an"), Beirut and 
Casablance: AI-Markaz a!-Thaqafi '1-' Arabi, I st edition 1990, followed by many reprints, chapter 
five, 219-41. 
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hermeneutics ofMul).yi al-Din Ibn al-' Arabi (d. 638/1240).24 This was in 1977, the 
year of intifodat al-khubz ("the bread revolt"), or .al-intiJ!i~a al-sha 'biyya ~·:the 
people's revolt"), in Egypt (January 18-19), the not whrch choked the pohtrcal 
regime and terrified its leaders. This was caused by the consequences of the open
door economic policy, which made life difficult for the majority ofthe Egyptia~s, 
especially government civil servants, including university professors. Corruption 
became obvious and expressions like al-qitat al-siman ("fat cats") formed the 
headlines of the daily press. This free-market economic policy, infital;, was criti
cized as sadal; mada[l irifitab ("uncontrolled by any legal norms"). On the personal 
level I suffered like the majority of the Egyptians from the consequences of this 
econ~mic policy; I was unable to have a private place, and I lived with my family 
in a tiny apartment in Giza.25 

In 1978 I was fortunate to obtain a scholarship at the University ofPerinsylvania, 
USA, at the Department of Folklore; my aim was to become trained in fieldwork 
and folkloric studies .methodologies. This was a way to find time to read Ibn 
al-'Arabi's books. I kept reading and rereading the muqaddima of the Futiil;at 
without being able to make any progress. In Philadelphia I found time to proceed in 
reading Ibn al-' Arabi besides my regular classes. I have to admit that the two years 
I spent in Pennsylvania were very productive. At that time structuralism was at its 
peak in sociology and anthropology, as well as in linguistics and literary theory. 

More important for Qur'anic studies was learning ·hermeneutics, which I 
discovered to be the closest English word for Arabic ta 'wf/.26 It was through 
English translations that I was able to read Dadamer, Paul Ricoeur and others. It 
was Ibn al-' Arabi, however, who provided me with the fundamental questions 
that. opened my mind to hermeneutics. This was a great debt that I expressed in 
the defense-ceremony of my thesis in 1981 in the auditorium of the Faculty of 
Letters in Cairo University. I wrote the first Arabic article about hermeneutics in 
which I Arabized hermeneutics as al-hirminyiifiqa; it was published in 1981.27 

24 This became my second book, Falsafat al-ta'wll, diriisafi ta'wfl al-Qur'iin 'inda Muf1yl ai-Din 
Ibn a/- 'Arabi ("Philosophy of Hermeneutics, a Study of Mul;tyf al-Drn Ibn a!-' Arabi's Herme
neutics of the Qur'an"), Beirut and Casablanca: al-Markaz a!-Thaqafi a!-' Arabi, I 983, followed by 
several reprints. For an early review of the book, see Michel Chossudovsky (untitled), Studia 
Islamica 60, 1984, 177-80. . 

25 If someone, a university assistant teacher at the age of 34, is unable to afford a rented apartment, 
the question of establishing a family is meaningless. A movie named illtabihii ayyuha al-sada 
("Attention Gentlemen!") illustrated this situation. A garbage collector and a university professor 
proposes marriage to a beautiful educated lady - through the parents, as Arabic cultural norms 
dictate. The garbage collector win's the family support and the lady's heart because of his very 
high income compared to ·tl1e professor's .fixed salary. 

26 My mentor and professor I:Iasan I:Ianafi was the one who immediately gave me the term after 
having been confused by the diversity of suggestions provided by teachers in the department. 

27 AI-Hirminyii{iqii wa-mu 't;!ilat taftir al-na$$ ("Hermeneutics and the Problem of Text Interpreta
tion"), in Fu$iil, Cairo: al-Hay'a al-Mi~riyya al-'A.mma li-1-Kitilb 1 (April1981) 3, 141-60.lt was 
later included in my Ishkiiliyyat al-qirii 'a wa-a/iyyiit al-ta 'wfl ("The Problem of Reading and the 
Dynamics of Hermeneutics"), Beirut and Casablanca: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-'ArabT, 2001, 
13-49. 
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'Hermeneutics deepened my understanding of Ibn al-'Arabi's thought as much as 
Ibn al-'Arabi's thought fashioned my engagement with hermeneutics. 

Born in Spain, Ibn al-' Arabi' wrote his greatest treatise, al-Futii(lat a!-Makkiyya 
Meccan Revelations")28 in Mecca, and died in Syria. This Sufi encyclo-

·, pedia, along with his other books, is presented not as his own work but rather as 
'revelations given to . him in different places and in different modes of divine 
· The Futul;at, for example, is the outcome of what God revealed to him 

.·· ..• during his circumambulation around the ka 'ba. He claims that the arrangement of 
':the book's chapters and sections is also not his. He explains that the section on 

· "The Science of Legal Principles~' in the second volume of the Futiil;at should 
' ·have logically and thematically been included in section 66 of the first volume 
· (On "The Knowledge of Apparent and Hidden Meanings of Sharf'a"). God 
·inspired it this way.29 No worider- the Qur' an is structured similarly. 
· His other important book is his Fu~ii~ al-l;ikam ("Bezels ofWisdoms")/0 which 
.. Ibn al-' Arabi claims was not written by him but handed to him in a vision (mabshara) 

.. by the Prophet in order to publish it for the benefit of the people, so "I did," Ibn 
· al-' Arabi, says, "accomplish the prophetic wish with all sincerity and with all good 
.•intention as it was delivered without any interference."31 It was not until1992 that I 
realized the significance of this claim by Ibn al- 'Arabi. The context was a confer-

.·. ence in Seville, Spain, sponsored by the Egyptian Islamic Institute in Madrid, enti
.. ·.····tled "Andalusia: The Crossroad of Three Worlds," in which I presented a paper on 

'· · "The Role of Andalusia in Formulating Ibn Arabi's Mystical Philosophy." In this 
; context, my paper focused on two phenomena in Ibn al- 'Arabi's writings . 
. • The first phenomenon is the strong, intricate presence of Qur'anic quotations 
on every page of his books, to the extent that it is almost impossible to decide 

\vhether the Qur'anic quotations serve the theme or the theme explicates the 
:meaning of the quoted verses. Sometimes, there exist interpretive efforts; most of 
. the time, the Qur'ariic quotations simply support the theme. That explains why 
'Ibn al- 'Arabi is reluctant to apply the terms ta 'wfl' or tajsfr to his Qur' anic expla
:nation and instead prefers to use the Sufi's long-established concept of allusions 

· (isharat).32 

28 Printed in' four volumes under the auspices of Prince 'Abd al-Qadir al-Jaza' in, Dar al-Kutub 
al-'Arabiyya al-Kubrii, Cairo, 1329/1911. 

29 Ibid, 2: 181. 
30 Ed. Abu 1-' Alii 'Afifi, Cairo: '1sii al-BiibT al-I:IalabT, 1946. 
31 Ibid., 47. 
32 So, W.C. Chittick is right in realizing that Ibn al-'ArabTi avoids employing the term ta \vii', but he 

is not right in criticizing otl1ers, such as H. Corbin and the author of this paper, for applying the 
term 'ta'wll in describing Ibn al-'ArabT's method in dealing witl1 the Qur'an. See [i1ij'i Path of 
Knowledge: Ibn a/- 'Arabi's, Metaphysics of Imagination, State University of New York Press, 
1989, 199. Chittick makes such criticism without consulting the book, where there is a detailed 
discussion oflbn a!-' Arabi's terminologies; the author depended on M. Chossudovsky's review of 
the book. A distinction is to be made, however, between doing Ia 'wfl and denying doing it in the 
context of tl1e development of the negative connotation ascribed to the term long before Ibn 
a!-' Arabi's time. Ibn a!-' Arabi is certainly deeply involved in doing Ia 'wfl. 



62 Nasr Abu Zayd 

The second phenomenon is a similarity between the structure of his writings and 
the structure of the Qur'iin. First, as the Qur'iin includes mubkamat and 
mutashabihiit (3:7), Sufi writings in general, and his writings in particular, also 
play on the duality of veiling (al-satr wa-1-ikhfli ') on the one hand, and unveiling 
(al-kashf), on the other. "God could have made explicit (tan$1$) what the people of 
God have interpreted (ta 'awwu/ahu); He did not do so, He inserted (adraja) these 
divine words, revealed in the language ofthe common people (lisan a/- 'amma) the 
kind of knowledge that is only accessible to His chosen servants by the capacity of 
understanding ( 'ayn a/-jahm) given to them by Him.'>JJ But Ibn al-' Arabi does not 
reveal all that he has received; he follows the divine wisdom of unveiling· 
what ought to be unveiled and veiling what ought to be veiled, as "Neither a 
book nor the universe as it exists now can contain this.''34 Se.condly, as the arrange
ment of the Qur'iinic verses, passages and chapters does not follow a thematic 
order, the arrangement of passages and chapters in Ibn a!-' Arabi's books 'matches 
the Qur'iin's structure; they are divine revelation and Ibn al-'Arabi is only a 
transmitter. 

Ibn al-' Arabi never fails to emphasize the parallelism between three manifesta
tions of the divine kalam: 1. divine cosmological words (ka/imat Allah) inscribed 
in the universe; 2. The word of God (ka/am Allah) in the 111!1$/:laf(i.e. the Qur'iin); 
and 3. The word of God inspired in the hearts of his chosen servants: "God dictates 
to hearts by inspiration (bi-1-ilhiim) all that is inscribed in the entire universe 
(a!- 'iilam); the universe is a divine, inscribed book (kitab masfiir ilahf)."35 Such a 
universe of wonders and allusions is a text, a cosmological text, the domain of 
God's words, which cannot be recorded even if all the oceans were ink and all the 
trees of the world pens (Q 18:109; 31:27). 

Here Ibn al-' Arabi establishes a parallelism between the cosmological text 
(kalimat Allah al-mastiir fi l-wujiid) and the speech of God, the Qur'iin, (lea/am 
Allah al-masfiir fi l-kitab) which, though limited in size, is unlimited in meaning. 
Only chosen servants of God can decipher the cosmological meaning of the 
Qur'iin; they can encode that meaning in their own discourse, which is nothing but 
a divine, inspired discourse parallel to the divine, inscribed discourse in both the 
world and the book. At the very beginning of the Futii/:liit, he explicitly, though 
poetically, claims that he is the "Qur' iin and al-sab' al-mathani,"36 a claim which 
caused him trouble during his lifetime and his reputation trouble for centuries after 
his death.37 

All of this makes the study oflbn al- 'Arabi's hermeneutics a difficult task. The 
greatest difficulty is not only his ambiguous language and circular style, of which 

33 Tanazzul al-amlak min 'a/am al-arwaiz i/a 'a/am a/-ajla/c, ed. Tiihii Abd ai-Biiqi Suriir & Zaki 
'Atiyya, Beirut: Dlir al-l'ikr al- 'Arabi, 1961, 116. 

34 Fu0ii0, idem, p. 56. 
35 Fulll/lat, idem, 2:182. 
36 Ibid, 1:9. 
37 The Egyptian parliament decreed in 1979, under heavy pressure exerted by the representatives of 

the Muslim Brothers, that the publications of his writings in Egypt should be cancelled, and that 
what had been published should be burned because it reflected deviation from Islam. 
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.. · ·all scholars of Ibn al-' Arabi complain, but rather the impossibility of distin-
. ,guishing between Ibn al-'Arabi's thought and his ta'wil of the Qur'iin. It was not 

· for me to distinguish his ta 'wf! from his ontology and his epistemology. In 
other words, Ibn al-' Arabi's system of thought is circular; in fact he is fond of 

: constructing his thought in the form of "circles.''38 

· : After my thesis had been approved by the defense committee, I became aware 
of· the problem of the intricate relationship between Qur' iinic ta 'wf/ and Ibn 

. 'Arabi's philosophical worldview. I approached my supervisor suggesting I 
• should rewrite the thesis, moving all the details of his philosophical worldview 

· >to the footnotes, keeping in the body of the text that which is related to his herme
owjuLJtl,;~. My professor's comment was, "Ibn al-'Arabi is an ocean and I am very 
glad that you were able to swim back. No way, you have your life ahead of 

. ·. · return to the ocean later but definitely not now." How far did I fulfill my early 
·<:dream of discerning Ibn al- 'Arabi's hermeneutics? I still think it is impossible 

to the complication as well as the ambiguity of the Sufi worldview of 
Ibn al-' Arabi's wabdat al-wujiid, for which the term "pantheism" is not the 

· · appropriate translation. 
Now, I find it reasonable to present Ibn al- 'Al;abi as the greatest defender of 

.'>''.u.""o'•"J or uncertainty as the true knowledge. In the Futz7(1at, he narrates three 
•m'l•ste:riotiS encounters with Ibn Rushd (or Averroes; d. 595/1198), the first of 

occurred when Ibn al-' Arabi was a teenager while Ibn Rushd was at the top 
. of his career and his fame. The second encounter seems to have happened in Ibn 
:at-' Arabi's imagination, in a vision according to which the philosophers are busy 
with worldly affairs, i.e. with themselves and their own thought. The third 
encounter was not with the living philosopher but after Ibn Rushd's death. It was 

· an encounter with his coffin when his remains were transferred from Morocco to 
"'"""'ua.39 It is within the first encounter, which is explained and interpreted in 
different ways by different scholars of Ibn al-' Arabi, that I would like to present 

-Ibn al-' Arabi's view of uncertainty, in opposition to what he thought to be the 
philosophical certainty of Ibn Rushd. 
• This first meeting occurred when the philosopher heard that the young Ibn 
<tl- 'Arabi had attained the highest spirituallmowledge without training or educa

. tion but through seclusion (khalwa), and expressed his desire to meet him. 
··Through the mediation of Ibn al- 'Arabi's father, who was a friend of the philoso-

the meeting was arranged. When Ibn al- 'Arabi arrived he was welcomed by 
philosopher with a shining, joyful face. The philosopher said "Yes?'' and Ibn 

'Arabi immediately answered "Yes.'' Realizing the joy on the face of the 

38 See the circular presentation of Ibn al-' Arabi's astrology in T. Burckhardt, Mystical Astrology 
According to Ibn 'Arabi, trans. from l'rench by Bulen! Rauf, Cheltenham: Beshara, 1977, pp. 13, 
19 and 32-33. An important small treatise by Ibn al-'Arabi called lnsha' a/-dawa'ir, (ed. 
H.S. Nyberg, with two other small treatises, Leiden: Brill, 1339/1919) shows clearly the circular 
structure oflbn 'Arabi's thought. 

. 39 Fum[lat, 1:153-54. 



64 Nasr Abu Zayd 

philosopher, he continued, "and no." The philosopher's mode changed from joy 
to sadness to the extent that his body was trembling. Then Ibn Rushd raised the 
question, "How did you find the affair in divine unveiling and illumination? Is it 
(the same as) what we are given by reflection?" Ibn a!-' Arabi elaborated, "It is 
'yes' and 'no'; and between 'yes' and 'no' heads are cut off their necks." 

Many efforts have been made to decode this enigmatic answer. 4° For our interest 
it suffices to acknowledge the uncertainty expressed; it is not a definite, clear 
"yes;" neither is it a clear "no." This is an in-between position of the mysterious 
ambiguity of Truth. 

Ibn al- 'Arabi's ontology 

Ibn a!-' Arabi developed an Islamic pantheistic system of thought, according to which 
the existence of this world is an imaginative one, parallel to dream-images; tl:tis world 
does exist in the Divine Imagination ( al-khayiil al-mutlaq; sometimes called al-khayiil 
al-munja($il, al-barzakh al-kab/r, al-barzakh al-baqfqf or barzakh al-bariizikh).41 

Here we find an ontological interpretation of Q 55:19-20; the image of the two 
merged seas separated by a barzakh aliudes to the impossibility of distinguishlng 
between existence and non-existence as well as distinguishlng between the absolute 
existence, al-wujiid al-muf[aq, and conditional existence, al-wujiid al-muqayyad. To 
our human perception the existence of the world is real. Only the $iifi, the 'arif, is 
aware of this ambiguous duality of baqq ("real") and ldwlq ("unreal"). 

Ibn al- 'Arabi thus aims to bypass botl1 the theological concept of khalq min 
'adam (creation ex nihilo) and the Neo-Platonic philosophical concept of fay¢ or 

$Udl7r ("emanation"); he applies the Qur'iinic concept of tajallf ("theophany;" Q 
7:143), by which he tries to solve the theological conflict between the transcen
dental and the immanent image of God. He also bypasses the three grades of exist
ence propagated by the philosophers (excepting Ibn Rush d), namely: wiijib al-wujiid 
("the necessary"), mumkin al-wujiid ("the possible") and mubiil al-wujiid ("the 
impossible").42 Ibn aV Arabi explains the process of tajallf as a process of unveiling 
the veiled divine essence in a process of theophanies (tajalliyyiit). These theopha
nies are not subject to space or time, nor do they have any causal relationship.43 

40 . See, for example S. Stelzer, "Decisive meeting: Ibn Rushd, Ibn 'Arabi, and the matter of know
ledge" in Alifl6, 1996, 19-55; 'AIT Mabriik, Al-Inkisiir al-murawwigh /i-1- 'aqaliyya: min Ibn 
Rushd ilii Ibn Khaldiin ("The Evasive Defeat of Rationalism: From Ibn Rush to Ibn Khaldun"), A/if 
16, 1996, 89-115. I offer a detailed treatment of this question in Hakadhii taka/lama Ibn 'Arabi 
("Thus Spoke Ibn Arabf'), Beirut and Casablanca: al-Markaz al-Thaqiifi al-' Arabi 2004, 163-73. 

41 See Futii/tiit, 1:304; 2:129, 311-12; 3:518. 
42 He differentiates between three categories of existence within the Divine Imagination: I. Condi

tioned existence (al-wtyiid bi-shar{ shay); 2. Unconditioned existence (al-wtyiid bi-shar{lii shay); 
and 3. Absolute unconditioned existence (al-wtyiid Iii bi-shar{ shay). On this, see 'Uthma·n Yal)yii, 
"Nu$ii$ tiirikhiyya kha$$a bi-na?ariyyat al-taw/tid fi /-fila· al-isliiml'' ("Historical Texts Concerning 
the Theory ofUnicity in Islamic Thought"), in Ibrahim BayyfimT Madknr (ed.), al-Kitiib al-tidhkiiri 
li-Mu/tyi al-Dinibn 'Arabi, Cairo: Dar a1-Kitiib al-' Arabi, 1969, 238. 

43 See Futii/tii{, I :291. 
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In explaining this very ambiguous process, Ibn al- 'Arabi employs symbols such as 
lightning flash44 and a mirror's reflection.45 

Ibn al- 'Arabi frequently quotes a divine (qudsl) badith, not to be found in any 
· ·of the canonical collections, to support his claim ofilieophanies: "I was a hidden 

.. :treasure and I wanted [or desired], to be !mown. I therefore created humans so 
they knew Me through Me." According to this divine lzadith (i.e. a badith in the 

·voice of God), the ontological process has an epistemological end; the divine 
... hidden essence wanted, desired to be known by Imowledge other ilian the hidden 

·. :•self-knowledge. This desire is explained by Ibn a!-' Arabi as an expression of the 
· · '·.divine love, ilie divine passion, which brought created order into appearance.46 

:And because iliese theophanies are an ontological process, iliey have no end. 
Human perplexity (labs) is caused by ilie fact iliat the entire universe from top 

·, .to bottom is a shadowy existence, a reflective appearance, of Reality. This makes 
''uncertainty" the true knowledge. Does the universe exist? The answer is" 'yes' 

· .. · and 'no'." It is"yes" if reality is perceived through its outer images, but it is "no" 
· if the optic of the viewer is the human heart, the human inner self-reflection. 

•· Again, ilie dream images exemplify ilie cosmological/ontological ilieophany; for 
;the dreamer, the images he envisions are real; when awakened, they are images in 

·.'need of translation, decoding, interpretation; or better, ta 'wfl. Both ilie visual 
·'dream-images and the visual world are in need 'of ta 'wrl'. 

With this ontology Ibn al-' Arabi solves various theological and philosophical 
, 'problems, such as the pre-eternity of the world versus its creation in time, the 
··. multiple divine attributes versus ilie unity of ilie divine essence, and causality 

versus ilie divine free-will. He also applies his world view to ilie Qur' iin. According 
'to the theory of theophanies, ilie.meaning_ofthe Qur~iinic_verse, huwa.al:::awwalu. 
. wa-1-iikhiru wa-1-"?iihiru wa-1-biitfn (57:3), becomes an expression of the divine 
breath: huwa is phonetically explained as hawii ', ilie divine passion to be known, 

. · from which all of ilie theophanies emanate. And since the theophanies have no 
··.· .. ·beginning and no end, this passion is the beginning (al-awwal) and ilie end 

' (al-iikhir), the apparent (al-?iihir) and the hidden (al-biitin). 

· Jbn al- 'Arabi's epistemology 

• Does the above explanation of the process of unfolding the latent imagery of 
the cosmos have an objective? Yes: it is the human being in whose formation the 

, . whole universe from top to bottom is reflected and presented. Though man is ilie 
manifested being, he is the first to be, because the first divine manifestation is 

expression of the Divine's desire to be known by a knower other than itself, 
. which is the very aim of theophany. Manifestations of different grades and levels 

. 45 Ibid, 2:468; see also, Fu,ti$, 49. 
· 46 See Futti(tii{, idem, 2:310, 329; 3:420. 
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are intended to reach that end which is man. In other words, the Real reflects His 
own image partially in different mirrors, but the perfect mirror which reflects the 
Divine Image in its totality is man. Man thus represents the whole universe, on the 
one hand, and is the perfect mirror to reflect the image of the Real, on the other 
handY His spirit reflects Godhead; his intellect reflects the First Intellect; his soul 
reflects the Universal Soul; his heart represents the Throne; and his body repre-

, sents the Universal Nature. Thus, the above-mentioned Qur'anic verse (57:3) 
alludes also to the human being as the first- in the divine intention- and the last 
-in appearance; he is apparent physically and hidden spiritually. 

Being the microcosm, the essential mission of man is to know God by knowing 
himself. When the Qur'an has God relate, "wa-ma khalaqtu l-jinna wa-1-insa ilia 
li ya 'budiin (lit., "We created Jinn and man that they might worship,") it means 
"We created Jinn and man that they might know" (Q 5:56). 

Mul}ammad and mystical epistemology 

An essential idea in the pantheistic .system of Ibn al- 'Arabi is al-/:laqfqa 
al-mubammadiyya (the "Mul.mmmadan Reality") which is other than the historical 
Mul}ammad born in Mecca around 570. The Mul;mmmadan Reality is the inward 
hidden reality which is manifested in all the prophets from Adam -until its final and 
complete manifestation in the historical Mul}ammad of Mecca. The Mul}ammadan 
Reality is the ontological parallel of Godhead; it is the ontological agent between Pure 
Absoluteness and the world of multiplicity. This image of Mul}ammad is the light 
from which creation emanates. Mul}ammad is thus the light of God manifested in all 
existing things, as well as the light ofknowledge revealed to the hearts of the believers. 
The Mul}ammadan Reality is the logos, both ontologically and epistemologically. 

Mul}ammad is also a model of the mystical experience. His ascent to heaven 
(al-mi 'raj) became to the Sufi the example of how cosmological elements are 
stripped away until only the real divine image is apparent. Only the believer who 
successfully accomplishes the ascent is able to decode the real meaning of revela
tion through ta 'wfl. To uncover the meaning ofthe Qur'iin one must first uncover 
the meaning of the cosmological text. 

This ambiguity/uncertainty in the cosmological text as well-as in the Qur'iin 
does not lead to agnosticism; on the contrary, it leads to an open space of belief, a 
space which accommodates all forms of creed as valid; thus Ibn al- 'Arabi makes 
a clear distinction between "religion" (din) and "creeds"(' aqa 'id). Religion is one 
because the Truth is one; creeds are many because they are related to communities 
in histories. But in Ibn al-'Arabi's "wa/:ldat al-wujiid" worldview, unity and 
multiplicity are the ):wo sides of the same coin. Hence, his spirit/heart is able to 
accommodate all 'aqa 'id with no conflict: 

47 cf. Fu~zl~, 48-49. 
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La qad kuntu qabla al-yawmi unkiru ~abibi, idha lam yakun dinf ila dfnihf danf 
("Before today, I used to disregard my companion, if my religion was not 

like his") 

Fa-qad ~iira qalbf qabzlan kulla ~iiratin fa-mar 'un li-ghizliin wa-dayrun 
li-nthbani 

("My heart has become capable of every form: it is a pasture for gazelles 
and a monastery for monks") 

wa-baytun li-awthanin wa-ka 'batu ta 'fin wa-alwiibu tawriitin wa-mu~hafu 
qur 'ani 

("And a temple for idols and the pilgrim's Ka'ba and _the tables of Torah 
and the book of the Koran.") 

adfnu bi-dfni al-bubbi anna tawajjahat raka 'ibuhu fa-1-bubbu dfnf 
wa~rmanf 

("I follow the religion of love: whatever way Love's camels take, that is 
my religion and my faith.")48 

One cannot but recall the twelfth-century Andalusian context of a multi-ethnic, 
_ ··-_ multi-religious and multi-lingual society where adherents to all the above
<mentioned systems of faith lived together. Ibn al- 'Arabi's project presents an 
•- attempt to integrate into the Qur'iin all the knowledge that had occurred up to his 

time in order to formulate an Islamic open-ended worldview, one that can recon-
•-. cile itselfto, and at the same time contain, Christianity, Judaism and all other reli
,:- :gions. It was to be "a religion of comprehensive love." According to my view in 

1980, this was a utopian project; Ibn al-' Arabi himself could not survive the trauma 
_of the Reconquista. He fled to the Eastern part of the Muslim world when he was 
27 years old and never returned to Andalusia. Although parts of the East were in 

· _the control of the Crusaders, it seems that Ibn al-' Arabi felt more at home there. 
- --- But in my book Hakadhii taka/lama Ibn 'Arabi, which was finished in June 
:2001, I present a less critical view of him. The context of writing this book was 
.the debate about Huntington's theory of a "clash of civilizations." Ibn 'Arabi, I 

--··argue in this book, is a great witness, with Ibn Rushd and other Muslim thinkers, 
.- against this theory; they all present examples of intercultural and inter-civilization 

:-. • _ communication. 

- The critique of religious discourse 

After returning to Egypt from the United States and obtaining the title of"Doctor" 
in July 1981, I become one of more than sixty university teachers and professors 

-48 The Tmjumim al-Ashwaq: A Collection of Mystical Odes, trans. R.A. Nicholson, London: Royal 
-- Asiatic Society, 1911, 67. 
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transferred to non-teaching positions in different ministries, in iny case in the 
ministry of Social Affairs. 49 More than 1 ,500 others- intellecttials, writers, activists 
and politicians- were imprisoned with no legal indictment. The situation reversed 
the earlier policy of President Mul}ammad Anwar al-Siidiit, and affected even his 
allies of the early seventies, the Muslim Brothers. One of the consequences of his 
decrees of arrest and imprisonment (well known as qariiriit September) was his 
own assassination on October 6, 1981, by members ofa Jihiidi group. 

During this time I taught a course on 'uliim al-Qur 'an wa-l-tafsir ("The 
Sciences of the Qur'iin and Its Exegesis"), in which I was engaged with students 
in weekly discussions. Because I was also teaching the course al-baliigha 
a!- 'Arabiyya ("Arabic Rhetoric") I returned to the idea of the literary study of the 
Qur' an in the al-Khiili tradition, which had been almost forgotten after the scandal 
of the PhD thesis of his student Khalafallah in 1947. Through the productive 
discussions in classes both in Cairo and al-Khartoum, Sudan, the basic idea of my 
book Majlnlm al-na$$ developed. The students, Egyptian as well as Sudanese, 
were generally influenced by the claim of the Islarnists that the implantation of 
sharf'a, _the divine law of God, would bring prosperity, justice and peace to 
Muslim societies. The slogan al-Islam huwa l-l;al ('.'Islam is the solution") was the 
conviction of the majority of the students. They reacted furiously to my critical 
approach to 'uliim al-Qur 'iin, bringing to the class all the arguments propagated 
in the mosques and the Islamist media against mine. This gave me a golden oppor
tunity to react and to engage in free discussion with the Islamistclaims; and free_ 
discussion in the classroom in Arab universities, especially in matters religious, is 
not the norm. The students enjoyed this space of freedom, and this interaction 
enabled me to develop arguments against the spread oflslamist ideas. 

Meanwhile, the official religious discourse combated the Islamist's weapon 
of talifzr (charging Muslims with apostasy because their deeds violate Islamic 
norms) by taliffr. Soon talifir became the weapon of the state against any opposi
tion. Accordingly I became critical of the Muslim Brothers' discourse, the 
discourse of the religious official institutions, and the discourse of the regime. 

In 1985 I was invitated to take up a position as visiting professor for a couple of 
.years at Osaka University of Foreign Studies (Osaka Gaidai) in Japan. I accepted 
the offer with no hesitation. My colleagues counseled me to go instead to a Gulf 
country, but I felt it was time to learn about the Asian world. In fact, I stay~d more 
than four years, during which time I made only one visit to Egypt. I was more at 
home in Japan than in the United States; Japanese culture in general has a lot of 
similarities with my countryside upbringing and never did I feel homesickness as 
I did in the United States. 

During the midterms and summer vacations, I was able to make tourist visits 
to South Korea, Hong Kong, China, Thailand, Singapore and Malaysia. I was 

49 The presidential decree of September 1981 justified the decision by the allegation that these profes
sors were involved in incidents of sectarian conflict in al-Zawiya al-~Iamra' (a district in Cairo) in 
June 1981. 
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. planning to go to the Soviet Union, India and Indonesia, but could not for lack of 
· •_ time. I confess that exposure to these cultures made me what I am, for better or for 

:worse. I wonder what I would have been without such travel experiences. 5° 
Japanese religious tradition, which is a complex structure of Indian Buddhism, 

_ Chinese Confucianism and traditional Japanese Shinto, attracted my attention due 
to its tolerance, tranquility, spirituality, and its carnival rituality. I was tempted to 
contrast it with my native dry, formalistic, politicized and spiritually void dominant 

·.religiosity. In my introduction to the book Bushido: the Spirit of Japan, written in 
·;English by Inazo Nitobe (1862-1933),51 I compare the Japanese traditional culture 

and the dominant Arabic and Islamic Culture of Egypt and identify some reasons 
· <.behind the failure of modernity and the dominance of the radical religious discourse 

. in the Arab world in general and in Egypt in particular.52 Most of the insights 
-•• •_ expressed in this introduction have been elaborated in my later writing, especially 

inNaqd al-khitiib al-dfnf and Majhiim al-na$$. Both were written in Japan. 
: • The first two chapters of Naqd al-khitiib al-dfnf ("The Critique of Religious 

· .Discourse") were written and published separately. The first, al-Khitiib al-dfnf, 
. ,a,uvartuhru wa-muntaliqiituhu al-fikriyyah ("The Religious Discourse: Its Tools 

and Its Basic Propositions"), was published in 1989.53 The second, al-Turiith 
, bayna al-ta ':wfl wa-1-talwfn: qirii 'a fi mashrii' al-yasiir al-Isliiml ("Heritage 
, between Interpretation and Ideology: A Reading of the Project of the Islamic 
Left"), was published in 1990.54 Upon my return to Egypt, I delivered the Memo-

. rial Lecture of' Abd a!-' Azi? al-Ahwiini, Faculty-or-1:.-etters;eairo·University;-in-~ 
. ~March 1990. Entitled Qirii 'at al-nu$l7S al-dlniyya: diriisa istikshiifiyya li-anmiit 
· . ' al-dalala ("Reading Religious Texts: An Exploratory Study of Types of Signifi-

.. cance"), it was included in the book as the third chapter. 55 

-. The first chapter of the book is a critical analytical study of the Islamic discourse 
its three basic manifestations in Egypt: the extremist, .the official considered as 

·:-moderate, and the political discourse of absolutism. Applying discourse analysis, the 

50 I also enjoyed teaching Japanese students and cooperating with Japanese colleagues of Arabic and 
Islamic Studies, including Professor Ogasawara, who was my classmate in Cairo University, and I 
had plenty of time to do research and publish, including three papers published in the Journal of 
Osaka University for Foreign Studies: "Al-STra al-nabawiyya sira sha'biyya" ("The Prophet's 
biography as a folk epic")," 71, 1986, 1-24; "Al-Ghazali's theory of interpretation," 72, 1986, 
1-24; and "The perfect man in the Qur'an: Textual analysis,'' 73, 1988, 111-33. 

_51 See Inazo Nitobe, Bushido: the Spirit of Japan, New York: Puntam Sons, 1908. Al-Biishidii, Riih 
al-Yaban: al-mukawwiniit al-taqlidiyya /i-1-thaqiifa al-yabaniyya ("Bushido, the Spirit of Japan: 
The Traditional Constituents of the Japanese Culture") Baghdad: Da' ira! al-Shu 'iin at-Thaqafiyya 
al-'Amma, 1990 (2nd edition, Cairo: Dar Su'ad al-~abbii~, 1993). 

· .,52 For a detailed review of this introduction, see A. Roussilon, Jdentite etmodemile: Les voyageurs 
egypliens au Japan (XIX'-XX'), Paris: Actes Sud Sindbad, 2005, 204-15. 

'53 In A/-Isliim al-siyiisi: al-u$iil al-:ftkriyya wa-1-ahdiif al-siyiisiyya (Political Islam: Intellectual 
_Foundations and Practical Objectives), ed. Ma~miid Aminal- 'Alim, Qat;liiya Fikriyya (Intellectual 
issues) series, book 8, Cairo 1989,45-78. 
InA/if, 10, 1990,54-109. 

55 lst edition Cairo: Dar Sina, 1992; 2nd edition enlarged with a longer introduction, Cairo: Maktabat 
· Madbiili, 1996; 3rd edition: Beirut and Casablanca: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi 'I- 'Arabi, 2007. 
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chapter shows that the difference between these three discourses is in the language 
employed rather than in the content; the three adhere to certain essential convictions: 
l. Islam as a comprehensive system that leaves nothing for human reason to add 
(human reason's function is to implement God's law); 2. Glorification of al-salaf 
at-~alib ("pious ancestors"), who are above any criticism. The imams, the mufassiriin, 
and the fuqaha' have explained everything. Ijtihad ("independent reasoning") is 
limited to finding the suitable solution already provided by al-salaf at-~alil;i. As for 
the Qur' an, no ijtihad is allowed. The traditional statement ta ijtihada .fi ma jihf na~~ 
-which means properly "No independent reasoning is allowed when there is a very 
obvious clear statement"- is applied to the entire Qur' an. 

The second chapter is focused on an analysis of the writings ofl;Iasan I;Ianafi, 
especially his five volumes of Min a!- 'aqfda ila 1-thawra: l'adat bina' 'ilm 
al- 'aqa 'id ("From Creed to Revolution: A Reconstruction of the Scie~ce of 
Creeds").56 I;Ianafi is the main representative of the Islamic left; in fact, he is the 
only one. He always connects himself to the reformist Islamic movement, starting 
from Jamal al-DTn at-Afghani through Mul)ammad 'Abduh, and surprisingly 
I;Ianafi includes among the reformists I;Iasan al-Banna am:! Sayyid Qutb (always 
with the epithet al-shahfd, "the marty~"). He positions his thought between the 
two extremes, the radical Islamists and the radical secularists, a position which 
makes him a target of attack by both. The radical Islamists condemn him as an 
apostate, murtad; the radical secularists consider him an Islarnist. 

- -- ---- -~--------Tcritique-111sapproacll-to-pl1enomenological hermeneutics, by which the reader 
is king. The ideology of the reader overshadows critical historical analysis, and 
ta 'wfl turns to ideology (talwfn, lit. "coloring"). When I wits his student, I;Ianafi, 
in a 1969-70 "Islamic Philosophy" course, encouraged me to be critical, not to 
take ideas for granted just because they are the ideas of the teachers. In fact, II!Y 
critique ofl;Ianafi's ideas did not adversely affect our friendship. This was a great 
lesson I always try to transmit to my students. 

The third chapter offers a hermeneutical approach that avoids "semantic manip
ulation," as presented in the first chapter, and the "ideological interpretation," as 
presented in the second chapter. It is based on three propositions on three semantic 
domains of meaning in the Qur' an, as follows. 

One, the distinction between religious thought and foundational ~eligious texts 
is essential; religious thought is the outcome of the human endeavor to under
stand, explain and interpret the foundational text in accordance with socio
political and cultural horizons. The sacredness which the community of believers 
attaches to the foundational text should not be attached to .the human endeavor, 
which is to be subjected to criticism in order to develop further understanding of 
the foundational text. 

Two, the belief in the sacredness of the foundational texts should not prevent 
the believer from realizing the socio-political, historical and cultural context of 
these texts. This was realized and taken into consideration in classical Islamic 

56 I st ed., Cairo: Maktabat Madbiill, 1988. 
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:culture, e.g. issues such as asbab al-nuzt7l and al-nasikh wa-1-mansukh, which 
·.clearly indicate the historicity of the religious texts, are to be elaborated in light of 
·· our modem scholarship without fear for one's faith. 

Three, the fact that the Qur'an is in Arabic clearly situates its semantic domain 
in the cultural context of its emergence in the seventh century. At the same time it 

. produces and reproduces multiple levels of meaning dependent on the questions 
raised by different generations of believers. Modem linguistics teaches us that 

: · every speech act, and definitely every unique text, though encoded in a certain 
. 'language, develops its own parole, which is a sub-code within the language code, 

to communicate its own message. 57 Such textual characteristics were realized by 
classical Muslim thinkers in the Qur'an and by such an approach they developed 

· . the doctrine of i 'jaz, illimitability. Modem hermeneutics, on the other hand, 
.explains that this new meaning generated by the new question addressed to the 
· is not entirely explicit in the text (otherwise the previous generations would 
·have found it); neither does it entirely exist in the reader's mind; it is the outcome 
· of the text-reader encounter. The term shiira (Q 42:38), for example, could not be 

understood to allude to democracy before the nineteenth century. 
According to the above three propositions, I suggested three domains of mean

.ings to be investigated in the Qur'an in our modem horizon. 
One: the domain of meaning related to the existence of certain supernatural beings 

and their power in affecting human life, such as angels, Jinn and demons. This is the 
domain of historical meaning which has no significance in our modem life. In this 

· domain the Qur'an is addressing the Arab mentality of the seventh century. To take 
. 'the Qur'anic mention of these beings as actual physical beings that are really and 

· • · ... actually able to affect and influence humans is to imprison the Qur' an in the seventh
.· century cultural domain. To this historical domain of meaning belong the images of 
> the divine kingdom, such as the divine throne(~/- 'arsh) and the divine chair ( al-kursf). 

Two: the domain of meaning subject to metaphorical understanding; this is the 
· · . domain of anthropomorphic features ascribed to God's attributes, such as face, 

hand, eye and leg as well as human emotions. such as love and hate. Metaphorical 
· interpretation. is justified, following the classical ta 'wfl theory of majaz but 
,without adhering to the classical concept which opposes majaz to baqfqa categor
ically. 

Third, the domain of meaning of ijtihad ("independent reasoning"), which should 
:_not be limited to the classical concept of qiyas ("analogical reasoning"). This domain 
' is to be applied to legal stipulations addressed to the seventh-century context of the 
nascent Muslim community, which needed certain regulations after moving from 
Mecca, where Muslims were the minority group, to Medina, where they became the 

· ruling group. Such contextualization goes far beyond the classical legal theory. 
An illustrative case ofthese ideas is the female inheritance share in the Qur'an. 

of the objectives oflslam, deduced from the contextual reading, is "equality," 

· .57 Cf. F. de Saussare, Coiwse ill Ge11eral Li11guistics, trans. W. Baskin, New York: McGraw-Hill 
Book Company, 1966, 9~13. 
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which is alluded to as a goal to be pursued. Now the Qur'an, in the middle of its 
detailed exposition of inheritance, states "your fathers and your sons; you are not 
aware of whom is closer to your benefit" (Q 4:11). Regarding this we might 
observe, first, that the inheritance system in the Qur'an's milieu is obviously 
based on blood kinship ( 'a$abiyya), a system the Qur'an means to contradict. 
Second, we might note that the Qur' anic system of giving a female half of a man's 
inheritance was a great forward step in a context in which inheritance was for 
males who are able to fight; male children and females were excluded. Third, the 
early community did appreciate the possibility of having children and women 
share in the deceased's wealth.58 In this light it seems that the Qur'an here is 
pointing to an ultimate goal of replacing the blood-kinship. inheritance system 
with a system sustained by the objective of equality in the Islamic worldview. 

In this way an appreciation ofthe context of seventh-century Arabia leads to the 
unearthing ofthe Qur'an's original historical meaning, i.e. the meaning addressed 
to the early community. At this point we can discern the significance ofthe uncov
ered meaning in the context of our contemporary milieu, remembering that this 
significance might differ according to the particular socio-political and cultural 
context of various societies. · 

The jurisprudents' approach to the Qur'an 

So far, this chapter has presented the theological and the Sufi worldviews deduced 
from the Qur'an through different modes of hermeneutics. I mean thereby to 
connect the classical worldviews with the present dispute about the Islamic meaning 
oflife in the modern world. The question of whether or not tlie principle~ of sharr'a 
should be the main source of legislation - an idea affirmed by most Muslim coun
tries' constitutions- is at the heart of the dispute between the Islamists and the 
modernists. Usually, however, it is only in the domain of family law that sharr'a is 
applied. The Islamists seek to apply sharr'a to the entire legal code. The use of other 
laws, according to the Pakistani Abu al-A'la al-Mawdudi and the Egyptian Sayyid 
Qutb, is tantamount to regression tojiihiliyya, the pre-Islamic pagan way of life. 

There are three major issues through which the Qur' iinic worldview according to 
the jurists (fitqahii ) can be scrutinized. The first is the theory of abrogation, according 
to which the Qur'an's legal regulations changed during the lifetime ofMul;~ammad. 
The second issue is Islamic legal theory (u$iil al-:fiqh) and the minor role that the 
Qur'an plays therein. The third issue is theory of the sharr'a's objectives (maqii$id). 

Abrogation 

The jitqahii' dealt with conflicting legal rules by applying the doctrine of abroga
tion (naskh), according to which the ruling revealed latest to Mul)ammad should 
be considered to replace earlier rulings. This doctrine reflects the idea that a 
divinely revealed text has no contradictions (cf. Q 4:82), and is based on two 

58 For these two points, see al-Tabari's Jomi' a/-bayan, 8:30-3 I. 
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' ;·Qur'anic passages, namely 2:106_and 16:101. Needless to say, the application of 
- a method means investigating the chronological order of the Qur'anic 
~passages - a dimension not considered in either theology or Sufism. It has been 
-argued recently that the basic motivation behind producing the 'Uthmanic codex, 
117U$/;aj, was the need to articulate the legal impetus of the Qur'an. The theory of 
aoi·og:aucm was, accordingly, the earliest Qur' anic science to be developed. 59 Such 

·- argumentation is reasonable since the early issues that emerged within the Muslim 
.·ccJmmuili~y, immediately after the death of the Prophet, were legalistic in nature. 

Thceolcogical issues emerged later. 
According to the theory of abrogation, the Qur' an is divided into four categories: 
One, passages that are now entirely absent from the Qur' an, i.e. what was 

· caused to be forgotten (Q 87:6-7) or what has been omitted by God's decree (Q 
3:39; 17:68). According to this category, the 111!1$/;afwhich Muslims have since 

·. the production of 'Uthman's codex does not contain all of what was revealed to 
Mul;~ammad. 
' Two, passages that no longer have legal force, but that still exist in the Qur'an 

.. to be recited (naskh ~1-bulcm dana 1-tiliiwa). This is the most prominent category 
· · :.of naskh. · 

:; Three, passages that still have legal force but do not appear in the present text 
(naskh al-tiliiwa duna !-bulan). To this category belongs the stoning penalty for 

· -- adultery, which is believed to have been in the recited Qur'an during the Prophet's 
.lifetime but was not included in the mu$baf This category means that the prophetic 

• tradition (sunna) can act as evidence for the legal authority (bujja) of the Qur'an 
-when that authority is not in the text of the Qur'an itself. 
- Four, passages not subject to abrogation.60 

._ One might argue, and many Muslim thiilkers now do, that if the legal rulings of 
·.the Qur'an changed through the two decades ofMui:Jammad's mission, ·Muslims 
• might now apply similar methods to update the rulings of sharr'a in accordance 
:with the changing socio-political and cultural context. The immediate response the 
traditional 'ulamii ' provides for such argument is that only God and His Prophet 
Jnight update the sharr'a. They further maintain, since Islam is the last religion 
·and the only accepted one, and since both the Qur'an and the sunna are the last 

_:revealed message, that any human interference is deviation from the path of Islam. 

'The process by wl).ich the jitqahii ' were able to build a legal system, sharr'a, out 
of the limited legal issues addressed in the Qur'iin is !mown as U$z7! al-:fiqh.61 Early 

59 Cf. W. Hallaq, "Law and the Qur'an" in EQ, 3:153-54. 
For a more detailed explanation of the history, the development and the types of naskh, see 
J. Burton, "Naskh," Ef', 7:109-12; idem, "Abrogation," EQ, 1:11-19. 

. 6! According to al-Ghaziili only 500 verses have legal material; others count only 150. Al-Suyuti 
· · explains, "If they mean the explicit rules, the Qur'iinic verses are limited in number; however, 

many rules are deduced J!om the Qur'anic narratives and parables." ltqan, genre 65. Wael Hallaq 
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Muslim jurists,fitqahii ', tried their best to deduce the implicit out of the explicit in 
the Qur'an by developing certain concepts, such as maslaba (pl. ma.yiilib; "the 
community interest"), istibsiin and isti.yliib ("preference" or "advantage").62 But to 
build a legal theory they also turned to other legal sources, e.g. the prophetic tradition 
(sunna ), ijmii' (consensus of the first Muslim_generation, the .yabiiba, and the scholars 
of the following generations, the 'ulamii ), as well as ijtihiid ("independent 
reasoning"). The first construction of the Islamic legal theory was accomplished by 
ai-Shiifi'I (d. 204/820) in hisRisiila andKitiib al-Umm.63 AI-Shiifi'I is believed to be 
the first jurist who systematically established qiyiis ("analogical reasoning") as the 
only methodological means by which ijtihiid is to be performed; thus he limited the 
scope of ijtihiidby excluding istibsiin, isti#iib and ray ("sound opinion").64 · 

Hence the sources of the legal theory are of two types: the Qur' iin and the sunna 
are the main textual sources, while ijmii' and ijtihiid are auxiliary, explanatory 
sources. Being the main textual sources, the Qur'iin and the sunna are not imme
diately comprehended; linguistically, they are in need of explanation, elucidation 
and interpretation, which causes diverse conclusions (ikhtiliij). Ibn Rushd 
(d. 595/1198), with whose philosophical hermeneutics the next section deals, 
summarizes the structure of sharr'a · before indicating the cause of the legal 
diversity in his introduction to Bidiiyat al-mujtahid wa-nihiiyat al-muqta.yid.65 His 
summary, freely quoted and restructured, runs as follows: 

. The rules of sharl'a, abkiim, ar(': of five types in relation to the human subject, 
al-mukallaf one, obligatory (wiijib), wherein the command is decisive and an 
omission (to do the act) invokes punishment; two, recommended (mandz7b), 
wherein there is reward (thawiib) for the act and no punishment for its omission; 
three, prohibited (bariim), wherein the prohibition is decisive and the commission 
of the act invokes punishment; four, disapproved (makriih), wherein there is a 
recommendation to abstain from the act and no punishment for its commission; 
and five, permitted (mubiib or muhkayyar), where a choice is given between 
commission and omission. 

argues, however, that if we consider the repetitive character of the Qur' lin outside the legal domain, · 
and if we, further, consider the average length otthe legal verse which "is twice or even thrice that 
of the average non-legal verse, it is not difficult to argue that the Qur'an contains no less legal 
material than does the Torah which is commonly known as 'The Law.' Therefore, while Qur'anic 
law constitutes a relatively minor part of the shari'a, the Qur'an is no less legalistic than the 
Torah." "Law and the Qur'an" in EQ, 3:150. The argument is obviously apologetical; the fact 
remains that the legal role of the Qur'an in shari'a is limited. 

62 See for the development of this concept, R. Pare!, "lsti]Jsan and lsti01al)," in E/2, 4:255-95. 
63 Al-Risiila, ed. A]Jmad Mul)ammad Shakir, Beirut: al-Maktaba al- 'Ilmiyya, n.d. References will be 

made in the text as (R, p.). As for al-Umm, Cairo: Dar al-Sha'b, 1321/1903. The same method will 
be followed (U, p.). 

64 Cf. my AI-Imiim al-Shiiji 'r wa-ta 'srs al-aydiyliliijiyyii al-wa0atiyya ("Imam al-Shiifi 'I and the 
Establishment of the Middle Position Ideology"), 2nd edition: Cairo: Maktabat MadbUII, 1996, 
129-46. 

65 Translated into English as The I;Jistinguished Jurist's Primer, trans. Imran Ahsan Khan Nyazee, 
Reading, UK: Centre for Muslim Contribution to Civilization, Gamet Publishing Limited, 1994. 
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> ~--Sharr'a has reached us through different channels: one, textual channels, the 
_ 'iin and the verbal sunna, the biidfth, or the reported sayings of the prophet; 

· .two, the practical sunna based on the Prophet's actions and approvals/ 
. disapprovals (al-aj'al wa-l-iqriiriit); three, ijmii' ("consensus"); and, four, ijtihiid 
by applying qiyiis. 

· As for the first channel, the textual sources, i.e. the Qur' iin and the verbal sunna, 
Ibn Rushd divides its linguistic structure as follows: one, the form of wording 

• ·. · (.yiyiighat al-a/fo:f); two, the type of wording (a.yniif al-a/fo:f); and three, the levels 
·, .• of meaning and their relative ruling (a yiin al-abkiim). 

· As for the second channel, the Prophet's actions and approvals/disapprovals, 
some jurists maintain that the reports of the Prophet's actions do· not indicate 

: gbkiim, as they do not have linguistic forms. Ibn Rushd is ofthe opinion that ifthe 
· i actions occur as an explication of an obligatory Qur' iinic enjoinment (mujmal), 

they indicate an obligation, and if they occur as an explication of a recommended 
enjoinment, they indicate recommendation. If they belong to the classification 
of permissible acts (mubab), they indicate permissibility. The approvals/ 
disapprovals, however, can only indicate permissibility. 

· As for the third channel, ijina ', it has no independent authority; its authority is 
:derived from one or more of the textual sources. Its role is, therefore, limited to 
·strengthening the type of a ruling from ?ann! ("unclear" or "non-decisive") to 

.• qat 'z ("definitive" and "decisive"). · 
. Fourth, and last, is ijtihad by applying qiyiis, the domain in which sharl'a is 
•silent. Legitimate qiyiis involves assigning an existing ruling to a legal issue about 
which the sources are silent. As the incidents of life are unlimited while the 
sources, both textual and non-verbal (e.g. the Prophet's acts and approvals/ 
dis!lpprovals) are limited, ijtihiidby applying qiyiis is the only legitimate method 
.to address our unlimited legal questions. Qiyiis, therefore, has to be bl!sed either 

· ·ori the resemblance between the issue waiting for a ruling and that for which the 
. law has provided the ruling (i.e. qiyiis shabah) or on the existence of explicit 
; or implicit cause in both the sharl'a ruling and the issue under consideration 

(i.e. qiyiis 'illa). 
After providing this concise summary of the structure of sharl'a, Ibn Rushd 

briefly but adequately explains that the reason behind difference (ikhtiliif) in legal 
·matters is the linguistic structure of the textual sources. Ikhtiliifis even greater in 
· badfth because of the way they have been transmitted and the greater possibility 
.:of conflict (ta 'arut;/) between them. Moreover, conflict may also exist between 
reported acts (afal) or approvals/disapprovals (iqriiriit). 

·· · Lastly, conflict may occur between any one of the four channels of law and 
·:another. 

The third issue is the concept of the utmost objectives of sharz'a (al-maqii.yid 
. al-kulliyya li-1-sharl'a), proposed by GhaziilT in the fifth/eleventh century and later 
<}eveloped and sophisticated by al-ShiitibT (d. 790/1388). It is rightfully stated that 
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The doctrine of ma(ca~id al-shari'a has its roots in early Muslim attempts to 
rationalize both theology and law. In terms of theology, the ideas of the 
Mu'tazila undoubtedly influenced the emergence of the mafs:a~id doctrine. 
The Mu' tazili doctrine that God's decrees are subject to, rather than the origin 
of, the ideas of good and evil (al-ta/;lsln wa-l-tafs:bz/;1) ultimately resulted in an 
assertion that God is compelled to act in the interests (perhaps the best inter
ests) of humankind. His law must be of benefit to his creation, for if it was 
not, his qualities of justice and goodness would be compromised.66 

AI-Shiitibi declares, uncompromisingly, that the whole sharz'a exists to promote 
the welfare of the believers. The benefits which are promoted and preserved when 
the sharz'a is instituted are of three basic types: necessary (darilriyyat), needed 
(/;lajiyyat) and improvement (ta/;lslniyyat). 

The five necessary objectives (al-darilriyyat) are: one, the preservation of life; 
two, the preservation of property; ·three, the preserVation of progeny; four, the 
preservation of sanity; and five, the preservation of religion. The needed objectives 
(/;liijiyyat) make obedience to the sharf'a less demanding, such as relieving the sick 
person from the obligatory fast if he provides one meal daily during the month 
of Rama9iin for a poor person as compensation (Q 2:184). The improvement 
(ta[lsfniyyat) objectives relate to benefits already enjoyed by the believers, such as 
granting compensation for many sins in return for the freeing of a slave (see Q 4:92; 
5:89; and 58:3). 

This legal worldview of sharr'a has. been celebrated by modern reformers all 
over the Muslim world. Because it is based on ma~la/;la ("advantage") and preser
vation, it provides them with a traditional basis to reform classical sharf'a rules, 
especially in the domain of personal and family code, to be less discriminative, and 
to be closer to legal norms. But a deeper insight would reveal that these five objec
tives are deduced from the penal code of sharf'a, called /;ludiid, without taking into 
consideration the moral, ethical and spiritual components of the Qur'iin's world
view. The first objective, preservation of life, is deduced from the penalty for 
illegal killing; retaliation ( al-qa~a~ ), according to the Qur' an, is done to maintain 
life itself (Q 2: I 78-79). The second objective, preservation of progeny, is based on 
the penalty for committing adultery, whether it is the 100 lashes mentioned in the 

· Qur' an (24:2) (explained later to be applied only for the unmarried) or the stoning 
penalty, which has no Qur'iinic ground.67 As for the third objective, preservation 
of property, it is obviously deduced from the theft penalty, cutting off the hands 
of a thief (Q 5:38). The fourth objective, presyrvation of sanity, is deduced 
from the prohibition on consuming alcohol, for which there is no penalty in 
the Qur' an (the penalty of 80 lashes was introduced by a companion - copying 

66 R.M. Gleave, "Ma~ii~id al- shari' a," in Ell, 12:569. 

67 This is an example, perhaps the only one, of abrogating the text but keeping its rule enact. The 
supposedly abrogated verse is "wa-1-shayhku wa-1-shaykhatu idhii zanayii fa-iljumiilwmii alba)
tala nikiilatz min Allah." The style does not seem to me.Qu'rnnic. 
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the penalty for false accusation offornication, qadhf, Q 24:4). The fifth objective, 
preservation of religion, is the later developed death penalty for apostasy (ridda).68 

•· · To conclude, the legal worldview has concentrated on a very limited portion of 
· .. :the Qur'iin, as has the theological worldview. In the modern Muslim world, where 

·.theology, philosophy and mysticism have been marginalized for centuries, the 
paradigm has become the only representative oflslam. Thus two different 

· . Jerms, sharz'a and Islam, have become synonymous. 

· · ;J'be philosopher's approach to the Qur' an 
. )bn Rushd (d. 595/1198) is well known as the Muslim philosopher who propa
. · gated the Aristotelian philosophical worldview against the Neo-Platonism that 

.·was imported and expounded by al-Fariibi (d. 339/950) and Ibn Sinii (370/980-
428/1037). He is also well known as the strongest opponent of the Ash'ari 

·theology presented by al-Ghaziili, who severely attacked the philosophers as infi
. ;dels in his Incoherence of the Philosophers, to which Ibn Rushd responded with 
.···the Incoherence of the Incohe;~ence. In the West he is known as the great commen
tator on Aristotle. Not much is known about Ibn Rushd's hermeneutics of the 

·. · Qur' iin except his support of the metaphoric interpretation for any Qur' iinic state
ment in which the literal meaning contradicts philosophical evidence, something 

··that was suggested before him by the Mu' tazilites. 
Yet a closer reading of his trilogy Fa# al-maqalji taqrfri ma bayna al-sharf'ati 

, . wa-al-/;likmati min al-ti~a/,69 al-Kashf 'an manahij al-adilla fi 'aqa 'id al-milla, 
. ·and the Pamfma, in addition to his legal treatise on legal diversion, Fiqh al-ikhtilaj, 

Bidiiyat al-mujtahid wa-nihiiyat al-muqta~id, reveals that Ibn Rushd has devel-
. ·· oped a more sophisticated detailed theory of interpretation than that introduced by 

the theologians, whether Mu'tazilite or Ash'arite. Within this hermeneutic, Ibn 
:R.ushd was able to indicate a direction towards a Qur'iinic worldview. 

InFa~l al-maqal, he starts by establishing through legal arguments that the study 
of philosophy is obligatory for those who are capable of attaining it and its prohibi-
tion is tantamount to disobedience of sharf'a.70 By this introduction, he paves the 

. ground for his hermeneutics via a philosophical syllogism, bur han. The first 
. , . premise is that the Islamic message is meant for all humans with no discrimination: 
. "The Prophet, peace be on him, was sent with a special mission to 'the white man 

·,and the black man' alike.'m The second premise is that humans are not on the same 
· .·educational/intellectuallevel in attaining knowledge and reaching assent. 

· 68 No worldly punishment is mentioned in the Qur'an for those who tum their back on Islam after 
accepting it. What is mentioned is a punishment in the afterlife (Q 3:90 and 4: 137). 

69 English translation: On the Harmony of Religion and Philosophy, trans. G. Hourani, London: 

Luzac, 1967. 
Ibid., 45, 48. 

' 71 Ibid., 49. 
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For the natures of humans are on different levels with respect to [their paths 
to] assent. One comes to assent through demonstration; another comes to 
assent through dialectical arguments, just as firmly as the demonstrative man 
through demonstration, since his nature does not contain any greater capacity; 
while another comes to assent through rhetorical arguments, again just as 
firmly as the demonstrative man through demonstrative argutnents.72 

The conclusion is that the Qur'an provides every human with "the method of 
assent which his temperament and nature require."73 The Qur'an itself, Ibn Rushd 
explains, supports this philosophical syllogism; it "embraces all the methods of 
summons to God the Exalted. This is clearly expressed in the saying of God most 
Exalted (Q I6:I25), 'Summon to the way of you,r Lord by wisdom (the philo
sophical demonstration) and by good preaching (rhetorical discourse) and debate 
(dialectical argumentative discourse) with them in the most effective manner'. "74 

Here, Ibn Rushd argues that the Qur'anic modes of discourse are the same 
as the Aristotelian modes of argument, namely demonstrative, dialectical and 
rhetorical. He even goes further, insisting that the Qur'an's worldview by. no 
means contradicts the universal rational worldview known to him through philos
ophy. In case of any apparent contradiction the Qur' anic discourse is to be inter
preted beyond its immediate literal meaning with metaphorical/allegorical 
interpretation. 

So we affirm definitely that whenever the conclusion of a demonstration is in 
conflict with the apparent meaning of Scripture, that apparent meaning admits 
of allegorical interpretation according to the rules for such interpretation in 
Arabic. This proposition is questioned by no Muslim and doubted by no 
believer. But its certainty is imrriensely increased for those who have had 
close dealings with this idea and put it to the test, and have made it their aim 
to reconcile the assertions of intellect and tradition.75 

Ibn Rushd argues that philosophical demonstration leads to certainty.76 Legal 
syllogism (qiyiis shar 'i) is based on opinion and leads to uncertainty. But this does 
not mean that those whose capacity is limited to apprehend either argumentatively 
or rhetorically are misled. The three modes of discourse, Ibn Rushd argues, 
complement and support each other. Therefore, metaphoricaVallegorical interpre
tation, in Ibn Rushd's view, is to be executed through careful consideration of the 
entire body of the scripture. In other words, contrary to the theological exegesis 
(where metaphor is applied only according to need), Ibn Rushd emphasizes a 

72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid., 49. 
75 Ibid., 51. 
76 Ibid. 
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· .· l10listic approach. He sustains the validity of metaphorical interpretation of a 
•· ·.,certain statement by finding another statement whose immediate meaning supports 
· •. ·. the demonstrative (or rational) evidence: 

Indeed we may say that whenever a statement in Scripture conflicts in its 
apparent meaning with a conclusion of demonstration, if Scripture is consid
ered carefully, and the rest of its contents searched page by page, there will 
invariably be found among the expressions of Scripture something which in 
its apparent meaning bears witness to that allegorical interpretation or comes 
close to bearing witness.77 

remarkable characteristics oflbn Rushd's application of his hermeneutics is 
·~that in every issue he embarks upon in discussing and debating, he quotes the 

• Qur'an and the prophetic tradition, which corroborate demonstrative evidence by 
··~their immediate apparent meaning. He starts Falj[ al-maqiil, for example, by 

· ·•providing a wide range ofQur'anic quotations that encourage humans to observe, 
c contemplate and think. He comments: 

Since reflection is nothing more than inference and drawing out of the unknown 
from the known, and since this is reasoning or at any rate done by reasoning, 
therefore we are under an obligation to· carry on our study of beings by intel
lectual reasoning. It is further evident that this manner of study, to which the 
Qur'an summons and urges, is the most perfect kind of study using the most 
perfect kind of reasoning; and this is the kind called demonstration.78 

; Debating against al-Ghazali's charge that philosophers are apostates for holding 
,that the world is pre-eternal, Ibn Rushd argues that the immediate meaning of the 

· . Qur'anic passages (fiihir) accommodates the philosophical view: 

Thus the words of God the Exalted, "He it is. Who created the heavens and the 
earth in six days, and His throne was on the water" (Q II :7), taken in their 
apparent meaning imply that there was a being before this present being, . 
namely the throne and the water, and a time before this time, i.e. the one 
which is joined to the form of this being, namely the number ofthe movement 
of the celestial sphere. And the words of the Exalted, "On the day when the 
earth shall be changed into other than earth, and the heavens as well" (Q 
14:48), also in their apparent meaning imply that there will be a second being 
after this being. And the words of the Exalted, "Then He directed Himself 
towards the sky, and it was smoke" (Q 41:11), in their apparent meaning 
imply that the heavens were created from something. Thus the theologians 
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too in their statements about the world do not conform to the apparent 
meaning of Scripture but interpret it allegorically. 79 

Here Ibn Rushd defends the immediate, apparent meaning against the theolo
gians' ta 'wfl. By the theologian's view the opinion of the lay people, the 'amma, 
is false, even if it is Qur' ani c. By Ibn Rushd' s view, the apparent meaning is valid, 
as long as it is does not contradict demonstrative evidence. When there is a contra
diction, ta 'wfl by metaphoric or allegorical interpretation is not only permissible 
but obligatory. Of course, there are certain issues about which scripture is silent, 
a point that is accounted for in Ibn Rushd's hermeneutics and which also distin
guishes his approach from that of the theologians. 

The Rushdian principles of hermeneutics thus transcend the limits of the 
textual-interpretation theory in which precepts that developed outside of the text 
dominate the text. His hermeneutics reflect the complex structure of the Qur' anic 
discourse and they seem to approach the Qur'an's explicit worldview, which, 
generally speaking, is in harmony with the philosophical worldview. 

The principles of the Rushdian's he~eneutics are to be summarized as follows: 
One, when scripture is silent concerning any element there is no problem what

soever . .This view sustains explicitly that scriptures are not inclusive; there are 
areas of knowledge which fall entirely under the authority of reason. 

Two, when the explicit meaning of the scripture (?ahir) is in harmony with the 
philosophical view neither metaphorical nor allegorical interpretation is allowed; 
ta 'wfl in such case is a grave error. This is the area ofthe fundamental elements of 
the creed, 

knowledge of which is provided by all the different methods ofindication, so . 
that knowledge ofthe matter in question is in this way possible for everyone. 
Examples are acknowledgement of God, Blessed and Exalted, of the prophetic 
missions, and of happiness and misery in the next life; for these three prin
ciples are attainable by the three classes of indication, by which everyone 
without exception can come to assent to what he is obliged to know: I mean 
the rhetorical, dialectical and demonstrative. 80 

Here the immediate meaning of scripture is as true as the philosophical. 
Three, when there is an apparent contradiction between the immediate meaning 

and philosophical understanding, ta 'wfl is unavoidable. This category has two 
subdivisions: · 

a Texts ascribing corporal attributes to God, for which ta 'wfl is only attainable 
through demonstration, and regar~ing which diverse meanings are possible. 
Such ta 'wfl is not to be available for the common people, who attain assent 

79 Ibid., 56-57. 
80 Ibid., 58. 
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only through rhetorical evidences; "Of this 'class are the verse about God's 
directing Himself and the Tradition about· His descent. That is why the 
Prophet, peace on him, said in the case of the black woman, when she told 
him that God was in the sk:)r, 'Free her; for she is a believer.' This was because 
she was not of the demonstrative class."81 

Uncertain texts concerning resurrection, punishment and reward in the after
life, about which there is disagreement. 52 For this class of texts, the apparent 
meaning is the only meaning to be taught to the common people. Philosoph
ical interpretation of such texts has to be confined to books of philosophy 
accessible only to the learned. 

is possible to summarize Ibn Rushd's hermeneutics by using the metaphor of 
First, there is the white area of issues about which the Qur'an is silent; 

issues are left for rational investigation. It is obvious here that Ibn Rushd 
''does not take the Qur'anic statement expressing the "inclusiveness" of the Qur'an, 

· 111a farratna fi l-ldtabi min shay' (6:38; 16:89) to the letter, as the majority of 
· Muslims do. Second, there is the green area, where the apparent meaning of the 

accommodates the rationally demonstrative evidence; this is the area of the 
i,Jfundarnerltl;il creeds. Third, there is. the gray area, where there is a conflict either 

· .. u~OLW<~vll the apparent and the demonstrative Or a COnflict within the Qur'an itself. 
there is the red area, involving issues pertinent to eschatology such as 

· • resurrection, reckoning, reward and punishment. Ibn Rushd distinguishes between 
· .. ·.'the general belief of happiness and misery in the life after, which is part of the 

green area, and the detailed knowledge of whether or not resurrection is physi~ 
. or only spiritual and whether or not reward and punishment are physical or 
,spiritual. This latter discussion is to be carried out only by the philosophers and 
·should not, by any means, be exposed to the public. 

. , So the area where the Qur'an is clearly explicit is very limited compared to the 
of uncertainty and ambiguity. The Qur'an's worldview, therefore, is to be 

:explicated by philosophy and rational investigation; thus the uncertain becomes 
· ·certain and the ambiguous is disambiguated.83 

· In conclusion, it could be inferred that Ibn Rushd considers the philosophical 
.worldview, as presented by demonstrative evidence, as absolutely clear and 

. Ibid., 59-60. 
Ibid., 60. 
It might be mentioned here that Ibn Rushd devoted Maniilzij al-adilla to clarifying the essential 
issue of the Islamic creed against the Ash'arites' articulations as presented by al-Ghazaii. He 
follows the same line of argumentation we referred to earlier by citing the Qur' iin and the prophetic 
tradition before debating with the theological interpretation. He concludes by indicating that he, 

· .. against his conviction that Ia 'wil should not be publicized, confined himself to dealing with the 
issues made public by the theologian. Maniilzij a/-adilla fi 'aqii 'id alzl al-milla, ed. Muhammad 

. 'Abid al-Jiibri, Beirut: Markaz Dirasilt al-Wal;ida al-'Arabiyya, 1998, 142-44. He also expresses 
· · his intention to produce in the future a comprehensive taftfr in which he hoped to be able to apply 

his hermeneutics. See ibid., 208. 
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certain, whereas the Qur'an's worldview is loaded with uncertainty .because it 
addresses all levels of understanding. There is, therefore, a certain tension between 
the philosophical worldview and the Qur'anic worldview, a tension that can only 
be solved by ta 'wit. But again, if ta 'wit is not to be available for everyone, how 
can those who are deprived of such privilege attain appropriate knowledge of the 
Qur'an's worldview? The solution for Ibn Rushd is that the conflict between the 
immediately apparent meaning and the demonstrative meaning is not intrinsic. 
When "scripture is considered carefully, and the rest of its contents searched page 
by page, there wiil invariably be found among the expressions of Scripture some
thing which in its apparent meaning bears witness to that allegorical interpretation 
or comes close to bearing witness."84 Shari'a and philosophy are, after all, breast
feeding sisters; there is no contradiction between the two modes oftruth. Still, Ibn 
Rushd's advice to search the content of Scripture page by page is waiting to be 
executed thoroughly. 

The Qur' an as text 

My first direct encounter with Qur'anic studies, after my study of Mu'tazilite . 
hermeneutics in my MA and Ibn al-' Arabi's hermeneutics in my PhD, is presented ' 
in Majlnlm al-na(i(i: dirasafi 'ulz7m al-Qur 'an ("The Concept of the Text: A Study 
in the Sciences of the Qur'an"), which I wrote while in Japan in 1987. At that 
time I was concerned about the ideological manipulative hermeneutics of the 
Qur'an practiced by the classical theologians as well as by the contemporary 
'ulama ', whether they belong to the official religious institutions or belong to 
the political Islamist movement. So, the question of the very concept ofthe Qur' an . 
-what is the Qur'an?- directed me to investigate the classical 'u!am al-Qur 'an. 
It will suffice here to present a very brief account of the basic argument of 
the book. 

The classical Qur'anic sciences, when read in the light of modem theories 
about textual analysis, reveal that the Qur'an, although recognized as a holy text, 
is a historically and culturally determined text. This historical text is the subject 
of understanding and interpretation, whereas God's words exist in a sphere 
beyond any human knowledge. Therefore, socio-historical analysis is needed for 
its understanding and a modem linguistic methodology should be applied for 
its interpretation. The Qur'an is a message revealed from God to man through 
the Prophet Mul]ammad, the Messenger of God and a human. The Qur'an is 
very clear about that. A message represents a communicative link between a· 
sender and a recipient through a code or a linguistic system. Because the sender · 
in the case of the Qur' an cannot be the object of scientific study, the scientific 
introduction to the analysis of the text of the Qur'an can only take place through 
the study of the contextual reality and the cultural milieu of seventh-century 
Arabia. 

84 On the Harmony of Religion and Philosophy, 50. 
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The contextual reality refers to the totality of the socio-political conditions that 
." .. ,.~.v~ the background for the actions of those who were addressed by the text. 

cultural milieu refers to the world of conceptions that is embodied in the 
1au,!>ua'l:S"• the same language in which the Qur'an is embodied. Therefore, the 

(hist<>ric:ity of the Qur' an must be the starting point of interpretation. The question 
historicity makes it impossible to isolate the Qur'anic message, i.e. its world

from pre-Qur'anic cultures and traditions. Thus the Qur'an is na(i(i tarikhi 
wa-mzmt<':l/ thaqaj'i ("a historical text and a cultural product,"). But the Qur'an is 

only a muntaj thaqaj'i ("cultural product"). It has become a muntij thaqaj'i, a 
.:.n,·nrlnrF•r of a new culture. In other words, the Qur'an emerged as a text from 

a specific socio-cultural reality embodied in ·a specific linguistic system, 
and a new culture gradually emerged out of it. 

, Although embodied in the Arabic linguistic system, the text of the Qur' an has 
: its own peculiarities. Being a unique text, the Qur'an employs special linguistic 
· dynamics in order to convey its specific message. The Arabic linguistic 

is for the Qur'an the language (al-lisan) while the Qur'an is the speech. 
peculiarities of Qur'anic speech are connected to the development of the 

.~·:•::<mcmrte of i 'jaz ("inirnitability"). 
It will always be necessary, however, to analyze and to interpret the Qur'an 

the contextual background from which it originated. In other words: the 
of the Qur'an could not have had any effect if the people who received it 

--=·~· ~·vu''" not have understood it; they must have understood it within their socio
context; and by their understanding and application of it their society 

.chan~~ed. The understanding of the first Muslim generation and the generations 
followed should not by any means be considered final or absolute. The partie
linguistic encoding dynamics ofQur'anic speech allow for an endless process 

decoding. 
It was later, in the third chapter of Naqd al-khitab al-dfni, presented earlier in 

chapter, that I explained the difference between the originally intended 
. ·'"""""'=o (al-ma 'na) of the Qur' an addressing the Arabs in the seventh century 

. , and the significance (al-maghza) implied in the intended original meaning. This is 
•comparable but not similar to the distinction made by the jurists between the 

·,:•·cc<ma.r~!uq, the immediate explicit meaning, and the majhum, the implicit meaning. 
comparable to the distinction made between the explicit apparent 

.. ;,u'"""-"''oofthe discourse (ma 'na al-khitab) and its significance (fabwa al-khitab). 
comparability between the concepts developed in modem hermeneutics and 
produced in classical Qur' anic hermeneutics is intended to show the Muslim 
that modem concepts have certain roots in the classical theory. 

Modem hermeneutics, however, applies its concepts to the entire structure of 
text; classical hermeneutics is satisfied with the sentence or the passage as an 

:JIJt~e]pertdent speech unit. Thus in applying the distinction between "meaning" and 
signifilcaJrrce:" to modem Qur'anic hermeneutics, the contextual socio-cultural 

:,w.vatuu1~, that which was addressed to the first Arab recipients, should not be 
:.<'E•uv .• ~u or simplified. This meaning is a vital indication of the direction of the 

an's message, i.e. its significance for the future generations of Muslims. The 
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identification of the direction of the Qur'an will enabie the interpreter to extract -·-
the historical or temporal aspects of the text that no longer carry any significance -. 
in the present context. -

Once the Qur'an is decoded in the light of its original historical, cultural 
and linguistic context, it has to be re-encoded into the code of the cultural and 
linguistic context of the interpreter. In other words, the deeper structure 
the Qur'an must be reconstructed from the surface structure. Subsequently, the -
deep structure must be rewritten in another surface structure, which is that of 
today. This entails an interpretative openness because the endless process of_ 
interpretation and re-interpretation cannot but differ in time. If the interpreter does 
not remain open, the Qur' an will always remain- as it is now- subject to political 
manipulation. Furthermore, if the message of the Qur'an is believed by Muslims _ 
to be valid for all mankind regardless of time and space, an open interpretation is 
necessary. _ 

To keep the resulting diversity of interpretations from developing into ideo-- -
logical manipulations of the Qur'an's meaning, an awareness of the difference
between the original contextual "meaning," which is almost fixed because of its 
historicity, and the deduced "significance" ofthat meaning, which is changeable, 
is a necessary methodological prerequisite. Secondly, the deduced significance 
should be rationally connected to the meaning. It must be remembered that inter
pretations are only valid as long as they do not violate the methodological rules 
mentioned above. Otherwise interpretations may in fact be predetermined ideo
logical conclusions for which absolute claims are made. Because the text is histor
ical, though originally divine, its interpretation is absolutely human.85 

From text to discourse(s) 

A few years ago, I started to realize that the tension surrounding many issues in 
the text cannot be solved by dealing with the Qur'an as only a text. The Qur'an -
maintains that, as a text authored by God, it has no contradictions (Q 4:82). Yet -
the phenomenon of contradiction does exist; it was realized by the theologians 
who tried painfully to solve it by adhering to the duality of clarity-ambiguity. It 
was also realized by the jurists who tried to solve it by adhering to the doctrine of -· 
abrogation. In modern Qur'anic studies in the Muslim world, the phenomenon is 
also realized and the solution proposed is to distinguish between two dimensions 
in the Qur'anic worldview, the "universal" and the "historical." In all these efforts, 

85 See the recently published paper by Sukidi Mulyadi, "Na~r ~!amid Abii Zayd and the quest for a _ 
humanistic hermeneutics of the Qur'lin," Die Welt des /slams, 49, 2009, 181-21 I, in which the 
author depicts the "humanistic hermeneutics" in my early l.n,,~r-,;;r;ilr.-;;;;c;--.;t=r.'""~=·"-'"-a'o""' __ ,, 

time I specifically articulated a "humanistic hermeneutic" approach was in my inaugural lecture 
after accepting the position of "Ibn Rushd Chair for Islam and Humanism" at the University of -
Humanistics in Utrecht. See, Rethinking the Qur 'iin: Towards a Humanistic Hermeneutic of the 
Qur 'an, Amsterdam: The Humanistics University Press, 2004. 
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_ phenomenon is realized but not fully acknowledged.86 My assessment is that 
concept of textuality with its underlying assumption of the author is the cause 
this paradox between historicity and divinity, or between the chronological 

and the mu~baforder. 
-~'"'"~'u.llll'. the fact that the Qur' an was originally a series of discourses, each of 

has a certain historical context and a certain degree of independence, I 
suJgge:ste:d a redefinition of the Qur'an as discourse(s). These discourses reflect 

rather than monophony and reflect not only different situations but 
different addressees. A humanistic hermeneutics, I suggest, is to consider 

in every discourse-unit, first, who the speaker is and who the addressees are; 
second, the mode of discourse under investigation, whether argumentative, 

polemical, proscriptive, prescriptive, descriptive, inClusive or exclu
etc. Thus I do not deal with the sUra or with the 'aya as independent units; 

unit is the identified discourse according to the norms suggested. From such a 
,-,plerstJective.the chronological arrangement ofQur'anic chapters presents only an 

step towards a chronological arrangement of discourse, a project that 
to be accomplished in the future. 

- For now, I propose dividing the Qur' an's worlds- not exactly worldview- into 
interdependent domains, each of which reflects one level that has been taken 

and disconnected from the othe~ levels in one of the Islamic disciplines, 
fiqh, theology, philosophy and mysticism. These worlds could be 

:sumrrtari':zed as follows: 
' One, cosmology. Here the Qur'iinic view of the cosmos, the universe, nature, 

- and recreation, the creator, death, and resurrection are presented. 
-Two, the divine-human relationship. Here immanence and distinction are 

emphasized. Despite this emphasized immanence, mediation between the 
and the human is presented; angels fill the space between heaven and earth 

bring down God's command. The fact that God always sends guidance to 
via the mediation of angels is a token of His care for them. Humans in 

are expected to be grateful. In the covenant narrative all human beings 
~~1rnn,.,J,,rJ their obligation to obey God's dictates because of His status as 

sovereign: "When your lord took from the children of Adam, from their 
(?uhiirihim) their seed and called them to testify of themselves: • Am I not 

Fazlur Rahman's "dquble movement" is a representative example of this effort. First, the Qur'an 
is recognized as "tlie divine response through the Prophet's mind to the moral-social situation of 

_,,·the Prophet's Arabia, particularly to the problems of the commercial Meccan society." In order to 
· , :-,bring its meaning to our modern situation, the process ofthe "double movement" is suggested, first 

· )o move "from the present situation to Qur'linic times, then back to the present. ... The first step 
__ ofthe first movement, then, consists of understanding the meaning of the Qur'lin as a whole as well 

of the specific tenets that constitute responses to specific answers. The second step is to 
--generalize those specific answers and enunciate them as statements of general moral-social objec

·: :--.-:. tives that can be 'distilled' from specific texts .... The second movement is to be from the general 
-:_-_view to the specific view that is to be formulated and realized now." Islam and Modernity: 
_:-Transformation of an Intellectual Tradition, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982,5-7. 
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your lord?' They said, 'Indeed yes! We testify'; 'lest you should say on the day of 
resurrection, We were unaware of this!'" (Q 7: 172) The last sentence of the verse 
makes it clear that what is at issue here is whether humans are innately morally ·• 
responsible. The answer is yes, they have committed themselves primordially to 
obedience. 

Three, the ethical and moral dimension. Here the Qur'an maintains a certain 
tension between the possibility of human perfection and the reality of human 
moral deficiency. The complex divine image of God as merciful and mighty could . 
be understood as a parallel or reflection of human nature. Thus, the human nature 
and the divine nature are not in tension; they are rather interwoven. 

Four, society. Here the Qur'an deals with specific societal practical issues like 
marriage, divorce and inheritance. On this level we find legal rulings interwoven . 
with ethics, as with divorce: "Divorce twice, then take back with ma 'rfi.f or release 
with i/:lsiin" (Q 2:229). Divorce as a dramatic event of separation between husband 
and wife should be conducted with ethical common sense (ma 'riif; an important 
ethical ingredient in Qur'anic ethics), and with benevolence (i/:lsiin). It is also 
connected to matters of worship. For t.he /:lajj the.blood and flesh of the sacrificed 
animal (i.e. the ritual in itself) is not as important as its inner intended significance 
of piety (taqwii; Q 22:37). 

Five, punishment (/:ludild). This level exi'sts in the Qur' iin but it does not belong 
to the worldview of the Qur'iin. It does not even belong to the category of"rules" 
(level 4). Cutting off the hands of the thief, flogging an adulterer and those who 
falsely accuse others of adultery (qadhf)- not to mention stoning, rajm (which, 
as mentioned above, is not even found in the mu.y/:Jaf)- are not genuine Qur'iinic 
111lirigs. These forms of punishment existed before the Qur'iin, and the Qur'iin 
borrowed them in order to protect society against crimes. 

These levels - and there may be more - are all intrinsically interwoven in the 
Qur' an and the Qur' iinic worldview could not be reconstructed without them. 

Conclusion 

It could be inferred that the Qur'iin either has no coherent worldview, or that the 
Qur'iin's worldview includes an "uncertainty" that keeps it open to Muslim 
communities in different historical, socio-political and cultural contexts who are 
free to converse, communicate and interact with the text, developing a worldview 
that fits their reality. If the second choice is valid, as I have maintained, what 
keeps the developed worldview of different Muslim communities Qur' iinic? From 
this question emerges another: what is the role of the shared traditions of Muslims 
in determining such a worldview? As Islamic tradition is not monolithic, who 
decides what part of this tradition is to be adopted? Would this mission be confined 
to the 'ulamii'? What kind of 'ulamii' or which class of intellectuals are to be 
identified in our modem world of pluralism, power-sharing, democracy, mass 
media and communication? These questions and many others reflect the complex 
of reality, a complex for which no scripture can alone provide a satisfactory and 
comprehensive worldview. Scriptures provide only certain con~tituents of a 
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.. worldview. These constituents are constructed and reconstructed, resulting in 
, .contradictions, conflicts and tensions. 
· ; But it could also be said that scriptures survive beyond their historical context 
. only because of such contradictions, conflicts and tensions. If scriptures were as 
·clear and certain as the majority of the believers consider them to be, their meaning 

· · '\yOuld not carry any significance beyond the historical moment of their emer-
. Wa-Alliihu a 'lam! 
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The Jews of the Hijaz in the 
Qur' an and in their inscriptions1 

Robert G. Hoyland 

are mentioned numerous times in the Qur'an, whether via the root hwd 
times), as "Children oflsrael" (43 times), or subsumed under the category of 

of the Book" (32 times). This ensured that their history and place in 
;:1\llUI~anl!lla·~a·s Ar~bia would receive substantial attention in biographies of the 

Prophet and in commentaries on the Qur'an. And this in tum has filtered through 
· into a steady stream of secondary scholarship on the subject of "Mul;tammad and 
·the Jews." Yet outside ofthe blazing limelight of the Prophet's lifetime we know 

. nothing about the Jewish communities of northwest Arabia. The question 
. . how the Jews came to be in this region did interest early Muslim historians to 
' 'some extent, and many of them took the time to sketch out some ideas on this 
•. \subject. Usually they speak of waves of Jewish refugees coming from the Levant 
·.:'or the Persian realm in the wake of Babylonian, Roman and Iranian conquests or 
;:,persectiticms. Sometimes they even attribute a priestly pedigree to the Jews of the 

going back to Aaron, brother of Moses, though more often they are said to 
descend from ancient Arab clans who converted to Judaism a long time ago. 
Hn·"''"""r, one has a sense that they are mostly speculating and do not have any 
real information about the Jews of those distant times, and they are certainly not 

:;able to bridge the gap between the Hijazi Jews' putative origins and their sudden 
'rise to prominence in the early seventh century.2 

am immensely grateful to Michael Macdonald, who, with characteristic generosity, allowed me 
full use of his wqnderfullibrary and patiently answered my numerous queries. In the translitera

tion system of the present articles and b (which correspond to sh and kh elsewhere in this volume) 
:· .. ·.,.are used for the sake of the precision necessary for discussing inscriptions, 
·. '2: There is quite a large. literature on Muslim writings on tl1e Jews of Muhammad's Arabia, as one 

would expect given their prominence in the Qur'an. For older material see the references cited in 
•; · D.S. Margoliouth, The Relations between Arabs and Israelites prior to the Rise of Islam, London: 

British Academy, I 924, and S. W, Baron, A Social and Religious History of the Jews 3, New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1957 (esp. 60-74 and the notes thereto). More recently, seeM, Gil, 

·· :.".The·Origin of the Jews ofYathrib," JSAI 4, 1984, 203-34; G. Newby, A History of the Jews of 
.. Arabia, ·Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1988; M. Lecker, Muslims, Jews and 

·.Pagans: Studies on Early Islamic Medina, Leiden: Brill, 1995; idem, Jews and Arabs in Pre- and 
Islamic Arabia, Aldershot: Variorum, 1998; U. Rubin, "Jews and Judaism," in EQ, 3.21-34, 

· · · which provide a good bibliography, 
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Is there any evidence external to the Muslim tradition that we can use? The only 
classical reference we have, in Josephus's Jewish Antiquities (15:9:3), mentions 
that Herod dispatched 500 chosen men from his personal bodyguard to go with·· · 
Aelius Gallus on his march through western Arabia to conquer the Yemen in: 
26-24 BCE, but we know nothing of their fate or even if they were necessarily 
Jews (Herod had non-Jews among his bodyguard). The Palestinian and ' 
Babylonian Talmud make occasional allusions to Arabia. For example, there are 
a number of occasions when rabbis note that "in Arabia they call x y", that is, 
instead of the usual Hebrew word they use a different term. As has reasonably 
been argued, this is best explained by supposing "the settlement of a colony of · 
Jews in Arabia".3 Oddly, however, the proponent of this solution never for a 
moment considered where exactly might be meant by "Arabia." Since these state-. 
ments mostly originate with Palestinian authorities (tannaim and amoraim) of the . 
first to fourth centuries CE, we might suppose that they chiefly intend southern 
Palestine and the Transjordan, that is, the Nabataean hea1ilands and subsequently, 
after their annexation in I 05/106 CE, the Roman province of Arabia. Thus when 
one sees that in support of Rabbi Levi's assertion, "in Arabia they call a lamb 
yobla" (Berakot 9:1), the saying of Rabbi Aqiba of Jerusalem is quoted, "when I 
went to Arabia, they were calling a lamb yobla'' (Rosh ha-shanah 26a), one 
suspects that that part of Arabia just across the Jordan from Jerusalem is meant 
rather than faraway Hijaz.4 Yet it cannot be doubted that occasionally the southern
most reaches ofNabataea/Roman Arabia are intended. For example, in the third 
century CE the Galilean rabbis Hiyya the Great and Simeon ben Halafta consid
ered it worth their while making the journey to "Hegra of Arabia" (Mada' in Salih) 
in order to "learn again" the meaning of some Aramaic words that they had 
forgotten.5 

There are also some scraps of pre-Islamic Arabic poetry composed by 
northwest Arabian Jews in the sixth and early seventh century. The most 
famous of these Jewish poets was Samuel b. 'Adiya', a resident of the oasis 
of Tayma, to whom a whole corpus of poems is attributed and who helped the 
heroic Imru' al-Qays (d. c. 550 CE), a prince of the ruling clan of Kinda, on 
his journey to Constantinople in pursuit of justice for his murdered father. But 
these, like those of more minor Jewish poets such as ai-RabT' b. Abi 1-I;Iuqayq, 
Shurayl). b. 'Imdin, Shu'ba b. Ghari9, Abii Qays b. Rifii'a, Dirham b. Zayd and 

3 A. Cohen, "Arabisms in Rabbinic literature," Jewish Quarterly Review 1912/13, 224. See furtherS. . 
Krauss, "Talmudische Nachrichten tiber Arabien," ZDMG 70, 1916,321-53, and J. Retso, The ·. 
Arabs in Antiquity, London: Routledge, 2003, 526-32, which do consider the geographical · 
implications. 

4 Certainly Josephus uses the term "Arabians" when he is talking about Herod's battles with his 
Nabataean neighbours, and it seems sure that St Paul had in mind the Nabataean kingdom when he 
wrote "I went off to Arabia and later I came back to Damascus" (Galatians I: 17). 

5 Midrash Rabbah 79.7, re: Genesis 33.19; ed. J. Theodor (revised edition by Ch. Albeck; Jerusalem: 
Wahrmann, 1965), 946; trans. H. Freedman (London: Soncino, 1951), il2-33 (who mistranslates 
Egra as Agora I "market"). I am grateful to Dr Oded Irshai for this reference. 
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> 'Abii 1-Dhayyal, are comparable in sentiment and style to pre-Islamic Arabic 
"poetry in general, and lack any specific historical detail or concrete religious 
expression.6 

·. Lastly there is the epigraphic record. This has produced quite rich and informa
••: tive results for the land of South Arabia during the fourth to sixth centuries, as has 
been ably demonstrated by Christian Robin.7 Here I will try to do the same for the 

· · · Jews of northwest Arabia. The inscriptions from this region have not received 
., .much attention. Only two are mentioned by Gordon Newby in his History of the 

'.J'ews of Arabia,8 and only three are cited in J-B. Frey's Corpus Inscriptionum 
1udaicarum (nos. 1421-23 =nos. 1-3 below). The record is somewhat meagre, it is· 
true, but in a situation where any evidence at all is hard to come by, it seems worth 
inaking the best of what we have got. I will first review the texts themselves, and 
then consider at the end what conclusions we might draw from them; Only no. 1 is 

a self-confessed Jew; the rest rely on indicators that are regarded to be typical of 
identity: Jewish names, Jewish expressions and the Hebrew script; these are 

indicators, but it goes without saying that they are not infallible.9 

>Texts by self-confessed Jews 

· Place: Mada' in Salih (=ancient Hegra I al-I;Iijr) 
······Type: Tomb inscription 

Date: 42/43 CE 
:Script/Lang.: Nabataean Aramaic 

· Euting 1885, 64; CIS 2.219; JS Nab4; Healey 1994, H4; Noja 1979, I 

.Text: "This is the tomb which Shubaytu son of 'Ali'u, the Jew (yhwdy'), 10 made 
· .. :for himself and for his children and for 'Amirat, his wife. They may be buried in 

6 H.Gh. Mustafa, Religious Trends in Pre-Islamic Arabic Poetry, Bombay: Aligarh Muslim 
University, 1968, I I 9-24; Jawad. 'A IT, Al-Mufa!f!ja[ fi Ia 'rikh a/- 'arab qabl al-is/am, Beirut: Dar 
al-'Ilm, 1976-78, 9:768-91; Newby, Hist01y, 55-57. 

, 7 For example, see his "Lejudai'sme de I:Iimyar," Arabia. Revue de Sabi!ologie I, 2003, 97-172, and 
his "l:limyar et Israel," Academie des Inscriptions et Belles-Let/res, Comptes rendus 2004, 
831-906. 

, 8 Newby, History, 40. 
. 9 For some useful general discussion on the problem of using names for historical reconstruction see 

M.C.A. Macdonald, "Some reflections on epigraphy and ethnicity in the Roman Near East," 
Mediterranean Archaeology II, 1998, 177-90. As regards script, what is today called the "Hebrew 
script" is in fact th~ Aramaic script, which replaced the old Hebrew script as the main script of the 
Jews, but since common usage identifies the script in which Hebrew has been written since the 
fourtb/third century BCE as "Hebrew script" I will adhere to that for the sake of clarity. 
Professor Christian Robin has suggested to me that this term may, at this time, have signified 
Judaean, i.e. native of Judaea, rather than member of a community sharing the same religious 
convictions. 
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it by hereditary title. And no stranger has the right to be buried in it, and if any of 
the children of Shubaytu mentioned above or their legal heirs seeks to write for 
this tomb a deed of gift or any document, he will have no share in this tomb. 
And this was on the first day of Ab, the third year of King Maliku, King of the 
Nabataeans. 'Abd 'Obodat son ofWahballahi made it" (dnh !ifr' dy 'bd .. . ) 

Possessors of two plausibly Jewish names 

No.2 

Place: Mada'in Salih 
Type: Construction, on the base of a sundial 
Date: c. 1st century CE11 

Script/Lang.: Nabataean Aramaic 
Bib!.: JS Nab172bis; Noja 1979, II 

Text: "Manasse son ofNatan, i2 greetings/farewell" (mns' br ntn sllll) 

No.3 

Place: al-Ula (=ancient Dedan) 
Type: Tomb inscription 
Date: 307 CE 
Script/Lang.: Nabataean Aramaic 
Bib!.: JS Nab386; Cantineau, Nabateen, 2.41; Noja 1979, IV; Gruendler 
1993, N18 . 

Text: "This is the stele which Yal;!yii son of Simon has built for his father Simon 
who died in the month ofSiwan of the year 201" (dnh nps' dy bn' yby' br Sill 'wn . 
'!Sill 'wn 'byh dy lllyt b-yrb sywn snt lll'tyn w-'bdy). 

No.4 

Place: Mada'in Sa1ih 
Type: Graffito 
Date: c. 3rd to 5th century CE 

II Thus J. Healey, "A Nabataean sundial from Mada'in Salih," Syria 66, 1989, 333, though princi
pally because this is the floruit for Nabataean settlement at the site, which is or"course not cogent 
( cf. text no. 6, dated 356 CE). 

12 The root ntn is common in names from quite different pre-Islamic Arabian backgrounds, and 
certainly need not be Jewish, but Manasse is very rare, and the two together make it likely that this 
is the name of a Jew. Note that he is probably the owner or commissioner of the sundial rather than 
the designer, astronomer or stonemason. 

· &cript/Lang.: Nabataean Aramaic 
·:Sib!.: unedited13 
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"May Jacob son of Samuel be remembered well" (dkyr y 'qwb br§lllw '! b-!b). 

.. 'Place: Tayma 
·. Type: Tomb inscription 

Date: 203 CE 
Script/Lang.: Nabataean Aramaic 

··. ~ibl.: M. al-Najem and M.C.A. Macdonald, 200914 

'f.ext: "This is the memorial of Isaiah Neballata son of Joseph, the headman of 
.. Tayma, which 'Imram and 'Asmw, his brothers, erected for him in the month of 

Iyar of the year 98 of the province" ( d' nps 'S 'yh nbl! ' br ywsp r 's tymy dy 'qylll 
~/hwy [sic] 'mrlll w 'slllw 'bwhy b-yrb 'yr8nt 20+20+20+20+10+5+31-hprky} . 

. Possessors of one plausibly Jewish name 

is perhaps the most uncertain category, since it is possible for names to circu-
. outside of their original community. At the beginning of his entry on the 

inscriptions of Palmyra, Frey observes that "it is important to note that, for 
.··>along time, there was an excessive propensity to regard as Jews all the Palmyrenes 
· .who bore the names of Simon, Zebedee and the like ... But these names were 

vVJlllll.•vu at Palmyra and they were certainly borne by non-Jews." 15 Having said 
. we do not have any evidence that in northwest Arabia Biblicill Jewish names 
' had broken outside of the Jewish community, since, as can be seen from the small 

number of this corpus, they remained extremely rare in this region. 

··Script/Lang.: Nabataean Aramaic 
Bib!.: Altheim and Stiehl1968, 305-9; Stiehl1970, 87-90; Noja 1979, III 

Found \n the course of the Saudi-French survey of Mada'in Salih (on which see 
L. Nehme, "Mission archeologique de Mada'in $iilil:t," Arabian Archaeology and Epigraphy 17, 
2006, 41-124). The script is late Nabataean (hence the date given of third to fifth century CE). 

14 This text was recently discovered during building work in the centre of the oasis ofTayma. 
, 15 J.-B. Frey, Corpus Inscriptionum Iudaica11tm II Asie-AjNque, Rome: Pontificio Istituto di.archeo

logia cristiana, 1952, 67. 
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Text: "This is the stele and tomb, which 'Adyon son ofi;Ianiy son of Samuel, the 
headman of Hegra, built for his wife Mawiyah, daughter of the headman of 
Tayma, 'Amr son of ~ Adyon son of Samuel, who died in the month of Ab in the 
year 251, aged 38 years" (dnh [nps' w]-qbr' dy ['bd} 1-h I 'dy[wn]br !:my br 
smw 'I ry[s} I bgr' 'lmwyh 'th-h brt I 'amrw br 'dywn br smw '!I rys tym' dy mytt 
b-yrb I 'b snt m 'tyn w-bmsn I w- 'bdy brt snyn tltyn I w-tmny). 16 

It would seem plausible to take the Samuel mentioned here to be a )ew, and even 
more so the Isaiah son of Joseph in no. 5. In this case, numbers 5 and 6 are very 
important texts for north Arabian Jewry, for they imply that some of them at 
least were members of the elite of this society. Since the texts are separated by 
more than 150 years, we can also assume some stability for this office. In their 
discussion of number 6, Altheim and Stiehl go further, linking the title of 
rys17 here with that found in a bilingual Aramaic/Greek inscription, dated 252 CE, 
designating the leader there as rs tdmwr I exa[rchos ton Palmyrejnon. They 
conclude from this that the two inscriptions relate to the same phenomenon, part 
"of the same movement in Arab city states, which did not yet correspond to 
full independence from Rome, but advertised tl1at intention." However, it is 
perhaps more reasonable to equate the term rys here to ethnarch, meaning the head 
of a particular ethnic group under Roman authority, or simply to headman 
(primus), as appears in a recently discovered Latin inscription from Hegra. 18 This 
latter suggestion would mean that the office did not necessarily relate to a specific 
ethnic group, but that Samuel was the headman and just happened to be a Jew. 
Nevertheless, the role of Jews in the government of these West Arabian communi
ties is noteworthy, and they would seem to have continued to play an important 
role in this sphere into the sixth century CE if we are to believe the Islamic reports 
of Samuel b. 'A.diya' possessing a fortress (qa~r al-ablaq) and of his relations 
with the ruling families of the powerful tribes. of Kinda and Ghassan. 19 Sadly, 
though, we have insufficient information about the intervening two centuries to 
postulate a direct link. 

16 At a workshop in Paris (Janu~ry 2005, including Michael Macdonald and Laila Nehme) on 
pre-Islamic Nabataean Animaic/ Arabic texts we reread the names 'Adnon (' Adniin) and Monah as 
'Ad yon (' Adyiin) and Mawiyah. 

17 I translate this as "headman," but it has quite a broad semantic range, comprising head, leader, 
chief, principal etc., though it might have a more specific sense in this particular case. Note that in 
no. 5 it is written in the normal Nabataean Aramaic form of r 's rather than the variant form of I)'s 
used here. 

18 The inscription records (Dh. al-Talhi and M. al-Daire, "Roman presence in the desert: a new 
inscription from Hegra," Chiron 35, 2005, 205-17) how "the community of the Hegreni" (civitas 
Hegrenorum) restored the Nabataean covered market in the time of the emperor Marcus Aurelius 
(so !70s CE) under the supervision of' Amr son ofHaian, "the headman of the community (primus 
civitatis)". 

19 In particular see the account of Abu 1-Faraj al-I~fahiinT, Kitiib al-aghiini, Biiliiq: al-Matba'a 
al-AmTriyya, 1288/1868, 19:98-102. 

Mada'in Salih 

··Type: Graffito 
·.Date: c. 1st to 3rd century CE 

· ·· ··• Script/Lang.: Nabataean Aramaic 
Bib!.: JS Nab387; Noja 1979, VIII 
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~·Text: "Abiyu son of Salmu" ( 'byw bn slmw) 

''··· .. Place: Mada'in Salih 
. Type: Graffito 
Date: c. 1st to 3rd century CE 
Script/Lang.: Nabataean Aramaic 
Bib!.: JS Nab137; Noja 1979, IX 

Text: "May 'Ezer be remembered well" (dkyr 'zr b-tb). 

·Place: al-Ula 
Type: Graffito 
_Date: c. 3rd to 1st century BCE 

It is difficult to give any narrow date range to these very short undated graffiti, which constitute the 
majority of these alleged Jewish texts. If a date is given by modem scholars, it is usually based on 
the period when the script in question is known to have flourished; e.g. dated Nabataean Aramaic 
texts in this region mostly belong to the first to third century CE. 

·21 Michael Macdonald urges caution here as the name dn 'I occurs once each in Safaitic and Thamudic 
B and once, in the f()rm dn 'lh, in Hismaic, and in these scripts a [i:], corresponding to the 'y' in 
Aramaic dny 'I, would not be shown (personal communication). 
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Script/Lang.: Lihyanite (Dedaniticl2 

Bib!.: JS Lihl07; Noja 1979, XVI 

Text:" 'Azaryah son of Asyah" ( 'z1yh br asyh) 

No.ll 

Place: ai-Uia 
Type: Graffito 
Date: c. 3rd to 1st century BCE 
Script/Lang.: Lihyanite (Dedanitic) 
Bib!.: JS Lih12; W. Caskel, Lihyan und Lihyanisch, Ki:iln: Westdeutscher Verlag, 
1954, 103 (no. 58); Noja 1979, XVII 

Text: "By Al]'ab son of Simak the one buried [here]" or "By/for Al]'ab son of 
Simak is the tomb" (/- 'b'b bn smk hmqbr I hmjbr).23 

No.12 

Place: ai-Uia 
Type: Graffito 
Date: c. 1st to 3rd century CE 
Script/Lang.: Nabataean Aramaic 
Bib!.: JS Nab262; Altheim and Stieh11968, 308 

Text: "Greetings/Farewell Joseph son of 'A wiyu" (slm ywsf bn \ryw).24 

No.l3 

Place: ai-Uia 
Type: Graffito 
Date: c. 1st to 3rd century CE 

22 An exact floruit for the kingdom of Libyan, whose name has traditionally been used to designate 
their script (a version of the South Arabian script), has not been determined, but they were influ
enced in their art by the Ptolemies of Egypt (305-31 BCE) and were ousted by the Nabataeans in 
the course of the first century BCE (see R.G. Hoyland, Arabia and the Arabs, London: Routledge, 
200 I, 66-68, for further discussion and references). 

23 These are the different readings of JS Lihl2 and Noja 1979, XVII (following Caskel) respectively. 
Caskel considers Ab' ab a Jewish name, but one would of course expect it to be written with a I) 
rather than a b. Smk and Smk'l are relatively common in Safaitic. All in all, then, the Jewish nature 
of this inscription is dubious. 

24 Jaussen and Savignac note regarding no. 12 (JS Nab262): "It is possible that the use of bn, attested 
in many other graffiti of the region, is due to the influence of the Jewish colony installed there" 
( cf. JS Nab240 and Nab 261 ). 
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: Script/Lang.: N abataean Aramaic 
. Bib!.: Altheim and Stiehl1968, p. 310; Noja 1979, XXII 

Umm Judhayidh (near Tabule) 
· · Type: Graffito 
. Date: c. 1st century BCE to 1st century CE 
·.Script/Lang.: Nabataean Aramaic 
Bib!.: al-Theeb 2002, no. 159 

· ··.·Text: "May Ghanam son ofY ehiidii be remembered" ( dkyr ghnmw br yhwd' . . . )25 

Place: Umm Judhayidh 
Type: Graffito 

c. 1st century BCE to 1st century CE 
Script/Lang.: Nabataean Aramaic 
]3ibL: ai-Theeb 2002, no. 84 

']'ext: "May Joseph son of Ghanam be remembered well. Peace" (dkyr ywsf br 
· ghnmw b-tb w-slm) 

Date: c. 3rd to 5th century CE 
Script/Lang.: Nabataean Aramaic 

c Bib!.: unedited26 

· ·Text: "Indeed, may Simon son of 'Adiyu be remembered" (bly dkyr sm'wn br 
'dyw). 

·. ·· 25 AI-Theeb notes i)'lnvd as an option, buffavours njwd. However, the kink in the initial letter makes 
it pretty certain that it is a 'y' rather than an 'n'. The final word in this text is uncertain. 

26 Found in the course of the Saudi-French survey ofMada'in Salih (seen. 13 above). 
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Date: c. 3rd to 5th century CE 
Script/Lang.: Nabataean Aramaic 
Bib!.: Nehme 2010, fig. 34.27 

Text: "May Lal).mu son ofYehiidii be remembered well" (dkyr !bmw br yhwd' 
b-tb). 

No. IS 

Place: al-Mabiyyat (=ancient Qurl)/Wadd-Qura) 
Type: Tomb inscription 
Date: 280 CE 
Script/Lang.: Nabataean Aramaic 
Bib!.: Nehme 2010, fig. 8. 

Text:" ... Peace on the tomb ofR{mn}h his wife, daughterofJoseph, son of'Rr, 
who is from Qurayyii, who died on the twenty-sixth day of April, year one hundred 
and seventy-five" ( ... slm '[ q [b ]r r{mn}h 'ntth brt ywsp br 'rr dy mn qry' dy mytt 
ywm 's1yn w-sth b'yr8nt m'h w-sb 'yn w-bmS). 

The stone on which this inscription was incised was found reused in the course of 
---ui:e second season of excavations at the site of al-Mabiyyat, which is about 

40 kilometres south of al-Ula. The exact provenance of the stone is unlmown, but 
if it is originally from al-Mabiyyat, and was not brought there from another loca
tion, then al-Mabiyyat is not an early Islamic foundation as had been thought (e.g. 
D. Whitcomb, "Urbanism in Arabia," Arabian Archaeology and Epigraphy 7, 
1996, 40), but much older. 

Texts in Hebrew script 

No.I9 

Place: al-Ula 
Type: Graffito 
Date: uncertain28 

Script/Lang.: Hebrew/ Aramaic (note br rather than bn for son of) 
Bib!.: JS Nab223; Winnet and Reed ARNA, 163 (by J. Milik); Noja 1979, XIX 

Text: "This is Abisalo(m?) son of Susannah" (dh 'byslw[m?] br swsnh). 

27 As for previous note. 
28 JS Nab223 (which only transcribes the second line) says the characters "are very close to the 

Hebrew square script and belongs to the Aramaic alphabet of the second century before our era," 
but if we take it simply to be Hebrew script then it could be later than this. 
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uncertain 
· Script/Lang.: Hebrew/Aramaic29 

}3ibl.: Winnet and Reed ARNA, 163 (by J. Milik); Noja 1979, XVill 

"Blessing to 'Atur son of Menal).em and rabbi Jeremiah" (brlch 1- 'twr br 
w-rb yrmyh). 

Wadi Haggag (E. Sinai) 
Graffito 
c. 2nd to 4th centuries CE 

:Hebrew 
.. : B. Rothenberg, "An Archaeological Survey of South Sinai", Palestine 
Exploration Quarterly 1970, VIIIB (20); Noja 1979, XIV(+ X-Xlli)30 

· .. Text: "May Samuel son of Hillel be blessed and protected" (brylc w-mntr smw 'I 
· bn hll) 

" .. :m and "Blessed be the name of my Lord .. .'' (mbrlc h-sm 'dwny . .. ) 

Note br rather than bn for "son of", though one could argue that brkh with a '-h' rather than '-ii' 
reflects the Arabic feminine ending. Milik simply states "ces deux inscriptions[= nos. 19 and 20 

··here] son! en arameen et daten! de l'epoque byzantine" without explanation; R. Contini, "lll;lawran 
· preislamico - ipotesi di storia linguistica," Felix Ravenna 133-34, 1987, 65 n. 237, agrees 
· ("aramaico giudaico"). 
Noja 1979, X-XIII, are drawings of candelabras from the same area of Sinai, site 387 of the map 
and list of Rothenberg 1970, 8, 28. 

:3.1• Noja 1979, XXIII, is from much further north, namely eastern Jordan, and is in any case only three 
·or four letters (sbr[h?]); see F.V. Winnett and G. Lankester Harding, Inscriptions ji-om Fifly 
Safaitic Caims, Toronto: University ofToronto Press, 1978, 542 and pl. 71. 

.32 This is just four letters, which Euting does not atteinpt to decipher and for which Noja 1979, 306, 
· suggests hdyn/"il giudice"; the final two letters could plausibly be 'y' and 'n', but the first two are 

unclear. 
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No.24 

Place: al-Ula 
Type: Graffito 
Date: uncertain 
Script/Lang.: Hebrew/Arabic 
Bib!.: JS Hebl; Noja 1979, XXVIII; Hopkins 2007/8 

Text: "Na'Im/Nu'aym son oflsaac trusts in God. He has written (this)." (n 'ym bn 
's(lq b 'ld/h ytq ktb).33 

This and the following five texts (nos 25-29) appear together in Jaussen and 
Savignac's famous volumes on the archaeology of northwest Arabia in a short 
section on Hebrew inscriptions. In his review of these volumes Halper ("Recent 
Orientalia and Judaica", Jewish Quarterly Review 15, 1924/5, 243) makes the 
very short, but very significant, observation that the inscriptions categorized as 
Hebrew by Jaussen and Savignac "are Hebrew only in script, the language being 
Arabic". This explains why the name Isaac is written as it is (is(liiq) rather than in 
its usual Hebrew form (yitz(laq), and it allows us to give a reading of the graffito 
(the simple Arabic expression "he trusts in God"), whereas trying to read it as an 
Aramaic or Hebrew text yields no intelligible interpretation. The last letter of God 
either should be a 'h' - Jaussen and Savignac may have missed a faint downward 
stroke (no photograph is provided)- or it is intentionally a 'd', a device to disguise 
the divine name. 

Nos 25 and 26 

Place: ai-Uia 
Type: Graffito 
Date: uncertain 
Script/Lang.: Hebrew/Arabic34 

Bib!.: JS Heb3 + 5; Noja 1979, XXIV-XXV; Hopkins 2007/8 

Text: "This is what has written ... " (hd mh ktb) and "this is what ... " (hd mh) 

Jaussen and Savignac wondered whether these texts might be an allusion to the 
Aramaean god of thunder Hadad, but, again using Halper's insight that these graf
fiti are in Arabic, we can read, more simply, "this is what has written" and "this is 
what". Since the two texts "are right next to each other and engraved in the same 

33 Noja 1979, 313-14, suggests reading "he wrote with the chisel" (ktb bi-1-rytq), which seems' hiss 
plausible. 

34 Winne! and Reed ARNA, 163, says these "are in Aramaic" without explanation; Hopkins 2007/8 
replies to this as follows: "Aramaic may be possible as far as the [demonstrative] pronoun is 
concerned, but the syntax of the text to my mind reads better as Arabic." 
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. way", A.F.L. Beeston reasoned, very sensibly, that they "are both unfinished 
experiments in Afabic by one and the same person".35 

uncertain 
:Hebrew/Arabic 

· JS Heb8; Noja 1979, XXVII; Hopkins 2007/8 

"And Isma'II son ofSdq has written" (w-ktb 'sm 'yl bn ~dq) 

•Again, it makes good sense to read this as Arabic, since the first name Isma 'II 
the Arabic form rather than the Hebrew one (ysm ''I). The second name 

' might be Arabic too (i.e. Sadiq rather than Sadoq), but since the long vowel is not 
· written we cannot tell. 

· Type: Graffito 
. :.Date: uncertain 

·Hebrew/Arabic 
JS Heb4; Noja 1979, XXIX; Hopkins 2007/8 

. . . . is a three-line inscription of which all parts are contested. Jaussen and 
· Savignac only made an attempt at the first line, which they read as: "God is eternal, 
[Abi] Samuel". Halper ("Recent", 243) rejected this interpretation ( '/ '!m), prefer
Jing again to read it as Arabic, namely "the scholar ( '[- 'lm) [Abu] Sai:nuel"; the 

.. rtext two lines he understood as a prayer for a dead father: "hls children hope that 
'. .. went on high" (rjw' bnyh 'n 'lh 'ly). Noja, on the other hand, chose to keep 
: Jaussen and Savignac's first line, but then, like Halper, assumed the rest was 
• j\rabic, though he came up with a very different reading: "I have constructed 
. a repulsive thing, it is my fault" (rjz' bnyt 'n '!h 'ly).36 Given the bad state of 
· of the graffito, no sure reading can be given. 

. 35 In personal communication to Noja (Noja 1979, n. 71). 
~.6: He suggests that the reference might be to idol worship; presumably he takes the Arabic to be ana 
· 'ilia ''alayya- as. Noja says, "trascurando grammatica e sintassi dell arabo classico"! . 
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Date: uncertain 
Script/Lang.: Hebrew/? 
Bibl. JS Heb2; Noja 1979, XXVI; Hopkins 2007/8 

Text: "God be blessed/Bless God" (brk 'lhym) 

One might read the verbal element in this text as either a passive participle ("blessed") 
or an imperative ("bless!"). Hopkins has also suggested that we read it as a noun 
("blessing"), to which would belong the aliph of the following wo~d, representing 
Hebrew/ Aramaic brk' (and not Arabic brkh); the letter after that, the'/', would then.··· 
be understood as the preposition "for" and the remaining part of the text as a personal . 
name (Hym). The graffito would therefore be of the same structure as no. 20 above. 

Texts containing allegedly Jewish expressions 

It is striking that we have only two northwest Arabian texts in this category and hi. 
both cases the reading is extremely tenuous. This is in marked contrast to the 
epigraphic record of south Arabia, where we have a number of texts that use such 
overtly Jewish expressions as "lord of the Jews," "tribe oflsrael'~ and even a full 
prayer: "may bless and be blessed the name of Ral;iman who is in heaven, Israel 
and their god, the lord of the Jews, who has helped his servant.'m 

No.30 

Place: al-Ula 
Type: Tomb inscription 
Date: fourth century CE?38 

Script/Lang.: Nabataean Aramaic 
Bibl.: CIS 2.333; Euting 1885, 71; Noja 1979, V; Gruendler 1993, N17 

Text: "This is the tomb which 'Abday son ofTayma built for PN who [died?] on 
the twenty-seventh ofS[ebat?] ... two hundred years ten/twenty .. .'' (dnh nps 'dy 
bn' 'bdy br tym' '! . .. dy . .. 's1yn w-sb 'h s[bt?] . .. m'tyn d-snyn 'sr . .. ). 

37 See C. Robin, "l;limyar et lsra~l" for the texts. One could possibly put forward a couple more · 
contenders in this category, but not with any degree of certainty; e.g. Winnet and Reed ARNA, 145 
(no. 17, a Nabataean Aramaic text from the region ofal-Jawf, apparently dated to year 120 [of the em 
of Arabia= 225/6 CE]), calls for one "Sulaym son of'A~TdU the priest" to be remembered, and one 
might wonder whether "priest" (kim) here could refer to a Levite, but tl1e word is commonly used in 
pagan texts of this region to signifY some sort of divin~r (see Hoyland, Arabia, 159, for examples). 

38 This date is based on the assumption that the 210/220 is part of the date and refers to the era of 
Arabia (beginning in I 05/106 CE); certainly this would suit the script, which, as Laila Nehme has 
recently confirmed to me, "looks late and a date in the fourth century would not be surprising" 
(personal communication, 5/12/06); Cantineau, Nabateen, 1.22, no. 6, says "this text is dated to 
20l·ofthe eparchy, 306 of our era". · 
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a 1979, 294 n. 31, reports the following personal communication from Abbe 
on the subject of this text: "Monsieur Milik, regarding CIS 2.333, sped-

that at the end (lines 9 and 1 0) one should probably read ... slm f'rtlbh mskbh, 
. .. brings to mind the Jewish phrase 'in peace and happiness (may be) his 

repose.' He has not published his reading.'' Except for the slm, this does not seem 
. aparticular1y plausible reading, but unfortunately we have no photograph of this 

if: insc:rip•tion, so we cannot be sure. 

Place: Tayma 
'Type: commemorative in some way (note the clear line division, i.e. not a 
graffito) 

. • Date: uncertain 
· Script/Lang.: Nabataean Aramaic/Jewish Aramaic (?)39 

Bibl.: Altheim and Stitihl1968, 310; Noja 1979, VI 

... bn ... bn bb[r '] ... ytptb y ... klhw . .. w 'n ... 

is difficult to make any sense ofthis, but Altheim and Stiehl point to the use of 
instead of br twice as "speaking for a Jewish origin," and they say that line 3 
plausibly be restored as bn bbr ', indicating a Jewish l)aber. This point is taken 

by Noja 1979, p. 296, who comments: "as very faint evidence of it belonging 
'" ·•uu<uo''" one can adduce the phrase 'member of the community,' maybe 'rabbi' 

. maybe not, because bbr is a very common word in the whole of that area." 

misclassified (?) as Jewish 

. Place: al-Ula 
Type: Graffito 

· Date: c. 1st to 3rd century CE 
· · Nabataean Aramaic (?) 

Noja 1979, n. 70; Hopkins 2007/8 

they do not mention the language of the inscription in the discussion, Altheim and Stiehl 
501 (abb. 56), label the plate of it as "jOdisch-arami!ische Inschrift." Assuming this to mean 

that the authors consider it to be in the Jewish Aramaic language, A. Livingstone et al., "Taima': 
recent soundings and new inscribed material," At/a/ 7, 1983, Ill, and J. Teixidor, "Bulletin 

· d'epigraphie semitique," Syria 48, 1971, 482, have refuted this, favouring Nabataean Aramaic. 
Teixidor says the second bn is really a br, which is possible. 
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Though classed among their Hebrew inscriptions, Jaussen and Savignac do 
observe that the words are "barely incised," "difficult to read," and "very 
formed," so the reading is by no means sure. Hopkins, in his recent review, points·· 
to "a certain Nabataean appearance" oftJle letters, and joins Naja in arguing that 
there is no good reason to see this as a Jewish text. 

JSHeb 7 

Place: al-Uia 
Type: Graffito 
Date: c. 2nd century BC40 

Script/Lang: Nabataean Aramaic/Aramaic or Arabic 
Bib!.: Euting 1885, p. 13; CIS 2.121; Hopkins 2007/8 

Text: "AI-Nafiyu son of 'Abdu" ( 'lnpyw bnlbr 'bdw) 

Jaussen and Savignac listed this among their Hebrew inscriptions, though they did · 
note that only the initial aliph "belonged very clearly to the Hebrew alphabet," and • · 
so mused that it might be better "to set this graffito among the Aramaic graffiti of .• 
which the script was quite close to the Hebrew square script/' and this view has 
generally been favoured by subsequent writers.41 As regards the language of the 
script, the al- at the beginning of the first word, assuming it is correctly read, inevi
tably recalls the definite article of Arabic, and on this and other grounds the person 
named has been designated as an "Aramaized Arab.'>42 The form bn for "son" 
would support this, though could also reflect Hebrew usage and may not be correctly 
read in any case.43 But of course, it is risky to infer too much just from a name. 

Noja 1979, XV 

Place: Wadi Hajjaj, E. Sinai 
Type: Graffito 
Date: c. 4th to 5th century CE 
Script/Lang: Greek 
Bib!.: Negev 1977, 62-67 

40 Thus K. Beyer and A. Livingstone, "Die neuesten aramiiischen Inschriften aus Taima," ZDMG 
137, 1987,290, though it is difficult to be certain with such a short text. 

41 And this had already been the opinion of Euting 1885, p. 13; most recently see Hopkins 2007/8, •. 
who gives further bibliography. 

42 This was suggested as likely by F.M. Cross, "An Aramaic Inscription from Daskyleion,'' Bulletin 
of the American School for Oriental Research 184, 1966, 9 n. 17, a propos the name 'lnp; R. 
Degen, "Die aramiiischen Inschriften aus Taimii' und Umgebung,'' Neue Ephemerisfiir Semitische 
Epigraphik 2, 1974, 97, endorses his interpretation and adds: "that also holds good for '!npyw 
br 'bdw." 

43 Euting, CIS and Degen prefer to read Aramaic br. 
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"One God who helps, Valerius son of Antigonus, strategos, third indiction" 
. theos Y18 ho boethOn oualerios antigounou strategos r indikt) 

wants to say that the author of this text was a Jew because around the text 
drawing of palm branches, which he thinks could symbolize menorahs, 

three letters of uncertain significance, one of which looks like the Hebrew 
dalet, and also because the expression eis theos ho boethon is "rather rare in 

P~IPot;n,". None of these arguments is particularly cogent, and the phrase eis 
ho boethOn is actually quite widespread (especially in its shorter form eis 
and is now attested near the Wadi Hajjaj with the publication of I.E. 

Me•im11ris and K.l. Kritikakou-Nikolatopoulou, Inscriptions fi·om Palaestina 
1 a: Ghar es-Saji, Athens: National Hellenic Research Foundation, 2005, 

Wadi"Umm Sideira (E. Sinai) 
Type: Graffito 
.Date: c. 2nd to 4th centuries CE 
·Script/Lang.: Nabataean Aramaic 

. ·B. Rothenberg, Tagliyot Sinay, Tel Aviv: Masadah, 1958, 189 and pl. 92; 
jdem, God's Wilderness. Discoveries in Sinai, London: Nelson, 1961, 181 and 

84; idem, "Survey", 23 (site 312); R. Wenning, Die Nabatiier: Denkmiiler und 
.Ge,sclzicJ!zte:· Eine Bestandesaufnahme des archiiologischen Befundes, Freiburg: 

::vandlen110e<ck & Ruprecht, 1987, 192 no. 2; 0. Keel and M. Kuchler, Orte und 
•LandJ;ch<'lfte~n der Bibel, Zurich: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1982, 288. 

· Text: "[Line 1] 'A:;;imu son of Sa' adallahi [Line 2] p 'y(?) Sa' adallahi son of 
( '.ymw br s 'd'lhy p'y s'd'lhy br bry'w).44 

B. Shapir. (in Rothenberg, Tagliyot and God's Wilderness) reads: "[Line 1] 
Akrabos son of Samuel [Line 2] of Maqna, of son-of-Sadia of Iotabe"). And he 

· "This inscription is the first objective proof of the existence of Jews, 
to their tradition and their nationality, on the island of Iotabe, the Jewish 

''"'''----'"---' of the Red Sea" (only in Rothenberg, Tagliyot). This is followed by 
Knauf ("The Nabataean Connection of the Benei ijezir," in H. Cotton et al. 
From Hellenism to Islam: Cultural and Linguistic Change in the Roman 

East, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009, n. 12), who refers to 

The two words translated here as Sa' adallahi are slightly differently written, but the differences are 
small enough to be explained by the problems of writing on rough stone. The first word of the 
second line, p y, seems relatively sure, but its meaning is unclear (one expects a word tlmt would 
explain a relationship between 'A~imu son of Sa'adallahi and Sa'adallahi son of Ban'u). I am 
grateful to Michael Macdonald for discussing the reading of this text with me. 
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"Akrabos ben Samuel from Maqna" as an Arabian Jew. Negev (1977, 73-74) says · 
that this reading is implausible, but does not offer an alternative.45 It is hard to see 
how the two letters between the's' and the aliph in the word read by Rothenberg/ 
Shapir as Samuel could be read as 'm' and 'w', and with this falls the whole case · 
for this being a Jewish inscription. 

Conclusions 

Reviewing these texts, there are a number ofthings that strike one straight away: 

They span quite a large period of time, at the very least the first century BCE 
to the fourth century CE. 

2 They are relatively few in number (only around thirty even if we accepted all 
of them as Jewish). 

3 They are written in different languages and scripts, though there is a predomi
nance ofNabataean Aramaic. 

4 They are mostly very brief and of very limited content; there is just one 
(possibly two) commemorative text (no. 2, on the sundial, and no. 31 ?), only 
six or seven tomb inscriptions (nos. 1, 3, 5-6, 11, 18 and 30; 31 ?); the rest are 
simple graffiti. 

5 They are not geographically very widespread, principally hailing only from 
al-Ula and Mada'in Salih. 

It is perhaps the limited nature ofthis epigraphic crop- in terms of number, quality · 
and spread (points 2 and 4-5 above) - that most surprises, particularly in the light 
of the very frequent reference to Jews in the Qur' an. This latter fact prompted 
Charles Torrey, in one of his well-known lectures on "The Jewish Foundations of 
Islam", to wax lyrical about our solid knowledge of the Jews of the Hijaz: "The 
Israelite tribes with their rabbis, their books, sacred and secular, their cominunity 
of faith and action, and their living contact with the past, are there; they are no 
phantom. All through the Qur'an there is evidence of a Jewish culture, which 
MulJammad greatly admired, and of Jewish learning, which he very imperfectly 
assimilated". In the view of Torrey, and those who would follow him, we can 
speak of "an ancient and extensive movement of colonization, a. Hebrew migra
tion southward into the Hijaz in the sixth century B.C., an ethnic transplanting · 
which rooted deep and for many generations obeyed the injunction to be fruitful · 
and multiply ... It implies a genuine Hebrew stock, and an authentic religious and 
literary tradition always kept alive and in continuous connection with the learned · 
centres in the greater world outside Arabia. While presenting no historical 

45 He does refer to J. Naveh, "He'arot Sinayiyot," in Sefer Shmuel Yevin: Studies in the Bible, 
Archaeology, Language and the Hist01y of the people of Israel, Jerusalem: Qiryat Sefer, 1970, 
371-74, who reads: "[Linel]-w br s 'd'lhy [Line2] dkyr s 'd'lhy br b1y 'w." This fits well with the 
proposed reading above, except for the dkyr at the beginning of line 2. 
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· ·_ difficulty, it can fully account for the relatively high civilization in the Jewish 
.· • .communities of Mecca; Yathrib, Tayma, Khaybar, and other cities ofthat region. "46 

And yet not a single clearly Jewish inscription has yet been found at Mecca, 
· Yathrib or Khaybar despite quite a number of epigraphic surveys conducted at all 

sites. 
· ·. What are we to make of this apparent discrepancy? Should we think in terms of, 
.. as Torrey puts it, "a genuine Hebrew stock"47 linked "with the learned centres in 

the greater world outside Arabia" and possessing a "relatively high civilization," 
.or rather of a community mostly made up of Arab converts (with probably a 
·number of Jews who migrated there for various reasons- trade, refuge, etc. -and 

··'·stayed on) substantially integrated within Arabian society and barely in touch 
;with non-Arabian Jewish communities, and possessing a relatively low level of 
'J~wish education? The latter of these two models would patently better suit the 
.epigraphic evidence that we have. It would also make it easier to account for the 
almost total dearth of information about these north Arabian Jewish communities 

. • in Jewish sources of the .Levant and Iraq if we assume that they had little contact 
· • \yith the wider Jewish world and participated minimally in the Jewish religious 

,debates of their age.48 If substantially integrated within Arabian society, the Jews 
Arabia (whether Arab converts to Judaism or heavily Arabized Jews) 

have been more likely to sport Arabian names rather than classic Jewish/ 
•'Hebrew ones, and so it is not surprising that such classic Jewish/Hebrew names 

._ are rare in the epigraphic record of the Hijaz (point no. 2 above). And it may well 
· that some of the thousands of graffiti found in that region, written in Ancient 

Arabian dialects (often labelled "Thamudic"), could be by Jews, hidden 
our view by their adoption of Arabian names and their decision not to deploy 

distinctively Jewish expressions.49 Moreover, as well-integrated members of 

46 C.C. Torrey, The Jewish Foundation of Islam, New York: Jewish Institute of Religion, 1933, 
. 26-27. 

47 Cf. the discussion in A.J. Wensinck, Muhammad and the Jews of Arabia, trans. W. Behn, Freiburg: 
.Schwarz, 1975, 30-32, where it is asserted that at least some of the Jews of Medina must have 
been of "a stock who originated in Palestine," and in H.Z. Hirschberg, Yisrael be- 'Arav, 
Tel Aviv: Bialik Foundation, 1946, 192: "The documents and the sources testify that Arabian 
Jewry did not differ from that of all other lands ... They lived in accordance with accepted Jewish 
tradition." 

, '48 .TI1e only contender for a rabbi from the north Arabian Peninsula (as opposed to the Roman prov
ince of Arabia and Iranian province of Beth Arabaye) is a certain Simeon the Temaniteffaymanite 
(championed by Torrey, Jewish Foundation, "lecture 2"}, though even this is unsure inasmuch as 
the adjective could refer to the Edomite city (or district) ofTeman (Petra area). 
Certainly, the vast majority of the Jews who are mentioned in the various Muslim biographies 

·.of the Prophet Muhammad bear names that are also held by pagan, Christian and Muslim 
,'Arabs. Moreover, t?e persons who feature in the Jewish inscriptions of south Arabia very rarely 

bear a Jewish name. Of course, it was very common for Jews in the Near East to follow 
-local naming patterns, and also names and trends in names (e.g; Greek versus Biblical) went in 

· and out of fashion, so names are by no means infallible indicators of cultural assimilation or 
identity. 
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Arabian society, one would expect the Jews resident there to employ whatever 
was the most prevalent/prestigious language of their day, as they generally did·. 
wherever they lived, and indeed that would seem to be the practice of the authors ·' 
ofthe above texts (point no. 3 above). The Nabataean Aramaic script and language· 
predominate, as is fitting for the Hijaz, for a long time part of the Nabataean 
kingdom, the language and script of which exerted a very strong influence 
centuries after its kings had passed away. 

This brings us to an intriguing problem: does the presence of Arabic inscrip- .. 
tions in the group above (nos 24-28 and possibly JS Heb 7), albeit in Hebrew 
script, mean that Arabic replaced Nabataean Aramaic in northwest Arabia, and if ' 
so when? The presen.t consensus is that they are pre-Islamic,50 which makes 
highly significant, for they would then antedate the presently earliest 
Judaeo-Arabic material by at .least a couple of centuriesY Certainly, we have 
evidence that (Old) Arabic was beginning to be written down from the second. 
century CE onwards: witness the inscriptions of 'Ayn Abada (c. second century 
CE), Hegra (267 CE), Nemara (328 AD), Jabal Says (528 CE) and Harran (568 · 
CE), all located within the territory of the former Nabataean kingdom. 52 In addi
tion, a considerable number of late Nabataean graffiti (c. third to fifth century CE) 
have been discovered in northwest Arabia in recent years that seem to exhibit 
features of the later Arabic script and to contain some Arabic words/3 such as that 
shown in Figure 4.2: 

50 Hirschberg, Yisrael, 46, 281 n. 65; Caskel, Lihyan, 44 ("kurz nach 300"). It is implicit in the 
title of Sergio Noja's book I primi arabiiL 'Arabie avant /'Islam (Milan: Jaca, 1994), where a 
number of these texts are reproduced with the caption: "some inscriptions that document the 
presence of Jews in pre-Islamic Arabia" (ibid., 196). Hopkins 2007/8 favours a pre-Islamic date for 
circumstantial reasons: I. there are few Jews in Islamic Arabia; 2. some of JS Heb 1-8 "are 
engraved immediately adjacent to texts which are undoubtedly of pre-Islamic age"; 3. "Janssen 
and Savignac themselves ... never doubted the antiquity of their finds"- but none of these argu· 
ments is cogent. 

51 S. Hopkins, "The Earliest Texts in Judaeo-Middle Arabic," in J. Lentin and J. Grand'Henry (eds), 
Mayen arabe et varietes mixtes de /'arabe a travers l'histoire, Louvain-La-Neuve: Peeters, 2008, 
231-50 (late eighth/early ninth century). Y. Tobi, "The Orthography of pre-Saadianic Judaeo-Arabic 
compared with the Orthography of the Inscriptions of pre-Islamic Arabia," Proceedings of the 
Seminarfor Arabian Studies 34,2004,343-49, accepts the pre-Islamic dating oflhese texts and argues 
that they are the ultimate source for the pre-Saadianic Judaeo-Arabic Bible translations found in the 
Genizah. 

52 There is also JS Lih384 and there are features of pre-Islamic Arabic (or "Old Arabic") in a 
few other texts; most recently see M.C.A. Macdonald, "Old Arabic," in K. Versteegh ( ed.), · 
Encylopaedia of Arabic Language and Linguistics, Leiden: Brill, 2007, and for discussion of the 
context of its spread see R.G. Hoyland, "The Linguistic Background to the Qur'an," QHC, 51-69. 

53 These have not yet been published, but for some discussion see ibid., 60-65, which also treats the 
inscription in Fig. 4.2 (= al-Theeb 2002, nos. 132-33), and L. Nehme, "A glimpse of the develop
ment of the Nabataean script into Arabic based on old and new epigraphic material," Supplement 
to Proceedings af the Seminar for Arabian Studies 40, 2010 (see Fig. 19, corresponding to my 
Fig. 4.2, where she reads the last (Arabic) words as adklzalti 'Amr al-malikl "[in the year 350] they 
introduced 'Amr the king" as opposed to my suggestion of idh jlw 'Amr al-malikl "[in the year 
350] when 'Amr al-Malik flourished or departed.") 

Figure 4.2 Graffiti, Umm Jadhayidh (NW Arabia), ca. 455 CE. 

:source: Bly dkyr Fhmw br 'Ubaydw b-tb w-slm snt 2 x 100 100 20 20 10 idhjlw 'Amrw al-mlk 

. : And one can find some corroboration from literary sources for pre-Islamic 
· Judaeo-Arabic: 

Writing in Arabic (al-kitab bi-1- 'arabiyya) among the [tribes of) Aws and 
Khazraj was rare. But one of the Jews was instructed in the writing of Arabic 
and he taught it to the boys in Medina so that when Islam came there were a 
number among the Aws and Khazraj who could write, such as Sa' db. 'Ubada 
b. Dulaym, al-Mundhir b. 'Amr, Ubayy b. Ka'b, and Zayd b. Thiibit, who 
could write both Arabic and Hebrew.54 

Ubayy b. Ka'b said: I recited the Qur'iin while this Zayd [b. Thiibit] was 
still a boy with two sidelocks (dhii dhu 'abatayni) playing among the Jewish 
children at school (fi l-maktab).55 

·.54 Ai)mad b. Yal1yii al-BaliidhurT, Futiib al-bu/dan, ed. M.J. de Goeje, Leiden: Brill, 1863-66, 473; 
my translation is given in the light of the version in al-Qalqashandi's ai-Subb al-a 'sha quoted and 
discussed in M. Lecker "Zayd b. Thabit, 'a Jew with two sidelocks': Judaism and literacy in 
pre-Islamic Medina," JNES 56, 1997, 265. 
Cited in ibid., 259~1)0, along with other versions; see also A. Sprenger, Das Leben und die Lehre 
des Mohammed, B'erlin: Nicolai'sche Verlagsbuchandlung, 1869, 128-33, and C. Gilliot, "Die 

· Schreib- undloder LesekundigkeiUn_Mekka_and_Y:athriblMedina_zuLZeiLMohammeds," in 
Gross and K-H. Ohlig (eds), Schlaglichter. Die beiden ersten islamischen Jahrhunderte, 

Berlin: Schiler, 2008,293-319. 
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The only problem with a pre-Islamic dating for these Judaeo-Arabic inscriptions 
is that it does· give them a unique status: the earliest Judaeo-Arabic texts by far 
(leaving us with a gap of two or three centuries to account.for before the first date
able evidence for Judaeo-Arabic) and the only Judaeo-Arabic texts from the Hijaz. · 
Before endorsing this, it seems to me that we should first explore better the less 
startling option of an Islamic date. The continuing _presence of Jews in north 
Arabia in Islamic times is quite well attested. For example, Ibn ijazm (d. 456/1 064) 
refers to Jews still living in Medina in his time and Ibn Kathir notes that in the 
tenth century (shortly after the year 300 AH), the Jews ofKhaybar claimed that 
they had ·in their possession a document allegedly given them by the Prophet 
which exempted them from the poll tax.56 Moreover, JS Heb1-3 and 5-8 are not' 
necessarily by Jews; they do not contain overtly Jewish names or formulae. It is 
said that quite a number of Jews of Arabia converted to Islam in the early Islamic 
period and it could be that our texts are the work of some of. these converts, who 
would plausibly have still known how to write Hebrew. It is difficult to analyse · 
the texts, because they are so brief, but it is worth saying that the expression in JS 
Heb1, "He trusts in God" (bi-lllah yathiq or yathiq bi-lllah), is a very popular 
Muslim expression, used in innumerable seals and graffiti, in the Abbasid period, 
but is not attested before this. In the end, though, no matter which option we go 
for, these Judaeo-Arabic fragments will remain something of an oddity. 

The significance of the small corpus of texts listed above depends on how one 
interprets them. It is very much in vogue in current studies of the origins oflslam 
to take absence of evidence as evidence of absence, and so one could take the 
diminutive size, spread and quality of the corpus above to write a revisionist 
history of Islam, arguing, for example, that we must relocate the rise of Islam to .. 
Iraq or Palestine, where Jews are more numerous, more widespread and more 
educated.57 However, one could also use it to tell a different story, of small 
communities of Jews who were very well integrated into the life ofthe Arab tribes 
ofthe Hijaz, who knew the principal Biblical tales and rabbinic legends and essen
tials of Jewish ritual (as featured in the Qur'iin) but were minimally inducted in 
high Jewish culture and in limited contact with the wider Jewish world. 

There is also perhaps another story being told by these texts, though very 
obliquely. As noted in point 5 above, it is the old oasis settlements of Hegra 
(Mada'in Salih) and Dedan (al-Uia) that yield the most Jewish texts. After them 
come the similarly ancient settlements of Tayma (nos. 5 and 31; and see no. 6), 

56 Both cited by W.N. Arafat, "New Light on the Story of Banii Quray+a and the Jews of Medina" 
JRAS 1976, 105. See also Newby, Hist01y, ch. 7, and C.A. Nallino, Raccolta di scritti editi e 
inediti, Rome: Istituto per !'Oriente, 1939-48, 3:121. At the First Oxford Arabic Epigraphy Work
shop (I 2/06) Dr Ali Ghabban showed a graffito from near al-Ula, dated 83 AH, by one 'AbdAllah . 
b. Abi Gharic;l, member of a once distinguished Jewish family which included the poet Samuel b. · · 
'A.diyii', but himself now apparently a convert to Islam. 

57 This has been suggested by G. Hawting, The Idea of Idolatry and the Emergence of Islam, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999, andY. Nevo and J. Koren, Crossroads to Islam: 
the Origins of the Arab religion and the Arab state, New York: Prometheus, 2003. 
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··• Qurl;t (al-Mabiyyat, no. 18) and Tabule (nearby Umm Jadhayidh, nos. 14-15). 
places have a very ancient history. Tayma hosted the Babylonian king 

Na!borudllS in the sixth century BCE. Dedan is noted in the Bible for its "caravans" 
and merchandise of"saddlecloths" (Isaiah 21.13; Ezekiel27.20) and its Minaean 

·trading colony expedited cargos of incense rrom south Arabia to the markets of 
·':the Mediterranean. Hegra served as the southern capital ofthe Nabataean kingdom, 

at Petra, and enjoyed the status of a civitas in the Roman province of Arabia 
(seen. 16 above). The last inscriptions from this region are dated 356 CE (no. 6 
above) and 455 CE (the Umm Jadhayidh text above). Thereafter the epigraphic 
record falls silent (unless nos 24-28 are from the fifth and sixth centuries). 

· Possibly this is connected .with "the disruption of settlement over much of Arabia 
· ., .. by the fifth century AD" that has been identified by some archaeologists.58 

may itself be a result of economic decline due to the contortions suffered by 
Roman Empire in the wake of the loss of its western provinces and/or sundry 

disasters. 59 Or else it may be a consequence of the demise of paganism and 
ascendancy of monotheism, which would have led to a collapse in the status and 

·power of the pagans who were responsible for inscribing most of the inscriptions 
of Arabia up until this time, and perhaps also of the Jewish communities who 

· ;_Jived in symbiosis with them. Did this then somehow advantage sites further 
·'south, such as Mecca, Medina and Ta'if, as the Islamic sources would have us 
• believe? No epi~aphic finds confirm this, but unfortunately the archaeological 
. exploration that might tell us is not currently possible at these places. 

I should perhaps. conclude by remarking that it would also be possible to argue 
·that this small group of texts does not constitute a meaningful group, but is rather 

the writings of a few quirky Jewish characters who went against the norm 
: and chose a Biblical rather than an Arabian name and/or who wrote in Hebrew 

rather than in Nabataean Aramaic, Lihyanite or Arabic script. In this 
case, they would not be at all representative of the Jews of the Hijaz or give us any 
sort of realistic picture of the size or nature of their community. A solution to 
these questions will only come, however, once these texts have become better 
. and studied by scholars well versed in this wider Jewish world of late 
antiquity. 
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The usage of Ancient South 
Arabian and other Arabian 
languages as an etymological 
source for Qur,anic vocabulary 

Hani Hayajneh 

contribution will shed light on the possibility of using Ancient South Arabian 
n, •. .,,,,f!-,,r ASA)1 lexical material to elucidate words and expressions occurring in 

an. Although the words handled in the second part of this chapter are 
to scholars from various studies (see below), in the present contribution I 

attempt to establish guidelines and develop an explanatory methodology of 
in1ten:1reting Qur'anic words through Semitic languages in general, and the South 

branch in particular. The study will address Qur' iinic words and expres
that have cognates and parallels attested in ASA and are derived from the 
homonymic root morphemes. Although the root might have a different 

;~meaning from what is attested in the traditional Arabic lexica or suggested by 
::_•<vJLu~•,uu exegetes and commentators, the meaning deduced from ASA could 

the Qur'anic word and offer it a new semantic sphere. 
chapter constitutes the first part of a project devoted to an etymological 

lexical study of the Qur'anic lexicon based on the Semitic languages. The 
and expressions treated here are selected samples of a large word inven

with which I am currently working.2 It is not the intention of the present study 
r"'""""'tn""t an ASA reading of the the Qur'anic text. 

' . •Before proceeding to the core of the paper, I will present an overview of the 
:'~H,.mnt~ of medieval Arab philologists and modern scholars in this domain and 

some remarks on the Qur'anic exegetical methodologies and the problem-
. issues that hamper our understanding of the Qur' anic lexicon. 

abbreviation ASA stands for "Ancient South Arabian," for both a linguistic and cultural desig
For the Epigraphic sigla of Ancient South Arabian inscriptions, and translations thereof, see 

. Corpus of South Arabian Inscriptions <http://csai.hurnnet.unipi.itlcsailhtml/all/alphabetic. 
· htrnl>. Authorization is required to access the CSAI website. To obtain the password, and for infor

:: , ination, questions, and comments about CSAI please see <http://csai.hurnnet.unipi.itlcsai/html/ 
''.'il:onltactJs.html> or write to <csai@humnet.unipi.it>. 

this context, !~would like to draw attention to a short notice published by M. al-Ghiil (= M. Ghul), 
·,' :. "Makiinat nuqiislz al-yaman al-qadima fi turiitlz al-luglza a/- 'arabiyya al-flt$bii," Al-lfilana 38, 

34-49, who gives some hints with examples on the importance of the ASA dialects for eluci
. dating Qur'anic words and expressions. Some of his arguments regarding certain Qur' anic words 

included in the second part of this chapter. 
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Scattered hints are attested in the Arabic tradition of lexicographers from the 
· first centuries of Islam who used so~e Semitic languages, especially Hebrew 
( 'ibrf), Syriac (swyanf), Nabataean (nabaff} and Abyssinian (/:zabashf), in order to 
explain some lexical items occurring in Arabic.3 Among these is Zayd b. Thabit, 
the companion of the Prophet Mul).ammad, who allegedly knew Syriac, and 
'AbdAllah b. 'Abbas (d. 67/687), to whom two treatises on the language of 
Qur'an are ascribed. Among the statements associated with Ibn 'Abbas are those 
in which he describes Qur' anic terms as Syriac, Hebrew, Abyssinian or Yemenite .. 
According to tradition Ibn 'Abbas was an apprentice of Zayd b. Thabit, which 
might explain his interest in Hebrew and Syriac. A further relevant name is Wahb 
b. Munabbih al-AbnawT al-San'anT al-DhamarT (d.ll4/733), to whom the work 
Al-Mulilk al-mutawwaja min /:zimyar wa-akhbarihim wa-qi~a#him wacqubilrihim 
wa-ash 'arihim is attributed. Ibn His ham (d. 218/833) quotes from this work in the .. 
introduction of Kitab al-Tijan. Mujahid b. Jabr (d. 103/722), a client of the tribe . 
b. Makhzum, also seems to have had recourse to Syriac in his interpretations, · 
along with the Yemenite Hisham b. MuQ.ammad b. al-Sa'ib al-KalbT (d. 204/820). 
In his book al-Iklfl al-HamdanT (d. 334/945) quotes al-KalbT's reports on Himyarite 
gravestones and poetry in the dialect of the Y emenite town ZabTd. The differences 
between Classical Arabic in central Arabia and Himyarite in Southern Arabia, . 
according to the account oflbn Sallam al-Jumal).iyy (d. 232/847), seems to have 
been known to some Al:ab linguists like Abu 'Amr b. al-'Ala' (d. 154/771), to 
whom the sentence "ma lisan lfimyar wa-aqa~T al-yaman al-yawmi:l bi-lisanina 
wa-la 'arabiyyatuhum bi- 'arabiyyatina" is imputed. The famous Arab gram- . 
marian Al-KhalTI b. AQ.mad al-FarahTdT (d. 173/789), in his book al- 'Ayn, provides· 
some indications ofthe languages of Yemen and the ijimyarites. Ibn al-Nadim (d. 
385/995 or 388/998) was aware of the affinity between the Abyssinian and 
ijimyaritic script. 

Jewish scholars also showed an interest in Semitic languages. Sa 'Td b. Yusuf 
al-FayyfimT (d. 330/942; known as Sa'diyya Ga'un),4 who lived in Iraq, was very 
well acquainted with Hebrew and translated the Old Testament into Arabic. Other 
Jewish scholars from Andalusia and Morocco are mentioned by the Arab · 
historians, such as Manal).Tm b. Sarruq (d. 349/960), who compiled a fascicle 
on Hebrew grammar, Dunash b. Labart (d.380/990) and Abu Zakariyya Yal;tya 
b. Dawfid b. ijayyfij (d. 390/1000).5 

· 

3 For a comprehensive survey, see. R. Baalbaki, "Early Arab lexicographers and the use of 
languages," Berytus 22, 1983, 117-27. 

4 See D.M. Friedenreich, "The case of Islamic sources in Saadiah Gaon's Tafsir of the Torah," The 
Jewish Quarterly Review 93 (2003) No 3/4 353-95. · 

5 For further details see Hashim al-Ta'iin, Musahamat a/- 'arab fi dirasat al-lughat a/-samiyya, 
al-Jumhi1riyya al-'lriiqiyya: Manshi1riit Wiziirat al-Thaqiifa, 1978 and A. Maman, Cm•11Dl1ral'ive 
Semitic Philology in the Middle Agesji·om Sa 'diah Gaanto Ibn Sartin (10th-12th C.); trans. 
Lyons. Lei den: Brill, 2004. 
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··, .Scholarly interest in foreign words in Arabic in general and the Qur'an 
particular led to a genre of compilations under the rubrics, al-gharfb, 

al-Qur'an, or mu 'arrab.6 This linguistic domain drew the attention of 
philologists such as the BaF;ran grammarian al-Mubarrad (d. 254/898), and 

Ba:?ran Ibrahim b. al-Sariyy b. Sahl al-Zajjaj (d. 310/923), to whom some 
'nn;";''"" on the origins of foreign vocabulary are ascribed .. Even in an earlier 

some exegetical commentaries on the Qur'an quote Sa'd b. Jubayr (d. 
of Abyssinian origin) and 'Ikrima AbU 'Abd Allah b. 'Abd Alliih 

at-J:>anmn al-MadanT (d. 1 03/722) on Abyssinian words. Al-SuyfitT (d. 911/1505) 
some studies to the foreign vocabulary in the Qur'an and /:zadith.7 For 

""'"·wv•c, he lists words extracted from the Qur'an and /:zadfth alleged to be of 
A h'"""''moon origin. 8 Such attempts evidently confirm the interest of philologists in 

:te11ch:mg a better understanding of the etymology of words occurring in the Qur' an 
"'"'"".""'Arabic. Lother Kopf notes that classical Muslim scholars came to 

not only foreign words which more or less preserved their morphological 
forms but also some loan words which either fitted perfectly into the morpho
logical structure of Arabic or were so well adapted to it that their foreign 
origin was not recogp.izable at first sight. Arab philologists realized that such 
words, on their adoption, are liable to assume new meanings and to become 
employed in varying forms.9 

provides an extensive study on their method: R. Dvorak, "Ober die Fremdwtirter im Koran," 
•:'Sitzutlf!:Sl>eri<:hte der Phil.-hist. Klasse der Kaisarlischen Akademie der Wissenschaften 109:1, 

al-Oin Abi11-Fa(ll 'Abd al-Ral}miin Al-Suyi1ti, Azhar a/- 'uriish fi akhbar al-(lubiish. ed. 
'Abiibna and Hiini Hayiijna, Irbid: Diir al-Kitiib al-Thaqiifi, 2006, 59ff. and 62ff. 
subject of foreign vocabulary in the Qur'iin, see A. Rippin, "Foreign Vocabulary," EQ, 

"The treatment of foreign words in Mediaeval Arabic lexicography," in U. Heyd (ed.), 
in Islamic History and Civilization. Scripta Hierasolymitana: Publications of the 
University, Jerttsalem. Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, The Hebrew University, 1961, 
He adds that Muslim scholars were aware that "loanwords may be, or may become, 

identical in form with native words and so increase the number of homonyms in the 
that absorbed them." 192-93. Kopf also summarizes (pp. 197ff.) the criteria followed 
philologists in determining foreign words despite their lack of knowledge of foreign 

Anton Spitaler illustrates how foreign words are harmonized into Arabic and its 
morphological-lsystem, and how the phonemes, and the syllabic structure, of the 

constitute major factors that determined the circumstances of borrowing. A. Spitaler, 
"Miateriali1en zur Erk!Hrung von Fremdwortem im Arabischen durch retrograde Ableitung," in 

(ed.), Corolla linguistica. Festschrift Ferdinand Sommer zum 80. Geburtstag am 4. 
I955, dargebracht v01i Freunden, Schiilem und Kollegen, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 

1955,211-20. 
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Some general and introductory remarks on exegesis of · 
the Qur'an 10 

The lexicon of the Qur'an and /:ladith have been a focal point for exegetes and 
commentators since the time of the Prophet Mul;tammad. Medieval Muslim · 
scholars generally understood that language is one of the main sciences that one 
should master before starting any endeavors of Qur' anic exegesis, as it is deemed 
to be the repository of the collective memory of the community members through 
which interpretation takes place. Language, as a holistic system~ absorbs the 
experience of the predecessors who utilized it and made it productive morpho
logically and semantically .11 

Exegetes were of different social, cultural and linguistic backgrounds and 
dialectal spheres, a fact which sometimes influenced their methods of interpreta
tion.12 Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/899) states that not all Arabs are equal in identifying 
foreign (ghar'ib) and ambiguous (muiashabih) passages. Certain exegetes have 
knowledge of languages or dialects that others lack. 13 I believe that an increased 
knowledge of the Arabian and Semitic languages dialects can yield a better under
standing of the etymology of certain words in the Qur'an. 

Qur'anic science is an extremely specialized field of Islamic scholarship. It 
requires mastery and profound knowledge of multiple disciplines and tributary 
sciences, like exegesis, recitation, script, inimitability, circumstances of revela- · 
tion, abrogation, Qur'anic grammar, unusual terminology, religious rulings and 
Arabic language and literature. Scholars ofQur'anic exegesis tried to define some 
general methodological approaches for explaining the verses of the Qur'an. One 
of them is the exegesis (tafs'ir) of the Qur'an by the Qur'an, followed by the sunna 
of the Prophet, reports of his companions, Arabic language and, finally, "opinion," 
if this does not contradict the other four sources. Other exegetes have taken 
different approaches, like a!-Tab arT for instance, who argued that the Qur' an must 
first be interpreted according to /:ladiths of the Prophet. He takes a subtly different· 
position on the reliability of the Prophet's companions, disapproving of some of 
them and doubting their trustworthiness. In addition, he opposes the use oL 
personal opinion; although he applies his own interpretation in his tqft'ir, he would 
not call it "opinion."14 

10 For a rich and compact survey of exegetical efforts, see C. Gilliot, "Exegesis of the Qur'iin:_ 
Classical and medieval," EQ, 2:99-124. and R. Wieland!, "Exegesis of the Qur'iin: Early modem . 
and contemporary," EQ, 2:124-42. 

II See Sizii Qiisim-Dirziir, "Tawii/ud al-nu0z70 wa-ishba' al-di/iila: Ta/biqiit 'alii taftir 
al-karim," A/if: Joumal of Comparative Poetics. Nr 8: Interpretation and Hermeneutics 
(al-hermimi{iqii wa-1-ta 'wit), 1988, (30-81) 37. 

12 See Mul)ammad ZinjTr, "AI-Tajdidfi manhajiyyat al-taftir bayna al-Zamakhshari wa-Sayyid Qufb 
(diriisa ta/rliliyya ta{blqiyya muqiirina)," Maja//at al-sharl'a wa-1-diriisiit a/-isliimiyya 45, 2001, 
(21-88) 26. 

13 See 'Abd al-' AI Salfm Mukarram, Gharib al-Qur 'iin fi 'a0r al-raszil wa-1-oa/riiba wa-1-tiibi 'ln. · 
Beirut: Mu 'assasat al-Risiila, 1996. 

14 A kind remark by an anonymous reviewer of the present paper. 
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;;In Islamic tradition, Zamakhshari (d. 538/1144) is distinguished for his study of 
expressions and words in a wide range of Arabian languages. But one should keep 

mind that most of the lexical and linguistic stock of Arabic has not been docu
What narrators (ntwat) have conveyed of the poetic and prose texts was not 

.suJt!icJtent to represent the whole linguistic and cultural knowledge of the predeces-
i.e. the lexica of Classical Arabic in the medieval literature are incomplete. 15 

usage of the available Arabic lexica in the exegetical attempts has its own 
We have to bear in mind that the vast Arabic lexical inventory 

contains, in addition to the normal linguistic applications and usages attested in 
•different morphological forins, a further category of isolated lexical items that 
· morphologically unproductive and became secondary. Rippin has rightly 
stated that in the exegetical literature the latter category is cited but without any 
.critical analysis of its application in interpreting a' certain Qur'anic verse or 
word. 16 Our continued lack of a historical etymological dictionary of Arabic 

. makes it difficult to determine the relevance ofthe lexica of medievalliteratureY 
.The problem of defining certain words in the Qur' an paved the way for a wide 

/range of variant explanations and judgments by Qur'an commentators. With the 
•passage of time, exegetical texts generated further texts and thus in some cases 

find themselves at some distance from the original meaning of certain 
words. 18 The task of interpretation thus becomes complicated. A commentator, as 
Richard Martin states, "must necessarily preconceive (vorverstehen) according to 
. the information he assembles about it and understand it in terms of his own 

of understanding."19 The problem, however, is that this horizon is not 
for commentators in all historical stages to be adopted in their exegetical 

,:att:empts, especially in a case in which Allah is the r~vealer (speaker) (al-mii/:11) of 
text and humankind is the addressee. According to Martin, sacred 

presents generic symbolic figures (God, prophet, believers, unbelievers 

, Scholars must also be aware of the question of qirii 'iit ("readings"), which require us to consider 
the morphology of words, and can lead us to different meanings ofQur'iinic terminology. On this 

·see, Sa' d al-Kurdf, "Budhiir al-diriisiit a/-di/iiliyya a/-tilii li-alfli> al-Qur 'iin a/-kar'im," Al-Turiith 
'arabi66, 1997, 16-34 . 

.. . A. Rippin, "Qur'iin 78/24: A study in Arabic lexicography," JSS, 28:2, 1983, 311-20. 
· . .On this subject see F. Quinsat, "Le Co ran et Ia lexicographie historique de I' Arabie," in M. Kropp 
:(ed.), Results ofCol1/empormy Research on the Qur 'iin: The Question of a Historical Critical Text 
of the Qur'iin. WUrzburg: Ergon, 2007, (175-91) 178ff., and M.Kropp, "Athiopische Arabesken. 

· 'im'Koran: Afroasiatische Perlen auf Band gereiht, einzeln oder zu Paaren, diffuse verteilt oder an 
'·;'Glanzpunkten konzentrierf,'!..in M. Gross and K.-H. Ohlig (eds), Schlag/ichter: die beiden ersten 

: islamischen Jahrhunderte, Berlin: H. Schiller, 2008, (384-41 0) 387. 
. S. Qiisim ("Tawiilud al-nu0ii0,'' 37) stresses the importance of the collective memory as a dynamic 

' mechanism, which produced intertextuality, where one text is apt to generate an infinite number of 
texts that are variations on it. In her opinion, each added text is an accumulation to the culture and 

change a view which preceded it. 
See R.C. Martin, "Understanding the Qur' an in text and context," History of Religions 21 :4, 1982, 
(361-84) 363ff. 
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and the situations it narrates) that must be interpreted to mean something for 
someone in the particular contexts in which it is iilterpreted.20 

Some commentators on the Qur'an understand the text from their own social 
and linguistic context. Certain scholars argue that these commentators have laden· 
the Qur' an with meanings that became part of a symbolic system of Islamic liter
ature. This symbolic knowledge is restricted to the insiders of this culture; for 
alien interpreters it still needs explanation. Martin argues that by referrfug to 
exegetical literature in order to achieve an understanding of the Qur'an, we have 
not yet transformed its symbolic language into a: language of explanation.21 I think 
that the historical and cultural horizon of the interpreter's understanding should 
not influence the meaning of the texts, especially if we are dealing with a sacred 
text such as the Qur'an. A universal understanding of the Qur'an means that it 
must be valid to scholars from different social and cultural backgrounds. This .is 
especially important for a sacred text such as the Qur'an. 

Arabian and other seJ.Ditic languages and 
Qur'anic lexicography 

The lexical study conducted in the present chapter will show that some Qur'anic 
words, if interpreted in the light of Arabian epigraphical languages, are seen to 
have a meaning that might better clarify the context of the respective Qur'anic 
verse. My conclusions regarding the meaning of the words are the result of 
linguistic etymological analysis based on existing contemporary knowledge of · 
Semitic languages in general and ASA in particular. Such an endeavor might yield · 
results that are, sometimes, not harmortious with the exegetical tradition. Still the 
exegetical sources, including asbab al-nuziilliterature, have value. Firstly, in light 
of their historical proximity to the period of the Qur'an's proclamation these 
sources can help us understand how the first people who heard the Qur'an from 
the Prophet Mul)ammad understood the ideas spread in it.22 Consulting related 
commentaries that contain direct statements and comments of the Prophet, if 
available, as well as his companions on a particular verse or word, and not only 
relying upon what the commentators understand from the text, might help eluci- · 
date some passages of the Qur' an. Secondly, citing and using the exegetical works 
while treating the respected Qur' anic words will show that these reports preserved · 
in those sources constitute an elell').ent of tradition. Furthermore, it is necessary to 
see the position of the explanations proposed as a result of linguistic analysis 
against the meanings suggested by the exegetes. Therefore, it should be under- · 
stood that the results of my etymological analysis as demonstrated in the second .. 
part are not mainly dependent on the narratives that are maintained in the reports. 
of asbiib al-nuzl7l. In other words, taking tafoir and sabab literature into account 

20 Ibid., 363. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Cf. Martin, "Understanding the Qur'an in text and context," 363, for an opposite argument. 
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does not necessary mean that I wholly build on the arguments presented in these 
as we cannot ascertain whether such reports are historically accurate 

to be used as a basis for establishing a historical context. 
For some time now scholars of epigraphy have sought to awaken scholars in the 

ofQur'anic studies to the importance of Ancient South Arabian epigraphy, · 
.mcluding Himyarite and other Semitic languages. A number of critical studies 

include this topic have been published, e.g. Dvorak's "Uber die Fremdworter 
. im Koran,"23 H. Grimme's "Uber einige Klassen siidarabischer Lehnworter im 
· and A. Jeffery's The Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur'iin.25 More recent 

·.·. . on this topic include A. Rippin's "Epigraphical South Arabian and Qur'anic 
'exegesis"26 and C. Rabin's "On the probability of South-Arabian influence on the 

vocabulary."27 In his dissertation, "Early Southern Arabian Languages and 
·CJ:assiical Arabic Sources,"28 the late Mahmud Ghul addresses certain Arabic 

designated in the Arabic sources as Yemeni or Himyarite. In his article 
'"''"'·u"w nuqiish al-Yaman al-qadfmafi turiith al-lugha a!- 'arabiyya al-fit:sbii,"29 

. analyzes some Qur' anic words in the light of Ancient South Arabian languages. 
· Serjeant discusses the word mibriib in relation to ASA mbrb.3° Christian Robin 

some loanwords with religious connotations in ASA and the Qur'an.31 

shows that Aramaic was one of the main sources of this category of words. 
An extreme method toward studying the Qur'anic text was presented by 

Ghri!;tor>h Luxenberg (pseudonym) in his book entitled Die syro-aramiiische 
. . des Koran: Ein Beitrag zur Entschliisselung der Koransprache.32 He 
.argues that the Qur'an has Syro-Aramaic origins. This argument has been widely 
.wo""''Ul''"u by the academic community.33 He tries to identify an underlying 

p Dvorak, op. cit. 
H. Grimme, "0ber emtge Klassen sUdarabischer Lehnwllrter im Koran," Zeilschrift fiir 
Assyriologie und Vorderasiatische Archiiologie 26, 1912, 158-68. 
Jeffery, FV. 
A. Rippin, "Epigraphical South Arabian and Qur'anic exegesis," JSAI 13, 1990, 153-74. 

. C. Rabin, "On the probability of South-Arabian influence on the Arabic vocabulary," JSAI 4, 1984, 
125-34. 
M.A. Ghul, Early Southem Arabian Languages and Classical Arabic Sources: A Critical Exami- · 
nation of Liter01y and Lexicographical Sources by Comparison with the Inscriptions Omar 
ai-Ghul (ed.). Irbid: Yarmouk University Press, 1993. 

··•·L.'' AI-uJmiL "Makiinat nuqlish al-yaman al-qadima fi turiith al-lughat a/- 'arabiyyot al-fu•(lii," 
·.Al-H1l'n>fn 38, 1975, 34-49. 
. R. Serjeant, "Mil)riib," BSOAS22, 1975,439-53. 
'E.g., C. Robin, "A propos de Ia priere: Emprunts lexicaux ii l'bebreu et l'arameen releves dans les 

. ·: inscriptions preislamlques de I' Arabie meridionale et dans le Coran," in G. Dorival and D. Pra1on 
· · · ·(eds), Prieres medilerrom?ennes !tier et aujourd'hui, Aix-en-Provence: Publications de l'Universite 

de Provence, 2000, 45-69. 
C. Luxenberg, Die syro-aramiiische Lesart des Koran, Berlin: Das Arabische Buch, 2000. 
See A. Neuwirth, "Qur' an and History- A Disputed Relationship. Some Reflections on Qur' anic 

·History and History in the Qur'an", Journal ofQur'anic Studies, 2003, 5/1, 1-18, F. de Blois, 
;.Review of C. Luxemberg, Die syro-aramiiische Lesart des Koran, JQS 5, 2003, 92-97; 

· K Hoyland, "Epigraphy and the linguistic background of the Qur'iin," in QHC, 51-69. 
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Syriac reading of the Qur'an and argues that the Qur'anic text in its current form 
is originally based on Syriac Christian documents that reached the current textuaL 
form of the Qur'an through editing. According to his assumption, Syriac words in 
the Qur'an were arabicized through the development of the Arabic orthography. 
The proposed Syriac reading of the Qur'an allows us, according to him, to recon
sider the original meanings of the words. The Arab exegetes were not able to 
understand the original language of the Qur' an and were forced to resort to the 
later developed Arabic etymology for their analysis. 

Against Luxenberg, we have to bear in mind that oral transmission played an 
important role in preserving the integrity of the Qur' an, a fact that he totally ignores. •· 
He tries to convince his readers that a hybrid language (Arabic and Syriac) existed 
in Mecca at that time. Yet there is no epigraphical or textual evidence from Mecca· · 
or its vicinity to support this argument. In addition, we have no Syriac works from, 
Mecca from that time. He is constantly struggling to re-interpret single words 
using corresponding Syriac cognates, without taking into consideration the context 
of the verse and its structure. His method, as Angelika Neuwirth· states, ··"'"""""··-· 
poses its very results: the facticity of a Syriac layer underlying the Arabic text."34 

Neuwirth adds that "Much of his material relies on obvious circular argument. One 
has to keep in mind that principally Syriac, which is linguistically closely related to 
Arabic, will offer innumerable cases of etymological parallels for individual words· 
or expressions of the Qur' an; particularly since religious vocabulary is abounding 
in Syriac. These parallels in many cases are simply due to the close linguistic rela
tion between the two Semitic languages and do not necessarily reflect a cultural 
contact." 

Arabs in Arabia borrowed heavily from Aramaic and other surrounding .. 
languages, e.g. Old Ethiopic, Ancient South Arabian etc. Such lexical material 
became an integral part of the dialects that dominated in Arabia. Therefore, 
cannot consider the process of borrowing from other languages and-cultures as a· 
major factor that makes Arabic a mixed language. It is the phonology, morphology .. 
and syntax that establish the basic elements of linguistic clustering and 
and that lead, at the end, to a recognition cif the affiliation of a certain ,=••l'.ual'." 

other language(s). The lexicon comes at the end of this chain. It is clear 
Luxenberg's method that he mixes the structUral elements of two dil:Ier·ent:_,: 
languages, Syriac and Arabic, which leads him to the wrong results. 

In his work "A Comparative Lexical Study of Qur'anic Arabic"35 Martin R. 
Zammit intended to carry out a quantitative analysis of a substantial corpus of the 
Qur'anic lexicon with a view to investigating the lexical relationship between 
Arabic and the major variants of Semitic. He tried to interpret the common 
features, rather than pointing towards particular genetic affinities, as indicators . 
of different levels of socio-cultural links in general and linguistic exchange in -. 

34 Neuwirth, "Qur'an and History- A Disputed Relationship, 9. 
35 Martin R. Zammit;-A-Comparative-texica/-Study -oj-Qur'iinic -Ar.~bi•~~fiandbc>ok--of'-Orienl'al ,,_, 

Studies 2, 61. Leiden, Boston, Koln: Brill, 2002. 
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d'"'""''"a', which characterized the various areas of Semitic. As a result, he consid-
the distribution of lexical items in nine Semitic languages on the basis of a 

corpus collated from Qur'anic inventory. This study, however, lacks the 
;•contextual and critical study of the roots and their derivatives in both the Qur' anic 

as well as in the Semitic cognates. The study was restricted to listing the 
-nmnoJlYDmc roots and derivatives without any discussion or analysis. They are not 

according to their semantic fields. For example, listing the Qur'anic word 
'in this work under the root ~-n-' "to do, make"36 is not helpful for a better 

,pnder·standiing of the Qur'anic word, as this root in Semitic languages has produced 
- basic meanings, the first "to do, make", and the second "to fortify, consoli

(see discussion below under the entry ma~ani '). The same is applicable to 
Qur'anic word babl, which should be interpreted as "covenant" instead of 

. Both meanings are attested in Semitic languages as derivatives from the 
root-morphemes. A further example is the root sh-r-b, >yhich is known in 

languages with two meanings, "to protect" and "to open; explain, expand". 
semantic dichotomy should have been critically examined on the basis of the 
anic passage in which the word occurs. 
Trapper and Hani Hayajneh37 address the Ugaritic sentence ltpn if d pid and 

re!:aticms:b.ip to Qur'anic vocabulary and translate it as "der scharfsinnige, der 
;VeJrstiilndige Gott." This translation is based on the conformity of certain etyma

thoughts, as both terms ltp and pid occur in Arabic and, in particular, the 
· text. 

Kropp's various lexical contributions on the Qur'anic texts in the light 
n;present milestones in this field, for example, in his study on the Old 

origins of the Arabic word shaytan,38 and his attempts to trace Old 
loanwords in the Qur'an.39 In the latter article Kropp discusses problems 

.swrotmat'r tg lexical borrowing from Old Ethiopic. He analyzes when such words 
into the Qur'anic corpus, whether they were part of the spoken Arabic 

:laDlgul:tge before Islam, and thus whether they could be classified as innovations 
Jlr,ne!JIOJgis:ms. Such studies suggest that further research is needed to investigate 

wide category of Qur' anic words in the Ancient Semitic context, especially 
that have not been labeled by Arab philologists as "foreign" or "loanwords" 

to their assimilation into an Arabic morphology.40 So too the Qur'an 
be seen as a very important source of linguistic and cultural knowledge 

oo . .<.runmH, A Comparative Lexical Study ofQur 'iinic Arabic, 258. 
. Tropper and H. Hayajneh "El, der scharfsinnige und verstiindige Gott: Ugaritic ltpn i1 d pid im 
•Lichte der arabischen Lexeme latifundfu 'ad," Orientalia 12, 2003, 159-82. 
.M. Kropp, "Der iithiopische Satan= Shaytiin und seine koranische Ausliiufer," Oriens Chrislianus 
89,2005, 93-102. 
M. Kropp, "Athiopische Arabesken im Koran." 

.'some modem scholars are trying to draw attention to the study of the tense system of the Qur'iin 
in the light of Semitic languages. See Mu~ammad 'Azab, "I;/ awl a majlzum al-zama11 fi 1-Qur 'ii11 

'·--<ti-Kari~;•H<•a-ti-1-!Aizd-a/-Qadim: Mudkhal lughawi," A/if: Journal of Comparative Poetics 9, 
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that can elucidate vague cultural and linguistic references in 
inscriptions.41 

The Arabian languages and dialects42 of Arabia before Islam 

In the last five decades, the documentation of Ancient South Arabian language 
and culture has significantly improved. Pre-Islamic South Arabia is one of the 
oldest centers of civilization in the Near East, as it enjoyed a fertile soil and a wet 
climate, which was of great importance for the stability of the population. 
ological work in this part of Arabia has shown that it witnessed a sophisticated 
civilization starting from the last centuries of the Late Bronze Age. The earliest 
epigraphical documentation can be roughly dated back to the tenth or eleventh. 
century BC. 

ASA consists of four dialects43 - Sabaic, Minaic, Qatabanic and Hadramitic .... :: 
all of which are written in a distinctive script called al-musnad.44 ASA is affiliated • 

41 One might trace historical, religious or cultural aspects of the epigraphical sources of Pre-Islamic 
Arabia through the Qur'iin. For example, the references in South Arabian epigraphical sources to 
"daughters of II" might be better understood in light of the Qur'iin references to the pre-Islamic 
Arabian goddesses All at, Mina and a/- 'Uzza. Some temple decorations seem to offer a representa
tion of the "Daughters of II," namely images of young women in a hieratic attitude, duplicated a 
great number of times. The Qur'an constantly denies that God ever begot daughters ("Daughters 
of God"), which shows that in Western Arabia, too, some people venerated deities similar to the 
South Arabian "Daughters of II." See C. Robin, "Les 'Filles de Dieu' de Saba' a Ia Mecque: 
Reflexions sur l'agencement des pantheons dans ('Arabie ancienne," Semitica 50,2001, 104-92. 

42 The identification of the linguistic affiliation of a certain language and its relationship to other 
adjacent or remote languages or dialects is morphologically based; i.e. it is the morphology 
is taken as a basis for linguistic clustering. Due to the vowelless script of ASA and ANA and other 
known epigraphical groups in Arabia, our knowledge of the morphological situation of these 
branches is still restricted and vague. Therefore, it is for the meantime impossible to decide. 
whether the ASA epigraphical groups (Sabaic, Qatabanic, Hadramitic and Minaic) are distinct 
languages to which the generic name ASA can be given. Although there are linguistic differences 
between them, i.e. with regard to the verbal system, e.g. the existence of the short and long prefix 
conjugation in Sabaic particularly, etc., the current situation as can be gleaned from the ASA 
inscriptions does not grant us the right to designate these epigraphical groups as discrete 
"languages". Therefore, I prefer here the designation "dialect" rather than "language". The same is 
also applicable to the ANA epigraphical variants. There, the situation is more complicated, not· 
only because of the vowelless script used, but also because of the lack of sufficient morphological 
and syntactical evidence; the texts are very short which prevents us from drawing sufficient 
reliable conclusions in this regard. The generic designations of ANA mentioned above are 
based on geographical considerations. Other Arabian epigraphical groups, i.e. the texts discovered 
in Qaryat al-Fiiw written in ASA script, are difficult to classify, as they contain linguistic features 
that are familiar in both ASA as well as Arabic. 

43 There are no strong distinctive linguistic features that lead us to consider these linguistic variants 
as different languages, as the morphological scope of these linguistic unities is not clear due to 
vowelless script used. 

44 A. Beeston, "Pre-Islamic South Arabian," in David Noel Freedman (ed.), Anchor Bible ut.cmmaiY,. 
New York: Doubleday,l992, 4:223-26. 
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the western branch of the South Semitic linguistic group.45 The aforemen
linguistic designations refer to political entities. After the advent of 

the southern parts of Arabia (modem Yemen) became part of the Islamic 
Arabic replaced Sabiac, which was used in the later stages as a prestigious 

]ruagrtag·e, while Himyaritic seems to have been used colloquially (see below).46 

possess thousands of published ASA inscriptions of different lengths 
<cc•mr•osc~d in the above dialects. The ASA texts cover a wide range of subjects that 

light on this civilization from different perspectives, i.e. religion, history, 
agricultwre death, trade, language, warfare, pacts and confessions. In addition, a 

genre of ASA texts started to appear during the 1980s and began to change 
classical views on the culture of Ancient South Arabia.47 A collection of this 

epigraphi.cal type, which is written on wood in cursive script (zabzlr), provided us 
. the first time in ASA studies with unprecedented information on the daily life 
Ancient South Arabia, in addition to new lexemes and morphological forms.48 

Moreover., the recent publication of dictionaries and glossaries of these epigraph-
attested languages, especially of ASA, had made this source more acces

to contemporary philologists, even for non-specialists. 
· We should mention here that ASA lexical and linguistic traits remained in use 
. · · the Arabs in later periods; therefore, plenty of originally ASA lexical items 

. the chance to penetrate into the lexicon of the sister language, Arabic, and to 
an integral part of it for a long time.49 Accordingly we find some Muslim 

describing some Qur'anic words as himyar'i "Himyaritic"; yaman'i or 
"Yemenite" and bi-lughati ah/i 1-yaman "in the language ofthe people of 
in origin. They use this same phrase to refer to all South Arabian dialects 

See A. Faber, "Genetic subgrouping of the Semitic languages," in R. Hetzron (ed.), The Semitic 
· Languages, London and New York: Routledge, 1997, 3-24, for the problem of genetic classifica
. lion of the Semitic languages in general. 
On the definition of Arabic among the variant Arabian languages, see M.C. Macdonald, "Reflec

on the linguistic map of pre-Islamic Arabia," Arabian Archaeology and Epigraphy II, 2000, 
28-79. 
For a historical overview of the cultural history of Pre-Islamic Arabia, seeR. Hoyland, Arabia and 
the Arabs: From the Bronze Age (o the Coming of Islam, London and New York: Routledge, 200 I, 
36ff., and for a linguistic survey of the ASA dialects, see L. Kogan and A. Korotayev, "Sayhadic 

: (Epigraphic South Arabian),'' in R. Hezron (ed.), The Semitic Languages, London and New York: 
·'Routledge, 1997, 220-41. For a recent summary on religion and cult in ASA, a reference can be 

made to W.W. MUller, "Religion und Kult im antiken SUdarabien,'' in M. Krebernik and J. von 
·:Oorschot (eds), Polytheismus und Monotheismus in den Religionen des Vorderen Orients, 
MOnster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2002, 175-95. 
· J. Ryckmans, W.·MUller, andY. Abdallah, Textes du Yemen antique inscrits sur bois, Louvain-la
Neuve: Universite Catholique de Louvain, 1994. 
A. Rippin ("Epigraphical South Arabian") has already discussed the question of whether ASA 

· ·continued to be used in Islamic times or not, and whether a mutual infiltration from Arabic into the 
linguistic traits of South Arabia and vice versa was prevalent. He concludes that the knowledge of 

, ASA did not carry over into Islam and the historical memory of Muslim scholars on ASA cannot 
be relied on to draw firm conclusions, unless no external information verifying this memory is 
discovered. 
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that existed in South Arabia, without differentiation between Himyaritic proper · 
and other dialects, i.e. Sabaic, Qatabanic, Minaic, Hadramaitic, and possibly other · 
internal South Arabian dialectical variants. 

Of these dialects only Himyaritic, which survived in the mountains of Yemen, 
continued as a distinct colloquial spoken dialect during the first centuries of 
Islam. 50 Proper Himyaritic can be identified by a number of specific morpholog
ical and lexical features that distinguish it from the ASA epigraphical dialects (i.e. 
Sabaic, Qatabanic and Minaic) as well as from contemporary Arabic dialects of 
South Arabic (dating back to the period of al-Hamdiin'i).51 The Himyarites prob
ably used Sabaic as an official language while keeping Himyaritic as a vernacular. 

Old Arabic, 52 called also Pre-Classical Arabic, seems to have co-existed with the 
mentioned groups. Epigraphical evidence for it is attested in ASA, Nabataean and 
Dadanitic scripts. Evidence of Old Arabic is found in ASA inscriptions in the city 
ofHaram from an early date (the third century BC). Its inhabitants were evidently 
caravan traders who spoke a variant of Classical Arabic, as reflected in their usage 
of certain linguistic features widespread in Sabaic inscriptions of Haram. More
over, in the first century BC Arabs are listed in the service of South Arabian kings. 53 

In addition, Arabs in central Arabia and the inhabitants of Southern Arabia seem to . 
have been involved in trading.54 Such evidence shows that there was constant • 
contact between Central and Southern Arabia. It is to be assumed that such contacts 
would influence the lexicon of both groups in earlier stages. 55 

The Northern parts ofthe Arabian Peninsula witn.essed a different epigraphical • 
heritage, known among scholars as Ancient North Arabian (ANA), represented in · · 
thousands of graffiti and monumental inscriptions (Safaitic, Hismaic [ = Thamudic , 

50 See C. Robin, "l;limyaritic," inK. Versteegh et al. (ed.), Encyclopedia of Arabic Language and 
Linguistics, Leiden: Brill, 2007, (256-61) 256. 

51 A. G. Belova, "The position of Himyaritic within the South Semitic group of Semitic languages 
(Yemenite-Ethiopian isoglosses)," Proceedings of the Nimh International Congress of Ethiopian 
Studies (Moscow, 26-29 August I986), Moscow: Nauka Publishers, 1988, (28-34) 29. 

52 See Macdonald, "Reflections on the linguistic map of pre-Islamic Arabia." 
53 "Arabs in the mountainous country,'' are listed as subjects of certain kings. See C. Rabin, "On the 

probability of South-Arabian influence on the Arabic vocabulary," 124ff. 
54 See, for example, C. Robin, " 'La caravane Yemenite et Syrienne' dans une inscription de I' Arabie 

Meridionale antique," in F. Sanagustin (ed.), L 'Orient au camr: en 1'/wnneur d'Andre Miquel, 
Paris: Maisonneuve & Larose, 2001, 207-16, who published an ASA inscription in which the 
Yemenite Syrian caravan is mentioned (I) brtlun bn lgnm b(lrmyn h 2) dy 'rn ymnytn w-s' 'mytn 
b-gys2 bn b(lrm(t) "I) i)arithum fils de Lgnm Hadramawtique a 2) conduit Ia caravane yemenite et . · 
syrienne avec une troupe du Haliramawt" (Robin, op. cit., 211 ). This caravan merchandise activity 
is attested in the Qur'an (106:2) as rib/at al-shitii' wa-l-0ayf 

55 Linguistic contacts, including lexical borrowing, were very common among Semitic languages of 
Arabia and the Levant, and are reflected in the lexica of the various languages. On this see Frllnkel; ' 
Die aramiiischen Fremdworter im arabischen, and A. Beeston, "Foreign loanwords in Sabaic," in 
N. Nebes (ed.), Arabia Felix. Beitriige zur Sprache und Kultur des vorislamischen Arabien. 
Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1994, 39-45. Beeston tries to isolate loanwords in Sabaic 
languages such as Geez, Akkadian, Nabataean, Palmyrene and Aramaic. 
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E], Taymanitic [= Thamudic A], Dadanitic [= Lihyanitic/Dadanitic], Dumatic, 
Thamudic B, C, D, and Hasaitic) spread over its northern parts, covering an epoch 
.extending roughly from the sixth century BC to the fourth century AD.56 

A further type of Arabian epigraphy are the inscriptions discovered in Qaryat 
(ancient Q1yt dht Khl), of which few have been published. They show a 

oflinguistic mixture of ASA and Old Arabic such as the usage of both definite 
articles, -n as determinative suffix as well as al- in the same inscription. In 

.qo:mp.ari1;on to the ASA epigraphical corpus, which includes diverse subjects from 
range in time and space, the ANA corpus seems limited. 57 

Despite the cessation of the usage of ASA by the inhabitants in the Southern 
of Arabia, lexical items were liable to survive among them up to modem 
58 After the first discovery of the ASA inscriptions, scholars were able to 

into the linguistic history of Arabia through different eyes and to trace the 
morphological and syntactical affinities of the Arabic variants and the 

A.SA dialects. 

iinic lexical items and expressions 

· As previously mentioned, our endeavor aims at examining the possibility of using 
ASA lexicon to disclose the basic and original meaning of certain Qur'iinic 

. I have stated already that a comprehensive knowledge of the language is a 
major aspect of responsible interpretation of the Qur'an. Although this chapter 

·• mtends to study critically the root of each Qur'anic word and its semantic field as 
.ex.pla:ine:d by the Qur'iin commentators, this does not imply that these badfths 

For a detailed survey of the Ancient North Arabian epigraphical groups see W.W. Miiller, "Das 
Altarabische und Klassisch Arabisch. Das Friihnordarabische," in W. Fischer (ed.), GrundrijJ der 
arabischen Philologie, Sprachwissenschoft, vol.l, Wiesbaden: Reichert, 1982, '17-29; 

· M. Macdonald, "Reflections on the linguistic map of pre-Islamic Arabia," and M. Macdonald, 
"Ancient North Arabian," in R.D. Woodard (ed.), The Cambridge Encyclopedia ofihe World's 
Ancient Languages('Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004, 488-533. 
For the ASA dialects there are some lexical references that can be used, e.g. A. Beeston, 

-: _M.A. Ghul, W.W. MUller, and J. Ryckmans, Sabaic Dictionmy (English-French-Arabic), 
. · Louvain-la-Neuve: Peeters, 1982; S.D. Ricks, Lexicon of Inscriptional Qatabanian, Studia Pohl 

· 14, Roma: Pontificio Instituto Biblico, 1989; M. Arbach, Lexique madhabien, compare aux 
lexiques sabeen, qatabanite et ba(lramawtique, Aix-en-Provence, PhD dissertation, 1993; and 
other dispersed lexical studies published in articles. On the other hand, such lexical works for 
·_Ancient North Arabian do not exist. 
. Scholars of ASA epigraphy have realized that plenty oflexical items occurring in ASA inscriptions 
are not encountered in any Semitic language but the Yemeni dialects. These dialects are therefore 

·-'an important source for the establishment of the meaning of many ASA words. For example 
Mutahhar 'Ali al-lryani, Al-Mu 'jam al-yamani (a/if): Fr 1-lugha wa-1-turiith: Ifawla mufradiit 

klriiooa min al-lahajiit al-yamaniyya, Dimashq: Dar al-Fikr, 1996. Iry1ini defines various ASA 
words by finding tlieir cognates in the modem Yemeni dialects. 
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preserved in the commentary literature are essentially taken as a ftmtdarmeratal ; 
component while establishing a historical context. Considering certain opinions 
commentators is essential, not for the sake of demonstrating their reliability (or not),·· 
but to show how the commentators apprehended a certain word on the basis of 
linguistic backgrounds. As mentioned previously, some of them have approached. 
the meaning on the basis of the context of the Qur' anic verse; this, however, does 
not mean that our conclusions are altered by or drawn from their understanding of· 
the respected verse. Our study is based on linguistic and etymological data. . 

It is true that commentators were so far removed from the time of the Qur 'an · 
that they did not record what the first commentators said about the verse and 
the meaning of the word contained in it, but we have to be aware that 
explanations or definitions could have been trans-generational and reached 
commentators. Therefore, I find it significant to be aware of this tradition 
establishing the historical context. An attempt has been made to consult the 
al-nuzal literature, as I find this source of great importance because, although 
always verifiable, it contains stories related to the respected verse and could 
minate some of its semantic aspects. For example, under the entry amiiniit 
I believe itis not possible to ignore the story ofthe Prophet entering the Ka 'ba in 
light of the conclusion presented regarding the meaning of this word as a result of 
our linguistic analysis. The mentioned story can therefore be considered as 
supportive evidence for our argument. . 

However, in certain cases it will still prove illuminating to exanaine the root of a : 
Qur' iinic word in ASA, especially when that root ·has productive nominal and verbal 
derivatives. ASA lexical counterparts or cognates of the same respected word 
expression will be brought into comparison with the Qur'iinic word. If the Qur'iinic 
word has the same meaning in ASA and Arabic it will be excluded as the meaning· 
is already established. I will also refer to Old Ethiopic and other Arabian u•"·'""'"·· · 
The Ancient Ethiopic culture is adjacent to the ASA cultural·area, and it is 
that homonyms in both linguistic areas go back to the same origins. Regarding the 
inscriptional evidence, only the respective passage from the inscription will be 
quoted. In many of the studies below I will offer a new English translation of the, 
passage at hand, working from the basis of Abdullah Yusuf Ali's'translation.59 

1. amiiniit 

Qur'iin 4:58: inna Alliiha ya 'murukwn an tu 'addii 1-amiiniiti ilii 
wa-idhii l;akmiztum bayna al-niisi an tal;lamz!l bi-1- 'adli inna Alliiha ni 
ya 'i:?ttkum bi-hi inna Alliiha kiina samr'an bafilra. 

The word amiiniit occurs in this verse, which asks the Prophet Mul.Jammad to restore . 
rights to their original owners.ln the asbiib al-nuziil tradition, 60 this verse is connected · 

59 Ali, Abdullah Yusuf (n.d.) The Holy Qur 'an. Beirut: Dar AI-Arabia. 
60 See for example AI-Wiil)idT, Asbiib nuzii/ ai-Qur 'an, Riyad: Diir AI-Maymiin, 2005, 294. 
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the story when the Prophet entered Mecca upon its conquest. 'Uthmiin b. Tall)a 
a,-,,a ... u •. from the b. 'Abd al-Diir, was the caretaker oftheKa'ba and rushed to lock 

· door of the Sacred House and climbed up to its roo£ When the Prophet asked for 
key, he was told that 'Uthmiin had it. When he asked him for it, 'Uthmiin refused 

him the key, saying: "lfi knew that he was the Messenger of Allah, I would 
·'!l()l:reiuse to give him the key." 'Ali b. Abi Tiilib then twisted the hand of 'Uthmiin 

took the key from him and opened the door of the Ka 'ba. The Prophet entered 
uv '''u'"~cand performed inside it two units of prayers. When he came out, al-' Abbas 

for the key of the Ka 'ba, so that he could combine the duty of giving water 
to the pilgrims and that of caretaker of the Sacred House. But God revealed 

and the Prophet commanded 'Ali to give the key back to 'Uthmiin and 
capc>Jo~:IZe to him, and so he did. 'Uthmiin said to him: "0 'Ali, you assaulted me 

me, and now you come to apologize." 'Ali said to him: "Allah, exalted is 
has revealed this verse about you," and he recited it to him. Upon hearing this, 

said: "I bear witness that Mul.Jammad is the Messenger of Allah." Gabriel 
came and said: "As long as this House stands, its key and the duty of taking care 
will stay in the progeny of 'Uthman," and so it is up to this day. 

translations of this verse, and this word in particular, do not exceed the 
understanding known also in the Arabic exegetical works, namely 

the word amiina means "trust, deposit, etc." For example, Pickthall translates: 
Allah commandeth you that ye restore deposits to their owners ... "Abdullah 

Ali translates similarly: "God doth command you to render back your tntsts 
.those to whom they are due ... " 

Qur'iin 8:27: yii ayyuha alladhfna iiman!l lii takhiin!l Alliiha wa-l-rasiila 
cHlir/cntmu amiiniitikum wa-antum ta '!amlin. The word amiina here is generally 

in the same way. Abdullah Yusuf Ali translates: "0 ye that believe! 
not the trust of God and the Apostle, nor misappropriate knowingly things 

to you." Rudi Paret is not sure about the meaning ofthe word amiinii. He 
the translation "Giiter" or "anvertraute Giiter" in Qur'iin 8:27 but does 

exclude the intewretation "deposits."61 , 

the ASA inscnptions, we encounter the word 'mn built in a nominal form 
as a plural fonh suffixed with a definite article -n (=Arabic al-), i.e. in a 

composed in the Minaic dialect from the site al-Sawdii' 
37) in Yemen, which is stored in the British Museum (BM 125157) 

w-b-b-m(.) 'qlh fi[wtn w-yn(l)w 'ntht w-qdmy- y 'hi 'mnhtn w- 's1d s1t 2) 
bn 'hi 'mn(h)tn ... The passage has been translated as l) [ ... ] e in 

.~secm~IOile del documento all ora consegnino (le offerte) le donne e i due capi del 
dei servi del tempio e coloro 2) del gruppo dei servi del tempio."62 The 

·"y'""''~irm 'hl 'mnhtn is translated as "servi del tempio" ("servants of the temple"), 
the holding of an administrative position, which in tllis particular inscription 

Kommel!lm· und Konkordanz, Stuttgart, Berlin, and Koln: 
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is the administration of the sanctuary. In another ASA Minaic legal inscription ... , 
from al-Sawda' (al-Sawda' 35/2) deposited in the. British Museum (BM 125123) 
the expression 'hi 'mnhtn is encountered in a similar context and understo1od : 2~ 
as "servants of the temple."63 Mahmud Ghul64 came across this passage while 
treating the ASA word 'mn, and referred to the fact that holding the key 
one of five or six public dignities associated with the leadership of the cmmrtunitv 
and the cult. 

Sidney Smith dedicated to this root and its derivatives in Hadramitic a detailed: 
study and connected it to Babylonian ummiinu and concluded that it denotes an· 
"administrative official in the great temples, who was a subordinate of shatammu . 
who dealt with all the temple's business."65 The word 'mn is also attested in a·· 
Hadramitic inscription as a function related to the market s2 'rm bn n 'my 'mn ' 
yhwt;l' "PN + PN the (market?) inspector ... "66 In a Qatabanic construction 
inscription (MQ-HK 7) from Tirnna' the word 'mnt was preceded by the particle 
dhw as an equivalent application of the word 'hl and has been translated as "those 
in charge of-": I)' 'ls2rb bn t;lb 'm w-zyd'l bn hwkn bnw h:?br 2) dhw 'mnt mb '[ 'm·. 
dh-rymtm w- 'aslmn bnyw w-gn(') 3) hgm dh-s1lmm 1) 'ls2rb son of t;lb 'm and 
zyd'l son of hwkn both of the family h:?br 2) those in charge of the property of· 
'm dh-rymtm and those of s1lmm built and walled 3) the town dh-s1lmm. 67 

· 

In Arabic amana mean·s "trust, deposit," but amana in the Qur'an should 
instead be interpreted as referring to the "administrative dignity or right given by .· 
(or sanctioned by) God" as noted by Ghul.68 Ghul suggests that 'mn in the Minaic .. 
inscriptions and ASA in general means "administrator," and 'hll'mnhtn should be . 
understood as "the class (or group) of (public) administrators." According to 
Ghul, this post in South Arabia was usually inherited by the Minaeans and · 
included religious and civil responsibilities related to the public life of the people 
at that time. From the Minaic expression we know that 'hll'mnhtn had "two 
leaders or heads"(= Arabic bijiiba) who had the right of keeping the keys of 
Ka 'ba. W.W. Mtiller69 translates this passage as "(Tempel)wiichter," by relating 
to Hebrew 'omen "Wiirter." The Qur'anic ahl al-amanat (4:58) should be under
stood in this direction as well, I.e. "God does command you to render back posts 
(i.e., (lijaba posts) to those to whom they are due, ... " In the other Siiras amana 
(eg. in Qur'an 23:8) could be understood also as "post, office, etc." At any rate,. 

63 "Sevitori del tempio." <http://csai.humnet.unipi.it/csai/htmllindex:.html>. 
64 M. Ghul, "Makiinatnuqzlsh ai-Yaman," 38ff. and Ghul, Early Sozithem Arabian Languages, 
65 Quoted in H. Hayajn~h, "Ein Prozess ilber Zuteilung von Datteln in einer l)ai;lramitischen Inschrift," 

in B. Burtea, J. Tropper, and H. Younansardaroud (eds}, Studio Semitica et Sen1ito!'winitict1,. 
MUnster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2005, (109-24) 113. 

66 Ibid. . 

67 <http://csai.humnet.unipi.it/csai/html/index:.html> 
68 M. Ghul, "Makiinat nuqiish ai-Yaman," 38ff., and idem, Early Southern Arabian Languages, 

169ff. 
69 W.W. Milller, "Altsildarabische Rituale und. Beschwiirungen," in 0. Kaiser (ed.}, Texte aus 

Umwelt des A/ten Testaments, ReligiOse Texte, 2:3, Giltersloh: Molm, 1988, (438-52}, 445. 
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word is a designation for an office and the question of understanding its nature 
defined by the work or position assigned. The occasion of revelation mentioned 

could enhance the interpretation of the expression ahl + al-amanat in the 
iin as "those who own the right of holding an office." 

·.l~'""'"'u derivatives of the root b-b~l in the Qur'an are known in six passages in 
form babl. Two of them are attested in Qur' an 3: 103 and 112, passages that 

J;;ll\;uuu·~~" the followers of the Islamic belief to be united: wa- 'tasimii bi-habli 
jamr'an wa-la tafarraqii (Q 3:103a). Abdullah Yusuf Ali tr~slates "And 

fast, all together, by the rope which God (stretches out for you), and be not 
among yourselves," while Rudi Paret gives the translation "und haltet 

:, '"''"""'w' fest an der Verb in dung (?) mit Gott und teilt euch nicht (in verschiedenen 
... " Paret questions the meaning of the word bah! in the context of 

Siira . 
.. In Qur'an 3:112: t;luribat 'alayhim al-dhillatu ayna mii thuqifo illii bi-habli 

Allahi wa-hablin min at-nasi wa-ba 'zi bi-ghat;labin min Allahi. This is trans
by Abdullah Yusuf Ali as "Shame is pitched over them (lilce a tent) wherever 
are found, except when under a covenant (of protection) from God and from 
they draw on themselves wrath from God." Most translators translate babl 
context as "covenant;" other translate the term as "rope, cable, bond." In 
verses (Q 20:66; 26:44; 50: 16; 111 :5), all of the translators understand babl 

cable," and not as "covenant." 
in al-Jiimi' li-abkam al-Qur 'an/0 arrives at the meaning "cov-

pact." He concludes that babl refers to "the Qur'an," by citing the badlth of 
inna hadha al-Qu 'rana huwa bablu Allah "This very Qur'an is the 

of Allah." Other commentators define the word as 'ahd, which is known in 
::classical Arabic under the meaning of"covenant." A survey of the Arabic lexical 

shows that the m~t conventional meaning of the word babl is "rope." The 
. that babl could mean ribiit, "bond;" 'ahd, "pact, covenant, promise;" dhimma, 

seems to be based on the context ofthe Qur' iinic verse. In fact etyma
support for this latter definition is found in the root bbl in ASA, which 

verbal and nominal derivatives: bbl, "conclude a pact," bbl "alliance, 
The word babl in 3: 103 and 112 underlies the concept of the covenant 

is concluded between God and the Muslims. It could be understood as a 
alliance or agreement made by God with that religious community or with 

in general. 

al-Jiimi' li-abkiim al-Qur 'iin, ed. Hisham Samir al-Bukhari, Riyad: Diir 'Alam 
2003, 1:5 and 4:156, 174. 

Man?fir, Lisiin a/- 'Arab, Cairo: Dar al-Ma'iirif, n.d., 140ff. 
11. .Jtjee:sion et at., Sabaic Dictionary, 65. 



134 Hani Hayajneh 

3. al-Ukhdiid 

Qur'an 85:4-8: qutila a~l:zabu al-ukhdzid * al-nari dhati al-waqzid * idh hum 
'alayha qu 'ad* wa-hwn 'ala ma yaf'alzlna bi-al-mu 'minfna shuhzid * wa-ma 
naqimzl min/nun ilia an yu 'minzl bi-Allahi al- 'azfz al-f:zamfd 

According to the Muslim exegetes, the believe~s (mu 'minfn) referred to in this 
verse were those persecuted by the Himyarite king Dhii Nuwas in 523 AD, as 
described in Syriac, Ethiopic and Greek sources. The persecution was a response 
to the refusal of Christians in South Arabia to convert to Judaism. The Christians 
ofNajran and the city itself seem to have had a special position in South Arabia 
before and at the beginning oflslam; the city was home to an oligarchy of Christian 
merchants. In revenge for Dhii Nuwiis's attack on the Christians, and because they 
had good contacts with the Byzantine and Abyssinian eccelesiastical authorities, 
the Abyssinians waged an invasion in South Arabia and deposed Dhii Nuwas. For 
the next few decades, the area was under Abyssinian rule.73 However, there is no 
direct evidence in Qur'iin 85 that the Qur'iin is referring to this incident. 

The word al-ukhdzid occurs in Qur'iin 85;4: qutila a~f:zabu al-ukhdzid. The 
verb qutila is passive and means "killed, slain, etc." A~bab is understood as "the 
owners," "companions," or "men." Most commentators understand ukhdzid as 
"ditch" (sometimes "trench" or "groove"). It is hard to decide here whether the 
verb with its subject (a~f:zabu al-ukhdiid) refers to those who persecuted or those 
who were persecuted and the commentators are themselves divided on this point. 
Their division influences the English translations: "(Self-) destroyed were the 
owners ofthe ditch" (Pickthall)j "Woe to the makers of the pit (of fire)" (Abdullah 
Yusuf Ali); "slain were the Men of the Pit" (Arberry); and "They destroy [but] 
themselves, they who would ready a pit" (Asad). Yet the independent pronoun 
hum, "they," in the verse idh hum 'alayha qu 'iid, "When they sat by it," seems to 
refer to the persecutors, not the persecuted. This is supported by the following 
verse, hum 'ala ma yaf'aliin bi-al-mu 'minfna shulnld ("And they witnessed what 
they are doing against the believers"). 

One may mention here that some scholars doubt the identification of ashab 
al- 'ukhdzid with the incident of Najriin and understand the verses as a ge;~ral 
description ofhell.74 I agree with this position, but will argue that al-ukhdiid is still 
connected with the South Arabian cultural sphere. 

. Certain Muslim scholars (like al-BakrT, Mu 'jam ma ista 'jam imd Al-HamdiinT, 
Sifat jazfrat al- 'arab) consider al-Ukhdiid to be a place name, while others 

73 On this historical incident see Y. Shitomi, "Le persecution de Najriin: Reeexamen des dates 
figurant dans le Martyrium Arethae," Orient 24, 1988, 71-83; MUller, "Religion und Kult im 
antiken SOdarabien;" C. Robin, "l;limyar et Israel," Academie des Inscriptions & Belles-Let/res, 
Comptes Rendus des Seances, Avril-June, 2004, 831-906; and idem, "Joseph, demier roi de 
l;limyar, ou une des annees suivantes," JSA/34, 2008, 1-124. 

74 See C. Robin, "AI-Ukhdud," EQ, 5:397-98. 
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understand it to mean "ditch," "trench," "furrow," etc.75 Al-ukhdlid is derived from 
the root kh-d-d, which produces verbal and nominal forms in Arabic: khadda al-arda 
"he furrowed, or trenched or clave the ground;" ukhdlid, "a furrow, trench,' o; 
chaune~, in the ground."76 The root with its semantic sphere can be compared with 
Akkadtan khadadum, "tief einschneiden," and khuddudu, "tief eingeschnitten.'m 
The etymological and semantic affinity between both roots in Arabic and Akkadian 
is evident and leaves no doubt that we are dealing here with an original Semitic 

78 Accordingly, the semantic field of the word as "ditch, pit" cannot be consid
ered secondary, i.e. as if it developed on the basis of the Qur' iinic word al-ukhdad. 
Th~ morph~logica~ form of the word al-Ukhdiid is unusual and strange for 

· Classtc~l Arabt.c ~~mmal morpholo?J'; nouns built after the form uf'zil are barely 
known m Arabtc, and not attested many other passage of the Qur' iinic corpus. I 
would argue here that it is a morphological variant of the form af'z7l, which can be 
traced back to the South Arabian linguistic sphere. In Ancient South Arabian 
~p,igraphy, group and tribal designations are usually built after the plural form 
· '! l(n). Compare the following examples extracted from the ASA inscriptions: 

. :bbs2-n (CIH 621/8) (=*al-Af:zbz7sh "the Abyssinians") 
· bmr (CIH 541/75) (=*(al)-Af:zmlir "(the) Himyarites") 

:ks1m-n (lsf 7608bis/3) (=*al-Akszlm "the Aksumites") 
yhd-n (MAFRA Y-I:Ia!?T I) (=*al-Aylnid "the Jews") 
's2r '-n (J 1028/3) (= *al-Ashrli ') 

:0 It is noteworthy that the suffix -n attached to these forms functions as a definite 
.. article, whic~ is also applic~ble to all ASA nominal forms. 80 The tradition offorming 
: such a nommal form contmued through the history of South Arabia and reaches 

. contemporary Yemen. We have plenty of examples in which the formal- 'af'iil is 
• used to denote tribes,81 place names, or a totality of people living in a region or area:82 

· 77 W. von Soden, Akkadisches Handworterbuch. Unter Benutzung des lexikalischen Na~hlasses von 
Bruno Meissner, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1965-81, 306, 352 . 

.78 The personal name khdd in Ugaritic could also be derived from the same root as well. See: G. Del 
· Olmo Lete, J. Sanmartin, A Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language in the Alphabetic Tradition trans 

W.G.E. Watson, Leiden: Brill, 2003, 386. . ' . 
See a~so Ibn 'U~fiir Al-IshbTIT, AI-Mumti 'fi 1-ta~rff, ed. Fakhr al-Din Qabawa, Beirut: Maktabat 
Lubnan, 1996, 87ff. The same examples are cited as evidence for the morphological form. 
See A. Beeston, "Pre-Islamic South Arabian," in D.N. Freedman (ed.), Anchor Bible Dictionary 
New York: Doubleday, 1992, (223-26) 224. ' 

: . I ~n fact,. ~e word "t~~e" is used ~ere figuratively. It is not the appropriate word for the names built 
· · m the fIn(= al-af ul) form, as 11 refers to the Bedouin tribal division known in central and north 

Arabia, but not in South Arabia. 
~82 Cited ~rom Ibrahim ~mad Maql)~fi, Mu'jam al-buldiin wa-1-qabii'il al-yamaniyya, 1;lan'a': Dar 

al-Kahma, 1~88.; Is~ii II Al-Akwa , "Af'ill," AI-Iklil lk, 1980, 9-20, has devoted a long study to 
the names bmlt m th1s form. 
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Al-Ab 'iis (tribal name from Yiifi' al-'Uiiii) 
Al-Abqiir (tribal name decendant ofKhawliin) 
Al-Ajriim (Name of a village at al-I;Iujafiyya) 
Al-AIJ{llb (tribal and place name in the region of {':abra) 
Al-A 'diin (tribal name and village name) 
Al-A 'riish (tribal name) 
Al-A 'dad (tribal name) 
Al-A 'niq (name of an 'Uzla) 
Al-Aji·ii' (tribal name) 
Al-Akhdad (as a mountain name in the of Shar' ab region) 

Such plural forms indicating members of ethnic or tribal groups (or other general 
plurals) are also known in the Old Ethiopic (Ge'ez) tradition. See for example 
the words ayhiid"Jews;"83 ahgiir, "cities;" al;Iqiil, "fields;" etc.84 The presence of 
place names in Yemen in the al-af'iil form would not contradict the fact that the 
form was originally used for tribal names. Tribes or groups, or a totality of people 
or families, that continue to reside for a long time in a certain place may give their 
name to the area. It is evident that the ASA form is preserved in the form al-aj'iil. 
The ASA determinative suffix -n seems to have been converted into the Arabic 
definite article al-. In a l;Iadfth passage the Prophet uses the form. According to. 
the report, Qays b. Namat al-HamdiinT was one of the first people to come to the 
Prophet in Mecca and to convert to_the.new.J'aith._Accordingly, the Prophet wrote 
him a pact in which he stated: ... fa-inn'i isla 'maltuka 'alii qawmika 'arabihim85 

wa-al;Imzlrihim wa-mawiil'ihim: "I used (employed) you over your people, the 
Arabs, the Himyarites, ·and their associates." .Mtitahhar al-IryiinT86 cites this · 
interesting passage as evidence of the form al-af'iil. 

As a result of the preceding discussion, I would like to propose that the word 
al-ukhdiid is a variant of an ASA form *al-akhdiid, which could have appeared in . 
the ASA vowelless script as * 'khdd(n). It might be understood as a designation of.; 
the affiliates of a group or tribe, or as a place/region in which the members of such 
a tribe had settled. Among Yemenite place names is the toponyme al-Akhdzid for 
a -mountain in the Shar'ab region. Thus such a name, although not necessarily 
related to the Qur'iinic word al-ukhdzid, existed. Hence, the following interpreta
tions of the syntax of the verse and the word al-ukhdzid are possible: · 

83 W. Leslau, Comparative Dictionary of Ge 'ez (Classical Ethiopic), Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 
1991,626. 

84 See C. Brockelmann, Grundriss der vergleichenden Grammatik der semitisclten Sprachen, 
Lout- und Formenlehre, l, Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 1966, 432fT., § 234. 

85 Al-lryiinT, AI-Mu 'jam al-yamanT (a/if), 269fT., understands this word, which is usually read ghar
bihim, as 'arabiliim and argues that the Prophet meant those tribes that were characterized by a sort 
of Bedouin way of life and lived to the East of Hamdan, not to the West of Hamdan, i.e. Ar(tab, 
Nihm, Shakir, Wada 'a, Yiim, Khiirif, Datan, Marhaba, 'Udhr and f:lqjlir. 

86 Al-lryiinT, AI-Mu }am al-yamani (a/if), 271 ff. 
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Al-Ukhdiid as a variant of*al-Akhdiid can be understood as a place/area name 
to which certain people, described as a~l;Iiib, are attached. The verse then can 
be roughly interpreted as "Killed are the people of (the place/area named) 
al-Ukhdiid." 
Al-Ukhdiid as a variant of*al-Akhdiid could indicate a totality of people or the 
members of a group to whom the digging of the ditch (or ditches) is ascribed; 
as ifthe Qur'iin intended to say figuratively *qutila al-alchdiid, "killed are the 
Akhdildites." In this case, one may assume that ulchdiid, in itself, could have 
led to this meaning without the usage of the word a~l;Iiib before it. Neverthe
less, as the form *al-Alchdiid could not be understood for the Arabic-speaking 
area with its South Arabian connotations, if used solely in an Arabic sentence, 
the word 'a~l;Iiib had to be added to clarify the following al-ulchdiid. 
Al-Ukhdiid as a variant of *al-Akhdiid could indicate a name of a totality of 
people/large group of people who lived in an area and, consequently, the 
place in later stages bore their name. 

conclude, an attempt has been presented to see in al-ukhdzid a variant of an 
assumed South Arabian form *al-Akhdiid. As the latter form belongs to the 
Unguistic domain of South Arabia, this might give a clue that the incident of 

.-.mrmm!!' the believers could be associated with the events surrounding the persecu-
ofChristians by Dhil Nuwiis. 

• ; A number of modern scholars have doubted the correlation of the toponyme 
· (ll- 'Ulchdzid near Najriin with the Qur' iinic al-Ukhdzid, arguing that the name was 

given to the place because Of the Qur'iinic narrative.87 Still, if we were in a posi
to accept this correlation, one might argue that the killing conveyed by the 
qutila in Qur'iin 85:4, according to my understanding of the verse, could 
to the invasion of South Arabia by the Abyssinians as a counter against the 

<JJiersectttionofthe Christians by the Jewish Icing. 

interpretation of the verbal derivatives of the root sh-r-l;I: sharal;Ia (Qur'iin 
16:106), nashral;I (Qur'iin 94:1),yashral;I (Qur'iin 6:125), ishral;I (Qur'iin 20:25) 
in the Qur'iin by exegetes and commentators does not exceed the meaning 

open, make wide."88 The root has a further connotation in Arabic usage 
"explain, interpret." 

MaU?fir, however, defines the word shiiril;I as "a guardian of seed produce 
birds and other (creatures)" and explains it as a Yemenite word (fi kaliimi 
l-yaman).89 In ASA, several verbal and nominal forms are attested: s2rl;I, 

See, e.g., C. Robin, "Al-Ukhdiid." 
See AI-Taban, Jiimi' a/-bayiin 'an to 'wil ay ai-Qur 'an, ed. Al:tmad Shakir, Beirut: Mu' assasat 
al-Risiila, 2000,21:277,24:493. 
Ibn Man?Jjr, Lisiin a/- 'Arab, 2228 
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"deliver, preserve; act on the defensive;" s2trb, "be saved, preserved in safely;" 
s2rb, "safety, deliverance" in Sabaic;90 s2rb, "safety; prosperity" in Qatabanic;91

. 

and s1s2~b "deliver, preserve" in Minaic.92 In Modem Arabic dialects of Yemen·· 
the root remains productive: cf. sharab, "to watch an enemy; to deposit;" .o11.nr•·n11n 

"to· nominate a custodian;" shara(w, "to guard;" shirba, "deposit of 
shirral;a, "protection of date-palm against a fee;" mashriib, "guarded;" ,,,.~.,,.,..n~. 
"deposited; entrusted, charged with; custodian."93 

Notably, in all Qur'iinic verses where a form derived from the rootshrb occurs,· 
God is the subject and the word fjadr in the figurative sense of"heart" is the object; 
i.e. sharabalyashrabu + God (Allah) + Ii-I-Islam "by/with/for Islam + f;adran 
"heart" (Q 93:22, 6:125). In Qur'iin 16:106, wa-man sharaba bi-1-lczifi-i fjadran, . 
the word kufr, instead of Islam, is used to designate the disbelievers, and the prep
osition bi- inst~ad of li- is used. The subject is not mentioned but is indicated by 
the third person; i.e. the disbelievers. In Qur'iin 94:1, a-lam nashrab !aka 
the verb is used in an interrogative form with an indicative connotation. In Qur'iin · 
20:25, ishrab If f!adrf, an imperative verb is used. 

In the light of the. preceding etymological and lexical study of the root sh-r-(1, 
we may conclude that its meaning is of two types:.the first is related to the concept of 
protection, deliverance, guarding, safety, and the second to expanding, opening, dila
tion, displaying, exposing, widening, etc. The latter is derived from Classical Arabic, 
as the Arabic lexicon might have shown. The first, however, is a South Arabian/' 
Yemenite usage, which continued to be used to modem days. We also have seen how 
the Arab lexicographers discern the word al-sharib, "guardian," by considering it as 
a Y emenite word, which shows that they were aware of this semantic duality of the 
rootsh-r-(1. For the Qur' iinic passages, I think that the first semantic group applies; the 
Qur'iin uses this root to express how God consolidates and protects faith in the bosom, 
i.e. in the heart, ofbelievers and guarantees it against any superstition or deviation. 

Therefore, the verse (Q 39:22) a-fa-man sharaba Allahu fjadrahu Ii-I-Islam . 
fa-huwa 'ala niirin min rabbihi, fa-waylun li-1-qasiyati quhlbuhum min dhikri 
Allahi uta 'ikafi r;lalalin mubfn could be interpreted as "Is he whose heart God has 
guaranteed/fortified for Islam [by true faith], so that he follows a light from his 
Lord. So woe to those whose hearts have been hardened against the remembrance 
of God. Such are in manifest error."94 One might read Qur'iin 6:125 in the: 
same way: fa-man yurfdi Altahu an yahdiyahu yashrab fjadrahu Ii-I-Islam as· 
"Whomever God desires to guide, He guarantees/fortifies his heart for Islam , 

90 Beeston et al., Sabaic Dictionary, 134. 
91 Ricks, Lexicon of Inscriptional Qatabanian, 171. 
92 Arbach, Lexique madhabien, compare aux /exiques sabeen, qatabanite et iw¢ramawtique, 87. 
93 SeeM. Piamenta, Dictionary of Post-Classical Yemeni Arabic, Leiden: Brill, 1990-91, 2:250ff., 

and al-lryanl, AI-Mu 'jam al-yamani (a/if), 474ff. 
94 According to al-Wal)idi (Asbiib nuziil ai-Qur 'an, 586) this was revealed about l;lamza, 'Ali, Abii 

Lahab and his sons. I~amza and 'Ali are of those whose bosoms Allah had expanded for the reli- , . 
gion of Islam while Abu Lahab and his sons were of those whose hearts were hardened against 
remembrance of Allah. 
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true faith]." Qur'iin 16:106 is different: man kafara bi-Allahi min ba 'di 
ilia man ukriha wa-qalbuhu mutma 'innun bi-1-zman wa-lakin man 

''""·nv•'"n bi-1-kuji-i f;adran fa- 'alayhim ghar;labun min Allahi wa-lahum 'adhabun 
Here the verb sharaba is followed by bi-1-kufr. The subject of the verbal 
is not mentioned, but according to the traditional account it refers to a 

of disbelievers who tried to force the believers to abandon their belief after 
cmwe·rtin111 to it, i.e. Islam. The object is evidently represented by the word f!adr 

I can postulate here that the word kufr is implemented in this verse in the 
pre:sUJDP<>sed position of zman, "faith," in the two verses discussed above. More

the pronominal suffix in 'alayhim refers to those disbelievers who perse
the Muslims. This lexical, morphological and syntactical analysis can lead 
the following interpretation of the verse: "As for those who disbelieved in 

after he accepted faith in God (except for he who was compelled but kept his 
confident in belief), those who fortified a heart with disbelief, upon them 
be the wrath of God and for them there will be a great chastisement." 
Qur'iin 94:1, a-lam nashrab !a-ka fjadraka, the Qur'iin has God address the 

MuQ.ammad. The verse can be translated as follows: "Have we not forti
.fied/prot<~Ct(:d/<:onsolidalte<L'keJpt safe your heart [by faith]?" Qur'iin 20:25, in 

Moses speaks to God saying ishrab If. fjadrf, can similarly be translated: 
fy/J>ro1:ect/co:nsolid!ite my heart [with faith]." 

Qur' iin 6:136: wa-ja 'a hi li-Allahi mimma dhara 'a mina 1-barthi wa-1-an 'ami 
naf!lbanfa-qata hadha li-Allahi bi-za 'mihim wa-hadha li-shuraka 'inafa-ma 

· kana li-shuraka 'ihim fa-/a yaf;itu ita Allahi wa-ma kana li-Allahi fa-huwa 
yafjilu ita shuraka 'ihim sa 'a ma yabkumiin. 

·the exegetical tradition, e.g. Al-QurtubT,95 this verse was explained as a condem
ofunfair crop sharing. Al-TabarT gathered most of the narratives regarding 

interpretation of it.96 Commentators usually understand the word shuraka' as 
·plural form of sharlk, "partners, associates." In the verses where the root sh-r-k 
used, the Qur'iin is usually referring to polytheism, the association of other 

with God.97 This meaning of the word shuraka' in 6:136, however, seems 

Al-Qurtubl, AI-Jami' li-aizkam ai-Qur 'an, 7:89f. 
AI-Taban, Jatlli' al-bayan, 12: I 30. 
See G.R. Hawting, "Two citations of the Qur'an in 'historical' sources for early Islam," in 

' G.R. Hawting and A.A. Shareef (eds), Approaches to the Qur 'an, London: Routledge, 1993, (260-
. 68) 261. On the general concept of shirk in the Qur'iin and the difference between its meaning as 

"association" and "polytheism," see G. R. 'Hawting; "Shirk and 'idolatry' in monotheist polemic," 
.Israel Oriental Studies, 17, 1997, 107-26; P. Pavlovitch, "Early origins of the term shirk: About an 
·equalitarian conception during the Jiihiliyya," in A. Fodor (ed.), Proceedings of the Arabic and 

·-Islamic Sections of the 35th International Congress of Asian and North Aji-ican Studies, 
Budapest: Csoma de Koriis Society, I999, 3-11. 
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to be different. Because of this Rudi Paret describes the verse here as not 

fully clear.98 
• _ • 

In some Arabic sources this verse is connected to the tnbe of Khawlan m 
Yemen, who used to worship an idol called 'Umyiinis.99 This tribe used to divide. 
part oftheir cattle and crops between 'Umyiinis and God .. If the share they "~'".i ~m;u 
for God came into that for 'Umyiinis they would leave 1t for the latter, but tf any .· 
of the share of 'Umyiinis came into that which had been assigned to God, they .· 
would retain it for the idol. 100 This kind of crop-sharing contract was known · 
among the Y emenites before Islam and was allowed by Mu' iidh b .. Jabal, the ' 
prophet Mul}ammad's governor ofYemen.101 The ~oncep~ of shi~k is. also known· 
in modem Yemen with a meaning of share croppmg, shzrk al-nz~J, I.e., a . . 
cropping agreement stipulating that the crop is divided into equal shares ~etween'. 
landlord and tenant (made where water is scarce). 102 M. Ghul compares thts verse 
with the ASA text RES 395113 in which the word s2rk occurs: khr~ w-s2rk w-rzm. ·. 
b 'mhmw wrqm wd'tm, "assessing, crop sharing and commandeering from them 
greenstuffs and fodder," and 4-5: kl khr~ wshrk wmn~b ... bhmw shrkw wkhr~, 
"all assessments, crop-shares and demands whereby they apportion and assess 
(the food stuffs)." 103 

· 

English translations of Qur' iin 6: 136 vary according to the understanding ofthe 
word shuraka '. Usually this word is translated "associates" or "partners." In the 
light of the preceding discussion, however, I would roughly translate the verse as 
follows: "They assign to God, of the tillage and the cattle which He sprouts, a ... 
portion, saying, 'This is for God' - so they assert- 'and this is for our (crop)
sharers.' So that which is intended for their (crop)-sharers does not reach God, and. 
that which is intended for God does reach their (crop)-sharers. Evil is that which · 
they judged!" The gods are designated in this verse as shuraka' because in that · 
pagan period people considered the agricultural land as the property of the gods 
and they cultivated it in partnership. Of course, the share of the gods was taken by. 
the priests. The tribe, even if it worshipped more than one god, offers shares to 
one god who is its partner, but what they pay for the other gods - in this case, · 
Allah- is voluntary almsgiving. In this verse the Qur' iin condemns this practice. 

98 Pare!, Der Koran: Kommentar und Konkordanz, 152ff. · ·, · 
99 For a rich discussion on this god and his connection to the Yemenite tribe, see I. Goldfeld, 

'Umyanis the idol ofKhawlan," Israel Oriental Studies3, 1973 (108-19). 
100 Hawting, "Shirk and 'idolatry' in monotheist polemic," 110. 
101 See Ghul, Early Southern Arabian Languages, 102. The passage is also quoted by Nashwan , 

al-l:limyari in Shams a/- 'uhim and other Arabic sources. On this see I. al-Selwi, Jemenitische . 
Warier in den Werken von a/-Hamdiinf und Nashwiin und ihre Paralle/en in den semitischen · 
Sprachen, Berlin: Reimer, 1987, 120. 

I 02 Piamenta, Dictionary of Post-Classical Yemeni Arabic, 245. 
I 03 M. Ghul, "Makiinatnuqiish a/-Yaman," 39ff. and Ghul, Early Southern Arabian Languages, I 02. 

See also J.C. Biella, Dictiona1y of Old South Arabic, Sabaean Dialect, Chico: Scholars Press,.· 
1982, 526; this is a modified translation in the light of the meaning given by the Sabaic Dictionary 
(see Beeston et. al., Sabaic Dictionary, 134). 
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Qur'iin 49:13: ya ayyuha al-nasu inna khalaqna!cum min dhakarin wa-untha 
wa-ja 'alnakum shu 'iiban wa-qaba 'ila !i-ta 'arafii inna akramalcum 'inda 
Allahi atqakum inna Allaha 'alfmun khabfr. 

.U!tter·ent accounts of the reason for revelation of this verse are found in the exe
literature. Most of them focus on warning the Muslims against boasting 

their lineages and abundance of wealth and against looking down on the 
104 Commentators do not agree on the meaning of the word shu 'iib, which 
usually try to approach on the basis of comparison with other designations of 

categories, e.g. qabfla. Medieval Arab historians and genealogists differ 
the hierarchy of tribal designations. Some say that the word shu 'iib is the 
of sha 'b ("nation"), which is the broadest category oflineage; tribes, qaba 'il, 

· aJ:e smaller than nations, and smaller still are 'ama 'ir (sing. 'imarah), "tribal 
districts," then bzl/lln, "tribal sub-districts," then ajkhlidh, "sub-tribes," and finally 
· 'if, "clans."105 Translators tend to render shu 'ab in this verse as "nations," or 

In fact the word sha 'b is used in the Qur'iin with the typical South Arabian 
in contrast to the North Arabian term qabfla. This is the reason why the 
has differentiated between the two terms by mentioning them contigu

. In ASA, the word s2 'b.occurs often to denote a system of entities. I believe 
it had penetrated to Certtral and North Arabia from the Yemenite cultural 

· sphere to designate a certain social division. Christian Robin and Andrey 
Korotayev provide a good foundation for a better understanding of this. 106 

Korotayev summarizes the major categories under which this word is used in the 
ASA epigraphical sources: "s2 'b from tl1e first order which is more ammphous 
ethno-cultural entities lacking any political centralization if they were not iden

with s2 'bs of the second order .. Each of such communities cohered because of 

. . See for example: Al-Firfizabadi, Tamvfr al-miqbiis mintafsir ibn 'Abbiis, 437. 
See Ibn Man~r. Lisiin a/- 'Arab, 2270 for this and other orders suggested by Arab historians and 

· geneaologists. Dania! Varisco devotes an extensive study of the tribal divisions used in the Arabic 
sources, taking the genealogy of the Prophet Mul)ammad as a case study. D.M. Varisco, 
"Metaphors·and sacred history: The genealogy of Muhammad and the Arab 'tribe,' "Anthropo-

. logical Quarterly, 68, 1995, 139-56. Some Muslim sources conclude that sha 'b refers to a major 
Arab genealogical grouping in the distant past, such as the basic distinction between 'Adnan, for 
the northern Arabs, and Qal)tan, for the southern Arabs. 
C. Robin, "La cite et !'organisation sociale a Ma'In :!'example de Ythl (aujourd'hui Bariiqish)," 
Studies in the Hist01y of Arabia, vol. II, Pre-Islamic Arabia, Riyadh: King Saud University 
Press, 1404 AH/1984, 157-62; idem, Les hautes terres du Nord-Yemen avant i'Islam, Istanbul: 
Nederlands Historisch-Archaeologisch lnstituut te Istanbul, 1982,1:7lff.; idem, "Esquisse d'une 
histoire de !'organisation tribale en Arabie du Sud antique," in P. Bonnenfant (ed.), La Pe~insule 
arabique d'azgourd}ui, Paris: Editions du Centre National de Ia Recherche Scientifique, 1982, 
(2: 17-30) 22ff; A. Korotayev, "Middle Sabaean cultural-political area: Qay/s and their tribesmen, 
clients and maqtawfs," Acta Orientalia, 1995, 62-77. 
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its common tribal name, common tribal deity, and other common cultural features 
like 'tribal' calendar, eponym, etc. Such ethno-cultural entities occupied 
ries of several thousand square kilometers each."107 Thus Korotayev sees a first 
order s2 'bas an ethnic unit, a "tribe-nation." 

S2 'bs of the second order "were considerably more politically centralized enti
ties occupying territories of several hundred square kilometers and headed by 
qayls. 108 Finally each s2 'b 2 usually included several s2 'bs of the third, lowest, 
order occupying territories of several dozens of square kilometers. S2 'b of this ·• 
order were quite compact autonomous territorial entities with a marked centra( 
settlement (hgr) which gave its name to a whole s2 'b of the third order. The latter 
could be designated as "local community," but it also may be considered as a 
"section" of a tribe or a "sub-tribe." 

Concerning the interpretation of the word shii 'iib in the verse, I would apply 
it the translation of Christian Robin of the ASA term: 109 s2 'b as "commuriity;" cf .. 
Ja 1028/7: b-s2 'b dh-Hmdn ... hgrn w- 'rbn, "avec Ia commune de dhu-Hamda~ 
... villageois et nomads." 

Hence, the translation of the verse could be modified to: "0 mankind! We · 
created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female, and made you into==~ 
nities and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may despise each other). 
Verily the most honored of you in the sight of God is (he who is) the most 
eo us of you. And God has full knowledge and is well acquainted (with all 

7. ma~iini' 

Qur' an 26:129: wa-tattakhidhiina mas ani' a Ia 'allakum takhludiin. 

From the root ~11 ' different forms are attested in the Qur' iin (e.g. 11: 16). In all 
cases, except in the quoted passage (Qur'an 26:129), the meaning "to IJHJuu.vo, 

build, manufacture" is clearly meant. 110 The word 1na~a11i' has been subject 
different explanations by commentators and exegetes, as "cistern of 
palaces and immortal buildings, etc". 111 According to al-Qurtubi (d. 671/ 
al-ma~ani' in the language of Yemen means "the lofty palaces."112 The word in 
morphological form and meaning is labeled by some Arabic sources as a Y 
word, and in fact, it continues to be used in Yemen with the same meaning.113 

modern word can be traced back to ASA ~11' "fortify," t~n' "fortify oneself," 

107 Korotayev, "Middle Sabaean cultural-political area," 62ff. 
108 The term qylwl is usually defined as "member of the leading clan in a s2 'b," Beeston eta!., 

· Dictionaty, 110. 
109 Robin, "Joseph, demier roi de l:limyar," e.g. 27. 
110 I believe that in three furtherQur'anic passages, i.e., Qur'iin 7:137; 20:41; and21:80; the 

"to fortifY, etc." for the root can be applied. 
Ill See for example Al-Taban,Jami' al-bayan, 19:373ff. 
112 Al-Qurtubi,A/-Jami'li-a(tkam al-Qur'an, 13:122f. 
113 Al-Selwi, Jemenilische Wiirter, 135. 
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nominal form, m~n 't "fortress, castle. " 114 The word appears in the Late Sabaic 
w-m$n 's2mr w rkbn w-rm ' w- m[khwn, "and the fortress of shmr, Rkbn, 

~ M[khwn" (Ry 507/5). 115 $an'a means to "be strong, strengthened" etc. in 
:. Old Ethiopic. 116 Therefore, I would strongly advocate translating the respected 
· as "And do ye get for yourselves strongholds in the hope of living therein 

ever)? 

Qur' an 34:16: fa-a 'ra(iii fa-arsalna 'a lay him say/a a!- 'arimi . .. 

'(Qur' iin 34) the story of the flooding disaster which destroyed the planta
of Saba' is described. The context here is clear enough for the exegetes and 

•Xic·ograplters to interpret the word 'arim as a semantic parallel of the Arabic 
sadd, "dam," and musannah, "dam with sluices." Other interpretations here 

(1) "heavy rain;" or (2) the name of the rat or mole which, according to the 
of the break of the dam of Ma'rib well known in Arabic sources, was 

tnS'tnuneiital in weakening the dam; or (3) a specific designation of the wadi in 
the torrent flowed. 117 Ghul considers the association of the word with ASA 

·ru••c•u•utv self-evident. 118 ASA inscriptions show that it is a technical term related 
irrigation in ancient Yemen, and the word in the Qu'ran should be considered 
. ASA loanword. 119 The consensus among commentators that this word is affili
. with the Yemenite cultural sphere does not originate only from the subject of 

itself, i.e. because it relates to Saba', but also from knowledge which has 
inherited and accumulated from earlier generations that the word is a typical 

{e~nertite word. Al-Tabari quotes also a poetry passage attributed to al-A'sha, 
dhaka li-1-mu 'tasl uswatzm wa-Ma 'ribu 'affii 'alayhi al- 'arim, which 

.des:crilbes the disaster that affected the city of Mii'rib. 120 The word 'arim is used 
to indicate the flood itself, not the dam. The word say!, "flood," in the· 

verse can be treated as a nomen rectum while the following 'arim, 
• .. . is a nomen regens, i.e. "the flood (caused by) of the dam," as suggested 
· 'some English translations. Thus, I would suggest the translation for ·the 

· Beeston eta!., Sabaic Dictionary, 143, and see W.W. MUller, "Athiopische Marginalglossen zum 
Worterbuch," inS. Seger! and A.J.E. Bodrogligeti (eds), Ethiopian Studies dedicated 

WolfLeslau, Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1983, (275-83) 283. 
of South Arabian Inscriptions, available at <http://csai.humnet.unipi.it> (accessed 

::>.l'ebnmrv 2, 2011). 
Comparative Dictionary ofGe 'ez (Classical Ethiopic), 559. A detailed study of the root 
its derivatives in the ASA, Classical Arabic sources, as well as in the Yemeni dialects is 

in al-Iryiinl, Al-Mu }am al-yamaniyy (a/if), 560. 
AI-Tabar!, Jami' al-bayan, 20:376ff.; Al-Qurtubl, Al-Jami 'li-a!tkam al-Qur 'an, 14:285ff. 

Early Sou them Arabian Languages, l89ff. 
Rippin, "Epigraphical South Arabian and Qur'anic exegesis" for discussion. 

"'' ·"•-••n•n Jami' al-bayan, 20:378. 
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above-mentioned passage as "But they were forward, so we sent on them the 
of the dam (or caused by the dam) ... " 

9. f-t-1} 

From the rootft/;1 several nominal and verbal derivatives are attested in the 
(e.g.fat/;1: Qur'iin 4:141; 5:52; 8:19; 26:118 etc.)Y1 A review of the Suras·where. 
the derivatives are used shows that the meaning "open" does not apply. Rudi 
and Manfred Kropp both suggest interpreting certain occurrences in the light 
ASA and/or the Old Ethiopic meaning of the root and its derivatives. 122 In 
fib means "juridical order, lawsuit, litigation."123 Some Arabic works indicate 
fata/;la has the specific meaning "to decide, to attribute, to act as a judge 
litigants." According to Ghul, 124 this meaning is attested in Qur'iin 7:89, 
iftah baynana wa-bayna qawmina bi l-haqq wa-anta khayru al-tatihln, 
Lord, judge between tis and our people in truth, for You are the best of judges. 
Arabic lexicographers were aware of fat/;1 meaning natr, "victory; 
support;" qa(la ', "attribution, administering justice;" bulan, "decision, 
and other derivatives, likefatta[1, ']uclge."125 Fataba bayanahum in the 
ijimyar means, "he judged between them or the men, or the litigates" and 
bayanana, 'judge thou between us."126 

10. mawadda 

The word mawadda occurs in the Qur'iin eight times (4:73; 5:82; 
30:21; 42:23; 60:!2,7). I will address two verses here, beginning 
Qur'iin 60:1: 

ya ayyuha alladhfna amana Ia tattakhidhzl 'aduwwf wa- nnr11A.11Aurm1m 

awliya 'a tulqzlna ilayhim bi-1-mawaddati wa-qad kafarii bi-maja 'a/cum 
1-(laqqi yukhrijzlna al-raszlla wa-iyyalaun an tu 'minzl bi-Al/ahi rabbilaun 
kzmtum kharajtum jihadan fi sabll! wa-btigha 'a marl}atl tusirrzlna 
bi-1-mawaddati wa-ana a 'lamu bi-ma akhfaytum wa-ma-a 'lantum wa-man 
yaf'alhu minkumfaqad (lalla sawa 'a al-sab!l. 

121 See Kropp, "Athiopische Arabesken im Koran, "395 for full listing of the derivatives in 
Qur'iin. 

122 Pare!, Der Koran: Kommentar und Konkordanz, 167. Kropp, "Athiopische Arabesken 
Koran, "295. See also R. Pare!, "Die Bedeutungsentwicklung von Arabischfat/t," in J.M. 
Orientalia Hispanica sive studio F. M Pareja octogenarian dicata. Leiden: Brill, 
1:537-41. 

123 Beeston et al., Sabaic Dictionmy, 47. 
124 Ghu1, Early Southern Arabian Languages and Classical Arabic Sources, 198ff. 
125 AEL, 2329. 
126 Ibid. 
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exegetes understood this verse.as a warning to the Prophet of the betrayal 
man named I:Hitib b. Balta' a, who sent with a woman a letter to the people of 

warning them that the Prophet was planning an attack.127 

is apparent from the context that the word mawadda means "friendship." This 
understanding of Abdullah YusufAli: 

0 ye who believe! Take not my enemies and yours as friends (or protectors), 
offering them (your) love, even though they have rejected the Truth that has 
come to you, and have (on the contrary) driven out the Prophet and your

' , .. selves (from your homes), (simply) because ye believe in God your Lord! If 
·.· ye have come out to strive in My Way and to seek My Good Pleasure, (take 
them not as friends), holding.secret converse of love (and friendship) with 
them: for I know full well all that ye conceal and all that ye reveal. And any 
of you that do this has strayed from the Straight Path. 

, this word in this context and other contexts in the Qur'iin can be under
as "alliance" rather than "love" or "friendship." In ASA inscriptions the 
mwd(d(t)) occurs several times in the following scheme: 

(_ 

·. ·.Personal name(s) ±tribal designations/names+ mwd(dt) +Personal name 

example compare the Minaic dedicatory inscription M 190-M 194128 from 
(ancient Ythl): 

·· 1) ... w-Lby 'tht w- 'm 'ns1[ 'Jhl Bib 'hi Gb 'n mwddt 'byd' Yth' s3l' 'thtr 
dh-qb(i kl mbny . .. 

"Lbytht and 'mns people of Bllz of the people of Gb 'n, allies of 'byd' Yth ', 
dedicated to 'thtr dh-qb(i all the construction of the tower Lb 'n." 

,.. .. ,11mn"r example is a Sabaic inscription from the Bar'iin temple in Ma'rib (fifth 
fourth centuries BC): 129 

2) w!dhs2qrlmwdd/s1mh' 3) ly/wyth "mr/hqny!' 4) l 

AI-Wiil)idi, Asbiib nuzz11 al-Qur 'an, 663ff. 
· <http://csai.humnet.unipi.it/csai/htm1/index.htm1> 

Jemen: Kunst und Arcltiio/ogie im Land der Konigin von Saba ', Wien Kiinstlerltaus, 
. · 9 November 1998 bis. 21. Februar 1999, ed: Wilfiied Seipel. Milano: Skira; Wien (A): 
• 'Kunsthistorisches' Museum, 322, Ktal. Nr 237. 
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"l) 'mkrb son of ~'s1hm 2) w of the clan s2qr the ally of s1mh' 3) ly has 
dedicated to '4) lmqh . .. " 

The word mwdd in the latter inscription is translated in Jemen Katalog as -
"Beauftragter;' although the translation of the word mwd in the Sabaic dictionary 
and the respected texts is "friend."130 I would say that the interpretation of this 
particular word as "ally" would fit both the ASA and the Qur'iinic contexts. 

In accordance with the discussion above, I would suggest modifying the 
previous translation of the verse in al-Mumtal;zina as follows: 

0 ye who believe! Take not my enemies and yours as allies, offering them 
(your) alliance, ... Ifye have come out to strive in My Way and to seek My . 
Good Pleasure, (take them not as friends), holding secret converse of alliance 
with them... · 

The second verse to be considered is Qur'iin 5.82: 

la-tajidanna ashadda al-niisi 'adiiwatan li-alladhfna iimanii al-yahiida 
wa-alladhfna ashrala/ wa-la-tajidanna aqrabahwi1 mawaddatanli-alladhfna 
iimanii alladhfna qiilii innii na~iirii dhiilika bi-anna minhum qissfsfna 
wa-ruhbiinan wa-annahum Iii yastakbiriin 

According to the traditional narratives, this verse is related to the excellent rela
tionship between the Prophet and his followers and the King of Abyssinia. 131 

Accordingly, the verse can be interpreted as follows: "Strongest among men in 
enmity to the believers wilt thou find the Jews and Pagans; and nearest among 
them in alliance to the believers wilt thou find those who say, 'We are Christians': · 
because there are among them priests and monks, and because they are not 
proud." The translation ofmawadda as "alliance" can be applied to the rest of the 
occurrences thereof in the Qur'iin. 

130 See ibid., and Beeston et al., Sabaic Dictionmy, 55ff. 
131 Al-Wiibidi, Asbiib nuziil a/-Qur 'an, 353ff. 

V owelletters and ortho-epic 
writing in the Qur, an 

Gerd-R. Puin 

textual research it is not wise to take the phonetic face of the Egyptian Fu'iid 
as a basis, because there a meticulous system of signs has been strewn 
skeleton text proper, \vhich, more often than not, can totally level the 

mu1Pr"''"a variants of the "rasm" (i.e. the skeleton text). Viewed from the 
.,_,.a,,.,..,~,..,u Standard Text of 1924 (and later until the Saudi Mu:?l;tafs from Medina) 

are mainly ascribed to a lack of precision in script or a lack of ortho
·gJrap'bical competence on the part of the scribes. Thus deviations from the orthog

ofClassical Arabic (CA) are usually seen to be "defective" writings, which 
be "healed" by the application of a swarm of Masoretic vocalization signs. 
examples may suffice to illustrate the distance between the letters ofthe rasm 

the word with a full vocalization and its transcription, i.e. how this skeleton 
is expected to be pronounced: 

_ ._..JI in the Standard Text (StT) Silra 33:4; 58:2 and 65:2 is to be read~~. 
. phonetically as /l:a::?i:/. Although the skeleton script consists of three letters only 
a. narrow one-to-one transliteration of the Standard Text would need three full 
--~~letters" on the line plus seven vocalization signs: 'Jl•a'-'iy.1 

\J_r. in the Standard Text 60:4 is to be read lj-.:j., phonetically as /bura?a::?ul; 
rasm consists of four letters on the line, only; however, a one-to-one trans

'- Ultenmon would need nine additional vocalization signs, in Arabic as well as in 
transcription: bura'a'-Wti'J! 

.' An explicit transliteration is used in this chapter as the equivalent of the Arabic rendering in the 
Standard Text; it is explained on a chart at the end of the chapter (the Tmnscription table). Here we 

only that the a/if and the 'ayn are transcribed by letters on the line and not as apostrophes, <J> 
and<\>. No digmphs (dh, sh, kh, gh) will be used. The vocalization is transcribed as<'> for wa.~la, 

·-~>for shadda, <'>for Dagger a/if,<"'> for madda. <'>for hamza without kursf, <'>for a "super
;· fluous" letter. For the sake of an easier pronunciation the three vowels fat(la, kasra and (lamma are 

,, . transcribed on the line; the tilde on a vowel <ii> transliterates the defectively written but long vowel. 
·A bibliography ofQur'an manuscripts and printed editions is also found at the end of this article. 
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The orthography of the Standard Text is full of inconsistencies, as if they became 
petrified at a time when an orthographic reform had started but had not yet become 
effective in the whole Qur'iin. Of course, Muslim scholars like Ibn Abf Dliwiid 
al-Sijistlini (d. 316/928), al-Dlini (d. 444/l 052), and later Ibn al-Jazari 
(d. 833/1429) and al-Suyfiti (d. 911/1505), or even modem scholars like Allrnam, 
were aware of this situation, and they wrote down eclectic observations on the · 
Qur 'anic orthography ofthis or that word in this or that verse. Although the inten
tion ofthose old authorities might have been to limit the extent of variant · 
(and readings) they were not able to realize the dynamic development of Arabic 
orthography as a process of accumulation and growing precision in the scriptural 
rendering. Their theory about the defective writing of words was to see the : 
phenomenon as a convention of the scribes in order to make the script "shorter" · 
- to take away something "superfluous (za 'id)," to write it "defectively I 
-which tacitly implies that the plene writing according to the rules of ,....L --'--'' 
Arabic were the original "mother of the book I umm al-kitab" (Q 13:39; 43:4) in 
heaven, on the "preserved tablet /law[! mal:ifiii' (Q 85:22). 

However, the orthographic variants in a corpus which has treasured up so 
pre-classical elements enable us to discover many details of their ortlb.o~~rai>hic 
history - all the more so if we take the early manuscripts of the Qur'an 
account, because, for lack of a critical edition of the Qur'an, we cannot rightly 
sure that the Standard Text is really the "rasm 'Uthmanr", i.e. the earliest 
shape ofthe text. 

Therefore, the idea of this chapter is not to look back from the orthography 
Classical (or modem) Arabic which has become (mostly) explicit or plene, but 
the contrary to follow up the steady enrichment of the Arabic script (as enc:owr:ttei·ed. 
in the earliest manuscripts) by the invention or application of new signs and 

Generally and until today there has been no need for a differentiation in the 
rasm between the vocalizations of the a/if at the outset of a word: t_l 'akhun, ~
'ukhtzm, E_;J.-1 'ikhwatun. This is the normal or evident case for those who 
familiar with the vocabulary and the grammar of Arabic. Yet the Qur'lin is not . 
"ordinary" text! Naturally, and in spite of its complicated structure, the text had 
be represented in script on the one hand, but disambiguated on the other, if 
written shape was - or became in the course of time - misleading. 

An important instrument for the definition of a vowel's quality was the · 
tion ofmatres lectionis, i.e. (mainly) of the vowel letters waw andya ',next to 
a/if, in order to specify the a/if's phonetic quality. Of course, their use was 
common for the definition of the long vowels<"+ w> = /u:/ and<;+ y> = /i:/. 
the Qur'anic Standard Text, as wei! as the early manuscripts, teach us 
reform was taking place which went far beyond that, making use of the 
/ectionis on a much larger scale than before. In contrast to any other kind of 
texts- poetry, history, geography, to name only a few- the early Qur'anic 
graphy has not only been preserved in the oldest Arabic manuscripts, but even 
the modem editions of the text, by reason of religious respect for the oldest 
monies of the revelation. Therefore, in addition to more or less normative 
on how the Qur'lin was or should be written, and-in addition to the reports on 
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. script was "read" by the early authorities, we can use the early manuscripts to 
us understand the steps of a reform process which eventually led to the 

,··s:tan.ctm·d Text" as printed in Cairo 1924, and now also in Medina. 
Methodologically, a comparison can be made between those words which are 

in two or even three different ways in the same old manuscript or in the 
Text. Mostly, the letter a/if is involved which, in those cases, originally 

didnotexpress a long /a:/ sound but either a glottal stop- "vocalized" by a (later) 
(sulciin) or by any short vowel - or a diphthong (if we prefer the 

that the glottal stop had widely died out in early Arabic)- or generally a 
vowel. The old manuscripts show that "any short vowel" could not only be 

with an a/if at the outset of a word, but also in the middle, or even at the 
This older "defective" orthography has also been preserved in many words of 

Standard Text, although not as frequently as in the manuscripts. However, in 
kinds of text we find the orthography of these words "enriched" by an addi
waw or ya 'as matres lectionis, or we find that the same words even appear 

a different orthographic shape. Ifthese observations take the historical aspect 
.•u·''"'"''uULu, it should be possible to discern the relative age of the orthographic 

- at least in some cases. 
introduction of the matf·es lectionis makes sense only if the pronunciation 

existing a/if can be made more evident as a (short) lui or /il sound. However, 
Ia! sound was involved -like in the accusative of nouns, for example- the a/if 

remain and need not be removed or substituted. But once the meaning of the 
undergone that change and been narrowed down to designate a short or 

Ia! sound only, it could no longer symbolize any other vowel. In that cas~, the 
of a mater lectionis was necessary. We still encounter the differentiation 
lectionis in the Standard Text, where both orthographies coexist: 

mala)u (e.g. 7:60) and ijWI malaWti•J (e.g. 23:24), 

mala)i (e.g. 2:246) and .,_~i- mala)iyhiY (e.g. 7:103), 

mala)ahuw (e.g. 1 0:88), with no alternative writing in the Standard Text 

and in the perception of the later exegetes, the a/if became generally 
with an /a/ sound- except in the position at the outset of a word, which 

valid today. This development or reform was a gradual one: in Classical 
it ended up in the alifs ahnost complete similarity with the nature of the 

andthe ya' as matres lectionis, which are now common to indicate the long 

beyond the introduction of the matres /ectionis in order to gain more 
LUS]Jan~nc:yfor understanding or reading, the Qur'linic orthography still retains 

features which can only be explained as the remnants of an early effort to 
· the proper recitation of the text. These variants will be called ortho-epic. 

this category concerns mainly the a/if, analogous observations can be 
the waw or the ya '. However, while the ortho-epic treatment of the 

will be in the foreground, the ortho-epic writing of the waw or ya ' 
mentioned only briefly. 
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The orthography ofthe Standard.Text is full of inconsistencies, as if they became. 
petrified at a time when an orthographic reform had started but had not yet become . • 
effective in the whole Qur'an. Of course, Muslim scholars like Ibn Abi Dawild 
al-Sijistiini (d. 316/928), al-Diini (d. 444/1052), and later Ibn al-Jazari . 
(d. 833/1429) and al-Suyi1ti (d. 91111505), or even modem scholars like AI Imam, 
were aware of this situation, and they wrote down eclectic observations on the 
Qur' anic orthography of this or that word in this or that verse. Although the inten
tion of those old authorities might have been to limit the extent of variant writings 
(and readings) they were not able to realize the dynamic development of Arabic 
orthography as a process of accumulation and growing precision in the scriptural 
rendering. Their theory about the defective writing of words was to see the 
phenomenon as a convention of the scribes in order to make the script ·~shorter" 
-to take away something "superfluous (zii 'id)," to write it "defectively I badhf" 
- which tacitly implies that the plene writing according to the rules of Classical · 
Arabic were the original "mother of the book I umm al-kitiib" (Q 13:39; 43:4) in·· 
heaven, on the "preserved tablet I law/:1 mabfo?" (Q 85:22). 

However, the orthographic variants in a corpus which has treasured up so many · 
pre-classical elements enable us to discover many details of their orthographic 
history- all the more so if we take the early manuscripts of the Qur'an into· 
account, because, for lack of a critical edition of the Qur'an, we cannot rightly be · 
sure that the Standard Text is really the "rasm 'Uthmiinf", i.e. the earliest possible . 
shape of the text. · 

Therefore, the idea of this chapter is not to look back from the orthography of ·· 
Classical (or modem) Arabic which has become (mostly) explicit or plene, but on ·• 
the contrary to follow up the steady enrichment of the Arabic script (as encountered 
in the earliest manuscripts) by the invention or application of new signs and devices. 

Generally and until today there has been no need for a differentiation in the . 
rasm between the vocalizations of the a/if at the outset of a word: !) 'akhim, .!J-1 . 
'ukhtun, tjJ-1 'ikhwatun. This is the normal or evident case for those who are 
familiar with the vocabulary and the grammar of Arabic. Yet the Qur' an is not an 
"ordinary" text! Naturally, and in spite of its complicated structure, the text had to 
be represented in script on the one hand, but disambiguated on the other, if the 
written shape was -or became in the course of time- misleading. 

An important instrument for the definition of a vowel's quality was the inser
tion of matres ledionis, i.e. (mainly) ofthe vowel letters wiiw andyii ',next to the 
a/if, in order to specify the a/if's phonetic quality. Of course, their use was already 
common for the definition of the long vowels<"+ w> = /u:/ and<;+ y> = /i:/. But 
the Qur'anic Standard Text, as well as the early manuscripts, teach us that 
reform was taking place which went far beyond that, making use of the matres 
lectionis on a much larger scale than before. In contrast to any other kind of Arabic 
texts- poetry, history, geography, to name only a few- the early Qur'iinic ortho
graphy has not only been preserved in the oldest Arabic manuscripts, but even in 
the modem editions of the text, by reason of religious respect for the oldest testi
monies of the revelation. Therefore, in addition to more or less normative treatises 
on how the Qur'an was or should be written, and in addition to the reports on how 
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. script was "read" by the early authorities, we can use the early manuscripts to 
us understand the steps of a reform process which eventually led to the 

'',)~~;tarldaird Text" as printed in Cairo 1924, and now also in Medina. 
.. Methodologically, a comparison can be made between those words which are 

in two or even· three different ways in the same old manuscript or in the 
Text. Mostly, the letter alifis involved which, in those cases, originally 

not express a long /a:/ sound but either a glottal stop- "vocalized" by a (later) 
(sukiin) or by any short vowel - or a diphthong (if we prefer the 

that the glottal stop had widely died out in early Arabic)- or generally a 
vowel. The old manuscripts show that "any ~hort vowel" could not only be 

with an a/if at the outset of a word, but a1so in the middle, or even at the 
This older "defective" orthography has also been preserved in many words of 

Standard Text, although not as frequently as in the manuscripts. However, in 
kinds of text we find the orthography of these words "enriched" by an addi
wiiw or yii 'as matres lectionis, or we find that the same words even appear 

a different orthographic shape. If these observations take the historical aspect 
account, it should be possible to discern the relative age of the orthographic 

, . . - at least in some cases. 
. ··• The introduction of the matres lectionis makes sense only if the pronunciation 
.. an existing a/if can be made more evident as a (short) lui or Iii sound. However, 
if an/a/ sound was involved-like in the accusative of nouns, for example- thea/if 

remain and need not be removed or substituted. But once the meaning of the 
undergone that change and been narrowed down to designate a short or 

Ia/ sound only, it could no longer symbolize any other vowel. In that case, the 
"'''""'vu of a mater lectionis was necessary. We still encounter the differentiation 
by matres lectionis in the Standard Text, where both orthographies coexist: 

malaJu (e.g. 7:60) and ijicil malaWu"J (e.g. 23:24), 

malaJi (e.g. 2:246) and .,_~'i- malaJiyhiY (e.g. 7:103), 

malaJahuw (e.g. 1 0:88), with no alternative writing·in the Standard Text. 

and in the perception of the later exegetes, the a/if became generally 
':-associate:d with an /a/ sound- except in the position at the outset of a word, which 

still valid today. This development or reform was a gradual one: in Classical 
it ended up in the alifs almost complete similarity with the nature of the 

and the yii' as matres lectionis, which are now common to indicate the long 
sound. 

, Even beyond the introduction of the matres lectionis in order to gain more 
·transparency for understanding or reading, the Qur' iinic orthography still retains 
. few features which can only be explained as the remnants of an early effort to 
· the proper recitation of the text. These variants will be called ortho-epic. 
rutnmum this category concerns mainly the a/if, analogous observations can be 

with the wiiw or the yii '. However, while the ortho-epic treatment of the 
will be in the foreground, the ortho-epic writing ofthe wiiw or yii' 

mentioned only briefly. 
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The ha' is the fourth mater lectionis, but it is relatively rare and will be treated ··•· 
separately. 

1 The wiiw 

1.1 The additiollal wiiw at the begimzbzg of a word 

In old manuscripts, and before vocalization by red dots or other means had 
invented, the only way to gain more precision for the vocalization of the first 
was by the mater lectiollis. The task consisted mainly in the differentiation 
between homographs. Thus, we find 

( 6) Jl..JI; ( ~!!) 
(7) Jl ql) ' 
(8) ' ~JI ('4)) 

fa_ Jula'yika 
Juliy 

JuwluJ 

(ms. D2
) for 

(mss. DH) for 

(mss. CDF3) for 

in StT (Q 7:9), or 

in StT (Q 35:1), or 

in StT (e.g. 3:7). 

The Arabic version in parenthesis is the vocalized interpretation of the rasm 
found in the manuscript. The more common writing in the Standard Text as 
as in the manuscripts has the mater lectionis waw in the first syllable, numbers 
and (7). As for (8) I have not found a manuscript version in which ~JI is written 
without the waw in the first syllable, but this could be due to the fact that such a 
writing of the word would result in a highly ambiguous ~1, to be read as II\ )uluJ ·! 
(For the second mater lectionis in this word see below, 1.2.1 (31).) 

Another kind of differentiation concerns the more exact definition ofthe verbal 
stem. A prominent example is 

(9) ~~\.;. saJuwriykum, in Standard Text 7:145 and 21:37, but also in 
CFH.- The possible reason for the addition of the waw is to define the causative 
(IV.) stem and to prevent the reading saJaraykum I "I shall see you." 

Bergstriisser has proposed for this and other examples that the "superfluous alift" 
possibly represent a long /a:/ in front of a following hamza,4 so that the pronuncia~ · 
tion might have been 

~..;JI..::. sa..>uri1cum instead of~_._;\.:. in the StT, or 

1;b-.~~1 ;.j-i Ja..>m;allibannakum instead of 1;b..~~*;~ in StT 7:124, 20:71, 26:49,or 

~;H Ia- 'agbai)annahu instead of ~;i'i in StT 27:21. 

As we can see, the phonetic.interpretation of the script in the Standard Text is 
short /a/ in the prepositions sa- or Ia-, and not a long one, because of its · 

2 For details on the manuscripts used see the bibliography of manuscripts at the end of this chapter. 
3 Precisely 3:7, 18 in rns. C; 8:75,38:29,39:9 in rns. D; 13:19 in rnss. CDF. 
4 GdQ3, 48ff. 
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before the hamza; as Bergstriisser suggests. This implies that the a/if originally 
· represented the hamza, and the additional waw in the first two examples is a mater 
· to ensure the reading of an initial /u/. 
· • ·.However, the case of his third example is quite different. Although Bergstriisser 

not take the historical orthography into account (why the writing of two 
he is right to propose the pronunciation ~fl"i with a long /a:/, but for a 

:dii'fer,entreason: the a/if is the ortho-epical plene writing of afatba before a hamza 
below 3.4.3). Similar readings are proposed byBergstriisser for ~\fl·cf. below 
and for 4\ J'i cf. below.3.4.3. ' 

· In another verse, however, the word 'urikum is written less explicitly, i.e. 
.without a mater lectionis: 

maJ )uriykum, in StT 40:29 (as well as in mss. like K). 

should expect to find more examples of this kind ofmatres lectii:mis, since the 
of the Standard Edition contains many verbal forms parallel to this constella-
5 However, to my knowledge, there is only 

1;b..~~~;~ !aJu~al'iban•ahum in 7:124; 20:71 and 26:49, which have a waw 
a mater lectionis after - although this waw is neither realized in the Standard 

nor in the few early manuscripts which I could consult (CFGHK.), but -
:•lUJaazing:Ly enough - is in a few recently printed Mu:?IJafs, mainly in the Indian 
.. uc>ullcuu. and also in a Libyan-Yemeni edition in the Qaliin 'an Nafi' tradition (see 

3.4.3, in editions# 1-4, 6-8; see Bibliography 4.2). 

IJ;) Juwguw"J in StT 6;34, contrary to 1,_,>1 in ms. D. 

this case, the Standard Text shows the "correct" (Cl\lssical) orthography with 
waw, while it is written in manuscript D - erroneously or not? - with an 
only. 

·Finally, the Standard Text has 

.. ~-- .... ('JY:. ta'Wuz•uhum (Q 19:83) 

ms. A and F show 

. Other exan;ples ~ithout an initial mater /~ctionis in the Standard Text are: wa _li_ )utim•a (Q 
. 2:150), la_~ukaf'lr.an•a (Q 3:195, 5:12), la_JudlJilan•ahum (Q 3:195, 5:12), la_)m;lil•an•ahum (Q 

·,4:1!9), .la_Jurnan'lyan•ah~m (Q 4:119), sa_)unzilu (Q 6:93), la_)uqat•i>an•a (Q 7:124, 26:49), 
·. sa_Julq1y (Q 8:12), la_Juzay•inan•a (Q 15:39), la_)ugwiyan•ahum (Q 15:39, 38:82), sa • 

Jun;ab•i\ruka (Q 18:78), la_M'ag'iban•ahu (Q 27:21), sa_)urhiquhu (Q 74:17), sa_)u~liyhi (Q 
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taJuwz•uhum 

which in tum is likely to contain the waw as a mater /ectionis, so that an original 
;. jt:; * taJ uz•uhum has to be assumed, although this could not be documented 
far. But we may take the historical sequence from 

in the Standard Text 

for granted, especially if we take into account the well-documented sequence of 

(14 a) \;(~) guJ in ms. G, e.g. 57:21, 29; 

\; (~) giJ in ms. A (Q 4:36) and H (Q 40:3), cf. below ad (90); 

(14 b) I.J>(i)) guw•J in mss. ACDGF, e.g. 13:6, and 

(14 c) ' QUW throughout in the Standard Text Jl 

The three stages a, b, and c show the development of the orthography: in a period · 
when the a/if had become mainly associated with the/a/ sound, the addition of the 
waw was felt to define more precisely the vocalization of the .a/if with a /u/ sound. 
In the next stage, however, the a/if was felt to be irritating; it was considered to be 
a scribal error and taken out of the rasm. As a proof for the oldest concept of an 
alifs value in (13b) and (14a) we may adduce a word from the scriptio inferior in 
the I:IijazT palimpsest DAM6 01-27.1, 

(15) oJJ..r'\;; (Q 15:64) 

which has to be read definitely as tuJmariina; see Figure 6.1, center. As the context 
ofthe passage does not allow for a different reading, i.e. an active voice [)Jj.i5, we 
can be sure that the scribe was aware to write the passive voice 1iJ~G tu) mariina 
in this way! However, the Standard Text has [)J~ 9 which would imply a change 
in the orthographical concept. 

1.2 The additional waw at the end of a word 

1.2.1 Plene writing of the short vowel lui 

If the last syllable of a word ends on a short lui, this vocalization is expressed in 
the Fu' ad Mu~lJaf in two different ways. As for the writing of nouns we have: 

(16) 't:;.:; 
(17) ')Wr 
(18) ~l.k$. 

nabaJ u (Q 9:70) 

malaJ u (Q 7:60) 

<;lu\afa'J u (Q 2:266) 

and 

and 

and 

6 =Abbreviation for Dar al-Makhtutat, San'a', cf. Bibliography 4.1. 

(Q 14:9), 

(Q 23:24), 

(Q 14:21), 
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nasa'Ju (Q 6:83) 

du\a'Ju (Q 13:14) 

and 

and 

rr ... .... 
\_;:r..;.i 

i~~ 

(Q 11:87), 

(Q 40:50). 

This double orthography proves that the process of reform has not yet taken posses
,: si.on of the whole text. The disambiguation by the regular application of the vowel 
. letters waw and ya' as matres lectionis certainly would have led to a more homog-

. orthography. However, before this homogeneity was achieved a far more 
· effective device had been found, which did not necessitate a revision of the whole 

:•. rasm any more: the words in question could remain as they were at a certain moment, 
·: as if petrified, but the new vocalization systems of red dots (or the later system of 
. ··· oblique alifs,ya's and waws) could be laid over any previous orthography 

order to maintain (or achieve or pretend) the 'phonetic' identity of the words. 
·Although we cannot prove so far that the word 'irnru 'un belongs to this 

;r:cate.gmy of an inserted mater lectionis waw, we notice that 

Tile accusative lyf in StT 19:28, however, shows that an original nominative{~\* 
not seem to be far-fetched, especially if we look at the writing of its 

.~'-l.LUHH"' counterpart..:._,.-\ and its extensions (Q 2:282; 3:35; 3:40; 27:57). 
seems that the insertion of the waw as a mater lectionis had reached the verbal 

· forms more completely than the nouns, because we do not find alternative 
Writings (i.e. without the waw) in the Standard Text in these cases: 

taftairu•J 

ya\bairu·J 

(Q 12:85) 

(Q 25:77) 
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(24) I~ 
(25) I~ 
(26) I~ 

yunas'aWli"J 

yunab'aWli"J 

yatafay'aWti"J 

(Q 43:18) 

(Q 75:13) 

(Q 16:48) 

~o far, the older orthography without the vowel letter waw has bee~ observed only 
m one case: 

(27) \.s-j5\ Jatawak'aJu (ms. H), instead of I)? J5\ (Q 20: 18) in StT. 

If we consult the old manuscripts we can find many more examples of the old 
orthography among nouns, as compared with the (relatively) more advanced ' 
orthography of the Standard Text: 

(28) rf~!.A 
(29) f':;; 
(30) t.S'). 

ma'Jukum 

gaza'Juhum 

suraka'Ju 

(ms. D) 
(ms. AC) 

(ms. A) 

instead of 

instead of 

instead of 

~j~ 
("JI?. 
I}S'"j; 

(Q 67:30), 

(Q 3:136), 

(Q 6:94). 

Of course, the original script in the manuscripts (left side) does not show vocaliza
tion signs. I have equipped it here with the dagger a/if, the hamza and the damma 
in examples (27) to (30) in order to visualize the function of the alift. in the :· 
manuscripts. 

We observe that the waws are inserted behind the a/if(28, 29) because that 
the a/if could now be interpreted as representing the long /a:/ sound. In . 
(27) and (30) the waws were placed before the final alifs, which in tum lost their . 
quality as glottal stops but were retained in script, though now considered to be 
"superfluous (za 'ida)". · 

Although l;l.{\ occurs in the Standard Text 17 times with two waws as matres 
lectionis, the second waw is absent in a few manuscripts: 

(31) ':IJI (~ .{\) 'Juw!u'J in mss. CDF7 for 1){1 Juwluw"J in StT. 

!he evidence ofthis "defective" writing at the end of the word in the manuscripts 
IS a strong argument against the primordial existence of a long /u:/ vowel in the 
second syllable: if the word's ending was in fact the vowel /ul and not/a/- which··.· 
I do ~ot doubt because of the later writing with a mater lectionis waw as I_,JJI - .·• 
then 1t must have been a short lui, originally expressed by the a/if only. Such a 
~nal, a/if would then have had the '!.uality to express any short vowel, the /a/ like 
m ~)\;.,the /ul in this example or in ts" _,:3\ and as an /i/ in examples like t:; or --: · · ' •. JJiT,. 
1; below. The a/if at the end of a word, without a mater lectionis, will be treated 
later in section 3.3. · 

7 Precisely 3:7,18 in ms. C; 8:75,38:29,39:9 in ms. D; 13:19 in mss. CDF. 
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. also concerns the question about the function ofthe final alifin words like 
'idhii, or I.SI, 'anii, or the negation ~' Iii. Evidently, these alifs are not meant to 

,des:1gu1ate long /a/ sounds, but the short vowel /a!. If we combine this observation 
the fact that all of the three Arabic vowels could be expressed by a simple a/if 

end, then we come to the conclusion that the leading idea of this orthog-
. was its quality as a glottal stop, so that its function in a modem rendering of 
Arabic script could be illustrated like this: livi.siNJ~I~JK 

Plene writing of the (long?) vowel /u(:)/ 

the Standard Text the masculine plural of the perfect verbs 

in2:61, 90; 3:112; 

e.g. in 3:184; 7:116 

in2:226 

(from'\4 *plus mater lectionis?), 

(from 4 * plus mater lectionis?), 

(from ti * plus mater lectionis?) 

:.,Js.reguianvwritten with a final waw; this is found also in manuscripts C and G, and 
in the Ottoman/Turkish tradition.8 Only the orthography of modem Arabic 

add the "usual" ending so that the words would appear as \JJt;;, IJJI>. and 
in analogy to endings like l_;._;...r,. Perhaps the Standard Text 

brought into harmony with the modem expectations by adding the final a/if, 
·:!-'.'''""'"~" the rasm of mss. DFK has only JJI although the following word i.J~j 

the "normal" plural ending with an a/if. 
understand the waw in the words in question as a mater lectionis, this 

mean that the lui ending ofthe plural was originally short. If, however, the 
ending was a long /u:/, one would have to regard the waw as the "normal" 
writing ofthe long /u:/, the a/if not being disambiguated by a mater lectionis. 

either case- and this is important- there is no final a/if! 
This leads to the question: where does the "superfluous a/if" at the end of the 

'illl<1~1,;1JllLLe plural come from? It is certainly part of the cultural tradition, because 
.. Jews who write Arabic with their Hebrew alphabet do not observe that rule, 

neither do Jews who write Yiddish observe orthographical rules valid for 
There have been theories about the meaning of the ''superfluous alif, a/if 

The most plausible o~ these is that it served as a "marker" in script to 
ut:~·LgiJtate the verbal plural as in 1_;._;...r,. However, this is a weak argument in view 

history of writing: Even if the alifis "otiose" in the phonetical sense it has 

.:E.g. in the Qur'an edition# 18 =<AI 16/3- Ozs:ay 15.1> (see Bibliography 4.2) where the rasm is the 
. as in the Standard Text, but the concept of vocalization is different: jl9, jb., jT,-underneath every 
· the word "mudd'' or "mudda" ("lengthen!") is written. 
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to be explained as a fact of historical orthography. We have already seen (Cf. : 
above, no. 14) that the waw in,_ e.g. I), has been an insertion in order to clarify the·. 
quality of the a! if as a /u! vowel. In the development of the Arabic orthography it · 
seems that as little as possible ofthe rasm has been excluded or was substituted by 
another letter. This implies, as in the case of\_,;, that the a! if in i~.:;J. was there 
even before the waw was, so that the original concept of the word was in fact 
~_:;.$.*,with a short final/u!. So far, we cannot prove this orthography in the manu
scripts- although we should be aware that there are "dual" forms in the Qur'an 
like 4.:;.$- which are possible candidates for the' interpretation of plurals. But such 
an investigation has to take the context into account, which cannot be done here. 

Another example of the use of a "superfluous" alifis the masculine plural of 
some nouns, like 

(36) i)..:; 10:90 in the Standard Text, instead of_,':.:; in Classical Arabic. 

Maybe it can be qualified to be a "wrong" analogy to the verbal plural i~, e.g. in 
9:110. Thus, the orthography of_,':.:; inCA could have been the starting point for the 
addition of an a! if, in analogy to the verbal pltiral forms like \~_:;.$.. In a text other 
than the Qur'iin, MulJammad b. ijabib's (d. 245/860) K. al-Mu/:zabbar'9 even· 
verbal forms of the singular with a weak third radical are written with a waw plus 
alifat the end, although Classical Arabic would only allow for a waw, such as:, 

'-'..A! instead of _,p_ (p. 243) 
1_,.:.-l:l instead of _,.:.J..:l (p. 210) 

\_,_jA,! instead of _,_jA,! (p. 197, 369) 

\_,_;..:; instead of_,_;..:; (p. 200) 

\ft) instead of ft) (p. 241, 261) 

\#I instead of #I (p. 498) 

In this orthography any ending of a long /u:/ has an alif added. Although the ortho
graphic peculiarities of the manuscript10 used by the editor lise Lichtenstiidter go 
back to the third century of the Hijra, 11 the writing of any long /u:/ with a final alif · 
seems to be a relatively late orthographical development. It is plausible that the 
writing of_,':.:; without an alifis an earlier phase, corresponding to the orthography 
of Classical Arabic. 

However, it remains a matter of speculation so far whether the writing with the 
alifis related to orthographies like~* or its parallel·~ etc.: If the a/if was written 
originally in order to secure any final vowel, this would mean that the nominal 

9 Mul)ammad b. l;lablb (d. 245/860): K. ai-Mu!zabbar, ed. I. Lichtenstiidter, Hyderabad: Dii'irat · 
ai-Ma'iirif 1942 (reprint Beirut: ai-Maktab ai-Tijiir'i li-1-Tibii'a wa-1-Nashr wa-1-Tawzt', no year 
[ca 1980)). 

I 0 London, British Museum, 2807. 
II The editor remarks on p. 512 that the names of "Khiilid, Ibrahim, al-Nu 'man, Malik, al-l;liirith, 

Sul'yiin and sometimes of$iilib" were written defectively, i.e. without an a/if. This feature is (still?) . 
common in other manuscripts"ofthe third century. Names which would contain a madda in modem · 
writing are written with two alifs, like J.oll instead of joT for Amul (350). Perhaps this is the begin· · 
ning of the madda sign in the history of the Arabic script? · 
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ending was originally a short lui, not a long one, as the orthography of 
Arabic and of today might suggest. 

1 Omission of the wiiw before the article al- in the Standard Text 

orthography is a simplified method to represent the phonetical features of 
~language; in the case of Arabic the words generally keep their shape as if they 

occur alone, in isolation. The proper phonetical interpretation is then an addi
"art" which follows other rules. A good example for this is the Arabic article 
, which is always written in this way, although the ortho-epic rules say that 

the tam has to be assimilated to the following "sun"-letter; 
while the a/if takes the preceding vowel, this vowel becomes short if it was 
long before. 

the correct pronunciation of, Sfira 17:11 ~ill ~~-' would shorten the 
long /u:/ (or /i:l or /a:/) und~r the influence of the following article. So, 

is an orthographical rule to write a long vowel, but a contradicting rule to 
this vowel as a short one. However, there are a few exceptions to the ortho

rules in the Standard Text, which can only be explained by the application 
ortho-epic rule of shortening a long vowel due to the following article: 

Jl l ~ (Q 17:11, 23:117, 54:6, 96:18) 

Jl ~ (Q 42:24) instead of Jl ~ 

instead of Jl ~~ 

in Classical Arabic. 

and 

is even one exception in 42:34, where the "defective" version~ occurs in 
which could not be explained by an ortho-epic argument. 

(Q 66:4) instead of Jl ~ in CA. 

writing of an active participle is in contrast to Jl 1~\S' (Q 44:15) or fo\ I~ 
2:249) where even a final a/if is added - perhaps in analogy to the frequent 

ending of nouns as in I)..:;. 

nu11.Uau•v." this feature occurs in the final position of suffixes (-huw, -humuw, 
this lengthening is even enforced if the following word starts with a 

-huw-, -humuw-, -kumuw-. Although this is expressed by a small additional 
(or ya ' in similar cases), in the modem editions of the Qur' iin this ortho-epic 

mo:di1icatwn is not part of the rasm. In this respect the small waw or ya' are 
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comparable to the "dagger a/if." More interesting is the occurrence of these 
vowel letters within the words, which are sometimes hardly distinguished from 
the bigger normal letters. 

(40) >,Jil DaJwuwd thus in StT 16 times (e.g. 34:10). 

In old manuscripts the writing is usually ,\_,,, which makes sense, since one could 
not necessarily expect, in old manuscripts, a plene writing of the /a:/ in the 
syllable. But the only two early bearers of the name ",\.f> I Du'iid" were presum" 
ably Christians12 whose names were certainly "David"! Thus, the alif can be .. 
explained by indicating either a glottal stop plus a short vowel or a short vowel-. 
after the mute preceding letter: ,1_;• > or >\j' >. This is not a unique case. In a very -·. 
similar configuration we find that ~:i;il of the Standard Text (Q 14:37) is written as · 
,,\.;\ = Erul in manuscripts D and H. It would have; been natural to expect that in • 
Arabi~ the name of David is written -'-:!~' > I Dawiyd (DiiwTd), according to its 
Hebrew/Syriac origin, but this orthography would have immediately been associ~. 
ated with ..l,lj~, which is "a poor little mite" and thus not really appropriate for a 
revered prophet! 

The next examples from the Standard Text are not related to the alif. They have. 
more in common with similar problems which occur in writing two ya 's 
below 2.3.2). However, they raise the question whether the insertion of the small 
waw or ya 'is due only to (later) grammatical consciousness and not based on the 
actual pronunciation /jalu:na, jasu:/ at the time when the rasm was fixed .. 

(41) [>,~ yalwuwna 

(42) .S.;,J wuwriya 
(43) ip'£1 li_yasuw-•uwJ 

in StT, e.g. 3:78, 
in StT 7:20, 

in StT 17:7. 

In this final case the different orthographic solutions in some recent Qur'iin 
editions seem worth citing: 13 · 

ip'£! 
17:7 

StT #8 #7 #9 # 10 #1 

12 Abii Du'ad Jariya b. al-~lajjiij al-lyiidi", al-f:li"ra, ca. 480-540 or 550 AD, cf. Sezgin, GAS II, 161 
seq., and Abii Du'ad Yazi"d b. Mu'awiya b. 'Umar al-Ru'iisl, al-f:lijiiz, cf. Sezgin, GAS II, 414. 

13 The numbers used here are abbreviations for Qur'iin editions whose full bibliography is found 
below in section 4.2.- SIT is the Standard Text f:laf~ 'an 'A~im; # 8 and# 7 are Qaliin 'an Nafi' 
versions;# 9 and# 10 are Warsh 'an Nail' versions;# I is the Indian; and# 18 is the Ottoman_
tradition. 
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Correcting the pronunciation of the wiiw 

orthography of a couple of nouns shows the influence of Syriac, with a waw 
the Arabic language would prefer the pronunciation with an /a/ sound. 

~?alawta 

zakawta 

ribaw'J 

l;!ayaWta 
gadaWti 

in Standard Text e.g. 2:83, 

in StT e.g. 2:83, 

in StT e.g. 2:276, 

in StT e.g. 2:86, 

in StT 6:52; 18:28. 

· The old "Syriac" writing preserved in the rasm was "Arabized" later by the addi
. fion of a small ( ortho-epic) alif on top of the waw. A similar feature is the writing 

- small alifon top of the ya' (cf. below 2.3.3). Generally, the small letter on top 
_' rn,u.-~.u;;u the "correct" pronunciation of the vowel letter underneath, according to 

-"'".,~'"'"Arabic. 
application of this method is not limited to the re-definition. of _v?wel 
but occurs - in the Standard Text at least- with the Sad also: 11.-;;.) in 
1.~:1 in 2:245; the opposite pronunciation is expressed in [>_,~~: ~!i\ in 

- , and similarly 88:22. In both cases the alternative spelling with a sin 
variant observed in the Standard Text as well as in other transmissions and 

the addition of a waw, the ya' was used to disambiguate the phonetical 
of the alif. 

Tlze additional yii' at tlze beginning of a word 

!i_'Jiylafi and kJ""\ JiYla'fihim in StT 106:1, 2. 

'JiylaJfi is considered to be a direct derivation ofthe root' -1-fthe verbal noun of 
fourth stem would be in Classical Arabic, ..:.')1.5\, whence ..:.')41 by assimilation; 

'would be written,"plene", exactly as in SUra 106:1. Thin the problem is 
the second occurrence of the word in the next verse: 'JiYlafihim. Here the ya' 

part of the rasm; it is added separately between the initial alif and the 
" " -'--- lam: kJ"-~· 

are tw~-p~ssible explanations for the different orthography. Either the 
rasm (without the ya) is the older one_- and the scriptio difficilior- in that 

the first rasm is an example of a mater lectionis in order to ensure the vocal
of the a/if as a short Iii sound. This implies that the word is not derived 

the root '-1-f, but it had to be protected from misreading, say, of..:.'~\ I 
wu'"~u.uu~- of." Or the first rasm is the correct one, and the second one was 
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made identical with the first one by adding the small yii ', and.by that ..,m,.,...,tina 

an old erroneous writing, without interfering with the inherited rasm 
the text. Nevertheless, it is strange that a second rasm could preserve 
wrong orthography side by side with the "correct" one. Regardless, the ' 
appearance of this hapax legomenon raises the suspicion that its real meaning 
been forgotten. 

If we take the writing of 

(50) ~~~ 'Jaja_'Jiyn in the Standard Text (Q 3:144, 21:34) 

as a model for the use of the yii ' as a mater lectionis~ it is ~teresting that its rasm 
is not different from the other printed editions of the Qur' an which are listed iil 
the following tables- although this is not the case if we consider manuscripts, cf .. 
below (59). The pronunciation does not differ either between the "readings. 
However, we observe a concept of vocalization of the (same) rasm that 
between the Standard Text and editions# 8, 9, 13, 14 and 17 (cf. onmul!."'JlllY 

4.2) on the one side, with ~1)1, and the Indian and Ottoman editions represented 
# l, 2, and 19 on the other side, with uti§.· In the first case the yii > of the rasm 
considered to be "superfluous (zii 'ida)," whereas in the second the alifis marked as ·. 
such by the small circle. Bergstriisser proposes that the pronunciation of .;;..Ill · 
possibly .:;>Iii ('a-fii.-'in), 14 the stress being on the second syllable because of the 
following hamza. However, if the yii' is considered to be a mater lectionis for an /if 
sound before, this interpretation has certainly to be abandoned, cf. also 
section 1.1 (9). . 

Usually small particles like 'in, 'inna, etc. are "below the radar" of COllCCIId-:.: 

ances, to use Thomas Milo's expression. However, they are listed in Fliigel's and 
in the Iranian Qur'iin concordance edited by Rowl)iinT (see Bibliography 4.3). 
following list contains a choice of particles in the Standard Text which are 
interpreted as contextually valid compositions of the interrogative particle 'a-
the outset. Their orthography is compared with their equivalents in a few 
printed editions of the Qur'iin: 

Standard 
Text 

14 GdQ3, 48ff. 

Sura: 
Verse 

Modem editions, numbers according to Bibliography, 
4.2 
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37:52 

12:90 

the Indian tradition (# 1, 2) is in conformity with the rasm of the Standard 
in the other editions(# 8, 9, 13, 14, 17, 19) one "tooth" is lacking. 

same writing of the word occurs in 27:55,29:29 and 41:9. No variant writing 
rasm in all editions consulted. 

= Standard T. CD @ - 13 14 17 @ 
79:10 f. f.-.,.....,.,,----+-+--+-+--1--+--t--1-~ 

\S~ 8 

... ~~ 
9 

same writing of the word occurs in 17:49, 98; 23:82; 32:10; 37:16, 53. No 
writing of the rasm in all editions consulted. 

~- .. (;~ 27:67 

... ,.,..,,11.,,"'"'11 the rasm is the same in all editions consulted, # 8 (Qii1iin) and # 9 
read it as a clause of statement, not of question. 

=Standard T. CD @ - 13 14 17 @ 

.. .1.1...1 
~ 

8 9 
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Although the rasm is the same in all editions consulted, # 8 (Qaliin) and # 9 
(Warsh) read 'inna as a clause of statement. 

Except for (51 b) in all cases listed above the rasm is the same, although the • ·• 
pronunciation differs according to whether the text is interpreted to be interroga- . 
tive or indicative. The instrument to define the rasm as a question is the insertion· : 
of the hamza. On the level of the script in the Standard Text and in most of the 
other editions, the hamza is added after the alif, as shown in the tables. However, · 
in the Indian as well as in the Ottoman tradition- in the tables above marked by 
numbers in a circle CD,@, @-the sequence is inverted: first the hamza without 
kursf, and then the alif, as in .ill)!. or lS)!. or 1~)!.. 

However, the ya' of .:r-1 could well be an old mater lectionis to ensure the 
reading ul instead of ul, especially if we take the orthographical variants in the old 
manuscripts into account (57, 58, 59). By a later interpretation ofthis orthography 
the ya ' tooth could be reinterpreted to be the carrier of a hamza, thereby producing 
an unequivocal question instead of a statement, e.g. lit I instead of simply ~~~~~~~~. It · 
would need some research to decide whether the context allows for an indicative · 
reading rather than for a question, but this is outside of the scope of this chapter. 
It seems, moreover, that the issue is not restricted to the Arabic language only, but 
that Syriac also needs consideration - which is beyond the competence of the 
author. Therefore, only a list is presented of the different spellings found 
in important old codices; their abbreviations A, B, etc., are unravelled in the 
Bibliography 4.1. A dash signals that the Qur' anic passage is not part ofthe manu
script fragment in question. 

(57)~ la_.Yin in Standard Text, but different in manuscripts: 

Sora: ms.A ms.B ms.C ms.D ms.El ms.F ms.G ms.H Verse 

6:109 .:).).~ ~':1 i..Jl.) i..Jl.) .:).).~ 

10:22 i..Jl.) ~':1 .:).).~ .:).).~ 

17:62 ~':1 .:).).~ 

35:42 i..Jl.) u':l i..Jl.) 

(58) ~j wa_layin in S!andard Text, but different in manuscripts: 

Sora: ms.A ms.B ms.C ms.D ms.El ms.F ms.G ms.H Verse 

13:37 ~':l.J WJ 
16:126 ~':l.J 
18:36 ~"JJ 
29:10 ~':l.J··.·. 
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and J;~ nabaJiy (Q 6:34) 

in two different orthographies in the Standard Text, the "older" version is 
the one with an alifonly, the ya' being a mater lectionis: 

) ~ yuhay''i:Y" in StT 18:16, but in ms. A 1..-r ... confirmed by 
and other examples by al-Diini; 15 the same is true for 

If~~ 'JiytaJ-yi in StT 16:90, but in ms. H ~1, 'Jiyta''Ji, or 

I{~ JanbaryihaJ in StT 7:101, but in ms. D: U.L,:.I, 'Janba''JihaJ. 

next examples taken from the Standard Text are comparable only in 
the second orthography has a suffix -hi at the end of 

mala'Ji 

liq~(Ji 
(Q 2:246; 38:69) and 

(e.g. 6:31, 154) and 

.,_~if (e.g. 7:103; 10:75), 

.,_~"U! (e.g. 18:105; 29:23). 

K al-Muqni 'fi rasm ma$a/zif al-am$ar, ma 'a Kitab a/-Naqt I Orthographie und Punktienmg des 
Kora11. Zwei Schrijie11 VOil Aba 'Amr 'Ulman ib11 Sa 'id ad-Dani, ed. Otto Pretzl, Leipzig, istanbul: 

· Devlet Matbaasi 1932, 54. 
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(66) fhJ 

( 67) \J.J c:r* 

(68) ~L. 

(69) .sL. 

(~!'.JJ) wara''Jikum (ms. G), in StT rl==:T» 
min wara''Ji (ms. D), in StT 'lfi.Jj ~ 

(~}!.) su'Jiyla (mss. A, D), in StT Jf 
(~ ~) si'lay (ms. A), in StT ~~ 

(Q 4:102), 

(Q 42:51), ' 

suyila (Q 2:108), 

siy'a (Q 11:77). 

These examples may illuminate a few other odd writings in the Standard Text, · 
too: It has preserved the passive .voice of~ (=-~ * jli' a), "to come," in a way 
which is in line with the previous examples from the manuscripts: 

(70) ib.- gi'Jay in StT written as ~.st.. gi'J y-'a (Q 39:69; 89:23). - - ' 

The circle on the a/ifindicates that the a/ifhas to be disregarded for pronunciation, 
as if only~<.?;" giy'a were written. 

In addition, all of the plentiful occurrences of the word shay', "thing," are 
written uniformly as .j. in the Standard Text, except in 18:23, where 
find 

(71) ~Ji..4li_sa'Jy'i" written with an a/if, which is 'the normal orthography in most 
of the early manuscripts. · 

Thus, if we recognize the writing with an a/if to be the original letter- before the·. 
ya' was added as a mater lectionis- we come to the conclusion that the primordial 
vowel involved was a short vowel or two short vowels expressed by an a/if alone. 
The Arabic script would have to be interpreted as 4.tL;t~tjr-. Only after the 
a/if had lost its old quality and become associated with a long /a:/ was 
addition of a ya' necessary. The pronunciation of the first word was certainly 
/su?ilal, whereas the other words were probably pronounced with a short /if as 
/si?a/, /d:3i?al, and /fi?u"/. 

2.3 Ortlro-epic varia11ts of tire ya' 

The phenomenon of ortho-epic writing is not restricted to the ya' but has its paral
lels in the occasional omission of a waw, as we have seen, or of an a/if, too. 

2.3.1. Omission of the yii' before the article al- in the Standard Text 

(72) J\ S'~ 

(73) Jl };::oll 

(74) J\ ~\_;, 

(75) J\ ;l.i 
(76) J\ ;Y, 
(77) J\ ;lj.\4 

(78) J\ <;). 

(Q 4:146), 

(Q 81:16), 

(Q 37:163), . 

(Q 22:54), 

(Q 30:53), 

(Q 20:12, 27:18,28:30, 79:16), 

(Q 36:23). 
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'fhe same observation has been made with the omission of the waw ( cf. above 
, 1.3.1). However, manuscripts have not been looked at in regard to this aspect. The 
· •.. · opposite of the omission occurs also, but it has no bearing on the conservative 

It is a later amendment in order to achieve ortho-epical "correctness" against 
rasm, as in~-.;,~ (e.g. StT 2:124), or in the reading ofWarsh 'an Niifi' t_\Sll 
~~~'instead of 9\.1;.> ~~~ t_l:ill in the Standard Text 2:186. In this way grammatical 

correcltne~;s can also be reconstructed, as in al-DiirT's reading .;,.J.,j. EA instead of 
9'hl.)\in the Standard Text 20:63. ' ' 

Lengthening of a yii' before the hamza in the Standard Text 

;The lengthening (madd, before the hamza) or the doubling (tashdTd) of the ya' 
depends on the concept of reading certain words like nabiy'u"/ ~~or nabiy'u"/.!sf: 

• J.{.-< 0 .J J ,._.1 ..-: ,.) ",_/-' ,,{,....':' • J' ~ o~r ~~ ~ r1=t' ·~ ~ 'J tilt"' ~~. " }> (t 
' !i> -

StT #8 #7 #9 # 10 #1 # 18 

.The Qur'iin editions quoted here are the same as above (1.3.2). 
Parallel to 1),~ and the like (cf. above 1.3.2) are those cases where an 

'• adlditional ya ' or a hamza was added in superscript, certainly in view of the 
grarnn1atical rules of Classical Arabic, but possibly not representing the actual 
pl:on,unc:iation at the time when the rasm was fixed, e.g.: 

in StT 5:111; 61:14, 

in StT 12:91. 

2:3.3 Correcting the pronunciation of the yii' 

. Similar. to the "correction" of the waw by a superscript a/if (above 1.3.3) we 
.encounter the same feature of vocalization with the ya ': 

Dj~\ tawrayta e.g. StT 3:3. 

has been speculated about this orthography (cf. Diem, Unters. 1:248-50). 
may add that the rasm of the word would even allow for the interpretation of 

as the Syriac name of the Torah, and that there is an affinity between the 
ra' and a following imala vowel, as in 

magreyhaJ (= magrehii) in StT 11:41. 

u"'~" .. "'v, the a/if Maq~iira as in .SP kubn1 or f.S"'J rami or J_,.. mawla is written 
a small a/if on top of the ya ', as in 

~l Jilay e.g. in StT 11:36. 

i 'i ,I 
:1 
;\\ 
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However, in some transmissions (like W arsh 'an Nafi' in North Africa) of the 
Qur'an every alif Maq~iira is indicated by a special sign like the diamond in (82) 
or by a thick dot under the preceding letter. This implies the imala pronunciation., 
/ile:/ or, with the extensions by personal suffixes, /ile:ka, ile:hu, ile:hum/, etc.· 
Again, this kind of pronunciation (/ile:hu, ile:hum/, etc,) is part of the system(s) 
observed in the early texts which have been vocalized by red dots. 

In many old manuscripts (e.g. AGK), and in contrast to J\, the prepositions J<
and ._r-- are written with an a/if~ and\.::..... Although the rea~on for this variant is • · 
not clear, it seems that it has nothing to do with the relative age of the manuscripts. 

2.4 ya' instead of alif = Writing tlze imala? 

Normally, in early texts neither the short /a/ nor long /a:/ were part of the script. 
Consequently, in more cases than not the question remained open whether the • 
vocalization was thought to be afatba or a superscript a/if, viz. a "dagger a/if'' In 
transcription the uncertain vowel length can be expressed by the letter <~>, 
combining the short vowel <a> with the long vowel <a>, which is only expressed · 
later by the dagger a/if, or which became substituted by the addition of an 
which was thus integrated into the rasm. 

It seems, however, that in a few cases the former ambiguous <~ vocalization 
was not disambiguated by the insertion of an a/if into the text, but by a ya' · 
instead. I propose to see this phenomenon not as a singular case for the name oL 
Abraham, but in the context of the imala16 in general, because of a few similar, 
examples. 

(84) f.!' .r.l 'Jibra'hiym (' ibrahTm) 

is written thus 54 times in the Standard Text, except in the second Siira, where the 
name is alwa~s ~ritten without a ya' as ~ .r.l. This latter writing would allow for a 
reading 'Abraham, being completely in line with the Hebrew or Syriac name.· . 
However, in order to ensure the uniform pronunciation of /ibra:hi:rnl, a super
scriptya' is inserted in this Siira throughout:~·,;:;~. Whereas the Standard Text is . 
consistent in spelling the name in Sura 2 differently from the other Siiras, no such · 
clear-cut difference is made in the early manuscripts. 

As for the second Siira, ms. K writes f.!' .r.l in 2:140. As for the other Siiras where 
the Standard Text has(.!" .r.l throughout, we find in the manuscripts~ .r.l in 3:33 (ms. 
C), 4:125; 19:41; 19:58 (ms. A), 53:37 (ms. D),.16:42 (ms. F). Thus it can be safely 
said that the Standard Text has undergone at least one orthographic revision in ·. 
which either the second Siira became harmonized with ~ .r.l while all other Siiras · 

16 For the question of Qur' iinic orthography and the imiila see Bergstrasser/Pretzl in GdQ3, 37 fn. 3. · 
A chapter on the Arabic imiila is found in M.S. Howell, A Grammar of the Classical Arabic 
Language, Delhi: Gian Publishing House 1986,4:738-71. 
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to write ~ .r.l - or vice versa. Werner Diem 17 proposes that '.r.l was used 
the Arabs as a historical Aramaic writing, whereas the writing wit a ya ' repre

the actual pronunciation of the name by the Arabs. This idea does not contra
the following argument for an influence of the imala on the orthography. 
is unclear when the specifically Arabic form of the name- in which the spelling 

vowel in the last syllable with·a ya ',indicating a pronunciation different from 
Hebrew and Aramaic - first occurs; it is doubtful that the spelling f.!' .r.l is pre-

18 since it has been preserved only in early Islamic (and not pre-Islamic) 
Cirns~;npulm~. 19 Anyway, we propose to see this orthography as the representation of 
au•oJUJlvlllv·ima/a in early Arabic pronunciation, which tended to be written with the 

ya' rather than with an "a/if" for the long /a:/ sound, which was not expressed 
script in any case. This would mean that the original spelling of the name was 

. Y.l /abraha:m/, although its pronunciation co.uld well have been f.!: _r.\, /abrahe:m/. 
. . ·. Probably only an imala pronunciation of a long /a:/- which exists in the other 
· Semitic languages - could lead to the new orthography with a ya ' in Arabic, 

because this letter was felt to be closer to the actual pronunciation. In a way, this 
.•··"''"''""lm symbolizes the emancipation of Arabic from the scribal traditions of 
'akin andJor superior languages, and possibly the "invention" of the Arabic 
·•. alphabet as opposed to the old abjad fell into this early period. In some modem 
Qur~ an editions the imala is written as a thick round dot instead of or in addition 

· kasra; this cannot be reproduced by the available Arabic character sets, except 
transliteration: instead of the <i> for the normal kasra an <e> is used here, and 
"digraph" combination of the <e> with the following ya' is marked addition
by an arch <ey>: 'Jibra'neym = 'Ibrahem. 

StT #8 #7 #9 # 10 #1 # 18 

can be seen in this table, the unified writing of ~· ,;:;~ without a ya' in the 
Siira is not observed in most of the other Qur' an editions, which are quoted 

as above in 1.3.2. 
In the Standard Text there are still a few other graphic traces of the imala writing: 

bi_'Jay•eymi (bi-'ayyemi), only, once in StT, written as ~~ 
while the usual orthography has~~~ (Q 3:24) or('~~\ (Q 3:140). In the 

manuscripts C and K both words are written defectively as ~I and r"':ll. 

~4 bi_ Jayeydi" (bi- 'ayedi") is vocalized differently in StT as 7i~ bi_'Jay)-di" 

W. Diem, "Untersuchungen zur fiilhen Geschichte der arabischen Orthographie I," Orienta/ia 48, 
. 1979, (207-57) 227. . 
8 J. Horovitz, Koranische Untersuchungen, Berlin, Leipzig: de Gruyter 1926, 86ff. 

M.A. al-'Ushsh, "Kiliibiit 'arabiyya," 227-346. The four inscriptions are either undated (viz. 
# 75/97 and 85/107), or are datable to the time of the Umayyad reign ofal-Wa!Id b. 'Abd al-Malik, 
# 10/21 and 36/55. In all inscriptions the name is written f!iil.J<I-
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(Q 51 :47). Here, it is likely that the orthography has a different plural in mind which 
would match with the (existing) secondary plural~~ (cf. the dictionaries). 

Although there is no longer any trace of it in the Standard Text, the old manu
scripts have preserved almost totally the orthography of 'ayatu" (sg.) or 'ayiitu" 
(pl.) written with two yii 's instead of one. We propose to interpret the conven
tional word Ao!l as ~·I; the regular plural would then be~·\, its modern vocalization 
in the Standard Text being~~~ and~~~-

In the early manuscripts, however, the singular ~I is - according to our sources 
- always written as ~1, which is possibly the clue for understanding that the first 
yii' represents the imiila, and so we assume: . . 

(87) ~I 'j eyyah ('eya), singular, as in 3:49, 20:47 (ms. A), 3:50 (ms. A), 7:106 · 
(ms. J), 13:38 (mss. CDF). 

Theoretically, the reading...;:.\ 'JayY-ah (' iiya) seems to be also possible, but in 
case we would rather expect a writing with one yii' only, i.:_!•l, like in the :Stailld:ard 
Text today. · 

· The plural in the manuscripts is generally ~I or ~I or ~I or ~1, which I: 
should interpret, in the light of the singular, as .::41 or ~I or ~I or ~1, as 
'eylitin, 'eylitihi, 'eyatr, 'eylitinii, in the more conventional transcription. 

(88) ~ J rigeylu" (rigelun), instead of j~-:! in the StT (Q 72:6) occurs in manu
script D; 

(89) .,..,!. feyba (teba), instead of .;..11. in the StT (Q 4:3) in ms. A.20 

A frequent variant without parallels in the Standard Text is 

(90) J.,:ll 'Jileyhu" (' ilehu"), instead oftll )ilahu" in the Standard Teit. The variant 
occurs in 6:19; 6:46; 6:102; 7:65; 10:90; 23:91 (ms. D), 7:85 (ms. J), 20:14; 40:3 • 
(ms. H). 

Figure 6.2 

Ms. H (=DAM 01-29.1), first verses ofSiira40; 'ileha (instead of'illiha) is 
in the third line, it looks like the following 'ilayhi: I (;~IJ.,:JI_,...':li..:JI)ll_,l.JI) 

20 On this cf. al-Diinl, Al-Muqni ', 71. 
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{ ~l_]{ 

D (=DAM 01-28:1), Siira 10:90; 
again the word 'ili5ha, in the center. 

Pre-Islamic rock inscription from Urnm 
ig-gimal published by E. Littmann, drawing 
from Grolunann, Paliiographie II, 17. The 
name in the first line has been read as :Abd 
al-Ulayh, "Servant of the little God". In fact, 
it is :Abd al-lleh. 

. ~more general sense it seems worthwhile to investigate the extent of the imiila 
prOJluncta1t!On in the different "readings," not only in the center of a word, as in the 

of Abraham1 but also at the end, as in the prepositions J~ or J&., or any other 
'-a/if, as in .s..U.I or <5"~ or .s_,.f or .S~I (e.g. see the riwiiya of Warsh 'an 

'). 

li _U:ibeyd (Ii-I- 'ibed) in ms. H, instead of ,4-lJ in StT 40:31. 

case, there can be no doubt about the intention of the scribe to write the 
plural ,4-lJ with an imiila because the word is in the middle of the rhyme 

al-rashiid (verse 29), al-abziib (verse 30), lil- 'ibiid (verse 31), al-taniid 
32), and hiid (verse 33). . 

6.3 Ms. H (=DAM 01-29.1), Siira 40:31; in the second line you see~. in the 
third line the rhyme word al-taniid, and at the end had. 
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3. The alif 

The basic concept of the letter alifis sometimes visible in the orthography of the : 
Standard Text in comparison with old manuscripts, although one cannot be sure 
which of the two preserves the older orthography, e.g.: 

(92) i_$~ 
(93) iAk.:i 
(94) ~i:;.{;I~ 
(95) (ikt.l 
(96) \,.{§t.;. 

in StT 36:35, as opposed to 

in StT 24:27, as opposed to 

in StT 6:42; 7:94, instead of 

in StT 33:5, instead of 

in StT 13:34, instead of 

l~inms.D, 

I~ in A and Lewis' Pa\.,21 

W4 in mss. J and Berlin 314,Zi 

f'>-1 in ms. Berlin 349,23 

•_,...:;l.. inms. H. 

The dilemma is evident if we observe in the same manuscript 
distribution of the alifis opposite: 

(97) ,:,_,!4 

(98) ,:,;~ 
(99) .,_,_;.-~ 

in ms. H, instead of 

in ms. Berlin 349, instead of 

in ms. A instead of 

&A in StT 43:19, or 

t~in StT 33:13, or 

[,_,~in StT 16:61. 

A glimpse at this problem must be sufficient for now, with a more thorough 
investigation reserved for the future. . ... 

3.1 At tlze begimzillg 

3.1.1 The preposition 'a- for questions 

In the early manuscripts it was not possible to ~ndicate a question by the preposi
tion 'a- if the following word already had an a/if at the outset. Thus, it became an ' 
exegetical choice to define a sentence as a question or not, e.g. 

( l 00) 15J~·jill'llJ 
(101) pd~ 

3.1.2 alif-wa~?la 

Ja_'idaJ ... Ja_'in'aJ 

'aJaslamtum 
in the Standard Text 13:5, or 

in StT 3:20. 

As a general rule in Classical Arabic the words are written as if they were isolated. 
Any assimilation, lengthening or shortening which happens regularly in the 
spoken language is part of extra reading rules but not part of the rasm. In early 
manuscripts, however, we observe exceptions to this rule, especially if the alifat' 
the outset of a word is considered to be an alif-waijla. 

21 GdQ3, 33, fn. I. 
22 GdQJ,33. 
23 Ibid. 
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manu!;cripts as well as in the orthography of Classical Arabic there are no vari- · 
concerning the writing of the one-letter particle li- with the elision of the a/if 
following definite article, as in 4lil'ahi. Thus, in manuscripts (as in D, 5:96 
the writing of.~ corresponds perfectly with the writing of •.Jt;ll! in the 

q<o.uui1lu Text, in this respect. Perhaps the treatment of li- plus article served as 
model for the orthography of other one-letter particles. 

•·· Other than this case it seems that in manuscripts the feature of leaving out of the 
. only occurs with qamhrf-letters to follow, i.e. when the lam of the 

article is not assimilated phonetically to the first letter of the next noun. In this 
it probably represents an early orthographic reform -perhaps a regional 

only- in favor of a more phonetic writing system,24 but the idea was evidently 
up again. If we look at the examples below we notice that the alif-waijla was 

out mainly after the one-letter particles of li-, bi- and ka-. However, of these 
only the particle li- has never been in dispute. The particle bi- has survived 

the Standard Text without the ensuing alifin all of the basmalas25 (....UI r) of 
Qur'an, as well as in r. ofSilras 11:41; 27:30 and 31. On the other hand, the 

aliJ'·Wllsla is written r---4 in Silra 56:96; 69:51 and 96:1. In the manuscripts the 
w., • .., 1.~.Ll"' of the alif-walj/a following the particle bi- is quite common, e.g.: 

7:89 7:89 D= 

16:102 16:102 DH 

~'-t bi.Jl_l}aq'i ~ 

34:48 34:48 D= 

43:86 43:86 D26 = 

45:6 45:6 D27 = 

In this regard it is worth noting that in private letters written by Yemenis it is typical to find J>_,Jol 
for ~I. This is a question of competence and not a rule, of course. 
The bii' of the Basmala is usually written slightly elevated over tl1e ensuing sfn; teachers of Arabic 

. . explain tl1is feature by saying that the higher ba' includes tl1e a/if graphically (although left out in 
··script!) oftl1e following wprd "ism I name." In reality the story of the elevated ba' is much simpler and 

has its foundation in the writing rules observed in the pre-Kufic and Kufic scripts. Even if there were 
no differentiation between consonants by diacritical dots, there was still a differentiation by height 
between letters, which meant different phonemes. In our case the bii' had (and has) to be written higher 
(i.e. different) than the following sfn, because the three elements of the sfn are either written equally 

·· · ·low, so that it is evident that iliey belong together and mean one letter - or tl1e iliree elements are 
· /written in a regularly descending sequence, so that it is equally evident that they constitute one letter 

· only. 
Originally tl1e a/if was written, but erased later. 
Originally the a/if was written, but erased later. 
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16:69 16:69 D = 

16:90 16:90 DH = 

· Not in the Standard Text at all, but in manuscripts the alif-wa(ila following 
particle ka- is left out, though rarely, e.g.: 

t#':llf ka_'Jl_Ja'lla'mi 42:32 42:320= 

~If ka _ _:JI•atiy 16:92 16:92DH= 

2:74 2:740= 

3.1.2.2 VERBS 

In the Standard Text it is normal to find that the'verbs of the eighth stem are 
duced by the alif-wa(ila, e.g.: 

(102) ..S.1;31 i) la.Jini 'Jtsabadta in StT 26:29; 

however, ·if the verb is connected with a preposition, the Alif-W a;;la can 
dropped, as in 

(103) ..:.~ Ia _ t'aQ.agta in StT 18:77, 

but this feature is not unusual in the manuscripts, as in 13:16: 

(104) r~' 
~.iJJIJ1 ( 

:Ia _fa_ t'alJ.agtum 

. :Ja_fa_'Jtsabadtum 

3.2 In the middle of a word 

in mss. CF, instead of 

in the Standard Text (Q 13:1.6). 

3.2.1 Plene or defective writing of the alif 

There is a group of nouns which evidently always have been written with an 
both in manuscripts and in the Standard Text, viz. words like ._,.I.:J\ or J\.:J\. 
these words were the starting point for the growing notion of the a !if as a 
lectionis for the long /a:/. 

In many cases there is no difference in meaning if the word is 
defectively or plene, since in many passages the correct interpretation of 
rasm is evident from the context (as well as the grammar of Arabic). This 
true for the frequent double orthographies encountered in the Standard 
(as well as in the manuscripts): .!l~ or.!!}.,;;,~ or ..:..W , ..........,_\ or ..,.,\:...c.l , ~ 
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, ..._.£ or ..,.,1£, t--- or ('~• etc. It is not necessary to quote all of these 
in detail. , 

S<Jme:tinles, however, the insertion of an alif seems to have been an early 
to dissociate two words which, in defective writing, look alike but whose 

;.meanln~~s are different, like ~ qahir and J4i qahhar or u{l 'ugn and ul;\~ 'ar;Jan. 
many cases, due to the absence of the appropriate context, the text can be 
in several different Ways according to exegetical needs or other· concepts 

by the reading authority. Two examples may suffice to illustrate the 
readings of this kind. 

the rasm in the early manuscripts makes no difference between the singular 
: of('>~\, the context is clear enough to read~;}. in Si.ira 12:68 and 12:94, but 
read the plural ~jt;1~ in StT2:170; 5:104; 11:109; 36:6. Of course, the StT writing 

back to a defective version without the second alif, and thus was identical 
the singular in the first orthographical stage. In the same way the context as 
as the exegesis has to decide whether the singular or the plural is to be read 

early manuscripts which do not differentiate in script between between 
.·or ...,.J, ~~or J~\, ~.:; or J~ J• ~ or c:"\.i.$. , J,;3 or JW, J? or JjW , etc. 

other example concerns the defective writing ofthe verb j\i as J.;, which is 
the normal orthography in the early manuscripts. Without going into the 
the decision to read the indicative "he said" or the"imperative "say" has a 
on the concept ofthe Qur'an as the verbatim word of Allah: if most of the 

pa:>sa:ges introduced by the imperative "say" were originally reports that "he 
said," this would foster the idea that the Qur' an is in wide parts the collec

of "logia," of the sayings and deeds of certain but unnamed authorities. 

Substitution of the alif by a ya' 

the alifbad become solely associated with the /a/ sound it had to be changed 
the adequate ya '; thus we find 

~~ g(l" tukum in ms. H 

lafJidah in mss. DR 

instead of 

instead of 

~in StT 43:24, or 

~.1;!1 in StT 14:37. 

next case, the word 'ula' i, the same change of concept has. also taken place, 
is not visible in the rasm, which remains the same. Unlike in the Standard 
in the manuscripts the final a !if marks the short vowel: 

Juwlali in mss. CG, and ~":1_;1 Juwlari in StT 3:119. 

· · more evidence is needed to clear up the relation between ":/_,\ and 
•. extension ..!W_,\ in view of the alternatives .!l..fl or.!!":/_,\ mentioned by Wright/de 

in their grammar of Arabic.28 

. Wright/de Goeje, A Grammar of the Arabic Language. 2 vols., London: Cambridge University 
re-issued 1962, 1 :266ff. 
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3.3 At the end of a word 

3.3.1 Final vowels 

If, in early manuscripts, an a/if was written at the end of a word, it was usually' 
given up in the later orthography in favor of a ya' if the preceding vowel was 
an /i/, e.g.: 

(108) ~ yuhaysi)· (mss. AFK) instead of in StT 18:16. 

However, if the vowel before the hamza was a short /a!, no difference can 
observed between the old manuscripts and the Standard Text: 

(109) ~ 
) ) 

(110) 1p 

(111) ~~ 
(112) ~~ 

g ., 
(113) W; 

yunab•a)· (mss. DGK) 

yustahzaJu (mss. CEGK) 

yatabaw'aJu (mss. FK) 

natabaw'aJu 

~amaJu" (ms.K) 

and StT 53:36, 

and StT 4:140, 

and StT 12:56, 

in StT 39:74, 

and StT 9:120. 

The same is true if the vowel before the final a/if is a long /u:/, as in 

(114) 1;.s 
(115) lY.-5 

tanuwJu (mss. GK) 

tabuwJa (mss. CGK) 

and StT 28:76, or 

and StT 5:29. 

The exception to this rule is an a/if which could remain as part of the rasm because · 
it was possible to define it as the symbol for the indefinite accusative. As an 
example we take 

(116) \_,U" in the early mss. ACDFH; in the Standard Text we have either 
•Y. in 2:49 or~;.. in 20:22 on the one hand, or 
\:. _,:. in 13:11 on the other. Similaris 

(117) .1_,.... in ms. H, which became ~ ~ in the Standard Text. 

It is very likely that ~ ~ is the same as the word f _,:. with a feminine ending, but 
not an altogether different word. 

The substitution of an archaic alifby a ya' (to become the bearer of a hamza 
later on) can also be observed in 

(118) .I,.. ms. A (Q 17:38), qualified by Jeffery/Mendelsohn as "probably by scrib.il. · 
error"29 -which it certainly is not! In the Standard Text it is interpreted as 

29 A. Jeffery and I. Mendelsohn, "The Orthography of the Samarqand Qur'an Codex," JAOS 
1942, (175-95) 191. 
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¥ in 42:48, or, by a different concept, as 
~in 17:38. 

the interpretation of the rasm even after the alifhad been changed into the 
ya' went in two different directions in the Standard Text. Since the diacritic 

upon the final ha 'are 11later innovation both readings emanate from an identical 
visible in mss. K and.D: while in one version (Q 42:48) the final ha' was read 
feminine ending of ta' marbiita, in the other reading (Q 17:38) the possessive 
of the third person singular was preferred. The situation is reflected in the 

of the word by the old authorities: in Siira 42:48 the context does not allow 
reading with a suffix, and thus no variant reading is reported. However, in 17:38 
reading~ is the one favored in the Standard Text according to Baft> 'an 'At>im, 
~ sa:iYi'atan is read by Ibn Katlirr, Niifi', Abu 'Amr and Abu Ja'far.30 

Final vowel or accusative ending? 

earlier final a! if was given up altogether in the Standard Text:· 

luwluwJu" or luwluw)u• in mss. DGK, for 

luwlu\Vu" in StT 52:24 and 

'Jl_luwluwJi or 'Jl_luwluwJi in mss. GK, for 

'Jl_luwluVii in StT 56:23. 

the alifwas understood to be a scribal error when its old value of a 
stop had ceased to be normal, and thus it could be taken out of the rasm. 

in the two verses 22:23 and 35:33 the primordial final alifwas not 
_Sut1sti1tute:d by a hamza, but it remained unchanged in the Standard Text: 

asawira min dhahabin wa-lu'lu'an 

a! if was retained because it could be interpreted as a "tamyfz" accusative, 
;l:lltllOllgll this interpretation hardly matches the evident statement of the sentence. 

translators ignore this accusative (rightly!) such as Dna!, Hiliill 
.n.uuu11<Ul Yusuf Ali: "(The believers in paradise will be) adorned therein 

armbands/bracelets of gold and pearls ... ".In order to indicate the putative 
JeJmemem of the Arabic construction other translators helped themselves by 

a comma or inserting "with" before mentioning the pearls. Thus, the 
t:r!!JilSI!ttion of Sheikh says " ... bracelets of gold, and pearls ... "; Bell has " ... 
--···--··-·- of gold and with pearls ... ", and Pickthall " ... armlets of gold, and 

... ".Of course, and in the light of the preceding remarks, the alifis not an 

.. Mu 'jam a/-qirii 'at al-Qur 'iiniyya (henceforth MQQ), ed. 'Abd a!-' AI Mukarram and Al}mad 
··• 'Urnar, Kuwait: Dbiit al-Saliisil, 1402/1982-1405/1985, # 4539. 
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accusative, but has the function of the (later) hamza, and is to be read as lu'lu 
parallel to dhahabin! 

This case is not unique, as we learn from variant readings of the same rasm by' 
different readers. While the Standard Text (Q 7:190) in the reading ofi;Iaf~ has .··· 

(122) ~\$'). surakaJ-'a "partners", 

Nafi', Shu'ba and Abil Ja'far 1 read 

\5'"~ sirkaJ" "idolatry"; 

and while the StT in Silra 8:66 has 

(123) "U;.,r, <;la\faJ" "weakness", 

Abil Ja'far reads 

<;lu\afaJ'a "weak (I:ieople)." 

3.3.3 Correcting the pronunciation of the alif 

Until the present I have traced only one example of this kind of substitution as 
parallel to the common phenomena mentioned above in sections 1.3.3 and 
While the Standard Text writes 

(124) ~~ in 19:19, 

the riwayas ofWarsh 'an Nafi' as well as ofal-Diirl 'an Abi 'Amr do not 
different rasm, but by placing a superscript little ya' on top of the a! if they 
the subject from the first person (li- 'ahaba) into the third person, reading LHJah'ab,'l .. 

The philological difference is small, but the theological implication seems. 
to have induced the variant reading: instead of "He [i.e. Our spirit (Gabriel), 
GRP] said: 'I am the messenger of thy Lord, that I may give thee a boy, pure.'" 
[Bell], now the meaning is theologically correct " ... (announcing) that He 
give thee ... " 

Warsh 'anNafi',Q 19:19 

Maghribi version, # 9 in 
Bibliography 4.2. 

Naskhi version, # 11 
in Bibliography 4.2 

31 Cf. MQQ and Khiiruf; see Bibliography 4.3. 

al-Dilti 'an Abi 'Amr, Q 19:18 

Naskhi, # 14 in Bibliography 4.2 
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contrast to the Naskhi script, in the Maghribi script tradition the right arm of the 
the a! if, 1Jearing the superscript ya '. 

Arabic script does no~ mark the end of a word by a blank space or otherwise 
word divider. Therefore a variant interpretation concerning the word borders 

be gained from the rasm of an old manuscript but only by discovering 
readings which presuppose an identical rasm. In the case of the alifthe 
interpretation ofthe word border can be obseryed in these examples: 

\inda 'llahi 
\abdaJ" li-l'ahi 
\abdu 'll'ahi 

Jan:?aJra 'll'ahi 
Jan~aJraJ" li-l'ahi 

Jig Jadbara 
)igaJ dabara 
)igaJ Jadbara 

"before Allah" in StT 33:69 is also read 
"as a servant of Alliih,"32 or 
"the servant of Alliih."33 

"helpers of Allah" in StT 61: 14 is also read 
"as helpers of Alliih."34 

"when it withdraws" in StT 74:33 is also read 
"when it withdraws,"35 or 
"when it withdraws."36 

cuLuutt~;Hthe content of the verse remains practically the same, there is an uncer
whether the first or the fourth verbal stem is meant. This is underlined by 

that, in the Standard Text, the following verse 74:34 is spelled differently, 
two alifs following each other: _:;i;.ll;i~(j. 

Ortho-epic variants of the alif 

Omission of an alif before the article at-

are 150 occurrences oft4.l in the Qur'iin which are normally followed by the 
a!-. In this situation any vowel preceding the article has to be shortened in 
to produce a closed syllable, together with the article to follow, as in 

Lr-~ yii-'ayyuhii '1-niisu, which is to be read as /ja: ?aj:uha n:a:su/. As there 
only three verses in which the ending -hii: is written defectively, it is doubtful 

these belong to the. group of ortho-epic variants ( cf. above the shortening 
waw and the ya' in the same constellation, 1.3.1 and 2.3.1), but for the 

there is no better explanation to hand: 

See MQQ, # 7032/1. 
See MQQ # 7032/2. 
See MQQ # 9224. 
See MQQ # 9640/1. 
See MQQ # 9640/2. 



178 Gerd-R. Puin 

(128 a) ShJ!.il ~ 
(128 b) ~UJI ~~ 
(128 c) 9~1 ~ 

'Jay•uha 'Jl_ 

ya•-_hysuha :n_ 
hy•uha 'Jl_ 

in StT 24:31 and in mss. GK; 

in StT 43:49 and in mss. DHJK; 
in StT 55:31 and in mss. BGK. 

Moreover, it is amazing that in all of the old manuscripts consulted the rasm of th~ 
three words is written exactly like the Standard Text, without any plene variant.·· 

3.4.2 Plene writing of a short Ia/ fatl;!a to ensure (a long?) vocalic rhyme 

Two different cases can be observed. On the one hand a group in Sii.ra 33 and 
where the /a/ of the accusative is written plene because the word is in a 
of vocalic rhymes at the end of or within a verse: 

(129 a) l$}11 
(129 b) 'i.?5Ji 
(129c) Yi 
(129d) ~ 
(129 e) i.fi.A;3 

'Jl_~'unuwnaJ 

'Jl r"asuwlaJ 

'Jl_ s•abiylaJ 

sala'silaJ 

qawaJriyraJ 

in Standard Text 33:10, 

in StT 33:66, 

in StT 33:67, 

in StT 76:4, 

in StT 76:15, 16. 

In (129 d) and (129 e) the final alif can also be understood to be the accusative. 
ending of a normal triptote noun in pausal pronunciation- which would contradict 
the la'ter grammar of Classical Arabic, where broken plurals are considered to be 
diptote nouns. ·· 

On the other hand, the name of the ancient tribal group of the Thamud is 
according to the grammar of CA, but there can be no doubt that the name 
trip tote in the Qur' an, not different from the ancient tribal group of 'Ad: 

(130 a) i~_,.!jj \SI.E.j 
( 130 b) i~ _,.!j j IRE. j 
(130 c) i~_,.!jj (50)J}JI 1~\.t. Mil 
(130 d) iJj$' i~_,.!j ~! 

in StT 25:38, 

in StT 29:38 and 

in StT 53:50-51, 

in StT 11:68. 

With the small circle above the alif of i>_,.!j, the editors of the Standard 
indicate that this letter is "superfluous", like the alifin iJj$'. 

3.4.3 Plene writing of a short Ia/ before a lfamza in the Standard Text 

Among the recitation rules of the Qur' an is the lengthening of any vowel before 
glottal stop. When the idea as well as its sign "hamza" was not yet invented, 
alifalone could be used to carry out the function of the later hamza. 

The most prominent group of examples for the plene writing of a short 
are the verses which start With "I swear ... I la 'uqsimu I la )uqsimu I r-/i ':1 .. 
(Q 56:75; 69:38; 70:40; 81:15; 84:16; 90:1).Although there can be no doubt 
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formula introduces a positive oath, there has been much irritation about the 
· · of the negfltion l1i, and even Arne Arnbros in his Dictionary (p. 329) 

the la as a "particle ofunc(ertain) function before 'uqsimu 'I swear'". 
view the 'i l1i is simply the plene writing of the assertive particle j la-. 

· additional argument in favor of this view is the resumption of the particle 
.·. some of the verses which follow after the passage of r-/i ':1: 

56:75,76: 

69:38,40: 

81:15, 19: 

84:16, 19: 

90:1,4: 

.. . ~:~\.) 

... J.;il:~\ 

... Jfo,~! 

... &.g)l 

... ~jjj 

of the manuscripts consulted shows a variant without the second alif like 
nor do any of the printed editions consulted(# 1-19, see Bibliography 4.2), 

are basically manuscripts. 

> I. 'S:& ~\. 

StT #8 #7 #9 # 10 # 1 ' # 1& 

I:Jerj~strass,er and Pretzl have already observed that there are two more examples 
kind in the Qur'an,37 viz. 

in the 
manuscripts manuscripts printed 

editions 
# 

= CFGK = 1-11, 14-19 ~y':l = 12, 13 

= 1-19 none 

the same place Bergstrasser quotes al-Naysiibfui that he saw, with an 
lUU1LlUUii11 alif, 
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However, neither the manuscripts consulted nor the printed editions 
this, although the orthography would not be ''wrong" in the light of the cases 
below. 

I propose to look at the phenomenon of a plene writing before a 
hamza oh a larger scale, because there are similar cases of allegedly "otiose" . 
in early manuscripts or in actual Qur'an editions other than the Standard Text 
from Cairo/Medina, apart from the Ia 'uqsimu verses mentioned above. . 

(Arabic) 
manuscripts 

= 5, 9-13, ... JI':I =ACK 
15-19 

= 5, 7-19 ~~~ =ACG 

38 Jeffery/Mendelsohn write erroneously: " ... .:.;'lJ is mistakenly written . .:.;I \1. Doubtless a 
error." "Orthography", 190. 

39 The additional a/if was inserted later. As the variant is not common, but rather seems 
be a singular amendment, it is legitimate to speculate that the one who made this "m,rre,,t;m," 

did it because he had another standard in his mind ("ortho-epical"), or because he inserted 
a/if because of a different manuscript original which he copied and believed to be 
authentic. 
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~':~{':I =GK 

=240, 5, 
9-11, 14, 18, 
19 

= 7-13, 
15-19 

= 1,3,4, 
6-8 

Conclusions drawn from the ortho-epic lengthening of the short Ia/ 

always been clear to the Muslim exegetes that the ':1 in these verses does 
mean a negation but an affirmation of the following oath. Although they 

the alif, rightly, to be "superfluous/za 'ida" they nevertheless retained 
because it also evokes the prohibition "no!" In line with this 

~a~soc:iation an invisible question has been imagined to introduce the verse, such 
ould you perhaps think that I forget my promises?", which could then be 

':answered by a:n emphatic ''Nay! I swear ... "Evidently, in order to allow for this 
isecortdary exegesis of the wording, the original orthography has not been "modem

as have the cases of.&\ Jif, etc. (see above). Of course, this second interpre-
is not a philologi~al one but an additional exegesis of the graphical 

.apjpearartce. However, the correct argument that the alif is superfluous in these 
is not explained by the grammarians; it is, in fact, ortho-epic or purely 

of the German translations follow this path ("Nein doch! Ich schwore 
.. " in Paret's translation, which follows Bergstriisser's 1914 Verneinungs

Fragepartikeln). In his English translation Bell even adheres to the negation 
· not by the Lord of .. .'') although verses 56:75-76 ma:ke it evident that 

is intended: "So I swear by the setting of the stars. * And verily that is 
a great oath, if you but know" (in the translation of al-Hilali). 

is likely that a careful examination of the Qur'anic text will show that there 
inore examples of the ortho-epic alifthan are listed above. This different inter

would not always produce a totally different meaning, but it could help 
•. achieve a better understanding of the text,, as in the case of Siira 36:22: 

·. ·. • < ,, .!.;)I< .. ,\..;: -~lllil":i"J'\;.'. 
iJY""" :r , • ._,<J.,.r-<.l>-'j. • ' _, 

Wiiw erased later. 
second a/if has been deleted; however, the space left is still visible. 
second a/if has been deleted; however, the space left is still visible. 

. The second a/if has been deleted; however, the space left is still visible. 
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In the traditional interpretation the '1 is turned positively by formulating .·. 
rhetorical question: "And why should I not worship Him (AlHih alone) Who has 
created me ... " (transl. Hilall). In his commentary Fatb al-Qadfr al-Shawkani 
explains: ~'That means: Which obstacle from my side prevents me from vvv•~u.u
ping the One who created me?"44 

On the other hand, if we regard the '1 to be the affirmative preposition la- .. 
plene before the hamza of~\ the sentence could mean: "How then! I do worship··· 
Him Who has created me ... " As a proof of the possibility of a different interpre~ 
tation we can adduce that in the Samarqand mu~l:zaf (AHn this verse the "';/ is 
mistakenly written :11," as Jeffery comments.45 But, since Jeffery's judlgrrtenlts· 
("mistakenly," "erroneously," etc.) are not always substantiated- since the 
"errors" are found in comparable manuscripts - we are entitled to rather 
ourselves whether the concept of the scribe makes sense, too, and what may 
induced him to write "his" variant, even if no other traditional variant of this 
is reported. In our case, i.e. by the use of :II instead of :I, the translation would 
"I have no choice but to worship Him Who has created me ... "Thus, the 
of the sentence is quite the same, although the concept is different. 

However, the ortho-epic alifmay open the way for an altogether new rn' Lterore·•". 
tation in other passages. An example of this kind is al-Kajinln (109) which 
usually understood in a negative way: 

(1) Say: 0 ye that reject Faith! (2) I worship not that which ye .,v,,~mv. 

(3) Nor will ye worship that which I worship. ( 4) And I will not worship 
which ye have been wont to worship, (5) Nor will ye worship that which 
worship. (6) To you be your Way, and to me mine. 

According to Islamic tradition this Sura is one of the earliest revelations in 
which would mean that the addressee ("Say [Mul;tammad?]:") is ordered to 
up any hope of gaining the unbelievers to his cause. Later on, when the 
religion had been well established and had taken the offensive, the last verse 
would have seemed to be an appeal for co-existence, so that it was claimed to b{ 
"abrogated" by the so-called "sword verse" (Q 9:5).46 

Nevertheless, the actual sitz im !eben of this SOra is explained in 
anonymous semi-official Shi'ite Qur'an commentary in this way: "This is a 
example for all Muslims that under no conditions should they collude with 
the enemies of Islam against the basis of the religion, and if it happens 

44 Mul:mmmad al-ShawkanT, Fatb ai-Qadir, Beirut: Dar Ibn I;!azm, 142112000, 1466. 
45 Jeffery & Mendelsohn, "Orthography," 193a. 
46 D.S. Powers, "The EKegetical Genre niisiklz ai-Qur'iin wa-manszikhuhu," in A. Rippin (ed.), 

Approaches to the History af the Interpretation of the Qur 'an, OlCford: Clarendon Press, 1988, 
(117-38), see appendilC A and B (p. 137f.). 
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ask them to .follow such suggestions they should make them totally 

modem Sunni commentator in the USA claims that "This Sfuah was not 
to preach religious tolerance as some people of today seem to think, but 

revealed in order to exonerate the Muslims from the disbelievers' religion 
to express their total disgust and unconcern with them; to tell them that Islam 

:=~'x,.u,u (unbelief) had nothing in common ... Although it was initially addressed 
disbelieving Quraysh in response to their proposals of compromise, it is not 

.vvJUlll.u;;u to them only. Having made it a part of the Qur'an, Allah gave the 
.:;!•''~""'~ the etemal.Jeaching, stating that they should exonerate themselves by 

and deed from the creed ofKufr (disbelief), wherever and in whatever form 
be ... "4s 

(2)&.J~~~.q 
(5) ~ \;; &./0 p .qj 

.·view of the fact that all four a lift of the negation :I can be understood as ortho
before the following words which begin with a hamza, a much more concili
interpretation of the text becomes possible by redefining the negation into a 

assertion: 

(1) Say: 0 you ungrateful!49 (2) I do worship that which you worship, (3) and 
you do worship what I worship, (4) and I shall verily worship that which 

, .·you are worshipping, (5) and you will verily worship that which I worship! 
··. (6) (However,) yours is your Din, and my Din is mine! 

positive turn of SOra 109 is backed by verse 46 of SOra 29, which is also 
Meccan times, according to Muslim tradition. In it the adherents of 

M1:tl;tamn1ad are admonished that their god and the god of the People of the Book 

. An Enlightening Commentary into The Light of the Holy Qur'an, by a group of Muslim scholars, 
· , .. ed. Somaiyah Berrigan, tran. Abbas Sadr-' Ameli, Isfahan: Amir-al-Mo'mineen Ali Library, I 994 

. AD I 1373 I 1415 AH, 2:266. 
English Translation of the Meaning of ai-Qur 'an. The Guidance for Mankind. by Muhammad 
rar<JOQ··t-A:zam Malik. Houston, Texas: The Institute oflslamic Knowledge, 2006, 887 . 

. . -The meaning of kiifir in the Qur'iin is either "infidel" or "ungrateful"- with lethal consequences 
· for those who are accused to be "infidels." 
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In M.F. Malik's translation the verse reads: "Do not argue with the People 
of the Book except in good manner - except with those who are wicked 
them- and say: 'We believe in that which is sent down to us and that which is 
down to you; our God and your God is the same one God (Allah), to him 
submit as Muslims.' " 

There is even a parallel expression in Siira 42:15, equating the Din of 
109:6 with "a 'mal ([religious] deeds)": 

In the translation of HiUi!IIK.han it reads: " ... and I am commanded to 
justice to you. A!Hih is our. Lord and your Lord. For us our deeds and for 
your deeds. There is no dispute between us and you. Alliih will assemble 
(all), and to Him is the final return." Similar, though less explicit verses 
"our God and your God is the same one God" are 23:32, 37:4,41:6,43:84, 
and 114:3. 

However, I have to add that my argument is that of a non-Muslim unt•m<msr~; 
I feel no obligation to the strata of medieval exegesis which have been 
over the Qur' anic text. Against innovation ("bid 'a") in the interpretation 
the Qur'an the scholars have erected the unsurmountable wall of a 
"consensus (ijmii')" (of Muslim scholars), founded on Siira 4:115 and on 
Prophet's saying that his community will. not unite in an error. Thus, the 
established negative interpretation of Siira 109: 1-5 stresses the incompatibility 
the Muslims' religion with that of the People of the Book. Consequently, as 
last verse (Q 109:6) sounds conciliatory it had therefore to be regarded as 
gated by the "sword verse" (Q 9:5). And again, unfortunately, both of the 
iatory) verses 29:46 or 42:15 are considered to be abrogated by the'--''"-·---·-··· 
verse 9:29:50 

Fight those people of the Book (Jews and Christians) who do not believe in . 
Allah and the Last Day, do not refrain from what has been prohibited bJ 
Allah and his Rasool and do not embrace the religion of truth ·. 
until they pay Jizyah (protection tax) with their own hands and feel 
selves subdued. 

50 According to Ibn Salama (d. 410/1020), see D.S. Powers, "The Exegetical Genre," 137. Cf. 
edition and French translation of the Qur'an by Sami A wad Aldeeb Abu-Sahlieh: 
al-karim I Le Coran: Texte arabe et traduction fi·anr;aise par ordre chronolagique selon 
avec renvoi a!IX variantes, aux abrogations et a!IX ecrits juift et chretiens. Vevey: L 'Aire 2008. 
pages 21-23 ("Abrogation dans le Coran") Abu-Sahlieh describes the problem and the sources 
uses for the identification of abrogated verses and abrogating verses. 
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manuscripts 

capital letters A to K are abbreviations for the manuscripts which have been 
in order to set up the tables in sections 2.1, 3.1.2 and 3.4.3. 

.A = Samarqand (Kiifi style] 

a small photocopy of the facsimile edition made by Pissareff, but due to 
· many Wrong emendations in it the information concerning -th~ orthographic 

are gained only from the article of A. Jefferey and I. Mendelsohn, see 
~lbliogralphy 4.3) 

=Paris, BN 328 (a) [Bijazi style] 

de !a transmission manuscrite du texte Qoranique. I. Les manuscrits de 
/:zigiizf. Ed. Frans;ois Deroche et Sergio Noja Noseda. Volume 1. Le manu
arabe 328 (a) de Ia Bibliotheque nationale de France. Lesa 1998. (ISBN 

D =~an' a', DAM 01-28.1 [Bijazi style) 

· and white microfilm. 

E1 =Birmingham, Mingana Collection, Cat. 2 = # 1572 [Bijiizi style] 

July 8, 2009 the "Virtual Manuscript Room" at the University 
· . Birmingham has put some 70 manuscripts from the Mingana collection 

with excellent quality. This manuscript can be seen at <http://vmr. 
_Arabic_1572> (accessed February 3, 

=London, BL Or. 2165 [Bijazi style) 

de la transmission manuscrite du teite Qoranique. I. Les manuscrits 
·· style /:zigiizf. Ed. F. Deroche and S.M. Noseda. Volume 2, tome I. Le 
gahlllscrit Or. 2165 (f. 1 a 61) de la British Library. Lesa 2001 (ISBN 

1-01-7) 

=St. Petersburg, E 20 [Bijiizi style] 

Qur 'an of 'Uthmiin (St. Petersburg, Katta-Langar, Bukhara, Tashkent). 
I. Ed. Ed. Rezvan. St. Petersburg: Russian Academy of Sciences I Centre for 
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Oriental Studies, 2004. [Weak black and white "facsimile" edition together 
useful CD in colour] 

H =~an 'a', DAM 01-29.1 [I;Iijiizi style] 

Black and white microfilm. 

J ~an'a',DAM01-25.1 [I;Iijazistyle] 

Black and white microfilm. 

K =istanbul, Topkapi "Mu~l}af 'Uthman" [Kufi style] 

Al-Mu~J:!af al-Sharif. Attributed to 'Uthman bin 'A:ffiin (The copy at the 
Palace Museum). Prepared for publication by Dr. T. Altikula9. Istanbul: 
Research Centre for Islamic History, Art and Culture 1428 I 2007. 

4.2 Recently printed Qur ~iin editions 

The numbers 1 to 19 are abbreviations for the editions used for setting up th~ 
tables in sections 1.3.2, 2.3:2, 2.4, and 3.4.3. Catalogue numbers such as · 
40- Yusuf Ali 01.1> are my own abbreviations for the edition in question. 

As the Standard Text (StT ="reading" ofl;Iaf~ 'an 'A.~im) for reference and 
comparison we take the official "King Fahd" or "Medina" Mu~l;!afwhlch ----•-'-·--· 
the same orthography as the "Cairo" or "Fu'ad" Mu~l;!afs. It is written in a 
Naskhi script by the calligrapher 'Uthman Taha: 

<Ar 16/2- Fahd 15.1> al-Madina 1415/1994-5 

al-Qur 'an al-karfm, Mu:{/:zaj al-Madfna al-nabawiyya. Madina: 
al-Malik Fahd li-Tiba'at al-MuJ?l:lafal-Sharif, 1415/1994-5. 

Indian tradition 

# 1 <Ar+En 40- Yusuf Aii 01.1> Lahore 31938 

The Holy Quran. Text, Translation and Commentary. Trans. A.Y. Ali.___. ___ .... _ _,_, __ _ 
MA: Hafner Publishing Company, 1946. 

# 2 = <Ar+Ge 40- Ahmadiyya 01.1> Frankfurt 72006 

Der Heilige Quran. Hrsg. unter der Leitung von Hazrat Mirza Masroor 
Imam und Oberhaupt der Allmadiyya Muslim Jamaat. Frankfurt: Verlag 
Islam 2006. 
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= <Ar+Ge 40- Denffer 01.1> Miinchen 41997 

·· · Koran. Die heilige Schrift des Islam in deutscher Obertragung, mit Erliiuter
. nach den Kommentaren von Dschalalain, Tabari und anderen hervorra

klassischen Koranauslegem. Munich: Islamisches Zentrum Miinchen, 1997. 

= <Ar+En 40- Sheikh 01.1> Lahore 32004 

am.~t-t,ll-Lmr 'an. (Translation from Arabic into Urdu] By Justice Pir Muhammad 
Shah Al-Azhari (R.A.). English translation (from Urdu!] by Prof. Anis 
Sheikh. Lahore, Karachi: Zia-ul-Qur' an Publications. 

'an al-karfm I Holly [sic] Qur 'an, Color coded. Mtt$/:zaf al-tajwfd I Tajweed 
Ed. Sub hi Taha. Damascus: Dar-Al-Ma 'rifa, 2004, (see <www.easyquran. 

, accessed February 3, 2011). 

New Delhi 2004 

'an al-bakfm I Colour Coded Tajweed Rules With Colour Coded Manzils. 
· Delhi: Idara Isha'at-e-Diniyat (P) Ltd., 2004, see <www.islamic-books.com>. 

<Ar 2- Libiya 15.1> Tripoli/~an'a' 139251/1983 

sharif bi-riwiiyat al-imam Qalan bi-1-rasm al- 'Uthmiinf. San'a' 
. __ ,-~.. .. , ... _.,\. Maktabat al-Yaman al-Kubrii, 1392/1983 [The remark about the 

al-Yaman a1-Kubra is misleading because the Mu~J:!af is definitely a 
one and was sanctioned by Colonel Mu' ammar al-Qadhdhafi] 

'an al-karfm, riwiiyat Qalzln 'an Niffi ~ khatta bun'if kalimiitihi bi-1-rasm 
'Uthmanr al-khattat 'Uthman Taha, jawwada bunqahu . . . Subbf Taha. 

~an1asc:us: Dar al-Ma'rifa, 1427. 

Warsh 'an Nafi' 

# 9 <Ar 3- Maghribi 11.1> Tunis n.y. (ca 2000) 

. . of the year 1392 after the death of the Prophet . .. "which is the Libyan dating, initiated by 
Mu'ammar al-Qadbdhiifi, not "after the Hijrah"! 
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Al-ntb' al-awwal min al-Qur 'an a!- 'a+fm 'ala riwayat al-imam Wars h. 
Maktabat al-Manar, n.y. (c. 2000). 

# 10 <Ar 3- Maghribi 15.1> Cairo 1383 I 1964 

al-Qur ·a~ al-karrm . .. tubi 'a bi-1-rasm al- 'Uthmanr 'ala riwayat al-imam 
bi-1-kha!! al-maghribf al-tanisf al-jaza 'irf al-ijrfqf al-muwaf:zf:zad, wifqan 
ta~mfm alladhf wada 'ahu Mul;mmmad 'Abd al-Ral;unan Mul;lammad, wa·-a~ranea-·:' 
~ibf:zatahu Majma 'al-Bu/:zz7th al-Islamiyyah bi-l-Azhar I al-rub 'al-awwal . .. 
fourths with extra page counting; in one vol.]. Cairo: Dar al-Mu~,>l;mf, 138311964. · 

# 11 <Ar 3- Ma 'rifa 15.1> Damascus31425 

al-Qur 'an al-kar'fm bi-1-rasm al- 'Uthrizanr, nata sharaf kitabatihi al-khattat 
'Uthman Taha, riwayat Warsh 'an Naji '.Damascus: Dar al-Ma'rifa, 1425. 

riwayat al-Bazzf I Qunbul 'an Ibn Kathfr 

# 12 <Ar 5- Alqeraat 15.1> Bonn 1142912008 

Al-Qur 'an al-kar'fm, riwayat al-Bazzf 'an at-imam Ibn Kathfr al-Malckf. 
Dar-Qeraat, 142912008. 

_ # 13 <Ar 7- Alqeraat 15.1> Bonn 1142912008 

Al-Qur 'an al-karfm, riwayat Qunbul 'an al-imam Ibn Kathfr al-Malckf. 
Dar-Qeraat 1429, 2008. 

riwayat al-Dzir'f 'an Abzl 'Amr 

# 14 <Ar 9- Ma 'rifa 15.1> Damascus 11420 

al-Qur 'an al-lcarfm, riwayat al-Dz7rf 'an Abf 'Amr. al-Khattat 'Uthman 
Damascus: Dar al-Ma'rifa, 1420. 

riwayat If aft 'an 'A~im 

# 15 <Ar 1614- Bay\fiin 15.1> Beirut 1977 

Mu~baf al-lfaramayn al-Sharifayn bi-l-rasm a/-' Uthmanr tubi' a bi-mzijab qarar · · 
min Dar al-Fatwa al-Lubnaniyya raqm 22 li-sanat 1977 m ... i'tana bi-tab' 
wa-nashrihi Mubammad 'Alr Bayc;liin. Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al- 'Ilmiyya 1977. 

# 16 <Ar 1614- Mu~l}af15.1> Damascus 1979 

Qur 'an karfm riwayat If aft 'an 'A~im bi-l-rasm al- 'Uthmanr. Damascus: 
al-Mu:;;l)af, 1979. 
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Khalaf 'an lfamzah 

# 17 <Ar 18- Ma 'rifa 15.1> Damascus 1142812008 

'an al-karfm wa-rattili l-Qur 'ana tartflan riwayat Khalaf 'an lfamza, min 
al-Shatibiyya. Damascus: Dar al-Ma 'rifa, 142812008. 

<Ar 16/3-15.1 Oz«;ay 15.1> istanbul/ 31998 

'an al-karfm. Istanbul: TenvirNe~riyat, Se9il Ofset, 1998. 

-·. # 19 <Ar 1613- Amidi 15.2> istanbul 1139411974 

'an) -Istanb':ll: Matba' at Renkler, 13 941197 4 [Original calligraphy by I:Iarnid 
<11-l"l.CUllUl (1891-1982 AD)]. 

plene 

16 
} 

jo 

uw iy 

(j 

u, Q i, i 

lramza on carrier 

w y 

-I' 
' I ' I or no sign in initial 

Writing long vowels 

defectively 

6 ' '6 ' 0 0 ·P ' <.S· 

a' u• jY a'· u.-

a (j a (j 

a, a u, a i, i a, a o,a 

~9 

i,-

i, i 

no 
sign 

a u 
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alif-madda /a:/ in the Standard Text: 

(Class. Ar.) alif-madda, dagger alif, alif-wiiw, 
oralif-yii' 

tan win 

fern. mas c. 

T=li \~ ,:::_i . : ..... . ~ 
Arabic jV I.SU 

. 
~t " 0 lo () s) 

graphemic )a' 'aJ' a' aw ay -ta"- -aJ" -aJ'a" -U" -i" 

phonemic 'a 'a a fi;\ a a -ta" _
8

1n -a' an ·U" .. jn 

1-----
traditional al'a a ala -tan -an -un 

Assimilation 
if expressed 

'ay1r 
defective 

Iii' marbrita qamari-article s/ramsi-article 
in Arabic nUn 

script 

" ~~ ~~ Arabic t. () .( 0.... 

graphemic x- l X" -ah -aii =-at jl_qamaru )rs•am'su 

phonemic ii -ah -ah, -at 'al-qamaru 'al-samsu 

traditional '' -In -a /-ah -a /-ah/t al-qamaru al-shamsu 
' 

Ifthe imiila is indicated by a special sign in the Arabic original, the transcrip- . 
tion will use an <e> instead of an <a>: The graphemic version <ey> is then . 
equivalent with the phonemic transcription <e>. 

,_ • vocabulary an1c 



Hapaxes in the Qur'an: 
identifying and cataloguing lone 
words (and loanwords)1 

Shawkat M Toorawa 

New readings are generated not simply by analysis, that is, by breaking down the 
text Rather they result from catalysis, that is, by establishing new links and rela
tions among the elements of the text itself and with the context in which it is read.2 

(Daniel Madigan, 2004) 

of the attention devoted by classical and medieval Muslim exegetes and 
scholars to the rare, unusual, difficult, and loan (or so-called "foreign") 

in the Qur'an, there has been very little discussion of these within the larger 
of Silra structure, Qur' anic literary structure, and Qur' anic poetics. One 

in particular that has not excited any substantial interest but which can 
·· in important ways to analyses of these issues is the frequency of hapax 

re.~;c1mema in the Qur'an. A hapCL-c legomenon (often just hapax, pl. hapaxes, for 
literally something "said only once," is a word or form, sometimes even a 
or expression, that appears only once in a text, author, or corpus.3 Hapax 

are, to be sure, occasionally signaled by modem scholars of the Qur'an 
such mention is usually incidental to discussions of loanwords and emenda-

4 I am not aware, however, of any sustained discussion or analysis ofhapaxes 
or as a group in classical or medieval scholarship, and only aware of 

. works dedicated to them in modem scholarship - a hard-to-find catalog 
by a religious scholar in Cairo in 2002,5 and a 2008 University ofVienna 

grateful to Andrew Rippin and Walid Saleh for important references; and to Maryam Toorawa 
Younes for technical help with the hapax lists. I am especially grateful to Gabriel 

::I<.eyn,otdsfor inviting me to present this material at Notre Dame, for subsequently soliciting this article, 
feedback; to Hannah Hemphill for her close reading; and to Devin Stewart for his comments. 

"Foreword," in QHC, xiii. 
"" •••p ••ttt<P term originates with early Homeric scholars in Alexandria, notably Zenodotus ofEphesus 

,!c .. ~L;>-L,)'I BCE) and Aristarchus of Samothrace (c. 200-145 BCE) (see F. Martinazzoli, Hapax 
·Legom<,non I/2, Rome: Gismondi, 1957). Some scholars prefer hapax eiremenon to hapax legomenon. 

study of a single hapax, if motivated by interest in exegetical silence rather than in 
poetics, is R. Tottoli, "The Qur' an, Qur' anic exegesis and Muslim traditions: The case of 
(Q 76: 13) among Hell's punishments,"JQS 10: I, 2008, 142-52. 

grateful to Walid Saleh for sending me, and thus alerting me to the existence of, 'Ali 

'c:"~"'"'"J'• al-A~ al-wal;zldafi-1-Qur'an al-karlm wa-sirr i'jaziha, Cairo: Horus li-1-Tiba'a wa-1-
2002. 
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dissertation.6 And whereas the 1905 Jewish Encyclopedia has an article 
hapaxes in the Hebrew Bible,7 there is no article on hapaxes in either the 
paedia of Islam or the Encyclopedia of the Qur 'an, though the latter does -
keeping with both Muslim and Western scholarly interests- include a vv,u....,,v-. 

hensive article on "Foreign Vocabulary."8 

And yet, the identification, cataloguing, and study of hapaxes is an im1nnrt~nt 
aspect of the study of major texts, authors, and corpora. 9 The studies that have 
possible thanks to the existence of hapax lists for other works- the Hebrew 
the epistles of Paul, and the works ofBoccaccio, for instance- suggest strongly 
once such a listing is available for the Qur'an, a great deal might be learned 
the Qur'iin, linguistically, literarily, and rhetorically.10 When a word or root 
in several places or in several contexts in the Qur'iin, its meaning can usually 
established with some degree of certainty; when a word or root occurs only once 
in only one context, meaning is far more difficult to establish, in particular if 
word has no cognates. A list ofhapaxes can be a valuable guide to the cruxes 
Qur'iin. A listing ofhapaxes can also help put scholars in a better position to 
a number of important questioas about the Qur' iinic lexicon and Qur' iinic 
among them (but evidently not limited to): why do certain words appear 
once? Is the list of hapaxes larger or smaller than elsewhere? Is their distritmtion, 
random? Do they appear in particular places and contexts, e.g. exhortation 
description, beginning versus middle, Mecca Siiras versus Medinan, and so on? 

In the opening lines of his 1983 study of hapax legomena in Biblical 
Frederick Greenspahn notes: 11 

When discussing the meaning of a rare word in the Bible, modern 
often note that it is hapax legomenon. Rarely, however, has an effort 
made to examine the meaning of this assertion systematicillly. 

6 I regrettably had access too late to 0. Elmaz, "Die Interpretationsgeschichte der k·, ~ra11ischetf 
Hapaxlegomena," PhD dissertation, University of Vienna, 2008, to include its detailed 
here. 

7 I. M. Casanowicz, "Hapax legomena," The Jewish Encyclopedia, New York: Funk and 
1901-05, 6:226-28. 

8 Rippin, "Foreign vocabulary," EQ, 2:226-37 .. 
9 E.g. L.G. Zelson, "Les ~pax legomena du pentateuque Mbraique," Revue biblique 36, 1 

243-48; M.M. Kumpf, Four Indices of the Homeric Hapax Legomena: Together with the 
tical Data, Hildesheim and New York: Olms, 1984; R. Doctor, The Avesta: A Le>:zco-!ltlllls.rzcat 
Analysis, Leuven: Peeters for Acta Iranica, 2004. 

10 See e.g. P.N. Harrison, The Problem of the Pastoral Epistles, London: Oxford University 
1921; F.E. Greenspahn, Hapax Legomena in Biblical Hebrew: A Study oft he Phenomenon 
Treatment since Antiquity with Special Reference to Verbal Forms, Chico, CA: Scholars 
1983; "Hapax legomenon in Boccaccio's Decameron and its relation to Dante's Commedia," 
R. Hollander, Boccaccio 's Dante and the Shaping Force of Satire, Ann Arbor: University 
Michigan Press, 1997, after 184. See also e.g. S. Pinker, Words and Rules: The Ingredients 
Language, New York: Basic Books, 1999, 127-28; and P. Indefrey and R. Harald 
"Estimating word frequencies from dispersion data," Statistica Neerlendica 48, 1994,259-70. 

II Greenspahn, Hapax Legomena, vii. 
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characterization of modern Bible scholars applies to students of the 
I myself have been guilty of this, when I referred in an article tofalaq, 

waqab, ghasiq, (ziisid and basad in al-Falaq (Q 113) as hapaxes.12 

ghasiq, biisid and basad are indeed words that occur only once in the 
but they are also words the roots (properly, the root-consonant combina

of which are attested elsewhere in the text (namely foliq, ghasaq and 
yat.lsU£1Un~). Naffothat and waqab, on the other hand, are unique words from :unique 

This illustrates the need not only for a list of hapax legomena in the Qur'iin, 
in particular a need for one based on explicit criteria. 

.._ ....... u:.:•cuu':.: Qur' anic hapaxes 

wa-lam yakun lahu kufu 'an abad (Q 112:4) 
"without a single partner, peerless"13 

are many resources available to assist in creating a catalog of Qur'iinic 
14 First and foremost is the Qur' an itself, of course. It is desirable to have 

ofhapaxes based on the entire Qur'iinic corpus (i.e. including variant canon
""'"''"''uu.l!:\,•J. but since the text circulates mainly in the standard version produced 

in the 1930s, based on the canonicallfafo 'an 'A$im reading, that is the 
on which I base the lists presented here. 15 

Masoretes used a marginal notation to signal forms and constructions that did 
recur in the Hebrew Bible. This notation extended to words uniquely spelled or 

juxtapositions, even when the words do occur elsewhere in the text.16 

a practice appears not to have existed for the Qur'iin, but attempts to single 
and explain rare or unusual words were quite common. Of use, therefore, are 

· ·s.M. Toorawa, "Seeking refuge from evil: The power and portent of . the closing 
. ·, chapters of the Qur'an," JQS 4:2, 2002, 54-60 . 

. · Toorawa," 'The Inimitable Rose', being Qur' anic saj' from al-I)ul;za to ai-Niis (Q. 93-114) 
· in English rhyming prose," JQS 8:2, 2006, 153. Translations throughout are mine. 
See A. Rippin, "Lexicographical texts and the Qur'an," in A. Rippin (ed.), Approaches to the 

of the Interpretation of the Qur 'an, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988, 158-74; idem, ''Tools 
. · for the scholarly study of the Qur' iin," EQ, 5:294-300; M. Zammit, A Comparative LeJ:ical Study 
· ofQur'anicArabic, Leiden: Brill, 2002,617-27. 

lJ.·""''uru:mgto Mul)ammad lsmii'il Ibriiliim, Mu'jam al-a~ wa-1-a'lam al-Qur'aniyya, rev. ed., 
.. Cairo: Diir al-Fikr al-' Arabi, 1418/1998, 10, there are 77,437 words in the standard edition of the 

:: <Qur'an, made up of340,740 letters and distnbuted over the 6,236 iiyas that make up the 114 Siiras 
: (roughly 91 Meccan and 23 Medinan). 

scholars of the Bible have shown that the Masoretes missed up to twenty-four absolute 
· . hapaxes. This is not surprising since the Masoretes were not interested in cataloging hapaxes but 

rather in flagging those forms and expressions that might have confused scribes, precisely because 
they were rare or unusual. See Greenspahn, Hapax Legomena, 4-6. 
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the works of Muslim linguists, grammarians and exegetes of the classical 
medieval' periods. 17 The most important of these are the gharfb works, about 
Qur' an's difficult words; mu 'arrab works, about the Qur' an's "Arabized" loan 
so-called "foreign" words; and mufradat works, about the Qur'an's lexicon 
ally. Some general works, such as the comprehensive al-Itqiin fi 'uliim al-Qur 
("Thorough.mastery in the Qur'iinic sciences") by al-Suyiiti (d. 911/1505), 
include extended discussion of Qur' iinic vocabulary .18 

As essential as they are for a study of the Qur'anic lexicon, no pre-modern 
includes a complete word list, much less a list ofhapaxes. Two medieval sources 
of particular value, however, are the Nuzhat al-quhlb fi tajsfr gharfb al-Qur' 
a!- 'azfz ("The soothing of the hearts on the Qur' an's difficult words") 
(d. 339/942),19 and the Mu'jam mufradat a~ al-Qur'an ("Lexicon ofQur' 
vocabulary") of al-Raghib al-l:?fahiini (d. 502/1108).20 Al-Sijistani's organu:a
tional principle is unusual. He lists words and expressions alphabetically by 
first letter of the first word but subdivides the words listed for each letter of 
alphabet by differentiating the vowel on the first letter in the order fat [Ia (-a
fiamma (-u-), kasra (-i). These are listed in the sequence in which they appear 
the Qur'an and are also simply defined. Thus, foi'the letter tha ',we have:21 

thaqiflumz7-hum, Thamiid, thaqulat, al-thara, thiiniya 'itfi-hi, thaliithu 
thiiwiyii, thiiqib, thajjiija, thamma; thuliith, thubiit, thu 'ban, thumur, 
thuqifii, thulla, thuwwiba; thiqala, thiyiibi-kafa-tahhir. Al-Sijistani covers a 
deal of Qur'iinic vocabulary, viz. some 2,800 words and expressions 
passing 1,446 gharfb ("difficult, rare, unusual") roots, and thus inevitably wo."u''""'" 
a large number of rare words. For instance, for the list of twenty-one thii ' 
above, al-Sijistani includes three out of a total of six tha' Qur'anic hapaxes. 
Al-Raghib al-l:?fahiini's coverage is not as extensive, though he does discuss a 
large number ofhapaxes. For instance, three of the six hapaxes that begin with the 
root letter ta' are glossed by him, and twelve of the fifteen that begin with the 
letter Kaf 

Modern inventories 

Arabic works 

Mu\:tammad Fu' ad 'Abd al-Biiqi's al-Mu 'jam al-mufahras li-alfo:? al-Qur' 

17 See Rippin, "Lexicographical texts." 
18 ai-Suyiitl, a/-ltqan fi 'uliim ai-Qur 'an, 2nd ed., ed. Mul:mmmad Ibrahim, Cairo: Dar 

ai-'Amma li-1-Kitiib, 1974-75. 
19 Mul)ammad b. 'Uzayr ai-Sijistiinl, Nuzhat al-quliibfi taftir gharib al-Qur'an a/- 'aziz, eel 

ai-Mar'ashlr, Beirut: Dar ai-Ma'rifa, 1990. 
20 AI-Riighib al-l~fahiinl, Mu 'jam mzifradat a/flif. ai-Qur 'an, ed. Nadrm ai-Mar'ashll, Beirut: 

ai-Kiitib al-' Arab!, 1972. 
21 ai-Sijistiinl, Nuzhat al-quliib, 184-88. 
22 My computation, based on ai-Sijistiinl, Nuzhat a/-qulzib, 526-76. 
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("Concordance of Qur'iinic words"), completed in 1945, remains the 
work ofreference.23 This is in large part because of its sensible, system-

organization: alphabetically by root, then by verb form and conjugation, then 
· and so on, in all cases indicating number of occurrences and providing 
verse and Qur'anic reference. To take a simple example, the following are the 

listed for the root L- ,'-B:24 nal 'abu, yal 'ab, yal 'aha (x 2),yal 'abiina (x.5), 
(x 4), Ia 'ib•" (x 4), !a 'ibfna (x 3} This allows us to see that there are twenty 
formed from the root L- '-B, two. of which are unique. For roots generating 
more words, or even when there are just two or three words, one can easily 

the entry for information about frequency and location within the Qur'anic 
Because 'Abd al-Baqi also provides the traditional attribution ofMeccan or 

one can also draw conclusions, however provisional, about the use of 
roots, words, forms, and so on. 

1990 Mul;lammad I;Iusayn Abil al-Futill;t published a Qii 'imah majmz7 'iyya 
al-Qur 'an al-karfm wa-darajiit takriiriha ("Comprehensive listing of 

iinic words and their frequency of repetition"), divided into two parts.25 The 
part lists the words alphabetically and indicates their frequency of occurrence 
voweling and meanings provided on rare occasions). Here is a selection of ten 

from the letter Qiij.26 qii'id-7, qiila-1618, qalf-1, qiima-33, qiinit""-1, 
qiini '-1, qiihir-1, qa 'il (qayliila)-1, qa 'il (qiila)-5. Note that whereas 

scholars ofQur'iinic vocabulary are interested in the roots of words- in order 
c . .v. -·,,~~- words of the same root together, to separate homonymous roots, to 
:;!l~tennirte whether there are Semitic cognates, to distinguish between triliterals and 
'i""'·wuu"1'u", and so on- Abil al-Futill;t has chosen alphabetical order.27 Although 

frequency of words can be determined from such concordances as 'Abd 
·•'-~-<ti'"'o -which is how I myself first set about compiling the two hapax lists 

- Abil al-Futill;t's work goes some way toward making easier the task of the 
:rest~arc:ner interested in word frequency in general. In the second part of his work, 

al-Futill;t lists words in descending order of frequency; the first eight items 
hum-3738, min-3221, Alliih-2702, mii-2530, inna-1779, /ii-1723,fi-1692, 
618. One can therefore look up a word alphabetically in the first part to 

toetemline how many times it occurs in the Qur' iin; alternatively one can look up a 

; Mul:tammad Fu' ad 'Abd ai-Biiql, ai-Mu 'jam al-mufahras li-a/flif. ai-Qur 'an al-karim, Cairo: Dar 
· · al-l;ladrth, 1988. 'Abd ai-Baqlhas gone through numerous printings and effectively has supplanted 
·,· ·'FUlgel's concordance of a century earlier: G. Fliigel, Concordantiae Corani Arabicae (= Nujiim 
,: al-furqanjiatrafai-Qur'an), Leipzig, 1842; repr. Ridgewood, N.J., Gregg Press, 1965. In 1999 a 
, . and indexed corrected edition of' Abd a1-Baq1 appeared. ' 
· Abd ai-BiiqT, ai-Mu 'jam al-mzifahras, 647. 
.M1ll;laznm:ad l;Iusayn Abii ai-Futiil;1, Qa'ima majmii'iyya bi-a/flif. ai-Qur'an al-karim wa-darajat 

· · .· takrariha, Beirut: Maktabat Lubnan, 1990. 
Abii ai-Futii1;1, Qa 'ima majmii 'iyya, 91. 

. · He explains his reasoning in the introduction: Abii ai-Futiil;1, Qa 'ima majmii 'iyya, z-k. 
Abii ai-Futiil;1, Qa 'ima majmii 'iyya, 133. 
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particular frequency in the second part and determine what words occur 
many tiines.29 

Mul}ammad Isma'II Ibrahim's 1998 Mu 'jam al-a~ wa-1-a 'lam al-Qur' 
("Dictionary of Qur'anic words and proper names") attempts to surpass its 
decessors by providing definitions for each r.oot or word/0 but his definitions 
sometimes imprecise. For tall;, for example, Ibrahim has "banana tree" but 
no reference to the acacia tree, a definition routinely supplied in ex(:geticaiL 
works.31 The verses (ayas) in which the various words appear follow the 
tions, but as these appear in a continuous paragraph, rather than as a list, 
makes the work very user-unfriendly. There are several other problems too. ' 
ai-Baq'i lists occurrences after every lexeme, whereas Ibrahim does so only 
each root. Thus, for the root lf-S-B, for instance, Ibrahim's heading is 
(5)", whereas 'Abd al-Baq'i has "I:Ia~ab" and "I;Ia~iban (4)", which hel1nfullv 
isolates the word hasab.32 

In 2002 'Atif ~l~Ma!Iji published al-Alfo~ al-wabfda fi al-Qur 'an 
("Single-occurring words in the Qur'an").33 This slim book is, to the best of 
knowledge, the only Arabic work specifically ~evoted to the topic of hapaxes .· · 
the Qur'an, but it offers no linguistic or rhetorical analysis of these. It is 
into four parts: ( 1) single-occurring words deriving from a triliteral root, listed 
Siira; (2) single-occurring words deriving from a non-triliteral root, l1t~llll1otat

cally; (3) single-occurring names of persons, peoples.and places, alu,halJeti:call 
and ( 4) single-occurring triliteral roots, alphabetically. The first three parts 
the verses in which the hapaxes appear and brief definitions of the 
Al-Mal'ij'i's book is- a largely error-free catalog of 410 lexemes deriving 
single-occurring roots, 371 from triliteral roots, 19 from quadriliteral roots, 
20 proper names. He concedes that non-hapax roots account for the majority 

29 In looking up words that occur twenty-three times, for instance, we lea~ that they are: 
badda/a, aw/ad, anja, dhikra, fulk, fitan, :;ulumat, Ia 'ana (Abii al-Futii]J, Qa 'ima · ~····· -•· · · "-
143). In the case of nouns, this encompasses instances with attached pronouns, and in the 
verbs, all conjugations and verbal noun (m~dar). T!Jis makes the final listing in part 2 -
words occurring only once- quite unwieldy; and since Abii al-Futii]J does not identifY the 
which the item occurs, the usefulness of part 2 is further severely curtailed. (Alas, there are 
typographical errors, e.g. tabiiba 'a, which is a misprint for tabiiya 'a [properly, tabiiya '111m 
2:282}) [Abii al-Futiil;l, Qa 'ima majmii 'iyya, 207]. Such cases would be mitigated by a 
words by root.) 

30 Ibrahim, Mu 'jam al-alfii;:. Cf. Rii]JT Ba' albaki, ai-Mawrid al-mtifahras li-alfo;: al-Qur 'an 
Beirut: Dar al-'Ilm li-1-Malayin, 1999. 

31 lbriihim, Mu 'jam al-a/fo;:, 313. 
32 Ibrahim, Mu 'jam al-a/fii;:, 126; 'Abd al-Baqi, Mu 'jam al-mtifahras, 205. Also, not all the 

are qu<;>ted. For f:l-S-B, there being only five citations, all are included; but in connection 
319 instances of K-T-B, Ibrahim identifies the root's first occurrence (dha/ika 1-kitabu/a 
[ai-Baqara 2]) but then only notes, wa 1-/aft.fi 230 iiyat ("the word appears in 230 
al-Baqi lists and quotes every single occurrence and verse (lbriihrm, Mu 'jam al-a/fo;:, 
'Abd al-Baqi, Mu 'jam al~mtifahras, 591-95). 

33 'A!if al-Maliji, al-Aifii;: al~wal;ida fi 1-Qur 'an a/-karim wa-sirr i 'jiizihii, Cairo: Horus li-1-
wa-1-Nashr, 2002. 
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.Qur'an's words- which he reckons at 51,884, excluding most particles- but 
'nn·•nn.rinn-h• advances that 371 hapax trilateral roots out of 1,620 Qur'anic roots 

his reckoning), i.e. nearly a quarter, is a rhetorically significant propor
Al-Maliji does not explain his criteria of inclusion, but these can be inferred. 

· word abar"iq (ewers or goblets), for instance- in my estimation a hapax
not appear in his catalog; al-Mal'iji appears to have excluded it because for 
it shares roots witli barq ("lightning, dazzle") and istabraq ("silk brocade"). 

. . occasion, the decision to exclude words "sharing" roots leads him astray: the 
· yadussuhu and dassaha, for example, have both been excluded, but their 

are different, D-S-S and D-S-Y, respectively. And as we shill! see below, 
are good reasons for regarding proper nouns as a separate category. 

a long time, one of the most widely cited and most widely used sources on 
vocabulary was Arthur Jeffery's 1938 The Foreign Vocabulary of the 

• 'an, recently reissued.35 Jeffery analyzes 322 loanwords, including 66 proper 
which he divides into (a) words of non-Arabic origin (e.g. namariq) or 

no attested Arabic root (e.g. jibt), (b) Semitic words, which in the Qur'an 
a different meaning (e.g. baraka), and (c) genuine Arabic words used as 

of cognate words in other languages (e.g. m7r).36 As might be expected, 
· invP.r1tn:rv includes numerous hapaxes. There has been work on loanwords 

Jeffery but, as Rippin shows, .the preoccupation with "foreignness" has very 
motivations37 - I dare say agendas - and "current contributions tend to 

on individual words, providing some refinement and clarification on smaller 
For the most part, however, the enterprise remains as contentious within 
scholarship as it was for medieval Muslims."38 

"'"'"-'v'""'"· al-Aifii;: al-wal;ida, 7. 
, repr. A. Jeffery, The Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur'an, Leiden: Brill, 2007. 

FV, 39-41. Zammit notes that of the 256 loanwords (i.e. excluding the names) treated by 
, 235 are technical, almost half of which in turn treat religious matters. Zammit, Compara

Study, 57. 
"Foreign vocabulary," 235-36. For two excellent recent articles on foreign vocabulary, 

"The designation of 'foreign' languages in the exegesis of the Qur'an," in J.D. 
·: ~lcAiuliflfe, B.D. Walfish and J W. Goering (eds), With Reverence for the Word: Medieval Scrip

Exegesis in Judaism, Christianity and Islam, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003,437-44, 
M. Carter, "Foreign vocabulary," inA. Rippin (ed.), The Blaclcwell Companion to the Qur'an, 

' Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2006, 120-39 . 
. ·ltippin, "Foreign vocabulary," 236. For the early philologists and exegetes, e.g. 'AbdAllah b. 'Abbas 

68/687), non-Arabic words enhanced the Qur'an (both linguistically and rhetorically}, but as time 
. Muslim scholarship advanced a theology of complete purity for the language of the Qur' an, 

•. With the exception of a handful of scholars such as al-Jawalrqi ( d 539/1144}, al-Suyii!i (91111505) and 
al-KhafiiJi ( d 1069/1658). AI-Jawalrqi distinguished between mu 'arrab (Arabized) and a 'jami (non

.. foreign} loans. Some authors, such as al-Khafiijr, used the term dakhil (adopted, "foreign''), but 
Kopf has noted, "Arab philologists made no fundaniental distinction between foreign words and 

·Jmmwlm!s, the terms mu 'arrab and dabil being applied to both categories. Yet they were very well 
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In his 1966 Le verbe dans le Coran, Moustapha Chouemi alphabetically 
the 1,200 Qur'iinic roots that generate verbal forms. 39 Since he indicates 
frequency of occurrence, e.g. "BTK: fender (les oreilles d'une bete lML'~'"""" 
(II., 1 ex.)," Chouemi thus effectively lists all verbal-root hapaxes.40 Mutstruasrr 
Mir's 1989 Verbal Idioms of the Qur 'an,41 by virtue of its focus on 420 of 
Qur'an's roots,42 has a more limited purview than Chouemi. One cannot, 
instance, find in it waqab from Qur'iin 113, since there is no verb-related use 
W-Q-B in the Qur'iin,43 but there is- from the same Siira- an entry on 
(#385), to explain the expression al-na.ffothatifi l- 'uqad.44 Both Chouemi's 
Mir's works thus need close attention when thinking about hapaxes. 

Martin Zammit's 2002 A Comparative Lexical Study of Qur 'iinic Arabic 
1,717lexical items belonging to 1,504 roots, thus "ca. 40% ofthe postulated 
inventory of Arabic."45 Zammit's interest is "a quantitative analysis of a 
tial corpus of the Arabic lexicon with a view to investigating the lexical relatHJnsh!p 
between Arabic and the major varieties of Semitic."46 Though Zammit is not 
ested in hapaxes per se, his analysis yields pertinent data: of the 1,504 roots, 1 
roots yield one lexeme only;47 for 535 of the lexical items (roughly 31.1 
of the total corpus of 1, 717 lexemes ), he folind no cognates in other 
languages.48 What is more, 38 percent of these 535 lexemes, that is, 201 of 

aware that not all the foreign elements aroused the same feeling of strangeness" (L. Kopf, "The 
ment of foreign words in medieval Arabic lexicology," in M.H. Goshen-Gottstein (ed.), 
Arabic. and Hebrew Lexicography, Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, Hebrew University, 1976, 
Several of al-Suyii!i's works preserve extensive lists of foreign words (1 08 in al-Mutawakki/T, I 
al-Muhadhdhab and 124 in al-Itqan). As RJppin, "The designation of 'foreign' languages," 
noted, "Hapax legomena and other infrequently used words were also among the likely 
the lists of foreign words." See also R. Hamzaoui, "!deologie et langue·ou l'emprunt 
d'apres les exegetes du Coran et les theologiens: Interpretation socio-linguistique," 
Semistica 5, 1978, 162. 

39 M. Chouemi, Le verbe dans le Coran. Racines etformes, Paris: Librairie C. Klincksieck, 1966. 
first lists triliterals (subdivided into ten categories), then quadriliterals (divided into red1uplicati• 
and non-reduplicative). Of the 1,200 roots, 1,185 are trilateral and (only) 15 are qmodriliteral; 
latter, 8 are reduplicative (e.g. Z-lf-Z-lf) and seven consist of discrete roots (e.g. 
Chouemi, Le. verbe, 4-5. 

40 Chouemi, Le verbe, 6-38. 
41 M. Mir, Verbal Idioms of the Qur 'an, Ann Arbor: Center for Near Eastern and North 

Studies, University of Michigan, 1989. 
42 Mir, Verba/Idioms, I, n. I (citing a computation attributed to Dawud ai-Tauhidi). 
43 W-Q-B would have appeared between W-F-Y (root #412) and W-Q-D (#413) (Mir, 

Idioms, 366). 
44 Mir, Verbal Idioms, 350. 
45 Zammit, Comparative Lexical Study, 2. A complete lexical analysis of the Qur'an remains a 

atum; cf. Doctor, The Avesta, which includes a list of hapax legomena (429-75). According to 
the Avesta has a total of 12,920 unique words, of which 5,206 (nearly 40%) are hapax 

46 Zammit, Comparative Lexical Study, I. The Semitic languages with which he compares 
Ge'ez, Epigraphic South Arabian, Syriac, Aramaic, Hebrew, Phoenician, Ugaritic, and 

47 Ibid., 561. 
48 Ibid., 576. 
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attested only once in the Qur'iin, 142 of them in Meccan Suras. For Zammit, 
is "undoubtedly" because "a number of the lexical items not attested in other 

languages belonged exclusively to the various dialects of the Arabian 
'"wtu~•••a." Zammit does mention hapaxes as a group, noting that of "the 386 

items which occUJ only once in the Qur'iin ... 69% are found in the 
Siiras;" but he.does not explain how he arrives at the number 386.49 He 

notes that few of these hapaxes are rare words.50 

are several works in Western languages that cover the entire corpus of 
anic vocabulary. Hanna A. Kassis's 1983 A Concordance of the Qur'iin, 

primarily for English users, is a massive work organized much like 'Abd 
providing the verse reference and the Arberry translation of the verses. 51 

feature of the work is its separate treatment of "the divine name" of 
Although Kassis does not specifically point out hapaxes, this information 

gleaned by going carefully, iflaboriously, through the work. 
'Abd al-Biiqi in Arabic and Kassis in English, both reputably and reliably 

few scholars have produced new concordances, preferring instead to 
dictionaries. 52 A Concise Dictionary of Koranic Arabic by Arne Am bros 

Stephen Prochazka appeared in 2004.53 This is one of the most useful works 
student ofQur'anic vocabulrury, principally because of the care with which 

inaterial has been divided: a "Lexicon ofRoots," "ProperNrumes," "Pronouns 
: Particles," and twelve appendices.54 Difficult words are identified as such and 

. is often made to suggested emendations, e.g:55 

citing J. Wansbrough, Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation, 
Oxford University Press, 1977, 118. 

A Concordance of the Qur'an, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983. 
translators other than Arberry are cited for certain words, e.g. oamad at 1194. The 

:· FCIOCCtrdance is now available electronically at <www.oxfordislamicstudies.com> (accessed 
1). 

Omar, Dictionary of the Holy Qur 'an: Arabic Words-English Meanings, Hockessin, 
Rheinfelden, Germany: Noor Foundation International, Inc., 2003, which "presents 
vocabulary and the phraseology of the Holy Qur' iin. All root-words ... with their 

':rl,,riv••tiv.es have been included in it" (iii). Although it uses slightly unusual transliteration, its three 
,con.stitt1entparts are extremely useful. "Index !"lists all Qur' iinic words in alphabetical order, with 
;cro,ss-J·eferen,:e to basic root-words, and "Index 2"lists Qur'anic root-words in alphabetical order 

singular), though neither indicates frequency of occurrence. The "Dictionary" 
makes up the bulk of the work and includes definitions that are often pious and 

id1osvnccatic (e.g. 0amad on 321-22), is comprehensive. Therefore one can, in theory, glean 
from it, although it is far easier to do so using 'Abd ai-Biiq1 or Kassis. See also 

Parekh, Complete Easy Dictionary of the Qur'an, Kuala Lumpur: Noordeen, 2003. 
Am bros, with the collaboration of S. Prochazka, A Concise Dictionary of Koranic Arabic, 

:W1iesbade:n: Reichert, 2004. 
A.A. Ambros, with the collaboration of S. Prochazka, The Nouns of Koranic 

by Topics: A Companion Volume to the "Concise Dictionary of Koranic Arabic", 
w;, •• h,,Jpn· Reichert, 2006. 
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Q-S-W-R: qaswara(t) "powerful", a name for the lion (74/51), emended 
J. A, Bellamy, inJAOS 116/1996, 198 ff., to [fanft'ira(t)] (which is umLtte!;ted 
inCA)< Syriac pantora <Greek panther, see the remark in 'abb.56 

The appendices are also of considerable interest, covering such hapax-relevant 
matters as ':Additions to the lexicon from the canonical readings," and 
expressions, such as "dhz'i-phrases," "ni 'rna-clauses," elative phrases, and 
pairs. Ambros also includes an appendix of320 items in an "Index of 
problems."57 Although he is not explicit about hapaxes, these usually can be 
whenever Ambros cites only one Qur'anic reference (as with qaswara above). 

In 2008 Elsaid Badawi and Muhammad Abdel Haleem and their team 
scholars produced an Arabic-English Dictionary of Qur'anic Usage. 58 

dictionary attempts to fill the gap of its predecessors, including John n~ •• ..;~~•.;> 
pioneering and still very useful 1873 Dictionary and Glossary of the 
(revised in 2006 to include traditional verse numbering) and Ambros's r< --- _ .• _-_.· 

Dictionary.59 It does so by being less telegraphic in its definitions and in the infotc 
mation it provides, and it is consequently bulkier.60 In connection with hapaxes, · 
this work has an advantage over most other Western-language works because 
indicates frequency of occurrence for every root and lexeme. Thus, for the 
B-S-Q, for example, the entry opens as follows: "b-s-q tall, lofty, + .... , . .,,.~;,.,,., 

surpass. Of this root, basiqat occurs once in the Qur'an."61 For the root H-,fl-1-t-~1 
its frequency is recorded as follows: "Of this root, two forms occur eight times in
the Qur' im: burhan seven times and burhanan once."62 This attention to · 
means that one can also glean from the dictionary occurrences of unique words. 

The hapax lists 

The definition of a hapax as a word or form which occurs only once in an 
or corpus is straightforward enough, but determining precisely what constitutes ·. 
hapax in the Qur'an, as in any corpus, is a more complicated matter. This is 

56 Ambros remarks that he "feels unable to follow [Bellamy] in any of these emendations 
considers the entire approach and method ... as misguided." To Ambros's credit, he 
references to "all of Bellamy's emendations" because "other scholars may think ..1H11PrPntlu'!: 

(Ambros, Concise Dictionary, 19). 
57 Ambros, Concise Dictionary, 338-44,351,352,372-79. 
58 E.M. Badawi and M. Abdel Haleem, Arabic-English Dictionary ofQur'anic Usage, Leiden: 

2008. 
59 J. Penrice, Dictionary and Glossary of the Kor-tin (Silk al-bayiin ji maniiqib al-Qur 'an), 

King, 1873. Cf. K. Versteegh, "Foreword," in Badawi and Abdel Haleem, Arc•bic·-E17J:dirh 
Dictionary, xi. 

60 See An~rew Rippin's article in this volume for a discussion of the merits ofBadawi and 
Haleem vis-a-vis its predecessors, including Penrice. Penrice is a 167-page paperback, 
384-page hardbl!ck, and Badawi and Abdel Haleem a 1 ,069-page hardback. 

61 Badawi and Abdel Haleem, Arabic-English Dictionary, 92. 
62 Ibid., 90. 
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Biblical studies, where hapax lists by different compilers have been shown 
significantly.63 There is virtue in creating a list of all single-occurring 

items, i.e. every unique word,64 but more analytically and rhetorically 
:'Jl.l•:_i:llllllg;lut as a starting place is a list of all words from single-occurring roots. 

a list still needs paranieters, however. Fortunately, Qur'anic studies can 
from the work that has been done in Biblical studies, where there have 

several studies of hapaxes in the Hebrew Bible. This is helpful notably 
both Arabic and Hebrew are root-based languages and therefore face 

ofthe same issues when it comes to compiling a list ofhapaxes. 
1903, Abraham Shalom Yahuda defined a hapax legomenon as any word 

any one of the following criteria:65 

single occurrence of the root; 
· single occurrence of the form; 
only two occurrences of the root in the same form with the same meaning; 

· only two occurrences of the root in different forms but with the same meaning; 
frequently occurring root and form, but with a unique meaning. 

thereafter, in an article for the Jewish Encyclopedia, Casanowicz distin
between:66 

_''absolute" or "strict" hapaxes: words that are either absolutely new coinages 
of roots or ones that cannot be derived in their formation or in their specific 
meaning from other occurring stems [e.g.jibt in the Qur'an]; 
unique forms: words that appear only once as a form but can easily be 
connected with other existing words [e.g. majalis in the Qur'an]. 

Zelson discounted (b) above in a 1924 dissertation, but added a new cat
namely "words that are repeated in parallel passages, generally in identical 

. . . and words used more than once but that are limited to single 
pas:sag:es."67 In his 1978 dissertation, Harald Cohen argued that: "The key to- a 

definition of the term hapax legomenon in biblical research is the identifi
of the 'functional uniqueness' of these words with the single context in 
the root of each word occurs."68 For Cohen, then, a hapax legomenon is 

63_•Greenspahn,Hapax Legomena, 17-19. 
According to AbU al-Futil\:1, 1,819 words. (Qii 'ima majmzi 'iyya, 199-242.) 
A.S. Yahuda, "Hapax legomena im Alten Testament," Jewish Quarterly Review 15, 1903, 

cf. H.R. Cohen, Biblical Hapax Legomena in the Light of Akkadian and Ugaritic, 
MT: Scholars Press, 1978, 4. 

Cas:ano·wicz,"Hapax legomena;" cf. Cohen, Biblical Hapax Legomena, 4-5. 
Zelson, "A Study of Hapax Legomena in the Hebrew Pentateuch," dissertation, University of 

1924; cf. Cohen, Biblical Hapax Legomena, 5. 
Cohen, Biblical Hapax Legomena, 7. 



204 Shawkat M ToordWa 

"any biblical word whose root occurs in but one context."69 Greenspahn n<u-rmXTo· 

the definition further, arguing that "words which occur only once and seem 
lated to otherwise attested roots" qualify as "absolute" hapax legomena.70 

That we should include all words from uniquely occurring roots in a list of 
Qur'anic hapaxes is easy to justify.71 In compiling the list below, I have excluded, 
unique morphological forms from otherwise occurring roots, such as ghiisiq 
(al-Falaq [113] 5), though Yehuda regarded this category as significant And it i( 
indeed a significant category inasmuch as the deployment of given words and · 
is part of the fabric of Qur' iinic narrative and a function of Qur' arne rhetoric 
poetics (lumaza, for instance in Qur' an 104:1 ). Closely linked to uniquely 0Cf~lm1n!l' 
forms is the question of what to make of words or morphological forms 
from a known or unknown root) occurring more than once in only one context, 
as jubb, which occurs twice in Yzisuf (12) and only in Yiisu/,12 or taqiyya, 
occurs thrice in Maryam (19) and only in Maryam (and is used as a rhyme 
too). Indeed, in the list below of what I am calling "basic hapaxes," almost om~-ttll!il 
are rhyme words, and of the strict hapaxes, fully a third are rhyme words. 
suggests strongly that rhyme played a part in their selection and deployment 
coinage, as some would have it). One solutimi is to have (more) precise 
nology.73 The ter:m hapax dis legomenon does exist for a word occurring twice 
thiiqib [Q 37:10; 86:3]); so too hapax tris legomenon for a word occuring 
(e.g. al-mashbzin [Q 26:119; 36:41; 37:140]). Note that the latter is a candidate 
what we might term a "hapax phrase" or "hapax expression," since al-fiilk 
frequently in the Qur' an, but the three times mashbzin appears, it only does so in 
phrase al-fitlk al-mashbzin.74 Scholars also use hapax tetrakis legomenon for a · 
occurring four times (e.g. 'aqim [Q 22:55; 42:50; 51:29, 41]). For ease ofref,lrence 
(especially since the Greek is unwieldy), I suggest the following terminology: 

Hapax 
Unique words 
Rarity 

Isolates 

69 Ibid. 

General term, describing all types below 
Any word in a non-recurring form [e.g. quina] 
Words recurring between two and four times (i.e. hapax dis, 
and tetrakis legomena) [e.g. thiiqib] 
Words or forms (any number) occurring in only one Sfira 
stylistic cluster [e.g. taqiyya] 

70 Greenspahn, Hapax Legomena, 23. 
71 Cf. Ibid., 22: "There is no intention here to enter the debate concerning the reality ancl si!sniticmtce'' 

of roots. The Semitic root may well be a hypostatization or theoretical construct." 
72 See J. Witztum, "Syriac dialogue poems and Yiisuf," unpublished paper, 2009, 8. I am grateful 

Joseph Witztum for sharing his paper with me. 
73 There are 121 rhyme words out of 415 hapaxes (29.1%). If we include proper names and 

fawiiti[l al-suwar (the so-called "mysterious letters"), the proportion drops slightly, 132 out 
(28.7%). If we count only strict hapaxes, the proportion is 78 out of328 (23.7%), or, including 
fawati[l, 83 out of333 (24.9%). 

74 There are also numerous longer Qur'anic phrases that recur, e.g. wa-tara 1-fulka mm.viik.hira 
wa-/i-tabtaghzl min fa(i/ihi wa-la 'allakum tashkunin (Qur' an 16: 14; 35: 12). 
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Any non-recurring root [e.g. J-B-1] 
A word formed from a non-recurring root [e.g. irifi~iim], or from 
a root occurring in only one context 
A basic hapax occurring in a solitary instance and fulfilling at 
least one of the following conditions: 

(a) No cognate in another Semitic language75 (including 
quotidian words) [e.g.foqi'] 

(b) From a recurring root but with a different Qur' iinic meaning 
[e.g. bafada] 

(c) Candidate for emendation (including ghost words) [e.g. 
al-raqfm] 

are still numerous considerations as we define parameters for a list of 
arne hapaxes. What, for example, is to be done with a word like salsabil 

:IU<·-m,>un [76] 18)? If it is related to the roots S-L-S-L and/or S-L-L/6 it does not 
in a hapax list. If, on the other hand, wr;:, deem its root to be S-L-S~B-L,17 

it does belong there. What is more, if it is a new coinage, then maybe it is a 
word rather than a hapax; a nonce word is one created to meet a particular, 

·l!UJLI-Ho<-uuu<J;!, need, usually by combining an existing word with an existing prefix 
78 I believe that such words- that is, ones about which there is no schol

consensus -should remain on a list of Qur' anic hapaxes. 
lists in classical and Biblical studies typically exclude proper nouns, 

as Cohen puts it, they "ate philologically independent of their context."79 

a name like "Badr" {AI 'Jmriin [3] 123), though it might have once meant · 
related to the root B-D-R, is in its Qur'arnc usage philologically inde-

. of the root meaning. Similarly, for non-Arabic names such as Hariit or 
the meaning in the lending language typically does not carry over into Arabic. 

having a sub-list (or separate list) of uniquely occurring names is 
As Greenspahn concedes, even as he excludes them from consideration, 

ignore such words would lead to the loss of useful data ... "80 There is the diffi
however, of accurately identifying proper nouns when they are not marked as 
Does one count 'arim (Saba' [34] 16) as a common noun meaning "dam," or 

proper noun?81 This applies also to salsabil mentioned above, and even to 
that are not necessarily hapaxes, such as kawthar (al-Kawthar [108] 1). 

.'For this data, I rely on Zammit, Comparative Lexical Study. 
Badawi and Abdel Haleem, Arabic-English Dictionary, 447. 

· Ambros, Concise Dictionary, 136. 
Oxford English Dictionary online. We might postulate that in a root-based language such 

: , . Arabic, a nonce word could also be created by taking an existing root and imposing on it an 
erstwhile unattested morphological form. 

. 'cohen, Biblical Hapax, 7; cf. Greenspahn, Hapax Legomena, 20. 
'dreenspahn, Hapax Legomena, 21. 
Badawi and Abdel Haleem, Arabic-English Dictionary, 615. 
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Another important consideration is whether to restrict the list to single lexemes 7.1 Basic hapaxes in the Qur'an, listed alphabetically by root 
or to include expressions. However desirable it might be to include the 

Hapa.r:in Qur'iinic Rhyme Hapax in Cogrl. Strict gamut of expressions available in the Qur'an, a practical and practicable list 
hapaxes will perforce have to confine itself to single lexical items as a starting. 

transliteration reference Arabic (MZ) Hapax 

place, if nothing else. There are, however, several important related issues, such·. Hamza ~ 

as what is to be done with constructions such as idha ntjjati 1-arr;lu rajja' abba" 'Abasa 80:31 § 41 X ./ 
(al-Wiiqi'a [56] 4) or al-rifd al-marfiid at (Had [11] 99), where items within. ababil Fil105:3 § ~~I ./ 
the expressions are cognate, but are otherwise (or together) a hapax; indeed, the·· abanq Waqi'a56:18 .. >.u41 ./ 
former is a result of a specific Arabic verbal construction, the cognate accusative· abaq $affii.t 37:140 ..;.I 
(maf'iil muf[aq), that all but requires the use of a cognate noun together with the·· athl Saba' 34:16 Jl\ 

verb. As for al-rifd al-marfiid, it mirrors the preceding line (al-wird al-mawriid), idda" Maryam 19:89 § i~) X ./ 

again raising the question of the rhetorical motives behind the deployment al-irba Niir 24:31 '-!}JI X ./ 

hapaxes in the Qur'an, especially in the rhyme position. Do we, then, admit ta'uzzu-hum Maryam 19:83 i"'JJi 
constructions as hapaxes? I do in the lists below. azza" § ijl 

ussisa!assasa (2) Tawba 9:108, ~I 
With respect to items occurring in similar contexts, for the Qur' an at least, 109(2) 

has to take stock of at least two types of repeats. The first are expressions as in Mul).ammad u-ul X ./ 
appear in parallel verses, which I exclude from the list below, as Cohen 47:15 
Greenspahn would have it, but not Zelson, for \vhom an expression such as uswa • ashir Qamar 54:25, 26 § _;.:,\ 
/:zasana (Q 33:21; 60:4 and 60:6) is worth noting because it is deployed in parallel • al-ashir _;.:,':II 

contexts; The second type of repeats is of words that occur more than once in a afala (2), afalat An'am 6:76,77, ulll 'J;l 

single context, such as rafath in al-Baqara (2) 187 and 197, which I have elected 78 

not to include. al-afiim 6:76 § c.).!l9':/1 

In the Qur'an many names of animals or foodstuffs or everyday items occur.: 
alatna-hum Tiir 52:21 e-Aliill X ./ 
ill'" (2) Tawba 9:8, 10 ~I X ./ 

only once, and it is justifiable to exclude them from a list of hap axes by virtue 
ya'tali Niir24:22 J.>'\i X ./ the fact that they are mentioned only because of the (quotidian) context, na' 

"your [m.s.] shoes" (Tii-Hii [20] 12), for example. One would similarly amta" Ta-Ha 20:107 § \:;,..\ X ./ 
ammin Ma'ida 5:2 LJ,JAl X ./ 

al-bighal "donkeys" (al-Na/:1! [ 16] 8); ba 'iir;latan "gnat" (al-Baqara [2] 26), on the ani fan Mul).ammad WI. ./ 
other hand, is used metaphorically, and is thus unique, not only lexically but also. 47:16 
rhetorically, which argues for its inclusion on a list ofhapaxes. al-anam Ral;lman 55: 1 0 § ~u':/1 X ./ 

The Qur'an also has a unique set of lexical terms, the fawiiti/:z al-suwar, or < aniya lnslin 76:15 ~l X ./ 
so-called "mysterious letters," to be found at the beginning of some ya'iidu-hu Baqara 2:255 ·~.A! 
Although the meaning of these letters continues to elude scholars, the fact that··. a1-ayama Niir24:32 <.r't,NI X ./ 
they are letters (symbolic or otherwise) argues for their categorization as lexical··• 

Bii' y items, and therefore argues for their inclusion in a basic hapax list. 
I produce below two lists of Qur'anic hapaxes. Table 7.1 lists basic bi'.r l;Iajj 22:45 fo. 

al-abtar Kawthar 108:3 § fo':/1 
alphabetically by root, Table 7.2 by Siira. In Table 7.1, column llists the Qur'iin 

fa-1-yubattikanna Nisa' 4:119 ~ ./ hapax roots; bona fide homonymous roots are retained (e.g. J-L-B), although it 
tabattal ilayhi Muzzammil -1.,!1) Jifi 

conceivable that research may subsequently show these to be one and the tabfila" 73:8 § ~ 
root. Words from the same root, but in unrelated usage (e.g., al-irba, inbajasat A'raf7:160 ~I X ./ 
gence, cunning," and rna 'arib, "purposes") are also included, but do not, yabl;lathu Ma'ida 5:31 ~ 
classify as strict hapaxes (in column 6). For the sake of hapax bidar Nisa' 4:6 ).l.! ./ 
words such as hayta, "come hither," and lata, "not," are listed, but no root badani-ka Yiinus 10:92 .ili.l; 
proposed. Column 2lists the hapaxes in transliteration. Nouns are listed Ia tubadhdhir Isra' 17:26 )fJ\1 
e.g. samm and zahra, except for masculine accusatives, e.g.fuliinii". The tabdhira" § i.;;¥ 
article is included for words that appear that way in the text, e.g. al-$amad. (Continued overleaf) 
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Table 7.1 Continued yajurru-hu A'raf7:150 ·~ 
yatajarra' u-hu Ibrahim 14: 17 ....,. .. 

~ 

Root Hapax in Qur'anic Rhyme Hapax in Cogn. juruf Tawba 9:109 '-'.?. 
letters transliteration reference Arabic (MZ) tajassasu I;Itijurat 49:12 I .. 

~ 

inn a 17:27 t);J~I(J) 
jufii 'nn Ra'd 13:17 '-l.i;>. X ,/ 

1-mubaddhir'in 
jifiin Saba' 34:13 uti;. X ,/ 

B-R-M abramu amra" Zukhruf 43:79 § i y>ll _,.. .) tatajafii Sajda 32:16 .)t.;..:;:; X ,/ 

fa-inna mubrimun u.JA Y.A li!! ajlib Isra' 17:64 ..,.,!;.I X ,/ 

B-Z-GH biizigh"" An'am6:77 lc.j4 jalablbi-hinna Al;tzab 33:59 ~)\.;.. 

biizighaF 6:78 ~J4 al-majalis Mujadila 58:11 u-Jt.;...JI 

B-S-M tabassama Naml27:19 ~ X 
yajmal).iin Tawba9:57 § U.J"'-"H X ,/ 
jamidata" Naml27:88 ~.lAC,. 

B-S-S bussati 1-jibalu Waqi'a 56:5 J\.;.;JI ~ jamrna" Fajr 89:20 § l:.;.. 
bassa" § i;.; jasu Isra' 17:5 l_,...t.;. X ,/ 

B-S-L an tubsala nafsun ... An'am 6:70 ... ~J.4ul X jawfi-hi Al;tzab 33:4 <I.!J'?-
alladhlna ubsilu 1_,1...;1~1 jaww Nal).116:79 .:;,.. 

B-$-L ba~ali-ha Baqara2:61 ~ al-jiyad Sad 38:31 § J4:?-JI 
B-T-' la-yubatti' anna Nisa' 4:72 ~ X Jidi-ha Masad 111:5 l.l.J,!;>. 
B- '-1) ba'uga Baqara2:26 :i....a.J"! X 
8-GH-L al-bighal Nal;!l16:8 J\1,.11 Ifii' c. 
8-Q-' al-buq'a Qa~a~ 28:30 ~I al-l;!ubuk Dhiiriyat 51:7 § ~I X ,/ 
8-Q-L baqli-ha Baqara 2:61 l&ll! l;!atm•• Maryam 19:71 Ws. 
8-L-' ibla''i Hud 11:44 ~I l;!ath'ith'" A'raf7:54 ~ 
8-H-L nabtahil Al 'Imran 3:61 ~ l;!adab Anbiya' 21:96 y-"> X ,/ 
8-Y-D tabid Kahf18:35 ~ X l;!ard Qalam68:25 J_? X ,/ 
8-Y-1) bayg $affiit 37:49 ~ l;!arasnn Jinn 72:8 L._,. X ,/ 

Tii' .::. 
tul;!arrik Qiyiirna 7 5: 16 ~y..s 

T-R-8 al-tara'ib Tariq 86:7 § ylljl!l tal).arraw Jinn 72:14 l_,y..s X ./ 

T- '-S ta'snn Mul;!amrnad 47:8 i......:i l;!usiimii" Haqqa69:7 \..._,...,. X ./ 

T-F-TH tafatha-hum I;Iajj 22:29 ~ 
l).a~l;!a~a Yusufl2:51 ~ X ,/ 

T-Q-N atqana Nam127:88 tfol l;!u~~ila 'A.diyat 100:10 J.:.=. X ,/ 

T-L-L talla-hu Saffiit 37:103 .ill l;!afadat"" Nal).l16:72 ~.lb. ,/ 

T-Y-N al-t'in rm 95:1 (J,!lll al-l;!afira Nazi'at 79:10 § ;_)6..!1 X 

T-Y-H yafihun Ma'ida 5:26 u~ 
al-al;!qaf Al;!qiif 46:21 wlh':il X ,/ 
al-l;!ulqiim Waqi' a 56:83 § i'_,;.b.ll ./ 

Tllii' .!. l;!anidh Hud 11:69 § ~ X ,/ 

TH-8-T thabbata-hum Tawba 9:46 ~ X la-al).tanikanna Ism' 17:62 (ft.:;=':/ 
TH-8[-W/Y] thubat Nisa' 4:71 ul/i X l;!ubnn Nisa' 4:2 t._,. ,/ 

TH-J-J thajjaja" Naba' 78:14 § f.:;,.~ X mutal).ayyiz'"' Anfiil8:16 i~ X 
TH-R-B tathr'ib Yusuf12:92 ~p X tal;Udu Qaf50:19 ~ X ,/ 

TH-R-Y al-thara Ta-Ha20:6 § <.Sftl l;!ayriin An'am6:71 ui..J:P- X ,/ 

TH-Y-8 thayyibat Tal).rim 66:5 1!.1~ yal;Ufa Nur24::50 ~ 

Jrm [ Klla' t J-B-T al-jibt Nisa' 4:51 ~I 
al-khab' Narn127:25 oy:.ll 

J-8-N al-jab'in $affiit 37:107 § ~I khubz•• Yusuf12:36 i·. 
J-B-H jibahu-hum Tawba 9:35 f'5""'lP.-

..)/'> ,/ 

J-TH-TH ujtuththtat Ibrahim 14:26 ..:.fu;..l 
yatakhabba\a-hu Baqara 2:275 ~ 

J-DH-W jadhwa Qa~a$ 28:29 ;_,.1;.. 
khabat Isra' 17:97 ~ X ,/ 

(Continued overleaf) 
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Table 7.1 Continued ratq'" Anbiya' 21:30 ~..) 
rujjati Waqi'a56:4 u:a}JI ..;:.,.?...! X 

Root Hapax in Qur'iinic Rhyme Hapax in Cogn. 1-ar{iu rajja" § i.?...) 
letters transliteration reference Arabic (MZ) raljiq Mutaffifin 83:25 ~..) ./ 

rukha'an $ad38:36 ;.~.:....) 
KH-T-R khattar Luqman 31:32 ).i>. 

rid''" Qa~a~ 28:34 i.~..) 
KH-D-D khadda-ka Luqman 31:18 ~:l;. X ./ radma" Kahf18:95 § w..J X ./ KH-D-D al-ukhdiid Buriij 85:4 § ~_,.l-".':/1 ./ 

mar~ii~ $ad61:4 § W"" .J'"".>" X ./ KH-R-T-M al-khur\fim Qalam 68:16 § i'_,.b y..ll ./ muragbam'" Nisa' 4:100 Wc.ly X ./ KH-SH-B khushub Munafiqiin 63:4 ~ ./ al-rifd Hiid 11:99 .li)l 
KH-0-D makb{lud Waqi' a 56:28 § ~_,...;u.. X ./ al-marfiid § ~)_roll 
KH-T-T takhuttu-hu 'Ankabiit 29:48 § ...1.i..J 

rafraf Ral;uniin 55:76 c...i.)..) X ./ Ta-Ha20:12 ~I Tiir 52:3 -- ./ KH-L-' ikh!a' raqq tj..) 
KH-M-T khamt Saba' 34:16 .h..:.. ./ a1-raqiin Kahf18:95 ~)I ./ 
KH-N-Q al-munkhaniqa Ma'ida5:3 A.ill..WI ./ rawakid Shiira 42:33 .>SI_,..J X ./ 
KH-Y-M al-khiyam Ral)man 55:72 § ry;,JI rikza" Maryam 19:98 § i..:;s..) X ./ 

rimiil).u-kum Ma'ida 5:94 ~\.....) 
Diil 

ramiid lbriibiin 14: 18 ~\.....) X ./ D-TH-R al-muddaththir Muddatbtbir 74:1 § foJI rami'" AI 'Imran 3:41 i_;....) 
D-l;l-W da}Ja-ha Nazi' at 79:30 § \Al::...l 

rahw"" Dukhiin 44:24 i.JA..) X ./ D-R-H-M darahim Yiisuf 12:20 r-"I..J~ al-raw Hiid 11:74 f:..J)I 
D-S-R dusur Qamar 54:13 § _;.u<-l X ./ nsh'" A'raf7:26 4..) X ./ D-S-S yadussu-hu Na}Jl16:59 ..;...l,! 

rr' Shu'ara' 26:128 l!ft..J X ./ D-S-Y dassa-ha Shams 91:10 § l.A!;..J X ./ ran a Mutaffifin 83: 1 ui..J 
D-F-' . dif' Na}Jl16:5 c:.U.l X ,f 

Zii' J D-F-Q dafiq Tariq 86:6 § ._;!b 
a1-zabiiniya 'Alaq 96:18 § ~\.;jll ./ D-L-K duliik Isra' 17:78 ~_,b X ./ zujaja Niir24:35 ~t.;..j D-M-D-M damdama Shams 9I:14 ~ ./ al-zujaja :6..;..\.;o.jll 

D-M-GH yadmaghu-hu Anbiya' 2I:I8 ~ X ./ za}Jf"" Anfiii8:15 i.b..j 
D-N-R dinar AI 'lrnriin 3:75 \.W 

zarabiyy Ghasbiya 88:16 ;;..I..Jj ./ ..) -
D-H-Q dihaqa" Naba' 78:34 § lfu.~ ./ zurq'" Ta-Ha20:102 § i!..)j 
D-H-M mudhammatiin Ral)miin 55:64 § utiAtA.lo ./ tazdan Hiid 11:31 <?~Y. X ,f 
D-H-Y adha Qamar 54:46 uAJI yaziffiin $iiffiit 37:94 § u)Y. 

Dhar al-muzzammil Muzzammii 73:1 J:,j..\1 X ./ 
zarnharua" Insan 76:13 § i~..JOAJ X ./ DH-'-M madh'iim'" A 'raf7:18 L._,.j, X ./ 
zanjabila" lnsan 76:17 § )b.;· ./ 44~ ... ..) DH-B-B dhubab'" I;Iajj 22:73 X 
zaniin Qalam68:13 § r;JJ X ./ al-dhubab y\.;lll 

DH-B-DH-B mudhabdhabin Nisa' 4:143 ~ ai-ziibidfu Yiisuf12:20 § t);-lAijll X ,/ 

DH-'-N mudh'inm Niir 24:49 § c),!k:.j, X ./ zahra Ta-Ha 20: 13I o..J'>J 
DH-K-R taddakhiriina AI 'Imran 3:49 u_,_?.3:i tazawwadii fa-inna Baqara 2:197 l_,~.:;y. 

~ khayr al-zad Jl jll _;:;,. s~ DH-K-Y dhakkaytum Ma'ida5:3 
zaytu-ha Niir24:35 ~j DH-H-L tadbhalu I;Iajj 22:2 J,..j:; 

DH-W-D tadhiidiini Qa~a~ 28:23 ub_,j:; Sin W" 
DH-Y-' adha'u Nisa' 4:83 1_,.1~1 X ./ saja :OuiJa 93:2 § ~ X ./ 

al-siil).ii Tii-Ha20:39 J:,.UI 
Rii' ..) 

suda" Qiyiima 75:36 § (.s:..... X ,/ R-B-l;l rabi}Jat Baqara2:16 ~..) ./ sard Saba' 34:11 J.)" ./ R-T-' yarta' Yiisuf12:12 ~~ 
(Continued overleaf) 
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Table 7.1 Continued tu~a 
. (ir Luqman31:18 ,;....,.; X ./ 

~af~afii" Ta-Ha 20:106 § li..ai.... X ./ 
Root Hapax in Qur'anic Rhyme Hapa.1: in Cogn. al-~ilfiniit Sad38:31 ulliUI X ./ 
letters trans /iteration reference Arabic (MZ) ~akkat Dhiiriyat 51:29 d.... X ./ 

~\->"" ~aid"" Baqara 2:264 i.ll...a ./ S-R-D-Q suriidiqu-hii Kahf18:29 
.~iimitiin A'raf7:193 § ufol...... S-T-1;! suti]J.at Ghiishiya 88:20 § c.:..,.,b 

al-~amad Ikhla~ 112:2 § ..l.AMoll X ./ S-T-W yastuna I;Iajj 22:72 c.J_,h...y X ./ 
~inwan wa-ghayr Ra'd 13:4 Jll:..Ju'~ S-GH-B masghaba Balad90:14 § ~ X ./ 
~in wan .:,;\~ 

S-F-' la-nasfa' ii" 'Alaq 96:15 i..kll X ./ 
~ur-hunna Baqara 2:260 ,)»->-"" X ./ S-K-B maslctib Waqi'a 56:31 § yfi- X ./ 
~uwa' Yusuf12:72 t'-""" sakata A'riif7:154 ..::&. S-K-T 
~wiifi-hii Na]J.l16:80 4!1_,....1 

S-L-B yaslubu-hum I;Iajj 22:73 ~ 
~awiimi' I;Iajj 22:40 t"l_,.... 

S-L-S-B-L salsabUii" Insan 76:18 § ~ ./ 
~aya~r-him A]J.ziib 33:26 ~~,;-<> X ./ S-L-Q salaqU-kum A]J.ziib 33:19 ,.£_,;!... 
al-~ayf Quraysh 106:2 § ~I X ./ S-M-D siimidun Najm53: 61 § uJ.>..L.. ./ 

S-M-R siimir"" Mu'minlin 23:67 iyL.. ./ /)lid '-'"" 
S-M-K samka-hii · Nazi' at 79:28 45-- al-ga'n An'iim6:143 u\....;,Ji 
S-M-M samm A'riif7:40 F> ./ gab]J.ii" 'A.diyat 100:1 § ~ X ./ 
S-N-D musannada Muniifiqlin 63:4 ii~ ./ Qiddii" Maryam 19:82 § i.l..a X ./ 
S-N-H yatasannah Baqara 2:259 ~ X ./ al-ga:Iadi' A'raf7:P3 1!:"'>\.W.JI 
S-H-R al-siihira Nazi'at 79:14 § oy>L..ll X ./ Qiimir I;Iajj 22:27 y\....;, X ./ 
S-H-L suhUli-hii A'riif7:74 4-!.Jao"' Qarikiin Tii-Hii 20:124 lsl...:.. X ./ 
S-H-M siihama Saffiit 37:141 ,....~.... gani" Takw!r 81:24 § ~ X ./ 
S-W-B sii'iba Ma'ida 5:103 :i.,UL.. yugiihi 'una Tawba9:30 u_,..,l...:o:! X ./ 
S-W-1;! siil;mti-him Saffiit 37:177 ~L.. X ./ gayr Shu'arii' 26:50 ~ 
S-W-T saw1; Fajr 89:13 .b_,.., QlZii Najm 53:22 § t.Sj;...;o X ./ 

Shi11 ..;. 
Tli' J. 

SH-T-W al-shita' Quraysh 106:2 .u..:JI ta]J.ii-hii Shams 91:6 § lAb.!. 
SH-1;!-M shu]J.Uma-humii An'iim6:146 4-~ X ./ utra]J.u-hu Yusuf12:9 ._,...;.J.I X ./ 
SH-R-D sharrid Anfiil8:57 ..)~ al-mutaffif"m Mutaffifin 83:1 § ufo.b.,JI 
SH-R-DH-M shirdhima Shu'arii' 26:54 Wy!a X ./ tall;t Wiiqi'a 56:29 ~ X ./ 
SH-R-T ashriitu-ha Mu]J.ammad 47:18 4.bly!'>l tall Baqara 2:265 Jb 
SH- '-L ishta'ala Maryam 19:4 J.:i.,tl X ./ al-tiimma Nazi' at 79:34 4.:.\.bll 
SH-GH-F shaghafa-hii Yusuf12:30 ~ a1-tawd Shu'ara' 26:64 J_,bll 
SH-F-H shafatayn Ba1ad 90:9 § ufo..!> 
SH-K-S mutashiikisun Zumar39:29 u_,..,$W'ii... ?li' .lio 

SH-K-W mishkiit Nur24:35 •fot.. ?a'ni-kum NaQ116:80 ,.sw;. 
SH-M-T tushmit A'raf7:150 ~ 

SH-M-KH shiimikhiit Mursaliit 77:27 ul..i...t..:. X ./ Ayll e 
ya'ba'u Furqan 25:77 lj;\; X ./ SH-M-'-Z ishma' azzat Zumar39:45 .;:,jWI X ./ 

Saffiit 37:67 \,._,..t 'abqariyy RaQ.man 55:76 i#.fo.c. ./ SH-W-B shawbii" 
'ijiif (2) Yusuf 12:43, 46 .._;~.;..c. X SH-W-'? shuwfi? Ra]J.man 55:35 .l;,\_,..t ./ 
'adasi-ha Baqara 2:61 ~ SH-W-K al-shawka Anfiil8:7 :i..S_,.!JI 
al-'urjlin Yii-S!n 36:39 u-""'..;..l' X ./ 

$lid W"' al- 'arim Saba' 34:16 ~_;..!\ ./ 
S-KH-KH al-~akhkha 'Abasa 80:33 § :i.lUi ./ 
S-R-' ~ar'ii l;Iiiqqa 69:7 <.s"'.J-"" X ./ (Continued overleaf) 
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Table 7.1 Continued infi~iim Baqara 2:256 ~\....oil I 

tafc;lal).iln l;Iijr 15:68 § o_,....:.;:; X .! 
Root Hapax in Qur'anic Rhyme Hapax in Cqgn. afc;la Nisa' 4:21 ~I X .! 
letters transliteration reference Arabic (MZ) f~:t" AI 'Imran iliA X .! 

3:159 
'-Z-W 'izln Ma' lirij 70:3 7 § LJ:!jc. X fiiqi' Baqara2:69 till X .! 
'-S- '-S as'as Takwlr81:17 § ...,.,......,. 

fulanlin Furqan 25:28 (.i)IJ 
'-S-L ' as a! Mu{Jarnmad 47:15 J..c. X tufannidiln Yilsuf 12:94 § u~ X .! 
'-1)-W 'ic;!ln I:Iijr 15:91 § ~ afnan Ral)mlin 55:48 § ollil .! 
'-T-F 'itfi-hi I:Iajj 22:9 ~ 

!an Ral)man 55:26 § uts 
'-F-R[-Tj · 'ifrit Narn\27:39 ~~ .! fahhamna-ha Anbiya' 21:79 ""~ X .! 
'-M-Q amlq I:Iajj 22:27 § J,!..c. ufawwic;l Ghlifir 40:44 ~j!l X .! 
'-N-T ' an at Ta-Ha 20:111 Ulc. .! fiimi-hli Baqara2:61 \.a--_,9 X .! 
'-N-K-B 'ankabiit 'Ankabiit 29:41 c.::.~ al-fil Fi\105:1 § J.!;ll 
'-W-D al-'adiyat 'Adiyat 100:1 c.::.Y.,WI .! 
'-W-Q al-mu' awwiqln Al}zab 33:18 U;>.:;..JI Qiif J 
'-WIY-L ta'iilii Nisa' 4:3 .I_,J_,u .! al-maqbiil}.ln Qa~a~28:42 § LJ:!.:>.Jii.ll X .! 
'-Y-B a'iba-hli Kahfl8:79 lo+.!<>l qiththli. i-hli Baqara 2:61 4Jt:G 

qadl;!li" 'Adiyat 100:2 § b.lS 
Glzay11 t qaswara Muddaththir § oJ_,..i X .! 

GH-B-N al-taghlibun Taghlibun 64:9 LJ:!Wll X .! 74:51 
GH-D-Q ghadaqli" Jinn 72:16 § lili> qisslsln Ma'ida5:82 ~ 
GH-Z-L ghaz1a-hli Nal;t116:92 4Jj<:. taqsha' irru 'Ankabiit 29:23 ~ 
GH-Z-W ghuzz'" AI 'Imran 3:156 tSJc. qa~if'" Isra' 17:69 \i...,\5 
GH-S-B gha~ba" Kahf18:79 § 4-.ot. qa~amna Anbiya' 21:11 ~ X .! 
GH-S-S ghu~~a Muzzarnmil ~ X .! qac;!abli" 'Abasa 80:28 § ~ .! 

73:13 yanqac;lc;la Kahf18:77 ~ X .! 
GH-T-SH aghtash Nazi'at 79:29 .pk:.l X .! qi!la-na Sad 38:16 Li1.; .! 
GH-L-Q ghallaqat Yiisuf12:23 c:.,;i.;. X .! qitmlr Fli\ir 35:13 § ~ X .! 
GH-L-Y yaghlr fi 1-bu\iin, Dukhlin 44:45, ~<AI X munqa'ir Qarnar 54:20 § y&. 

u~' aqfiilu-ha Mu{Jarnmad § 4Jli>l .! ka-gha1yi 1-l;tamim 44:46 § ~~~ 47:24 
GH-M-Z yataghamaziin Mutaffirm 83:30 § u_,Y,li:\! X .! aqli'i Hiid 11:44 ~I 
GH-M-1) tughmic;lii Baqara 2:268 I~ muqmal).iln Ya-Sin36:8 § o_,...;.. X .i GH-W-B a1-mughirlit 'Adiyat 100:3 c.::.l_;;i.JI .! qarntarira" Insan 76:10 § i_;;_;h.; X .! GH-W-L ghawl Saffiit 37:47 J_,c. X .! maqami' I:Iajj 22:21 u.. co 

Fa' u al-qununal A'raf7:133 JAil I 
qinwlin An'iim6:99 ul_,;> X .! F-T-' tafta'ii Yilsuf 12:85 I jill X .! 

Najm53:48 § ~I F-T-Q fataqnli-humli Anbiya' 21:30 W.Uili aqna 
qaba Najm53:9 yt! X .! F-J-W fajwa Kahf18:17 '# X .! 

Najm53:9 ~_,. F-R-TH farth Nal;t\16:66 l..!:J_;i .! qawsayn 

F-R-T furu\li" Kahf18:28 § U..) X .! Kiif .!! 
F-R-' far'u-ha Yilsuf 12:24 ~.) kabad Balad 90:4 § .,s 
F-R-H fiirihln Shu'ara' 26:149 § Uf'>J\.9 .! kubkibil Shu'ara' 26:94 § 1_,# 
F-S-lf tafassal;tii ... Mujadila 58:11 I •.• _,.,._..., ... 

fa-fsal;tii yafsal;t ~l_,...,...l\.9 (Continued overleaf) 
F-S-R tafslrli" Furqlin 25:33 § i~ 
F-S-lf af~al). Qa~a~ 28:34 ~I 
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Table 7.1 Continued tumsiina Rfim30:17 u_,....:i 
amshaj Insan 76:2 <::uwl ./ 

Root Hapax in Qur'iinic Rhyme Hapax in Cogn. yatamatta Qiyama 75:33 § ~ 
letters transliteration reference Arabic (MZ) a1-ma'z An'am6:143 y..JI 

al-ma'iin Ma'rrn 107:7 § uy::.WI X ./ K-TH-B kathiba Muzzammil ~ X 
am'a'a-hum Mul;1ammad § ~.t....l 73:14 

47:15 K-D-lf kadil)un Inshiqaq 84:6 ~Jcs-ll c.~ts X 
muka'"" Anfii18:35 •ts.. X ./ ila rabbika kadiJa" § b.lS 
mahma A'raf7:132 l...t--K-D-R inkadarat Takwir 81:2 § WJ.lS.l\ ./ 
namiru Yiisuf 12:65 ..J:!Al K-D-Y akda Najm 53:34 § LS.lSI 

K-S-D kasada-ha Tawba9:24 IA~\....S X ./ Niin u 
K-SH-T kushitat Takwir 81:11 § ~ tanabazii l;l.ujurat 49:11 I.Jj;\.U X ./ 
K-F-' kufuww•• Ikhla~ 112:4 i_;s X ./ yastanbitfina-hu Nisa' 4:83 .u~ 
K-F-T kifiita" Mursalat 77:25 § \.:it.;5 ./ nataqna A'raf7:171 \.lilj 

K-F-R kafiira" Insan 76:5 § iJ_,ats ./ al-najdayn Balad 90:10 § ~I 
K-L-' yakla'u-kum Anbiya' 21:42 ..s~ najas Tawba9:28 ~ 
K-L-lf kalil)iin Mu'minun § u_,..\ts ./ nal).ba-hu Al).zab 33:23 <l.p.J X ./ 

23:104 anl).ar Kawthar 108:2 § ~I ./ 
K-L-L kall Nal)!.16:76 OS X ./ nakhira Nazi'at79:11 § •fo 
K-N-D kaniid 'A.diyat 100:6 § ~_,.;s X ./ wa 1-nashitati Nazi' at 79:2 ..:..\..b:.Uli.J X ./ K-N-S al-kunnas Takwir 81:16 § ~I ./ nashta" § i.bt.; 
K-W-Y tukwa Tawba9:35 LSfo nagijat Nisa' 4:56 ~ ./ 

naggakhatan Ral).man 55:66 § u~AI.:.:..l Liim J 
a1-natiiJa Ma'ida 5:3 ~I L-H-TH ya!hath aw tatruk- A'raf7:176 § ·I.Sfo.JI~ 
yan'iqu Baqara 2:181 ._;...!: X ./ hu yalhath ~ 
na'1ay-ka Ta-Ha 20:12 ~ L-lf-F ill).af"" Baqara 2:273 \5\.:Jj X ./ 
yunghigiina Isra' 17:51 u~ ./ L-lf-N lal).n Mul).ammad (?-1 X ./ 
al-naffiithat Falaq 113:4 ..:..~\ 47:30 
nafl)a Anbiya' 21:46 ~ X ./ L-lf-Y lil).yat-I Ta-Ha20:94 ~ 
an tanfudhii ... Ral).man 55:33 .'~ul ..• L-Z-B lazib :;laffii:t 37:11 § yj'J X ./ 
fa-nfudhii wa-la \.Jlil\5 L-F-lf talfal).u Mu'minun elli X ./ 
tanfudhiina U.Jli.;j 'J.J 23:104 
yunfaw Ma'ida 5:33 I .. 

-"""' L-F-'? yalfi?U Qaf50:18 .li.il: X ./ 
naq'a• 'A.diyat 100:4 § 6.;; X ./ L-Q-B a!-alqab Hujurat 49: 11 y\il':/1 X ./ 
nakid"" A'raf7:58 i.lS.l X ./ L-Q-lf lawaqil). I;Iijr 15:22 ~1_,! 
yastankif (2) Nisa' 4:172, 173 ~ L-Q-M iltaqama-hu :;>affiit 37:42 ~I 
istankafii \fo.U..I 

L-M-M lamma" Fajr 89:19 § G.! X ./ namariq Ghashiya 88:15 § JJW ./ L-M-M al-larnam Najm 53:32 r-oll I X ./ namirn Qalam 68:11 § ~ L-H-M alhama-ha Shams 91:8 wl X ./ minhaj"" Ma'ida5:48 \.;..~ ./ lata :;>ad 38:3 w'J ./ tanii'u Qa~a~ 28:76 ._,;:; X ./ L-W-DH liwadh"" Niir24:63 i~l_,l 
al-tanawush Saba' 34:52 ut.J\.i:il\ X 

Mii11 ~ man~ :;>ad 38:3 § <>"u.. ./ 
M-lf-L al-mil).al Ra'd 13:13 § J\.:,.All X .! al-nawii An'iim6:95 LS_,l\1 
M-K.H-1) al-makhag Maryam 19:23 u-<oli...JI 
M-Z-N al-muzn Waqi'a 56:69 <Jj..JI Hii' 
M-S-K.H masakhnii-hum Ya-Sin 36:67 ~t.;.;....... X ./ ha'umu I;Iaqqa 69:19 ('JiA 
M-S-D masad Masad 111:5 § .l..A 

(Continued overleaf) 
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Table 7.1 Continued Ya' ~ 

a1-yii.qiit Rabmii.n 55:58 § w_,sl,;ll .! 
Root Hapax in Qur'anic Rhyme Hapax in Cogn. yaqtrn ~ii.ffiit 37:146 § ~ .! letters transliteration reference Arabic (MZ) ayq~" Kahf 18:18 i.J;.~>;I 

H-1-D .. tahajjad Isra' 17:79 ~ X yan'i-hi An'am6:99 .w; X .! 
H-J-' yahja'iin Dhii.riyii.t 51:17 § u-"'*:! X 452 153 249 
H-D-D haddii." Maryam 19:90 § i:l.. X Proper No11ns l't.......l 
H-D-M huddimat I:Iajj 22:40 ~ AbiLahab Masad 111:1 ~..r-1 
H-D-H-D al-hudhud Naml 27:20 .l>lo.>a-JI Azar An'ii.m 6:74 J) 
H-R-B harabii." Jinn 72:12 § 4..>" Iram Fajr 89:7 rJ! 
H-Z-L al-hazl Tariq 86:14 § Jjall X 11-yii.sin ~ii.ffiit 37:130 § U:!-'\..l Jl 
H-SH-SH ahushshu Tii.-Hii.20:18 Lfo.o.l X Bii.bil Baqara 2:102 <14 
H-L-' ha!i1''" Ma'iirij 70:19 § k_,l.\ X Badr AI 'Irnran 3:23 J-'i 
H-M-D hiimida I:Iajj 22:5 ;.loll. X Bakka AI '.Irnriin 3:96 ~ 
H-M-R munhamir Qamar 54:11 § _;..;.l. ibnat (' lmriin) T$'im66:12 ~I 
H-M-S hamsii." Tii.-Hii 20:108 § ~ a1-J~u'a Jumu'a 62:9 ~I 

hayta Yiisuf 12:23 ~ al-Jiidiyy Hiid 11:44 <i~~\ 
hayhiit (2) Mu'mini1n w~ Abroad ~aff61:6 ~I 

23:36 
Dhii. al-Niin Anbiyii' 21:87 ,;_,.ill\~ 

H-Y-L mahilii Muzzammil § ~ X Ramagiin Baqara 2:185 uL.:.....J 73:14 
al-Ri1m Ri1m30:2 rJ)\ hi yah Qari'a 101:10 § ~ 
Zayd A.Ijza.b 33:37 ~j 

Waw .J tasnim Mutaffifin 83:27 § ~ 
W-'-D al-maw'iida Takwi"r 81:8 ·~J._,..ll X Suwii' Nii\.171:23 t.;.,_,.... 
W- '-L maw'ila" Kahf 18:58 § )\.;_,.. X [Tiir] Sayna' Mu'mini1n 23:20 (•~) J_,b 
W-B-R awbiiri-hii. Nal).l16:80 t...J4JI X [Ti1r] Sinina T"m95:2 § (~)J_,b 
W-T-N al-waffn Hiiqqa69:46 § Ufi)l al-~afii Baqara 2:158 li.....l\ 
W-J-B wajabat I:Iajj 22:36 ~.J X 'Arafiit Baqara 2:198 d.!y:. 
W-l;l-SH al-wul,l.i1sh Takwir81:5 ..fop)\ X 'Uzayr Tawba9:30 ..»J-
W-S-N sina Baqara 2:255 :u.... a!-'Uzza Najm 53:19 § tS}JI 
W-SH-Y shiya Baqara 2:71 ~ X Quraysh Quraysh 106:1 .fo..} 
W-1)-N mawgiina Waqi'a 56:15 § :U_,..;,_,.. al-Liit Najm 53:19 w)\]1 
W-7'-R watar"" (2) Al)zab 33:37 ij,J X Laylat a!-Qadr Qadr97:1, 2, 3 J.lill:i.4! 
W-7'-N mawatin Tawba9:25 ubi_,.. (3) 
W-F-D wafda" Maryam 19:85 § i.l!J al-Majiis I:Iajj 22:17 (.)>'_,....11 
W-F-R maw:fiirii" Isrii' 17:63 § iJ_,;_,.. X Mii.riit Baqara 2:102 WJJL. 
W-F-1) yiifiQiin Ma'arij 70:43 § u#>.! X al-Marwa Baqara 2:158 oJyJ\ 
W-Q-B waqab Falaq 113:3 § ...,!J Makka Fatl;t48:24 .s... 
W-Q-D al-mawqiidha Ma'ida5:3 .~_,._,..~, X Mikiil Baqara2:98 JtS,;. 
W-K-D tawkidi-hii. Nai,J.ll6:91 lo..,Sy X Nasr Niil;t 71:23 § iy.>U 
W-K-Z wakaza-hu Qa~a~ 28:15 ·jS.J X Hariit Baqara 2:102 WJJ\.o, 
W-N-Y taniya Tii-Hii20:42 \.;Xi Wadd Niil;t 71:23 i~J 
W-H-J wahhiijii" Naba' 78:13 § i.;,..\AJ X Yathrib Al)zii.b 33:13 ~fo-
W-H-Y wiihiya Haqqa69:16 § ;;_,...IJ X Ya'iiq Nii\.171:23 <.if'-:! 

wayka-anna Qa~a~ 28:82 CJ~J Yaghiith Nii\.171:23 l!J~ 
wayka-anna-hu <..;1s..,__, 

37 5 0 0 

(Continued overleaf) 
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yan'iqu 2:181 ~- ,f 

Table 7.1 Continued ui..:=J 
Rama{iiin 2:185 

Root Hapax: in Qur'iinic Rhyme Hapax in Cogn. tazawwadu fa-inna 2:197 
,_,,_;y 

letters transliteration reference Arabic (MZ) khayr a1-zlid 
>ljll ..»=-01.! 

J_,..J\~1_,! 'Arafiit 2:198 wi.Ay::. 
"Mysterious :t;.. ,f 
letters" sin a 2:255 

Alif-Llim-Mim-Rli Ra'd 13:1 _;.all ya'udu-hu 2:255 •>j,! 

Alif-Llim-Mim-Slid A'rlif7:1 ~I 
infi~lim 2:256 ~\.....ij\ 

Slid Slid 38:1 § <..!"' 
~ ,f 

Tli-Sin Narnl27:1 § uJo yatasannah 2:259 

Tli-Hli Tli-Hli20:1 § ...... ~ur-hunna 2:260 .)~.~ ,f 

Qlif Qlif50:1 ..:; 
~a1d'" 2:264 i.ll....a ,f 

Klif-Hli-Yli-'Ayn- Maryam 19:1 ~ 2:265 .:Jb 
Slid tall 
Nun Hliqqa69:1 § u tughmic;li1 2:268 \~ 

'Ayn-Sin-Qlif Shurli 42:2 ..:;...:. 
ill}lif"" 2:273 liW! ,f 

Yli-Sin Yli-Sin 36:1 § ~ 
yatakhabbata-hu 2:275 ~ 

Total 10 5 
TOTAL 499 163 AI 'Imrlin (3) 

Badr 3:23 J.l/ 

rami'" 3:41 iyJ 

Table 7.2 Hapaxes in the Qur'lin, listed by Siira taddakhirilna 3:49 L.J_,_p.j:i 

Root Hapax in Qur'iinic nabtahil 3:61 ~ ,f 
Rhyme Hapax: in 

letters transliteration reference Arabic· 3:75 \.i.u 
omlir 

J. 

Bakka 3:96 ~ 
Flitiha (1) 

ghuzz"" 3:156 t.SY 

Baqara (2) f!q::t" 3:159 
\1;.3 ,f 

R-B-l:i rabil;mt 2:16 ~J Nisa' (4) 

B-'-1) bli'uc;la 2:26 ;;,...;._,.., Q.ub'" 4:2 4_,.. ,f 

B-Q-L baqli-hli 2:61 4Ji! ta 'u1u 4:3 l_,!_,..l ,f 

Q-TH-' qiththli'i-hli 2:61 4-l~ bidlir 4:6 )>; ,f 

F-W-M fiimi-hli 2:61 4--_,! afc;lli 4:21 ~I ,f 

'-D-S 'adasi-hli 2:61 ~ a1-jibt 4:51 W;;JI ,f 

B-S-L basali-hli 2:61 ~ 4:56 ~ ,f 

F-Q-' fiiqi' 2:69 eu 4:71 Wl/1 ,f 

W-SH-Y shiya 2:71 ~ 

[pn] Mikal 2:98 JlS:!.. 1a-yubatti' anna 4:72 ~ 

[pn] Biibil 2:102 <..44 adhli'i1 4:83 1_,.::.1~1 ,f 

[pn] Hiinit 2:102 w_,JA yastanbituna-hu 4:83 .!..)~ 

[pn] Miinit 2:102 w_,ju murligham"" 4:100 W.ly ,f 

[pn] al-Safii 2:158 \i....oll (Continued overleaf) 
[pn] al-Marwa 2:158 ~_,_;.all 
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Table 7.2 Continued nsh'" 7:26 ~J ./ 

samm 7:40 f--' ./ Root Hapax in Qur'anic Rhyme Hapax in 
7:54 ~ letters transliteration reference Arabic bathith'" 

nakid'" 7:58 i.lS..i ./ 8-T-K fa-1-yubattikanna 4:119 ~ 
suhuli-hii 7:74 41-*"' DH-8- mudhabdhabrn 4:143 ~~ 
mahma 7:132 ~ DH-8 

N-K-F yastankif (2) 4:172, 173 ~ a1-qummal 7:133 JAil I 
istankafii l_,;s.u..,l al-9afiidi' 7:133 c-"'\.WJI 

Ma'ida (5) yajurru-hu 7:150 •Y.-l 
'-M-M iimm'in 5:2 0;Al ./ tushmit 7:150 ~ 

KH-N-Q al-munkhaniqa 5:3 ~I ./ sakata 7:154 ..:.&. 

W-Q-D al-mawqudha 5:3 -~_,!_,..}\ ./ inbajasat 7:160 ~I ./ 
N-T-lf al-natil}a 5:3 ~I nataqna 7:171 lli1i 
DH-K-Y dhakkaytum 5:3 ~ yalhathaw 7:176 § ...Sji:i_,l~ 
T-Y-H yat'ihiina. 5:26 u.Jd-A! tatruk-hu yalhath ~ 

N-F-Y yunfaw 5:33 lfo.! 9iimirun 7:193 § u_,:l..l........ 
N-H-J minhaj'" 5:48 4.41- Anfiil (8) 

Q-S-S qiss'is'in 5:82 ~ al-shawlca 8:7 :iS_,.J:JI 

R-M-Jf rimal:m-lcum 5:94 ~l..J zaQf'" 8:15 lhj 

S-W-8 sa'iba 5:103 :\.;it.... mutaQayyiz'" 8:16 i~ 

An'am (6) muka.'nn 8:35 ~\$... ./ 

8-S-L an tubsala nafsun ... 6:70 ... w..ll J..4i ul sharrid 8:57 .l~ 
alladhrna ubsilii I~I<.JAJI Tawba(9) 

lf-Y-R l;layran 6:71 wiY--"- ill'" (2) 9:8,10 ':il ./ 
[pn] Azar 6:74 JJi lcasada-ha 9:24 I.A>J\ ... ..S ./ 
'-F-L afala (2), afalat 6:76,77,78 wl!l, JSI 

mawatin 9:25 wbiJA 
al-afilrn 6:76 § <);!9'-JI 

najas 9:28 ~ 
8-Z-GH bazigha'" 6:77 it.jy 

'Uzayr 9:30 ..>.t? 
biizighat'" 6:78 ~jy 

yu9ahi'iina 9:30 L.Jj~A>~ 
N-W-Y al-nawa 6:95 <S_,lll tukwa 9:35 <Sfo 
Q-N-W qinwan (2) 6:99 ulfo jibahu-hum 9:35 ~\.;.;. 
Y-N-' yan 'i-hi 6:99 ~ thabbata-hum 9:46 ~ ,( 
f)- '-N al-9a'n 6:143 uL.;,.\1 yajmaQiin 9:57 § w~ ./ 
M-'-z al-ma'z 6:143 y...JI 

juruf 9:109 Wfio 
SH-Jf-M shubiima-huma 6:146 \...u.A_,..J. ussisa!assasa (2) 9:108, 109 (2) ~I 

A'raf(7) Yiinus (10) 
[fs] Alif-Lam-Mrm-Sad 7:1 ua-Ji badani-ka 10:92 ~ 
DH-'-M madh'iim'" 7:18 t.._,.~ 

(Continued overleaf) 
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Table 7.2 Continued ram ad 14:18 ~L...) .r 
Root Hapax in Qur'iinic 

ujtuththtat 14:26 ~I .r 
Rhyme Hapax in 

letters transliteration reference Arabic I;lijr (15) 

lawaqil;t 15:22 e;SI_,l 
Hiid (11) 

taf<;la~iina 15:68 § u~ .r Z-R-Y tazdar'i 11:31 <.IU~Y 
'i<;li'n 15:91 § ~ .r 

B-L-' ibla'r 11:44 <r-4' 
Q-L-' aqli'r 11:44 ~I 

Nal}l (16) 

dif' 16:5 ~u~ .r [pn] al-Jadiyy 11:44 .:.~_,.,.J\ 
~I a1-bighal 16:8 

lf-N-DH ~anTdh 11:69 § ~ 
yadussu-hu 16:59 ~ 

R-W-' a!-raw 11:74 f:J)I 
farth 16:66 t!J_>i .r R-F-D al-rifd 11:99 .lS)\ 

~.lb. al-marfiid § ~_,!yJI ~afadat"" 16:72 

Yiisuf(12) kall 16:76 tJS .r 
T-R-lf utra~ii-hu 12:9 ._,._;bl jaww 16:79 j.;.. 

R-T-' yarta' 12:12 ~Y. :?a'ni-kum 16:80 ~ 
D-R-H-M darahim 12:20 ~"''.)~ a~wiifi-ha 16:80 ~1_,....,1 

Z-H-D al-zahidrn 12:20 § <.J;.lA>Ijll awbari-ha 16:80 t..).ul .r 
GH-L-Q ghallaqat 12:23 ..:.,;k tawkidi-ha 16:91 t...l,!S_,; .r 

hayta 12:23 ~· 
ghazla-ha · 16:92 4-IY. 

F-R-' far'u-hti 12:24 ~.;! Isra' (17) 

SH-GH-F shaghafa-ha 12:30 ~ jasii 17:5 1_,...1.;>. .r 
KH-B-Z khubz"" 12:36 iJ;E.. Ia tubadhdhir 17:26 )r.'J 

'-J-F 'ijaf(2) 12:43,46 '-'\..;= tabdhfra" § i.>.fl;:l 

lf-S-lf-S ~~~a~a 12:51 ~ 
inna 1-mubaddhiri'na 17:27 0! 

().!_;s,..JI 
M-Y-R namrru 12:65 ~ yunghi<;liina 17:51 u_,....;.i.i.! .r 
S-W-' ~uwa' 12:72 t'-'"'"" la-a~tanikanna 17:62 ~'1 
F-T-' tafta'ii 12:85 lfol maw:fiir"" 17:63 § i.)_,!_,.. .! 
TH-R-B tathno 12:92 ~Jij ajlib 17:64 yJ;..I .r 
F-N-D tufannidun 12:94 § u_,.ilil qa~if'" 17:69 \i...l! 

Ra'd (13) du1iik 17:78 e~p .r 
[fs] Alif-Liim-MTm-Ra 13:1 yJI tahajjad 17:79 ~ .r 
S-N-W ~inwan 13:4 .;;e._,ui_,;..., khabat 17:97 ~ .r wa-ghayr ~inwan ul_,;..., 

Kahf(18) M-lf-L al-mi~al 13:13 § Jh.ll 

J-F-' jufii'•n 13:17 <ti;.. 
fajwa 18:17 •# .r 

Ibrahim (14) 
ayq~• 18:18 i.l;,U:i 

J-R-' yatajarra'u-hu 14:17 o~J:>fi.:i:! 
furuta" 18:28 § lb.;! .r 
suradiqu-ha 18:29 ~~\.>"' .r 

(Continued overleaf) 
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Table 7.2 Continued c;lank'" 20:124 is.w, .I 

zabra 20:131 o.J'>j 
Root Hapax in Qur'anic Rhyme Hapax in 

Anbiya' (21) letters transliteration reference Arabic 
qa~amnii 21:11 l.i..u...i .I 

B-Y-D tabid 18:35 ~ yadmaghu-hu 21:18 ~ .I 
W-'-L maw'ilii" 18:58 § )U_,.. 

ratq'" 21:30 t..J 
Q-1)-1) yanqac;lc;la 18:77 ~ fataqnii-huma 21:30 W.\lili 
'-Y-B a'Iba-hli 18:79 4-1:!=-1 yakla'u-k:um 21:42 ,..s~ 
GH-S-B gha~ba" 18:79 § 4-c. nafl;la 21:46 4.:...i; .I 
R-Q-M al-raqfm 18:95 ~)l fahhamna-hli 21:79 \A~ .I 
R-D-M radmii" 18:95 § L..,J Dhaal-Niin 21:87 .:,_,.ill\~ 

Maryam09) J;mdab 21:96 y.b. .I 
[fs) Kaf-Ha-Ya-• 19:1 ~ 

J.Iajj (22) Ayn-Sad 

SH- '-L ishta'a1a 19:4 J,.:l.tl tadhha1u 22:2 J.>.~ 

M-KH-1) a1-makhac;l 19:23 u<ol.:.....ll hiimida 22:5 ;.lAtA .I 

Jf-T-M l)atm'" 19:71 W:.. 'itfi-hi 22:9 ol.ib:. 

1)-D-D c;lidda" 19:82 § i.i...;. al-Majiis 22:17 -<.!"~\ 

'-Z-Z ta'uzzu-hum 19:83 rAJJ3 maqami' 22:21 \i.. t" 
azzan § ijl c;liimir 22:27 _,..~.....;. .I 

W-F-D wafda" 19:85 § i~_, . 
amiq 22:27 § ~ 

'-D-D idda" 19:89 § i~l tafatha-hum 22:29 ~ 
H-D-D haddii" 19:90 § i1>. wajabat 22:36 ~-' .I 
R-K-Z rikza 19:98 § ijSJ huddimat 22:40 ~ 

Ta-Ha (20) ~awami' 22:40 t",_,..... 
[fs} Ta-Ha 20:1 § 4 

bi'r 22:45 .?. 
TH-R-Y a1-thara 20:6 § t.SJill yastuna 22:72 w~ .I 
KH-L-' ikh1a' 20:12 ~I yas1ubu-hum 22:73 ~ 
N- '-L na'1ay-ka 20:12 ~ dhubab'" 22:73 \.;1.;-l 

H-SH-SH ahushshu 20:18 .:,:..0.1 a1-dhubab y\.;.lJI 

'-R-B ma'arib 20:18 YJI:u. Mu'minlin (23) 
S-Jf-L a1-siil)i1 20.:39 J=.L...ll {Tz7r} Sayna' 23:20 ·~(J_,b) 
W-N-Y taniyii 20:42 4n hayhlit (2) 23:36 u4-:A 
L-Jf-Y lil)yat-I 20:94 ~ siimira" 23:67 i_,..t.. .I 
Z-R-Q zurqli" 20:102 § lsJj ta1fal;m 23:104 ~ .I 
S-F-S~F ~af~afii" 20:106 § \i.....i..., kli1il;li1n 23:104 § .:,_,..l\S .I 
'-M-T amtli" 20:107 § G.. I Niir (24) 
H-M-S hamsa" 20:108 § L.... ya'tali 24:22 J>i.! .I 
'-N-T anat 20:111 Ulc. al-irba 24:31 ~}Jl ,/ 

(Continued overleaf) 
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Table 7.2 Continued al-maqbiil;!In 28:42 § Uf>..J!i..ll ./ 

Root Hapax in Qur'iinic Rhyme Hapax in 
tanii'u 28:76 ._,.;:; ./ 

letters transliteration reference Arabic wayka-anna 28:82 0l5..J_, 
wayka-anna-hu .UI.s.:...., 

'-Y-lv/ al-ayiimii 24:32 <S"4'lll 'Ankabilt (29) 
SH-K-W mishkiit 24:35 •fot.. taqsha' irru 29:23 ~ 
Z-J-J zujiija 24:35 4.;..l;..j 'ankabiit 29:41 ..::..J!S.Wl 

al-zujiija 4.;..t.;..jl\ ...1=.:; Z-Y-T zaytu-hii 24:35 4-1!' takhuttu-hu 29:48 § 
.J 

DH-'-N mudh'inin 24:49 § ~:I.. Rilm (30) 

lf-Y-K yai;!Tfa 24:50 ~ al-Riim 30:2 r-')\ 

L-W-DH liwiidh'" 24:63 i~l_,J tumsiina 30:17 w_,......:l 

Furqlin (25) Luqmlin (31) 

F-L-N fuliin'" 25:28 i.;)lS tu~a 
C(ir 31:18 _;....,:; ./ 

F-S-R tafsirii" i~ 
khadda-ka 31:18 ,£;.. 

25:33 § 
(-B-' ya'ba'ii 25:77 lj;l:! khattiir 31:32 J& 

Sajda (32) 
Shu'arli' (26) tatajiifii 32:16 ...St.;..!l 

1)-Y-R c;layr 26:50 ~ Al}zlib (33) 
SH-R- shirdhima 26:54 w~ .lj.J'?' 
DH-lv/ jawfi-hi 33:4 

T-W-D al-tawd 26:64 ~_,hl\ Yathrib 33:13 yjle 

K-B-K kubkibii 26:94 § \fo.:>S al-mu' awwiqin 33:18 LJ;Sy...J\ 

R-Y-' rr' 26:128 tjJ salaqii-kum 33:19 ..Sfo.. 
F-R-H fiirihTn 26:149 § (J;.'>JI! nal;!ba-hu 33:23 o\.;!>J ./ 

Naml (27) ~ayii~I-him 33:26 ~~ ./ 

[Js] Tii-STn 27:1 ' § u.b Zayd 33:37 .ll' .J 

B-S-lv/ tabassama 27:19 ~ watar"" (2) 33:37 i_;b_, 

H-D-H-D al-hudhud 27:20 .lA>.>tJ\ jaliibibi-hinna 33:59 ~)t.;.. 

KH-B-' al-khab' 27:25 oy:..\1 Saba' (34) 

'-F-R[-Tj 'ifr'it 27:39 ~.fo:-
sard 34:11 ~->"' ./ 

J-lvf-D jiimidatan 27:88 h.t.;.. jif'an 34:13 <)l.i.;.. ./ 

T-Q-N atqana 27:88 t.:%il al- 'arim 34:16 ry.\1 ./ 

Qa~a~ (28) khamt 34:16 .h..;,. ./ 

W-K-Z wakaza-hu 28:15 .:f._, athl 34:16 ,J;l 

DH-W-D tadhiidiini 28:23 w~>_,;; al-taniiwush 34:52 J._,l.nl\ 

J-DH-W jadhwa 28:29 o.,~ Flipr (35) 

B-Q-' al-buq'a 28:30 :w;l\ qitmir 35:13 § ~ ./ 

F-S-Jf af~al;! 28:34 ~~ 
R-D-' ridcnn 28:34 i.~J (Continued overleaf) 
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Table 7.2 Continued Shilrii (42) 

'Ayn-Sin-Qaf 42:2 <.;- ,/ 
Root Hapax in Qur'anic Rhyme Hapax in 

.l!>I.JJ ,/ letters transliteration reference Arabic rawiikid 42:33 

Zukhruf ( 43) 
Ya-Sin (36) 

abramil amrlin 43:79 iyl ,_,.Jil 
{fs] Ya-Sin 36:1 § <..)';! fa-inna mubrimiin § uJAJIA Ul! 
Q-M-l;l muqma)J.iin 36:8 § u_,....i. ,/ Dukhan (44) 
'-R-J-N al-'mjiin 36:39 u~~' ,/ rahw"" 44:24 i_,.o.J ,/ 

M-S-KH mas.akbna-hum 36:67 r"~ yaghli fi 1-butun 44:45 0~, .... ~ 

~affiit (37) ka-gha1yi 1-Q.amim 44:46 § ~~~ 
L-Z-B lazib 37:11 § yj':/ ,/ [Jathiya ( 45)] 
L-Q-M iltaqama-hu 37:42 .....:;:;!\ 

GH-W-L ghawl 37:47 J_,c. ,/ Al}qaf (46) 
B-Y-I) bayr;l 37:49 ~ a1-a].lqaf 46:21 ulb.':/1 ,/ 

SH-W-B shawb"" 37:67 L • 
·-""' Mul}ammad (47) 

Z-F-F yaziffiln 37:94 § u)~ tacsnn 47:8 ~ 

T-L-L talla-hu 37:103 .J:; as in 47:15 .y...l ,/ 

J-B-N al-jabin 37:107 § ~I as a! 47:15 J..,c. ,/ 

[pn] 11-yQs'in 37:130 § u;...oi.:Jl am'a'a-hum 47:15 § r"•t...l 

'-B-Q abaq 37:140 <.§II linif'" 47:16 ilil. ,/ 

S-H-M sahama 37:141 f"l.... ashratu-ha 47:18 4-J=iyJ;I 
Y-Q-T-N yaqtin 37:146 § ~ aqfii1u-ha 47:24 § 4Jllil ,/ 

S-W-l;l saQ.ati-him 37:177 ~\.... la}.ln 47:30 L?J ,/ 

~ad (38) Fat!} (48) 
{fs] Sad 38:1 § ...,.., Makka 48:24 ~ 

lata 38:3 u':/ I;lujurat (49) 
N-W-S mana~ 38:3 § ..,..,li. tanabazii 49:11 \.J_}!\.l:i ,/ 

Q-T-T qina-na 38:16 li1J al-alqab 49:11 y\il':/1 ,/ 

S-F-N al-~afinat 38:31 d.i!UI tajassasii 49:12 I •• 
·~ 

J-W-D al-jiyad 38:31 § ~4;.11 Qaf(50) 
R-KH-W rukha'nn 38:36 .\..i,.J Qaf 50:1 t3 ,/ 

Zumar(39) basiqat 50:10 u\.i....4 ,/ 
SH-K-S mutashiikisiin 39:29 u_,...6w.:t. yalfi?;u 50:18 .!;,;4 ,/ 

SH-M-'-Z ishma'azzat 39:45 ujW.I ta}.lidu 50:19 ~ ,/ 

Ghlifir ( 40) Dbariyat (51) 
F-W-1) ufawwir;l 40:44 tfoj!l al-Q.ubuk 51:7 § ~I ,/ 

[Fu~~ilat (41)] yahja'iin 51:17 § 0-"'*! ,/ 

~akkat 51:29 ..:.&.... ,/ 

(Continued overleaf) 
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Table 7.2 Continued bussati 1-jibalu 56:5 J\.i;JI~ 

bass a" § ~ 
Root /etters Hapax in Qur 'iinic Rhyme Hapax in maw(ii1na 56:15 § :U_,.:..JA ,/ 

transliteration reference Arabic 
abariq 56:18 Jv41 ,/ 

Tilr (52) makh(iild 56:28 § ~_,.:.;.... ,/ 
R-Q-Q raqq 52:3 ;:;J tall;t 56:29 cJb ,/ 

'-L-T alatna-hum 52:21 ,o4ll:ilf maskiib 56:31 § yfo.... ,/ 

Najm (53) al-muzn 56:69 uJ.oll 
Q-W-B qaba 53:9 y\! al-Q.ulqilm 56:83 § ~fo...ll ,/ 
Q-W-S qawsayn 53:9 ~_,! [};Iadid (57)] 
[pn] a/-Liit 53:19 .:.,)Ill Mujiidila (58) 
[pn] a/- 'Uzzii 53:19 § <.S).JI a1-maja1is 58:11 uJ~I 

1)-Y-Z 9Iza 53:22 § <.5_»..<. tafassaQ.U ... 58:11 I •.• _,.,........, ... 
L-M-M a1-lamam 53:32 .,...UI fa-fsaQ.il yafsaQ. ~I~\! 

K-D-Y akdii 53:34 § <.5~1 [};Iashr (59)] 
Q-N-W aqua 53:48 § ....;sf 
S-M-D samidiln 53:61 § LJ.J.lAI.... [MumtaQ.ina (60)] 

Qamar (54) 

H-M-R munhamir 54:11 § ~· $aff(61) 

D-S-R dusur 54:13 mar~il~ 61:4 § U""_,.....JA ,/ § ~ 

Q- '-R munqa'ir 54:20 § yUl. Abmad 61:6 .l.=l 

'-SH-R ashir 54:25,26 § ~I Jumu'a (62) 
a1-ashir ~~~ al-Jumu'a 62:9 ~I 

D-H-Y · adha 54:46 ...... ~, 
Muniifiqun (63) 

Ral}miin (55) 
khushub 63:4 ~ ,/ '-N-M a1-anam 55:10 § ~\.j~l 

ii~ musannada 63:4 ,/ F-N-Y fiin 55:26 § ul! 

N-F-DH an tanfudhu ... 55:33 1.J:u.u ul ..• 
Taghiibun (64) 

fa-nfudhu l_,lli\! a1-taghiibun 64:9 U;l.i:ill ,/ 

wa-1ii tanfudhilna u.J:u.u ':l.J [Ta1iiq (65)] 
SH-W-:? shuwii=?: 55:35 .1;1_,.:. 

F-N-N afuan 55:48 § ullil Tal}rim (66) 
Y-Q-T a1-yiiqiit 55:58 § .:.._,!4}1 thayyibiit 66:5 .:..l;i:i ,/ 
D-H-M mudhiimmatiin 55:64 § ut:iAlA.lA 

ibnat ('Imriin) 66:12 Ul!l 
N-1)-KH na9(lakhatiin 55:66 § u\:ii,.t.::;,.; 

[Mulk (67)] 
KH-Y-M a1-khiyiim 55:72 § ~y.;JI 

R-F-R-F rafraf 55:76 '-'.ftJ Qalam (68) 
'-B-Q-R 'abqariyy 55:76 {,?_M;. 

namim 68:11 § ~ 
Wiiqi'a (56) zanim 68:13 § &j ,/ R-J-J rujjati 1-ar(lu 56:4 <foJ~I w.;,.J 

rajjii" § \.;. .J (Continued overleaf) 
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Table 7.2 Continued Qiyama (75) 

tul).arrik 75:16 .!l.)=.:j 
Root letters Hapax in Qur'anic Rhyme Hapax in 

yatamatta 75:33 § ~ transliteration reference Arabic 
sud a" 75:36 § (s.l...o ./ 

KH-R-T-M al-khurtfun 68:16 § ~_,.6_?..\1 lnsan (76) 
lf-R-D l)ard 68:25 ~.)"- amshaj 76:2 ;zU...I ./ 

l;laqqa (69) kafii.ra" 76:5 § iJ_,l\S ./ 
{fs} Niin 69:1 § u qamtanra" 76:10 § i.)l)=..! ./ 
lf-S-M l)usiim"" 69:7 i..._,....,. 

zamharira" 76:13 § iY..JOAJ ./ 
S-R-' §ar'a 69:7 t.s"Y"" iini.ya 76:15 ~l 

W-H-Y wahiya 69:16 § ~I.J zanjabiiii" 76:17 § ~j ./ 
ha'umu 69:19 ~:;1... salsabiia" 76:18 § ~ ./ 

W-T-N al-watln 69:46 § U)l_,ll Mursalat (77) 
Ma' arij (70) kifiita" 77:25 § bliS ./ 

H-L-' halii'an 70:19 .§ \c._,J.o. shiimikhat 77:27 ..:.,\.i....W; ./ 
'-Z-W 'izln 70:37 § L>.!.Jc. Naba' (78) 
W-F-.1) yiifi<;liina 70:43 § <)_,...;,.!.}.! wahbajii" 78:13 § b\A . .J ./ 

Niil;t (71) thajjaja" 78:14 § !.;.~ ./ 
[pn} Wadd 71:23 i;.J dihaqa" 78:34 § iotA~ ./ 
[pn} Suwa' 71:23 lc.l_,.... Nazi' at (79) 
[pn} Yaghzlth 71:23 t!J~ wa 1-nashitati 79:2 ..:.,~\.iii.J ./ 
[pn} Ya'ziq 71:23 ..;_,.., nashta" § i.b..t; 

[pn} Nasr 71:23 § iy.; al-l)afira 79:10 § ~.)WI 

Jinn (72) nakhira 79:11 § O..fo.j 

lf-R-S l)aras'" 72:8 L.?- al-sahira 79:14 § a.)l>t...ll ./ 

H-R-B haraba" 72:12 § 4J'l> samka-ba 79:28 ~ 

lf-R-Y tal)arraw 72:14 I.J.)=.:j aghtash 79:29 ._;..bc.\ ./ 

GH-D-Q ghadaqa" 72:16 § i!.lC. dai:Ja-ha 79:30 § lAb..:> 

Muzzammil (73) a1-tamma 79:34 :i.Al.bll 

Z-M-L al-muzzammil 73:1 JA).JI 'Abasa (80) 

B-T-L tabattal ilayhi 73:8 .yl! J¥ qa<;laba" 80:28 § ~ ./ 
tabtiiii" § ~ abba" 80:31 § I.! I ./ 

GH-S-S ghu§§a 73:13 ~ a1-§iikhkha 80:33 § ~UI ,f 

K-TH-B kathiba 73:14 ~ Takwir (81) 
H-Y-L mahila 73:14 § ~ inkadarat 81:2 § ..:,_fo-il ,f 

Muddaththir (74) a1~wul)iish 81:5 t}o_,.._,JI ,f 

D-TH-R al-muddaththir 74:1 § fo,.ll a1-maw'iida 81:8 a>.J•_,..JI ,f 

Q-S-W-R qaswara 74:51 § ;;J_,.....; kushitat 81:11 § ~ 

(Continued overleaf) 
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Table 7.2 Continued 
al-najdayn 90:10 § ~I 

masghaba 90:14 § ......... ./ 
Root letters Hapax in Qur'anic Rhyme Hapax in Shams (91) 

transliteration reference Arabic 
I.A.I.::...b tal;!a-ha 91:6 § 

K-N-S al-kunnas 81:16 § ~I ./ alhama-ha 91:8 wl ./ 

'-S- '-S as'as 81:17 § ~ ./ dassa-ha 91:10 § I.A.t:..l ,/ 

1)-N-N c;lanin 81:24 § ~ ./ dam dam a 91:14 ~ ,/ 

[Infitar (82)] [Lay! (92)] 

Mutaffifin (83) .Qui}li (93) 

R-Y-N ran a 83:1 uiJ saja 93:2 § <.s'1'-" ,/ 

T-F-F al-mutaffifin 83:1 § ~I [Sharl;! (94)] 

R-lf-Q ral;!Iq 83:25 ~J ,/ 

[pn] tasnim 83:27 § ~ Tin (95) 

GH-M-Z yataghamaziin 83:30 . § u.lJ.\.o.J; ./ al-tin 95:1 <)!ill 

Inshiqliq (84) {Tilr] Sinina 95:2 § ~(J_,b) 

K-D-lf kadil;!u" ila rabbika 84:6 ~J..l!c~IS 'Alaq (96) 
kadl;!a" § b..lS 

96:15 l..i......;J ,/ la-nasfa' an 
Buriij (85) 

al-zabaniya 96:18 § ~4jll ./ 
K.H-D-D al-ukhdiid 85:4 § ~foYI 

Qadr (97) 
Tariq (86) 

Lay/at al-Qadr (3) 97:1,2,3 J.lill:t.l;l 

D-F-Q dafiq 86:6 § ,jib 
[Bayyina (98)] 

T-R-B al-tara'ib 86:7 § yjljill ,/ 

H-Z-L al-haz1 86:14 § Jja.JI ./ 
[Zalzala (99)] 

[A'Ia (87)] 

Ghiishiya (88) 
'Adiyat (100) 

al-'adiyat 100:1 wl;.lWI ./ 
N-M-R-Q namariq 88:15 § .JJW ,/ 

~ ,/ c;labl;!ii" 100:1 § 
Z-R-B zarabiyy 88:16 Y,.,IJj ,/ 

i.....l! qadl;!a" 100:2 § 
S-T-lf sutil;!at 88:20 § c.::.:..h... 

al-mughirat 100:3 ..:..1~1 ,/ 
Fajr (89) 

naq'a• 100:4 § L.i; ./ 
[pn] !ram 89:7 d 

kaniid 100:6 § ~_,;s ,/ 
S-W-T saw! 89:13 .1._,... 

J:.=. ,/ 
\;J l;!~~ila 100:10 

L-M-M lamma• 89:19 § 

J-M-M jamma• 89:20 § lA;.. Qiiri' a (!01) 

hi yah 101:10 § ~ 
Balad (90) 

[Takathur (1 02)] 
K-B-D kabad 90:4 § .liS 

SH-F-H shafatayn 90:9 § ~ 
(Continued overleaf) 
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Table 7.2 Continued 

Root letters Hapax in 
transliteration 

F-Y-L 

'-B-B-L 

[pn] 

SH-T-W 

S-Y-F 

M-'-N 

N-lf-R 

B-T-R 

[pn] 

J-Y-D 

M-S-D 

S-M-D 

K-F-' 

W-Q-B 

N-F-TH 

TOTALS 

a1-fil 

abiibil 

Quraysh 

a1-shitii' 

a1-~ayf 

a1-mii'iin 

anl;mr 

a1-abtar 

AblLahab 

jidi-hii 

mas ad 

a1-~amad 

kufuww'" 

waqab 

a1-naffiithiit 

499 

Qur 'anic Rhyme Hapax: in 
reference Arabic 

['A~r (103)] 

[Humaza (104)] 

Fil (105) 

105:1 § 

105:3 § 

Quraysh (106) 

106:1 

106:2 

106:2 § 

Ma'iin (107) 

107:7 § 

Kawthar (108) 

108:2 § 

108:3 § 

[Kiifiriin (109)] 

[Na~r 0 10)] 

Masad (111) 

111:1 

111:5 

111:5 

Ikhla~ (112) 

112:2 

112:4 

Falaq (113) 

113:3 

113:4 

[Niis (114)] 

94 

§ 

§ 

§ 

~I 

t.:uc.WI 

..r--il 

_N:Ji 

499 

,f 

,f 

,f 

,f 

,f 

,f 

Hapaxes in the Qur'iin 239 

nouns have pronouns attached, this is shown (with full inflection), and the 
goes for verbs and object pronouns; for clarity, these are 

separated by a hyphen. Column 3 lists the verse reference for each hapax. If the 
§ appears in column 4, this indicates that the hapax in question is a rhyme-

Column 5 lists the hapaxes in (unvoweled) Arabic. As with the English 
in column 2, pronouns are retained. An X in column 5 means that 

is no cognate for the root listed in Zammit's A Comparative Lexical Study of 
'iinic Arabic, and no mark means there is a cognate; a dash - means that 

does not list the root. A check mark ./ in column 6 indicates a strict 
A strict hapax, as we saw above, is a basic hapax that fulfills at least one of 

following conditions: 

It has no cognate in another Semitic language (according-to Zammit), and it 
extends to include quotidian words ( e.g.foqi '). 
It is from a recurring root, but with a different Qur'anic meaning ( e.g.l;afada). 
It is a candidate for emendation (including ghost words) (e.g. al-raq'frn). 

lexical information about a non-Semitic word or root, Irely on Ambros's 
Concise Dictionary of Koranic Arabic. In Table 7.1; words in the main list that 

possibly proper nouns are italicized in transliteration. Proper nouns and 
al-suwar ("mysterious letters") are listed in two separate sub-lists in 

7.1 but are incorporated into the larger list in Table 7.2. 
Table 7.2, root letters are listed in column 1 when applicable. The italicized 

[pn] andffs] in column 1 correspond to proper nouns and thefawiitil; 
111--<•ru"nr ("mysterious letters"), respectively. 

on emendations (and ghost words)82 

"A word means what it means in its own language, not in another" 
(Robert Hoyland, 2009) 

"If it ain't broke, don't fix it" 
(Bert Lance, 1977) 

tables above include 452 basic hapaxes, 37 proper names and 10 fawiitil; 
over 95 Suras, and 259 strict hapaxes distributed over 81 Siiras. The 

of hapax roots is a shade lower because of some pairs of lexemes formed 

For the use of this term to describe the Hebrew Bible's hapaxes that are the result of scribal error, 
.. see Cohen, Biblical Hapax, 5. See also Greenspahn, Hapax Legomena, viii: "In particular, we can 

hope to be able to assess the relative validity of two opposing attitudes discernible in modern 
.scholarship regarding rare forms. The first treats unique forms as most likely the result of error in 

course of transmission. On the other hand, the precept lectio difficilior praeferenda est assumes 
leveling rather than the creation of strange forms to be the direction of corruption." 
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from a shared root (e.g. qinwan and aqna). Of the Qur'an's 1,504 roots then, 
33 percent are basic hapax roots and 17 percent are strict hapax roots. Even 
use al-Maliji's figures, the figure is 25 percent. Greenspahn has shown that 1,50 
(289 absolute, 1,179 non-absolute, and 33 ambiguous) hapaxes out of a · 
Biblical vocabulary of between 5,000 and 8,000 words is a far lower ,..,.,,,..m+lnn 

than in other material, where the percentage is usually upwards of 3 5 percent 
Figure 7.i). The figures' for the Qur'iin are evidently lower. 

These figures put into perspective the issues of "foreigu" words and 
tion, the two principal contexts in which modem Western scholars have 
invoked hapaxes. Emendation, in particular, has major implications for m"~""·""·· 
and vice versa.83 In the opening lines of the article "Textual Criticism of 
Qur' an," James Bellamy writes:84 

Anyone who writes on textual criticism should begin with definitions. So 
it be said from the outset that textual criticism has nothing to do with the 
cism of music, art or literature. In simplest terms, textual criticism is the 
correction of errors. 

Many of the errors Bellamy (and others) proposes to correct are hapaxes 
when "corrected," often cease to be hapaxes. In Bellamy's aforementioned 
he cites inter alia the following erstwhile hapaxes: batiab (which he changes to 
ersatz batab ), abb (> lubb ), sijill (> musjil, musajjil), bitt a (> khitat), ~ur·-hunnn 
(> jazzi-hinna), qaswara (> fantara, pronounced bamtz7ra),jibt (> jinna), raqfm 
(> ntqz7d), many of which are conjectural emendations, not supported by 
variants in the tradition. In other papers and articles, he has dealt with such 
as tjamad and 'lsa. There are, to be sure, instances where hapaxes appear to 
an underlying problem. But careful attention to where hapaxes are used and how ·: 
they are rhetorically deployed can potentially mitigate the urge to "correct." · · 

For Christoph Luxenberg, rikza, the final word in Maryam (19) 98, is one such· 
crux. He takes rikza to be a mistaken transcription from, Syriac, in the light of which·. 
he proposes an emendation to dhikra. 85 With the "original reading ... restored," 
Luxenburg proposes that the reading "Dost thou perceive of them a single one or 
hear of them any mention?" is superior to "Dost thou perceive of them a single one· • 
or hear of them a [single] whisper?" But given that this requires us to jettison a 
strict hapax, 86 the question deserves special attention. It is true that dhikr 
nicely echo the opening of the Sura (dhiknt rabmati rabbika), but there are reasonS · 
to prefer rikza, such as the paronomasia between rikza in the final verse and . 
Zakariyya in the opening verse possibly intimating a play on Zakariyya (and later •. 

83 I adumbrate some of the issues discussed below in S.M. Toorawa, "Hapless Hapaxes and Luckless . 
Rhymes: The Qur'an as Literature," Religion & Literature, 41, 2, 2009,221-27. 

84 J.A. Bellamy, "Textual criticism of the Qur'iin," EQ, 5:237. 
85 C. Luxenberg, The Syro-Aramaic Reading of the Koran, Berlin: Verlag Hans Schiler, 2007, 81-82. 
86 Luxenberg, Syro-Aramaic Reading, 82. 
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being asked to hold their tongue,87 and the symmet:J:y- the rhetorical 
that is .- of having the Silra open with a strict hapax, Kaj-Ha '-Ya '

and close with a strict hapax, rikza. This example illustrates the need to 
attention to rhetorical reasons for the presence of a particular hapax. 

SAMPLE PROPORTIONS OF HAPAX LEGOMENA 

Sample Size 
Occurrences Vocabulary 
(words used) 

Plautus 33,871 

Peking Chinese · 13,248 

As You Like It 3,609 

"A Polybe" 
(Seneca) 5,688 

"A He\via" 
(Seneca) 6,755 

Julius Caesar 2,919 

Captain's Daughter 
(Pushkin) 28,591 

Newspaper 
English 43,990 

Gospel of 
Mark (Greek) 11,229 

"Aucassin et 
Nicolette" 
(Old French) 9,870 

t:i/lusion 
Comique (Pierre 
Corneille) 16,586 

Paul's Epistles 
(Greek) 32,303 

English telephone 
conversations 80,000 

Basic French 
conversations 312,135 

8,437 

3,332 

1,231 

1,430 

1,856 

965 

4,783 

6,001 

1,345 

1,073 

1,906 

2,648 

2,240 

7,995 

7.1 Hapax distribution in various corpora. 

Hapax Legomena 
Percent of 

Numb. Vocab. Occur. 

5,439 

2,046 

729 

822 

1,046 

534 

2,384 

2,976 

634 

483 

845 

1,140 

819 

2,700 

64.3 

61.4 

59.2 

57.5 

56.4 

55.3 

49.8 

49.6 

47.1 

45.0 

44.3 

43.1 

36.6 

33.8 

16.0 

15.4 

20.2 

14.5 

15.4 

18.3 

8.3 

6.8 

5.6 

4.9 

5.1 

3.5 

1.0 

0.9 

N. Robinson, Discovering the Qur'an: A Con'temporary Approach to a Veiled Text, 2nd ed., 
Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2003, 147-48. 
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Rhetorical considerations appear to play a part in Luxenberg's 
regarding wa-tallahu /i-1-jab'fn "and he had laid him down on his fm·ehe:ad" 
(a/-Sajfot [37] 103), describing Abraham's attempt to sacrifice his son.88 

proposes thatjab'fn be emended to l;zabb'fn (which effectively results in the 
tution of one hapax for another.) Of the new reading, Gabriel Reynolds says, 
much more satisfying phrase emerges," namely, " 'He tied him to the firewood' 
According to Reynolds, "the awkwardness of the [original] reading" -
prefer to think of as the rhetorical productivity of the original - is what 
the new reading, and it is certainly a plausible scenario. I do not, however, 
Reynolds' conviction that the new reading is "intellectually compelling." I do 
how it makes philological sense, but surely it contradicts the narrative's point 
the Qur'anic account, namely the son's unquestioning compliance. The 
passage (Q 37:102-3) reads as follows: 

... qa/a ya abati f'al rna tu 'mant sa-tajidun'f in sha 'a l/ahu min n1--.om11nm 

fa-lamma as lama wa-tallahu /i-1-jab'fn 

... he said, "Father, do as you are comm.anded and you will, God 
discover me to be one of the steadfast." And when they had both i>UIJJ.ll""'u 

God and he had laid him down on his forehead 

Luxenberg writes:90 

But the real problem does not lie in the etymologically correct ex]JlaJlatioll c 

this expression, but in its misreading. In fact, the concrete guidelines 
Biblical account (Gen. 22:9) provide us with an indication of the real 
this passage. There it says that Abraham has "bound [his son] and laid 
over the (fire)wood." 

Having Abraham tie his son to the firewood, as the new reading has it, un-detwm 
the son's submissiveness. To put it differently, tallahu /i-[-jabln allows the 
to retain its rhetorical point, one that is different from the Biblical one. 
tion of this passage thus completely ignores the Qur'anic account in favor 
putative Biblical origin-account. 

In attempting to resolve the issue of the hapax al-raq'fm (al-Kahf [18] 
which some think is a proper name- Luxenberg proposes emending it to 
(contra Bellamy, who proposes al-ntql7d),91 arguing that "the principle of 

88 Luxenberg, Syro-Aramaic Reading, 166-77. 
89 G.S. Reynolds, "Introduction: Qur'anic studies and its controversies," in QHC, 17. 
90 Luxenberg, Syro-Aramaic Reading, 171. Cf. Jeffery, FV, 101, who notes that "The 

the meaning right ... " 
91 Luxenberg, Syro-Aramaic Reading, 80-85. 
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would be better served if we had to change only one letter."92 Of course, 
followed that principle, then it would be even better served if we changed no 
at all; indeed, both Sidney Griffith and Devin Stewart have cogently argued 

raq'fm is in all likelihood correct, thus maintaining not only the /ectio diffi
but also retaining a strict hapax.93 What is more, this hapax describes some
wondrous: the verse in which al-raq'fm appears appositely reads, am l;zasibta 
a~?/;zab a/-kahf wa-1-raq'fm kanii min ayatina 'ajabil' ("Do you find the 

'Pimp:ani',ons of the Cave and al-Raqim so wondrous, an1ong all Our signs?"). 
I would like to suggest that one motivation for the stylistic deployment 

.,.,._,,"~"~''" (and non-triliterals) is the signaling of matters inspiring wonder, awe 
To take another exan1ple, if we think of the mountain-like mass created 

when parting the Red Sea with his rod as something wondrous and 
then the suggestion that fawd (al-Shu 'ara' [26] 63) be emended to fllr 
unnecessary.94 That particular "mountain," because it is part of a miracle, 

in every way be wondrous and dreadful- hence the deployment here of a 
The passage reads: 

Wa-awl;zayna i/a Masa an i~rib bi- 'a.yaka 1-bal;zr fa 'nfalaqa fa-kana kullu 
ka 1-!awd a/- 'a:?'fm 

-Then We inspired Moses (as follows): "Strike the sea with your rod," and it 
· __ · __ divided, and each separate part became like the mighty peak. 

article in which he proposes emending several words (and consequently the 
· import) of a/- 'Adiyat (100), Munther Younes writes, "Of the tweive words 

five verses under discussion, six are hapax legomena: a/- 'adiyat, ~abl;za, 
al-mllghirat, naq 'a, and wasatna, a disproportionately high number. In at 

case, i.e. naq 'a, a word is used with a meaning in the language not found 
of this St1ra."95 Five (or four96

) is indeed a lot ofhapaxes, but, as Table 7.2 
not rhetorically high, especially for the beginning of a Siira. al-Ma' ida, for 

has five hapaxes in its first three verses. al-Quraysh (106) has three 
in the space of six words, and if we count rlaJ, a word that appears in only 

and is thus either a hapax or a rarity, then we have five hapaxes out of 

"Christian lore and the Arabic Qur'an: the 'Companions of the Cave' in al-Kahfand 
tradition," in QHC, 125-27; D.J. Stewart, ''Notes on medieval and modern 

of the Qur'iin," in ibid., 240-41. 
Stewart, "Col\iectural Emendations and Anomalies in the Qur' anic Text," paper delivered 

"Colloquium on the History of the Text of the Qur' an," Stanford Humanities Center, July 
2009, though the author has since revised his position on this. 

"Charging steeds or maidens doing good deeds? A re-interpretation of Qur'iin 100 
Arabica 55:3-4, 2008, 370. 
wasatnii as a hapax: the root is attested elsewhere in the Qur' an 'and the root meaning 

I 00 is similar. 
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six. And in al-Ffl, four of the five rhyme words are hapaxes: fil and ababfl 
strict hapaxes, tat;llfl and rna 'fail are hapax forms, and sijjfl is a rarity and 
loanword, Of the ten words in the Qur'an's shortest Siira, 108, three are 
words and all three are hapaxes, one a basic hapax (abtar), one a strict 
(an(zar) and one a rarity (kawthar). Indeed, as Table 7.2 above shows, 
hapaxes within Sfiras have a tendency to cluster together. Frequency of 
aside, it should be noted that the Siiras at issue all involve remarkable phenc>m~:n 
Qur' an 100 describes flaring steeds charging, striking hooves sparking, sparks 
fire, dustclouds thundering, enemy crowds thundering; Qur'an 106 
God's remarkable protection of the Quraysh; and Qur'an 105 marvels at the 
elephant, at the wondrous and dreadful celestial flock, the hellish baked rock, 
the fields laid waste. 

The argument that hapaxes are used with matters remarkable can be made 
many hapaxes, especially when they are connected to heaven and hell and 
denizens. Many scholars are eager to emend the hapax tal(! (acacia, 
banana ... ) in al-Waqi 'a (56) 29, for example, to tal' (date clusters):97 

among lote-trees thornless/and clustered acacias/in shade endless/and 
water, ceaseless ... 

Stewart remarks of thls passage, "It seems odd that bananas are mentioned 
for they do not occur elsewhere in the Qur'an,"98 and adds, "A reference to 
clusters would make more sense, because dates and date-palms appear fairly 
in the Qur)inic text and would have been an important feature of the 
in which 'the Qur' an was revealed. This is confirmed by the parallel passage 
nakhla basiqatin !aha tal 'un nat;lfd, 'And we have sent down lofty date-palms 
have ranged clusters (50: 1 0). ,;'99 Stewart goes on to say that this emendation 
"a high probability of being correct" because it fits the existing script closely 
produces "a superior reading more in keeping with the immediate context 
with Qur'anic style."100 Of interest is the fact that the parallel passage cited 
Stewart includes the word basiqat, a strict hapax (and given this fact, there .. 
nothing to prevent us from emending tal' to tal(! rather than vice versa ... ). 
natively, if we take into account the fact that the trees described by tal(! 
are unambiguously trees found in Heaven (fijannati l-na 'fm [56:12]), and the 
that the trees described as having tal' nat;lfd are definitely on earth 
madadnaha [50:7]), then I would argue that we can rhetorically expect a hapax 

97 See e.g. Bellamy, "Some proposed emendations to the text of the Koran,'' JAOS 113, 1993, 
Stewart, "Notes," 232-33. 

98 Stewart, "Notes," p. 233. 
99 Ibid. 

100 Ibid .. 
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Furthermore, the number ofhapaxes in the passage (and in the Siira, 
o,uac.ll.l'""'" is high, providing a hapax context for tal(!: sidr is a rarity, makh#d 

and rhyme word, manr;hid is a rarity and rhyme word, and mas/alb is a 
and rhyme word. 101 

om:tui[J.IIltg remarks 

conclusion to his study ofhapaxes in the Bible, Greenspahn sounds a word 
lifcaution that seems to apply equally to analysis of the Qur'an: 

·. ' The variety of interpretations offered for a large number of these words 
· .. · demonstrates adequately that the assumption of textual error is without 
·· • warrant. Though emendations have been proposed for virtually all, in most 

:c cases there are also interpretations which leave the attested forms intact, 
the needs of context while benefiting from the support of the received 

Many such interpretations have achieved a modicum of consensus, 
there are words for which no agreement exists. The fact that a word 

· ·· is rare cannot itself, therefore, support the assertion that it is corrupt. 102 

in their discussion of conjectural emendations in the New Testament, Bruce 
and Bart Ehrman note, also pertinent to the Qur'an: 

typical emendation involves the removal of an anomaly. It must not be 
·overlooked, however, that though some anomalies are the result of corruption 
· the transmission of the text, others may have been either intended or toler-

by the author himself. Before resorting to conjectural emendation, there
fore, the critic must be so thoroughly acquainted with the style and thought of 
the author that a certain anomaly must be judged to be foreign to the author's 
intention.103 · 

foregoing pages will, I trust, have made it even more apparent that it 
extJ:emely important to have a solid understanding of how the words, expres

and locutions in the Qur'an work together. Important also is the need 

·For adumbrations about the Form II verb as a rhyme word and as quasi-quadriliteral, see S.M. 
Toorawa, "Referencing the Qur'iin: A proposal with illustrative translations and discussion,'' JQS 

::9: l, 2007, 141. Cf. Henri Loucel, "Signification du nombre et de Ia frequence des racines verbales 
. ';quadri-consonantiques dans "Ana Al,tyii" de Laylii Ba'albak:I," S/35, 1972, 12!-67, in which he 
· Ba'albalci's quadriliterals to the Qur'an's. I am grateful to Devin Stewart for this 

Greenspahn, Hapax Legomena, 172. 
Metzger and B.D. Ehrman, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, 

Restoration, 4th ed., Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005, 227; cf. 226-31. See also 
Stewart, "Anomalies." 
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to understand better how meaning inheres in the Qur'iin's lexical, uu15u"""'• 
and rhetorical choices before deciding whether a particular lexical item 
"foreign" or whether a particular reading, pointing, or vocalization is faulty. 104 

is my hope that the hapax lists above will contribute to the deepening of 
understanding. 105 

104 See W. Saleh, "The Etymological fallacy and Qur'anic studies: Mul:tammad, paradise and 
Antiquity," in A. Neuwirth, N. Sinai and M. Marx (eds), The Qur'iin in Context: 
Literary Investigations into the Qur'iinic Milieu, Leiden: Brill, 2010,649-98. 

l 05 Since completing this article, I learned of the following online resource, which lists 395 
by root and Siira: <www.islamnoon.com/Derasat!Moajam/moajam_index.htrn> 
February 3; 2011). The list was compiled by Basim Sa'Id al-Bassiiml in 2001. 

Tripartite, but anti-Trinitarian 
formulas in the Qur' anic corpus, 
possibly pre-Qur' anic 

Manfred Kropp 

1nt:roc1m:tio>n to method and results 

iin 112 (al-Ikhla~) is said to be a complete Muslim confession of a strictly 
;iilonothei:stic faith, the very essence of the Qur'anic message on the character of 

But, astonishingly enough, for formal reasons certain voices in the Muslim 
do not consider it to be part of the Qur' iin, properly speaking. In fact, like 

··first Siira (al-Fatil;a; Qur'iin 1), an opening prayer, and the last two Siiras 
113 and 114 ), two prayers invoking shelter and protection against evil 

it is not expressed in direct divine speech. Instead these four pieces belong 
and ritual. Only an introductory formula such as qul, "say," can turn-

artificially - their character into direct divine speech. 
are more peculiar features in Qur'iin 112. Not only are there tremendous 

grarnrrmtical ambiguities and difficulties with it but the tradition does not come to 
explanation of the syntactical structure or the hapax legomenon ~amad, 

is of unclear meaning (verse 2; tradition offers more than a dozen different 
·~--,,-r Also, the attested canonical variants for this short Siira are quite 

and diverge considerably from the canonical text. In fact, one gets the 
rmr"P''""'" here of a living oral tradition. This is in stark contrast to the character 

readings for other parts of the Qur' iinic corpus in general, which have 
of the character of philological (guess )work on a highly ambiguous, undotted 

unvocalized consonantal text. 
·A nnJVma the method and rules of textual criticism to these variant readings as 

were variants in manuscripts yields a surprising result: a tripartite but 
anti-Trinitarian formula. Verse 2 with the enigmatic word al-~amad 

a later gloss and explanation for the problematical term abad (verse 1), an 
""1''"lli>Llu•uofthe type obscuntm per obscurior. The thus reconstructed version is 

more concise, rhetorical and well-constructed according to the rules of 
grammar: a nominal subject followed by two coordinated (conjunction 

verbal predicates, or, alternatively, a short nominal clause followed by two 
phrases with the same subject as the nominal clause, without any coordina

but in harmony with the specific rhetoric staccato-style of such a formula. 
the same kind of formula with the samefo~ila (Qur'anic rhyme) -ad and 

·crucial attribute for God (ale) bad can be reconstructed in another Siira of the 
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Qur'anic corpus where the canonical version hides the original structure 
obfuscates the [Aramaic!] keyword barf) in one long but theoretically and 
tically awkward verse. 

The conclusion proposed in this chapter is that these short and highly 
polemical formulas form part of a pre-Qur'ii.nic heritage. They are Lctll!L'u-u,uuul 

slogans - to be shouted in the streets of Mecca against religious ~rhrPr,,~,.,"" 
opponents- deriving from extra- and possibly pre-Qur'anic materials. They 
received and incorporated- but not without deep changes obfuscating their 
inal structure and meaning - in the later authoritative version of the text. 

The following article does not intend to trace back the whole scientific 
sion of al-Ikhlii$, either in Western or in Muslim scholarship. For this I refer to 
article of A.A. Arnbros, "Die Analyse von Sure 112," which gives the · 
of scholarly work on this text accompanied by thoughtful analysis, especiaUy 
the syntax and the three (!) hapax legomena in this short text of fifteen 
Consequently I will reduce the citations, the footnotes and the bil:1liogra1phiicl 
references - easily to be found in the aforesaid article and in the most 
translations and commentaries of the Qur'ii.n -to the minimum necessary 
presenting the new proposed interpretation - in order to reduce to a 
also the number of"words about words."1 

The text, its variants and problems 

The canonical reading of the rasm and the translation of Marmaduke Pi"kth,,lJ':, 

are as follows: 

Qul: huwa Lliihu al:zad 
2 Alliihu l-samad 
3 lam yalid wa-lam yiilad 
4 wa-lam yalam la-hii lalfit 'an al:zad. 

Say: He is Allah, the One! 
Allah, the eternally Besought of 
He begetteth not nor was m:~~uu.en; 
And there is none comparable to 

The syntax ofthe English translation masks radically the complicated and 
structure ofthe Arabic original, which causes so many discussions among 
commentators. But, on the other hand, and as we will see, it catches im;tinlctivelv;· 
the style of the religio-political and polemical formula that the text finally 
reveal itself to be. 

"Wollte man versuchen, das bestimmten Texten bekundete Interesse zu quantifizieren, indem 
eine numerische Relation zwischen der Uinge des Textes und dem Umfang der diesen 
meten ,Worte Uber Worte' herstellt, dann wllrde unter den Texten arabischer Sprache der Sure 
mit ihren knapp 15 Wortem wohl der erste Rang zufallen." A. Am bros, "Die Analyse von Sure I · 
Arabica 63, 1986,219. One may add that this could well be true for the prayer of"Our 
Christian literature. 

2 This translation is chosen at random; the discussion in the article will show where the problems 
texts are. M. Pickthall's translation is traditionally the most widely accepted by Muslims 
tongue. A lot of Qur' iinic text corpora, including translations in different languages and of 
authors, are to be found on the internet. 
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variant readings are given in a simplified conspectus.3 But the most impor
about this text is that the oldest extant material testimonies are not part of 

Muslim tradition. The mosaic inscription in the (outer) octagonal 
of the Dome of the Rock4 and the legends on dinars and dirhams of the 
'Abd-al-Malik (starting from 77 /696-7Y, as well as a protocol in a bilingual 

papyrus, dating from 88/707-08 (the caliph al-Wal'id is mentioned 
actual ruler)6 antedate for a century or so the oldest parchment fragments of 
and furthermore exhibit important variants to the canonical reading. 

Alliihu l-samad 
"Allah, the eternally Besought 

all!" 
lam yalid wa-lam yl7lad 
"He begetteth not nor was begotten" 

· wa-lam yakun "and is not" 
"for him" 

· · .kufu 'an "comparable" 

. kifo 'an; kifo(n); kafi'an 
(and some more forms). 

Variants 
deest1 
deesf 
al-wiibid "the only one, the unique" 

deest 
al-$amad "the eternally Besought · 
of all!" 

·lam yiilad wa-lqm yalid 
"He was not begotten nor begetteth" 
(inversion of elements). 

deest 
al:zad"none" 
lalfit '9; kuf'an; kaf'an; laifa 'an; kafivan; 

"equal, sufficient?" 
add.: la-hzl "for him" 
lalfit 'an "comparable" 

traditional authorities for the different readings are omitted and the interdependence of the variants 
,; .liromung a continuous reading in the end) must be reconstructed from the details. In fact, a deeper study 

overall structure of the readings would require a complete and space-consuming synaptical 
For further details I refer to: MQ 'Abd-al-La!if a!-Khatib: Mu 'jam al-qira 'at, Damascus: Dar 

2002; MQQ Mu'jam al-qirii'iii al-Qur'iiniyya. Ed. 'Abd-al-'Al Makram. and Al)rnad 
'Umar, Kuwait: Dhiit al-Saliisil, 140211982-1405/1985; A. Jeffery, Materials for the History 

Text of the Qur'iin: The Old Codices, ed. A. Jeffery, Leiden: Brill, 1937. 
'The Arabic lslan:iic inscriptions on the Dome of The Rock in Jerusalem, 72 AH I 692 

Islamic Awareness website, available at <http://www.islamic-awareness.org/Historyllslarn/ 
(with relevant bibliography; accessed February 4, 20 11) based on C. Kessler, 

al-Malik's inscription in the Dome of the Rock: A reconsidemtion," JRAS, 1970, 2-14; E. 
"Forgotten witness: Evidence for the early codification of the Qur' iin," JAOS 118, 1998, 1-14. 

. Cf. A. Ambros, "Analyse von Sure 112," 224-25. . 
· · ·. C.H. Becker, "Das Lateinische in den arabischen Papyrusprotokollen," Zeitschrift fiir Assyriologie 

· imdverwandte Gebiete, 22, 1909, (166-93) 171-73. 
.. on 'Abd-al-Malik's dirham. 

in the inscription of the Dome of the Rock; cf. C. Kessler," 'Abd al-Malik's inscription", p. 8 
68) and the protocol of the bilingual papyrus; cf. C. H. Becker, "Das Lateinische", p. 172. 
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The variants offer, exceptionally in the Qur'anic tradition, all of the cmrra<;•ertsm;~, 
of a vivid oral tradition: omission of words, substitution of words, change in 
order (indicated in the apparatus by deest corresponding to a following add.), 
in vocalization up to the extreme change in the consonantal rasm (variants to 

The main difficulties of the canonical reading lie with the three (Qur' 
hapax legomena (al;ad [v.l]; a(i-(iamad (v.2]; laifit' [v.4]); the sheer number 
variants to the word laifit ' and the number of explanations and meanings given 
a(i-(iamad indicate that there is a major problem here of comprehension. 10 To · 
are linked enormous syntactical difficulties and anomalies if one intends - as .· 
orthodox reader and commentator normally does - to construct a . 
fluent, nay elegant, text instead of being satisfied by a sequence of rather short 
isolated statements, such as the English translation of v.2: "Allah, the 
Besought of all!" 

Verse 1: syntactical structure and ai.Jad or el}ad as a 
foreign word 

The introductory qui, "say," is simply an instrUment meant to integrate this . 
into the direct divine message. The first problematic point is the function of · 
initial huwa, "he is." If it is omitted, as it is in many variants, and even one 
uted to Mui;Iammad himself, 11 then the rest of the verse is a simple nominal 
Allah is "one"; the second verse then becomes a postponed apposition to 
subject, "Allah, the eternally Besought by all!" or it remains an isolated 
tion. If huwa is kept, the syntactical structure changes. 

The word huwa would seem to be a pronominal subject in anaphora, 
referring to an extra-textual situation furnished by the tradition: 1vuu,1l1JWllt"u~~ 
asked by Meccan unbelievers, Jews or Christians, "What is the nature of 
God?" The answer comes: "He is ... " The following A/liih is in ap)Jositi.oll, 
leaving al;ad as the only predicate and consequently isolating verse 2. 
tively there are two predicates (Alliih, al;ad) which are not in congruence as 
determination is concerned, followed by a possible third one (verse 2). Or 
a kind of {iamfr al-sha 'n, a resumptive pronoun meaning "it is so then: .. ·· 
followed by the predicate al;zad; then one can opt for verse 2, making it a 
predicate, not in congruence with the first one, or making it a remote and 
poned apposition. 12 

. 

Before discussing the exceptional use of the word a!; ad, which makes·' 
semantic and functional hapax: legomenon in the Qur'anic context, a third 
bility should be considered. There may well be a hitherto unseen AI:~m:atcJ:SD 

I 0 It takes A.A. Ambros ("Analyse von Sure 112") four pages to discuss the meaning and 
function of abad, but eighteen pages to do the same for al-0amad. 

II A.A. Arilbros, "Analyse von Sure 113," 227. 
12 As a rule as well that one has to be aware of, in light of the highly rhetorical and poetical 

the text, license is taken for the sake of rhyme or rhythm. 
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'"'n~~"'""' 13 if we take huwa as a focusing pronoun equivalent to Syriac hii den 
"As far as God is concerned/But God is ... " This could well fit into 
explanations of al;ad as a formally and functionally foreign word (e.g. 
or Aramaic). 

No1twilthsltan,ding, the root of the word al;ad is very common in Arabic and other 
languages, in general meaning "one." The specific form al;ad, frequently 

in the Qur'iin (compare to verse 4!)- has the meaning "anyone;" in negative 
it can mean "none; nobody."14 The sense of"the only one, unique" occurs 

(Alliih) wiil;zid15 - as in some of the canonical variants - and when the root 
as an accusative adverb: Alliih wal;da-hii. 16 Thus al;zad is peculiar in this 
One could adduce the necessary rhyme -ad (instead of -id as in wiil;id) as 

arg111mtmt; but the Qur' anic fo(iila is not as strict as poetic rhyme and would 
this alternative. When considering this awkwardness with the syntactical 

one cannot but think of foreign influence, first of all of shama ' Yisrii 'el, 
elohe-mi Yahweh el;(b)ad (Dt. 6:4), and, eventually, of its Aramaic -

and Christian- parallels. 17 

2: the Lord or unified in the Trinity? 

accepts this interpretation, the function of verse 2 becomes clear. As in 
other cases in the Qur'anic corpus, a strange or foreign word is explained by 

Arabic translation or paraphrase which can be, but is not necessarily 
by the rhetorical question wa-mii adrii-ka "and what lets you know 

The curious point in this analysis is that we have an explanation of the type 

.· owe this point to C. Luxenberg, who kindly discussed this matter with me. 
· Q 72:18; 72:20; 33:39; and numerous examples are to be found easily in concordances of the 
Qur'an, as, e.g., Mul,lammad Fu'iid 'Abd-al-Biiqi, AI-Mu 'jam al-mufahras li-a!fi'4 ai-Qur'an 

Cairo: Dar al-I;!adith, 1988 (first printed 1364/1945); for a first orientation on Qur'anic 
roots and their specific usage, A.A. Ambros, A Concise Dictionary of Koranic Arabic 

rw: •• !..mlon• Reichert, 2004) is most useful. 
171 (ilah wabid); 5:73 (ilia llah wabid); 12:39 (Allah al-watzid al-qahhiir); this term can 

and indefinite, as a nominal component of the clause as well as predicative. 
(/i-na 'buda Llaha watzda-hil "so we my serve God alone"); it is to be found in the 

"confession of faith" on the reverse of' Abd-al-Malik's dinars and dirhams, which already 
.me:ntioned Iii iliiha i/lii Lliihu watzda-hii Iii sharfka la-hii "there is no God but God alone; he has no 

is not new and has been discussed many times; cf. with caution ("weniger plausibel als 
· .. "C:•vieUleicl~t-auf den ersten Blick") Ambros, "Analyse von Sure 112," 227 and n. 14; (now!) much 

A. Neuwirth, Zur Komposition der mekkanischen Suren, 2nd edition, Berlih: de 
"[Q 112] Sein Anfangsvers ... ist eine freie Dbersetzung des jUdischen 

· Ghmbllns]Jek,enntnh:ses, ... , dessen Schlilsselwort "Einer," ehad, in arabischer Lauhrng atzad, im 
noch durchklingt." 

Q 69:3; 74:27, for introduced translations or paraphrases; Q 85:5 is an example of an 
equivalent for a preceding unknown or uncommon word; consequently "the fuel-fed fire" 

paraphrase for preceding ukhdiid, which must mean "hell-fire," and cannot mean "ditch"; cf. 
Kropp, "Chaire europeenne. Etudes coraniques," Annuaire du College de France, Cours et 

Resumes 118, 2007--08, (783-99) 786-87. 
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obscurum per obscurior, as the key-term :;amad is also a hapax legomenon, 
one that puzzled the minds of medieval Muslim commentators. 

When it comes to Western scholarship all available arms in comparative 
Semitic etymology were called upon, even comparison as far-fetched as with · 
Ugaritic and Old-Aramaic words.19 Etymologies and parallels taken from · 
or Ancient Syria (viz. that :;amad is an epithet of the ancient Syrian god 
"the one who hits with his mace") may be of linguistic interest but are of no help . •· 
for understanding the Qur'iinic text. The most common proposed explanations·. 
can be divided into two directions. 

First, :;am ad is an Arabic word with a wide range of meanings, from "compact, .•· 
massive, undivided" to "lord and provider" and "etemal."2° For the last meaning 
the vague phonetic assonance to the equally unclear sarmad(i)21 may play a role. 
For the general meaning "compact" and its derivatives, the word would be thought . 
of as a polemical monotheistic and anti-Trinitarian epithet of God, possibly used · 
already in pre-Islamic times for the "High-God" of the Meccan Ka 'ba. Sam ad . 
"lord and provider" is used in light of the eminent qualities of an Arab sayyid 
(nobleman) who is "besought of all" in all ki~ds of distress and di:fficulty.22 

Muslim tradition has in fact a predilection for this interpretation. If this is 
meaning then I add the idea that it is the translation of the qere Adonay, 
Lord," for the ktfb, YHWH. This fits well into the proposed function of the 
as a (later) explanation or paraphrase. 

The other direction derives the word in question from the Aramaic (Syriac) root: 
"1/SMD (going ultimately back to the Semitic root, present in Arabic and · · · 
languages "1/l;>MD), "to bind (together)," against the verdict of A. Schall, "liegen · 
zu weit ab."23 C. Luxenberg24 proposes :;am 'fda, ''bound together, united," meaning .. · 
the Trinitarian God in his undivided Trinity, and refers to relevant passages 
Syriac theological writings. Without going into the details, I would note that this 
would be a definitely pro-Trinitarian statement that would not fit with the theo
logical messages of the verses around it. 

Further study and investigation must concentrate on the very nature 
function of this verse. Is it a concise, but deep and sharply formulated tlle:olc,mc:al 
"confession of faith" in a strict sense, in which one can expect precise terminology? 
Or is it a religio-political slogan, where polemical and immediately impressive 
formulations outweigh theological subtleties? In this chapter I will argue that this 

19 For all details cf. Ambros, "Analyse von Sure 112," 227-44. 
20 Thus "eternally" in M. Pickthall's translation 
21 Q 28:71-72; A. Ambros, Concise Dictionary, 133. 
22 A. Schall, "Coranica," Orientalia Suecana, Stockholm: Almquist & Wiksell, 33-35, 1 

371-73, adduces Arabic eindid (pl.eanadid), "leader, nobleman," as derived from the same root.· 
23 See ibid., 373. 
24 C. Luxenberg, "Zur Morphologie und Etymologie von syro-aram!lisch satana = Satan und 

koranisch-arabisch sha}'\an," in C. Burgmer (ed.) Streit urn den Koran, Berlin: Schiler, 2001; · 
(69-82) 80, n.l. 
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is a later addition to the "possibly pre-Qur' iinic formula, "25 which was just such 

3: absolutely no divine begetting, expressed 
merismwn 

3 offers no lexical or syntactical difficulties; but there are some remarks -
banal to a connoisseur- to be made. First, the (negative) perfect in this 

as well as in verse 4 (lam yalid, lam yl7Zad, !ani yakun) is extra-temporal and 
.-----··-- absolute and ever-valid statements. Second, the construction "lam + 
anocon,ate (short imperfect)" to indicate negative past is reserved to written 
1 i)U:I.lluiiru and Classical) Arabic in modem times, in contrast to the spoken Arabic 
.•au;0ua5"'~ which do not possess this construction. This could lead to the conclu

to see here definitely an element of elevated language in the Qur'an which 
have been introduced apres coup in the text (in the way the hamza was 

.irttroducecl). because this would have meant frequent and rather radical changes of 
rasm. But there are good arguments and indications that this construction 

part of the spoken - perhaps in contrast to the poetical koine vulgar -
·'-'""!!.u"!!."' in antiquity. It is to be found in the Nemara-inscription (dating from AD 

line 4: fa-lam yabligh malik mablaghah, "no king reached his rank") and, 
importantly for our argument, in a bilingual (Greek and Arabic written in 
letters) fragment of Psalm 78:30, dating perhaps from the beginning of the 
century AD, published by .B. Violef6 (wa-lam yu 'dimzl shahwat-om, 

·. "'"'''"r" they had satisfied their desire"). This would then be a special feature, 
1-UillllJluuto spoken and later Classical Arabic until at least the eighth century AD, 

then lost in the spoken varieties. 

· : .. Ambros comes near to my present estimation when he proposes to see the choice of the word $amad 
. as dictated by t,lanirat al-shi 'r ("poetic necessity"), in this case fur a word with the ending -ad that 

· ..• matches the rhyme: "Es ist gewiB nicht llberfllissig zu betonen, daJ3 die Oberlegung, es konnte sich bei 
: ~amad urn ein bloBes, formal-asthetisch motiviertes 'FUllsel' ohne scharfe semantisch-theologische 

· • .· Intention handeln, nur mit groBer Reserve geiiuBert werden kann. Zuniichst mages ja nahezu wie ein 
anmuten, wenn die Textbedeutung dieses Wortes, das llber so lange Zeit den Gegenstand 

. Bemiihungen der Exegeten gebildet hat (his zu dem Punkt, da darin eine mystische Summe 
' der glittlichen Eigenschaften erblickt wurde) nun quasi als Scheinproblem der Koranwissenschaft 
. abgelegt wllrde." A. Ambros, "Analyse von Sure 112," 243-44. A cynical historian like me may well 
add: this in fact is a very typical development in the history of human thinking, especially when reli-
gion and religious texts are concerned. The original intentions and meanings of a text are nearly 
nothing in comparison to what subsequent generations read or want to read and to interpret into it. 
And, as a conclusion and in humility a historian may say: what modern and positive scholarship can 
and will find out about the original Qur'iin will have a minimal, if any, impact on contemporary Islam 
and Muslims, and - said in paradoxical cynicism - rightly so. 
B. Violet, Ein zweisprachiges Psalmfragment aus Damaskus. Berichtigter Sonderabzug aus der 

. Litteraturzeitung, 1901, Berlin: Peiser, 1902, col. 8 and 10. The language of the 
;· Arabic version is clearly spoken Arabic, not Classical or Qur'anic. 
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A third point is rather surprising and must be raised and discussed 
Philological and theological idiosyncrasy is found in the learned speculation 
interpretation of the second statement lam yz7lad, "He was not begotten. "27 But 
position of the two elements shows (once again in this study) the imnn1rt~,,,.p 
rhyme to the Qur' an, as the logical sequence would be lam yz7lad wa-lam 
Ambros comes near to the point, when he states lam yiilad may be a 
parallel motivated by the rhyme. But he fails to cite the relevant stylistic 
the figura etymologica figuring in this passage as well as in many others in 
Qur'an and generally very frequent in the Arabic language: expressio 
merismum. With this device the two extreme parts are meant to represent 
entire range of meaning in between; the interpreter should not give any 
meaning or weight to the two extremities.29 Thus the appropriate translation, 
trying to imitate the specific Arabic (and Semitic) style, could be: "And He 
absolutely nothing to do with begetting!" 

Verse 4: the consequences of non-initial hamza inserted 
into Qur'iinic language 

The original language offue Qur'an is characterized by the loss of hamza 
stop) in nearly every instance offue non-initial position, as clearly rer1ectea 
complicated orthographical rules of canonical Qur'anic Arabic and later vu1~~''""' 

27 The current Muslim explanation is that God is without beginning from all eternity. But 
rather banal and would not require the metaphorical use of the image of begetting for his 
into existence. 

28 On this cf. Ambros, "Analyse von Sure 112," 244. "Die Frage, was kufu' in v. 4 
bedeuten soli, graviert deshalb so sehr, wei! bei der Annahme von 'Gefahrtin' die drei Ne~mticmen 
in v. 3-4 exakt den drei Personen der christlichen Trinitiit nach islamischer Au:ttassun:~·. 
entsprechen (lam yalid- 'Vater', lam yz7lad- 'Sohn,' lam yakun lahii kufo 'an al;ad
Leider sehen wir keine Miiglichkeit, durch intem-koranische oder exteme (philologische 
linguistische) Beibringungen zu einer Entscheidung bezUglich kujit' zu gelangen. Halt man 
daB lam yalid ebenso gut die Allah-Kindschaft anderer Wesen (insb. von al-Lat usw.; vgl. 
53, 19f.) in Abrede stellen kann (wie in der koranwissenschaftlichen Literatur 
ausgefiihrt wurde) und daB lam yzilad sehr wohl auch bloB parallelistisch und durch 
motiviert sein kann (bzw. ganz allgemein die Urewigkeit Allahs emphatisieren soil), daB 
ebenso vie! dafiir, das der 'negative Reflex' derTrinitat aufKoninzidenz, nicht Intention 
(Ambros, "Analyse von Sure 112," 245). His argument comes out of his very bnefcon'Sid•eration. 
of laifu '. His first agnostic skepticism about latfo' will be shown to be unn.ecessru:y 
following discussion of verse 4. Moreover, his parallel between ~al;iba ("The female cornpanio1n;"c' 
Q 6: 10 l; 72:3) and kujit 'reveals a false reading in two Qur' iinic passages, as will be den1onstraied . 
below. 

29 For another example I cite only Q 85:3: wa-shahid wa-mashhzid, which means simply "by the 
of an absolute/absolutely true testimony." 
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for representing this consonant in the non-initial position.30 Now, the hapax 
kufu ', in the presumed indefinite accusative lalfit 'an, is derived, 

to the canonical reading, from a verb ill', a class which is not regularly 
""""lP.rlm•" by Arabic grammarians. For the sake of brevity suffice it to say that 

verbs ill' merge with ill w or y.31 They may leave traces of their original 
field, but as a general rule all of these three classes are closely related 

(fil•orpbologj'callii and semantically) and may ultimately go back to one proto-class; 
·cor!SectueJltly there is one proto-root for each of the three possible roots. Semantic 
litliere:nc<:s are then revealed as later secondary differentiations out of the common 

which can be attributed to the proto-root. The great variety of the readings 
word in question bears testimony to these facts. The variants vary, even in the 

~ns(>naJltalrasm, between the (Classical Arabic) roots --iKF', --iKFW, and --iKFY. 
this point let us look at the syntactical structure of verse 4 proposed by fue 

reading: 

la-hz7 
prepositional complement 
(to the following object) 

abad(un) 
subject 

rather unusual sequence of the elements may well be explained by <}an/rat 
'r ("poetic necessity"): the rhyme -ad is represented by the subject which 
fuen be in the last position. Otherwise the word lalfit 'an and its case (inde

accusative) are keys to understanding the syntactical construction of 
verse and thus its meaning. The verb kana, "to be," takes its predicate in the 

'"""""g·ti', "p (in Classical Arabic). Consequently the prepositional complement 
"to him," refers to the following lalfit 'an, "equal." 

Arabic represented by the pure consonantal text (rasm) of the Qur'iin was of the. same type as 
.. ·. the modern living Arabic languages, i.e. among other characteristics the already mentioned loss of 

.. 'hamza, dropping of short vowels at the endings of the word, consequently no inflectional cases for 
the noun nor modes of the verb in the prefix conjugation, etc. I am basing my considerations on the 

·~ still valuable study of K. Vollers, Volkssprache und sdhrijisprache im a/ten Arabien, StraBburg: 
· ,-,- Trilbner, 1906 and J. Owens, A Linguistic History of Arabic, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

The few phenomena in the Qur'anic rasm which seem to contradict this statement cannot be 
' :discussed here in detail. The non-existence of hamza if not in initial position and its subsequent and . 

'later introduction into the text are the only phenomena relevant for the present discussion; and they 
are not too controversial in Muslim tradition and Western scholarship. 
Cf. K. Vollers, Volkssprache, 83-97, about the hamza in the Qur' an; 83 for the verb classes III', w, and 

:, y. This is illustrated in an anecdote about readers of the Qur' iin who discuss if in a certain verse one 
.., has to read bada 'na, badayna or even badawna (K.. Vollers, Volkssprache, 85). The number of variant 
:·readings attested in the qira 'at ( cf. Mu 'jam al-qira 'at al-Qur'aniyya, ed. AJ:unad 'Umar and 'Abd 
a!-' AI Mukarram, Tehran: Dar al-Uswa Ii-I-Tibii' a wa-1-Nashr, 1426) for other verbs retained as clas

' •. sica! III' gives further exrunples; e.g. shat' (Q 48:29) and the many variant forms for the verb haza 'a. 



256 Manfred Kropp 

Now the verb kana, "to be," is frequently used with the preposition li-, 
with the meaning "to have"; the thing possessed is the grammatical subject 
verb; the possessor is expressed by the noun or pronoun governed by the 
tion. If one cuts out the element kufu 'an, "equal," the remaining phrase takes 
simple meaning '"and he has none." But this phrase would be incomplete, so 
key to the interpretation of this phrase is the function ofthe word ku.fu 'an. 
tedly one could take this word as a free adverbial complement referring to 
whole phrase and not as an direct object to the verb kana ("to be"). The 
would then mean: "And he has none as/in quality of an equal." The "v''"uu ..... ,vu 
is, however, rather tortuous and unusual, and so a fresh interpretation of kufit 
is called for. 

Certainly, the root >/K.F' has to be ruled out for Qur'anic Arabic.32 Thus 
must consider the merged root >/K.F-'y which has- as the accepted >/K.FY 
Standard Arabic- the general meaning "to be enough; to be sufficient (for a 
etc.); to suffice." From this general meaning are derived "to protect" and 
contend with," which comes near or equals "equal, rival," in the canonical 
pretations of Sura 112. When the hamza in kufit 'an is eliminated and the ra~m 
this word is read without the shaping Classicar Arabic, the forms would be 
wan or kuf(u)wan (as attested in variants). These nouns then can be taken as 
"vulgar" form ofClassical/aifu '.33 The form fit '/-normally a concrete noun or 
infinitive - has the tendency to insert a secondary vowel and to form fu 'ul. As 
infinitive the form kalzif(u)w is equivalent to classical kifoya, "sufficiency; 
on the sufficient, right level," which appears, not by chance, among the 
changing) variants. The phrase of verse 4 could then be translated: "And He 
none to (His) sufficiency I to (His) level I rank." 

The variant given in the inscription in the Dome of the Rock offers 
opportunity to go even a step further in interpretation of verse 4. There in fact 
final a/if is lacking; the noun appears in the nominative. This can be ex]Jla:ine1t 
away easily by a probable haplography, given that the last word starts with an 
But a final a/if must not necessarily indicate a long final vowel -a, or -an, 
tively, if taken as a case-marker. As an a/if al-wiqiiya, it is added graphi:cally 
without being pronounced to a final long vowel-ii. This purely graphical usage · 
confined in Classical Arabic to cases in which this long vowel represents 
specific grammatical category (e.g. third-person plural endings of the 
whereas in Qur'anic orthography it can be added to every final-ii. Reading 
(or kafii)34 one could assume a hybrid word triggered by Aramaic (Syriac) in 

32 The attestations of this root in pre-Islamic poetry, often cited by the Muslim commentators, 
either built in clear imitation of the Qur' anic text or refer to a different semantic field of this 
attested in other Semitic languages (e.g. Classical Ethiopic [GQ 'Qz]): "to fall down; to be 
(bad); to fall down." 

33 Cf., e.g., Q 25:41 huzuwan, derived from the root --/HZ' where this "vulgar" form is received 
in the standard reading; cf. Ambros, Concise Dictionary, 279. 

34 I owe the following to long oral and written discussions with C. Luxenberg, who is about 
publish a separate and detailed study on Sura 112; For now see C. Luxenberg, "Zur Morph.olo,gie,' 
80, n.l. 
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(fa 'z7! as an active participle, as inforiiq) and in the meaning. For this last 
one has to think of the normal Syriac equivalent for Arabic kafo, "to 
. sfaq. The semantic field of this verb sfaq is not congruent with that of the 
one. It has the special meaning, derived from the general meaning "to be 

to" (which is present also in Arabic), "to understand." Without entering into 
details of this and other possible Aramaic (Syriac) calques35 in the passage 

following interpretation is possible: "And none is able to understand it (i.e. the 
of the character of God)." 

between this meaning and that mentioned above ("And He has none 
sufficiency I to [His }level I rank."), a further investigation into the nature 
original function of this text is necessary. For the moment the first one 
rank") seems to fit the context better. 

tripartite and anti-Trinitarian formula in 
Qur'an 

putting together the different parts into a coherent interpretation and trans
the discovery of another tripartite but anti-trinitarian formula in the Qur' 1in 
briefly presented. In the Qur'an only, numerous parallel passages to Q 112 

. u,uuu11cm15 the keywords walad and abad are to be found (which is not really 
sillpri:sin:g, seeing that it is somewhat the core of Qur'iinic theology). The discov-

parallels in synopsis yield further synonyms or substitutes, especially for 
and ku.fu '.Most of them lack, however, the character of a precise and preg-

slogan, except one which had to be discovered and reconstructed out of its 
canonical reading, which totally obfuscates the original wording and 

syirtactical structure. 
word walad in the Qur'iin is mostly found in regulations about heritage, 

..• u>l~"'-'li:11JlY in Siira 4. The expression walad Allah, "Son of God," is found in Q 
1; 19:91; 37:12;36 and 43:81. Most important for our purposes is 6:101: 

khaliqu a-samawat wa-1-arr;/! anna yalalnu la-hz7 waladun wa-lam yalam 
la-hz7 ~abibatzm wa-khalaqa latlla shay' in wa-huwa bi-latlli shay 'in 'alfm 

"The Originator ofthe heavens and the earth! How can He have a child, when 
there is for Him no consort, when He created all things and is aware of all 
things?" 

The assumption of such a linguistic calque can also to a new interpretation ofQ 85:8 and the verb 
,. naqama, "to take revenge." The corresponding Syriac verb tba' has among others the (general) 

, · .. meaning "to ask for, to demand," which gives a new plausible interpretation to the passage; cf. 
:M. Kropp, "Chaire europeenne," 787-88 . 

. Embedded in the story of Jonah and connected with the question of the gender to which angels 
·,belong. Thus one could understand here, "sons or daughters of God." 
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"Creator of heaven and earth" or "Lord of heaven and earth" is an important 
element which seems to be part of the Muslim answer to the Nicene Creed and is 
possibly represented in Q 112 by $amad. The word of ~al;ziba, "the (female) 
consort," seems at first glance logical. However, by examining the other parallel 
passages we will see that this reading and interpretation is too smooth and 
and, above all, against the basic tenets ofQur'anic theology. For the other r"'''""'"r·. 
passages, the word walad figures always in the verbal expression ittak:hadha 
waladan, '\He has taken for himself a child/son," which in fact proves to be the 
basic and essential formula. 37 Ambros38 offers a good conspectus of the diffen~nt 
constructions and meanings of this verbal phrase, from the concrete "to take 
to "to make s.th. out of s.th., to turn into." He does not look, however, for one 
the most important constructions: direct accusative object and mclet,err:nm:ate:,_~

adverbial accusative (for which he gives only ittak:hadhahu huzuwan, "take s.th. 
a joke= to mock"39

), which here would be ittak:hadhahu waladan "to take smne<Jne 
as a child, son to adopt(!)" The indeterminate accusative then is to be taken 
adverbial, not as the direct object, which in most cases is not expressed in 
respective Qur'iinic passages. It forms one precise verb ("to adopt") 
with the rather periphrastic basic verb ittak:hadha. The consequences for the 
theological - interpretation are obvious: this formula is polemically directed ·• 
against the (Nestorian) adoptionists, while lam yalid or its similar is in direct oppo~ · 
sition to the Chalcedonian expression: "only-begotten and first-born son of God.'' 

Q 25:2, al-Furqan,40 is presented here as an illustrative example which 
all the needed parallels to Q 112: 

alladhf la-hii mulk:u 1-samawati wa-1-arrji wa-lam yattak:hidh 
wa-lam yalam la-hz7 sharik:un fi 1-mulk:i wa-k:halaqa latlla shay 'in fa-,qa~taa
rahu taqdfran. 

"He unto Whom belongeth the Sovereignty of the heavens and the earth, 
hath chosen no son nor hath He any partner in the Sovereignty. He 
created everything and hath meted out for it a measure.'' 

37 Akhadha, in its eighth stem, ittakhadha, is one of the most irregular verbs in the Qur'iin (as 
ited by the variant readings), and at the same time one of the most used (and colloquial) ones; 
K. Vollers, "Volkssprache," 40, 90, 120 and 192. I might add here that Vollers' "l:'olge111ng:en'' 
(Volkssprache 175-85) is among the important and fascinating analyses of the Qur'iinic 
of the 'Arabiyya, and of their relationship to (historical) spoken Arabic. It is one of the "'"'"u"""·· · 
facts in the history of research and scholarship that the verdict of a single person- albeit 
-caused it to be neglected and nearly forgotten for so long. 

38 Ambros, Concise Dictionary, 22. 
39 Other nouns attested in this function in the Qur'an: khalilan "as a friend" (Q 4: 125) -

"as God" (Q 26:29)- sabilan "take one's way" (Q 18:61)- 'ahdan "take as obligation or 
(Q 19:78), etc. 

40 There are many other relevant passages, easily to be found by looking up the attestations of 
khadha waladan in the concordances (MQ; MQQ or using electronic text corpora); e.g. Q 
10:68; 17:11; 18:4; 19:35; 19:88; 19:92; 21:26; 23:91; (43,16: ittakhadha banat 
daughters"). 
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sum, each of the three principal elements of Q 112 corresponds to a group of 
terms or expressions found in parallel passages: 

Q 112:1-2: al;zad, $amad versus: wal;zid, wal;zda-hii; ghanf, qahhar, k:haliqu 
k:ulla shay 'in, la-hii mulku al-samawat wa-l-arrj (among others); 
Q 112:3: lam yalid wa-lam yiilad versus rna ttakhadha I lam yattakhid 
waladan 
Q 112:4: lam yalam la-hii laifwan al;zad versus la sharlka la-hfi (fi l-mulki). 

in mind these tripartite and anti-Trinitarian formulas, well arranged 
.u~·-v"u.'-"15 the aforementioned categories of divine epithets, clearly answering to 
'·re1me1~1nre assertions in the Christian (Nicene) Creed, let us read al-Jinn (72) 3: 

wa-annahu ta 'ala jaddu rabbina rna ittak:hadha $al;zibatan wa-la waladan. 

"And (we believe) that He- exalted be the glory of our Lord! -hath taken 
neither wife nor son!" 

case of Q 112:4 demonstrated that uncertainties of reading and interpretation 
be signaled by a large number of variants. In this verse the uncertainty is clear 

in the translation.41 The pious exclamation is unusual and is found in a very 
position and formulation.· The verb ta 'lila, "be He exalted," normally 

alone42 and refers simply to God, not to one of his qualities. The impressive 
of variants and readings, some of which change the rasm of the text,43 could 

that there was a vivid oral tradition regarding this verse. But an analysis 
variants shows that they reflect rather the philological difficulties caused by 

misreading ·of the keyword in this passage and the subsequent guesswork 
interpreters who in fact had no authentic oral tradition, or, even worse, used 

effort to hide the original wording of this passage. 

Better said, the translations; by far the most extravagant in tackling this passage is Paret's: "Unser 
Herr, der Inbegriff von GlUck und Segen, er ist erhaben!" to which an additional commentary in 

footnote is added: "Das GlUck Gadd) unseres Herrn ist erhaben." 
Or in the expanded form sub(tanahu wa-ta 'ala, "be He praised and exalte~" 
ta 'alajaddu rabbina "be exalted the majesty/the fortune of our Lord." 

ta 'alajuddu rabblna, ta 'alajlddu rabbtna, (dialectal) variants of the wordjadd. 
ta 'ala jaddun, rabbuna, "be exalted the Grandeur (in general), our Lord" jadd and rabbuna in 

ta 'ala.jadda rabbuna, "be He exalted, our Lord is maguificent." 
ta 'alajaddan rabbuna, "be He exalted, seriously(!) our Lord." 
ta 'ala jiddan rabbuna, "be He exalted, verily, our Lord" (as if there were degrees to 

exaltation). 
ta 'alajada rabblna, "be exalted the gift(?) of our Lord (change ofrasm). 
Ia 'alajalalu rabbina, "be exalted the majesty of our Lord (change ofrasm). 
ta 'ala dhikru rabbtna, "be exalted the memory of our Lord" (substitution of a whole word). 
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Having in mind now the three categories of the tripartite and anti-Tri.nitariatn; 
formula, we recognize ittalchadha waladan as the second (placed third for the 
ofthe rhyme); ittakhadha .ya/:zibatan-'- which still has to be discussed in its 
reading - represents in fact the third (shar'ilc) if we take for the moment 
"consort" as "partner." Thus we have to discover the first category (abad, 
or la-hzl l-mullc or similar) in the remaining words - and we easily do this 
cancelling the dot in the presumed "majesty, fortune,"jadd lJad, "the one," is 
fact the required word and concept, no matter that it is apparently in an =·"lll"'" 
form.44 This leads irnrnediately to the discovery of the tripartite structure of 
passage, indicated by the - not perfect45 

- rhyme in -ad. Thus we present 
reconstructed reading46 and translation: 

. . . innahzl- ta 'ala- bad! Rabbina ma (i)ttakhad- .yababa wa-la walad! 
..:_ I -I ..:_ I_:_ I -I ..:_ I ..:_ I -I ..:_ 147 

" ... He- exalted be He- is One! Our Lord did not adopt- neither 
(in his sovereignty) nor a son!" 

The very concrete and human idea of a consort for having a son from the 
beginning seems too banal and in any case unacceptable as a theological 
even when willingly misunderstood by an ideological adversary. In the context 
the passage with the expression ittalchadha-waladan it is simply not needed, 
it is adoption which is presumed, discussed and naturally rejected. This leads 
cally to the reading .yababa,48 "companions, company," which is furthermore 
perfect semantic parallel to sharllc, "partner," and- as has been demonstrated
kufu '! laifw, "equal, on the same level," in Q 112:4. This "partner," or 
"partnership," does not refer to the Holy Spirit,49 as has been speculated,S0 but 

44 One could think of a kind of haplography or other reasons for the elision of the a/if of al;ad; 
that would lead back to the discussion of this word in verse 1 ofQ 112. 

45 Unless we consider a dialectal form, ittakhad, for this verb which anyway is multi-faceted in 
Qur'an. 

46 Here I include some linguistic features (not in accordance with Classical Arabic) and the 
reading 0a[laba, "companions, partuers," instead of 0ii[liba, "consort." These cannot be 
detail, which would require a separate study. Thus some short remarks must suffice. The short 
i in rabbinii is not a case marker, since we assume original Qur' iinic Arabic to be caseless. It is in 
an epenthetic vowel caused by the structure of the syllables as it exists in many of the modem 
ants of spoken Arabic (cf. J. Owens, Linguistic History, 107...{)8). The form of ittakhad, as 
indicated, includes an initial a/if, dictated by the rhythm of the sentence. The final diil 
could well be a vulgar form of the word, or it may come from t;lanirat al-shi 'r, "poetic MOoa••''h• "' · 

4 7 The very regular and pregnant rhythmic structure is remarkable: seven syllables and 
rically placed accents in each verse. The structure of the formula in Q 112 is less 
follows at least the rule of increasing syllables (i.e. the longest one at the end), as the three 
have a pattern of 5 - 7- 9 syllables, with two accents in every phrase. 

48 There are other morphological forms for the plural or collective of 0ii[lib, "companion;" 0al;aba 1 

chosen here for rhythmical reasons. 
49 Which is, in fact, grammatically feminine in Arabic. 
50 Cf. Ambros, "Analyse von Sure 112," 244--45. 
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second part of qualities and epithets referring to the "Son" in the (Nicene) 
very God of very God, of one essence with His Father, by Whom the worlds 

established and everything was created. 51 • 

further conclusions can be drawn on the basis of a new analysis of these 
. If it is true that kujw, .yababa, and sharfk are references to the "homoou

and its paraphrases in the Christian (Nicene) creed, then shirk is nothing else 
assuming, believing and defending this tenet; consequently the omni-present 

in the Qur'an must be Trinitarian Christians.52 

point has to be stressed. Al-Jinn is a remarkable piece in the Qur'an, 
from the literary point of view. The partial transfer of the religious 

and the preaching of God's message from the human world to that of 
spirits (jinn) is an ingenious literary device which does not lack some 

and irony- qualities not always present with this text and its author(s) . 
~ w.wv.llll'J'" this device needs to be analyzed under the aspects and premises of 

speech-act theory. The discourse in this Sura involves different speakers, and 
.,-·-··-····J of the narrator is unclear. This is a most complicated text, where the 

religious medium builds up his own world, which could be quite remote 
the concrete historical situation he actually lives in. 53 

recycled passage in Q 72:3 

comparison between the reconstructed formula and its canonical reading 
den10n:stra1tes that there are rnisreadings (e.g. bad as a foreign word designating 

of the essentials of God's nature), or better, changes which can be explained 
by ignorance or by an intention to hide the original wording. Others, such 

,.,, ... ,., •• _ .... J the Qur'an is anti-binarian (not anti-Trinitarian), since it insists on refuting the Son as 
. by God the Father, and the Son as equal in essence and as a partuer in the creation of the 

· . :world. Theological utterances and tenets about the Holy Spirit, which have clear echoes in the 
• Qur'an (e.g. Q 2:87; 2:253; 4:171, etc.), are acceptable because they enter into the normal frame
. ·,work and character of anthropomorphic metaphors of God's nature. 

It is true that the term sh.r.k. is attested in epigraphic South Arabian inscriptions in the - very 
-sense of"paganism; polytheism". This, in fact, does not affect the result of our analysis 
this word means in the Qur'an. A word in context has not its etymological or historical 

but its specific one required by the context and meant by the authors of the text. On the 
. contrary, the one who chose, perhaps very consciously, this special term for designating his reli

adversaries, could well have meant that Trinitarian Christians are nothing better than 

is in fact a program for a whole series of studies to be made on the Qur' anic corpus. I 
for my ignorance of relevant English literature and cite only three German 

,;mtonclgratphs which opened for me new horizons in Qur'anic studies: P. von Polenz, Deutsche 
Satzsemantik: Grundbegriffe des Zwischen-den-Zeilen-Lesens, Berlin: de Gruyter, 1985; P. Kilhn 

::: 'Mehrfachadressienmg: Untersuchungen zur adressatenspezifischen Polyvalenz sprachlichen 
'c '.·naJ7aems,TUbingen: Niemeyer, 1995; A. Wagner, Prophetie a is Theologie. Die so spricht Jahwe

Fonneln und ihr Beitrag fUr das Grundverstlindnis alttestamentlicher Prophetie, Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2004. 



262 Manfred Kropp 

as annahu and waladan, follow the logic of the insertion of this hitherto 
independent formula into a larger narrative and literary context, which 
required the deletion of the original tri-partite staccato rhythm and an ad:aptati<>n 
to the longer verses in the rest of the Sura. These adaptations could well 
gradual and in different steps, in accordance with the history of the 
corpus, as will be shortly shown in the conclusion to this chapter. 
would like to present some pre-Islamic parallels to the tripartite 
transmitted in the Muslim tradition which will further illustrate the 
historical background and the religious atmosphere in which the Qur'anic 
originated. 

Al-lfajj (22) deals in its first part (verses 27 to 39) with the details of 
pilgrimage. To introduce the atmosphere of the text I cite here Q 22:29-31 
M. Pickthall's translation: 

[29] Then let them make an end of their unkemptness and pay their vows 
go around the ancient House. [30] That (is the command). And whoso 
fieth the sacred things of Allah, it will be well for him in the sight of his 
The cattle are lawful unto you save that whlch hath been told you. So shun 
filth of idols, and shun lying speech, [31] Turning unto Allah (only), 
ascribing partners unto Him; for whoso ascribeth partners unto Allah, it is 
if he had fallen from the sky and the birds had snatched him or the wind 
blown him to a far-off place. 

Muqatil Ibn Sulayman, in his Tajsfr,54 still censored by Sunni orthodoxy 
explains for "lying speech;' that this refers to shirk, "ascribing partners to 
- and in particular theshirk in the talbiya, "ritual invocation of God during 
pilgrimage, "55 used by several Arab tribes in Mecca, among them the Quraysh, 
tribe ofMul:tammad. Then he gives the precise formula: 

labbayka, Alliihumma, labbayk To Your service, 0 God, to Your 
(the specific formula- a confession of faith): 

54 MuqiitillbnSulaymiin, Taftir. Tal;lqiq: Al)madFarid. Bayriit: Diiral-Kutubal-'llmiyya, l 
The passage in the Arabic original: 

.<!!~\ y\J' yjS.lllfol: 
: J_,! c)t..:i .u _,;..; , Jc. U! .l=.4 uc. , J;ts .. uc. , J:.4lllti""' : J1! , yr.l ~ : J1! , .l=.4 J!l 

U! ytc. J, :UlJS_,. :tc.lj,;._,, ~~ ~~ ul ~m_,, ~~..; 1!1~1 JA>J yjS.ll: J1! (_;_,jll 
~\<} u_,l_,i; 1_,;\S~t;..ll.}, 

~·4!l 
<ill 

<illy\ 

..ill.. I.._, 
<ill.JAis;~ ':/) : ,.._J_,il JJJll J_,! .JA 11\ .>;x.l ~I '-Sl:lWI 

55 Muqiitil adduces more ihan 50 different talbiyas of the pre-Islamic Arabs. For further 
cf. M.J. Kister, "Labbayka, Alliihumma, labbayka ... On a monotheistic aspect of a 
practice." JSAI2, 1980,33-57. 

il/ii sharikan huwa lak 
tamlikuhu wa-mii malak 
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Thou hast no partner 
Except such partner as thou hast 
Thou possessest hilll and all that is his! 

the influence of an article by R. Kobert56 I wanted to see here a 
-though slightly mitigated in tenor- pre-Islamic Arabic extract of the 
Creed,57 with a possible reference to 1 Corinthians 15:27-28. As for 

possibility of an allusion to the subtle and complicated theological 
in 1 Corinthians 15:27-28, I am much more skeptical now, 

the rather simplifying and polemical nature of these Arabic formulas. 
Muslim tradition has preserved a version of the talbiya attributed to 

iul;u1mrnad himself:58 

inna l-l;amda wa-l-ni 'mata !aka wa-l-mulk 
Thou hast no partner 
The grace and the praise 
are thine and the empire 
Thou hast no partner 

for the contents it is a clear and simple variant of the already known formulas 
· the Qur'an. What is striking at first glance, however, is the deletion of the 

poetical form (changing rhythm) and the- rather awkward- simple 
repetitiOn of the first line instead of a third statement as in the other versions. 

.. R. Kobert "Eine von Kor 15,27fbeeinfluBte talbiya," Biblica 35, 1954,405-06. For the sake of 
· of how difficult it is to read and understand this text, I provide here the modem English 

and Arabic version of the passage: 
I Corinthians 15:27-28: "For HE has put all things in subjection under his feet. But when He 

· .says, 'All things are put in subjection,' it is evident that He is excepted who put all things in subjec
. · ·· tion to Him. [28] When all things are subjected to Him, then the Son Himself also will be subjected 

the One who subjected all things to Him, so that God may be all in all. 

·. ·')U i.....,U.. •' •• LJS ~ :,!1 :iUI .:. .. ~~ • l'i\.' .. ~ < ·'I~ ' .. ' 1~ !I.U'' • <d· YV , <,)! • ; ,yr"' . <$. ~ 1;:':"'-" v;- t=-= ~yr"'I.Jo'U, .!.J'~'U:"J . 
·.~:;.. :&\ 0fo. .:A ·~~ LJS :J ~~<$~ t';.,tj·. :...;.,ii 0/':11 0~ ·~ ~~ jS ti..:A1..! /:§ ~ j y 1\ . 

~~ (j. <) :~! 
, This is the right place to ·present (in Latin transliteration) the first tenets of the most common 

. '(Nestorian) form of the Nicene creed in Arabic (for further details, especially the oldest Arabic 
transmitted by Muslim scholars of the first centuries of the Hijra, see P. Mru;ri, "$igha 

qadima li-qtiniin al-imtin, yatantiqilu-hti a/-mu 'allifon al-Muslimiin bayn al-qarn 9 wa 
mmftidivvavn)." Islamochristiana, 20, 1994, 1-26); the underlined words are the key words and 

to which the Muslim formulas directly correspond in their refutations: 

·. · Nu 'min bi-/lah a/-wahid. a/-ab, ma/ik ku/1 shqy' wa-sani' rna yura wa-ma /a yura- wa-bi-
1-ibn a/-wahid. !shu' al-masib, ibn Allah a/-wahid bikr al-kha/a 'iq kulliha, maw/lid 
wa-laysa bi-mfi$nl7 ', i/ah haqq min i/ah haqq, min jawhari abihi al/adhi bi-yadihi utqinat 
a/- 'awa/im wa-ku/1 shay' . .. 

be found in different collections of the l)adith; e.g. Al-Bukhiiri, Sabi/.1, "K. al-Shahadlit," 29 
. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al- 'llmiyya, 1420/1999), 2: 182. 
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To conclude this section, here is a synopsis of the religious slogans
pro- and anti-Trinitarian- to be shouted, by men andjinn, in the streets and 
tuary of ancient Mecca: 

talbiyat ash-shirk Q 112 (reconstructed) 
(labbayka, allahumma, labbayk) 
La sharfka lak Huwa l!ah abad 
illa sharfkan huwa lak lam yalid wa-lam yillad 
tamlilac-hti wa-ma malak lam yalacn !a-ha kufwan abad 

Conclusions: the three supposed historical layers in 
Qur' iinic texts 

1. Short Arabic religious formulas and pieces, probably of anonymous origin 
the property of specific religious communities. They are occasionally 
the Qur'anic Corpus, as in Ql (al-Fatiba), Q 72:3; and Q 112-114. They 
confessions of faith and apotropaic prayers. The exceptional nature of these 
is attested by the importance of the variant readings, reflecting a vivid oral 
tion, in contrast to most of the other Qur'anic texts, where philological 
prevails in the variant readings. 

2. Some of these formulas are used and inserted into individual coJmposJtim 
as sermons, exhortations, etc. The new context and the changed function 
(mostly slight) adaptations, but in general respects the original meaning and 
ture, still known and very similar to the intentions of the actual "user." The 
fications adopted allow insights into the circumstances of the composition 
these texts. By analysing the linguistic and literary peculiarities one sees an 
vidual author at work. This is the case for example for Q 85:1-10 and Q 
These texts are perhaps drafts and well-formulated introductions of sermons; 
should imagine that longer, perhaps improvised, sermons followed these 
ductions but were not transmitted. 

3. The collection of these dispersed text materials into a new corpus had 
consequences. The frequent composition of new textual unities out of 
separate pieces demanded a minimum of standardization (orthography, 
etc.). Above all, the collection as the fundamental text of a new and 
religion definitely had other aims and ambitions than those of the (presumed) 
missionaries preaching to Arabs in Mecca and Medina. This could have 
re-interpretation of the texts by means of orthographical standards, 
and even more radical changes and modifications in certain cases. Perhaps 
number of ambiguous and opaque passages in the Qur'an are so due to 
recast. It is the painstaking task of textual criticism to trace back and to 
what happened to these texts. 

Angels, stars, death, the soul, 
horses, bows - or women? 
The opening verses ofQur'an 79 

Munther Younes 

nrF•m''"~ publication, building on the work of Giinter Liiling1 and Christoph 
I proposed a reconstruction of the first five verses of Qur'an 100 

'adiyat) as follows: 3 

wa-1- 'iidiyiiti ~ wl;..lWI_, 
r;lab/;ii 

fa-1-m!lriyiiti l.....lS w~_;_yJta 
qadl;zii 
fa-1-mughfriiti ~ wl~ 
iiztbl;zii 
fa-atharna \..i;ol.)<)y'U 

bi-hi naq 'ii 

fa-wasatna ~"'--LJl.-.._,9 
bi-hijam'ii 

*Reconstncctedform 

Those going 
out early in 
the morning, 
And kindling 
a flame, 

By which 
they chose to 
render a good 
deed, 

Which they 
extended to 

wa-1- ~ wl;..lWI_, 
ghiidiyiiti 
iiztbl;zii 
fa-1-miiriyiiti l.....lS w~_;_,..,l\.9 
qadl;zii 
Addition 

fa-iitharna L.iiol.) l)y'U 

bi-hi naf'ii 

fa-wasatna ~oi.!LJl.-.._,9 
bi-hijam 'ii 

the multitudes. 

can be seen from the above table, the reconstructed version appears to be a 
about women doing good deeds, rather than a description of horses charging 

or camels running during the pilgrimage, as the standard Muslim inter-

LUling, A Challenge Co Islam for Refonnation: The Rediscovery and Reliable Reconstruction of a 
CnnmrehensivePre-Islamic Christian Hymnal Hidden in the Koran under Earliest Islamic Reinterpreta

Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, 2003 (translated from the 2nd [1993] German edition of the 
book Uber den Ur-Koran, 1st edition 1974). 

!--· LUXel"oei·g, The Syro-Aramaic Reading of the Koran, 2nd edition, Berlin: H. Schiler, 2007. 
Younes, "Charging steeds or maidens doing good deeds? A reinterpretation of Qur' iin 100 
'iidiyiit)," Arabica 55, 2008, 362-86. 
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In this'essay, I examine the introductory verses ofQur'an 79 (wa-1-nazi 'at) 
suggest a new interpretation using the same method as the one used in the 
struction ofQur'an 100. 

First, I present the verses according to the standard interpretation, as uv•a',""" u 

Tab an (d. 310/923), whose account is the earliest comprehensive and svs:ten1ati1 
taftir available.4 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

wa-1-niizi 'iiti gharqii 
wa-1-niishitiiti nashtii 
wa-l-siibil:z"iiti sabl;a 
fa-1-siibiqiiti sabqii 
fa-1-mudabbiriiti amra 

\,;_;C. <::>\c. jllll J 
\.b..S.;<::.>U..::.llliJ 
t....;....d"""LJIJ 

li:.... <::.>wt....J~.> 
,_;.1<::.>1~ 

Tab an cites differences among the Qur' an commentators in the first tr-•• ~ "'0~"0' 

but not the fifth. The five verses contain two words each, an active participle 
a verbal noun. The ten words are derived from seven different roots. In the 
and fifth verses, the two words are derived from two different roots, but in 
remaining three, the active participle and the verbal noun share the same root 
basic meaning, with the active participle referring to an attribute of an actor 
the verbal noun to the action itself. The disagreements among the coJnrrlentat( 
revolve around the reference of the active participles, particularly the active 
ciple of the first verse al-nazi 'at. Taban's account, which presents the views 
earlier commentators, is summarized in the following table: 

al-niizi'iit angels, death, stars, bows, the soul 

gharqii drowning 

2 
al-niishitiit angels, death, stars, lassos, the oryx 

nashta removing, untying quickly, moving swiftly 

3 
al-siibil;at death, angels, stars, ships 

sabl;a swimming 

4 
al-siibiqat angels, death, horses, stars 

sabqa racing, overcoming in a race 

5 
al-mudabbiriit angels (managing) 

amra command, affair 

Problems with the traditional account 

General problem: tlze reference of tlze active participles 

The fact that there is so much uncertainty about the reference or references 
the five active participles is sufficient to raise questions about the value of 

4 Abu Ja' far Mul)ammad b. JarTr al-Tabar'i. Tafslr al-Tabari al-musamma Jami' al-bayan 'an 
'ayal-Qur'an, ed. Mul)ammad Bay(filn, Beirut: Diiral-Kutub al-'IImiyya, 2005, 12,420-24. 
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interpretation. The reference to angels seems to make the most sense 
the only one with any consistency among the five verses, since none of the 

possible references (i.e. death, stars, etc.) can be understood to be pulling or 
drowning, moving or removing swiftly, swimming, racing, and managing 

•5 However, there is strong evidence in the Qur'anitselffor excluding even 
from being the reference of these participles, since the Qur' an associates 

angels with unbelief: inna alladhfna !a yu 'minzlna bi-1-akhirati 
usamn1iin!a al-mala 'ikata tasmiyat al-untha ("Lo! it is those who disbelieve in 

who name the angels with the names offemales" [Q 53:27]).6 

root n-z- 'is found twenty times in the Qur'an, with several meanings ranging 
"pulling" to "desire" to "controversy."7 The Form I verb naza', the source of the 

ctive p:mi,ciple niizi '(fern. niizi 'a), is used with seven meanings all revolving around 
of pulling or taking away: 1) to pull out, take out; 2) to remove; 3) to with-

take away; 4) to sweep away; 5) to peel off; 6) to select; 7) to pluck out.8 

word niizi 'at, which occurs only' once in the Qur'an, is translated as "those 
strive," "those who pull out," "those who discarl"9 The meanings of 

and "discarding" are clearly tied to the context of the verse as tradition
understood, and not to the usage of the word outside of this verse. The root 

occurs twenty-three times. 10 It is found in two verbal nouns (gharq and 
in the Form IV verb aghraqa, and the passive participle of the latter, 
Following are the meanings provided by Badawi and Abdel Haleem for 

four words: 11 

going to the extreme, all the way, violently, strongly, energetically 
drowning 
to cause to drown 
drowned 

Bint al-Shiiti' suggests "raiding horses" (al-khayl a/-mughira) rather than angels as 1:he reference 
· participles (al-Tafsir al-bayani /i-1-Qur 'an al-karim, Cairo: Dar al-Ma' iirif, 1977, I: 124). 
', Howe,ver_ an interpretation in which horses would be "managing the affair" (Q 79:5) is highly 
: prctble1natiic. Bell offers yet another possibility. After stating that the meaning ofQ 79:1-5 is "quite 

he writes: "If they must be interpreted, it seems best to take them as referring to the 
life of Mecca." R. Bell, A Commentary on the Qur 'an, C.E. Bosworth and M.E.J. 

o::Richrurdscm (eds), Manchester: University of Manchester, 1991, 2:485. 
also Qur'an 6:9 and 37:150-52. The English transiations ofQur'anic verses cited-in this essay 

are taken from Mohammed Marmaduke Pickthall's The Meaning of the Glorious Koran, New 

. York: New American Library, 1972. 
E.M. Badawi and M. Abdel Haleem, Arabic-English Dictionmy of Qur 'anic Usage, Lei den, 

Brill, 2008, 926-27. 
927. 
927-28. 
663-64. 
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The wordgharq violates a basic morphological rule of the language. 
Ibn Mall?iir, who quotes al-Azhari, it is "a noun built in place of the true 
noun." 12 The word does not seem to have an independent existence in the 
outside of this verse. In addition, an examination of the meanings of 
words listed above shows that, as in the case of nazi 'at, a new and quite 
meaning is assigned to gharq, which is not related to drowning, the basic 
of the root. 

Leaving aside the elaborations created by the interpreters on 
grounds (the angels pulling out the souls from the chests of the unbelievers , 
like the puller goes deep in [pulling] the bow), 13 we simply have a combination 
two words, one meaning "those that pull" and the other "drowning". In terms 
its syntactic structure, the verse consists of an active participle and a verbal 
in the accusative case. The accusative case assignment does not follow 
standard rules of Arabic syntax: gharqa is not the object of a verb, the ,.,,.,,;J;,,,·t~ 
of kana and its sisters, the subject of inna and its sisters, tamyfz (ac:cusative 
S{Jecification), f:zal (circumstantial accusative), or maf'l7! mujlaq (accusative 
absolute). Rather, the case assignment is typically explained as the result 
gharqa being a verbal noun (ma(fdar). · 

In explaining the case assignment, Al-NaiJl.:tiis (d. 338/950) writes: "The 
are pulled out, drowned, burned, and then thrown into the fire ... and the 
is the souls are drowned so they drown [a drowning]" (tunza 'nufiisuhwn 
tughraq· thumma tubraq thumma yulqa biha fi al-nar ... wa-1-ma 'na tn_t1/(rh'""' 

al-nufiis fd-taghraq gharqa). 14 He cites Qur' iin 71:17 wa-al!ahu atzbatalatm 
al-an;l nabatan as a comparable case. 

Ibn al~AnbiirT (d. 577/1181) simply states thatgharqa is accusative by virtue .·· 
being a verbal noun: man(fiib 'ala al-ma(fdarY Al-'UkbarT (d. 616/1219) •. 
more elaborate account, but with the same conclusion. He writes: gharqa: · 
'ala al-ma 'na li-anna al-niizi' al-mughriq fi naz' al-sahm aw fi jadhb 
wa-huwa ma(fdar maf:zdhiif al-ziyada ay ighraqan (gharqa: a verbal noun on 
basis of the meaning, because the puller is drowning [or going deep into] 
pulling of the arrow, or extracting the soul. It is a verbal noun, with the 
deleted, i.e. gharqa instead ofighraqa). 16 In the last part of his statement, 
is making the claim thatgharq, a Form I verbal noun, is taking the place-""'-'·--=
the verbal noun of Form IV. 

12 Al-gharq ism uqim maqam al-ma$dar al-/laqiqf min aghraqtu ighraqan. Ibn Manziir, 
a/- 'Arab, ed. 'Ab.d Allah ai-Kabir, Mul)ammad I:Iasaballah and Hashim al-Shiidhi!I, Cairo: 
ai-Ma'arif(not dated), 3245. · 

13 Yal)ya b. Ziyad ai-Farra', Ma 'anr al-Qur 'an, 'Abd ai-Fattal) Shalabi (eel.), Cairo: Markaz 
al-Turath, 2002, 3:230. 

14 "'::_bU Ja' far A(lmad b. Mu(lammad b. lsma 'II al-Nal)(las,I 'rab al-Qur 'an, ed. Zuhayr Ziihid, 
'Alam al-Kutub, 1985,5:139. 

15 'Abd a!-Ral)miin b. Mul)ammad Ibn al-An barr, Al-Bayanji gharfb i 'rab al-Qur 'an, eel. Tiihfi • 
al-l:lamid Tiiha and MU$\afa al-Saqqii, Cairo: Dar al-Katib a!-' Arabi, 1970, 2:492. 

16 Abi al-Baqa' 'Abd Allah b. al-l:lusayn ai-'Ukbarr, Al-Tibyan fi i'rab al-Qur'an, ed. ' 
Mul)ammad ai-Bajawi, Cairo: 'Isa ai-Babi al-l:lalabi, 1976, 2:1269. 
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three grammarians attempt to explain the case assignment as an instance 
absolute accusative. There are at least two problems with this explanation. 
the absolute accusative requires a verb as the source of the verbal noun 
present in the sentence, as in the example given by al-NaiJl.:tiis: anbatalatm 

No such verb exists in Qur'iin 79:1 or in any of the following verses. 
there is no basis for the claim that gharq can be a substitute for ighraq. It 
brought in because the context requires a verbal noun derived from the 

gh-r-q but with a transitive meaning: the angels have to be drowning an 
not themselves. 

root s-b-f:z occurs eighty-nine times in the Qur'iin in seven different forms. 17 

of these are the Form II verb (sabbal:z-yusabbi/:1), its verbal noun tasbf/:1, or 
active participle musabbi/:1. The meaning of Form II and its derivatives gener

revolves around glorifying God. The other four forms are the Form I verb 
aba·h-l''asi'Jah and three forms related to it: the two nouns sabf:za andsubf:zan, and 

active participle sabi/:1. These derivatives have the following meanings: 18 

trail, pass along, trail in space 
range, scope; opportunity for action, toiling, work; the act of 
swimming, floating, sailing, gliding, fast running, sweeping ahead 
swimmers, floaters, gliders, fast-running horses 
praise and glory be to ... 

word sab/:za is found in the Qur'iin twice, in 73:7 and the one occurrence in 
verse. In 73:7, its meaning seems to have been unclear to the commentators. 

lists free time, sleep, and enjoyment. 19 He adds that Yal;!yii b. Ya'mar 
7) read it with a kha' in place of the /:1, with the same meaning.20 

absence of clarity in the meaning of sabl:za is reflected in Ibn Mall?iir's 
{ex]plruJatiion of the word. Citing a number of authorities, all commenting on the 

of the wordsabba in Qur'iin 73:7 (al-Layth, Abil 'Ubayda, al-Mu'arrij, Abil 
al-Farrii', Abil Isl;!iiq and Ibn al- 'Arabi), Ibn Mall?iir lists the following 

,,1ll"'a.uu"5 ". free time to do things, free time to sleep, scope for action, free time, 
and going, free time at night, and the opportunity to do what needs to be 

during the dayY Ibn Mall?iir adds that, according to Abil Isl;!iiq, for those who 
sabkha, the meaning is close to that of sab/:za; according to Ibn al-A' riibi, for 
who read sabl:za the meaning is confitsion or life's activities, while for those 

read sabkha the meaning is rest and relief of the body (from toil). 

Badawi and Abdel-Haleem, Dictianary, 415-16. 
Ibid., 416. 
Tabati, Ta}Sfr, 12:285-86. 
Ibid., 286. 
lbnM~r, 1914. 
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It is clear that these meanings, contradictory at times, are determined by 
context of the word sabf:ta in Qur'an 73:7 and not by its basic or general 
the language. The confusion is further deepened by the reports that the 
also read as sabkha. In Qur'an 79:3 sabl;za is explained simply as "s,;vinamin~r, 
with no hint at a relationship to its meaning in 73:7. 

The peculiarities ojfa-1-mudabbiriiti amra 

Qur'jin 79:5 has no grammatical problems: the active participle . 
acts as the verb and subject of the sentence, i.e. those who manage, and amra . 
the direct object. However, in addition to the uncertainty about the reference 
the active participle al-mudabbirat, which is a problem in all five verses, there 
a striking peculiarity about this particular verse. 

The root d-b-r is used in the Qur' iin with three basic meanings, according to 
traditional interpretation: {1) back, behind, or end; (2) to manage (an affair); 3) 
contemplate.Z2 

The meaning of "to manage (an affair)" is expressed by the Form ll 
dabbar, the source verb of the active partidple mudabbir, and is found 
the following five verses: 10:3, 31; 13:2; 32:5; and 79:5. The meaning 
contemplate" is expressed by the Form V verb tadabbar (sometimes as!;imdlated 
to dabbar) and is found in the following four verses: 4:82; 23:68; 38:29; 
47:24. 

The root '-m-r is common, with 248 occurrences.23 It has the following 
ings: (1) to order; (2) to appoint as ruler; (3) to consult; (4) one who gives a lot · 
orders; (5) affair, matter; {6) strange and evil (deed). ' 

One striking feature characterizing the occurrences of the Form II verb 
and the Form V verb tadabbar in the Qur'iin is the exclusive association of 
former with the noun amr and of the latter with something that is said or 
(Qur'iin, ayat, qawl). 

dabbar: 

10:3 
10:31 
13:2 
32:5 

79:5 

Then He sat on the Throne, managing the affair( s) (yudabbint al-amr). 
And who manages the affair (yudabbiru al-amr) 
He manages the affair (yudabbiru al-amr) 
He manages the affair(s) from the heaven and the earth 
al-amr) 
And those managing affairs lfa-1-mudabbirati amra) 

22 Badawi and Abdel-Haleem, Dictionary, 297. 
23 Ibid., 44. 
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Do they not contemplate the Qur'an (yatadabbanlna al-Qur 'an) 
Do they not ponder what is said (yaddabbaril al-qawl) 
A blessed book that we sent down so that they contemplate its verses/ 
signs (li-yaddabbanl ayatih) 
Do they not contemplate the Qur' an (yatadabbarilna al-Qur 'an) 

..ron'"'"'~ with the traditional understanding of the verb dabbar and its deriva
such as the active participle mudabbir, are highlighted by an examination of 

·relationship to its Form V counterpart tadabbar as used in the Qur'iin. In 
Form II verbs are semantically related to Form V verbs. The relationship 

of reflexivity or transitivity: Form V verbs are the reflexive or intransitive 
imn•t.•rn~rto of Form ll verbs. In some cases, where a verb is clearly based on 

no such relationship exists in spite of a shared stem; as in ~addaq 
believe the truth of') and ta~addaq ("to give to charity"). The absence of 

reliaticmsltti'p in this case is due to the fact that ta~addaq has its origins in the 
~adaqa ("charity"). The case of ~addaqlta~addaq is the exception; in other 

of Form II verbs and their Form V counterparts in the Qur'an, the 
'f'11F•vi''"''tr""'~•t·nrp relationship can be clearly discerned, as in baddalltabaddal 

24 bayyanltabayyan ("to show/be shown"),25 and dhakkarl 
'ildfrn/r,rrnr ("to remind/remember").26 The case of dabbar!tadabbar seems to be 

On the one hand, neither can be described as a denominative verb, like 
u~o•uuuu. and, on the other hand, there are no traces of a reflexive/transitive 
.cn•uurr~arp between the two verb forms: dabbar ("to manage") and tadabbar 

ponder"). 

preceding discussion strongly suggests that the verses in which problems or 
· were shown to exist (Q 79:1,3, 5) may have been misread ormisun-

by the early Muslim exegetes. A reading in which these problems are 
should be preferable to the traditional one. Such a rereading will be 

in the following paragraphs. 

I have pointed out elsewhere,27 there was a period in which the written text of 
iin was represented by a consonantal skeleton where certain letters, which 

and Abdei-Haleem, Dictionary, 80-81. 
123-24. 
329-30. 
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later came to be distinguished by dots, were written identically. It is possible 
some of the words in Qur'iin 79:1-5, including those in the first verse, 
misunderstood and misinterpreted because they were assigned the wrong 
when dots were introduced (or reintroduced).28 

There is also evidence which demonstrates that the early 
were dealing with a written text and that errors were made in its reading.29 

accept that .Qur'iin 79:1 was misread, then a number of possibilities 
themselves. For nazi 'at, possibilities include bari 'at, biizighat, tari 'at, 
and yari 'at; and for gharqa, possibilities include 'arqa, 'azfo, 'urfo, 'azqa 
gharfo, among others. However, there is evidence for selecting one reading · 
each case. 

naza ' and the stars 

Three of the earliest commentators, namely Mujiihid (d. 104/720),30 AbU 
(d. 210/824?1 and 'Abd al-Razziiq (d. 2111827/), explain the reference of nazi .. 
as the stars.32 It is difficult to imagine any of the meanings associated with 
Form I verb naza ', cited above, being associated with stars. What could the 
be pulling out or taking out? In addition, how would gharqa ("drowning") fit 
nazi 'at? The verb naza' simply does not work in this context no matter how 
one tries to stretch the meanings of naza' and gharq. Changing the uv•·•LUJ>;·UVlll 

t.Y to tY. results in the verb bazagh ("to break through, rise, shine"). This 
perfectly with the word "stars." 

One piece of evidence provided by Abi1 'Ubayda supports this conclusion. 
writes: "The stars 'pull,' that is, rise then set in it (al-nujiim tanza' tatfa ' 
tagh'ib fih ). "33 Abi1 'Ubayda is interpreting tanza' as tat! a' ("to rise"). 
not tanza '-clearly fits better with this interpretation. 

The root b-z-gh occurs twice in the Qur'iin (6:77-78; 14:64), with the 
of the sun and the moon rising. Elaborating on the meaning of the verb 
Ibn Manziir states: bazaghat at-shams ... bada 'a minha tulii 'u aw tala 'ai 
sharaqat ... ka 'annanha tushaqqu bi-niirihi al-dhulmatu shaqqan ("The 

28 Al-Munajjid claims that the first copies of the Qur'an had dots which were removed by 
Prophet's companions after his death, and then reintroduced towards the end of the first 
AH. Salal} al-DTn al-Munajjid, Dirasat ji tarikh al-kha! al- 'Arabi mundhu bidiiyatih ita 
at- 'a:jr at- 'umawi, Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-Jadid, 1972, 127.) 

29 M. Younes, "Ungrateful or honorable: A re-examination of the word kaniid in Qur'iin 
(al- 'adiyat)," Arabica 56, 2009, 274-85. 

30 Abii 1-l:lajjaj Mujahid b. Jabr al-QurashT al-MakhziimT, Tafsir Mujahid, ed. Abii MulJan:unad 
al-Asyii\T, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub a!- 'llmiyya, 2005, 320. · 

31 Ma'mar b. ai-Muthannii a!-TaymT Abii 'Ubaydah, Majaz al-Qur'an, ed. Mul}ammad 
Sazgin, Beirut: Mu'assasat ai-Risala, 1981,2:284. 

32 ·' Abd al-Razziiq b. Hammiim al-I;Iimyan al-San'anT, Tafsir 'A.bd al-Razzaq, 
Mul}ammad 'Abduh, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub a!- 'llmiyya, 1999, 3:387. 

33 Abii 'Ubaydah, Majaz al-Qur 'an, 2:284. 
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it started to rise or it rose and shone ... derived from al-bazgh ... as if 
was broken by its light"). 34 

word that fits well semantically and syntactically with biizighat, and which 
the same consonantal skeleton and syllable structure as gharqii is 'urfo. It is 

. in the Qur' iin twice/5 in one instance in the opening verse of Qur' iin 77, 
is structurally similar to wa-l-niizi 'ati gharqa. Regarding the meaning of 

Ibn Manziir writes: it is the opposite of evil (nukr), 'urf and rna 'ntj mean 
(jfid).36 Hence wa-al-bazighati 'urfo would mean, "Those (f.) who rise 

shine] through generosity and good works." 

key to a clear and consistent account of sabl;a and to understanding its 
in both Qur'iin 79:3 and 73:7 may lie in a quotation by Ibn Mil~ 
to Tha' lab, who states that subban is not the rna$ dar of the Form IT verb 

but of the Form I verb saba/:1.31 The verbal noun of the verb saba/:1 ("to 
is typically siba/:la. According to the traditional interpretation, sab/:la, in 

sense of"swimming," is found only in 79:3. It is quite possible, that, as in the · 
of gharqa above, this meaning was introduced by the commentators on the 
of the context and a shared root, while the original meaning may have been 
on the verb saba/:la "to glorify". 
difficulty of reconciling the different meanings of sab/:lii in Qur'iin 79:3 and 

as well as the contradiction involved in the different meanings assigned to 
by different commentators in the latter verse, is eliminated if the word is 

to mean "glorifying." So 79:3 would mean "those [women] glorifying" 
as "there are many opportunities for you to glorify (Allah) during the day."38 

· highly unlikely that the exclusive occurrence of the Form n verb dabbar 
its derivatives with the word amr, and of the Form V verb tadabbar with 

· . Ibn Mar¢ir, Lisan, 275. 
and Abdel-Haleem, Dictionary, 613. 

Man+fir, Lisan, 289. 
'indi anna sub/;an laysa bi-ma~dar sabbal;a innama huwa ma!fdar sabal;a.lbid., 1914-15. 

A different dotting scheme would produce wa-1-siiyi/;ati sayl;a. The root s-y-1; is found three times 
. in the Qur'iin in the words fa-sil;zi, sa'il;iin, and sa'il;at, all of which share the meaning of 

'.'traveling freely from one place to another, devoting oneself to the worship of God, particularly 
fasting" (BadawT and Abdel-Haleem, Dictionary, 470). This is also a possibility that 

be considered in proposing an alternative interpretation ofQur'an 79:1-5: 

And those (f.) who glorify Allah 
And those (f.) who wander the earth devoting themselves to the worship of God 
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something that is read or recited, is a coincidence. In my judgment, it 
strong indication that dabbar and its reflexive counterpart carry 
that are different from the traditional interpretation of "manage" and 
the meaning of dabbar is "manage," why is it then associated 
with amr "affair"? Are there not other phenomena that are 
besides "affair"? And are there not things to ponder besides the 
speech and verses? Consider, for example, the usage of another verb with 
meaning of "ponder," namely tafakkar, which occurs thirteen times 
Qur'an.39 It is used in association with "the madness of their co:mpani.o: 
(Q 7:184), "themselves" (30:8), "Allah's creation" (3:191), "stories" 
"verses, signs" (10:24, 13:3, 16:11, 16:69, 30:21, 39:42, 45:13), rc;;ILtc;;w,Jn:lll' 

(16:44), and examples (59:21). 
J'he meanings that I would like to propose for the words al-mudabbirati 

derive from their old Arabic usage as well as from a comparison with 
cognates in Hebrew and Aramaic, two languages which are not only 
related to Arabic, but also are known to have had a direct influence on the 
of the Qur'an.40 

dabbar 

In Hebrew the primary meaning of the Pi 'el verb form (the equivalent 
Arabic Form II) derived from the root d-b-r is "to speak."41 There is evidence 
Arabic dabbar was used in a sense close to that of Hebrew. Although such 
seems to have escaped the Qur'iin commentators, there are indications 
existed in the language before the advent of Islam and for some time 
For example, Ibn Manz;iir lists one of the meanings of the verb as "to tell, 
He writes, · 

wa-dabbar al-l;zadith 'anhu rawahu ... wa-dabbartu al-l;zadith aj1 tza1ida•thti, 
bih 'an ghayrT . .. wa rawa al-AzharT bi-sanadih ila Sallam b. MiskTn 
sami 'tu Qatada yul;zaddithu 'anfulan yarwlh 'an AbT al-Darda' . 
'an rasiili llah ... 

(And "dabbar the l;zadith (saying) from him" [means] "he narrated it." 
"dabbartu l;zadith" means "I narrated it from others" ... Al-Azhari 
in his own isnad (chain of transmission) to Sallam b. Miskin, "I heard 

39 Mu~ammad Fu' ad 'Abd al-BiiqT, AI-Mu }am al-mufahras li-alfo; a/-Qur 'an al-karim, Cairo: . 
al-l;ladTth, 1988, 525. 

40 See A. Jeffery, The Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur'an, Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1938, 19-26~ 
41 F. Brown, S.R. Driver, and C.A. Briggs, The Brown, Driver, Briggs Hebrew and English 

Peabody,MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1999, 180. 
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-relate from so and so, narrating from Abi al-Dardii', narrating (yudabbir) 
. the Prophet ... ),"42 

Hebrew and Syriac, one of the primary meanings of the root '-m-r is "to 
In Hebrew, the primary meaning of the two nouns derived from the root 
namely emer and imra, is ''utterance, speech, word."44 In discussing the 

as used in the Qur'iin, A. Jeffery writes: "In its use in connection with 
doctrine of revelation, however, it would seem to represent the 

memra ... The whole conception seems to have been strongly influ-
by the Christian Logos doctrine, though the word would seem to have 
from the Targumic use of memra."45 

there is evidence that amr has a similar history to that of dabbar in Arabic. 
(d. 276/889) cites "speech, saying" (al-qawl) as one of its meanings.46 

mudabbirat and amra the meanings suggested above yields the following 
translation for Qur'iin 79:5:47 "And those(£) who speak the Word." 

r-1-l'tiis:lliJ'iiti nashfii; fa-1-siibiqiiti sabqii 

proposed reinterpretation ofQur'an 79:1,3, and 5 establishes the theme of 
doing good deeds in the same way that the reconstruction proposed for 

1-5, referred to above, does. While there are other possible ways to redot the 
· skeleton of vv. 2 and 4 such as wa-l-basitat basta48 for wa-l-nashitat 

these two verses fit with the proposed interpretation as they are and the 
their general usage in the language suggests. 

• mrrtvtut!<'l.u, Lisan, 1321. Liiling argues for a meaning of the Arabic verb dabar as "to speak", which, 
states, "occurs very seldom in old Arabic so it therefore seems to be a loan from Hebrew" ( Cha/-

499). He adds that the Form V verb tadabbar in the Qur'iin is used in the sense of"to discuss 
.."again and again and without aim and success" (Ibid., 502). 
Brown, Driver and Briggs, Le.·"Cicon, 55-56; R. Payne-Smith, A compendious Syriac dictionary 
· upon the Thesaunts syriacus of R. Payne-Smith, J. Payne-Smith ( ed.), Eugene, OR: Wipf 

Stock Publishers, 1999, 20. 
Driver and Briggs, Lexicon, 56-57. 
Foreign Vocabulary, 69. 

b. Muslim Ibn Qutaybah, Ta'wil mushldl ai-Qur'an, Al-Sayyid AI,Jmad $aqr (ed.), 
Dar al-Turiith, 1973, 514. 

I have pointed out elsewhere (Younes, "Charging steeds", 379), it is quite possible that forms 
dabbar and amr, in the sense of "to speak" and "word" or ''utterance," respectively, are not 

borrowings but old Arabic usages that have died out. In this case Hebrew usage helps 
the old Arabic usage. I will comment further on dabbar below. 

case could be made for replacing wa-1-nashitati nashta by wa-1-basitat basta, since the only 
· oc1:urr·enc•es of the root n-sh-1 in the Qur'iin are in this verse, while the root b-s-t, with the meaning 

"giving," "giving plentifully," "spreading," occurs 25 times (Badawi and Abdel-Haleem, 
, Ulrcnc•nary, 91 ). A reading with "giving" would work well with the previous verse, in which the 

'w:finvolves generosity and giving. 



276 Munther Younes 

The verb nashit, its active participle nashit, and verbal noun nash{ have 
general meaning of "activity" as opposed to "laziness. "49 Another 
reported for the root n-sh-! by Ibn M!l!l?fu is related to "pleasant" as 
"unpleasant" or "hateful." He writes: wa-ft baclith 'Ubada biiya 'tu 
'ala al-manshat wa-l-makrah ("The /:ladfth of 'Ubada has: 'I pledged 
to the Prophet for pleasant and unpleasant situations.' ")50 

The verb sabaq means "to go past, go before,"51 "to surpass in 11:etr~erns1itv. 
Ibn Man?fir cites the badfth: "I (the Prophet) am first (sabiq) among the Arabs 
to become Muslim), !?Uhayb is the first among the Byzantines (Riim), Biliil is 
first among the Ethiopians, and Salman is the first among the Persians." If 
ered with the basic meaning of the verb sabaq, Qur'iin 79:4 can be un1:ierstood1 
"Those who are first, surpass others (particularly in doing good)." 

On the basis of the above discussion, the following table shows the reil1ter'J)fe 
tion of 79:1-5 proposed here, side-by-side with the traditional intl~IDJretattio:n; 
presented in Taban: · 

Traditional interpretation 

By the wa-l-
angels niizi'iiti 
(death, gharqii 
stars, bows, 
or the soul) 
drowning 

By the 
angels 
(death, 
stars, lassos, 
or the oryx) 
moving fast 

By death 
(angels, 
stars, or 
ships) 
swimming 

wa-l-
niishitiiti 
nashtii 

wa-l-
siibi[lati 
sab/:zii 

lb.lil.::..U..:.Ull_, 

~d"-1\...JI_, 

By the 
angels 
(death, 
horses, or 

fa-l-siibiqiiti U;.. .::..ts,L.Jt.; 
sabqii 

stars) racing 

By the 
angels 
managing 
the affair 

fa-1- IY'I.::..I_}i..l..lt.; 
mudabbiriiti 
amrii 

49 Ibn ManC?iir, Lisiin, 4428. 
50 Ibid., 4428. 
51 Badawi and Abdel-Haleem, Dictionary, 4!8. 
52 Ibn Mafi<'Ur, Lisiin, 1928-29. 

*Reconstructed version 

By those 
who rise/ 
shine 
through 
good works 

And those 
who are 
lively/ 
spirited 

And those 
who glorify 
(God) 

And those 
who surpass 
others (in 
doing good) 

And those 
speaking the 
Word(of 
God) 

wa-l
biizighiiti 
'urfii 

wa-1-
niishitiiti 
nashtii 

wa-l-
siibil;iiti 
sab/:zii 

fa-l-siibiqiiti 
sabqii 

fa-1-
mudabbiriiti 
amra 
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79:1-5, along with the opening verses ofQur'iin 37, 51,77 and 100, are 
. viewed as particularly difficult to understand because they were meant to be 

vague. R. Bell describes them as "suggestive of the utterances of 
:ith•mven:", which the Prophet's listeners did not attach a definite meaning toY 
,cN1~uvvirth describes them as particularly enigrriatic.54 

logical conclusion that follows from such a view is that there is no point in 
to understand these verses fully. I would like to suggest that this 

is in direct conflict :with the Qur'iin's emphasis on its comprehensibility 
Mul;tammad's Arabic-speaking audience. It is a clear Arabic Qur'iin 

. ·12:2; 20:13; 39:28; 41:3; 42:7; 43:3) revealed in a clear Arabic tongue 
03; 26:195). Qur'iin 14:4 declares: wa-ma arsalna min rasiilin illa 

qawmihi li-yubayyina lahum ("And we never sent a messenger 
the language of his folk, that he might make [the message] clear for 

Mul:mmmad's many enemies in Mecca would undoubtedly have 
him if he recited verses that his followers could not understand. 

, likely scenario is that the people who heard· him understood what he 
·but later generations, working with a defective script, did not successfully 

. what he said. · 
1 urlderst!!D.Ld that the type of reconstruction undertaken here may seem specula- · 

that alternative reconstructions are possible. I also understand that the 
character of the verses that I am trying to reconstruct may never be known 

original form. However, the present attempt is no more speculative, than 
tra11lttomil interpretation. Considering the level of uncertainty about the refer

the active participles in Qur'iin 79:1-5, the number oflinguistic problems 
verses, and our knowledge of other misreadings of the Qur'iin's defective 

the idea of rereading this Si.ira based on the available linguistic material is 
. inappropriate. There is no reason to exclude the proposal that these verses 
• to women, while at the same time contemplating the traditional proposals 
they refer to angels, death, stars, bows, the soul, lassos, the oryx, ships or 

strongest argument in support of my reconstruction is that, as they 
now, the verses of Qur'iin 79:1-5 are highly problematic, and all the 

and commentaries that have been proposed have failed to 
their problems. In the absence of an account that addresses these 

in a convincing manner, I believe that my proposed reconstruction 
us closer to an understanding of the original structure, meaning and 

of these verses. 

Watt, Bell's Introduction to the Qur'an, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1970,78. 
"Images and metaphors in the introductory sections of the Makkan siiras," in Colin 

(ed.), The Koran: Critical Concepts in Islamic Studies, London and New York: Routledge 
2004, (244-73) 246. 
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The real question is not the legitimacy of such reconstructions, but an 
ment of the reconstructed version in terms of logic, coherence and meaning,, _a 
assessment that also takes into consideration the circumstances in which 
Qur;·anic text emerged. It is clear that the traditional commentators 
provide a satisfactory interpretation of the verses discussed here. This failure 
strong argument in favor of a new way of thinking. 

Al-Najm (Q 53), Chapter of the Star 

A new Syro-Aramaic reading of 
Verses 1 to 18 

Christoph Luxenberg 

u•v••vo'''"'"' analysis has shown that the three terms that form the framework of 
scripture oflslam have a Syriac etymology, namely: 1. Qur'an (a modi

reading of qeryan = lectionary);1 2. Siira (from Syriac .$llra1 kJ.a!J; lit.: text of 
oook= [holy] scripture); 3. iiya (a false reading ofSyriac atha =sign [among 

meanings]: a. a heavenly sign = miracle; b. each sign that makes up the 
i.e. each letter of the alphabet).Z Thus it appears increasingly clear that 

of the Qur'an, the first foundational book in the literary language of 
cannot be understood in its historical context except when the dominant 
language ot-tbe-pe:no,cHmd.-miUe:u-tn-\1\'btcb--th<H;;!•ur-'-an--errlerJ;edHs-alilO--------' 

into consideration .. In his work The Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur 'an 
3 a work that represents the synthesis of earlier Western Qur'an research, 
Jeffery describes (pp. 19-23) the central place of Syriac in the foreign 

J~.<auu1a1V of the Qur'an in the following tenns: 

Syriac- This is undoubtedly the most copious source of Qur'anic borrow
ings. Syriac, which still survives to-day as a liturgical language and as the 
dialect of a few communities of Oriental Christians in Syria; Mesopotamia, 

·.and Persia, was at that time the spoken language of those Christian communi
: ties best known to the Arabs. [n. 1] 

n. 1: For the purposes of this essay, Syriac =Christian Aramaic, and thus 
includes the Christian-Palestinian dialect and the Aramaic dialect of the 
Christian population of N. Syria· as well as the Classical Syriac dialect of 

C. Luxenberg, Die syro-aramiiische Lesart des Koran: Ein Beitrag zur Entsch/iisselung der 
<KtJram;pra•che, Berlin: Das Arabische Buch, 2000, 54-59; 2nd revised and augmented ed.: Berlin: 

2004, 81-86; 3rd ed.: Berlin: Schiler, 2007, 83-88; English trans.: The Syro-Aramaic 
of the Koran: A Contribution to the Decoding of the Language of the Koran, Berlin: 

2007,70-74. 
L.W<.~uu·~rg, Die syrische Liturgie und die "geheimnisvo//en Buchstaben" im Koran: Eine /itur

gu·evel·g/e,ichende Studie, in M. Gross and K.-H. Ohlig (eds), Schlaglichter. Die belden ersten 
tslalnisc'llen Jahrhunderte, Berlin: Schiler, 2008, 411-56; for SUra and iiya: 418-435. 

FV. 
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Edessa, which is the one best known to us from the literature and cornm,oru; 
usurps to itself the title of Syriac. 

How widely Syriac was spoken at the time ofMul;tammad in the area 
known as Syria is difficult to determine, but it seems f!_lirly certain that, 
Greek was the dominant literary language in the region at that period, · 
common people of native origin generally spoke Syriac.4 

In this light the controversies stirred by the present author's work, The 
Aramaic Reading of the Qur 'an, in certain scholarly circles are surprising. 
could be explained by the fact that many Arabists do not know Aramaic. 
their faith in post-Qur'anic, so-called Classical, Arabic, they are not capable 
making an objective assessment of such a historical-philological work. Yet 
language of the Qur'an is not identical with some fictional Old Arabic, 
with the language of so-called pre-Islamic Arabic poetry, nor with so-called 
sica! Arabic, which is based on the post-Qur' anic grammar created by the 
Sibawayh (d. c. 180/796).Those scholars who maintain that the 
hermeneutical approach to the language of the Qur'an is nothing but a COJlteoitab 
thesis apparently have difficulty separating themselves from what might be 
erly called a linguistic ideology. 

The proposed historical critical method is designed to be above all 
since it is founded on concrete cases in given Qur' anic contexts. At the same 
it is directed at the restitution of the Qur'anic text on the basis of 
linguistic references. This philological restitution of the Qur'anic text will 
as an indirect consequence a reconsideration of traditional Qur'anic 
which will appear erroneous on both linguistic and historical grounds. 

In order to offer a new proof of these matters we will attempt in what "'- ,, --- __ , .• _ 
give a plausible response to the questions raised by certain contributors to the 
the first conference at the University ofNotre Dame in 2005,5 To this end we will 
a new Syro-Aramaic reading of the Siira 53 (al-Najm; "The Star"), verses 1 to · 
which form a coherent unit. Through a philological analysis of these verses we ·. 
to demonstrate to what extent: I. the passage in fact contains Syro-Aramaic 
sions or words; and 2. whether, consequently, and seen from the angle of 
- or so-called Classical- Arabic; one might justifiably describe the language of · 
Qur'an as a "Mischsprache" ("mixed language"), if not a diglossic language. 

Traditional reading of al-Najm (Q 53) 1-18 

By way of introduction to this Sfira we will provide the translation of 
Bell, which encapsulates the basic understanding ofthe traditional Arab 
tators to whom Taban refers.6 

4 Ibid., 19. 
5 QHC. 

6 Abii Ja'far Mul)ammad b. Jarir al-Tabari, Jiimi' al-bayiin 'an ta'wfl iiy ai-Qur'iin, ed. 
· Mul)ammad Shakir, Cairo: Dar al-Ma'arif, 1968,27:40-57. 
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By the star when it falls, 
Your comrade [ n.l: Mul;!ammad] has not gone astray, nor has he erred; 
Nor does he speak of (his own) inclination. 
It [n.2: The prophet's speaking, or message] is nothing but a suggestion 
suggested, 
Taught (him) by One strong in power, 
Forceful [n.3: Eiilier in body or in intellect, according to two accepted 
explanations. This is usually taken to be Gabriel, but cf. li. 58 where 
sinlilar epithets are applied to Allah]; he stood straight, 
Upon the high horizon, 
Then he drew near, and let himself down, 
Till he was two bow-lengths off or nearer [n.4: Or ''two bow-lengths or 
nearly," referring to the apparent height of the figure seen against the sky], 
And suggested to his servant [n.5: Mul;!ammad, who was Allah's servant] 
what he suggested. 
The heart did not falsify what he saw. 
Do ye debate wiili it as to what he sees? 
He saw him, too, at a second descent, 
By the sidra-tree at the boundary, 
Near which is the garden of the abode [n.6: This must refer to some 
dwelling near Mecca, unless the verse be a later insertion, and refer to 
heavenly places. The whole vision is often to taken, but this robs it of 
force],· 
When the sidra-tree was strangely enveloped. 
The eye turned not aside, nor passed its limits. 
Verily, he saw one of tile greatest signs ofhis Lord [n.7: Or, he saw of the 
signs of his Lord, the greatest]. 

words, expressions, and phrases underlined in tile translation of Richard Bell, 
represent the Arabic understanding of this Sfira, will be discussed and 

iritE:mt·etE:d according to a Syro-Aramaic understanding.· 

~~e111mm~try remarks 

gical analysis of al-Najm will demonstrate that the central theme of 
Sfira is the polemic disseminated in the entourage of the Messenger (whose 

is not cited), who is suspected of being "possessed" (by an evil spirit). 
in two passages (Q 23:25 and 34:8) he is accused of being 

by jinn (spirits) and in five other passages he is described as majmln 
"crazy," according to the modem sense of the term, but rather in the sense 

The Qur'an refutes the first accusation on three occasions (Q 
23:70; 24:46) and the second in as many passages (Q 52:29; 68:2; 81:22). 

Sfira addresses the cause of certain symptoms of the Prophet which his 
had observed. The question is whether they were the product of 

possession or of a divine revelation. 
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The Q~r'an maintains the latter position, and indeed it imputes this same . 
illness" to other messengers who preceded the messenger of the Qur'an. 
reason it is declared in Q 51.52: ka-dhalik( a) mii atii lladhfn(a) jii 'ii min . 
min rasiil(in) illii qiihl siil;ir(un) aw majniin. "Thus there came not to those 
them any messenger, but they said, 'A magician or a madman'" (Bell). The 
reproach is made to Noah in Q 54:9: kadhdhdbat qablahum qawm(u) 
fa-kadhdhabz7 'abdanii w-qiilz1 majmln(un) wa-zdujir. "The people of 
counted (it) false before them; they counted Our servant false, and 
madman, and he was deterred' " (Bell). 

Having now elucidated the context in which we must address al-Najm, 
hence proceed to a detailed analysis of the text, taking into account at once 
and Syro-Aramaic. 

Philological analysis of each verse 

1. wa-1-najm idhii hawii 

The Qur'an uses the oath quite often as a means of persuasion. One might 
that with "By the star when it falls" (as this first verse has been heretofore 
stood) the Qur' an is only making use of a simple rhetorical device. It is true 
Q 56:7 5-7 6 emphasizes the importance of this oath ("by the position of the 
but here the Arab commentators, and the Western translations, incorrectly 
that al-najm ("the star") is the subject of the verb hawii ("to fall"). 
Tabar! reports two contradictory opinions attributed to Mujahid: 1. by "this 
the Pleiades is intended, and by "fall" their disappearance at dawn; 2. that 
e~pression means "the Qur'an, when it descends (from the sky)."7 Tabar! 
hts preference for the first opinion, according to which this phrase relates to 
Pleiades, ignoring, however, the meaning of the verb "to fall," which 
central for the understanding of that which follows. Consequently, Blachere, 
and Paret (the last of these interprets this phrase as a reference to a shooting 
translate: 

Blachere: Par l'etoile quand elle s'ab!me! 
Bell: By the star when it falls 
Paret: Beim Stem, wenn er (als Sternschnuppe vom Hi~mel?) fallt! 
Oder: Beim Gestirn (der Plejaden) (an-najm) wenn es untergeht (? 

It is appropriate, especially for the sake of Arabists, to mention here a 
Noldeke in his Syriac grammar regarding word order in Syriac: 

Die Stellung der Haupttheile des Satzes zu einander ist sehr frei. 
Subj(ekt) steht im Verbal- wie im Nominalsatz bald vor, bald nach, 

7 Taban, 27:205ff. 
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seine Theile gar durch Theile des Prad(ikats) gesprengt oder 

(n. 1] 
n.l: Wie frei die Wortstellung des Syr(ers) ist, zeigt sich be~onders, wenn 

syr(ische) StUcke mit daraus gemachten arab(ischen) Ubersetzungen 
~ve1rgle:icltt. Der Araber muss da unaufhorlich die W ortstellung andern, 

der Syrer fast iiberall auch die fUr den Araber nothwendige 

hatte wahlen konnen.8 

anic example, where the subject of a verbal phrase is not indi?a:ed before 
complementary phrase, will illustrate Noldeke's descnpt10n. In Q 

it is said regarding an unbeliever on the day of judgment: 

innahu ?-anna an !an yahiir(a) 
bal inna rabbahu kiina bihi ba$frii 

.: pick up the arbitrary interpretation of Tabar!, who explains the 

. yal;zlr(a) in the sense of"return" (to God on the Day of Judgment): 

il aura pense qu'il ne reviendrait pas. 
Mais son Seigneur etait Clairvoyant a son sujet. 

And (he] thought that he would not be set back (n. 2: I.e. that his pros
peritywould continue (the phrase is usually interpreted to mean ''would 

not be brought back to Allah".]. 
Yea, but his Lord was of him observant. 

· . surprising that our eminent translators did not note that the Syriac verb in 
.: "yal;z7r", is a synonym of Arabic ba$fra in Verse 15. TJ:ey would have 
. recognized thereby that the subject of the Syriac word IS not the unbe-

but his Lord who observes him (while he is in this world). These two verses 

thei·etore to be understood: 

respective word order of the principal parts of the sentence is cha~cterized by a ~e~t margin 
. In a verbal or a nominal sentence the subject may be placed e1ther at the begmm~g or the 

Alternatively the unity of the word order could ~e interrupt.ed by :lements of the .pred1cate, or 
around. [n. 1): The degree to which Synac syntax 1s free IS ~erhaps best ~llustrated by 

··•cc.---·~-- Syriac pieces with the Arabic translations thereof. The Arable tran.sl~~or IS compell~d 
to change the word order, the Syriac author would have the possibility to choose m 

case the order of the words that corresponds to Arabic syntax." T. Noldeke, Kurzge
Grammatik, 2nd edition, Leipzig: Tauchnitz, 1898 (reprint: Darmstadt: Wissen-

.schaftli.che Buchgesellschaft 1977), p. 248. 
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14 He had believed that (God) did not observe him; 
15 But his Lord saw him (well indeed) 

That which Noldeke described regarding syntax in Syriac, which is 
puzzling to Arabists, is equally evident in the phrase that introduces the 
concerns us here. The unity of the phrase, which has been broken by the 
insertion of a verse division (after hawa), was not recognized by the 
tors and translators. In fact, the opening two verses comprise one phrase 
of a protasis (Verse 1) and an apodosis (Verse 2). Thus the syntax of the 
as follows: · 

a The first word (wa-l-najm) is not the subject of Verse 1 but an oath 
that has no role other than to introduce the following phrase. Thus it 
be translated, "By the star!" and not "By the star when it falls!" 

b The temporal phrase that follows (idha hawa; "when it falls") is a 
the subject of which is named in the apodosis of Verse 2: $a/:zibulatm; 
companion". One shoul<;l understand then: "When he (=your coxnp~micin) 
falls." · 

c The apodosis follows logically in Verse 2: 

2. rna r;lalla $a/:zibulatm wa-ma ghawa 

In translating this verse as "Your comrade has not gone astray, nor has he 
Bell does not see clearly enough the reference this verse makes to demonic 
sion, in which the possessed is thought to go astray, and become delirious. 
reason the Qur'an affirms: "Your companion has not gone astray, """''-"'""'
become delirious." 

3. wa-ma yanfuqu 'an al-hawa 

Bell does not appreciate the nuance of this phrase in ii:lterpreting, "Nor does 
speak of (his own) inclination," since the Qur' an adds in line with the above, 
is not under the effect of the fall [considered as a sign of possession] that 
speaks." · 

The term hawa does not mean here "inclination."9 It must be seen in 
the verb "to fall" of the first verse, of which it is the nominal form. Haw a is 
to be taken as a synonym ofwuqii '=$ara '(="a fall" or "an attack"). As 
the preposition 'an in the sense of "under the effect of' we find a parallel to 
Q 56:19, where it is said regarding the wine of paradise that the blessed 

9 From Syriac hwti (" to be, to exist"), ahwi ("to ·create, to invent"), from which comes the 
noun hawa (that which one invents: "fantasy," "imagination"); see J.E. Manna, 
Chaldeen-Arabe, Mossoul: n.p., 1900; reprinted with a new appendix by R.J. Bidawid, 
n.p., 1975, 17Ia. 
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under its effect ( 'anha), neither from headaches nor from languor (!a 
'iina 'anha wa-la yataraffawn)."10 

contrary of what might appear to onlookers as a fall caused by demonic 
the Qur'an replies, "It is rather a revelation given to him (at this 

Bell does not appreciate that revelation is at stake in translating, "It is 
but a suggestion suggested." 

u shadfd al-quwii 

Arabic verb awf:za (v. 4) is a metathesis of Syriac f:zawwf11 and seeing that 
term can mean not only "to reveal" but also "to teach," 12 the Qur'an 

traditional reading yunz!fiin is false. The proposed emendation finds its justification in the 
verb etrappi ("to relax, to become soft, to become languid"), the Qur'anic form of which is 
:! !r::T.s!i!:ntion. SeeR. Payne Smith, Thesaurus Syriacus, vol. I, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

2, 190 I, 2:3960ff., for example, under rappyfitti and m-rappytitti (3963): /axil as, laxatio, 
.. J, ___ , .. ,,_ and in Arabic according to Bar 'Air et Bar Bah! iii: rakhawa, irtikha ', istirkha' ("laxity, 

"'""''".,'"« lassitude"). That the Syriac root rfti is itself a secondary form of rfa/.1, through the elision 
/.1, is demonstrated by the semantics of this word which Manna (750b) renders in Arabic 

(metathesis of rafa/.za, the Arabic kh being a secondary Aramaic phoneme for /.1, 
.:some1tnm1g ane~:teo in numerous Aramaic-Babylonian dialects, including the Neo-Aramaic dialects, 

as Assyrian, in Mesopotamia) and istar/cha ("to become soft") in the physical sense (for 
regarding dough that is no longer consistent). 

latter citation shows us that the Arabic root rakhii ("to relax") is for its part a secondary 
through elision of the final f of ra/chafa (e.g. in the contemporary dialect of Aleppo, 

'ref ["I know"] is pronounced: b-a 're). This latter term for its part is a secondary 
j:m~nunciaticm of the Syro-Aramaic root r/.zef, which for its part produced, through the attenuation 

·medial /.1, the sect;mdary Arabic verb ra 'afalra 'ufa ("to have pity, to be kind."), whence 
Syriac ri5/.zi5fo > Arabic ra 'iif ("merciful, kind, gracious"). This can be compared with the 
r/.zem >Arabic ra/.zima > ra 'ima ("to love tenderly"). We note finally that Lisan al- 'arab 

Dar $adir, 1955, 2:45la) cites under the root r-.f-/.1 a saying of 'Umar who, on the occasion 
his marriage to Umm Kulthlim, the daughter of 'All, is to have said raffi/.ztini, by which 
meant, "Tell me that which is to be said to the newlywed," i.e. (according to the practice 
current in our day in advance of or at the occasion of a marriage), "say tefralr ('may you 

happy!')" (thus the appellation fara/.1 for the wedding ceremony in Egypt, for example). 
explains for us the secondary form of the Arabic verb faril.za ("to rejoice, to be merry"), 

is a metathesis of the Syro-Aramaic root r-f-lr (n.b. The Arabic variant r-q-/.1 cited in the 
sense by the Lis an is manifestly the result of a false pointing which produced q instead of 

We would draw attention also to a final secondary Arabic variant of this same root, due to the 
'.a~tenuiati<Jn of the final 1.z to h, which produced: rafahalrafuha, ta-rajfaha ("to relax, to live in· 

be pleasant") and derived nouns such as rafoha and rafohiyya ("relaxation, ease, 
'en<nfm-foh!P life") etC. 

already recognized by Brockelmann, Lexicon syriacum, Halis Saxonum: Max Niemeyer, 
220a. 

Manna, 223b, under /.lawwi (5): 'a/lama. 
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connects this verse to it by adding, as a synonym, the verb 
strongly Powerful [i.e. the Almighty] who has taught him." 

This latter expression has been the object of controversy among both Arab . 
Western commentators, who have not realized that we are dealing here with· 
Syriac calque, one of innumerable examples thereof in the Qur'iin. For 
al-quwwa (in the singular, and not al-quwa, in the plural, as the Cairo 
has it), the Qur'an is translating ·literally the Syriac expression taqfj 
which means literally (someone) "strong in force." 14 With the Syriac exJJressic 

13 'A/lama for its part is derived from Syro-Aramaic '/em I 'lam, 'all em, meaning literally "to 
to strengthen" and metaphorically, "to render (intellectually) strong"= "to teach," in the 
the Syriac synonym taqqef("to reinforce, to strengthen") produced the Arabic thaqqafa (in 
phorical sense): "to form, to instruct," whence in modem Arabic: wazir at-ta 'lim wa··l-t/;raaa'fa 
("Minister of Instruction and Culture"). Otherwise the Arabic 'a/lama (in the metaphorical 
intellectual," faithfully renders the morphology of a Syriac nomen agentis ("agent noun"), 
means literally "strong (intellectually)." Likewise it is through the etymology of the Syriac 
'layma ("child"- in the state of growth, or gaining strength) th\}t one can eh.icidate the primary 
of the derived secondary Arabic term ghu/am (boy), along with other derived terms. The Syriac 
root 'lam being itself a secondary variant of the root [liam (through the sonorization of (I to 'ayn), 
meaning originally "to be strong" and by extension "to be in good health, to be sound" (either in 
or mind), "to heal." Hence we can elucidate the etymology of the Qur'anic term(zi/m I (zulm in Q 
59, adequately rendered as "age of puberty," nothing other than the logical completion of the age 
"gaining strength"= "growth" (Syriac 'layma >Arabic ghu/am), to be compared with Q 12:22; 28:14; 
46:15, where ba/agha ashuddahu (Bell: "he reached his full strength") is the Arabic synonym. 

The Syro-Aramaic root (z/am ("to be strong, sound") thus enables us to explore the semantic 
number of variants, such as the Syriac metathesis la(zmti, which is "meat" in Arabic, but for which 
Qur'an has preserved for us the primordial Arabic meaning of"food" in the following four 
16:14; 35:12; 52:22; 56:21. In the context of these passages the word la(zm means "food" and not 
as according to the current Arabic understanding. Even in Q 56:21 the word does not imply 
d'oiseaux," "birds' flesh," "Fleisch von Gefiilgel," as translated by Blachere, Bell and Paret, but 
"fresh food." Instead of labm(i) l!!J!!: (in) one should read (with metathesis) labm(un) fari(yzm). 
reading is doubly attested, by Q 16:14 and 35:12, which speaks of"fresh food" and not "fresh 
regards Q 56:21, it is rather difficult to imagine that there is "roast bird" in paradise. A conseqraential 
analysis of the etymology of a number of other Aramaic and Arabic words would lead us to '~--·""·.c. ' 
historical connection and the semantic ramifications of this, as for example the :svro-Amn1mc 
("to be strong, sound''), which becomes by metathesis !bern ("to adhere, to be coherent''), 
Arabic fa/lama ("to weld, to heal''), and by the alteration of the /z to hamza ('), Ia 'ama I Ia 'ama 
same meaning + "to agree with, be appropriate, be convenient''). Other current Arabic words 
mali(! I mli/:z I mni(z ("convenient, good, well") and even milb ("salt''), which meant 
taste," tum out to be derived from Aramaic. By examining this more closely, we note occ:asi•onally lhe 
consonantal mutation b > v > m as with also b > v > f, for example: Syro-Ararnaic (!alba> Arabic 
("milk"- as a food); through the sonorization of (I as 'ayn and the spirantization of Aramaic b (= 
results in the secondary Arabic form 'alaf("forage," "pasture'') and its derivatives. "FcJOd'" b<:in~: svrJOn\r;·' 
mous with "force," the Aramaic root /z/ab ("to milk"- in order to nourish) becomes through th ... n"'"''·" ·. 
tion of /z > 'lab ("to defeat''), from which is derived the Arabic verb ghalaba (with the same 
These few examples should suffice to demonstrate the work necessary for the development of an 
logical dictionary of the Arabic language, which we still lack. · 

14 This expression (taqif 'uslmti) is well known in the Syriac liturgy. We find it in the 
(teshbuhta) hymn which precedes the reading of the Gospel on the vespers of 
Easter. Cf. Breviarium jzLr:ta ritum Ecclesiae Antiochenae Syronrm. Pars autumnalis. 
secundum. Mausili: Typis Fratrum Praedicatorum,l886, 470a, ll. 10-11 (Christmas 
teshbubtti w-hedrti w-nrmrtimti m-daslminan 1-gayyti w-gabbtirti w-taqi( 'uslmti 'a/ 
d- 'ammak Israel ("Glory, honor, and praise we offer to the Glorious, the Powerful and [the 
who is] strong in force, for the victory of your people Israel."). 
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'ushnii, the "Almighty," God (or His Spirit) is intended. This contradicts the 
iterpretation of the commentators cited by Taban, 15 who see in this expression a 

of (the angel) Gabriel. In contrast to Blachere, who sees here an allu-
to "un [Ange] redoutable, fort," Bell, with reference to Q 51:58, sees in it an 

that should rather be applied to God. This opinion is confirmed elsewhere 
badfth reported by Ibn 'Abbas and cited by the Lis an al- 'arab according to 

the Prophet, in a supplication, is to have said, allah(u)m(a) dha [al-khayl] 
al-shadfd ("0 God, [you who are] of strong force= almighty).16 

translates dhii mirra(tin) as "forceful;" Blachere: "doue de ~agacite;" Paret: 
Festigkeit eigen ist." The differences among Western translators augment 
cited by Taban, who offers the following interpretations (all attributed to 

"of beautiful stature" 
"of a beautiful appearance" 
"of a large and beautiful stature" 
"endowed with force" 
"of the force of Gabriel" 
(again) "endowed with force" 

interpretation, however, is: "a healthy body, exempt from sicknesses and 
ii:illirmitie:s." In these conditions, he explains, the body of a man can be consid!!red 

He cites as proof for this a saying of the Prophet, but which has no relation 
verse. In fact dhii has here the function of a relative pronoun that introduces 

phrase, an insight that can only be perceived by analyzing its origin. 

grammar lists five nouns that are exceptions to the classical rule of declina-
namely: ab(un) ("father"), akh(un) ("brother"), bam(un) ("father-in-law"),fii 

and dhii (possessive pronoun: "possessor of," "endowed with"). All of 
nouns, in fact, have an Aramaic origin. While the first three are still found in 

·l)iodem Arabic dialects, the latter two are only found in the literary language. 
· As concerns fii, it is most likely an apocope .of Babylonian Aramaic from the 
vu-·fllam.aH.: word piimmii/puma ("mouth"),17 of which we find a number of 

... Tabati, 42. 
Lisan a/- 'arab, I I: 196. 
Cf. Carl Brockelrnann, Grundrijl der vergleichenden Grammatik der semitischen Sprachen, 
Hildesheim: Olrns, 1966, I, § 1!5da, p.333, who cites as Assyrian forms: pli, pi, pa, pl. piate (which 
is certainly the plural of the secondary formp(ljara ),which explains also the Babylonian origin of the 
Hebrew forms pe, pi, which would seem anyway to be rather apocopes ofSyro-Aramaic appe I appin. 
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variants in modern Arabic dialects lfumm, fom, fomm, th9mm, t.9mm), 18 

demonstrate that the vocalization of literary Arabic jam does not correspond 
linguistiC reality. 

But unlikefo, the origin of which is an Aramaic noun, dhz7 is a particle made 
of two Syro-Aramaic elements: a. the demonstrative d.9 and b. the enclitic 
the personal pronoun of the third person masculine singular (acting as a 
(h)ii, which gives the composite form: d.9-(h)ii = dhii. 19 As the ;:,YJ·o-t'IIainau 
demonstrative rb- (df, da) also has a correlative function, dha (<rb-hfi), in 
context has the meaning of: "that which is," "who is." 

This use of dhzl as a relative pronoun, much to the surprise of Arabists, · 
confirmed by Lisan a!- 'arab, which cites al-Farrii' (who refers to Shammar) 
follows: bi-l-fa~l dhz7ja~~alakum al!ahu bi-hi ("by the favor which [dha] 
has lavished upon you."). The Lisan explains: 

In doing this, they place dhzl instead of alladhf. There are others who 
hiidhii dhz7 ya 'rif ("This is the one [dhii] who knows."). Al-Farrii' 
wa-inna al-ma 'a ma 'u abf wa-jadclf wa-bi 'rf dhz7 f:zafartu wa-dhfi 
("this water-point (is) that of my father and my grandfather, and my 
which [dhii] I dug, and which [dhz7] I filled in"). As for the line of the 
"As for those of the house [=family] ofTamim, of whom ( dha) I have 
here dhz7 has the meaning of alladhf ("which"). This particle does not 
nominative, accusative, or genitive; rather it remains phonetically mv<ui<•u•c 

because it does not act as an adjective that can be declined, as [for ex!tmt>lel 
when you say, "I met a man [lit.: I have passed J2x a man- which 
genitive, dhi] who (was) rich," and "this is a man [nominative: dhii] 
(was) rich," and "I saw a man [accusative: dha] who (was) rich." Thus' 
said. And you say [=further example], "I saw the one who (dhz7) 
you;" or in one of the sayings of the Arabs, "That which (dhz7) came to 
[lit.: to people] has come to him," in other words [in current Arabic]: 
[ = dhzl] at a: that which came. Regarding this Abii Man~iir has ext:llautel 
"this [is used] in the dialect of (bani) Tayy."20 

As regards dha mirra the latter word is a false reading. The Arab philologists 
the final h of this Aramaic word, which alternates with the final a/if and marks 
masculine status emphaticus, as the Arabic feminine ending. For this reason 
added two diacritical points in order to produce a ta ' marbzl{a, although 
thereby they were still not able to give a precise meaning to this enigmatic 
But according to Aramaic orthography, this word can be read: mara, which 

18 See also Theodor Noldeke, Neue Beitriige zur semitischen Sprachwissenschaft (NBsS), 
Trilbner, 1910, 175 ff. 

19 This enclitic form of d-(h)ii is current in Judeo-Aramaic; see for example M. Sokoloff, A 
of Jewish Palestinian Aramaic, Ramat-Gan: Bar Han University Press, 2002, 156b, 3: 
dras, which Sokoloff translates: wherever he treds {=reads?), but which in fact means: if he 

20 Lisiin a/- 'arab, 15:460 alb. 
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Lord," and appears to be an emphatic identification of the one who is shadid 
· (v. 5). Preceded by the relative particle dha (< d-hu), which includes the 

(hu =is), a relative phrase with the meaning "who is the Lord" is produced. 
regards fa-stawa, this reflexive Arabic verb renders the Syriac eshtwi, the 

of which is shwa, Arabic sawiya, the primary meaning of which, according to 
is "to be on a level," or "to level, to smooth, to simplify." It also has the 

meaning "to humble oneself, to deign."21 It is this latter meaning that 
to have the closest correspondence to the verse at hand. Without taking 

consideration the Qur'iinic context the translators simply follow Tabar! in 
"he stood straight" (Bell), and [this angel] "se tint en majeste" 
"Er stand aufrecht da" (Paret). Paret, however, intimates his uncer-

ofthis translation by addingja-stawa in parentheses. In fact the Arabic verb 
can be interpreted in two ways: a. to put oneself on a vertical level- that is 

. stand up straight;" or b. on a horizontal level. 
(putting his trust in earlier traditions) thought of the first, thereby also 

our translators into error. It is rather in the second way that this verb 
taken- but figuratively: so put oneself on a horizontal level, to simplify 

that is "to humble oneself," and all the more so since, in our context, it is 
in person who humbled himself to come down to his Messenger. Thus 
means here: "he humbled himself." 

verse does not present any particular problem. However, the translators do not 
apprec:iate the semantic nuance here when they translate this phrase as a simple 
1!"'-,l<UOLLLU.u. "Upon the high horizon" (Bell), "alorS qu'il etait a !'horizon SUperieur" 
,--··--··-n "(in der Ferne) ganz oben am Horizont" (Paret). In fact this is a conces

proposition that is meant to emphasize the contrast with the idea expressed in 
main clause. Indeed, it is not a minor matter that the Lord - He who lives in the 

heaven- humbles Himself to descend upon his Messenger. This is what is 
by the expression.fi al-zifuq(i) al-a '!a- in the highest horizon- that is the 
in contrast to the earth, but in particular in regard to the lowering of the Lord 

level of his servant! Thus we propose the following interpretation of this verse: 
who resides [lit. who is] at the highest horizon [i.e. in the highest heaven]!" 

lllll'lnllla dana ja-tadallii 

traditional Qur'iinic reading thumma of the Syro-Aramaic (Syriac) tzlb > 
Yl.ailda.eaJl) tzlm ("again," "anew"), from which is derived the so-called classical 

form, does not correspond with the Qur' iinic orthography tm, which 
rather a pronunciation identical to dialectal Arabic t.9mm /th9mm ("double 

=mouth), which reveals the origin of the Aramaic adverb tzlbh, derived from 
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the verb twab >tab ("to return," and figuratively, "to repent," whence the 
tab). Yet as t.9mm /th.9mm does not occur as an adverb in contemporary 
dialects, the defective Qur'anic orthography, even while it privileges this 
ciation, could also correspond to a vocalization identical to the Mandaean 
Ionian) tiim, from which it is most likely derived.22 The pronunciation 
with the doubling of them and a final a is improbable, as the Qur'an 
marks amma, for example, or lamma with a final alif. 

The verb dana has the same meaning in Arabic and Syro-Aramaic 
namely "to approach," and in Arabic, furthermore "to come down, ut::s,;t:nu. 
reflexive tadalla (Syro-Aramaic etdallf) likewise has a shared etymology, 
this context it has the Arabic meaning of "to hang = to persist, to 
suspense," which the Syriac verb does not share. 

The Qur' anic editor, who seems indeed to have been familiar with the 
New Testament, makes here a clear reference to Isaiah 11:2 and 42:1, as 
to Matthew 3:16 and John 1:32-33. These Biblical passages help provide an 
dation of this succinct Qur'anic text that alludes to the Spirit of God 
descends and remains suspended above His messenger. 

Blachere was right to contradict Tab an by translating logically, 23 and in 
the Biblical references: "Puis ii s 'approcha et demeura suspendu." As for the 
who approached in this way, Tabari reports two opinions: the first, supported 
three chains of transmission (based on the authority of al-I:Iasan, Qatada, 
al-Rabi'), is that the referent is (the angel) Gabriel; the other, with reference to 
'Abbas and Anas Ibn Malik, is that the reference is to the Lord in person. 

9. fa-kiina qiiba qawsayn aw adnii 

As regards the verb kiina ("he was"), Tabari believes that the implied 
(the angel) Gabriel. As for the locution qiiba qawsayn, he explains: "Gabriel 
at the distance of two arcs ('ala qadri qawsayn), or less, that is to say, 
him."24 In order to explain this locution, which he understands as an 

to him: qaba qawsayn and qfba qawsayn and qfda qawsayn and qada 
All of these have the meaning of 'at a distance of two arcs.' " 

Others interpretfa-kiina qaba qawsayn with the meaning of, "He was the 
distance from him as the cord is from the arc." Tabari presents five chains 
mission, some of which understand this locution similarly. Others 
qaba qawsayn with the meaning of "by one or two cubits," and still others 
qab means a measure, according to one opinion half of a finger's length.25 

22 Cf. Theodor Noldeke, Mandiiische Grammatik, Halle: Buclihandlung des Waisenhauses, 
204,14. 

23 Tabari is followed by Bell and Paret, who translate: "Then he drew near and .!E!..!!!!J!.lli!1J!!...!!\l.ll::lli 

"Hieraufnaherte er sich und kam (immer weiter) nach unten lfa-tadallif)." · 
24 Tabari, 27:54. 
25 Ibid. 
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locution qiiba qawsayn, evidently taken as ancient, or so-called Classical 
is recorded in Arabic dictionaries according to this imagined meaning.26 Qiib 

.·S:UTJPO:sed to mean "a short dista.rice" and 'alii qabi qawsayn is taken as a locution 
"extremely close," "at the distance of two finger lengths." Still all of these 
at interpretation, each less probable than the last, clearly demonstrate that 

and the cited commentators, convinced that they were working with clear 
never suspected that the locution is Syro-Aramaic, as we will here explain. 

context of this verse the subject of kiina is not Gabriel, regarding whom 
cites a l:zadith according to which the Prophet saw him with his six hundred 
Neither is the subject the same as that of the previous phrase, namely 

of God." It is rather the Messenger himself. The logic of the context will 
demonstrate that the subject changed here without any explicit transi

change that is con:fusing to a typical reader but is a common feature of 
style. Finally the word kana here does not have the simple Arabic meaning 

was" but rather, under the influence of Syriac, "he remained." 
is not an Arabic word, and it is neither an adverb of place nor of measure, 
a false reading of a Syro-Aramaic active participle. Instead of qab, 

should be read, which is a Syro-Aramaic verb meaning "to freeze, to remain 
· :to remain immobile.'m However, the Qur'anic grapheme qiit corresponds 

the Syriac present participle, and thus one should read qaeth (cf. qaem = 
qayim/qa'im), which means "immobilized, immobile, still.;' Preceded by 

verb kana the phrase signifies "He became" or "he remained still." 
traditional reading qawsayn is erroneous and has nothing to do with one or 

" This word not being Arabic, one of the two diacritical points of the q 
be removed to form a Syriacf(or p) and three diacritical points should be 
to the sfn to form a shin, which leads to the Syriac reading, with a dual 
suffix, pawshayn/fawshayn, which means, according to Manna under 
"a stop, pause, interruption."28 The word therefore means "two pauses= 

·· · instants." Thus instead of the traditional Arabic reading, fa-kiina qaba 
aw adna, "he was two arcs or less," we should read fa-kana qaet 

ilii 'abdilzi(i) ttiii awl}ii 

verse is clear in itself and its meaning conforms with the translation of 
"II revela alors a son Serviteur ce qu'il revela." ("He then revealed to 

T!c ··--·--·what He revealed"). 

.E.g. H. Wehr, A Dictionary of Modern Wrillen Arabic, ed. J. Milton Cowan, 
Ath edition, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1979, 930a. 
Manna, 712b. Brockelmann, Lexicon syriacum (704a): (Ar. waqt tempus definitum): haesit ("to 

. remain still, to freeze"); Thesaunts (2:3774): qat immotus mansit ("to remain immobile"); qal: piish 

. zaw' akh . .. aynii d-melli;ed b-giihrittii (gal: ''to remairi inui:Jobile, as one who is stupefied."): 
58 Ia. 
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11. mil kadhaba al-fu 'iidu mil ra 'ii 

Blachere and Bell understand this verse according to the interpretation of 

Blachere: Son imagination n'a pas abuse sa vue. · 
Bell: The heart did not falsify what it saw. 

However, and according to the explanation of this phrase below, the verb 
("to lie") should be read kadhdhaba ("to refute"). As for the traditional 
al-.fit 'adu, the hamza inserted by the later Arab readers suggests the meaning 
according to the Arabic meaning of the term,29 but this reading is false. 
hamza, the Qur'iinic grapheme is to be readfawad. Manna gives the Arabic 
of the Syriac verbal root pad/fod as follows: zagha, t;lalla ("to deviate, to err, 
rave");30 saha, dhahala ("to be distracted, absent-minded"). It is this latter 
that should be retained for the Qur'iinic nominal formfawad, of which Manna 
the following equivalents in Syriac: pawda, pyiida, pyiidzlthii, which should· 
rendered by "absence." This term thus logically corresponds with the Syriac ~ ,. .• vur.= 

qat ("to be inert, immobile") of Verse 9, along with the two preceding svrtonvmoiiS 
verbs in Verse 2, rna dalla.yabibulatm wa-ma ghawa ("gone astray," "become 
ious"). Thus, instead of the traditional reading, rna kadhaba al-.fit 'adu rna ra 'a 
he~rt did not falsify what it saw"), we should read rna kadhdhaba al-fawad(u) 
r~ a, which corresponds to "The absence does not refute in any way what he 
{t.e.: The absence does not mean that what he saw was false). 

12. a-fa tmniiriinalm 'alii mil yarii 

The traditional reading a-fa presumes an interrogative Arabic particle 'a 
by the Arabic conjuctionfa. Instead we have here the Syro-Aramaic particle 
which expresses the logical conclusion to a question (which here does not need 
interrogative particle). 

The verb mara is a borrowing from the Syriac marrf, which means in 
according to Manna, kha.yama ("to dispute, to contest").31 Unlike Blachere, 
renders it approximately with chicaner ("to quibble"), Taban explains it 
as jabada and }ada/a ("to deny, to contest").32 This verse is thus to be 
tuman7nahu 'ala rna yara, "Do you then contest what he sees [as vision]?" 

13. wa-laqad ra(ii)hu naz/a(tan) 'ukhrii 

The only term to elucidate in this verse is the word nazla which Taban 
in the sense of marra ("one time"),33 followed by Blacher~, while Bell sees 

29 Blachere not:s in this regard (560, n.ll): "le foie (= le creur) n'a pas abuse ce qu'il (= 
a vu. -On salt que chez les Semites le creur est souvent considere comme Ie siege de Ia 

30 Manna, 578a. 
31 Ibid., 415b. 
32 TabarT, 27: 49ff. 
33 Ibid., 27:50. 
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descent" (of God and His Spirit): "He saw him, too, at a second descent." 
sees the same: "Er hat ihnja auch ein anderes Mal herabkommen sehen." 
is term should not be understood here according to the ordinary sense of 

"attributed to God or His Spirit, but rather to the fit which comes "down" 
the Messenger.34 Unlike Blachere and Bell, who render Verse 13 with 

ill' a vu une autrefois," and "He saw him, too, at a second descent," this 
philological analysis leads us to the following understanding: "He saw him 
when he had another fit [or another vision]." 

for whom the term nazla does not pose any problem, is interested for his 
in that which the Messenger could have seen in a second vision. For the 

of commentators (13 chains of transmission) it is (the angel) Gabriel 
saw the messenger. One central witness is attributed to Aisha, who is said 
reported to this effect that following the declaration of the Messenger, "I 

saw Gabriel according to his true appearance these two times, when he 
des,cemded from heaven. His great size obscured the space between heaven and 

Only Ibn 'Abbas, to whom are attributed two chains of transmission, 
that the Messenger of God saw his Lord in his heart. 

could understand that the commentators here could only posture conjec
regarding the one whom the Messenger had seen, as they themselves were 

witnesses. Yet one would expect that they would know a bit more regarding 
which follows. 

.Ho'w'"'"'r the commentators cited by Tabar'i are no less perplexed regarding the 
of the two terms sidra and muntaha. As for sidra, all agree with Ibn 

who sees in this a jujube free. As for its description as sidrat al-muntaha, 
provides three opinions: 

•• According to certain qualified commentators (including Ka 'b al-Mbiir), this 
epithet (al-muntaha ="the end") means that this jujube constitutes the end, 
the limit, of the .knowledge of every learned person. 
Others report that it is the "end" for those who descend from above, or ascend 
from below, by the order of God .. 
Still others report that it is the end, the goal, of all who follow the law of the 
Messenger of God and his path. 

justifies these three opinions, and reports thereafter the descriptions of 
tree passed down by the Messenger of God to the people of knowledge 

find an adequate Arabic explanation of this meaning with Manna (p. 59) under the Syriac noun 
which he explains as nazla IU$ib al-a 'yun {"a descent" = "an attack that touches the 

since the Qur' an employs nuziil in the sense of"revelation," nazi a ukhra can also mean 
< ••onnthPr revelation." 

Tabal'i, 27:50ff. 
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(ahl a!- 'i!rn). Anas b. Malik cites the Messengers as follows: "Upon arriving 
sidra, [I saw] here that its fruits were each the size of ajar and its leaves 
ears of elephants. Touched by the command of God, its fruit and its 
transformed into hyacinths, emeralds and other (precious stones)." To this 
adds other legends according to which this fantastic sidra is clothed 
indescribable appearance.36 

Hardly persuaded by the legendary comments ofTabari, our translators 
to find a solution according to their understanding, and translate: 

Blachere: pres du jujubier d'al-Montahii. 
Bell: By the sidra-tree at the boundary. 

In fact sidra is neither a jujube nor any kind of magic tree. This Syriac word 
quite simply, according to Manna, under sedra: sitr, hijiibi ("curtain, 
precise curtain or veil is specified by the following word. Al-rnuntahii is 
end where all knowledge finds its limit, as Tabar! believes, nor a certain place, ·· 
Mecca, as Blachere believed (following Caetani).38 By boundary Bell am1rnachl 
the closest to the exact meaning. Al-rnuntahii is· in fact an exact synonym 
a~-iikhira (_"th~ next world").39 It is Ephrem the Syrian, in his description of 
dtse, who mdtcates the true meaning of the Qur'anic term sidra, from · 
phonetic Syriac variant setrii or settiirii ("curtain, veil"), which separates the 
here below from the other world, that is, paradise. Thus Nicolas Sed coJmrrtents: 

D'autre part, setoro peut signifier egalement "voile". Selon Ia tOilOg;rar•hie 
Paradis le lieu appele setoro correspond aux tentures et au rideau extfiri,,n't; 

sanctuaire. Dans Ia tradition rabbinique Ia description des cieux et de 
mentio~e deux "rideaux" ou ''voiles". Le premier appele wilon, est . 
le premter ciel et designe 1' atmosphere qui separe les terres et les cieux, le 
appe!e pargod, se trouve a !'autre extremite de l'echelle celeste 
septieme ciel, irnmediatement devant le trone de Ia Gloire. C~s deuX 
celestes correspondent exactement aux deux rideaux du sanctuaire et 
disposition du Paradis de I' auteur syrien au setoro et I' arbre de Ia science.4° 

36 Ibid., 27:52ff. 
37 Manna, 479b. 
38 Cf. Blachere (p. 560, n. 14): "Sidrati 1-Muntahii= le jujubier d'al-Montahii. Les commt, suivis 

traducteurs, posent qu 'il s' agit d'un jujubier merveilleux croissant a Ia limite du Septieme Ciel. 
suggere avec infiniment de raison qu' al-Montahii represente un lieu-dit, pres de Ia · 
Psychologiquement ce detail est destine a faire impression sur les incn!dules. II est done 
"en situation" que !'interpretation proposee par les commt qui ne peut rien evoquer pour Ies 

39 Thus the Thesaurus Syriacus (I: 129), under bartd, which also offers the Arabic svnonvrns: 
muntahii, and thereafter: finis, de tempore ; b-khartd d-yawmdtd: in fine dierum, h.e. 
futuro ; b-barteh ,d-zabnd: ultimo tempore ; b-bartd dh-zavnii: postero tempore ; b-barat 
fine tempontm; a/ bartii: define mundi. 

40 N. Sed, "Les hymnes du Paradis de saint Ephrem et les traditions juives," Le Mustion 81 · .-
(455-501) 471. , 
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Blachere (pres dujujubier d'al-Montaha) and Bell (by the sidra-tree at the 
this study leads us to understand Verse 14 as: "near the veil of the 

world." 

Tabar! explains the term rna 'wa rather correctly with the meaning of 
· of the martyrs,"41 that is the heavenly dwelling, Blachere, Bell, and 

have difficulty in recognizing this quite evident meaning. Blachere makes 
name of it and translates: "pres duquel est le jardin d' al-Ma'wa." He adds 

WULUWllll! note: 

d 'al-Ma 'wii. Ce demier terme signifie: !a retraite. Selon les commt., 
encore ici par presque tous les traducteurs, il s'agirait d'un jardin du 

Toutefois Sprenger pense avec beaucoup de raison qu'il s'agit 
siJ:nplem1ent d'une villa entouree d'unjardin, dans Ia banlieue de Ia Mekke.

42 

our translators exceed the imagination of the Arab commentators. Bell 
at first, quite correctly- "Near which is the garden of the abode"- but 

!allowing note his explanation is in line with that of Blachere: "This must 
some dwelling near Mecca; unless the verse be a later insertion, and refers 
. places. The whole vision is often so taken, but this robs it offorce.'"'

3 

-nu,wc::vc::t, the Thesaurus gives, under awwiina ("habitation, residence"), the 
equivalent rna 'wa, and explains its meaning as a celestial habitation in 

locutions: awwiine tubtiine: "mansiones beatae" ("residences ofthe 
awwiine d-lii 'abrfn: "mansiones permanentes" ("eternal residences"), 

da-l 'el: i.e. "caeli" ("celestial residences").44 This meaning emerges 
from the Qur'anic context. Verse 15 is thus to be understood as: "near to 

[is] the garden of the [heavenly] domain." 

VaJ'!h~:hil al-sidra(ta) mil yaghshil 

understood verse suffers from an erroneous reading which our trans

. render as follows: 

.tllacttcme: quand couvrait le jujubier ce qui [le] couvrait 
When the sidra-tree was strangely enveloped 

anic particle idh often represents the Syriac particle kadh. Accordingly it 
· ·· contain certain semantic nuances that are not found in the typical Arabic 
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application of idh. Manna lists under kad the following concessive Arabic 
wa-in, wa-law ("although").45 Having demonstrated that sidra means 
"jujube" nor "sidra-tree", it goes without saying that this verse is not rPfi>rrincr: 

fruits that cover this imaginary tree, but rather "the veil" which covers 
covers, namely the (direct) vision into the other world, the celestial domain. 
brief philological analysis is sufficient to correct the reading of this verse 
taghsha al-sidra(tu) rna taghsha. This leads logically to the understanding 
verse as a sort of protasis - "Although the veil covered what it covered"
is followed by the apodosis of Verse 17. 

17. mil ziigha al-ba!jar(u) wa mil faghii 

It should be noted here that tagha should be read here according to the Syriac 
! 'a from which it is derived, fa 'a. It does not mean "pass its limits" (Bell); 
it is a synonym of its Arabic equivalent r)alla ("to go astray") inVerse 2, to 
it is in any case parallel. Read with this small correction as rna zagha at--na:mrr 

wa-ma fa 'a, this verse is to be understood as an apodosis as follows: "the 
sight had neither illusion nor error [as to the vision]." 

18. la-qad ra 'a min iiyiit(i) rabbih(i) al-kubrii 

"He truly saw great signs of his Lord!" 

The Syro-Aramaic46 reading ofQnr'an 53:1-18 

1 By the star! 
2 When he falls, [2.] your companion has not gone astray, nor has he. 

delirious. 
3 And it is not under the effect of the fall [regarded as a sign ofpm;se1!SIOJ 

that he speaks. 
4 It is rather a revelation given to him [at this moment]! 
5 It is the strongly Powerful [i.e. the Almighty] who has taught him, 
6 That is the Lord; 

45 Manna, 326b. 

46 By "Syro-Aramaic," the Syro-Aramaic elements of the "Arabic" language of the 
intended. The philological analysis of the Qur'an's language has thus far led us to the 
conclusion: the language of the Qur' an is composed, apart from Arabic, in part of 
elements of different eras, some of which stem from ancient Aramaic (Aitararnaisch), 
Aramaic (Reichsaramilisch) -like Biblical Aramaic (Biblisch-Aramiiisch)- and others 
majority) from the Aramaic ofthe Christian era, above all Syriac, but also Juclae<l-Ararrl•ic 
Babylonian Aramaic dialects such as Mandaean and other Neo-Aramaic dialects 
vernacular Eastern Syriac). Consequently we designate those linguistic elements of the 
have references in Syriac literature "Syro-Arabic," and those elements that we find 
Aramaic speakers or literatures "Arabo-Aramaic." Hence the term, the "Syro-Aramaic" 
of the Qur'iin. 

A new Syro-Aramaic reading of Verses 1-18 297 

He who resides at the highest horizon, [6b.] humbled himself, 
He then approached [or: came down] and remained hovering [upon His 
servant]. 
He [i.e. the servant] remained thereupon dumbfounded for two instants, 
or even less. 
He then revealed to His servant what He revealed. 
The absence does not refute in any way what he saw. 
Do you therefore contest what he sees [as vision]? 
He saw him [too], when he had another fit [or another vision], 
near the veil of the other world, 
near to which [is] the garden of the [heavenly] domain. 
Although the veil covered what it covered, 
the sight had neither illusion nor error [as to the vision]. 
He truly saw great signs of his Lord! 
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Al-Nafilirii in the Qur' an 
A hermeneutical reflection 

Sidney Griffith 

:,appo:aiaL:tuu "Christians" (al-masfl;ziyyiin), 1 used to designate the followers of 
Messiah (Christos), never appears in the Arabic Qur'an. But Christians 

referred to in the text of the Islamic scripture under a number of other 
titles.2 Some fifty-four times the Qur'an speaks of"Scripture People" 

....... "'""'u'. and in many instances the Christians are obviously included among 
Once in the Qur' iin Christians are called "Gospel People" (ahl al-injfl). 

times the Qur'iin uses the term al-naijiira (once in the sing., al-naljriinl), 
community-specific ofthe names and titles it employs to refer to the 

followers of 'Isii, the Messiah, Mary's son, as the Qur'an regularly 
of Jesus ofNazareth, who, in the Islamic view, was the last Messenger God 
the "Scripture People" prior to the mission ofMul:mmmad, "the seal of the 

(al-AI;zziib [33] 40). The immediate suggestion of this difference in 
ilenclature is that the reader should not too hastily assume that the Christians 

among the "Scripture People," or those designated as "Gospel People," 
called al-naljiira in the Qur'an, are in fact the same communities of 

a point to which we shall return in due course. 
uuJll-.t'ua:uit: interpretations of the Qur'iin, the name al-naijiirii is almost 

translated "Christians," albeitthat the translation is not exact and, as we 
it may even camouflage what the Arabic scripture actually means to say 

passages in which the term is used. So the purpose of the present essay is to 
· the sense of the term al-naljiirii in the Qur'iin from a number ofperspec-
. close attention to the frames of reference and the interpretive 

that determine the point of view in each instance. These include 
ancLlexicaLconsiderations,_a_study~_Qf the historical and cultural 

of the texts and the contexts in which the term is used in Qur' anic 
and an inquiry into the likely historical identity of the "Christians" to 

New Testament, the term "Christian" appears only three times, ostensibly as an appellation 
outsiders to designate the followers of Jesus Christ: Acts II :26 Christianous; 26:28 

I Peter 4:16 Christianos. 
the Qur'an, unless otherwise noted, are herein normally adapted by the author 
trans., An Interpretation of the Qur 'an: English Translation of the Meanings; a 

Edition, New York: New York University Press, 2000, 2004. 
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whose beliefs and practices the Qur' an alludes in the passages in 
Christians concerned are called al-nafiara. 

The philology and lexicography of the name al-Naiji1ri1 

In early Islamic tradition there is already considerable discussion of the 
meaning, the etymology and the grammatical typology of the term at-nmwr.a. 

most commonly attested, plural form of the word, and its singular an--na~rm 
Earlier commentators, such ·as Abu Ja'far al-Taban (d. 310/923), were 
consider it to be a geographical term referring to the village of Natjira, where, 
said Jesus, son of Mary, and his mother had lived.4 However, as time went 
became more common in the Islamic commentary tradition to derive the term 
the Arabic root n-tj-r, in the form of the participle nafiir (pl. an/jar) in the 
"helper/s" or "supporter/s," and to assign a scriptural meaning to the term by 
ring to the passage in the Qur'an that speaks of Jesus's disciples 
declaring themselves to be "God's helpers" (an/jar Allah): "Jesus said, 
be my helpers (an!jarf) toward God?' The disciples said, 'We are God's 
(Al 'Jmran [3] 52).5 So one might on this basis assume thattheNatjara of the 
are thought to be the spiritual descendants of Jesus's first disciples. This 
tion is widespread in the Islamic community, with some commentators 
it excludes those who both yesterday and today call themselves at-·Ml1Sl!~tvvtlr. 

Muslim commentators have all approached the term na!jranz/natjara 
assumption that it functions as an Arabic word, and that its grammatical and 
states are to be, and can be adequately explained in reference to the 
classical Ariibic grammar and-lexicography. Cortttari.Wi.se, rton-Musli.J:n, 
Western scholars have considered the term to be pari of the "foreign vu<o<luu'"'v 

the Qur'an," to borrow a phrase from Arthur Jeffery. Specifically, the 
scholarly opinion is that the Arabic term is a reprise of the Greek 
Ha.t:;(J)pazor;/oz, perhaps by way of the Syriac equivalentNasrilyCi/Nasrilye,6 

in the Qur'an and elsewhere its literal meaning is ''Nazarene/s."7 This acliectivP: 

3 See the discussion of selected classical and modem Muslim exegetes cif the Qur'an on the 
in J.D; McAuliffe, Qur'antc Christians: An Analysis of Classical and Modem 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991, esp. 93-128. 

4 See Abu Ja' far al-Tab an, Jami 'al-bayan ji tafoir al-Qur 'an, Cairo: al-Matba' a al-Miniyya, 1 
5 See, e.g., the commentary ofZamakhshiin (d. 538/1144) in W. Nassau Lees, The Qoran; 

Commentary of the Imam Aboo a/-Qasim Mahmood bin 'Omar al-Zamakhshari, Entitled 
Kashshaf 'an Haqaiq a/-Tanzi/, Calcutta: Lees, 1856, 1:80. 

6 See H. H. Schaeder, "Nat;apqv6r;, Nat;wpawr;," in G. Kittel ( ed.), Theological Dictionary 
Testament, Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1964-76, 874-79; S. Goranson, "N:lZ!II·enes.~ 
D. N. Freedman (ed.), The Anchor Bible Diction01y, New York: Doubleday, 1992, .,,,v.,,-,u•.~, 

7 See A. Jeffery, The Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur 'an, Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1938, 
A.A. Ambros, A Concise Dictionary of Koranic Arabic, Wiesbaden: Reichert Verlag, 2004, 
now, F. de Blois, "Na$rani (Nat;wpazor;) andlfanif(eOvucor;): Studies on the Religious 
Christianity and of Islam," BSOAS 65, 2002, 1-30; J. Gnilka, Die Nazarener und 
Spurensuche, Freiburg: Herder, 2007. See also F. de Blois, "Eichasai - Manes -
Manichiiismus und Islam in religionshistorischen Vergleich," Der Islam 81, 2004, 31-48, esp. 
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in the singular in the New Testament to describe Jesus as the man from Naza-
2:23; John 19:19). In the Acts of the Apostles, Tertullus, the attorney for 

accusers of Paul before the Roman governor, Felix, describes Paul as 
,.nnlstea,aer of the sect of the Nazoreans" (Acts 24:5), presumably meaning the 

of the man from Nazareth. In this sense, the non-Muslim scholars of the 
and the early Muslim commentators, albeit from different perspectives, are 
that the literal meaning of the term nafiranz/nafiara is Nazarene/s and that it 

, to the followers of Jesus, the Messiah. The later Islamic scriptural exegesis 
connects nafiara with the phrase an/jar Allah on the basis of consonantal 

as explained above, does not negate the term's basic geographical 
In the early Islamic period, Arabic-speaking Christians and Muslims 

, regularly used the Qur'an's term natjara as the functional equivalent of the 
"Christians" (Xptcrnavot, mas'i/:ziyyzln) for the several ecclesial communities 
followers ofJesus ofNazareth (Acts 11 :26), who lived in the world oflslam.8 

the common name "Christian" quickly prevailed in general parlance in 
Greek, Syriac, Coptic and Latin-speaking milieu of Late Antiquity and early 

as the general designation for the several communities of the followers of 
azareth, the term ''Nazarene/s"/"Nazorean/s" nevertheless also persisted 

Christian and Jewish usage.9 In his Onomasticon, the church historian, 
of Caesarea (d. c. 340) remarked in connection with his entry on the 

of the village ofNazareth that "From it, Christ was called a 'Nazorean', and 
early on [were called] 'Nazarenes', who are now Christians."10 In his Latin 

of this passage, St Jerome (c.342-420) added the note that ''we were 
Nazarenes quasi pro obprobrio,"11 signifying the contemptuous sense the 

, "Nazarene" was understood to have by his time. 
the Christians, it seems that it was in the Syriac-spealcing communities 

along with the much more popular terms mshfl;zilya/e and the transliterated 
term krfstyami/e, one could also find the term nafirilya/e applied generally 

cTIJIIriUTPTO of Jesus of Nazareth, especially in texts written by Christians, but 
the usage of non-Christians, and particularly that of Persian authorities, 

into the fifth century. 12 But, as Frans;ois de Blois has pointed out, "It is not 

Fiey, "Na;;iirli," EI1, 7:970-73; S.H. Griffith, "Christians and Christianity," EQ, 1:307-16. 
the entry under No$rf in M. Jastrow,A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and 

and the Midrashic Literature, London: Luzac, 1903, 2:889-90. 
is cited here from its quotation in de Blois, "Na$rani (Na~ropmog,'' 2, n. 6. 

from de Blois' citation, ibid. 
S.P. Brock, "From antagonism to assimilation: Syriac attitudes to Greek learning,'' inN. Garsolan 
(eds), East ofByzcmtium: Syria cmdAnnenia in the Fonnative Period, Washington, DC: Dumbarton 

1982, 91-95; idem, "Christians in the Sasanid Empire: A Case ofDivided Loyalties," inS. Mews 
.,.> 1 -~" '"""i~IV" and National Identity, Studies in Church History XVIII, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

It is interesting to note in passing that Joachim Gnilka, who does not seem to know the 
Brock or Fran~ois de Blois, envisions a more general use of the term. He says, "Der 

ist aber irn Orient liingst zur Bezeichnung aller 'Christen' geworden, nicht mehr nur 
er eine jUdischen Religionsparteien wie in Jerusalem!Paliistina vor dem Jahr 70. Aus dem 

Ubemimmt das Arabische und der Koran den Namen in dem umfassenden Sinn." Gnilka, Die 
::.NQozar•·n~runa der Koran, 35. 
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only Persian pagans whom the Syriac authors depict as calling the 
'Nazoiaeans', but also the pagans ofSyria."13 And what is more, de Blois goes 
to say, "I would suggest that when Syriac authors depict their non-Christian 
nents as calling the Christians 'Nazoreans', they are in fact using a literary 
that is to say consciously alluding to Acts 24:5 .... They [i.e. the 
opponents] are depicted as aping the words of Paul's persecutors." 14 So, acc:on:ling 
to the logic of de Blois' suggestion, Syriac-speaking Christians did not in 
normally refer to themselves as "Nazoreans" because, for him, perhaps 
by St Jerome, the term carried a negative connotation for the Syriac writers, 
able to express an adversary's demeaning attitude to Christians, as was the 
with St Paul's Jewish adversaries in the events reported in Acts 24:5, and as 
cognate Hebrew term No~rfm was used by later Jewish writers, with a 
demeaning intent. 

In this connection, as de Blois also goes on to point out, the 
"Nazoreans"/''Nazarenes" were used in the works of the Christian h,.,.,.oinnT< 

phers of the fourth century to designate an older Jewish Christian group that 
regarded as heretical. Epiphanius of Salamis (d. c. 403) gives the fullest 
of their usages and teachings in his Panarion, a work that had as its 
offer refutations of all the heresies that had a:ffiicted the church from 
Fran9ois de Blois, like some earlier commentators, 16 finds in what Epiphanit1S. 
says about the "Nazarenes" an account that in his view matches fairly exactly 
Christology of the Qur'an, composed some two hundred and more years 
What is more, de Blois.goes on to posit a debt on the Qur'an's part to the 
of these Nazarenes, considered to have been heretics by the later, 
Christian churches. Admitting that "the possibility that the na~ara of the Qur' 
were Nazoraeans,.pure and simple, has not seemed a very attractive one," de 
nevertheless reaches the following conclusion. He says, 

I suggest, in short, that one should seriously consider the possibility that 
na~ara of the Qur'an were indeed Nazoraeans and that it is coJ11se:au.enJtli 

13 De Blois, "Na>riini(Nal;ropa\os)," 9. 
14 Ibid., 10. 
15 See most recently R. Pritz, Nazarene Jewish Christianity from the End of the New 

Period until its Disappearance in the Fourth Centwy, Jerusalem: Magnes Press of tbe 
University & Leiden: Brill, 1988. See also T. Haintbaler, Christliche Araber vor dem 
Verbreitung und konfessionelle Zugelzorigkeit; eine Hinfiibrung, Eastern Christian Stadies; 
Leuven: Peeters, 2007, 54-56. 

16 This idea had been adumbrated already by J. Wellhausen, Reste arabischen Heidenl!tmes, 
G. Reimer, 1897, 232 .. It was explicitly put forward by H.J. Schoeps, Theologie und Ge;,chi.ohte 
des Judenchristentums, Tilbingen: Mohr, 1949, 334-42, where, just prior to his section on 
tische Elemente im Islam, Schoeps speaks of "ein sektireriches Christentam teilweise 
christlichen Charaketers war es, das Muhammed am Beginn seiner Laufbahn unter dem 
N a ~ a r a - einer Sammelbezeichnung der Sekten Ostsyriens-Arabiens - kermerilennte, 
It has been widely popularized by Hans Kilng, most recently in his Der Islam: Ge,~chJicht;?;. 
Gegenwart, Zukunft, Munich: Piper, 2004, esp. 75-78 & 595-99. 
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likely that there was a community ofNazoraean Christians in central Arabia, 
in the seventh century, unnoticed by the outside world. But this is a sugges

which would require reopening and re-evaluating the question of specifi-
cally "Jewish Christian" influences on the original formulation oflslam. 17 

and as if taking his cue from de Blois' last point, Joachim Gnillca, in his 
-re!;earcbted study of parallel doctrines, scriptural motifs, legendary lore and 
verbal expression between the Qur'an and Christian texts, with reference to 

such as the Diatessaron, several apocryphal scriptures and the Pseudo
Epistles, comes to the precise conclusion that the Qur'an is. indeed 

in its origins to Jewish Christianity. He says that such texts as the ones 
11ou.LiuJ.l"u readily circulated among Jewish Christians and that many ofthem 

their origins in that milieu. Gnillca does not propose that the Qur'an, or 
had direct contact with these texts. Rather, he proposes that in the 

milieu the language and lore of the texts circulated ~orally and that Arabic
Christians and others would have encountered them in Jewish Christian 
celebrations. 18 As for the Qur' an itself, Gnilka avers that while "der 

Wurzelboden des Koran ist das Judentum,"19 it is not the product of a 
or Christianized Judaism. Rather, he concludes: "So ist der im Koran 

dokumentierende Islam weder ein Reformjudentum noch ein Reformchris-
sondem etwas Neues, gepriigt auf dem ·Boden Arabiens durch einen 

..... ttur•llan Propheten."20 

for Gnillca, hermeneutically speaking, as for de Blois, the 
practice of naming the Christians al-na~ara and the tenor of its Chris

is to be explained not by any inherent, religious logic or rhetorical intent on 
Qur'an's own part, but rather in reference to earlier Jewish Christian, or 

•Hzllr~"'"," texts, the idiom and contents of which are postulated by them to 
circulated orally in the Arabic-speaking milieu by the time of the rise of 
For Gnillca and de' Blois, then, the evidence for postulating the oral pres

of the Jewish Christian or "Nazoraean" language and lore in the environs 
which the Qur'an emerged does not consist of any external historical 

of the presence of such groups and their texts in the Arabic-speaking 
beyond that of the appearance of comparable ideas and linguistic expres

in the Arabic Qur'an itself. In other words, hermeneutically speaking, 
and de Blois presume, on the basis of comparability and parallelism, that 

·· Qur' an got what it says about Christians and their doctrines from pre-existing 
not from the logic of its own religious and rhetorical purposes, based on 
awareness of the doctrines and practices of the Christian communities 
known from other sources to be contemporary with it. 
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It is precisely this matter of the hermeneutical presuppositions assumed in 
process oflooking for earlier Jewish, Jewish Christian or Christian influences 
the formulation oflslam and on the language and vocabulary of the Qur'an 
the concern of the present chapter, particularly in connection with the 
use of the term al-na~iirii generally to designate Christians. But there is one 
piece of lexical information to consider before we get to the heart of the 
and this time it comes from an Arabic text, composed well after the rise of 
In his work on the History of the Councils, the Coptic writer, Sawirus 
al-Muqaffa', who flourished in Egypt in the second half of the tenth 
wrote of the traditional reports available to him of the conversion of the 
Constantine I (d.337) to Christianity. Sawirus reports of Constantine: 

One night as he was standing by, he saw a cross in the heavens, and 
were hovering about it. He became wary and alarmed. His att<~nclants_ a 
companions asked him about the vision. They told him, "These 
marvels of the cross, according to the history and present state of the 
of Syria who are called na(iiirii ."He then, intending to go out to a 
battle, made a promise to God that when he would gain the victory 
enemy, he would give thanks for it by adopting the practice ofnn-.nnorii11iin 

and the public practice of the Christianreligionlat··a.l)'an.a __ at_-m!aszl;zzyya) 

In this remarkable passage, Sawirus quotes his sources to the effect that 
conversion, Emperor Constantine I was informed that there were people in 
who were called ''Nazoreans," at least some of whom were presumably 
speakers. Sawirus then explains that na~riiniyya is actually another 
Christianity. One may take it that in this Christian Arabic text Sawirus is 
an instance of the usage in pre-Islamic Syria, according to which lllJil-'-"·lll ""' 

are reported by Christians to have habitually called "Christians" ''N:azoreru 
One may speculate that he intended herewith also to explain how it came 
that the Qur'an and the Muslims call the Christians ''Nazoreans"; it had 
been the practice in the Syriac-speaking milieu for non-Christians to call 
tians by this name. It would also already have been obvious to Sawirus's 
that Christians living in the world of Islam had themselves by this time 
this Qur'anic term in their own Arabic discourse in the Islamic milieu, 
in contexts in which Christians and Muslims were addressing one another, or 
addressing mutual challenges. 

The occurrences of the name al-Na~lirli in the Qur' an 

It is striking that in every verse in the Arabic Qur'an, in which the term 
na~iirii appears, other faith communities are also named. In every instance 

21 L. Leroy (ed. & trans.), Severe ibn al-Moqaffa', eveque d'Aschmounai'n: Histoire des 
second livre, Patrologia Orienta/is 6, fasc.IV, Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1911,484 [20]. 
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is also made of Jews; and even in the case of the exceptional verse 
'ida [5] 14), it is in narrative continuity with a previous verse (v.12) that 
of the "Children of Israel." In a number of verses, in addition to "the 

(al-mu 'miniin), i.e. the Muslims,22 the Jews and the na~iirii are 
together with members of other religious communities: l;zanif, muslim, 
(AI 'Jmriin [3] 67); the Sabians (al-Baqara [2] 62); l;zanifand mushrikiin 
[2] 135); the Sabians (ai-Mii 'ida [5] 69); the Sabians, the Majzls, and 

;;,,J.I·n·ilriin (al-I;fajj [22]17). In each of these verses, the Qur'an's manifest 
is to make the necessary distinctions by name between the several 

rimuni1ties in its audience, most comprehensively in al-I;fajj (22)17: "Those 
, mm"v" those who practice Judaism, the Sabians, al-na~iirii, the Majiis, and 
·muohrikii:" God will decide between them on the day of the resurrection." In 

these verses, the Qur'an makes the point that Abraham was neither a Jew, 
na~riin'i; but a l;zanif, a muslim (AI 'Imriin [3] 67), nor was he one of the 

(AI 'Jmriin [3] 67 & al-Baqara [2] 135). Two other verses speak of the 
of several of the communities: "The believers, the Jews, al-na~iirii 

Sabians - whoever believes in God and the Last Day and does what is 
shall receive their reward from their Lord. They shall have nothing to fear 

shall not grieve" (al-Baqara [2] 62; cf. Q 5.69). 
most of the passages in the Qur'an in which al-na(iiirii are mentioned by 
predominantlY in the Medinan Siiras 2 (al-Baqara) and 5 (al-Mii 'ida), it is 

of the Qur'an's critique of the behavior of the Jews and al-na~iirii. The 
says of the "Scripture People", "They say, 'None will enter the Garden 

those who practice Judaism or are na(iiirii' " (al-Baqara [2] 111 ). A little 
on the Qur'an says, "The Jews say, 'al-na(iiirii are not onto anything' and 

say, 'The Jews are not onto anything', while both recite the scripture" 
[2] 113). Further, ''Neither the Jews nor al-na(iiirii will be pleased with 

_ you follow their millah." (al-Baqara [2] 120) And finally in this Siira, 
is the question, "Do you say Abraham, Isma'Il, Isaac, Jacob and the tribes 
Jews or na~iirii? Do you know best or does God?" (al-Baqara [2]140). 
at least one passage, the Qur' an seems clearly to refer to the church-dividing, 

controversies that roiled the Christian communities in its time: "With 
who say, 'We are na(iiirii', We made a covenant. But they forgot some of 
had been mentioned to them. So We brought about enmity and hatred among 
to the day of the resurrection. God will put them on notice about what they 
been doing" (al-Mii 'ida [5] 14). Just a few verses further along, the text says, 
Jews and al-na~iirii say, 'We are God's children and His beloved'. Say: 
then does He punish you for your sins'?" (al-Mii'ida [5] 18) And then 
on the Qur'an offers this advice, "You who believe, do not take the Jews 

in this connection the interesting article of F.M. Donner, "From Believers to Muslims: 
:: Confe:ssi<mal Self-Identity in the Early Islamic Community," Al-Abhath: Journal of the Faculty of 

and Sciences, American University of Beirut 50-51, 2002-03, 9-53; and his more recent 
Muhammad and the Believers. Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 2010. 
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and al-na~ara as allies;23 they are allies of one another. Whoever of you 
himself with them, becomes one of them" (al-Ma 'ida [5] 51). It is also in this 
that we find the following, much commented verses: 

You will surely find that the most hostile of men to the believers are the 
and those who ascribe partners to God. And you will surely find that . 
nearest in amity towards the believers are those who say: "We are 
and that is because among them are priests and monks, and they do not 
proud. (83) When they listen to what has been revealed to the Messenge:r, 
will see their eyes overflowing with tears from the truth they recognize. 
say: "Our Lord, we believe, so inscribe us among those who witness. 
Why should we not believe in God and what has come down to us 
truth? We yearn for our Lord to lead us in among the righteous cmnn1unity;,' 
(85) God shall reward them for their speech - gardens beneath which 
flow, abiding there forever. This is the reward of the righteous. (86) But 
who blaspheme and cry lies to Our revelations- those are the denizens 
(al-Ma 'ida [5] 82-86).24 · 

Finally, there is the statement about the most significant wrong belief · 
an indictment of the wrong behavior of those explicitly called al-na~ara. 
Qur'an says: 

The Jews say, "Ezra is the son of God," while al~na~ara say, "The 
the son of God." This is what they say, from their very mouths, 
imitating the parlance of those who disbelieved of yore; may God fight 
how deceived they are. (31) They take their rabbis and monks as lords 
God, as well as the Messiah, son of Mary, although they are curlliiJ.amieu 
worship none but one God. There is no God but He; exalted He is above 
they associate with Him (al-Tawba [9] 30-31). 

It remains to say a word about the Qur'anic scenarios in which most of 
instances of the name al-na~ara we have mentioned occur. Of the fourteen 
it appears, seven of them occur in al-Baqara (2), in a scenario that 
glimpse into the early Islamic community's process of assuming its 
cultural and religious identity. Religiously speaking, attaining that 
involved dealing especially with the Jews and Christians, whose scriptural 
the Muslims shared and with whom at the time of the Sura's revelation they 
living in the same space, presumably in Yathrib/Medina. In this milieu, the 
suggests that a lively exchange took place between the members of the 

23 Traditionally, the Arabic term awliyii' has been translated "friends." Here, and in vs. 
connotations of the English term "ally" seem more apt. This suggestion comes from T. 
The Qur'iin: A New Translation, New York: Viking, 2008,90. 

24 The translation is from Khalidi, The Qur 'an, 93-94. For a review of selected Muslim 
taries on these verses, see McAuliffe, Qur 'iinic Christians, 204-39. 
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:ommunitites, to judge by the timely prophetic interventions in their communal 
nteJ:ac1:iOilS that comprise most of the first 157 verses of the Sura. It is clear that 

a question of defining Islamic identity vis-a-vis that of the Jews and the 
The heart ofthe matter is expressed in a remarkable sequence of verses 

from 124 to 141 that address a singularly important theme in the defini-
f Islamic religious identity. Edmund Beck long ago put it this way: "Das 

der ganzen Versgruppe kann man mit dem programmatischen Ausdruck 
· millatzt IbrahTma. Dieses Thema wird durchgegefiihrt 1) positive histor

Vers 118 (124)- 128 (134) und 2) polemisch gegen Juden und Christen in 
. 129 (135)- 135 (141)."25 

respect to the two parts of this distinctive "Versgruppe," one might also 
attention to the fact that the last verse of each part (i.e. vv. 134-41) is identical, 

the following divine assurance to the Muslims: "That community has 
, to it belongs what it has acquired and to you belongs what you have 

You will not be asked about what they were doing" (al-Baqara [2] 134 
). In the context, it is clear that the phrase "that community" (tilka ummatzm) 

nonc-MuslJiillS includes both Jews and Christians, both of whom according to the 
want to claim "Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and the tribes" as their own 
and they argue about God with the "believers" (v. 139), who are instructed 
reply to those who say, " 'Become Jews or na~ara; you will be rightly 
' Say, 'Rather, the 'religion (mil/a) of Abraham', a banif, not one of the 

;,"r,,.u"'''"" (v. 135; c£ also AI 1mran [3] 67). In his study of this group of verses, 
masterfully shows how they express the culmination of the development of 

Islamic concept of the millatzt Ibrahfma as a religious identity 
against the specific challenges of the Jews and the Christians. 

seven of the occurrences of the name na~ara thus appear in al-Baqara 
as we have just seen, five others that we have mentioned occur in al-Ma 'ida 
once again reflecting a surrounding, Medinan context of religious critique of 
beliefs and practices of the Jews and Christians. Here too we find two of the 

pointed of the Qur' an's critiques of Christian faith: "They have disbelieved 
say that God is the Messiah, the son of Mary" (al-Ma 'ida [5] 72) and "They 
disbelieved who say ·that God is thalithu thalathatin" (al-Ma 'ida [5] 73); two 

that will be discussed below. 
, the Qur'anic scenarios in which the preponderant number of times (12) 
al-na~ara appears bespeak the sort of apologetic and polemical campaign 

chliJracterif;tic of interreligious controversy and they feature the distinctive idiom 
"""'"'""'"self-definition over against the challenges of others, specifically Jews 

Christians. The question now arises, after listing all the places in the Qur'an 
it occurs, why does the Islamic scripture use the relatively rare name 

to designate Christians, and what does it mean to imply? Which 
was it meant to indicate? 

Beck, "Die Gestalt des Abraham am Wendepunkt der Entwicklung Muhammeds: Analyse von 
2, 118 (124)-135 (141)," Le fvfuseon 65, 1952, (73-94) 73. 
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Interreligious controversy in the Qur' an: hermeneutical 
assumptions 

While in instances of interreligious controversy the name al-na~ara is used 
teen times in the Qur'an as a community designation, like the name Jews, 
which it always occurs, or the name Sabians, or the Majus, it is not the only 
nation for Christians in such controversial contexts in the Islamic 
Perhaps even more frequently the Qur'an criticizes Christian doctrine or 
by addressing them as "Scripture People" (ahl al-kitab), a phrase that 
fifty-nine times all told, or some more general phrase, such as, "They have 
lieved who say ... "(e.g., al-Ma 'ida [5] 72, 73), and one then identifies the 
lievers or the intended particular, errant "Scripture People" by what the 
criticizes about them. In the Qur'an, al-na~ara is simply the general 
name for those who in other contemporary texts in other languages, like 
Greek, are normally called "Christians." So one wonders, why this 
names on the Qur'an's part? And to propose an answer to the question one 
first engage in some reflection on one's hermeneutical assumptions. 

From the hermeneutical perspective, there are, broadly speaking, two 
tories along which interpreters customarily approach the Qur'an. They 
mutually exclusive. One approach, most common in Western, non-Muslim 
arship, might be described as operating according to a diachronic, 
method.26 It typically looks for origins, sources and influences; it asks 
like, from where did the Qur' an get this term, this usage, this narrative, this 
sion? Can one isolate portions of the text and discern a pre-Islamic milieu in 
it may have functioned before it was taken up into the Qur' an? Another 
most common among Muslim commentators over the cen-turies, but 
from Western, non-Muslim scholarship, takes the Arabic scripture as an 
canonical composition and searches for its meanings in the text as we 
taken integrally, but not without reference to circum-ambient, historical 
Traditionally, Muslim scholars have searched for the so-called asbab at-nu;rnt; 
the occasions in the life of Mul:mmmad on which a given passage was 
Alternatively, a scholar might look for the circumstances attendant upon 
passages ofthe canonical Qur'an in its own most likely cultural milieu, 
the socio-historical background against which its usages and literary str~1te~~ies 
their immediate pertinence. The latter is the approach adopted in the 
inquiry; one might call it a synchronic, contextual method ofQur'an ;·. •h••-rm·t~tin 
that nevertheless does not eschew what can be learned from historical "u""'o1.11• 

This contextual method is not without its presuppositions. In the 
instance, in regard to the Qur'an's reaction to the Christians in its milieu, 
presumption is that the Islamic scripture's posture is one of apologetic 
polemical critique of the doctrines and practices of Christians who are 

26 See the very interestingcollectionofessays on this theme in D. Hartwig eta!. (eels), "Jm val/en 
der Geschichte ": Die Wissenschafi des Judentums und die Anfonge der kritischen Km·an!'Ors,~!tun 
Ex Oriente Lza: 8; WUrzburg: Ergon, 2008. 
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and that it features literary and discursive strategies suitable to its 
with them. On this view, the Qur'an, whatever its origins, including 

that in its integral form it may well be rightly seen to include earlier, 
,...,__..:_., __ compositions, is actually criticizing both the behavior and the 

of the Christians and other "People ofthe Book" within its immediate ken 
. take issue with its teachings. The evidence for this assumption is, first of all, 
. sense of the pertinent passages, beginning with those in which the 
al-na~ara appears, which we have already reviewed. Secondly, in other 

that obviously reprove Christian beliefs or practice, e.g. al-Nisa' (4) 171 
'ida (5) 77, one finds obvious polemical admonitions: "0 Scripture 

do not exceed the bounds in your religion, nor say about God aught but the 
(al-Nisa' [4] 171); or: "Say, 0 Scripture People, do not exce.ed the bounds 

religion untruthfully, and do not follow the fancies of a people who went 
in the past and led others astray and strayed from the even pat4" (al-Ma 'ida 

Even more obviously polemical are the passages that declare "They have 
who say God is the Messiah, son of Mary," (al-Ma 'ida [5] 72), and 

have disbelieved who say God is thalithu thalathatin." (al-Ma 'ida [5] 73) 
ernlen.eu1:1C~Llly speaking, an important corollary of the recognition of the 

intention polemically to criticize Christian belief and practice is the 
recognition that in the service ofthis purpose the Qur'an rhetorically does 

report or repeat what Christians say; it reproves what they say, corrects 
r_~;,lu""'u''"" it. For example, Christians in the Qur'an's time did not normally 

"God is the Messiah, son of Mary" (al-Ma'ida [5] 72). They did affirm 
Messiah, son of Mary, is the son of God and God in person. The Qur'an's 
misstatement, rhetorically speaking, should therefore not be thought to 

but rather a polemically inspired caricature, the purpose of which is 
., ., ,._,_. in Islamic terms the absurdity, and therefore the wrongness, of the 

belief, from an-Islamic perspective. 
further presumption of the contextual method of interpreting the Qur'an's 

of Christians and Christianity is that the Qur' an actually knows how the 
mostly Arabic-speaking (and Syriac-speaking) Christians in its milieu 

the confessional formulae with which the Qur'an disagrees. What is 
the Islamic scripture actually provides its own evidence of its familiarity 

with the scriptural narratives of the Scripture People, i.e. Jews and Chris
in particular, a familiarity often documented by scholars, but also of much of 
non-scriptural religious lore. Here the Qur' an typically does not simply 
these narratives; it comments on them, alludes to them, adds different read-

and interpretations, and even corrects them from its own point ofview.27 In 

present writer has attempted to display this aspect of the Qur'lin's approach to earlier Christian 
in two instances: S.H. Griffith, "Syriacisms in the Arabic-Qur'an: Who were 'those who said 

is third of three,"' according to al-Mii 'ida 73?" in M.M. Bar-Asher eta!. (eds), A Ward Fitly 
in Mediaeval Exegesis of the Hebrew Bible and the Qur 'iin; presented to Haggai Ben-

. Jerusalem: The Ben-Zvi Institnte, 2007, 83-110; and idem, "Christian Lore and the Arabic 
, Qur'an: the 'Companions of the Cave' in al-Kahfand in Syriac Christian Tradition," QHC, 109-38. 
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this manner the Qur'an appropriates and re-contextualizes earlier 
Many stUdies have highlighted this phenomenon, as they have examined 
Qur'an has appropriated earlier Jewish or Christian narratives. But 
Qur'an's own polemically-inspired, commentarial, critical and corr~ctive 
toward the narratives it appropriates, many of the scholars who have 
these studies, themselves usually following only the historical-critical 
have concluded that the Qur'an had misunderstood, misconstrued or 
~istaken Jewish and Christian narratives. They have often missed the Qur' 
JUdgmental posture and have then looked for earlier "sources" for the 
they actually find in the Qur'an, a process which sometimes then leads 
postulation of the presence in the Qur' an's milieu of some otherwise 
unattested text or community known to feature the belief tum of 
practice in question. ' 

Finally, given the Qur'an's critical posture towards Jews, Christians and 
its polemical strategies, and the presumption of its more or less accurate 
ledge of the beliefs, the creedal formulae, and even the ecclesiastical lore it 
cizes or rhetorically caricatures, the contextua~ method employed here 
the presence of contemporary, even Arabic-speaking communities of 
Peopl~" in its milieu and even in its audience and that these presumably 
spe~kmg Jews and Christians are therefore within the active purview of ·· 
Qur an. The further implications of this assumption are developed as this 
proceeds, addressing the questions: who were the Christians whom the 
reco,rd attests to have actually been in the Arabic-speaking world, and why did 
Qur an choose to call them "Nazoreans"? . 

Who are the Qur'an's Nazoreans? 

Heretofore researchers have identified a number of different Christian 
ties as the likely Chri~tians whose views they have found reflected in the Qur' 
For the most part, therr methodology has been first to articulate what they 
b~ the Qur'an's own Christology, and consequent theology, and then to 
wit~ the cr~e~al formulae and reports of the beliefs of some historically 
earher·ChristJan c~mmunity, usually much earlier than the seventh century 
usu~~Y, not otherwise known to have been in the Arabic-speaking milieu o 
Qur an s own day. The problem for these scholars has then been to 
rationale for how the chosen community could have been present to the 
Islamic co~unity, whose scripture then, on the usual hypothesis, adopted 
chosen Christian community's Christo logical and theological position. · 
the two most frequently proposed groups are the Jewish-Christians ret>re~:ented 

by the Nazarenes described in Epiphanius of Salamis's Panarion,2~ and a 

28 See the studies cited in nn. 7, 15 & 16 above, particularly and most seriously the studies 
Fran9ois de Blois and Joachim Gnilka. ' 
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postulated group of Arabized, Syriac-speaking upholders of a supposed, 

:e"NIICene. Syrian theology.29 

the historical point of view, a significant problem for the suggestion that 
an's Christo logy derives from a group of Jewish Christians, and speci:fi-

the Nazarenes in its milieu is, as Remi Brague has pointed out most 
, "Nous n'avons pas de traces d'un lien direct entre le groupe judeo

expulse de Jerusalem vers 66 et les evenements situes six siecles plus 
It is a problem that caused Fran9ois de Blois to be somewhat circumspect 

.... u•"u·-c his conclusion that "There was a community ofNazorean Christians 
Arabia, in the seventh century, unnoticed by the outside world."

31 
As for 

Gnilka's hypothesis that Jewish Christianity more broadly speaking was 
of contact between Christianity and the Qur' an, the well-marshaled 

he puts forward to support the hypothesis consists mainly of the "inter
parallels between the Koran and Jewish Christianity,'m which parallels he 

texts, many of which, he says, "are of Jewish Christian origin.'m But the 
here is that many if not most of these texts, and especially the Diates-

along with motifs otherwise found in apocryphal Gospels, had a long life in 
literature of the decidedly non-Jewish Christian churches, mostly 
and "Nestorian," actually known to have been actively present in the 

uatnc-soe:akmg milieu in the seventh century. There is a similar problem with 
Uirl·J:ie:mz Ohlig's suggestion that there was some sort of pre-Nicene, Syrian 

current among some Arabized, Syriac-speaking communities in the 
immediate milieu. As we shall see, all the actual traces of Syriac
Christianity among the Arabic-speaking peoples reflect language and 

otherwise found only in texts by resolutely Nicene Syriac writers, such as 

the Syrian or Jacob ofSarug. 
addition to their inability to :find immediate historical evidence for stipu-

the presence of Jewish Christians, Nazarenes or pre-Nicene, Syriac
Christians, be it in Arabia or elsewhere in the seventh or eighth centuries, 
problem with these hypotheses, articulated solely on the basis of the 

Tsmnc:lt-c:nrlcaJ method's search for sources, is that their proponents ignore the 
um<~.x.tu<tt method's complementary attention to the canonical Qur'an's own 

strategy to engage in a polemical characterization of the positions of its 
adversaries. It is the burden of the present undertaking to argue that 

the controversial intent and the polemical cast of the Qur'an's language 
· account supports the hypothesis that the Christians and their doctrines that are 

Islamic scripture's purview, and which the Qur'an criticizes, are none other 

K.H. Ohlig, "Das syriscbe und arabische Christentum und der Koran," in K.H. Ohlig & G.R. 
(eds), Die dunk/en Anfiinge: Neue Forschungen zur Entstehung undfriihen Gesr:hichte des 

Berlin: Schiler, 2007, 366-404. 
Brague, "Le Coran: sortir du cercle?" Critique 671, April2003, (232-52) 251. 

de Blois' conclusion cited in full at n. 17 above. 
Die Nazarener und der Koran, 110. 

97. 
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than those of the mainline "Melkites," "Jacobites" and ''Nestorians" of the 
and eighth centuries, whose presence and whose language and lore can actually 
shown to have been present both in Arabia and in the greater 
Mesopotamian milieu from at least the sixth century onward, well into 
Islamic times. 

The Nazoreans 

According to the Qur'an, al-na$ara say, "The Me!lsiah is the son of God," 
statement, the text goes on to say, in which "they emulate the language · 
the unbelievers of yore" (al-Tawba [9] 30). This Qur'anic critique is at 
with what is reported of either the Panarion 's Nazarenes or most other Jewish. 
Christian groups,34 none of whom explicitly confess that the Messiah is the Son of 
God.35 Contrariwise, that Jesus, the Messiah, is the Son of God, and therefore 
in person, is a basic creedal affirmation of each of the mainline, Nicene '-''Ju '~""'". 
communities actually contemporary with the Qur' an, albeit that their differing 
Christologies prevented their ecclesial communion with one another. The Qur'iiri 
not only does not affirm what these Qur' anic al~na$ara affirm; it explicitly rejectS 
their common creed and engages in polemical attacks against it! 

So why would the Qur'an call the mostly "Jacobite" and ''Nestorian," 
and Arabic-speaking Christians in its environs al-na$ara? Perhaps because, as 
Qur'an itself says, the Christians say, "We are na$ara" (al-Ma'ida [5] 14 & 
But given the whiff of ancient heresy attached to the name, and its limited 
in Christian parlance, why would the Christians in the Qur'an's milieu have 
themselves by this name? Perhaps they did so just because the Muslims 
Medina called them na$ara, the name for Christians that their own texts reported •. 
as being not infrequently applied to them by other non-Christians, most 
in Syriac texts, by Persian officials. 

As we have seen above, the Arabic name na$ara, as we have it in the Qur'an, 
is etymologically in all probability a calque on the Syriac name nasriiye, which ill 
Syriac texts, as in Greek in Acts 24:5 and elsewhere, occurs mainly as a name . 
used for Christians by non-Christian adversaries. Ailld as Jerome said, the others' 
called Christians ''Nazoreans" "quasi pro obprobrio."36 In other words, the · 
has an anti-Christian ring to it. So why would Arabic-speaking Christians 
said, "We are na$ara," as the Qur'an reports? Or did they? One can only "~··m· 1 ~•·•' 
in reply. Whereas in general the Qur'an displays a high quotient of awareness 

34 R. Pritz actually argued, on the basis of passages quoted from the works of Jerome and A"'"'"''""· 
that while Epiphanius neglected to mention it in the Panarion, the Nazarenes were in 

· willing to confess that Jesus, the Messiah, is the Son of God. See Pritz, Nozorene Jtnvish 
anity, 35 & n.8, 54-55, 78, 90. 

35 One notices the ingenious but tortuous line of reasoning de Blois employs to show that the 
Christian groups might actually have espoused the Qur'iin's Christology. See de Blois, 
and lfanif," esp. 14-15. So, according to him, the Christology of the Qur'iin is supposed to 
congruent with that of al-n~ara! 

36 See the text quoted at n. II above. 
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CODlteuapc>raiY Christian language and lore, and a considerable amount of biblical 
that allows it to comment on, critique and amplify earlier scriptural narra
the composer of the Qur'an was probably also well aware of the connota
of the name al-na$ara among Christians and for this very reason uses the 
in its text, even putting it into the mouths of the Christian interlocutors 

'th,.mc •• lu.•c rhetorically precisely because of its potential for suggesting disap
The use of the name immediately sets the non-Christian Muslims, who 

of al-na$ara "quasi pro obprobrio," over against the Christians, with whom 
are in inter-religious controversy in Yathrib/Medina. 

·.Alternatively, and even more speculatively, should one credit the Qur'an's 
as it stands and conclude that Christians in its milieu were in fact wont to 

"We are na$ara," perhaps, for their part in the local inter-religious contra
apologetically? Perhaps from the beginning there were those Arabic

spe:akii!lgChrisltiarlsofY athrib/Medina who, like many later Muslim commentators, 
associated the name na$ara with the root consonants n-$-r and immediately 
thought of that place in the Islamic revelation, then circulating orally, where 
· 's disciples are reported to have declared themselves to be "God's helpers 

Allah)" (Al 'Imran [3] 52), and so, in their own way, they too would be 
''Muslims," as the verse goes on to say. On this scenario, being considered the 
Jlt::s~,;eJlaanL:; of God's helpers would rhetorically put the Christians in the environs 

athrib/Medina on a somewhat higher plane than the other an$ar in the commu
' who welcomed and offered their assistance to the muhajinln from Mecca. 

· Whatever plausible reason-one finds for the Qur' an's use ofthe name al-na$ara 
the Christians, or for the Arabic-speaking Christians to use it for themselves, 

seems historically highly unlikely that the usage was due to the presence in 
· in the seventh century of a long-forgotten group of Nazorean Jewish 

.Uuis:tians. The only evidence so far adduced for their presence there is based on 
interpretation of certain Qur'anic passages, for which the interpreters were 

for sources. However, rhetorically speaking, and taking the Qur' 1in on its 
terms, these same passages, which after all reject the claims of al-na$ara, can 

as well be understood as rejecting the teachings and critiquing the behavior of 
"Melkite," "Jacobite" and "Nestorian" Christians, whose presence in Arabia 

the requisite timeframe is amply documented. 
Against the verisimilitude of this conclusion, Fran9ois de Blois has cited the 

from the Qur'an that says, "The food of the Scripture people is lawful to 
and your food is lawful to them" (al-Ma 'ida [5] 5). He argues, "If na$ara 

'catholic Christians,' then it is very difficult to see how their food should 
'permitted to you,' seeing that the catholic canon contains statements to the 

that Jesus 'declared all food clean' (Mark 7:19) and that catholic Christians 
notorious for their porcophagy."37 This would certainly be a weighty objection 

text specified al-na$ara instead of"Scripture People." With this phrase the 
1in clearly speaks only of the Jews here and not of the Christians. In other 
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passages that equally clearly speak of Christians, and not Jews, one also finds 
the address "Scripture People," e.g., al-Nisa' (4) 171 and al-Ma 'ida (5) 77. 

Nazorean doctrines in the Qur 'an 

Christology is without a doubt at the heart of the Qur'iin's doctrinal ObileCtion 
Christianity; it is the Christians' affirmation that Jesus, the Messiah, Mary's 
is the Son of God that elicited the Qur' iin' s stark imperative, "Believe in God 
His messengers and do not say, 'three'. Stop it; it is better for you. God is 
single God. Glory be to Him, that He should have as a son anything in the 
or on the earth" (al-Nisa' [4] 171).38 This passage, in fact, is the only one in 
Qur'iin that seems directly and explicitly to refer to the Christian doctrine 
Trinity, unless, following the suggestions of some commentators, one would 
that the affirmation, "He did not beget and is not begotten, and none is His 
(al-lkhla~ [112] 3-4) is to be so interpreted.39 As for the enigmatic phrase 
Qur'iin's dictum, "They have disbelieved who say, 'God is thalithu thartathal~m· 
(al-Ma 'ida [5] 73), in its context it is most reasonably understood as pri1cnmilya!l 
epithet of Jesus, the Messiah, as we explain below, which evokes a 
typology that in turn refers to the doctrine of the Trinity. 

The phrase, "They have disbelieved who say that God is ... " -used three 
in the same Sura (al-Ma 'ida [5] 17, 72, 73), and twice directly reproving 
who say, "God is the Messiah," (vv. 17, 72)- obviously intends rhetorically, · 
polemically, to emphasize the incompatibility of the Christian belief that 
the Son of God with the main premise of Qur'iinic monotheism. In the 
instance, the text says, "They have disbelieved who say, 'God is the Messiah, · . 
of Mary.' Say, 'Who could prevent God, if He wished, from destroying 
Messiah, son of Mary, and his mother too, together with all those on the face· 
the earth?'" (v. 17). In the second instance, the Qur'iin says, "They have 
lieved who say, 'God is the Messiah, son of Mary.' The Messiah said, '0 
of Israel worship God, my Lord and your Lord. Surely, he who associates 
gods with God, God forbids him access to the Garden and his dwelling is the 
Evildoers have no supporters'" (v. 72). The polemical intent here is obvious. 
conundrum is in the third instance of the. formula: "They have disbelieved 
say, 'God is thalithu thalathatin.' For there is no god except one God; if they 
not stop saying what they say, those who have disbelieved will be 
punished" (v. 73). 

In another place, the present writer has argued at some length that the 
phrase, thalithu thalathatin in al-Ma 'ida (5) 73 can most reasonably be "v''~"u"u 

38 Interestingly, Arabic-speaking Christian apologists in Islamic times, beginning with the 
their texts, regularly cited the Qur'an's verse ai-Nisli' (4) 171 in their defenses of the 
ness of the doctrine of the Trinity, arguing that in fact in this verse the Qur'iin itself posits the 
divine persons: God, His Word and His Spirit. 

39 Regarding the Qur'an's position on the Trinity in this Sura and elsewhere see the contribution 
Manfred Kropp to the present volume. · 
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Arabic rendering of the Syriac epithet for Christ, tlfthliya,40 thereby positing 
synum~trv in the opening phrases of verses 72 and 73. In texts written by the 

Nicene, Syriac writers, Ephraem the Syrian (c. 306-373) and Jacob of 
(c. 451-521 ), this adjective, in the sense of "trine," "treble" or "threefold," 

Jesus the Messiah as "the threefold one" in reference to a series of 
in the biblical narratives that speak of "three days;" Christian inter

read them typologically to refer to Jesus's three days in the tomb, and also, 
ourse, if somewhat obliquely, in reference to Jesus as one of the three persons 

three-personed, triune God. In connection with the present discussion of the 
's polemics against the doctrines of those it calls Nazoreans, the recogni

ofthis sense of the enigmatic phrase, thalithu thalathatin, removes the reason 
commentators, ancient and modern, Muslim and non-Muslim, have used in 

to another passage in the same Siira, a!-Ma 'ida ( 5) 116, to claim that the 
iin's conception of the Christian Trinity is that it consists of three persons: 
Mf}ry and Jesus. This misconception then sent those researchers exclusively 

the historical-critical method off on a search for early Christian groups 
espoused such a trinity; Fran9ois de Blois, for example, very ingeniously 

them among the same Judea-Christians, Mandaeans and others, whom he 
associated with the early Christian Nazarenes. 

· Hn•"'''"'''"part classical Muslim commentators reached something of a consensus 
the Arabic phrase thalithu thalathatin in al-Ma 'ida (5) 73, understood as 

ofthree," actually means "one ofthree" and that it is Jesus the Messiah who 
so described. While some of them then took the Qur'iinic verse to be a rejection 

they perceived to be Christian tritheism, others rejected this idea as mac
rightly pointing out that the Christians did not in fact profess a belief in 

gods. Rather, these latter commentators offered two alternate explanations. 
said that the phrase refers to one of the three aqanfm (i.e. hypostases) 

the Christians perceive in the one God. Others proposed that, as applied to 
the epithet named him the third member of the Trinity: God, Mary and 
They cited as confirmation the verse referred to above: "When God said, 

. Jesus, son of Mary, did you say to the people: "Take me and my mother as two 
apart from God"?' " (al-Ma 'ida [5] 116). Referring to this verse, they 

that it suggests that the epithet "third of three" in verse 73 means that 
was the third in the Christians' Trinitarian triad.41 Subsequently, many 

See Griffith, "Syriacisms in the 'Arabic Qur' iin' ." In this article, the author failed to call attention to 
the phrase thliniya thnayni in a/-Tawba (9) 40, which is grammatically parallel to thiilithuthaliithatin 

. in al-Mii'ida (5) 116, "one of two" II "one of three." He is grateful to Prof. Manfred Kropp and to 
' Joseph Witzturn for bringing it to his attention. But this parallel sense of the phrase thlilith thallithatin 
·to mean "one of three" does not, in his opinion, preclude its selection to reflect the Syriac epithet for 
Jesus, tlfthiiyd, for in both Syriac and Arabic the ordinal number evokes a triad, and the Syriac epithet 
does describe Jesus as one of the three "persons"/"hypostases" (qnomf! in Syriac, aqlinTm in Arabic). 
See the summaries of the traditional interpretations in Ibn Taymiyya, Al-TafsTr al-kabTr, ed. 'Abd 
al-Ral,unan 'Umayra, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub ai-'IImiyya, 1998, 4:53-58; See also ai-Tabar'i, Jiimi' 

·,.,_,,Qt-G>avorn. vol. 10, 481-83; vol. II, 233-37; Fakhr ad-Din ai-Riizl, TafsTr al-mashhiir bi-1-Tajsfr 
al-kabTr wa-MaflitTI;z al-ghayb, Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1981,4:63-65. 
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Muslim and non-Muslim scholars, including Franc;:ois de Blois, have argued 
in the Qur'an's view the Christian Trinity is God, as Father; Mary, as Spirit 
Mother; and Jesus, Mary's son, as their Son, and so the "third ofthree."42 

With the recognition that the phrase thalithu thalathatin is best explamed 
Arabic rendition of a Syriac epithet for Jesus, the mystery of its me:arung .. · 
resolved. The Qur' an is reflecting a genuine usage of Christians in its auclienctii 
its polemic against their belief that Jesus, the Messiah, the son of Mary, and. 
threefold one," is the Son of God. Similarly, the Qur'an's polemical 
also evident in its suggestion in al-Ma 'ida (5) 116 that in its view the absurd 
of the Christians should lead to the manifestly unacceptable conclusion 
Jesus is the Son of God and God, so too should his mother Mary be God 
Gods, apart from God. 

The Christian doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation that the 
polemically rejects are most reasonably seen as the doctrines of the 
Christian communities lmown to be in its milieu; there is no need to postutlattf 
presence of other communities, for which there is no historical evidence at 
their presence, save in what the present writer ~akes to be a scholarly misre:adu 
of the Qur'an itself. The misreading consists in the failure to recognize 
the pertinent passages, the Qur'an is not reporting the views of those it 
Nazoreans; it is lmowledgeably and rhetorically suggesting their absurdity 
its own point of view and polemically rejecting them as wrong. The fact that 
Qur'an's Christology is then a theological match for the earlier Jewish 
Christo logy in its substance is not a convincing argument for the Qur' an's 
ence on the Jewish Christians, nor is it evidence for a Jewish Christian 
its milieu. This is especially the case when there is no historical evidence 
presence of Jewish Christians in its milieu, yet there is a convincing, 
argument in favor of the Qur'an's polemic against the doctrine of the 
lmown to be in its environs. There is no need for the Qur'an to have a 
this polemic beyond the logic of its own basic tenet of al-tawl,zfd, "Your 
one God; there is no God but He." (al-Baqara [2] 163). 

There is a similar case in the passage in the Qur' an that has often been 
both Muslims and non-Muslims to deny the reality of the crucifixion of 
al-Nisa' (4) 157-59.43 In the immediate context, the Jews are the 
People" whose reported boasts the Qur'an rejects in this matter.44 And within 
context, the seemingly docetist or phantasiast Christian views that many 
tators have seen reflected in the enigmatic phrase shubbiha lahum (vs. 1 
understood to mean something on the order of"it only seemed so to them," 

42 See de Blois, "Na$ranfand lfanif," 13-15. 
43 See G.S. Reynolds, "The Muslim Jesus: Dead or alive?" BSOAS 72, 2009, 

T. Lawson, The Cntcifixion and the Qur 'an: A Study in the History of MilS lim Thought 
Oneworld, 2009. 

44 There seems to be some Rabbinic evidence for this boast. See P. Schafer, Jesus in the 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007, esp. 73-74. 
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some scholars to posit the presence of an ancient, Gnostic and docetist 
community in the Qur'an's milieu.45 In this instance too, there is no 

to go beyond the contemporary "Melkites," "Jacobites" and ''Nestorians" to 
for the Qur'an's awareness of this line of thinking. The so-called "Julian

the followers of Julian ofHalicarnassus (d. after 518), were a constant target 
theologians of the "Jacobite" community, who called them "Aphtharto

and "Phantasiasts," accusing them of detracting from the concrete 
of Jesus's death on the cross because of their teachings about the incorrupt
of Christ's body.46 These polemics can be found alluded to in a very general 

in Syriac texts that address the historical circumstances of Christians in 
in the century before the time of Mul;lammad, e.g. in Jacob of Sarug's 

"Letter to the Himyarites,"47 and in Simeon of Beth Arsham's (d. before 
· · "Letter on the Himyarite Martyrs."48 There are even reports of"Julianists" in 

with whose Christians, according to the traditions, Mul;lammad himself is 
to have had relations.49 

Arabic Qur' an in its inter-communal environment 

"'~"u''~"'u of the sens~ of the term al-naifara in the Qur' an and of the identity 
Christians it designated has sought to discern its intended meaning within 

of the Islamic scripture's own horizons, both. in reference to the text's 
purposes and within the context of its communal frames of reference. 

discernment of the Qur'an's intention to offer a critique of Christian belief 
practice is grounded in a reading of the canonical text in the form in which we 

have it, without prejudice to any effort to discover earlier stages in the 
of the text. The recognition of the polemical element in the Qur'an's 
style suggests that Arabic-speaking Christians were in all likelihood in 

auc11e111Ce. and certainly within its purview. The determination of the probable 
of these Christians is based on the historical evidence for actual Christian 
in the Qur'an's milieu. 

Qur'an itself, with its obvious debt to the canonical and apocryphal scrip
of the Jews and Christians, along with its reflection of much Jewish and 

lore, provides most of the evidence for its origins in an environment that 

e.g., Kl.ing, Der Islam, 598. 
R. Draguet,Julien d'Ha/icarnasse et sa controverse avec Severe d'Antioche sur l'incomtptibilite 

du Christ: Etude d'histoire litteraire et doctrinale suivie des fragments dogmatiques de 
Louvain: Irnprimerie P. Smeesters, 1924; A: Gri1!meier, Christ in Christian Tradition: 

Council ofChalcedon (451) to Gregory the Great (590-604), vol. II, part 2, "The Church 
CoJnslllmtiJlople in the Sixth Century," P. Allen and J. Cawte, (trans.), London: Mowbray & 

Wel;tmi.nsto:r, 1995, 79-111. See also Hainthaler, Christliche Araber, 105-6, 133-34. 
Jacobi Santgensis Epistulae Quotquot Supersunt, CSCO 110, Paris: E Typographeo 

Rei]Jublicae, 1937,87-102. 
"La lettera di Simeone vescovo di Beth-Arsam sopra I Martiri Omeriti," Reale 

Acc,ademia dei Lincei 278, 1880-1881, 3-32. 
Hainthaler, Christliche Araber, 133-34. 
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included Jews and Christians. This evidence is supplemented by what can 
learned from non-Qur'anic and non-Islamic sources about the presence of 
tianity in Arabia in the seventh century. Hermeneutical considerations come 
play in the course of determining what construction to put upon the 
provided. It is the contention of this chapter that the historical record 
demonstrates that mainline Christian communities had been pressing into 
from all sides from at least the beginnings of the sixth century and even . 
Furthermore, as has been said repeatedly, there is scarcely any evidence of 
actual presence in Arabia of other Christian groups in any sigrlificant way, 
Judeo-Christians or other groups such as Elkasaites or Mandaeans. The 
speaking peoples of central Arabia were highly mobile, and while doiJurneDtta 
evidence of the substantial presence of Christianity among them is, by the 
of the case, not abundant, it is also not totally unavailable;51 their very 
would inevitably have brought them into contact with most of the 
communities of their world. 

From the hermeneutical point of view, the biggest problem in 
identity of the Christianity reflected in the Qur'an has been the ""'~ 0 .,,.,,..h,.;,:; 

scholars have put upon those passages that either give a name to the vlJtu"'"'l.u,, 

i.e. calling them al-na~ara, or reflect their beliefs and practices. For the most 
these passages, even when they report the Qur'an's own Christology, have 
interpreted as reflecting or reporting the actual idiom of local Christians and 
their creedal formulae, as if the Qur'an were incapable of composing its 
views of Christian doctrine. On that assumption, the hunt was then on to 
somewhere in Christian sources some report of a Christian community that 
voiced such convictions as those found in the Qur' an. When it was found, as in 
instance of the Nazarenes of Epiphanius's Panarion, scholars scrambled 
hypothesize a way to postulate their presence in the Qur'an's milieu in spite 
fact that on the one hand there is otherwise scant or no evidence to support 
hypothesis and on the other hand there is ample evidence for the actual 
of other Christian groups. 

The underlying problem here, in my view, is to have mistaken the 
religious critique of Christian beliefs and practices, and the polemical rhe:toric.il 
which it is expressed, for historical reports or accounts of these same beliefs 
practices. In some instances it seems that a wrong construction has been put 
the language of the Qur'an, due to a previous assumption that it does not 
know much about Jews or Christians or their scriptures and that what it does 
is wrong or incomplete. The recognition that the Qur'an normally only alludes 

50 See Hainthaler, Christ/iche Araber, passim. See also the numerous studies of !rfan Shahid, 
in particular his Rome and the Arabs: A Prolegomenon to the Study of Byzantium 
Arabs, Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 1984; Byzantium and the Arabs in the Fourth 
Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 1984; Byzantium and the Arabs in the Fifth 
Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 1989; Byzantium and the Arabs in the SL-cth Century, 
parts 1 & 2, Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 1995 & 2002. 

51 See Hainthaler, Christ/iche Araber, 137-42. 
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connnc:nts on, approves of or disapproves of this or that Jewish or Christian narra
belief or practice seems often not to have entered the interpreter's mind. It is 

a presumption that the Qur'an does not know what it is talking about. In 
no due attention is paid to the Qur'an's own apologetic or polemical rhet-

as it establishes its place among the religious communities in its world. 
the present chapter, the focus has been on the textus receptus of the Qur'an 
actually have it, bracketing for the sake of the inquiry the question'ofwheri 

· text came into the form in which we presently have it, whether it be in the first 
of the seventh century in the I;Iijiiz, or in the first third of the eighth century 

and Mesopotamia. On either scenario, it has been the burden of this study 
.sulost~mtiate credibly the hypothesis that the mainline, Syriac-speaking Chris

communities of Syria/Palestine and Mesopotamia, i.e. the so-called 
" "Jacobites" and "Nestorians", as the later Muslims regularly called 

were in fact the principal communities from whom the Arabic-speaking 
'<lJJ.·'~"·=~ in the Qur'an's milieu learned their faith and with whom they were in 
copttinumls communication from the mid to the late sixth century onward. The 
nn1ot.t!es:ts further proposes that the Qur'an's critique of the beliefs and practices 

Arabic-speaking Christians in its audience is best and most coherently 
undlerstoo•d as a critique rhetorically devised to highlight, from the point of view 

Qur'an's own principles, the falsity and inadequacy of the customary 
formulae and religious practices of the Arabic-speaking Christians among 

"Scripture People" in its audience, whose patristic and liturgical heritage was 
. · the most part in continuous colloquy with the Syriac-speaking, "mainline" 

:ommunitiies, whose presence in the Arabic-speaking domain is demonstrable 
the sixth century onward. 

crucial hermeneutic stance adopted in this inquiry involves the assumption 
, the literary, or scriptural, integrity of the Qur'an, however it came about. It 

assumes that the Qur' an, in accordance with a number of its own assev
conceives itself to be a scripture in dialogue with preceding scriptures 

traditions, and the lore of mainly Jewish and Christian communities in its 
to which it alludes and on which it offers an often exegetical commentary. 

Qur'·an presumes that its audience is aware of the narratives of the earlier 
figures and other aspects of the religious lore of Jews and Christians to 

and to whom it often alludes by name. The Qur'an then often critiques the 
and practices of the communities whose creedal formulae it evokes, often 

a seemingly ironic or even a satirically polemical intent, conveyed in the very 
of its allusions and echoes, which might be slightly askew when compared 

the actual diction of the community whose formulae the text is critiquing. 
Qur'an offers a corrective here and there, or, by the very cast of the language 

to recall them, it rhetorically suggests the absurdity of certain beliefs and 
espoused by the communities it accuses of going to excess in their reli-

hermeneutical stance will go a long way toward removing the textual basis 
the postulation of the Qur'an's presumed indebtedness to the teachings and 

· of particular Christian or Judeo-Christian groups otherwise historically 
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unknown or untraceable to the milieu of the Arabic Qur' an. In the process, it 
opens the way for an appreciation of the Qur'an's integrity as an mt,er-:tex·tu 

scripture, responding to, critiquing and reprising the scriptural tradition which 
claims to present in its final form as willed by the one God. . 

Since· the Qur'an insists that it is an Arabic Qur'an, addressing the 
messages of the past anew, in good, clear Arabic to a new, AI·abic-imeal< 
community, one would expect to find in it allusions to previous scriptures 
even echoes of the liturgies in which the previous scriptures had come to 
speaking Jews, Christians and others, prior to the rise oflslam. The Qur' an 
be presumed to have addressed the new community in an idiom in which 
v.:ere ~lrea~y accustomed to hear the message, albeit from the Qur'an's point. 
vtew m a dtstorted or skewed way, in need of correction. > •· 

The hermeneutic reflections regarding the useofname al-na$iirii in the Qur' 
as they are explored in this chapter, along with the several hypotheses it · 
for studying the Christians in the Qur'an, will hopefully help us to keep our 
unexpressed and urrrefiected historical-critical assumptions about origins, 
ings and redactions to the forefront of our thinking in our study of the Qur' 

The mysterious letters and other 
formal features of the Qur'an in 
light of Greek and Babylonian 
oracular texts 

Devin J. Stewart 

Western scholarship on the Qur' an has focused considerable attention on the 
and Christian background of the text, the influence of pre-Islamic Arabian 

traditions has received relatively little attention, despite the many signs of 
importance. Traces of such influence include the accounts of the prophets 
~alilJ., and Shu' ayb; the place of the Ka 'ba and the adoption of the pre-Islamic 

to Mecca; the prevalence of saj ', the standard medium of the pre
soothsayers (lathhan), in many individual Siiras; and the many passages 

of the genres the kuhhiin are known to have performed. Some neglect 
from deep-seated prejudices in Islamic literature towards the pagan reli

culture of the Jiihiliyya. Western scholars' expertise in Biblical studies, the 
out of which Islamic studies developed, also made them disposed to stress 

and Christian material. Furthermore, the lack of the pagan equivalent of the 
a sacred text that would serve as an extant record of the religion or mythology 
pre-Islamic Arabs, made it much more difficult to learn about the pagan 

Pre-Islamic Arabia had produced no Iliad or Odyssey, nor even the equiv-
of Ovid's Metamorphoses. Extant Islamic sources provide some relevant 

lrifc>rm:atic'n in focused studies such as al-Kalbi's (d. 204/819) Book of Idols and 
(d. 334/945) Book of the Crown, and scattered in other works such as 

(d. 310/923) Tiirfkh al-ntsul wa-1-mutalc and Mas'iidi's (d. 356/945) 
al-dhahab. Drawing on such texts, Julius Wellhausen published in 1897 
arabischen Heidentums, a seminal investigation of the religion of the 

Arabs, yet few scholars followed his lead. To date, perhaps the most 
work on this facet of the cultural background that preceded the Prophet 

hn~~~"rl's mission is Toufic Fahd's 1966 study of Arab divination, which 
a number of forays into explaining aspects of the Qur' anic text. 1 

Krehl, Ober die Religion der Vorislamischen Araber, Leipzig: Serig'sche Buchhandlung, 1863; 
Wellhausen, Reste arabischen Heidentums, Berlin: Reimer, 1897; H. Lammens, Le culte des betyles 
les processions religieuses chez les Arabes pnHs/amiques, Cairo: Institut Fran9ais d' Arcbeologie 

1919; C. Brockehnann, "Allah und die Gotzen: Der Ursprung des vorislamischen 
'Monotlteisrnus.'" Archiv fiir Religionswissenschaft 21, 1922, 99-121; G. Ryckmans, Les Religions 
arabes pnJislamiques, Louvain: Publications Universitaires, 1951; T. Fabel, La divination arabe, Leiden: 

. Brill, 1966; idem, "al-Kihana," E/1; idem, "Sadj' ," E/1; idem, "De !'Oracle a Ia Propbetie en Arabie," 
1-41 in J.-G. Heintz (ed.), Oracles et Propheties dans I'Antiquite, Paris: De Boccard, 1997. 
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More r~cently, Jaroslav Stetkevytch has written a work that looks at the 
Siilii.J and Thamiid as it can be partially reconstructed from Islamic 
Perhaps less successful, but nevertheless suggestive, are broad comparative 
of Islamic and earlier Semitic material that claim a more or less direct coJane:ctic 
between Islamic and primordial Semitic forms, particularly David 
Muller's study of strophic poetry, which in his view is a prophetic form 
connects the Qur' iin; the Hebrew Bible, cuneiform literature, and even the 
of Greek tragedy.3 

Such studies are counter-balanced by the recent work ofHawting, who 
that the "pagan" material in the Qur'iin is not actually pagan. He points 
correctly, that monotheists often call each other pagan when arguing 
themselves, as an insult or in order to score points in debate, without rpf;.r"""" 

actual pagans. It is thus unlikely, in his view, that the Qur'iin reflects pagan · 
gious texts or cultural practices that were common in Arabia, usually held 
the original setting of the Qur'iin's revelation. He does this in part to 
Wansbrough' s thesis that the Qur' an was produced outside the Arabian Penirtslilla; 
mainly on the grounds that it shows too deep an awareness of Jewish and 
tian traditions and is engaged in complex debates over polemical issues 
representatives of these traditions.4 In my view, both Hawting and W.am;broriJm 
are wrong in this instance. Significant evidence shows that the pre-Islamic 
were thoroughly familiar with Judaism and Christianity, which had each 
lished a strong presence in Arabia and neighboring territories long before 
advent of Islam. The Qur'anic material that appears to derive from ore:-1smrr11c 

pagan religious tradition in Arabia is probably just that, and is too extensive, 
detailed, and too inscrutable to be written off as the product of polemical 
hurled by monotheists at their fellows. 

Form criticism may prove to be a fruitful approach to the material in the 
that is related to pre-Islamic, pagan religious traditions.5 Knowledge of 
conventions of pre-Islamic genres of religious speech may help to explain 
passages in the Qur' an, including some that are on the face of it quite -----'' ·-·
and also help to define the relationship of the Qur'iin and Islam to wc;·•~•,.JJm 
religious traditions. In this case, however, form criticism is a difficult nnrto • ..,.~t,:n;~. 

2 J. Stetkevych, Mul.zammad and the Golden Bough: Reconstructing Arabian .Myth, BlcJomingltoii:: 
Indiana University Press, 1996. 

3 MOller investigated strophic poetic forms in the Bible, cuneiform texts, the Qur'iin, and 
choruses. D.H. MOller, Die Propheten in ihrer urspriing/ichen Form. Die Grundgesetze 
ursemitischen Poesie, ersch/ossen und nachgewiesen in Bibel, Keilinschriften zmd Koran, 
ihren Wirkungen erkannt in den Choren der griechischen Tragodie, Vienna: HOlder, 1896. 
studies a more limited and linguistically focused topic, oaths primarily in the Hebrew Bible, 
some extent in Islam. J. Pedersen, Der Eid bei den Semi/en in seinem Verhiiltnis zu u•rwnnnl•n 

Erscheinungen sowie die Stellung des Eides im Islam, Strassburg: Trilbner, 1914. 
4 G.R. Hawting, The Idea of Idolatry and the Emergence of Islam: From Polemic to 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999. 
5 A. Neuwirth has called for the application of literary critical methods, including form criticism, 

the Qur'an. "Einige Bemerkungen zum besonderen sprachlichen und literarischen Charakter 
Koran," ZDMG Suppl. 3, 1977, 736-39. 

Mysterious letters and other features of the Qur 'an 325 

Htmnann Gunkel in his analysis of the Psalms, the aspiring form critic of the 
iin risks making circular arguments. 6 In the absence of a large corpus of texts 

comparison, the equivalent of, say, the Iliad for pre-Islamic Arabia, the inves
must examine texts in the Qur'iin in order to figure out the conventions of 

,pre-1s1am1c genres of religious utterance. Then he or she may use this derived 
)lll<1ers:tan.diiltg of the relevant formal conventions to explain those same Qur'iinic 

This is in fact what Gunkel did with the psalms, for he did not have an inde
corpus of ancient Hebrew poetry. What allows the investigator some 

of success notwithstanding this difficulty is that the corpus includes several 
- sometimes many - that fit into the various forms or genres under examina
The number of examples makes it more likely that the regularities discovered 

not idiosyncratic flukes but instead regular literary conventions. The possi
still remains that these are conventions characteristic of the Qur'iin and not, 

characteristic of an underlying pre-Islamic genre. An element of proba
is thus involved in judging which elements can be identified with an earlier 
and which are modifications that have been introduced into the Qur' iinic 

"aaapt:ancm of that genre. 
form-critical attention has been focused on the Qur' iin, including a few 

that draw on religious traditions other than Judaism and Christianity. 
Baumstark wrote about forms of prayer in the Qur'iin as they relate to 
and Christian models.7 Angelika Neuwirth has published several important 
that apply form-critical methods, in particular to the series of oaths that 

:<.11Jttroam;e a number of Siiras. 8 Alford Welch has discussed many formal features 
the Qur' an. 9 In addition, medieval Muslim authors themselves often engaged 
what was essentially form criticism. A fitting example is Ibn Qayyim 

.•aJ-JauJ7.nJVH's (d. 75111350) work al-Tibyanj'i aqsam al-Qur 'an, which treats the 
in the Qur'iin as a formal category connected with a well-known speech 
and he interprets them in light of the conventions that can be deduced from 

as a whole. 10 Even the traditional method of tafslr al-Qur 'an 
'an "exegesis ofthe Qur'an by the Qur'an" may involve form-critical 
rather than engaging simply in the examination of multiple appearances 

same exact vocabulary items. In addition, the genre of asbab al-nuziil ("the 
c•oc<;astons of revelation"), exemplified most notably by the work of' Ali b. Al;unad 

Neuwirth points out the circularity inherent in Wellhausen's argument that the best evidence for 
the actual style of pre-Islamic soothsaying is actually the Qur'iin itself. Neuwirth, "Images and 
metaphors in the introductory sections of the Makkan SOras," in G.R. Hawting and A.-K.A. 
Shareef(eds),Approaches to the Qur'iin, London: Routledge, 1993, (3-36) 3, 32 n. 5. 
A. Baumstark, "Jiidischer und christlicher Gebetstypus im Koran," Der Islam 16, 1927, 229-48. 

8 Neuwirth, "Der Horizon! der Offenbarung: Zur Relevanz der einleitenden Schwurserien filr die 
Suren der frOhmakkanischen Zeit," in U. Tworuschka (ed.), Gottes is/ der Orient, Gottes ist der 
Okzident. Festschriftfiir Abdoljavad Falaturi, Koln: Bohlau, 1991; eadem, "Images and meta
phors in the introductory sections of the Makkan SOras"; eadem, "Form and structure of the 
Qur'an," EQ, 2:245-66. 
A.T. Welch, "al-Kur'an," Ef' 5:400-29, esp. "Literary forms and major themes," 421-25. 
Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, al-Tibyiin fi aqsiim al-Qur 'an, Beirut: Dar al-Kitiib a!-' Arabi, 1994. 
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al-Wal;lidTal-NTsabiiri (d. 468/1076), often engages in form criticism and may 
more useful to modem scholars in that mode than it is in historical rn"ttr,,.m 

While modem scholars often place little confidence in the veracity of the 
ical incident to which a particular passage is attached in such works, the 
there often correctly identifies the form or genre to which the passage belongs 
uses some of the relevant conventions of the genre in question in an attempt 
interpret its meaning. 

Examination of other oracular traditions may provide some help in identiJfyinif 
and understanding the features and functions of these generic cortve:nticms. 
one will in any case depend heavily on the Qur'an itself. Typological 
from other cultures with strong oracular traditions and religious specialists 
performed functions similar to· those of the lathhan may provide "''Tnn•>r~ichrP 
insights that assiduous investigation of the Qur'an in isolation or in cnr1ver~a1tion 
with the pre-Islamic Arabian oracular material may not. Examination of 
oracles of ancient Greece and other cultures and the literary genres and 
tions associated with them may throw light on oracular passages of the 
and make new interpretations or broader understandings of such passages om;sttlle> 
Stefan Sperl has adopted a similar approach by comparing the Fatiba not 
the Lord's Prayer but also to a Babylonian prayer to Sin, the moon-god. 12 . 

studies of this kind may help reveal, explain, and bring into focus or relief · 
conventions of the genres belonging to the repertory of pre-Islamic 
religious utterances which form the background of many passages in the Qur' . 

A simple demonstration of the value ofform criticism, particularly with 
to the pre-Islamic pagan material in the Qur'an, is the following. The 
verse of a!- 'A~r (Siira 103) is an oath, wa-l- 'a~ri (103:1), meaning, "(I swear) 
the 'a~r." The Arabic word 'a~r has two distinct senses, and it is not clear from 
immediate context which one is intended: it can mean either "age, epoch" or 
afternoon." These two meanings have both influenced translations of the 
text into English and other languages. On the one hand, some translators, mcludl!ng 
Abdullah Yusuf Ali, have adopted the first meaning of 'a~r noted above, 
lating the verse "By (the token of) Time through the Ages." Likewise, 
translates, "I swear by the time." Muhammad Asad, dispensing with the oath 
gether, a modernist move he makes regularly, renders the verse, "Consider 
flight of time!" On the other hand, other translators adhere to the second sense · 
'a~r, "the late afternoon." Pickthall translates, "By the declining day." · 
renders the verse, "By the afternoon." Abdel Haleem has, "I swear by the dec: lining 
day." In this case, form-critical considerations help decide the issue: 'a~r here 
not mean "age" or "epoch" but rather "late afternoon," and the translations 

11 Wal)idi, Asbab a/-nuziil, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-'Ilmiyya, 1991; Jallil al-Din al-Suyii\i, 
al-nuzzil, Cairo: Maktabat Nu~ayr, 1983; A. Rippin, "The exegetical genre asbab al-nuzzil: a 
ographical and terminological survey," BSOAS 48, 1985, 1-15. 

12 S. Sperl, "The literary form of prayer: Qur'an Sura one, the Lord's Prayer and a BalJylcmian p111yei 
to the moon God," BSOAS 57, 1994, 213-27. See also H. Winkler, "Flitil)a und Vaterw1ser. 
Zeitschrift fiir Semilistik 6, 1928, 238-46. 
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Yusuf Ali, Shakir, and Muhammad Asad are simply wrong. The oaths 
begin many Su.ras in the Qur'an clearly belong to an oracular genre that has 

in the pre-Islamic soothsaying tradition. 13 It is common for these oaths to 
not only the Sun, moon, stars, and planets, but also night and day, as well 

· particular times of day. The planets and stars so invoked may originally have 
represe:nted deities. The Sun had been worshipped by members of the Quraysh 

in the not-too-remote past before the Prophet, because one of his ancestors 
named 'Abd Shams (a brother of Hashim, after whom the Prophet's clan was 

and supposedly the great-great-grandfather of 'Uthman b. 'Affiin, son-in
of the Prophet and the third Caliph after his death). As portrayed in 

Qur' an, the people of Sheba worshipped the Sun during the time of Solomon 
27:24). The moon and the morning star-Venus- had probably been worshipped 
well in the recent past. However, the Qur' an emphasizes the regular, predictable 

moven1ents of the planets. They will always be there (until the end of the world, 
is,) and will always behave according to a regular pattern; this is one of the 
of God's unifed control over the universe. Similarly, the invocation of day, 
and specific times of day serves to emphasize the theme of regularity. These 
of day appear because they can be trusted to appear indefatigably, in their 

order. The following passage swears by night and day: wa-l-layli idha 
* wa-l-nahari idha tajalla *, "By the night when it covers, and the day 

it is clear" (Q 92:1-2). Specific times of day occur in the following oaths: 
wa-l-qamar * wa-l-layli idha adbar * wa-1-~ub/:li idha asfar, "Nay! By the 
and the night when it withdraws, and the morning when it shines forth" (Q 

wa-~-~ubbi idha tanaffas, "By the morning when it breathes" (Q 
uqsimu bi-1-shafaq, "Nay! I swear by the twilight" (Q 84: 15); wa-l

"by the dawn" (Q 89:1); and wa-1-r;luba "by the mid-morning" (Q 93:1). 
examples suggest that oaths by specific hours or times of day were already 

feature of oracular texts in pre-Islamic soothsaying and that this partie
formal convention was followed in oracular passages of the Qur'an. The word 
here evidently refers to a specific time of day, and not to an "age" or to "time" 

general, as that would not be in keeping with the formal conventions of the 

formal convention of oracular texts that has been misinterpreted in 
on the Qur' an is the wa-ma adraka -literally, "And what made you know 

. ?" - construction. Richard Bell has claimed that the phrase wa-ma adraka is 
used to introduce a later interpolation into the text of the Qur'an, glossing 

puzzling term. Thus, for example, he argues that in the passage at the end 
al-Qari 'a, fa-ummuhu hawiyah * wa-ma adraka ma-hiyah * nanm l;!amiyah 

G.R. Smith, "Oaths in the Qur'an," Semitics 1, 1970, 126-56; A.T. Welch, "al-Kur'an," E/2 

. 5:(400-29) 421-22; A. Neuwirth, "Der Horizon!;" eadem, "Images and metaphors;" eadem, 
"Form and structure of the Qur'iin," EQ, 2:(245--66) 255-57; L. Kandil, "Die Schwtire in den 
Makkanischen Suren," inS. Wild (ed.), The Qur'iin as Text, Leiden: Brill, 1996, 41-57; G.R. 
Hawting, "Oaths," EQ, 3:561--66. 
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(Q 101:9-11), the last two verses have been added as a gloss in order to 
the meaning of the obscure word hawiyah. 14 I would argue, to the contrary, 
one of the conventional structures of pre-Islamic oracular texts, which was 
adopted in the Qur'an, involved (1) presentation of an ambiguous term 
by (2) the rna adraka question about the term and then (3) an explanation of 
word. 15 A parodic, patently falsified oracular pronouncement attributed 
the prophet Maslamah b. ijabib- known in Islamic tradition as "Musaylimah 
Liar" - includes this conventional structure: 

al-fil *rna l-fil * wa-ma adraka rna l-fil * lahu mishfanm taw!! * wa-dfzanahz, 
athfl * wa-ma dhaka min khalqi rabbina bi-qalfl 

The elephant, * What is the elephant? * And how do you know what 
elephant is? * It has a long trunk, *And a noble tail, * And that is not a 
example of our Lord's creation. 16 

This text is intended to ridicule Musaylimah and provide evidence for reiection 
his prophetic status, so it cannot be accepted "as authentic. However, the 
of the piece probably represents legitimate awareness of the literary ''~'"n""'"t;n, 
of such oracular statements. Generally, in order for parody to be successful, 
must conform closely in formal terms to the target genre but be distorted · 
some way. This oracle is distorted by rendering the enigmatic event that looms·· 
the future as something concrete, an animal with its well-known, ch;ara.cte:ristii 
physical features, but the rna adraka construction may be taken to be an 
part of the pre-Islamic soothsaying repertoire. 

The rna adraka construction occurs many times in the Qur' an, sometimes in 
full form, as is the case in Qur'an 99:1-3, where the ambiguous term is al-qari 
which means, literally, "the thing that knocks" (also Q 69:1-3; 82:14-19) · · 
sometimes in truncated form (Q 74:26-27; 83:7-8; 83:18-19; 86:1-2; 90:1 
97:1-2; 104:4-5). Many ofthese ambiguous words are feminine adjectives 
as nouns, and many take the form of active participles, especially of the 
fo 'ita: al-waqi 'a "that which befalls" (Q 56:1 ), al-l;aqqa "that which will 
tably befall" (Q 69:1-3), 17 and, as previously mentioned, al-qari'a (Q 91:1 
From the Arabic lexicon, and from other texts such as hadfth it is evident 
similar feminine participial forms came to mean "misforhme, affliction, 
particularly mu.yzba, literally, "that which hits the mark," the most common 

14 R. Bell, A Commentary on the Qur'iin, ed. C.E. Bosworth and M.E.J. Richardson, Ma1~cht:ster. 
University of Manchester, 1991,2:577. 

15 See Welch, "al-Kur'an," 5:422. 
16 Abii Sulayman al-Kbattabi (d. 388/998), Bayiin i'jiiz al-Qur'iin, 9-72, in Thaliith rasii'ilft 

al-Qur'iin, Mul)ammad Khalaf Allah Al:tmad and Mui)ammad Zaghliil Sallam (eds), Cairo: 
al-Ma'arif, 1976,55. 

17 Pickthall's rendition, "The Reality," seems obviously wrong, as it does not denote an event 
going to occur or a disaster that is going to strike. 
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"disaster" in Arabic. However, there are many others, such as hamma "that 
· befalls, disaster," which occurs in a protective charm attributed to the 

u 'rdhuhu min al-hamma wa-l-samma, wa-k:ulli 'aynin lamma, "I ask 
Jrotection for him from the disaster, from that which poisons, and from every 
'"'".uu•uu"' eye."18 These adjectival terms are meant to be ambiguous - that is 

a convention of the genre. The rna adraka structure that follows them is 
.• -..c,uvua• as well; it is in all likelihood original to the text and was not added 
later date. The whole structure functions to present something mysterious and 
· explain what it is after a delay, often with some ambiguity or mystery 

The much-discussed form hawiya (Q 101:9), which is intentionally 
uu11~uu•u:;. may be understood as a cognate substitution for the form huwwah or 

·"'"""''"'·meaning "an abyss" in general and referring here to Hell. The word's 
is determined by the rhyme-context in which it occurs, and it may be 

with other ambiguous Qur'iinic terms for Hell such as saqar, lQJa, and 
19 

aspect of the Qur'iinic text that seems odd in comparison with the texts of 
•~ ,.T-'---·· Bible and the New Testament is the frequent use of the introductory 

the singular imperative "say," an intrusive sign that the text has been related 
Prophet by a third party. The speech is neither the direct address of a divine 

nor an unmediated narrative told by the Prophet himself.2° This literary 
of the Qur'an is likely connected with the pre-Islamic convention, among 

poets and soothsayers, of relaying texts and literary inspirations supposedly 
from genies or familiar spirits, which would then have been presented in 

manner. These imperatives addressed to the Prophet are among many features 
Qur' an that convey a claim to mantic authority, for they suggest that the text 
revelations is not the Prophet's own speech. In the standard interpretation, 

inspiration of the Prophet occurs through the angel Gabriel and not through a 
or daemon, but the formal feature may be seen as the remaining vestige of a 

mode of transmission for extraordinary messages.21 

's "Beauteous Names" (al-asma' al-l;usna) also reveal a connection with 
'""'"'o••a•lllv religious tradition. These names are understood by many to be unique 

Islam. They appear on decorative posters and plaques, and they have even been 
· into popular devotional music, but they derive most notably from 
ig-JJJhra.ses at the ends of many verses of the Qur'an. A broader perspective 

that al-asma ' al-l;usna are divine epithets similar to those found in many 
religious traditions, including the mythology of the Greeks, ancient Near 

religions, Hinduism, and others - Athena the Victorious, Apollo the 
.L/c,~u,,vca. and so on. The phrase al-asma' al-l;usna is a technical term already in 

Ibn al-Athir, al-Mathal al-sii'ir, 1:210-11. 
. Stewart, "Pit," EQ, 4:100-04; idem, "Poetic License in the Qur'an: Ibn al-:;la'igh al-I;Ianafi's 

lbkiim al-Riiy ft Abkiim al-Ay," JQS 11.1, 2009, 1-56, esp. p. 21. 
. Welch, "al-Kur'an," 5:422; D.A. Madigan, The Qur'iin's Self-Image: Writing and Authority in 

· .. Islam's Scriplllre, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001, 64-65. 
D.J. Stewart, "Soothsayer," EQ, 5:78-80. 
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the Qur'iin, and refers in all likelihood to a pre-Islamic concept that applied 
other gods as well as Allah (Q 7:180; 17:110; 20:8; 59:24). This is · 
especially. by the verse wa-li-llahi l-asma 'u l-busna fa-d'iihu biha ·· 
lladhlna yulbidiina bi-asma 'ihi sa-ytifzawna rna kanu ya 'maliin, "God has 
most beautiful names. So pray to Him by them, and shun those who de~1ec1rate 
names. They will be requited for what they have done" (Q 7:180). The 
Names, it is evident here, were already used in the context of prayer in 
The term that Pickthall and others translate as "desecrate" here, yulbidiina, 
literally "to miss the mark" and only later comes to mean "to be atheist, 
The verse suggests that the Prophet's pagan contemporaries commit 
by applying God's epithets to the wrong targets -that is, to other gods 
pre-Islamic pantheon rather than to the Biblical God exclusively. The 
of the epithets in the Qur'iin shows that they play an especially important 
in prayer, as do divine epithets in other religious traditions. They often 
pairs at the end of supplications or implied prayers, in verse-final 
In addition, they are often cognate echoes of the main verb or term that 
the supplication itself, as in: fa-hab lana min ladunka rahmatan innaka 
l-wahhab, "So grant to us mercy from that which is with You, for You are 
Grantor" (Q 3:8). This type of construction occurs frequently in the 
and also in later Islamic prayers, such as, allahumma shfihi innaka anta 
wa-l-mu 'afiwa-l-qadiru 'ala latlli shay' "0 God! Cure him, for You are the 
and the One Who Gives health, and the One who is Capable of everything."22 
only the divine epithets but also the conventions of their use in prayer, 
cognate paronomasia, may be traceable to the conventions of pre-Islamic 
prayers. 

The use of the term rabb "lord, master" in the Qur'an may reveal 
pagan, polytheistic usage. It stands to reason that the pre-Islamic partthe:on. 
Arabia included many deities that were "lords" over particular domains, as is 
case in other traditions. Just as Neptune is lord of the Sea, so were particular 
Islamic gods and goddesses lords of the various planets, seas, mountains, 
temples, shrines, and so on. While references to God's lordship over a particttlai; 
restricted domain may be justified within a Biblical, monotheist fr"'m'"''""'·lr 
arguing that God is in fact lord of everything in the universe, it in some 
seems odd or unnecessary to mention a restricted domain, thereby giving 
impression that God is somehow arbitrarily limited. These oddities may 
explained as hold-overs from an earlier usage, in which the restricted domain 
understood to be actually restricted, and the deities multiple. Some instances 
rabb "lord" in the Qur' an may be viewed as universal: 

rabb a!- 'alam'fn "Lord of the generations" (1:2; 2:131; 5:28; etc.) 
rabb latlli shay' "Lord of everything" (6:164) 

22 D.J. Stewart, "Cognate Paronomasia in the Qur'an," paper presented at "The Qur'an: Text, 
pretation and Translation," Centre of Islamic Studies, School of Oriental and African 
London, November 10-12,2005. 
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al-samiiwati wa-l-arf{ "Lord of the heavens and the earth" (13:16; 17: 
102; etc.) 
al-samawat al-sab' "Lord of the seven heavens" (23:86) 

l-bamdu rabbi l-samawati wa-rabbi l-arf{i rabbi !- 'a!am'fn "Praise 
be to God, the Lord of the heavens and the Lord of the earth, Lord of the 
worlds/peoples" (45:36) 
al-mashriqi wa-1-maghribi wa-mii baynahuma "Lord of the East and the 

·West and what is in between them" (26:28) 
al-samiiwati wa-l-arf[i wa-ma baynahuma "Lord of the heavens and the 

earth and what is in between them" (78:37) 
a!- 'arshi a!- 'a{im "Lord of the Tremendous Throne" (9:129; 23:86) 
a!- 'arsh a!-karlm "Lord of the Noble Throne" (23:116) 
a!- 'arsh "Lord of the Throne" (21 :22; etc.) 

these cases, the phrases involving "Lord'' refer in some sense to the entire 
or Universe, or to some part thereof which may be said to represent the 
This is true of God's throne as well, which is said to encompass the heavens 

tli.e earth (Q 2:255). In addition, several uses of the term "Lord" are tied 
"""il""'"v with Biblical tradition, such as rabb Mt7sa wq-Hanln "the Lord of 

and Aaron" (Q 7:122; 26:48). However, in a number of passages, the term 
applies to a restricted domain, and it is difficult to argue that this represents 

creation, even by metonymy. Such passages include the following: 

hadhihi t~baldati lladhl barramaha "the lord of this town, who made it 
sacred" (27 :91) 

tayyibah wa-rabb ghafiir "a pleasant town and a forgiving lord" (34:15) 
l-ya 'budtl rabba hadha l-bayt "So let them worship the lord of this 

House" (106:3) 

of these verses, the "lord" in question seems localized. In Qur'iin 27:91, 
lord is associated with Mecca, which he has made sacred ground, and in 106:3 
is associated with the shrine or temple of the Ka'ba specifically. In 34:15, the 

in question is not Mecca but rather the main city of the people of Sheba. In 
cases, there is little suggestion that this lord is in fact not restricted to the 

or temple in question; the immediate context leaves open the possibility that 
town or shrine has its characteristic deity, and that a multiplicity of such gods 

Perhaps the oddest use of the term "lord" in the Qur'an from a monotheist 
"ner:soecthreis rabb shi 'ra "the lord of Sirius" (Q 53:49). Why would the one God 

the entire universe be described not as the lord of the sun, the moon, and all the 
but rather as the lord of Sirius in particular? The specificity seems gratuitous 
blasphemous, and may point to pre-Islamic pagan usage. In this and other 
the Qur'an may be unconsciously perpetuating a pre-Islamic convention of 

discourse. Alternatively, this may be a conscious and polemical deploy
of an established discourse, using the pagans' terminology to argue against 
The Biblical God is Lord of all of the domains in the universe that the 
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pagans assign to the control of a plethora of lesser lords. They are Ill1Stal<ert.+1 
lords of Sirius, the moon, the sun, the sea, the mountains, and so on, are in 
and the same deity. . 

The term rabb, arbiib is parallel in a sense to the term ba 'a!, ba 'alim used . 
Hebrew Bible and ancient Ugaritic and Canaanite religion, for ba 'a!, like 
originally meant "lord," "possessor," "owner," or "master." It apparently 
not only to the most popular god of the Canaanite pantheon, storm god and 
grandson of El, the high god, but also to a multitude of disparate, local or 
ized deities, often using the term in construct, as occurs with Arabic 
ba 'a! ofTyre, the ba 'a! ofHarran, the ba 'a! of dance, the ba 'a! of heaven, 
on.23 Traces of this polytheistic usage appear in a number Of Biblical 
which mention that the Israelites forsook Yahweh to worship "the ba 
ashtartes" (Judges 2:13), for example. 

The term rabb occurs prominently in the mu 'awwidhatan "the two 
incantations," al-Falaq and a!-Nas (Q 113, 114). The formal similarities 
these two Silras suggests not only that they are closely reiated but also that 
derive from a common pre-Islamic Arabic speech genre. Such protective 
have the following formal elements, including the statements: 1) "I seek 
tion/take refuge"; (2) "in the lord of X" - a reference to the deity whose 
sought, emphasizing his or her power over the specific domain X; "from the ·· 

· of Y" - referring to the specific type or types of danger to be warded 
these cases, the lords invoked are rabb al-falaq "Lord of the Dawn" (Q 113 
rabb al-nas "Lord of people" (Q 114:1 ). One imagines, though, that in 
pagan usage, the lords invoked would be gods or goddesses whose 
were closely associated with the specific domains and dangers named 
incantations. 

The Qur' an and the conventions of Greek oracles and 
Babylonian omens 

The features discussed above suggest possible traces of pre-Islamic Arabian 
gious traditions in the text of the Qur'iin. Examination of other oracular 
including those of the Greeks and Babylonians, provide a number of 
comparative insights. This is particularly useful since the body of oracles 
have been preserved from pre-Islamic tradition is quite small in cmnpllriSI 
Some of the same difficulties occur in the study of Greek oracles, however, 
as the existence of forged and parodic examples. Nevertheless, Greek 
have been more assiduously collected and studied, so that a list of the 
questions posed in quasi-historical oracles has been compiled:24 

23 Daniel Isaac Block, The Gods of the Nations: Studies in the Ancient Near Eastern 
Theology (Jackson, Mississippi: Evangelical Theological Society, 1988), 44-47. 

24 J. Fontenrose, The Delphic Oracle: Its Responses and Operations with a Catalogue 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978, 52. 
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, What can I do or say to please the gods? 
or what caused X? 

may not correspond exactly to the types of questions put to kahins in pre
Arabia, but such a list· may provide a guideline for future investigation. 

omen texts have also been preserved in large numbers, so that a large 
exists for comparison. 

are a number of striking formal differences between the Greek oracles 
the oracular texts of the Qur'iin. Oracles in both co~texts have a conventional, 

prosodic form. The Greek oracles are couched in quantitative 
verse, which is quite different from saj ', usually termed "rhymed 

but essentially a type of accent poetry, in which Qur' iinic and pre-Islamic 
statements are couched.25 The Greek oracles often use acrostics, which 

appear either in the pre-Islamic oracular tradition or in the Qur'iin. Such 
may have served to enable the rearrangement of individual verses that 

been intentionally shuffied or scattered by the officiating seer, adding to the 
of the oracular consultation. 

such differences, comparative examination of the structure of Greek 
is useful for the interpretation ofQur'iinic texts. Given that the functions the 

seers and the pre-Islamic kahins performed were quite similar, their state
share certain formal features, and the determination of shared, overlapping 

as well as notable discrepancies between the two corpora, provides insights 
texts in the Qur'iin. Greek oracles comprised six principal parts, 

in the following order, though not every oracle contained all six: 

Salutation to questioner. 
Restatement of question. 

On the prosody of saj ',see D.J. Stewart, "Saj' in the Qur'iin: Prosody and.Structure," Journal of 
. Arabic Litera/lire 21, 1990, 101-39. 
Fontenrose, The Delphic Oracle, 166-95. 
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C. Assertion of mantic authority. 
D. Condition precedent. 
E. Message. 
F. Explication. 

Close examination of the oracular texts in the Qur'iin in light of this formal· 
ture provides definite comparative conclusions. The first two sections, ~'"u"'''1u1 
the questioner (A) and restatement of the question (B), are for the most part 
in the Qur'an. A similar sort of question occurs in al-Naba ',which begins: 
yatasa 'alz7n * 'an il-naba 'i !- 'a?fm, "About what are they wondering? *About 
awful tidings ... " (Q 78:1-2). However, this is exceptional. 

A close formal parallel can be seen in the condition precedent (D), 
immediately precedes the message proper (E), the two forming together a 
tiona! sentence. Such conditions precedent have been pointed out as a · 
characteristic feature ofQur'anic style; Bell and Watt, and also Welch, 
"'when' passages," while Neuwirth terms them "clusters of <ur.•u- 1~'w"~''•· 
Perhaps a better term would be "series of conqitions precedent." They · 
take the form idha . .. yawma 'idhin "when ... then ... "or "when ... on that 
... ", although yawma ... "on the day when ... " also occurs. They often · 
a series, where multiple protases beginning with idha lead up to one apodosis 
states a message or reports a future event. The opening of al-Takwfr (Q 81: 
is the Qur'an's most striking instance of this structure; 

idha 1-shamsu latwwirat 
wa-idha 1-nujtlmu 'nkadarat 
wa-idha 1-jibalu suyyirat 
wa-idha !- 'isharu 'uttilat 
wa-idha 1-wubzlshu bushirat 
wa-idha 1-bibaru sujjirat 
wa-idhii 1-nufiisu zuwwijat 
wa-idha !-maw 'zidatu su 'ilat 
bi-ayyi dhanbin qutilat 
wa-idha 1-:fubufu nushirat 
wa-idha 1-sama 'u!atshi!at 
wa-idha 1-jabfmu su' 'irat 

27 R. Bell and W.M. Watt, 'introduction to the Qur'iin, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
.79-80; Welch, "al-Kur'iin," 5:422; A. Neuwirth, "Form and structure in the Qur'iin," EQ, 
Neuwirth notes the probably intimate connection of these eschatological passages with 
sa}' pronouncements. I am not sure why Neuwirth uses the term "clusters" in her 
this and related topics rather than "series," which is a more accurate description of the 
in question and would be the obvious translation of the term she herself uses in her writings 
Serie. Perhaps the word cluster was chosen because of the ambiguity of the word "series" 
which does not distinguish between the singular and the plural, as opposed to Serle and 
German. In any case, "series" is preferable to "cluster'' because sequence is an important 
in these texts. 
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wa-idha l-jannatu uzlifat 
'alimat nafsun rna al;z(larat (81:1-14) 

When the sun is overthrown, 
And when the stars fall, 
And when the hills are moved, 
And when the camels big with young are abandoned 
And when the wild beasts are herded together, 

when the seas rise, 
.: · And when souls are reunited, 
· · And when the girl-child that was buried alive is asked, 

what sin she was slain, 
· And when the pages are laid open, 

when the sky is tom away, 
And when Hell is ignited, 

when the Garden is brought nigh, 
' ·.Then every soul will know what it has made ready. 

·.Greek oracles, similar passages regularly begin the protases with the phrases 
or all' hotan, meaning "but when ... ," which present the condition 

The message proper begins with the phrase kai tote, tote de, or kai tote 
then," "and at that time." Examples include the following: 

But when (All' hopotan) the Cynic of many naines leaps into a great flame, 
stirred in spirit by the Erinys of glory, then (de tote) all the dog-foxes who 
.follow him should imitate the fate of the departed wolf.28 

. But when (All' hotan) a mule becomes king of the Medes, then (kai tote) flee 
to the Hermos; don't stay and don't be ashamed to be a coward.29 

But when (All' hopotan) Proteus, best of all Cynics, having kindled a fire in 
Zeus's temenos, leaps into the flame and goes to high Olympos, then (de tote) 
do I command all men alike who eat earth's fruit to honor the greatest hero, 
night-roamer, enthroned beside Hephaistos and Lord Herakles.30 

striking parallels between. these phrases in the Greek oracular texts and 
Qur'anic phrases suggest that the Qur'anic phrases might draw on the 

conventions of an earlier oracular tradition. Of course, the condition pre
is found in other traditions too, showing up, for instance, in the famous 

:bnl:tition··Dr•ece:dent of Shakespeare's Macbeth, Bimam Wood's reaching high 

Fonterrros:e. The Delphic Oracle, 168. 
185,302. 
167-68. 
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Omen texts were a highly developed genre in the Ancient Near East, one of 
most prevalent and important. The Babylonians and their successors 
great deal of energy and ingenuity to the science of omens, astrological and 
wise. They compiled large catalogues or collections of omens, such as the 
used series of astrological omens Enuma Anu Enlil, which was discovered in 
library of the neo-Assyrian king Assurbanipal (c. 685-627 BCE) on 56 
tablets but dates back to the first Babylonian dynasty (c. 1800-1500 BCE), 
they were copied and transmitted for many centuries, and even llllilcllUJ:<l. 

Another famous collection which was transmitted for centuries and exists 
scores of fragmentary copies is devoted to terrestrial omens: Summa Alu ina 
Saldn "If a City is Set on a Height," which contains at least 1,600 omens.32 

specialized collections were devoted to omens taken from entrails, 
livers, but also lungs and other organs. 33 Others had to do with births of ~mo>ma1lou 
creatures, both human and animal.34 In general, these omens all took the 
conditional sentences, similar to the Greek and Qur'anic omens discussed 
If X happens/is observed, Y will happen. The same structure is found in legal 
such as Hamrnurabi's code, where many individual laws begin summa awflum ·' · 
"If a nobleman ... ," and the omens have been observed to use legallartguag!l.?~:. 

Thes.e great catalogues of omens are often organized systematically by 
subject of the protasis: in the astrological works, the omens having to do with 
Moon, the Sun, Venus, and so on appear in separate sections. In If a City is 
a Height, all the omens involving snakes appear in one section, those having 
with lizards in another section, .those having to do with ants in another section, 
so on. The following lunar omen is included in the Enuma Anu Enlil: "If the 
makes an eclipse in Month VII on the twenty-first day and sets eclipsed -
will take the crowned prince from his palace in fetters. "36 Examples from 
collection entitled "If a City is Set on a Height" include the following: 

31 E. Reiner and D.E. Pingree, Babylonian Planetary Omens. I: Enuma Anu Enlil, tablet63: 
Venus Tablet Ammisaduga, Malibu, CA: Undena Publications, 1975; idem, Babylonian 
Omens. 2: Enuma Anu Enlil, tablets 50-51, 1981; idem, Babylonian Planetary Omens. 3: 
Anu En/if, tablets 50-51, Groningen: Styx, 1998; F. Rochberg-Halton, Aspects of Celestial 
lion: The Lunar Eclipse Tablets of Enuma Anu Enlil. Archiv fiir Orientforschung, Horn, 
Ferdinand Berger, 1988; W.H. van Sold!, Solar Omens ofEnuma Anu Enlil: tablets l:J(l4J·-ZY,(31 

Istanbul: Nederlands Historisch-Archaeologisch Instituut Te Istanbul, 1995; L. "~··A~r•~• 
Iavoie I-VI della serie astrologica Enuma Anu Enlil, Messina: University of Messina, 

32 S.M. Freedman, If a City Is Set on a Height: The Akkadian Omen Series Summa alu ina 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Museum, 1998, 2006. 

33 U.S. Koch, Babylonian Liver Omt;ns: The Chapters Manzazu, Padanu, and Pan takalti of 
Babylonian Extipicy Series Mainly from Assurbanipal's Library, Copenhagen: 
Copenhagen, 2000; eadem, Secrets ofExtipicy: The Chapter Multiibiltu of the Babylonian 
Series and Ni$irti biiniti Texts mainly from Assurbanipal 's Library, Miinster: Ugarit-Verlag, 

34 E. Leichty, The Omen Series Summa Izbu, Locust Valley, NY: Augustin, 1970. 
35 Scott Noegel, "Dreams and Dream Interpretation in Mesopotamia and in the Hebrew 

Kelly Bulkeley ( ed.), Dreams: A Reader on Religious, Cultural, and Psychological Din~en:~ions t 
Dreaming, (New York: Palgrave, 2001 ), ( 45-72) 52. 

36 M. van De Mieroop, A History of the Ancient Near East ca. 3000-323 BC, Malden, 
Blackwell, 2003, 245-46. 
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If a snake dies in front of a man, he will see the downfall of his adversary. 
If a snake flops around in front of a man, he will kill his adversary. 
If a snake stands erect in front of a man- victory and booty. 
If a snake goes about in front of a man - flood for the land. 
If a snake runs in front of a man- attaining of a wish. 
If a snake stands in front of a man -booty for the king. 
If a snake wriggles in front of a man- confusion. 

·, .If snakes cross over in front of a man, strife will persistently follow him. 
If snakes entwine in front of a man, he will have trouble. 37 

Babylonian oracles generally mark the protasis with "if' (summa) but do not 
the apodosis with. a specific particle. This is a distinction between them and 
the Greek and the Qur'iinic omens, which mark the apodosis with particles. 
lists of omens in the Babylonian collections are reminiscent ofQur' iinic usage 

degree, where many conditions precedent occur in series. Most Babylonian 
however, consist of one protasis and one apodosis, in contrast to several 
leading up to one apodosis, as in the opening of al-Talcwfr (Q 81:1-14) 

above. Some Babylonian omens have combined protases, introducing a single 
with several conditions precedent, as in the following liver omen: "If there 

a Weapon in the Honour of the left side of the Lungs and it points upwards, the 
· are low and split on the left, the base of the Well-being forms a Weapon and 

downwards: For going on a campaign and seizing a city it is favourable/the 
will die."38 In such examples, however, the initial particle summa is not 

in contrast to the repetition of idhii in the Qur' iinic texts. 
frequent references to celestial bodies and to animals in Babylonian omens 
up an important point. The oaths to the sun, moon, and stars which appear 

frequently in the oaths of pre-Islamic and Qur'iinic oracles, as well as the oaths 
imimals in pre-Islamic oracles, may have developed out of the signs used for 

For example, the Yemeni soothsayer Satil;t (Rabi' b. Rabi' a b. Mas' ild) 
uooosedlvmade the following prediction explaining a dream of the Yemeni king 

a b. Na~r: 

. · al;lifit bi-mii bayna l-l;arratayni min l;anash 
la-tahbitanna arr;lalatm ul-l;abash 
fa-la-yamlilamna rna bayna Abyana ilii Jurash 

I swear by the snakes in between the two lava fields, 
that the Ethiopians will descend on your land, 
and conquer all the territory between Abyan and Jurash.39 

jJ.'l•reec!rnan./fa City is Set on a Height, 2:17. 
See Koch, Secrets of Extipicy, 48-52, 313-80, esp. 340. 
Ibn Hishiim, al-Sira al-nabawiyya, ed. 'Umar 'Abd al-Saliim Tadmur'i, Beirut: Diir al-Kitiib 
al-'Arabi, 1998, 1:33. 
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One might understand that the oath in this and other cases developed out of 
tradition of augury or omen-taking, rather than simply being an asseveration · 
to establish the sincerity of the speaker or the veracity of the message. In this 
observing snakes on part of the coastal plain may have been a sign to the 
sayer, by a logic of analogy, that the land would be overrun by an invading 
pian force. Similarly, oaths swearing by a wolf or a crow may have · 
referred to the animal or bird sighted by the oracle and taken as the basis for 
predictiori.40 The oaths that characterize the speech of·soothsayers and that 
many oracular texts in the Qur'an may have evolved out of ritualized reterencf:s 
to the signs observed by kahin diviners taking omens from natural ph1enc•mfma. 

Greek and Qur' anic oracles are similar in their gnomic aspect; they use 
strategies to create an1biguity or mystery. Chief among these are the use of 
words or words with unclear referents. In the Greek oraCles, these are 
animals representing certain human actors whose identities are not 
directly: "But when th~ Cynic of many names leaps into a great fian1e, 
spirit by the Erinys of glory, then all the dog-foxes who follow him should· 
the fate of the departed wol£"41 Pre-Islamic oracles frequently swore by or 
to animals, as Satii;!'s oracle for Rabi'a b. Na!)r mentioned above refers to 
Similarly, the pronouncements attributed to Musaylimah refer to the wolf, 
and elephant. 42 This feature of pre-Islamic oracles that resembles Greek usage 
for the most part abandoned in the Qur'an. The opening oaths in a!- 'Adiyat 
1 00) appear to be an exception, referring most likely to horses. The opening 
passages i'u several Suras which each feature a series offeminine plural 
(Q 37:r-3; 51:1-4; 77:1-4; 79:1-5; 100:1-5) lead one to think that this 
conventional type of mith in pre-Islamic oracular pronouncements.43 This 
ular convention remains poorly understood, but such oaths may have vu.5 wa'!cJ 

referred to animals or spirits. 
As with Biblical narratives in the Qur'an, pre-Islamic material, including 

oracles, has gone through an ideological filter, and it is worth considering what 
have been changed. The relative absence of animals in comparison with 
purported pre-Islamic oaths is striking. Moreover, looking at the Greek oracles 
also at other pre-Islan1ic ones, one notices that a clear apocalyptic shift has occ:umedi! 
Almost all the oracular texts in the Qur' an have to do with predicting and de!;crilbinlr;.: 
the cataclysmic end of the world, the Day ofResurrection and the Day 
Al-Riirn (Q 30) is one of the few exceptions, in that it predicts a future tsy:zantme: 
victory, "within a few years." As is the case with the Biblical narratives that 

40 See the oracular pronouncements presented in Dale F. Eickelman, "Musaylima: An 
the Social Anthropology of Seventh-C. Arabia," Journal of the Economic and Social 
Orient, 10, 1963, 17-52, esp., 42; 'Ali' b. 'Isa al-Rummiini', Nukat.fi i }liz al-Qur'lin, in 
rasli 'ii.fi i }liz al-Qur'lin, Cairo: Dilr a1-Ma'arif, 1968, 97. 

41 Fontenrose, The Delphic Oracle, !68. 
42 D.F. Eickelmann, "Musaylima: An approach to the social anthropology of seventh 

Arabia," Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 10, 1967, 17-52; M.J. 
"The struggle against Musaylima and the conquest ofYamiima," JSA/27, 2002, 1-56. 

43 See Neuwirth, "Form and structure," 256. 
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. the Qur'an, in the oracular texts, proper nouns, references to specific places and 
as well as specific dates or periods are usually omitted. Both Greek and pre
oracles such as those of Shiqq and Satil;J. include proper nouns, specific 
of years, and similar details that are lacking in Qur'anic oracles. 

The assertion of mantic authority, C, the third of Fontenrose's six principal 
of the Greek oracles, is also important in Qur'anic oracular passages. 

the general function is similar to those of the Greek oracles, the specific 
:on,tentimls attendant thereto are less so. The conventional Greek assertions of 

authority are references to the god who is speaking, his temple, or other 
associated with the temple or the seer. An exan1ple is the following, in which 

. god Apollo, the adyton or space in the temple reserved for the oracle, and the 
· involved in the oracular ritual are invoked: "Observe, Athenian, the path 

which Apollo has proclaimed from the adyton through his esteemed 
... " Sibylline oracles sometimes give the seer's nan1e and paternity as a 

to authority; they generally suggest that the Sibyl was born in a primordial 
and is extremely long-lived.44 Several distinct conventional features of oracular 

that function to assert mantic authority may be identified in the Qur' an. The 
that occur at the beginnings of such passages are perhaps the most obvious 

. Others include the rna adraka construction mentioned above, the myste
letters, and references to the scripture that is presented as the source of the 

;ITie:ssal~es. It is worth noting that all of these occur at the openings of oracular texts, 
often at the beginnings of Suras. Notable exceptions are Qur'an 69:38-39; 

18; 84: 16-18; and 86:11-12, where series of oaths occur in the middle of 
and Al-Qari 'a (101), where the rna adraka construction occurs a second 

towards the end of the passage, but these are relatively infrequent. The place-
of these features is also related to the fact that neither a salutation nor an 
question appears - the assertion of mantic authority usually appears first. 

addition, these four types of assertion of mantic authority appear in comb ina
It has been observed that'the mysterious letters are often followed by refer
to the scripture. Mysterious letters and references to scripture are sometimes 

~onabu1e0 with an oath, as in Qaj * wa-l-Qur 'ani l-rnafid *, "Q. By the Glorious 
an" (Q 50:1); Niin wa-l-qalarni wa-rna yasturiin, "N. By the pen and what 
record" (Q 68:1); Jfa rnfm wa-1-kitabi 1-rnubin, "I.I. M. By the clear Book" 

1-2; 44:1-2). Such combinations suggest that the functions of these formal 
are related and overlap. 

the oaths clearly belong to the tradition of pre-Islan1ic soothsaying, the 
inv·steri011s letters apparently do not, and it is possible that they originated with the 

an itself and the Prophet Mul;!ammad's mission. Perhaps the best critical 
surrnnary of research on this topic to date is that of Welch in the article on the 

H.W. Parke, Sibyls and Sibylline Prop~ecy in Classical Antiquity, London: Routledge, 1988,7-10. 
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Qur'an in the second edition of the Encyclopedia of Islam. He concludes that 
mysterious letters are part of the original text, that they in some fashion 
the Arabic alphabet rather than provide initials or abbreviations of other 
words, that they are associated with the Book or Scripture, which is in most 
mentioned in the text immediately following them, and that they are intended 
rhyme or provide assonance with the following verses.45 

One may corroborate and flesh out Welch's view, emphasizing that the 
are assertions of mantic authority. The mysterious letters are meant to be 
matic. They establish mantic authority in the text by representing writing or · 
alphabet rather than specific words, and thus refer to a sacred text from 
revelations are drawn that exists on another plane. While Welch err1plltasizes 
rhyme in his discussion of the mysterious letters, I would add to this co:nsi1jeni~~ 
tions of rhythm as well.46 In most cases, the mysterious letters not only rhyme 
the verses following them but also establish a rhythm that will be '""'uH.am ... uiJ' 

modified gradually thereafter. This connection with rhyme and rhythm is 
seen in one of the reported watchwords or battle cries of the Muslims that 
Jones has discussed in connection with the myst~rious letters: l;zii-m'fm Iii vt.,;n.~r;•rm' , 
"I:I. M. They will not be made victorious!"47 Something that Jones does 
emphasize is that the phrase l;zii-mfm rhymes with Iii yun$an7n, and that the 
phrases are rhythmically parallel according to the accent-based meter of saj ', 
colon containing two beats provided by the word accents.48 

In a 1996 article Kevin Massey has shown that the order in which the 
appear within the combinations is not random. There appears to be an 
order of the letters from which particular combinations are chosen; each 
precedes certain letters but not others, and vice versa. However, I believe 
Massey has interpreted the consequences of this insightful observation 
rectly. He entertains the possibility that the letters represent words or ser1tet1ces, 
then rejects this view, taking up one of the older suggestions regarding the · 
rious letters, going back to Noldeke's 1860 Geschichte des Qorans: that they 
initials or monograms of early Companions who owned the .copies from which 
'Uthmanic Codex was created. ID. Massey's view, the ordered letters rep,res,ent 

something like the critical apparatus of each Sura, denoting the copies on 
the text was based; the order would have been seen as necessary because 
copies were evaluated as more reliable than others.49 Like Welch, I would 
that the letters are meant instead to represent the alphabet. The fact that 
appear in a particular order, as Massey discovered, tends to corroborate this 
hypothesis. The order defined by the series of letters bears some resemblance 
the abjad alphabet, though it does not match it exactly, and the choice ofprurticular; 

45 Welch, "al-Kur'an," 5:412-14. 
46 Welch, "al-Kur'an," 5:414. 
47 A. Jones, "The mystical letters of the Qur'an," Sf 16, 1962, (5-11) 6-7. 
48 See D.J. Stewart, "Saj' in the Qur'an: Prosody and Structure." . 
49 K. Massey, "A new investigation into the 'mystery letters' of the Quran," Arabica 43, 

497-501. 
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seems also to be related directly to the structure of the abjad alphabet. It is 
,ii:tte:restinll to note that none of the six final letters of the Arabic alphabet, termed 

- th, kh, dh, r;l, :f, gh or thakhidh r;/a+agh according to the abjad system 
among the mysterious letters. The probability of this happening by chance 

22/28 = 11/14 = 0.786 to the 76th power, where 76 is the total number of 
muqaffa 'at. The result is 1.1 x 10-8, i.e. a chance of 11 in one billion. 

a regular series of omissions may have occurred for three possible reasons. It 
be the consequence of a seemingly arbitrary physical rule - the mysterious 

include no letters with dots. There is an apparent exception to this rule, the 
occtmet1ces of yii' in Q 19:1: kiif hii yii 'ayn $iid and Q 31'i:l: yii sin. Welch has 
su~~ge1;ted a sinlllar rule as follows: "Another striking fact that must be more than 
oim~idt~nt:al is that the mysterious letters represent every consonantal form in Arabic, 

no form occurs for more than one letter.''50 Alternatively, the letters may be 
to represent an archaic version of the Arabic alphabet that did not distin

the six extra letters that appear at the end of the abjad alphabet (the rawiidif). 
would be consonant with an aspect of Qur' iinic style that is often overlooked

la.tll;;U'"lo\"' already sounded archaic to the original audience, something that may be 
by the reported characterization of the Qur' an as asii!ir al-awwalfn "myths/ 

of the ancients/forefathers" (Q 6:25; 8:31; 16:24; 23:83; 25:5; 27:68; 46:17; 
15; 83:13). It is also possible that the letters are meant to represent the Hebrew or 

alphabet, which follow the abjad order but do not contain the six rawiidif, 
than the Arabic alphabet per se. 51 The use of other languages occurs frequently 
assertion of mantic or magical authority in other texts and traditions, as is the 

with the Greek verses of the Sibylline books of the Romans, the Chaldean 
of later times, the Aramaic phrases in Islamic magical texts, or the Latin 

of witches and wizards in medieval Europe. The magical phrase Abracadabra, 
example, is held to derive from the Aramaic 'avra ke davra "there has come to 
what was spoken.'' Sinlllarly, hocus pocus most likely is a parody of the Roman 

liturgy of the eucharist, which contains the phrase Hoc est corpus "this is the 
or Hoc est enim corpus meum, "this is my very body," which occurs at the 

point of transubstantiation. In any case, the mysterious letters are evidently 
to represent a distinctive or archaic alphabet associated with a scripture that 

Closely tied to the Biblical tradition, exists on a supernatural plane, and serves as 
ultimate source for the revelations of the Qur'an. 

Out of 44 letters added to one letter or more (that is, omitting the single letters 
, and q, and only considering those letters added after the first letter has been 

Welch, "al-Kur'iin," 5:414. 
Otto Loth suggested a connection between the mysterious letters and Jewish models already in 
.1881, but he seems to have had in mind the mystical and numerological uses of the letters in Jewish 
Kabbalism and not, as suggested here, that the alphabet was itself meant to represent Hebrew letters. 
0. Loth, "Tabaris Korankommentar,'' ZDMG 35, 1888, (588--628) 603-4. The other main differ
ence between the Hebrew alphabet and the Arabic abjad alphabet has to do with the placement of 
sin (s). It occurs in the Arabic abjad sequence in the place corresponding in the Hebrew sequence to 
that of samech, a Hebrew letter that has no immediate Arabic counterpart; and the place of Arabic 
shin is occupied in the Hebrew sequence by one sign that represents both sin and shin. 
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in order to form a sequence of two or more letters), only five are misplaced 
to the abjad order of the alphabet, or 11.4 percent of the cases. One 

design a different arrangement of.the letters in order to produce fewer 
-by placing k and t earlier in the alphabet, for example. However, s 

remain a problem, ass occurs before min tsm and after min l:zm 'sq. As 
suggests, one might get out of this predicament by treating l:zm 'sq as two 
sequences. There is some reason to suggest this, as they are written in the 

as two separate "words," in contrast to khy '!i, which is written as one. If 
separates the sequences, then an order can be devised that gets rid of all 

:.ex<cep!tiorts, such as the following: 

abjd tk hwz l:zy sq lmn Iii rsht 

is also worth looking at the letters that occur as mysterious letters in relation to 
abjad sequence. 

of Abjad that occur as mysterious letters (in bold) 

[thkhdh] [t;l:r.gh] 

distribution suggests that the choice of letters for use as the mysterious letters 
not random and that it may have something to do with the abjad alphabet The 

vlll>~~·•vu of the last six letters, the fact that all the letters in l:zty and klmn appear, 
only the initial letters of abjd and hwz appear, seems too orderly to be a 

"v'u"'u"'""" and suggests that the placement of the ·letters in this alphabet has 
.some:tnrr1g to do with their being chosen. Even though the overall sequence of 

that the various combinations of mysterious letters determine does not 
the abjad order exactly, it suggests that these letters are meant to represent 

alphabet, just as abjad does in Arabic or Hebrew, and just as ABC does in 

7 --c-··--, but in a more complex and, yes, mysterious fashion . 
· , . The repeated occurrence of the mysterious letters in conjunction with refer
ences to the scripture corroborates and adds to the idea that they represent the 

·;alphabet: they also represent sacred writing in general and therefore symbolize 
, :Scrrotutre. While many investigators have observed that the mysterious letters are 

immediately by references to the scripture, only a few have argued that 
letters represent the alphabet per se and so symbolize sacred writing. 53 If their 

.•.. ,,,.w·nrc are valid, one may thus see in the Qur'iin a transition from oral, oracular 
to the written form of a sacred book. Whereas the oaths do not in general 
a connection with a sacred text, the mysterious letters do. 

See e.g. Bell and Watt, Introduction, 64-Q5; Welch, "al-Kur'an," 5:412-14. In a later work, 
Noldeke departed from his early view that they were initials of scribes of the texts used to produce 
an edition of the Qur' an, and expressed the view maintained here, that they were mystical symbols 
that alluded to writing of the heavenly book. NO!deke, Orienta/ische Skizzen, Berlin: Verlag von 
Gebriider Paetel, 1892, 50-51. 
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Thi~ idea may throw light on another puzzling feature of the Qur' anic text. 
well !mown that the Qur'an refers to itself as a book or scripture, when, 
to Islamic tradition, it was revealed in short sections, not set in writing 
ately, and not fixed in a written corpus until after the Prophet's death. The 
"the Book" and "the Qur'an" cannot refer to a physical, tangible codex, but 
to a text that is not tangible or immediately accessible and exists on another 
The revelations related to the Prophet are quotations or messages from this 
cessible book, while the whole remains out of the reach of the audience and 
the Prophet himself. This supposition is corroborated by references in the 
to a "preserved tablet" (lawl:z mal:zfii?:) or "the Mother" - (perhaps 
Source")- of the Book" (umm al-kitab) ostensibly existing in the celestial 
and not on Earth (Q 85:22; 43:3).1t also helps explain the puzzling references 
the text of the Qur' an that use the far demonstratives dhalika (m.s.) "that" 
tilka (f.s.) "those" in addition to the near demonstratives hadha "this" and 
"these."54 In many of the passages in which the far demonstratives occur, they· 
preceded immediately by the mysterious letters as well. 

alifu tam mim * dhalika 1-kitabu /a rayba fthi hudan li-1-muttaqln (2: 1-2) ' 
"A.L.M. * "That is the Book of which there is no doubt, ·a guidance for 
God-fearing." 

aliflam ra tilka ayatu 1-lcitabi 1-/:zakfm (10:1) 
"A.L.R. Those are the verses of the wise Book." 

a/if/amra tilka ayatu 1-kitabi 1-mubln (12:1) 
"A.L.R. Those are the verses of the clear Book." 

aliflam mfm ra tilka ayatu 1-lcitab ... (13:1) 
"A.L.R. Those are the verses of the Book ... " 

a/if/amra tilka ayatu 1-lcitabi wa-qur'anun mubfn (15:1) 
"A.L.R. Those are the verses of the Book and a clear Qur'iin." 

ra sin mfm * tilka ayatu 1-kitabi 1-mubfn (26: 1-2) 
'TS.M. *Those are the verses of the clear Book." 

ta sin tilka ayantl-qur'ani wa-kitabun mubTn (27:1) 
'TS. Those are the verses of the Qur'an and a clear Book." 

ta sin mTm * tilka ayatu 1-ldtabu 1-mubln (28: 1-2) 
"T.S.M. *Those are the verses of the clear Book." 

54 See, e.g., Madigan, The Qur 'iin 's Self-Image, 62. 
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a/if lam mfm * tilka ayatu 1-kitabi 1-/:zakiin (31 :2) 
"A.L.M. *Those are the verses of the wise Book." 

early twentieth century, Pedersen had made the comparison between the 
as a heavenly book and the Babylonian Tablets of Destiny, and Widengren 

the idea that the Qur'an or the Book was a heavenly book further in the 
The Qur' iin mentions "that Book" orrefers to "those verses/signs" precisely 
it refers to the supernatural text that exists on another plane and not to a 
codex that is within reach of the audience. The Qur'iin exists on an alterna-

or supernatural plane which is only accessible through revelation, and the 
letters are signs that represent sacred writing and therefore symbolize the 

and its content. Madigan critizes Widengren and others on this and similar 
showing that the Qur'an's self-portrayal is much more complex and not 

WllYdliOIIL.
56 Nevertheless, the particular understanding of the Qur' an as a Heavenly 

that may be accessed only through revelation captures one of the fundamental 
found in the Qur'iinic revelations. Furthermore, this view fits with and is 

,·corroborated by the interpretation of the mysterious letters' representative function 
:just pr·esf:ntl~d above. Madigan did not make the connection between the mysterious 

and the concept of the heavenly book, for he endorsed Bellamy's proposal 
the mysterious letters are corrupt versions of the basmalah, seeing in them 

evidence of the limitations of early transcripts of the text.57 One of the main 
tnidlltional characterizations of the letters in Islamic exegesis, stressing that they are 

the meaning of which is !mown only to God, is essentially correct, though one 
state it differently. The mysterious letters are statements of mantic authority 

iridicating that the messages that follow them are veracious revelations .from a 
Sllp1ern1atull'al source. They do this by symbolizing sacred writing that derives from a 

book and by extension the divine !mow ledge that is contained in that book 
is accessible only through revelation. 

.. Parallels may be found in many oracular traditions for the intangible or inacces
sacred book; they, like the Qur'an, seem to embody a transition from an oral 

to a written scripture. The Sibylline books of Rome, by legend, were 
volumes that the King Tarquinius Superbus had purchased from the Sibyl of 

She had first offered nine volumes for an exorbitant price, and burned 
when he refused, offering the remaining six for the· same price. When he 

once again, she burned three more volumes and offered the remaining 
still for the original price. Superbus finally gave in and purchased the 

r:ernatnrn,g three volumes. They were written in Greek and not Latin verse, only 

. J. Pedersen, review of E. Meyer, Ursprung und Geschichte der Mormon en: mit Exkursen iiber die 
des !slams unddes Christentums, Der Islam 5, 1914, I 10-15; G. Widengren, The Ascen

sion of the Apostle and the Heavenly Book (King and Saviour III), Uppsala: A.B. Lundequistska 
Bokhande1n, 1950; idem, Muhammad, the Apostle of God, and His Ascension (King and Saviour 
11, Uppsa1a: A.B. Lundequistska Bokhandeln, 1955, 115-61. 
Madigan, The Qur 'iin 's Self-Image, 6-8. 
Ibid., 40-43. 
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consulted in cases of pressing need, and kept in the Temple of Jupiter on the 
Capitoline Hill under the control of a committee of two and later ten and then 
fifteen men - the only ones allowed to see them. Legend had it that one of the ·· 
early overseers committed the error of copying parts of the books, and was there
fore subject to the ultimate punishment, being sown into a leather sack and thrown 
into the sea. 5

8 
In Sibylline and other Greek oracular traditions, individual poetic 

announcements were scratched verse by verse on oak, palm, or other leaves. 
Legends report that wind scattered the leaves so that the petitioners would then 
be at a loss as to the correct order of the verses and consequently the content of 
the message. 5

9 
Later, individual oracles were gathered into collections from which 

oracles were meted out by traveling chresmologues or oracle-mongers, often 
kno_wn as Bakis if male and Sibyl if female- originally the given names of specific 
~ncien~ seers that later came to serve as generic labels. Many Greek city-states, 
mcludmg Athens and Sparta, came to keep books of oracles in their archives and 
tt:e Spartan kings also kept a collection of Delphic oracles.60 In all cases: the 
difficult access to these oracular texts served to enhance their authority. 

Perhaps most suggestive as a case for comparison with the Qur'an as an intan
gible scripture accessed through oracular revelation is provided by the Ifa divination 
system of the Yoruba people of Nigeria. In this complex system of divination under 
the ausp~c~s o_fifa, tt:e g~d of wisdom, an Ifa priest manipulates 16 palm nuts, or 
casts a d!V!natwn cham With four half-nuts of the opele tree attached to each side in 
order to indicate one of256 possible numerical combinations ( 16 x 16). The combi
natio~ m;1ved at indicates to the priest which of256 books, termed Odus, including 
16 ~nncipal Odus and 240 secondary Odus, to consult. The priests do not have 
co~Ies of any o~ ~ese Odus, but know them by memory, and there is in fact strong 
resistance to wntmg them down at all. The Odus are divided into chapters or poetic 
segments termed Eses, which range from four to 600 lines in length. The number of 
f!s~s ~n each _Odu is not fixed and depends on the knowledge and experience of the 
m?!V!dual pnest. The priest recites to the petitioner the Ese he sees as most appro
pnate from the Odu indicated as the basis of his divination.61 These "books" are in 
a sense parallel to the Qur'an before it was collected between two covers and the 
Eses are parallel to individual Silras. While the priest refers to the books as ;uch and 
recites parts of them in the course of the divination session, the books are ~ever 
produced as tangible objects, and their texts are generally not written down. 
T~e idea of a sacred text that is inaccessible as a publicly circulated codex 

contmued to be upheld in various genres oflslamic literature long after the mission 
of the Prophet Mul;larnmad. In the Shi' ite tradition a number of sacred -texts held 
to be in the possession of the Imams supposedly contain esoteric, oracular 

58 Parke;Siby/s and Sibylline Prophecy, 76-78, 190-215. 
59 Ibid., 82-83. 

60 Fontenrose, The Delphic Oracle, 158-65. 

61 W.R. ~ascom, /fa J?ivinat~on: Communication between Gods and Men in West Africa, 
Bloommgton, IN: Indiana Umversity Press, 1969; W. Abimbola, !fa: An Exposition of/fa Literary 
Corpus, Ibadan: Oxford University Press, 1976. 
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knowledge that cannot be revealed, or is only rarely revealed, to ordinary believers. 
Irnarni Shi'ite sources refer to as many as seven books revealed by God to one of 
the Imams, or to the Prophet's daughter Fatima, and preserved by successive 
Imams as part of their inheritance. It is not clear how many distinct book; are 
envisaged in the tradition, as the titles are confused and several may refer to one 
and the same work. Perhaps the best known of these is the Jafr of 'Ali, which 
supposedly had two volumes, one white and one red, and, like the other similar 
books, is held to have contairied divine wisdom, including knowledge of past 
prophets, religious law, and future trials and events.62 

Conclusion 

This investigation calls attention to a number of the textual features of the Qur'an, 
some noted in literature to date and others not, that potentially resemble the 
conventions of literary forms belonging to pre-Islamic pagan Arabian religious 
tradition. Identifying these forms and explairiing their conventions may help 
provide a more profound understanding of many Qur'anic passages that are 
puzzling when approached from the point of view of Jewish and Christian tradi
tion. Form-critical methods are particularly useful for addressing this material, 
since it is in many cases pre.cisely these texts' formal conventions that seem at the 
outset so odd, unfamiliar, and resistant to iriterpretation. While some scholars 
investigating this material have claimed to find in the Ur-poetry of the Semites the 
common source from which many disparate traditions arose,63 the point here is not 
that there was a genetic link between pre-Islamic and earlier forms, whether Greek 
or ancient Near Eastern, although many common features of texts may indeed 
have been assimilated from other sources through cultural borrowing.64 Rather, 
examinirig parallel oracular traditions may throw light on conventional aspects of 
oracular passages in the Qur' an and explairi features of the text that have puzz~ed 
scholars to date. Just as the pre-Islamic pilgrimage and the myths ofHild and 'Ad, 
~alii}. and Thamild, and Shu' ayb and Midian have been integrated into the Qur' an 
by reinterpretation within a monotheist, Biblical framework, so too has the pre
Islamic oracular material been integrated into the Qur'an by passing through a 
monotheistic, Biblical filter. The pre-Islamic divine with a familiar daemon is 
recast as a prophet to whom the angel Gabriel relays divine revelations. Omens 
that in the pagan tradition would have referred to trade, travel, warfare, alliances, 

62 Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, The Divine Guide in Early Shi 'ism: The Sources of 
Esotericism in Islam, trans. D. Streight, Albany: State University ofNew York Press, 1994, 73-75. 

63 D. H. Muller, Die Propheten in ihrer urspninglichen Form. 
64 Parke makes the following comment regarding the possibility of connecting Sibylline oracles with 

the Ancient Near East: "The conclusion to be drawn is that though ecstatic prophecy in the Near 
East exhibits some interesting features which can be compared with the Sibylline oracles, there is 
no overall likeness at any period or place which would impel a belief in the Sibyl's derivation from 
the Orient." Parke, Sibyls, 219-20. One might make a similar statement regarding the Qur'anic 
material's relationship to both Greek and Ancient Near Eastern material. 
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and so on, are replaced with predictions of the Day of Resurrection and the Day 
Judgment. While the soothsayer's pronouncements derived from the 
directly by inspiration, or through the mediation of a familiar spirit, the n~''"ho+'• 
revelations derived from a celestial book, a scripture that was intangible and ·. 
existed on a higher plane. A broad, comparative perspective suggests that the 
Qur' an, and the Prophet Mul;~ammad' s mission itself, may be profitably viewed as •. 
representing a particular stage in religious development, that of transition between· 
an oracular and a prophetic moment. 

Does the Qur'an deny or assert 
Jesus's {!rucifixion and death? 1 

Suleiman A. Mourad 

·.·The issue of Jesus's crucifixion and death in the Qur'an has been extensively exam
.· ined in modem scholarship, primarily by scholars concerned with religious dialogue 

or polemics. 2 One reason for this interest is the perception that the Qur' an refutes the 
crucifixion and death of Jesus; this perception, which is often tied to a pair of verses 

· .• (Q 4:157-58), places Islam's scripture in direct opposition to the foundational 
doctrine of the Christian faith. Yet although Muslim scholars have overwhelmingly 

. • rejected the crucifixion of Jesus, they are divided regarding the reality of his death . 

. ··.·The possibility that Jesus actually died and was resurrected from death was argued 
· by a number ofleading early Muslim exegetes, and became an essential view within 

. the tradition.3 This shows that, on the one hand, the way the Qur'an addresses the 
:;~crucifixion/death narrative allows for conflicting interpretations, and, on the other 

hand, that what is perceived as the standard position in Islam is favored in some 
modem Muslim and non-Muslim circles because it is rooted in Christian-Muslim 
poiemics; this position is often used in an attempt to legitimize one's own religion 

prove the other religion wrong.4 In this chapter, I offer some reflections on the 

.. I This paper was presented at The Qur 'lin in Its Historical Context conference, held at the University 
ofNotre Dame (April 19-21, 2009). I want to thank my friend GabrielS. Reynolds for his generous 
invitation for me to take part in this conference. An earlier draft was presented at a symposium held 
at Middlebury College (January 17-19, 2008), entitled Engaging Passions: The Death of Jesus 
and Its Legacies; I want to thank my former colleague and friend Oliver Larry Yarbrough for his 
generous invitation for me to take part in the symposium. 

2 Gabriel S. Reynolds covers some of the same material in his recent article "The Muslim Jesus: 
Dead or alive?" BSOAS 72, 2009, 237-58. For examples, see E.E. Elder, "The crucifixion in the 
Koran," Muslim World 13, 1923, 242-58; H. Michaud, Jesus se/on /e Co ran, Neuchatel: De!achaux 
et Niestle, 1960, 59-71; G. Parrinder, Jesus in the Qur'an, New York: Oxford University Press, 
1977, 105-21; M.M. Ayoub, "Towards an Islamic Christology, 2: The death of Jesus- reality or 
illusion?" The Muslim World 70, 1980, 91-121; G. Rizzardi, II problema della cristologia 
coranica, Milano: Istituto Propaganda Libraria, 1982, 141-43; N. Geagea, Mary in the Koran: A 
Meeting Point between Christianity and Islam, trans. L.T. Fares, New York: Philosophical Library, 
1984, 107-8; and A. H. Mathias Zahniser, "The forms ofTawaffa in the Qur' an: A contribution to 
Christian-Muslim dialogue," Muslim World 79, 1989, 14-24. 

3 See, for example, the discussion inN. Robinson, Christ in Islam and Christianity, Albany: SUNY 
Press, 1991, 117-26. 

· 4 I am not arguing here that the Qur'iin is not a polemical text. 
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crucifixion/death narrative in an attempt to show that the denial in the Qur'an is 
directed .to its reality, but rather to its theological implications. My inv•estiga:tion 
focuses principally on Qur'anic textual evidence, with the conviction that the study 
and understanding of the Qur' an must assume the unity of the text. 5 

: 

It is well known that the Qur'an is a very complicated text in terms of its' 
language, a fact attested by the degree of disagreement among exegetes as to 
proper interpretation of most of its verses. At times the ambiguity of the language 
has left the exegete utterly helpless, as when the notorious Egyptian Islamic funda~ 
mentalist Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966) addresses the death and resurrection of Jesus: . 

As for how his death occurred and how he was raised to Paradise, these 
incomprehensible issues; they pertain to the category of the arrtbi!ruous.· 
Qur'anic verses whose proper meaning is known only to God. There is 
benefit from pursuing them, be it for dogmatic or legal purposes. Those 
pursue them and tuni them into a controversy end up irt hypocrisy, C011fu:siot1 ~ 
and complication, without ever getting to the absolute truth or ~al.t::Wii,;LJ.uu 
about something that should after all be deferred· to God's knowledge.6 

Qutb adds in another instance that "the Qur' an does not offer details regarding 
raising up" of Jesus, "whether it occurred in body and soul while still alive, of.' 
only in soul after his death."7 He also comments that "God brought.upon Jesus' 
death, and then lifted him up to Himself; some say that he is alive with 
which, as I see, should not be a cause of confusion, for God could have 
death upon him in earthly life, but he is alive with God, like the martyrs who 
on earth but are alive with God. As for their way of life with Him, we have 
knowledge about it, and likewise the way oflife of Jesus."8 

It is clear that the complexity of the Qur' anic language and syntax, as well as . 
the theological implications of taking sides in this debate, given the diversity 
Muslim opinions on the issue, convinced Qutb to caution the Muslims against 
making any speculations about the details of Jesus's death. He makes these 
comments in connection with verses 3:55,4:157-58, and 5:117: 

Remember when God said: "0 Jesus, I shall cause you to die (mutawaffika) .·. 
and make you ascend to Me. I shall purify you from those who blas
phemed ... " (Q 3:55). 

5 See W. Saleh, "The etymological fallacy and Quranic Studies: Muhammad, paradise, and Late 
Antiquity," in A. Neuwirth et al. (eds), The Qur'an in Context: Historical and Literary Investiga
tions into the Qur 'anic Milieu, Lei den: Brill, 2009, 649-98. 

6 Sayyid Qutb, Fi,:ilal al-qur'an, Cairo: Dar al-Shuriiq, 1992, 1:403. 
7 Qutb, Fi ?ilal al-qur 'an, 2:802. 
8 Ibid., 2: 100 L 
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was made to appear to them (shubbiha !a-hum). Those who disputed 
concerning him (jihz} are in doubt over the matter; they have no knowledge 
thereof but only follow conjecture. Assuredly (yaqfnan) they killed him not, 
but God raised him up to Him; and God is Almighty, All-Wise (Q 
4:157-58). 

I was a witness to them while I lived among them. But when You caused me 
to die (tawaffaytanl), it was You Who kept watch over them. You are a 
witness over all things (Q 5:117).9 

verse 3:55, the difficulty is the combination of the phrases "mutawaffika" and 
you ascend to Me," as witnessed by the debate irt Islamic scholarship 

·-•·"~'-'uu.u•"' their meaning. 10 The exegetes offer various explanations for them; 
a1"';u''"u''" to some, the Qur' an means that God caused sleep to overcome Jesus 

then raised him up to Himself - hence mutawaffika means "overcome by 
sleep." Others argue that both phrases refer to removing Jesus from this world to 

·the next world without death. According to a third view, mutawaffika implies the 
· death of Jesus, and the words in verse 3:55 and their implications should 

understood to follow a proper chronological sequence; hence, God will first 
Jesus up to Paradise, and then He will bring him down to earth irt the future, 
he will die. According to a fourth view, however, the expressions refer to 

. physical death of Jesus and his subsequent resurrection from death by God, 
both events having occurred irt the past. 11 

The promoters of the first three positions articulated them in light of their belief 
God would not or could not have let Jesus be'' killed, by his enemies; the 

of verses 4:157-58 indicates that the claim to have crucified and killed 
·• Jesus was made by a Jewish group (although it is not certairt whether this refers to 

the time of Jesus or to a Jewish group making those claims at the time of 
M~ammad). 12 Therefore, in, their efforts to explain away any possibility that God 

9 Translation of the Qur'iin is based on T. Khalidi, The Qur'an, New York: Penguin G.roup, 2008. I 
have inserted the Arabic text in order to point to problematic language or important issues. 

10 See the survey of Muslim exegetical sources in B.T. Lawson, "The crucifixion of Jesus in the 
Qur' an and Quranic commentary: A historical survey," Bulletin of Henry Martyn Institute of 
Islamic Studies 10, 1991, 2, 34-62, and 10, 1991, 3, 6-40; and idem, The Crucifixion and the 
Qur 'an: A Study in the History of Muslim Thought, Oxford: Oneworld, 2009. 

11 For these views and their promoters, see, for example: Taban (d. 310/922), Jami' a/-bayanji 
ta 'wrl al-Qur'an, ed Mu\mmmad Bay<,liin, Beirut: Diir ai-Kutub al-'Ilmiyya, 1992, 3:288-90; 
Jishumi (d. 494/1101 ), al-Tahdhib fi tafsir al-Qur 'an (Ms. Ambrosia11a Library/Milan, Fl84), f. 
40a; and al-Riizi (d. 606/1210), a/-Tafsir al-kabir, ed. lbriihim Shams al-Din and Ahmad Shams 
a1-Drn, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-'Ilmiyya, 1992, 8:59-63. . 

· 12 It is possible, of course, that this could be a simple rhetorical statement, and that no group at the 
· time ofMuhammad actually made such a claim. It could also be the case, however, that the Qur'iin 

is engaging claims such as the one found in the Talmud (Sanhedrin 4:ia). See G. Basetti-Sani, The 
Koran in the Light of Christ: A Christian Interpretation of the Sacred Boak of Islam, Chicago: 
Franciscan Herald Press, 1977, 171; and G.S. Reynolds, "The Muslim Jesus," 257. 
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did not come to the rescue of Jesus, some Muslim exegetes maintained that 
indeed prevented Jesus's death by interfering and lifting him up to 
Moreover, the view that Jesus was removed from this world without 
death was justified on the basis of a prophetic /:Iadfth that speaks of the return 
Jesus at the End of Days to kill the Antichrist, after which he will die and 
buried by the Muslims. 13 Thus, there could not have been a past death, for . 
human can die twice (since God creates humans, causes them to die, then resur-· 
rects them; see Q 19:33). Jesus can die once, and his death is in the future. . . 

But the /:Iadfth in question belongs to anti-Christian polemical literature; it 
supposedly uttered by Mul:mmmad when a Christian delegation from Najriin 
an argument with him over the crucifixion of J esus. 14 The Prophet. refuted them 
pointing to the future return of Jesus. But clearly the alleged circumstances of 
l;Iadfth do not match the language of verses 4:157-58, the only place in the 
where the issue of Jesus's crucifixion is raised. Again, it is evident in these 
as well as in the preceding ones, that the group which boasts about crucifYing 
killing Jesus is Jewish; at least the Qur' iinic reference is made to a Jewish 
It is impossible, therefore, to connect verses 4:157-58 with a discussion'--·~-·---~· 
MulJammad and a Christian group; that would necessitate that such a Christian · 
group identify themselves as "the killers ofJesus." . 

The adherents of the fourth view also maintain that God only rescued 
from crucifixion. Jesus died, but he did not die on the cross. Their interpretation 
based on the common meaning of the expression "mutawaffika'; (cause to die) 
they hold that Jesus could only have ascended to heaven if he had first died and · 
been resurrected. Yet they disagreed as to the nature of that resurrection: whether · 
only in soul or both in soul and body. . 

There is, however, complete agreement in the denial ofthe crucifixion ~s 
ring to Jesus, although Muslim exegetes have offered differing explanations 
what actually happened. The most popular view is that God made someone 
look like Jesus, and it was that person who was crucified (again, there is u•o·a"-'·""
ment on the person's identity). Another, less popular explanation is that one 
Jesus's disciples volunteered to be crucified in his place (and was transformed to 
look like Jesus). 16 But even the most popular view had its share of problems, 
because according to some exegetes its theological implications were not tenable.'. 

13 Examples of this eschatological hadith as well as other narratives, attributed to the 
Muhammad and his companions, about Jesus's career at the End of Days are listed by Ibn 'Asiikir" 
in his biography of Jesus. See S.A. Mourad, Sirat a/-sayid a/-masib li-Ibn 'Asakir, Amman: Diir .. 
al-Shuriiq, 1996, 230-84 (nos. 282-364). . · 

14 See, for example, Tabar!, Jami' al-bayan, 3:290. This episode is also reported on the authority or' 
Ibn Isl)iiq in Ibn Hishiim, ai-Sira al-nabawiyya, ed. Ibrahim al-Saqqa et a!., Beirut: Dar al-Khayr, 
1990, 2: 162-70; idem, The Life of Muhammad: A Translation of Ibn Is(laq 's Sirat Rasiil Alliih, 
trans. A. Guillaume, Lahore: Oxford University Press, 1967, 270-77. 

15 The Qur'anic term used is ahl al-kitab (People of the Book), which in the context of the verses~-· 
could only mean the Israelites/Jews. 

16 For a range of these views, see Tabar!, Jami' al-bayan, 4:35I-55; and RiizT, al-Taftir al-kabir, 
II:79-8l. 
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philosopher al-Riizi (d. 606/121 0), for example, in his exegesis of the Qur' iin 
the possibility that God could have made someone else look like Jesus, for 

would inevitably leag to doubting the certainty of everything, including faith, 
how can we be certain of anything if its reality can be different from its 

!Jlj:lparent manifestation?17 

•w•w..LU..U'"' to verses 4:157-58, it is notable that the emphasis throughout is on 
-~-.. .,=,., the claim that Jesus was killed, which is restated· at the outset: "and their 

· 'It is we who ldlled the Christ Jesus son of Mary, the messenger of God.'" 
followed by the denial ofboth the killing and the crucifying of Jesus: "they 

him not, nor did they cntcify him." The pair "kill/crucify" (qatl/.yalb) occurs 
together in the Qur'iin: the first instance is here in verse 4:157; the second 

5:33, where it describes the fates of those who fight the Prophet 
'':lV.LUI}•amma.u, which include being killed or crucified. Clearly, then, Qur'iinic 
.Ciucifixion (.yalb) means "death by crucifixion." 

Following the denial that Jesus was killed comes the explanation "shubbiha 
" This expression means that something was made to appear to them that 

,,,,""·"u1 v was not true. It does not necessarily mean that someone was made to 
like someone else, as it is commonly understood. The Qur'iin uses deriva
ofthe same root, sh-b-h, to indicate confusion and ambiguity, as in verse 3:7: 

It is He Who sent down the Book upon you. In it are verses precise in meaning: 
these are the very heart of the Book. Others are ambiguous (mutashabihat). 
Those in whose heart is waywardness pursue what is ambiguous therein (rna 
tashabaha minhu), seeking discord and seeking to unravel its interpretation. 
But none knows its interpretation save God. 

It is obvious from Qur' iinic usage that the meaning of "shubbiha !a-hum" is not · 
res·tnctea to visual confusion. It can also be applied to something that, if accepted 
jn its literal aspect as true or correct, leads one into confusion and error. My view, 
then, is that shubbiha !a-hum in verse 4:157 makes sense only if it refers either to 

• the act (killing/crucifying) or to Jesus. It is absurd to assi.une that the expression 
indicates someone else who was made to look like Jesus and was crucified, for it 
clearly refers to someone or something that has already been mentioned in the 
verse, and here only the act (killing/crucifying) and Jesus are mentioned. And it is 

· absurd to argue that Jesus was made to look like someone else. So we are 
with two possible interpretations of shubbiha !a-hum in this verse: the expres

either denies the actuality of the act or denies that Jesus died as a conse-

" ... "'u"'""" of his crucifixion. · 
, Verse 4:157 continues: "Those who disputed concerning him (f"Ihi) are in doubt 
over the matter; they have no knowledge thereof but only follow conjecture." Here 
. too ''fiht' cannot be a reference to a person who was crucified in lieu of Jesus, for 
that actually makes the Qur'iin deny that someone else was crucified in place of 

See Riizl, ai-Taftir a/-kabir, I I :79. 
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Jesus. The only way that the rest of this part of verse 4:157 can be understood 
as an added emphasis, namely that what appeared to them (those who claimed 
have killed/crucified Jesus or those who believe that Jesus was killed/crucified) 
a matter of false perception. This is all the more clear given what comes 
"Assuredly (yaqTnan) they killed him not, but God raised him up to Him; and 
is Almighty, All-Wise." The Qur'an is questioning the certainty (yaqfnan) 
Jesus's death; there is no denial of the act of crucifixion here. This certainty 
argued for on the basis of Jesus's resurrection: "God raised him up to Him." 
other words, the import is that one might think Jesus was killed, but he was 
because he was resurrected from death, and he is alive with God. That is, for 
someone to be considered killed he must remain dead! Thus those who asserted· 
that Jesus was killed by crucifixion, on the basis of what they saw, are indeec! 
mistaken. 

So I suggest the following translation for verses 4:157-58: 

For their saying: "It is we who killed the Messiah Jesus son of Mary, 
messenger of God." Nay, they did not kill him by crucifYing him. They •. 
thought they did, and those who affirm that are uncertain; they have no . 
knowledge about it except by speculation. In certainty they did not kill hin{ 
because God raised him from death up to Him. · 

Further supporting this interpretation is the fact that the contrast of perception 
certainty regarding someone being dead or alive is a theme that is raised 
times in the Qur'an. In addition to verses 4:157-58, it can be found in verse 3:169: ..• 

Do not imagine those killed in the path of God to be dead. Rather, they are 
alive with their Lord, enjoying his bounty. 

It cannot be argued that the Qur'an is saying that those who were killed fighting·,.,. 
in the path of God did not die; the same case is also raised in verse 2:154. They·,.· 
did indeed die. But once they have been resurrected, it is no longer proper to refer : 
to them as dead. Clearly the Qur'an is cautioning against judging on the basis of 
apparent perceptions, which can be completely misleading; the misleading percep-" 
tion in this case is that someone is dead when he or she is alive in Paradise. It is 
evident, therefore, that verses 4:157-58 refute issues of apparent perception that 
are in reality false: those who think Jesus was killed by crucifixion are wrong, ,~, 
because he is alive in Paradise. 

It is worth noting that the Qur' anic expression shubbiha !a-hum in relation to " 
the crucifixion of Jesus cannot be a reference to the Docetic theology, as has been 
argued by some scholars. 18 Docetism holds that Jesus was made to appear to his 

18 See, for example, Michaud, Jesus se/on le Coran, 68-71; Rizzardi, II problema della cristo/ogia 
coranica, 143; and C. Schedl, Muhammad und Jesus: die christologisch re/evanten Texte des : · 
Korans, Vienna: Herder, 1978, 435-36. See also the discussion in Parrinder, Jesus in the Qur 'an, 
118-19; and Reynolds, "The Muslim Jesus," 252-53. 
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":follow·ers in a human form but in reality was an illusion; the Qur'anic Jesus is 
in every form, however. References in Qur'anic exegesis to explanations 

'.itJ.,ntiifui'ina the person who was crucified in place of Jesus are nothing more than 
by Muslim scholars to explain verse 4:157 by drawing on Christian 

~ources that were known to them. They do not reflect the Qur'an's adoption of 
Pocetic or Gnostic theology regarding the nature of Jesus. 

The issue of Jesus's death is raised in two other verses in the Qur'an. Besides 
5:117, quoted earlier, it is referred to in verse 19:33, which reads, 

Peace be upon me the day I was born, the day I die (amiitu), and the day I am 
resurrected, alive\ 

the earlier verses, 19:33 does not draw the attention of Muslim exegetes, 
though it raises the issue of Jesus's death; most do not make the connection 

,u.,Lw<;<>u the expression "the day I die" and the future coming of Jesus, although 
they tend to discuss the latter issue at length in connection with verse 3:55.19 But 

. according to the early Muslim authority on monotheistic traditions Wahb b. 
·· (d. ca. 110/728), here the Qur'an is quoting Jesus informing his disci

ples that he is about to die and be resurrected.20 Moreover, if one were to accept 
··that the reference to Jesus's death is intended as a reference to its future occur
. renee, then this should similarly apply to the case of John the Baptist, about whom 

the Qur'an similarly says in verse 19:15, 

Peace be upon him the day he was born, the day he dies (yamiitu), and the day 
he is resurrected, alive! 

Both verses use the imperfect tense with respect to the issue of death (amzltu/ 
yamiitu); the first person singular in the verse referring to Jesus, and the third 
person singular in the verse referring to John. If the Qur'an means that Jesus did 
not yet die, then John too did not die and is likewise waiting to die sometime in 

· ,·the future. But this is absurd. If John died in the past, then the imperfect tense does 
_ not refer to a future death; this is one of the many distinctive characteristics of 
" Qur'anic parlance. 

One final point to add here is that verses 4:157-58 must be understood in their 
own context. After all, one of the principal issues raised in the preceding verses, 
which are the direct context for the two verses in question, is the Qur' anic accusa
tion in verse 4:155 against the lsraelites/Jews for "renouncing their covenant," 
and "killing prophets unjustly." If Jesus did not die on the cross, then this accusa
tion, which is presented as one of several transgressions against God actually 
committed by the Israelites/Jews, is oddly placed, especially given that the 
example of Jesus's death is the only death of a prophet discussed following the 

, 19 See, for example, Tabati, Jiimi' al-bayiin, 8:340. 
" 20 AI-Tabati, Jiimi' al-bayiin, 8:340. 
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accusation. The context of verses 4:157-58 therefore shows that the Qur'iin is 
denying the actuality of the crucifixion and death of Jesus, but rather engaging · 
their implications. 

Conclusion 

Reading verses 4:157-58 in light of their immediate context as well as 
3:55, 5:117 and 19:33 leads us to the conclusion that the Qur'iin affirms 
death on the cross, followed by his resurrection. Indeed, stories about and 
ences to Jesus's physical death as an event that occurred in the past are 
throughout Islamic scholarship, even in works by authors who affirmed otherwise.· •. 
For instance, the chronicler and exegete Tabari (d. 31 0/922) relates in his History 
that a group of people from Medina say that Jesus's grave is located on top 
al-Jammii' mountain, south of Medina; strangely, this story dates Jesus's time 
earth to the period when the Persians ruled western Arabia (fourth century 
since, as the story indicates, Jesus's tomb inscriptions were in old Persian.21 

irrespective of its apparent anachronicity, it .is clear that 1) Tabari '"""""'s" 
believes that Jesus did not die, as is attested in his exegesis of the Qur'iin,22 

2) the report is not related on the authority of Christians or converts from 
anity, or for that matter the authority of Jews, but rather on the authority of 
Muslim - a certain Ibn Sulaym al-An~iiri al-Zuraqi - who must have lived 
Medina shortly after the time of Mubammad. Iii. another instance, the 
mystic al-Niibulusi (d. 1143/1731), contrasting al-mawt al-ikhtiyarr (facing 
willingly) and al-mawt al-i{i{irarr (being taken by death), uses the example 
Jesus as someone who readily gave himself to death.23 

I am not, however, arguing that most Muslims, especially exegetes, were 
incompetent, and that they could not determine the meaning of verses 4:157-58. I. 
am not suggesting either that the text is simple. In my view, the reason this text 
has been misconstrued,. despite the best efforts of scholars, is that the set 
assumptions that were brought to bear on such issues in the Qur'iin made it inevi
table that the meaning would be missed. The Qur'iin reflects the insistence of the 
early Mul;tammad movement that the crucifixion of Jesus does not represent a 
defeat of God. In other words, this movement could not accept, as a matter of 
basic belief, that Jesus's career ended on the cross, with God unable to intervene. 
For what would that mean about God's commitment to protecting them? Thus 
they argue that God was the ultimate victor because He could do something those 
who crucified Jesus could not: He could annul Jesus's death by resurrecting him. 

21 The tomb inscriptions read: "'This is the grave of Jesus son of Mary, the messenger of God to the people. 
of this land." See Tabati, Ta 'rlkh al-rnsul wa-1-mu/iik, ed. M.J. De Goeje et al., Leiden: Brill, 1879- · 
1901, 1:738--39; trans.: The History ofal-Tabari, vol. 4, trans. M. Perlmann, Albany: SUNY Press, 
1987, 4:123-24. There is no doubt that, given what we know, this story is to be treated as a complete 
myth, with no historical basis whatsoever. 

22 AI-Taban, Jami' al-bayan, 3:289. 
23 Al-NiibulusT, Risa/at al-tawbld, ed. Mui)ammad ShTkhiinT, Damascus: Diir Qutayba, 1999, Ill. 
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But the issue was so complicated that it was left at that level without further 
or explanation. It was, later Muslim exegetes who developed the 

, .-wv•VF.J of God's obligation to protect his prophets to the extent that there was no 
in it for the acceptance of Jesus's dying on the cross. Hence God must have 

int,,rv,.m>rl to rescue him prior to that. The stories that describe God's intervention 
the plot of the Israelites to kill Jesus, and describe who was made to be crucified 
Jesus's place, merely reflect efforts on the part of these exegetes to come up 

acceptable responses to a challenging issue. The stories that later exegetes 
traditionalists report are theological speculations that make use of a large 

of lmown and conflicting narratives within the Christian tradition that 
the crucifixion of Jesus. After all, the Muslims were not the first, or the only, 

to be puzzled by the theological implications of Jesus's crucifixion and 
That several early Christian groups (e.g. Gnostics) could not tolerate the 
of Jesus's crucifixion is a case in point: their belief could not stand if his 

.: cruci.tixion were not absolutely rejected. Indeed, one cannot emphasize enough 
Christianity ultimately emerged out of the attempts to make sense of the 

uvillAJLvll and death of Jesus. 
Finally it is important to note that the use of verses 4:157-58 in anti-Christian 

J-'V''"w""" constrained the way Muslim scholars could interpret them. Once these 
were situated in polemic, their function became essentially to point to the 

of Christian belief regarding the crucifixion of Jesus, and thus Muslim 
· >exegetes, operating within the parameters of the polemical contextualization of 

these verses, were simply unable to come to a different reading. 



14 Early Christian Arabic texts 
Evidence for non- 'Uthmanic Qur' an 
codices, or early approaches to 
the Qur'an?1 

Clare Wilde 

According to normative Islamic tradition, even though God's speech - God' · 
word- is not constrained to the mu~baf(the ink and paper of the individual Qur' 
codices), or even to the discrete revelations to Mul;!ammad, the text of the 
Qur'an- as opposed to earlier scriptures- is understood to preserve an uncor~ 
rupted form of revelation. This claim, however, has a number of nuances: it is not· 
the vocalized (i.e. the consonantal Arabic containing the distinguishing "a", "i" or· .. 
"u" vowel markers), nor even the fully elaborated consonantal script (in which, 
for example, "b", "t", "th", "n" and 'Y' are distinguished by the placement and 
number of dots above or below the basic letter form), but the base form of the 
Arabic script (rasm), with an accepted variety of reading traditions (qirli 'lit), as 
collected, codified and distributed by the third caliph, 'Uthman, that preserves the 
message revealed to Mul;!ammad through the agency of the angel Gabriel. While · 
the orthography of, and discrepancies in, early Qur'an manuscripts have been the 
subject of scholarly examination/ Alan Jones (among others) has argued convinc- · 
ingly3 that the earliest written forms of the Qur'an served as an aide memoire for 
reciters of an already-memorized text; it was only when non-Arabic speakers 
came under Arab rule, an,d began to adopt Islam, that the highly ·elaborated 
form of the text (with all vowels and consonants clearly delineated) became ·• 
necessary. 

Although the so-called "'Uthmanic codex" is now understood to preserve the 
inimitable Word of God as revealed to the Prophet Mul;!ammad, should contempo
rary approaches to the Qur'an be taken as representative of those of the early 
Muslim community? As, for much of the first five centuries after the death of the 
Prophet, Christians were a significant demographic in much of the Arabic-speaking, 

I My thanks to Gabriel Said Reynolds and the participants at the 2009 Notre Dame Qur'an confer
ence for their helpful comments on my paper. They are not, however, responsible for any mistakes 
contained herein. 

2 Fore1tample, G. Puin's work on the Qur'an manuscript cache uncovereq in :San'a', and D. Power's 
discussion of the term "kaliila" in Q 4:12, 176. See the EQ article ofF. Deroche, "Manuscripts of •. 
the Qur'an," 3:254-75, and D. Powers' "Inheritance," 2:518-26, for an introductory overview of· 
these themes. 

3 See his EQ article "Orality and writing in Arabia," 3:587-93. 
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Muslim· ruled world, ~nd as Christian Arabic texts would not have been subject to 
dictates of "nonriative" Islam, what might the various "approaches" to the 

found in Christian Arabic texts tell us of the variety and nature of such 
_trends within contemporaneous Muslim communities?4 

.. The Christian Arabic texts under examination here 

Christian Arabic texts from the early Abbasid period are the focus of the 
examination: a unique manuscript (Sinai Ar. 434) from the second/eigth to 

trm..tl->lt.,.ntl-> centuries, attributed to an anonymous monk in Jerusalem,5 and Ignace 
Dick's edition of Theodore Abii Qurra's debate with Muslim notables in the 
inajlis of al-Ma' miin (r. 198/813-218/833).6 Despite the discrepancy in their tones 

· and their estimations of "Islam," they each have as a premise communication 
between Christians and Muslims, and they each demonstrate an intimate know
ledge of, and interest in, Christianity and Islam, on the part of the interlocutors, 
both Christian and Muslim. 

·. Approaching the Qur'an7 

As with many pre-modern cultures, priority was given in Islamic tradition to 
memorization and recitation, rather than the "reading" of a written text - a trend 
that continues today, in "Qur'an recitation contests" from the Arab heartlands 
of Islamic civilization to Southeast Asia. The Qur'a:nic allusions to dhikr may 
reflect awareness of this emphasis on recitation and recollection of sacred texts in 

4 For one e1tample of the early interaction between Christian and Muslim theologians, seeM. Cook, 
"The origins of kaliim," BSOAS 43, 1980, 32-43, in whose opening sentence he asserts that it is 
"no secret" that "the dialectical technique of Muslim kaliim is a ·borrowing from Christian 
theology." Cook purports to bring to "the notice of Islamicists a Syriac theological te1tt which 
provides a sustained and close parallel to the dialectical style" of an anti-Qadarite tract ascribed to 
al-I.lasan b. Mui)ammad al-I.Ianafiyya. 

5 R. Haddad, La TTCinite divine chez les theologiens arabes 750-1050, Paris: Beauchesne, 1985, 38, 
dates the te1tt to 780 CE ( cf. R. Hoyland, Seeing Islam as others saw it: A survey and evaluation of 
Christian, Jewish and Zoroastrian writings on early Islam, Princeton: Darwin Press, 1997, 504-5). 
A ninth-century date is suggested by M. Swanson, "Beyond proofte1tting: Approaches to 
the Qur'iin in some early Arabic Christian apologies," The Muslim World 88, 1988, (297-319) 
301, n. 25. 

6 I. Dick (ed.), La discussion d'Abii Qurra avec les utemas musulmqns devant le calife al-Ma 'mzin, 
Aleppo: n.p., 1999. Twenty-silt manuscripts of the te1tt, dating from the eighth/fourteenth to the 
thirteenth/nineteenth centuries, and in two recensions (Melkite and Jacobite), are known. For the 
manuscript history of the te1tt and the larger genre of debate literature, see S. Griffith, "The monk 
in the emir's majlis: Reflections on a popular genre of Christian literary apologetics in Arabic in 
the early Islamic period," in H. Lazarus-Yafeh et al. ( eds), The Majlis: Interreligious Encounters 
in Medieval Islam, Wiesbaden: Harrossowitz, 1999, (13-65) 38-39. On the historicity of the 
encounter between Abii Qurra and· al-Ma'miin, see idem, "Reflections on the biography of 
Theodore Abii Qurrah," Parole de /'Orient 18, 1993, (143-70) 156-58. 

7 SeeM. Sells' book of this title: Approaching the Qur'iin: The Early Revelations (Ashland, OR: 
White Cloud Press, 1999) for an overview of understandings of the Qur'iin in Islamic tradition. 
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Judea-Christian communities,8 as does the following quotation from the anony
mous monk ofSinaiAr. 434: "whoever does not read the revealed books of God will 
put forth out of ignorance what he does not know; but, for the intelligent, reason
able, cultured /:Ia.fi+, he will understand because I did not bring anything from my . 
own intellect ('aql), but rather from the books of God (kutub alltih), my lord."9 ··· 

Here, "/:Itifo." indicates one who not only reads, but who has memorized-"preserved" · 
-the sacred texts. While sources describe how, in the early Islamic period, both 'Ali 
and Mu' awiya ordered troops to go into battle with Qur' ans on their spears to avert 
defeat10 (akin to Christian fighting under the sign of the cross since at least the time 
of Constantine), eventually the doctrines of the Qur'an's illimitability and its "uncre
ated" nature would be elaborated, and upheld- even by caliphal edict. 11 And, much 
like classical Christian ceremony surrounding the consecrated host, the Eucharist, 
the Qur'anic mu(i/:Iaf- as the Word of God- would come to be handled with deep 
respect (for example, the Qur'an should always be placed above, not below, other 
texts, and should be handled only by those in a state of ritual purity).12 

While the normative Islamic understandings of the illimitability of the Arabic 
Qur' an, and the "uncreatedness" of the Word of God, would generally accord a 
degree of respect both to the Qur'an and to those who handled it (reading, memo
rizing, reciting, transcribing, interpreting, etc.), Islamic tradition would also 
permit flexibility in interpretive categories. The Qur'an alludes to "clear" and 
"ambiguous" verses (e.g. Q 3:7), and "abrogated," "forgotten" or "substituted" 
verses (e.g. Q 2:106; 16:101), but it is up to the Qur'anic reader to identify them. 13 

8 My thanks to S. Griffith for this distinction between later, Islamic usages of "dhikr" as "remem
brance" of the names of God, for example, and the possible Qur'iinic use of the term as that which 
God sends down to Muhammad(Q 15:6, 9)- but also Q 16:43 and21:7 as referencing Christians and 
Jews who were charged with "preserving" their sacred texts; for a recent discussion of this concept, 
seeK. Mohammed, "The identity of the Qur'an's ahl al-dhikr," in A. Rippin and Kh. Mohammed 
(eds), Coming to Tenns with the Qur 'an, Islamic Publications International, 2008, 39-54. 

9 Sinai Ar. 434, ff. 174v-175r. 
10 'Ali at the Battle of the Camel; Mu'awiya at $iffin; seeM. Dakake, "$iffin," EQ, 5:1-2. 
II As with the caliph al-Qiidir bi-lliih's edict, proclaimed by his son, the caliph al-Qa'im bi-Arnr Allah in 

430/1039. See Ibn al-Jawz1, al-MuntO?am ji ta 'rikh al-mulzik wa-1-umam. English translation in 
N. Calder, J. Mcijaddedi and A. Rippin (eds and trans.), Classical Islam: A sourcebook of religious litera
ture, London: Routledge, 2003, 159--62. "Know that the word of God is not created. He has spoken and 
revealed it to His messenger through the voice of Gabriel after Gabriel had heard it from Him and then 
repeated it to Muhammad. Muhammad then repeated it to his companions and his companions repeated 
it to the community. The repetition of the word of God by created beings does not make it created because 
that speech is in its essence still the speech of God and it is uncreated. So, in every situation, repeated or 
memorized or written or heard, it remains that way. Anybody who says it is created in any way is an 
unbeliever whose blood may be shed after he has been called on to repent [and refused]." Ibid., 160-QI. 

12 For further. discussion, see W. Graham, Beyond the Written Word: Oral Aspects of Scriptt1re in 
the History of Religion, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987; idem and N. Kermani, 
"Recitation and aesthetic reception", in J. McAuliffe (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to the 
Qur 'iin, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006, 115-43. See also K. O'Connor, "Popular 
and talismanic uses of the Qur'an," EQ, 4:163-82; N. Abu Zayd, "Everyday life, Qur'an in," EQ, 
2:80-98. 

13 On these themes, see Na~r l:fiimid Abii Zayd's article in this collection. 
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The Qur' an also affirms tliat God's eternal word is not to be understood as limited 
to the Arabic revelation to the prophet MuQ.amrnad. Rather, this Qur'an- the 
Arabic "recitation" or "reading" (a literal translation of"qur 'an")- confirms (and 

·corrects) that which had come before, handed down by various communities (in 
the Qur'an itself, particularly mentioned in this context are the Jews and the 
Christians of the Children oflsrael). 14 And, while the Arabic Qur'an came to be 
deemed inimitable (i 'jtiz), uncreated (qadfm) and free from corruption (tabrif, 

. tabdfl, taghy'ir), Islamic tradition would preserve accounts of the historical 
.· context15 of the revelation of this Arabic "recitation" (in the "occasions of revela
tion" asbab al-nuziil), as well as its later preservation by the early community, 
particularly in the accounts of the collection and codification of the mu(i/:Iafin the 
'Uthmanlc rasm. And, even with the eventual diffusion of the 'Uthmanic rasm, a 
variety of accepted reading variants (qirti 'tit) thereof circulated. 

"Codices" of the Qur' an 

With the widespread printing of the Cairo Edition of 1924 (based on a single 
reading tradition), it is fairly easy today to find a "standard" Arabic Qur'an in any 
part of the world. 16 But in what form was this text preserved in the early Islamic 
centuries, particularly before the solidification of the doctrines of its inimitability 
and uncreatedness, and by those familiar with Arabic? What were the understand
ings of the text that would be recited and venerated - and interpreted? 

The "purity" of the preservation of the record ofthe revelation in the 'Uthmanic 
rasm has not been uncontested, even in Islamic tradition17 (accusations of omis
sions from, but not additions to, the original revelation received by MuQ.ammad 
include the account of a domesticated animal eating the preserved text of the 
"stoning verse" in '.A'isha's house). 18 Christian texts from the Islamic world, as 
well as early Islamic historical narratives, have retained alternative accounts to that 
which became the normative Islamic tradition of the revelation (e.g. the Christian 

14 On the Qur'iinic notion of "scripture", see D. Madigan, The Qur 'an's self-image: Writing and 
authority in Is/om's scripture, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 200 I. 

15 Distinctions akin to that in Christian .tradition between God the Son- the Word of God- as the 
second person of the Trinity and its incarnation in Jesus of Nazareth - and, eventually, the 
Christian memories of Jesus and their understandings of the Son of God and the Word of God in 
Christological and Trinitarian language. See, e.g. R. Bauckrnan's God Cnteifted: Monotheism and 
Christology in the New Testament, Carlisle, Cumbria: Paternoster Press, 1998; Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1999; J. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1991. 

16 SeeM. Albin, "Printing of the Qur'iin," EQ, 4:264-76; H Bobzin, "Translations of the Qur'iin," 
EQ, 5:340-58; F. Leernhuis, "Readings of the Qur'iin," EQ, 4:353--63. 

17 Cf. e.g. H. Modarressi, "Early debates on the integrity of the Qur'iin," Sf 77, 1993, 5-39. 
18 SeeM. Cook, The Koran. A Very Short Introduction, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000, 125. 

J. Burton (see his "Abrogation," EQ, 1:11-19), argues that the collection of the normative text 
actually occurred during the life of the Prophet, unlike J. Wansbrough (Quranic Studies, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1977), who places the text and its accompanying traditions in the 
"sectarian milieu" of second/eighth-century Abbasid Baghdad. 
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Bal:iira accounts), 19 as well as of the collection and codification of the 'Uthmanic 
codex. And although there are, to date, no confirmed extant copies of non- 'Uthmanic 
codices, 20 the memory of 'Uthman' s suppression of alternative codices is preserved 
in the historical record,21 perhaps as a precaution against the dangers of the "abso-. 
lute" truth claims already inherent in monotheistic systems.22 Much like the details 
of many Christian heresies known to us only from the listings ofheresiarchs (such 
as the Panarion ofEpiphanius, c. 310-403 CE), the contents of the non- 'Uthmanic 
codices are known through reports of later Islamic literature. As they would not 
have been subject to the dictates of normative Islam, might Christian Arabic texts 
provide a heretofore under -explored source of information about approaches to 
Qur' an, possibly including the continued circulation of non- 'Uthmanic codices 
alternative "readings" of the 'Uthmiinic rasm), well into the Abbasid period? 

Early Christian Arabic texts and the Qur' an 

Christian Arabic texts that trace their provenance to al-Ma'miin's reign (such 
those of 'Abd al-Masil;l al-K.indi23 and Theodor~ Abii Qurra24) are striking for ... 
seemingly casual manner in which they deal with fue Qur'an. Al-Ma'miin's reign '_ 
notable both for inter-confessional comrnunications,25 including the translation . 
Greek (and oilier) works into Arabic, as well as the institution of the mihna in 
he required all public officials to profe~s the doctrine of the createdness ~fthe Qur' 
Ultimately AJ:unad b. I;Ianbal's position against the createdness of the Qur'an 
prevail in "normative" Islamic thought,26 as would the idea that the Qur'iin and the' 
prophetic sunna (rather than human logic alone) should suffice as guidance for the. 
lives oflater generations ofMuslims. Still the position of the Mu' tazila, on the ·· 
edness" of the Qur'iin, as well as the use of human logic in discerning God's 
would continue to inform later generations of Muslim scholars - as evidenced 

19 See the recent comprehensive study of B. Roggema, The Legend of Sergius Bahira: 
Christian Apologetics and Apocalyptic in Response to Islam, Leiden: Brill, 2009. 

20 But cf. the argument of A. Mingana, "An ancient Syrian translation of the Kur'an exhibiting 
verses and variants," Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 9, 1925, 188-235. 

21 Most famously the third/ninth-century account of' Abd al-Masi~ al-Kindi, known in English 
lation as "The apology of al-Kindi." See N.A. Newman, The Early Christian-Muslim _,_, ____ ,._, 
collection of documents from the first three Islamic centuries (632-900AD), Hatfield, 
disciplinary Biblical Research Institute, 1993, 355-545. On alternative accounts from 
tradition, see in particular C. Gilliot, "Creation of a fixed text," EQ, 41-57. 

22 On "universalism" and monotheism, see the comments and note of J. Berkey, The Formation· · 
Islam: Religion and Society in the Near East, 600-1800, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
2003,7-8. 

23 See above, n. 21. 
24 Whose debate with Muslim notables in the majlis of al-Ma' miln (in Dick's edition) is one 

texts discussed here. For bibliographic details seen. 6 above. 
25 On the significance of this theme, see S.H. Griffith, The Church in the Shadow af the 

Christians and Muslims in the World of Islam, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008, 
26 See e.g. al-Tabari's accounts of the "trial" of ~mad b. I;lanbal, C.E. Bosworth (trans.), 

History ofai-Tabari, XXXII, Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1987, 199-221. 
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caliphal edicts outlawing these very positionsP Similarly, laws \YOuld emerge 
banning ChristiartS from "teaching the Qur'an to their children" (although the exact 
time of the establishment of these laws is unclear). 28 Might early Christian Arabic 

' texts shed light on the reasons behind either or both of these prohibitions? 
In particular, might Christian Arab debate literature from al-Ma'mfin's reign 

provide evidence that the Mu' tazilite-infl.uenced discussions "encouraged" by the 
mil:ma influenced the interpretation of (and approaches to) the Qur'an, not only on 
the question of its createdness, but also on the question of its transmission? 'Abd 
al-Masil;l al-K.indi, for example, provides a detailed and highly critical account of 
the formation of the 'Uthmanic muf!l:zaf, concluding: "You have read the Qur' an and 

·. know how the material has been put together and the text corrupted, a sure sign that 
· many hands had been busy on it, and that it has suffered additions and losses."29 To 

what extent might other Christian Arab texts provide evidence to support such 
.. claims? For, alongside phrases that do match the codex known to us, and in addition 
· to explicit polemics, appear paraphrasing of, or even misquotations from, the 

Uttlffiilmc codex" known today. What might we deduce/infer from these seem-
casual (or erroneous?) Christian Arabic handlings of the Qur'an? Are they 

"'r""''"""" of either textual or reading variations on the 'Uthmanic codex itself, or 
eV1de11ce for the persistent circulation of non- 'Uthmanic codices? Or, as is argued 

does the primary significance of these seeming variant textual attestations lie 
what they might tell us of the attitude towards the Qur' an (in the 'Uthmanic rasm, 
other codices) in the milieu in which Christians came to express themselves in 

Arabic? In particular, as evidenced by. Christian Arabic discussions of the "books" 
of God, and their inclusion in this category of the Qur'an itself, might the very 

. concept of"scripture" in early Arabophone Islamic society have been more flexible 
in later Christian or Muslim circles? Rather than assuming that Christians 

· •P'I,.,.t;·,, ,,.h, read the sacred text oflslam to satisfY their own polemics, might Muslims 
__ ...,_.,w~"''v"'~ have been understanding the Qur' an in a fashion more akin to traditional 
~hristian approaches to the Bible (i.e. aclmowledging the human element in the 

---nr'""P'-v"1inT1 of the Word of God) that lent itself to- a charitable Christian approach 
the text - even deeming it, albeit in a "corrupted" form, "of God"? But, before 

into Christian Arabic handling of the sacred text oflslam, some discussion 
their uses of, and approaches to, their ow:D. scripture (the Bible) is in order. 

~IJuu,~ai variants? 

oft-repeated contrast between Christianity and Islam is ilie fixed - Arabic -
of the Qur'anic revelation, as compared to the widespread acceptance not 

of numerous translations of the Bible, but the multiple forms in which the 

Cf. e.g. B. Lewis, Islam from the Prophet Muhammad to the Capture of Constantinople, NY: 
Harper Row, 1974, 1:235-6; 2:217-19. 
Newman (ed.), "The Apology of al-Kindi," 458; see 455-60 for al-Kindi's discussion of the 
various versions of the Qur' an. 
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Bible was recognized to have circulated. For Christian sects have not agreed as to 
the contents of their sacred text and ·have accepted multiple translations of the 
Bible into the languages of every nation as equally sacred representations of the 

· Word of God. As noted above, the normative Islamic understanding of the Qur' lin 
is that one codex (the 'Uthmanic) preserves the revelation to Mul)ammad- and, 
while translatipns are permissible for accessing the meaning of the text, devo
tional recitation should only be done in Arabic, the language of the revelation.30 

But, despite this traditional contrast of Christian and Muslim approaches to scrip
ture, the seeming con:flation of biblical passages with no clear attribution in our 
two Christian Arabic texts is still surprising. 

For example, Abii Qurra relates that Christ had no need to pray because "the 
Prophet says that 'all the angels and the kings of the earth and its governors will 
bow down to him, and obey him, for he rules over all and his rule will neither 
end nor will it pass away.' "31 This resonates with Isaiah 9:6-7, Daniel 7:13-14, 
1 Peter 3:21-22, and Psalm ,72:10-11, but it is not an exact Biblical quotation. 
Similarly, Abii Qurra's discussion of the hardships oflife under Islam appears to 
be a con:flation of Hebrews 12:6 and Proverbs 3:11-12: "We, the people of the 
religion of Christianity, He put the lash of punishment upon us. That is a benefit 
for us, according to the reckoning of Solomon b. David: 'Whom the lord loves, he 
puts to the test; He disciplines the men with whom He is well pleased.' "32 Like
wise, the anonymous monk states that "Isaiah the prophet said that 'the world will 
know God when the Messiah comes and the nations will be confused, believing in 
his coming'"- a paraphrase oflsaiah 9:6-7.33 

These few passages are put forth merely as a caution that an inability precisely 
to locate a passage identified as Qur' anic by Christian Arab authors should not be 
taken as certain proof of (a) a careless quotation (intentional or otherwise) of the 
'Uthmanic rasm, or (b) the existence of alternative readings not preserved in the 
normative Islamic tradition, or even (c) a non- 'Uthmanic codex (if the testimony, 
for example, of Theodore's near contemporary, 'Abd al-Masi1;1 al-Kindi, is an 
accurate indication of the continued circulation of non- 'Uthmanic codices). Thus, 
when there are similar difficulties in precisely locating Biblical and Qur'anic 
passages (espeCially those whose supposed pro~enance is clearly indicated) found 
in Christian Arabic texts, might not we do well to focus on the seeming attitude, 
or approach, to "scripture" ("Word" and/or"book[s]" of God) on the part of Chris
tians (and Muslims) as they came to write in Arabic, rather than, or in addition to, 
the possible form(s) in which the Qur'an (or Bible) may have been circulating? 

30 Discussions of linguistic excellence have, of course, not been absent from Christian discourse, ' 
from Isidore of Seville (d. 636 CE) to the Apocalypse of Samuel of Qalamun. See my "Lingua 
sacra? Some reflections on Christian discussions offar;la 'if al-suryaniyya and I}Tiz al-Qur' an," in 
J.P. Monferrer Sala (ed.), Eastern Crossroads: Essays on Medieval Christian Legacy, Piscataway, 
NJ: Gorgias Press, 2007, 61-82. 

31 Abii Qurra, 121. 
32 lbid.,l23. 
33 Sinai Ar. 434, f. 175r. 
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For, had these Christian authors been fastidious in their citation of the Bible, 
·· their seemingly "loose" handling of the Qur'an would likely indicate (a) disre

spect for the Islamic text or (b) citation from an alternative version to the one 
transmitted to us today. As, however, the Christian authors (and/or their scribes) 
are seemingly as lax in their citations of the Bible as in their citations of the 
Qur'an, speculations as to the form in which the sacred texts (Bible or Qur'an) 
were known to our authors seem unlikely to yield certain results; these early 
Christian Arabic texts may, however, shed light on the approaches to "scripture." 
In other words, if early Arabophone Christians handled the Qur' an with the same 
freedom with which they handled the Bible, might their writings suggest that 
):he approach to scripture among both Christians and Muslims at the time was 
more flexible than is commonly understood? 

Qur'anic variants? 

While many of the scriptural references in these works are easily located, a few 
examples will give a sense of the types of "discrepancies" from the received 
'Uthmanic rasm that can be found in Christian Arabic usage of the Qur' an. 

a Sinai Ar. 434, f. 177r, 11. 3-5 cites the Qur'anic report of the announcement to 
Zechariah of the glad tidings of a son with a con:flated citation of Q 3:39 and 
19:7, 13: wa-qala 1-Qur 'an ya Zakariyya inna Allaha mubashimtka bi-nabi
yyin mu~addiqin bi-kalimati llahi wa-huwa fi batini ummihi taqiyyin wa-mina 
l-~alil;znl4 "And the Qur'an says: '0 Zechariah, God is giving you the good 
news of a prophet [who will] confirm the Word of God while in his mother's 
womb, pious, and among the righteous;'" Q 3:39 has instead "God gives you 
good news [with a verb, not an active participle], of John, confirming a word 
from [min] God, noble, pure, a prophet, from among the righteous"; Q 19:7 
has: "0 Zechariah, Verily We give you good news of a youth whose name will 
be John ... ";The description above ofJohn as "pious" is connected to Q 19:13. 

b. Sinai Ar. 434, f. 176v, ll. 3-7 references the Qur'anic allusions (Q 51:24; 
15:51; 11:69-83) to Abraham's guests as proof of the Triune nature of God 
-changing the twofold Qur'anic salam to salam sa/am salam thus using the 
Qur'iin to elaborate upon Christian usage of Genesis 18:2 as proof from the 
Torah of the Triune nature of God. 

c. Theodore and the anonymous monk include Qur'anic attestations to Jesus's 
miracles, but paraphrase the Qur'anic wording: "and in the Qur'iin is [mention 
of] reviving the dead, exorcising demons, curing the sick with a decisive 
command, without question ... flight from a bird by blowing on it by power of 

34 See the discussion of the variant Islamic readings of these verses in R. Paret, Der Koran: 
Kammentar und Konkordanz, Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1993, 66-67. 
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his divinity."35 Abii Qurra: "Were he a man, one of Adam's sons, he would 
have worked the signs and wonders that he worked, enlivening the dead 
other such things that it would take too long to put forth, with no helper 
assistant. Rather, it was by way of an effective command and a resolute 
ment. But he came to us as perfect man and perfect God"; cf. Q 5:11 0; 
Rather than contesting the details of the miracles ascribed to Jesus by the 
(e.g. the enlivening of a clay bird, which is not found in the - canonical -
tian accounts of Christ's miracles), both Theodore and the anonymous 
evoking the Qur'anic description of God's creation of Jesus (God need only say 
"lam"- be- and things "become"; cf. e.g. Q 3:47), insist that it was not by · · 
permission of God (cf. Q 5:110) that Jesus performed his miracles, but because 
he was the incarnation of the divine, creative, word (especially cited in support 
of this claim is Q 4: 17_1), that Christ was able to perform his miracles. 

d Theodore cites Q 108 and 111 almost· as if they had been read together: "lf 
you knew the certain truth, you would know that your scripture is the one 
that is corrupted .... Tell me, 0 Muslim, whether you speak a lie against your: 
Lord in that He says, 'We have given you abundance [1], so pray to your 
Lord and slaughter (a sacrifice] [2]. The one who hates you is the one without 
offspring. [3]' (Q 108:1-3) Tell me, 0 Muslim, who is this enemy, the 
one without offspring (al-abtar)? Also, where it says, 'Perish the hands of 
Abu Lahab, and may he perish too. [1] May neither what he has nor what he 
has acquired enrich him. (2] ... [3] His wife will be a carrier of firewood. 
[ 4] A rope of palm fiber will be upon .her foot (rijl, instead of the 'Uthmanic . 
"neck,"]Td). [5]' (Q 111:1-5, with a variation in versd, and verse 3 omitted). 
This is something bearing no resemblance to inspiration and revelation. It is 
not true that your messenger said any of this. Rather, he said, 'I was sent 

the Qur'iin confirming what came in the Gospel and the Torah.' (cf. Q 3:3) 
And he also spoke ofMuslim men and women, and of men and women believers 
(cf. Q 33:35). So tell me, 0 Muslim, who are the Muslims and who are · 
the believers?"37 

e. Throughout the account of the majlis session, Theodore uses Q 4:171 's desig
nation of Jesus as a "word" and "spirit" from God to gloss Qur'anic discus- . 
sions of God's creative "word" as "word and spirit." E.g., seemingly 
referencing Q 10:82 and 8:7, Theodore states "Your own scripture says, 'God 

35 Sinai Ar. 434, f. l77v, II 6-9. 
36 Abii Qurra, 82-83. 
37 Abii Qurra, 108. On this see, C. Wilde, "The Qur'an: Kalam Allah or words of man? A case of 

tafsir transcending Muslim-Christian communal borders," Parole de /'Orient 32 (2007}, 1-17. 
38 Abii Qurra, 85. cf. Sinai Ar. 434, f. 179r, 1!.4--6: wa-qa/a anna Al/aha yubaqqiqu bi-kalimati 

1-/~aqq ay af'a/ al-masib kalimat Allah hiya baqqun mubiqqun fa-/a yukadhdhibiina bi-ha wa-ji 
1-Qur 'an min hadha kathir ma br-tzaja ilayhi idh anta ta 'arrifuhu - "and God verifies with the 
word ofthe truth-that is, the deeds of the Messiah, the Word of God. It [the Word] is the verifYing 
truth, and he does not lie with it, and in the Qur'an are many such proofs if you only knew." 
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verifies the truth with His Word and His Spirit.' "38 Is this an attempt to gamer 
Qur'anic testimony in support of Trinitarian theology, in response to Q 
4:171's exhortation to the "People of the Book" not to say "Three," nor to 
"exceed the limits" in their religion? 

Abii Qurra relates, "He was before all creation. Creatures will perish; He 
will not perish" (cf. Q 55:26-27; 28:88).39 Again, the sense parallels 
Qur'anic sentiment, but the wording does not (Theodore's text uses tabid/ 
yabfd-rather than the 'Uthmiinicfonin ofQ 55:26 or halikofQ 28:88 -for 
"perish"). 

· · None of these citations matches any of the recorded variants to the 'Uthmiinic 
· . codex. Are they mis-wordings, confiations or paraphrases of passages known 
· ·from the 'Uthmiinic codex or quotations of an alternative Qur' an codex known to 
·our Christian authors? Ifthe former, is the mis-wording (or re-wording, as verse
conflation or paraphrasing) intentional or unintentional? In some cases (as posited 

. in 'e' above) the author means to make a "Qur'iinic" argument for the veracity of 

. Christianity (a tactic seen later in the letter of Paul of Antioch).40 But could these 
citations reflect only the works of individuals well-versed in both Bible and 

, Qur'iin, living in a time and place in which Qur'anic diction, phraseology and 
· theology permeated and shaped the larger environment? 

For one who has not committed tlie text to memory (i.e. is not a "tzafo. Ia"), such 
. "mis-wordings" - seeming conflations of verses, or word substitutions - are not 
surprising, especially when one is paraphrasing from memory- and/or attempting 
to convey the gist of a text, rather than to focus on the exact letters and wording of 
a given passage - particularly if Arabic is not the native language. Such a "loose" 
handling of the Arabic Qur' iin would be of particular interest in the light of the 
eventual Islamic insistence on precise Qur'iinic citations- out of respect for the 
eternal and inimitable Word of God. 

Now we might imagine that the temptation to "correct" the Qur'iin to accord 
• . with Christian theological understandings often proved too strong to resist 
.· and accordingly mistrust Christian re.adings of Qur'iinic passages dealing with 

· Trinitarian or Incamational themes. This concern, however, would not apply 
to Christian citations of Qur'iinic verses (e.g. Q 108 and 111, above, and the 
"mysterious letters,'• below) that do not touch on Christian themes; such citations 
may provide hints on the nature or contents of the Qur'iin known to early Arabo
phone Christians. Yet any comprehensive evaluation of such "discrepancies" 
would necessitate thorough perusal of all available manuscripts with this matter in 
milld, a task yet to be achieved. 

39 Abii Qurra, 102. 
40 P. Khoury (ed. and trans.), Paul d'Antioche: Eveque me/kite de Sidon (Xlle s.), Beirut: 1mprimerie 

Catholique Beyrouth, 1965, par. 45. See also D. Thomas and R. Ebied's recent publication of a 
parallel text: Muslim-Christian Polemic during the Crusades: The letter from the people ofCypnts 
and Ibn Abi Talib al-Dimashqi's response, Leiden: Brill, 2004. 



368 Clare Wilde 

Recitation or codex- Qur' an or Kitiib? 

It should be noted that these scriptural allusions are found in texts whose 
authors seem willing to term the Qur'iin as "word/speech of God" 
or among the books of God (kutub Allah),41 or even "heavenly books" 
al-samawiyya) - as in Theodore's phrase, "the Torah, Injfl and other hP.:~ve:nl;r/ 
books."42 What is to be understood by this designation is difficult, however, 
make precise: the anonymous monk of Sinai Ar. 434 appears willing to 
the Qur' an among the books of God. But, while he speaks of the Jnjfl43 (or 
Messiah's book),44 Tawraf5 ("Torah"), Zabiir46 ("Psalms"), or even the Anbiya 
("Prophets") without any further qualification, he also terms the Qur'iin 
book" or "your Qur'iin."48 For his part Theodore does not speak of the 
among the "books of God;" rather, he vigorously defends the Christian 
against charges of corruption (tabdfl or taf:zrf/)49 by accusing the Muslim . 
nity of falsely attributing to Mu!}ammad, even in the revelation, deeds and · 
that were not his. When Theodore does not speak of simply "the Qur'iin;"50 he . 
refers to it as "your book,"51 "your Qur'iin,"52 or "your saying,"53 and Mul}ammad 
as "your messenger/prophet"54 - and, once, "the messenger."55 (He also speaks 
"your religion."56) Additionally, he explains that Mu!}amniad, not God, wrote or 
proclaimed the Qur' an. 57 But Theodore attributes to God Qur' iinic phrases which· 
he argues have a Christian meaning. 58 

The mysterious letters 

Certain discussions of the Islamic understanding of the Qur'iin's revelation 
Islamic and more recent western scholarship) center on the so-called 

41 Sinai Ar. 434, ff. 17lr; 18lv; 174r: kutub Allah ta'ala; 175r: kutub Allah al-munazza/a, 
Allah rabbi. Theodore's only reference to "books of God" (Abii Qurra, 98) seems to include 
the Gospels. 

42 Abii Qurra (ed. Dick), Discussion, 102. 
43 e.g. ibid., 177r, 178v, 18lr. 
44 e.g. ibid., 178v. 
45 e.g. ibid., 172v, 173r, 173v. 
46 Sinai Ar. 434, ff. 173r. 
47 Ibid., 173r, 176v, 18lr: 
48 Ibid., 174v, 178v: "yourQur'iin"; 177r, 177v, 18lr. 
.49 Ibid., 91, 109. 
50 Ibid., 80, 96. 
51 Ibid., 74, 75, 76, 77, 78, 80, 86, 87, 89, 90, 91, 93, 96, 97, 99, 101, 107, 108, 111, 114, 115. 
52 Ibid., 96, 121. 
53 Ibid., 83, 84, 98. 
54 Ibid., 74, 77, 79, 80, 84, 85, 87, 91, 93, 101, 107, 108, 115, 117. 
55 Ibid., I 09. 
56 Ibid., 91. 
57 Ibid., 79, 80, 87; cf. 91. 
58 Ibid., 90, 10!. 
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"disconnected" letters that begin a number of Suras - such as a.l.m. at the 
'-'-'·"'l'lu:wult!!. of al-Baqara (Q 2, "The Cow"). They have prompted a number of 
:,. 4 ut:~LtuJu" for Muslims: Were these part of the original revelation? The original 

recJ.tation·t Were they later (scribal?) additions? Are they to be included in the 
::·recnauon of the Qur'iin? 

Christians too entered into this discussion. After a detailed discussion of Jesus's 
,:•::.lllU''"'c'"• the anonymous mon1c of Jerusalem writes: 

And the book of the Injil mentions some of his miracles (ayat) out of very 
many. And the Qur'iin testifies to that, when it says, Al-mfm. That book in 
which there is no doubt, a guide to the pious. And al-mfm is the beginning of 
the name "the (al-) Messiah"; the ancient book which he had is that Christian 
book (al-ldtab al-qadfm la-qad lahu dhalika l-Td tab al-maszbl), and his book, 
in which there is no doubt, is a guidance for the pious, his umma and whoso
ever obeys him - and it said that God would verify with his Word the truth 
[c£ Q 10:82; 8:7], that is, the deeds of the Messiah, the Word of God- [the 
Word] is the verifying truth, so do not deny [the Word].59 

In the received Qur'iinic codex, the three Arabic letters, alij, lam, mfm are written 
""r'""'t"'l'"· Muslim reciters generally pronounce the names (not the sounds) of the 

The mon1c, however, connects the letters alif and lam to the mfm, and 
out the name of this last letter. He reads the alif-lam combination as the 

article, al. Thus, in the reading of the monk, alij, lam, mfm is rendered 
(the mfm). Does this indicate that he knew of a recitation (tradition?) in 

the so-called "disconnected" letters were pronounced as a word of sorts? 
it indicate knowledge of a scribal tradition, in which the "mysterious" begin

. ning letters were written in a connected fashion (but, presumably, recited as sepa
: entities)? Or is he simply relating (and emphasizing) a Christian interpretive 

traditi.on:·60 that these three letters are merely an abbreviation for the Qur' iinic (and 
"J..·"'"""-' title of Jesus, "al-Masfl;z" (the Messiah)? 

Concluding remarks 

·.·Although Muslim approaches to the Qur'iin are often considered more analogous 
to Christian approaches to the Eucharist than to the Bible, has this always been the 
case? In scholarly or apologetic or polemical works, how would the Bible or 
Qur'iin have been used? Would an author (or the scribe) of a given text consist

have taken the time to copy the sacred text verbatim, or would he have been 
. • wv~•w~· to rely on his memory - or would he have presumed sufficient familiarity 

the text or its message on the part of his audience (as well as a certain level 

59 Sinai Ar. 434 ff. 178v-79r. 
60 Known also to Paul of Antioch (par. 16). 
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of comfort with scriptural shorthand), that paraphrase or allusion would ~u,cuv·v• ··'• 
Christian Arabic uses of the Qur'an may be seen not merely as Christian 
re-niadings or testimonies to alternative Qur'anic codices, but rather as indicative 
of the pluralistic milieu in which the doctrine of the Qur'an as inimitable and 
qadlm was coming to be articulated. The accusations of alteration, and the famili
arity- and comfort-with which Christians handle both the Bible and the Qur'an 
indicate an environment in which the Qur'an as the inimitable and uncreated 
Word of God- as preserved in the 'Uthmanic rasm known to us - may not have 
been the only accepted understanding. 

An argument may very well be made that Christians would have handled 
Islamic texts as Christian texts, so the loose handling of Bible and Qur'an by 
Arabophone Christians would be irrelevant for Muslim approaches to scripture. 
But, today, many non-Muslim scholars of the Qur'an, aware of the widespread 
acceptance of the inimitability (and uncreatedness) of the Arabic Qur'an, only 
venture to discuss the sacred text of Islam in public if they have a solid grasp of 
the Arabic text, fully vocalized - and, oftentimes, memorized. Rather than anach
ronistically reading back in time the details of the attitudes of today, might we 
safely assume that, just as today's non-Muslim scholarship often reflects contem
porary Muslim sensibilities, so, too, would early Arabophone Christian authors 
have been aware of- and reflected- their Muslim contemporaries' approaches to 
the Qur'an? 

The Qur'an, according to the traditional understanding, alludes to its inimitable 
style (famously cited is Q 17:88; cf. also Q 2:23; 10:37-38; 11:13; 12:111; 52:33-
34) and Muslims and non-Muslims have debated these claims at length.61 And it 
would only be when the doctrine of Qur' anic inimitability was fully voiced that 
attention would need to be devoted to the text qua text. At that point, discrepan
cies in codices (and readings) would merit close attention: without a single, 
uniform text on hand, how could an argument for its inimitable style be main
tained? As, within Muslim circles, given the state monopoly on the scribal profes
sion,62 uniformity of officially produced and commissioned written texts would 
likely have been fairly easy to assure, might Christian texts, even those not dedi
cated to the· preservation of the text of the Qur'an, contain hints of a more flexible 
scribal approach to the Qur' an than that which a doctrine of its illimitability would 
come to necessitate? 

The (accepted) variant readings have been considered evidence for ·ancient, 
local traditions of Qur' an transmission (oral traditions likely proving more diffi
cult to outlaw, suppress or purge than written ones) -traditions that, with the 
increased modem reliance on the printing press, and the widespread diffusion of 
the Cairo edition of 1924, are slowly fading from memory. Might Christian Arabic 

61 S. Stroumsa, "Signs of prophecy: the emergence and early development of a theme in Arabic 
theological literature," Harvard Theological Review 78, 1985, 101-14. 

62 Cf. P. Heck, The Construction of Knowledge in Islamic Civilization: Qudiima b. Ja 'far and His 
Kitab at-Kharaj wa-i;;ina'at al-Kitaba, Leiden: Brill, 2002. 
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shed light not only on scribal traditions (including the circulation of codices 
than the 'U thmanic ), but also, perhaps, no-longer-extant "readings" of the 

codex? 
In conclusion,' therefore, when considering these possibilities it is important to 

renClernb€~r that Christian Arabic texts were written by professing Christians 
· conscious of the Arabic-speaking, Muslim-ruled world around them. They wrote 
, in a historical context where the majlis, or dfwan, brought different believers 

together. Accordingly Christian Arab texts may tell us much of the approaches to 
Christian and Islamic scripture in that context. 



15 "Has God sent a mortal as a 
messenger?" (Q 17:95) 
Messengers and angels in the Qur' an 

Gerald Hawting 

Introduction 

In several passages the Qur'iin tells us that God's messengers or apostles (rusuf' ·. 
Allah) were frequently rejected on the grounds that they were merely men or ' 
human beings (occasionally rijal but more co.mmonly bashar). Many of those 
Qur'iinic passages refer to messengers sent by God to earlier communities, 
they clearly relate to the predicament ofthe messenger of the Qur' an himself since 
some passages indicate that he was faced with the same argument. In response, 
God's messengers are presented as disavowing any claim to a superhuman status, 
sometimes expressed as a denial that they were angels (malak, pl. mala 'ika). · 

In accordance with the idea behind the conference ''The Qur' iin in Its Historical 
Context," this chapter attempts to relate this Qur'iinic material to ideas and specu
lations among monotheists before the rise oflslam about the relationship between. 
messengers of God, angels, and other spiritual entities. My argument is that this 
Qur'iinic material is better understood in the context of those ideas and specula
tions than if it is read in the light of traditional Muslim commentaries. 1 

According to traditional commentaries, the arguments of the Qur'iinic 
messenger were directed against idolaters and polytheists of a rather crude kind. 
The Qur' iin itself often refers to those people as mushrilaln, and traditional Muslim 
literature (sfra, tajsfr and other genres) presents them as the Arabs of Mecca and 
the surrounding regions, who worshipped numerous deities (including sometimes 
Allah) in the form of statues, trees, stones and other objects, at a variety of places) 
and sanctuaries (including the Ka 'ba at Mecca). · 

I have argued elsewhere that what the Qur' iin actually says about the mushrilaln 
can only with difficulty be reconciled with the image of them presented in Muslim 

I am grateful to Patricia Crone for the opportunity to discuss with her the text of her article, "The 
Religion of the Qur'anic Pagans: God and the lesser Deities." Arebica 57,2010, 151-200, which 
treats in detail the background to the religion of the mushrikiin in various types of paganism and 
monotheism in Late Antiquity, and includes a substantial discussion of the background to their 
imputed veneration of angels. While writing the article submitted here, I learned that she has also · 
prepared an article on the same theme as mine ("Angels versus Humans as Messengers of God: the 
view of the Qur'anic Pagans, in P. Townsend and M. Vidas (eds), Revelation, Literature and 
Community in Late Antiquity. Tiibingen: Mohr and Siebeck, forthcoming 2011. 
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. tradition, and I suggested that their religion should be regarded as a form of 
·:monotheism that is criticized in the Qur'iin as indeed no better than idolatry, but 
· • should not be understood as idolatry in a literal sense. Rather, to the extent that 

terms associated with idolatry are used to attack their religion, the accusation 
.· : should be understood as a polemical ploy, as it often has been in the history of 

monotheism.2 To understand the Qur'iinic material in the milieu from which it orig
inated it seems more profitable to relate it to the evidence we have for forms of the 
monotheistic tradition in the period of Late Antiquity preceding the rise of Islam. 

This raises the question of where we should be focusing our attention. The 
~. Muslim traditional literature directs our gaze to the l;Iijiiz, while our evidence for 

monotheism largely pertains to regions outside the l;Iijiiz, and what we have that 
does appear to concern the I;Iijiiz is difficult to verify or interpret. I shall not be 
concerned with that issue here, paying attention only to the question ofthe possible 
religious and intellectual background for what the Qur'iin presents as a dispute 
about whether a messenger must be an angel. 

As will become evident, although it is not my intention directly to link the 
Qur'iinic material with any one particular sect, the evidence leads us in. the direc
tion of Gnostic-influenced Jewish-Christian groups. The expression Jewish 
Christianity (or Judaeo-ChristianityY has been understood in various ways and 
applied to a number of different groups with variant ideas and practices. Here it is 
used loosely to refer to those combining some sort of acceptance of Jesus with 
adherence to some of the precepts of the Jewish law, or customs, like circumci
sion, considered by others to be Jewish. Gnostic is also a term used here in a rather 
general way. The aspects of Gnostic thought focused on here are ideas about 
representations of, or substitutes for, the supreme God as the active force in the 
creation of the material world and its functioning, and about prophets as embodi
ments of one ofthose representations or substitutes (not as human beings prophet
ically inspired merely from time to time). The route to salvation lies in the absolute 
acceptance of the truth of the prophet whose knowledge is unattainable by human 
effort. In the groups we shall refer to, those representations or substitutes are 
envisaged as spiritual entities of various sorts and often as angels. 

The idea that Mul;!ammad, Islam and the Qur' iin may have been "influenced 
by" or "borrowed" ideas and material from such groups is, of course, not new. 
Following Wellhausen's discussion of reports that the earliest Muslims were 
called "Baptists"(..l'abi 'zln) by their enemies, Adolfvmi Harnack, Adolf Schlatter 
and Hans-Joachim Schoeps are probably the best known among those who have 
pointed out similarities between Jewish-Christian and Qur'iinic ideas relating to 
such things as Christology and prophetology. Arent J. Wensinck, although not 
referring specifically to Jewish Christianity, discussed several relevant concepts 
and the Jewish and Christian texts relating to them, while Martiniano P. Roncaglia 

2 G.R. Hawting, The Idea of Idolatry, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999. 
I use "Jewish-Christian" in preference to "Judaeo-Christian" since the latter expression often refers 
to ideas, beliefs, institutions, etc. that are common to Jews and Christians. 
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has discussed a number of elements in the Qur'iin that possibly reflect a 
Christian background.4 

There are also two scholars who have referred in some detail to some 
material to be touched on in this chapter. In his Mohammed, sein Leben und 
Glaube, Tor Andrae discusses "Mohammed's doctrine of revelation," sp<~C!llca 
the idea that the various scriptures are essentially the same although 
different forms to various peoples by the prophets sent to them. He argues 
owed much to Jewish-Christian ideas about prophets and Christ. In the 
part of his book, Andrae adduces Ebion, Elxai, Mani and their ideas as the 
ground from which Mul)ammad developed his own about revelation 
scripture. Andrae is concerned with tracing the origins and development : . 
Mul)ammad's ideas, and he does not refer specifically to the Qur'iinic verses 
that this chapter tries to explain.5 Furthermore, in this chapter I prefer a mor~ 
uncommitted position regarding the identity of the Qur'anic messenger and.)! 
view of the origins of the Qur' iin that is less dependent upon traditional ideas. · 

Gunter Li.iling, another scholar whose ideas closely relate to those of this 
has considered some of the Qur'anic material to be discussed here and has 
to relate it to Jewish-Christian idea; about Christ, prophets, messengers and 
as part of a much wider theory about the origins oflslam. With regard sp<~ciJiic~tlly' · 
to his treatment of the idea of messengers of God and angels in the Qur'iin, . 
is one important point of disagreement between Luling's understanding and that' 
proposed here, but in many other ways his suggestions seem to me productive 
valuable.6 

The Qur'anic material pertaining to angels and messengers 

It is immediately notable that the relevant Qur'anic passages consistently refer to 
messengers of God (ntsul Allah) and not to prophets (anbiya ', nabiyyin). Although 

4 J. Wellhausen, Reste arabischen Heiden/urns, Berlin: Georg Reimer, 1897, 236-38; 
A. Schlatter, "Die Entwicklung des judischen Christenturns zurn Islam," Evangelisches Missions
magazin 62, 1918, 251-64; A. von Harnack, Lehrbuch der Dogmenge-schichte, Tubingen: Mohr · 
Siebeck, 1909, 529-38; H.-J. Schoeps, Theologie und Geschichte des Judenchristentums, Tubingen: .. ·,· 
Mohr Siebeck, 1~49, 334-42; A.J. Wensinck, "Muharninad und die Propheten," Acta Orienta/ia 2, 
1924, 168-98 (Eng. tr. in l!ri Rubin. (ed.), The Life of Mul;zammad, Aldershot: Ashgate 1998, 
319-43); M.P. Roncaglia, "Elements Ebionites et Elkesartes dans le Coran," Proche Orient Chni
tien, 1971, 101-26. 

5 T. Andrae, Mohammed, sein Leben zmd sein Glauben, Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprech~ 
1932; cited here from the English translation ofT. Menzel: Mohammed, the Man and His Faith, 
London: Allen & Unwin, 1936, 94-113. Andrae's comparison of Jewish-Christian and Qur'anic 
ideas about the essential similarity of the message of the various prophets and the presence in all 
of the prophets of the same prophetic spirit has been stressed also by G. Luling (see the following 
note) and more recently by F. de Blois, "Elchasai- Manes- Muhammad" Der Islam 81 2004 
31-48. . ' ' ' 

6 G. LUling, Die Wiederentdeckung des Propheten Muhammad. Ein Kritik am chris/lichen Abend
land, Erlangen: Luling, 1981, esp. 23-89. I question, however, Luling's acceptance ofMecca as the 
site of a significant Jewish-Christian community. 
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traditional and modern .academic scholarship have frequently been 
con1oen1ed to suggest fine distinctions between the two concepts, messenger and 

it is clear that in Islamic discourse and in the Qur'an there is a consider-
area of overlap between them. Often the two terms are understood· as virtual 

·sVTinnvms and many prophets, including Mul::tammad himself, are now called 
now nab!. In the debate with which we are concerned, however, in the 

at least the issue is whether a messenger/apostle (of God) must be an 
not whether a prophet must be one. We will return to this point. 

passages that report the rejection of a messenger on the grounds that he 
merely a human being refer to earlier generations to whom God had sent one: 

the people of Noah, to those of' Ad and Thamild, to "the people of the thicket" 
al-ayka), and to those of the unnamed settlement (qarya) to whom God 

two messengers and then strengthened them with a third. Frequently we are 
that those peoples rejected the messengers sent to them, saying, "You are 

· only a human (bashar) like us." It seems obvious that those passages must reflect 
the situation of the Qur'iinic messenger himself.1 · 
· As for passages which make direct reference to him, the most notable is Qur' iin 
·17:90-95. This alludes to the demand, made by those to whom he had been sent, 
for a series of miraculous signs as proof of his claims to be God's messenger, and 
says that the only thing that prevented the people from believing when the guid
ance was sent to them was that they said, "Has God sent a human being as a 
messenger (basharan rasa/an)?" The passage implies that they expected a 
messenger to be an angel since the messenger of the Qur'an is instructed to reply 
to them with God's words, "If there were angels walking peacefully on earth, We 
would inde;ed have sent down to them from heaven an angel as a messenger 
(malakan rasa/an)." 

Sometimes the human nature of the messengers is graphically, and apparently 
distastefully, indicated by reference to ilieir bodily needs:. "What is it wiili this 
messenger who eats food and walks in the markets!" his opponents say of the 

· Qur'anic messenger (Q 25:7). The people to whom God sent a messenger 
following His destruction of Noah's generation rejected him because "He eats 
what you eat and drinks what you drink" (Q 23:33-34). 

The mortality of the messenger is also an issue. At Qur'an 21:8 God asserts ilie 
human nature of iliose He has sent as messengers by stressing iliat He has made 
them in a body iliat needed food and that they were noteternal (rna kana khalidina ). 
In another passage of the same Silra (Q 21:34-5) He seems again concerned to 
refute the expectation that His messengers are immortal. He tells the Qur'anic 
messenger that He had not granted any previous human being (bashar) immor
tality (al-khuld): "Should you die and iliey live for ever (fa-hum al-khalidiina)? 
Every soul shall taste death (latllu naftin dha 'iqatu l-mcrwt)."8 

7 See Qur'an 11:27; 14:10; 23:24; 23:33-34; 26:154, 186; 36:15; 54: 24-25; 64:5-6. 
8 This last phrase also occurs at Q 3:185, following a verse in which God reassures His messenger 

that, like him, previous messengers had been rejected. 
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It was indicated above that the opponents' contemptuous reference in Q 17:94. ·.' 
to the fact that the messenger was merely a human being elicited a response that 
implied that they expected a messenger to be an angel. There are several other .. 
passages where the same contrast is set up. At Q 6:50, following a verse that· 
assures him that "those who deny Our signs" will be punished, the messenger of · 
the Qur' an is commanded to say, "I do not tell you that I have the treasures of God 
with me, that I know the unknown, or that I am an angel. I merely follow what has . 
been revealed to me (yii(la ilayya)." The implication is that his opponents · 
rejected him because, as a mere human, he is unable to meet their demands for 
miraculous signs to support his claims to be a messenger of God, and that they 
expected God's jllessengers to be angels. Elsewhere, Noah responds to the objec~ 
tion made by the council (al-ma/a') of the unbelievers among his people that "we 
do not consider you anything but a human like us" (Q 11 :27) with exactly the 
same formula: "I do not tell you that I have the treasures of God with me, that I 
know the unknown, or that I am an angel." (Q 11:31) 

It is notable that the phrase, "I do not tell you that I am an angel," never seems 
to be a direct response to an explicit statement, "You are not an angel." That latter 
phrase is never attributed to the opponents, but that they do in fact think God's 
messengers must be angels is implied in three verses that use related but slightly 
variant formulations. At Q 11:12, they are reported as saying, "If only a treasure 
had been sent down upon him or an angel had come with him (ja 'a ma 'ahu 
malak)".9 Again at Q 25:7, following their assertion of the Qur'anic messenger's 
merely human status ("he eats food and walks in the markets"), the opponents say, 
"If only an angel had been sent down to him (unzila ilayhi malak) and he (the self
proclaimed Qur'anic messenger) would be a warner with him (the angel)." At 
Q 6:8 we are told that they said, "If only an angel had been sent down upon him 
(unzila 'alayhi malak)."10 

Sometimes God or His messenger responds by explaining why an angel has not 
been sent. In response to the just cited words of the opponents at Q 6:8 God says, 
"If We had sent dov:n an angel, the matter would be decided and then no delay 
would be granted them, and if We had made him an angel, We would have made 
him a man and We would have confused them even more (law anzalna malakan 
la-qzu;liya l-amnt thumma !a yun:?ariina wa-law ja 'alnahu malakan la-ja 'alnahu 
rajulan wa-la-labasna 'alayhim ma yalbisiina)." That appears to mean that the 

9 The verse continues with the phrase, "You are'only a warner (nadhfr)." This is generally under
stood as God addressing the Prophet rather than as a continuation of the words of the opponents. 
The change of person in the pronoun might support that understanding, ·but comparison with Q 
25:7 would support the view that it is a continuation of the words of. the opponents, perhaps 
suggesting that they would be prepared to accept a human as a warner but not as a messenger. 

10 It is worth pointing out that the Qur'anic messenger does not respond by saying that an angel had 
indeed come down to him. In view of the common understanding that Q 2:97 identifies Gabriel as 
the one who brought the revelation, and of the prominence in Muslim tradition of the idea of 
Gabriel as the intermediary who brought the Qur'iin to Mul;tammad, it is remarkable that he does 
not do so. 
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· sending down of angels indicates the imminence of the Last Judgment, and that if 
... angels were to walk on earth they would be indistinguishable from men. Similar 
· ··ideas and phrases occur in other places. At Q 2:210 it is asked if the unbelievers 

will wait (yaniunlna) until God comes to them in dark clouds with angels 
(wa-qurjiya 1-amr); at Q 15:8, responding to the opponents' demand that the 
messenger should bring them angels as proof of his authentiCity, God says that He 
does not send the angels unless with the truth (ilia bi-1-baqq) and in that case the 

. unbelievers would have no respite (wa-ma kaml idhan mun:?ar'ina).11 

· • At Q 17:95, however, in response to the demand of the unbelievers that he bring 
. them God and .the angels as proof of his claims (aw ta 'tiya billahi wa-1-mala 'ika 
•. qabrlan), the Qur'anic messenger is commanded by God to say, "If there were 

·angels walking on earth in security, then We should have sent down upon them 
from the heavens an angel as a messenger (law kana fi 1-arf/i mala 'ikatun 
yamshiina mutma 'inn'ina la-nazzalna 'alayhim mina l-sama 'i malakan raszllan)." 
In other words, God has sent a human being as His messenger and not an angel 
because angels do not routinely inhabit this world. 

In such passages referring to the words of the opponents it seems possible to 
distinguish two different, although related, motives for their demand for angels to 
come down. In some cases tliey are saying that the self-proclaimed messenger of 
God should produce angels (together with God himself according to Q 17:92) as 
one of the miraculous signs that would convince them that his claims to be a 
messenger (and for them, therefore, also to be an angel) were authentic (although, 
of course, the Qur' an insists that nothing would in fact convince them of that). 12 

In others they are stipulating that an angel should come down with, to or upon him 
and without that he is merely an ordinary man. The sense is not obvious, but what 
seems to be implied is that the coming of the angel to him would transform him. 

On the face of it, then, the passages referred to reflect a situation in which the 
Qur'anic messenger is rejected by his opponents because of his merely human 
status: he cannot be a messenger of God because he is clearly only a human being. 
His replies both indicate a positive assertion of his humanity - that being a 
human is not merely no obstacle to being a messenger of God, but it is a necessary 
condition13

- and imply that the opponents expect a messenger to be an angel. 
Before discussing the sorl of historical and intellectual context in which such an 

argument would make sense we need to consider further the Qur'anic material 
pertaining to angels, including the ideas of the opponents of its messenger. Much 
of what we are told about angels in the Qur'an seems familiar and traditional. 

11 Cf. also Q 25:22-25: "The day when they see the angels ... the day when the heavens shall be torn 
asunder and the angels shall be sent' down." 

12 E.g., Qur'an 15:14--15: "Even if We were to open for them a gate of the heavens and they would 
not cease to go up through it, they would say, 'Our eyes have been intoxicated- indeed we are a 
people bewitched.' " 

13 The explanations given of why God had not sent an angel as His messenger (e.g. that the coming 
down of angels portends the end of the world) suggest that the Qur'anic argument is that a 
messenger must be a human. 
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Angels act as messengers of God, they support the divine throne and praise 
without cease, they protect nations and individuals, they guard hell, call the . .· 
from the body when the time arrives, they record God's decrees, etc. Other idea{ 
relating to them, however, appear less usual. ·· · 

As well as expecting messengers of God to be angels, the Qur'iin tells us that 
those opponents whom it consistently calls mushrilain thought that angels 
intercede for them with God, that they regarded angels as God's offspring, 
in effect that they worshipped angels as gods. The Qur' an tells us in 
passages that the opponents regarded the angels as daughters of God and 

. them female names. The Qur' iinic messenger's accusation that the OPiPOilents 
were no better than idolaters is based at least in part on the idea that their vener- · 
ation of angels was incompatible with pure monotheism (ikhla~), even if 
Qur'anic cosmology also grants a prominent place and extensive sphere of · 
activity to angels. 14 

Furthermore, any discussion of angels in the Qur' iin needs to take into account 
also other spiritual entities, prominent among them the spirit (nil;z) and the holy 
spirit (nil;z al-qudus). These are mentioned in the Qur'iin in ways that suggest a 
connection with angels, a connection that is evident too in some Jewish and 
Christian texts from before Islam. As O'Shaughnessy in particular has shown, the 
pneumatology of the Qur' iin is not consistent and is often obscure .IS Sometimes 
the spirit is mentioned in tandem with the angels in a way that suggests that it is 
different from them but related to them, perhaps a superior type of angel. In other 
places the spirit seems almost to be assimilated to the idea of an angel. The most 
obvious example of that is when one compares Q 2:97 and 16:102, which, in ··· 
broadly parallel words, seem ·to be concerned with the source of the revelation: 
the former refers to Gabriel as the one who "brings it down", the latter to the 
holy spirit. 

In allusions to Jesus and to Mary's conception of him, the idea of the spirit 
again appears in a variety of ways that suggest a connection with or even assimila
tion to that of an angel. In what must be a reference to the story of Gabriel being 
sent to Mary by God to announce her pregnancy, Gabriel is unnamed but described 
as God's spirit in the form of a man (Q 19:16-33). Elsewhere in the Qur'iin the 
conception of Jesus is described as resulting from the infusion of God's spirit into 
Mary in a way similar to that in which it had been breathed into Adam, and Jesus, 
the second Adam, is himselfreferred to as a spirit from God (Q 21:91; 66:12; 
4:171). At Qur'iin 3:45 Jesus is identified as one of those "drawn close" 
(al-muqarrabiin; sci!. to the throne of God) while Q 4:172 tells us that both Jesus 

14 For general surveys of Qur'anic angelology, see E/2 s.v. "Mala'ika" (D.B. MacDonald and W. 
Madelung), and EQ s.v. "Angel" (G. Webb). For the ideas of the mushrikiin about the angels' 
powers of intercession and their identification of them as female offspring of God, see Hawting, 
Idolatry, index, s.v. "angels, angel worship". Cf. too the article ofCrmie referred to above. 

15 T. O'Shaughnessy, The Development of the Meaning of Spirit in the Koran, Rome: Pontificium 
lnstitutum Orientalium Studiorum, 1953. 
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(al-masfl;z) and the angels drawn close (al-mala 'ika al-muqarrabana) are servants 
'ofGod. 16 

Another Qur'iinic concept that needs to be mentioned in this connection is that 
the amr, which is often referred to in tandem with the spirit. Again, as 

O'::lhaLughn,essy has demonstrated, the idea of the amr is often vague, but it seems 
occasion to represent a personified spiritual power through which God works 

the world. O'Shaughnessy himself suggests that we could under~tand the amr, 
some passages at least, as an Arabic form of the Aramaic memra ', an expres

frequently used in the Targums and Rabbinic texts as a substitute for terms 
.· referring to God, or for a messenger of God.17 

The context ofthe Qur'anic argument: angels as God's 
substitutes and hypostases , 

In the Qur'anic view, therefore, other spiritual entities are associated with angels, 
and sometimes referred to in ways that suggest they were envisaged as a sort of 
superior angel. As O'Shaughnessy has suggested in his investigation of the 

· · concept of spirit in the Qur' iin, while one cannot usually show a direct contact or 
influence, it is nevertheless possible to point to a number of pre-Islamic Jewish 
and Christian texts and ideas that provide similarities and parallels. · 

We are faced here with notions that were developed significantly among Jews 
and Christians in the late pre-Christian and early Christian periods as a partial 
answer to the problem of how God operates in the world. These notions have been 
referred to as divine agency speculation, and they have been investigated espe
cially with regard to how Christians came to venerate Jesus as divine. 18 God was 
often understood to have worked through non-physical entities envisaged as 
subordinate to Him but at the same time regarded as representations of, or substi
tutes for, God. They were called by a variety of designations (word, wisdom, 
spirit, power, etc.), envisaged as spiritual or non-material entities, and frequently 
talked of in terms appropriate to angels. Some scholars have adopted the term 
"angelomorphic" as a way of talking of this phenomenon. 19 In early Christian 
formulations of the Trinity both the second person (Christ, the Logos) and the 

16 The idea of "those drawn close" (to the throne or presence of God or a secular ruler) occurs in a 
number of Qur' iinic passages, the majority of which do not relate to the angels. For a discussion of 
them, and of the link made by some of the Muslim commentators between the muqarrabiin and the 
Biblical cherubim, see J. Wansbrough, Quranic Studies, London: Oxford University Press, 1977, 
30-31. 

17 O'Shaughnessy, Spirit in the Koran, 33-42. 
18 L.W. Hurtado, One God, One Lord: Early Christian Devotion and Ancient Jewish Monotheism, 

London: T&T Clark, 1998. 
19 The term {theologie angelomorphique) appears to have been first used by J. Danielou, Theo/ogie du 

Judeo-Christianisme ,Tournai: Desclee, 1958, e.g. 179, and is now common currency in scholarly 
writing on Christo logy. B.B. Bucur uses the expression angelomorphic pneumatology in a number of 
articles and in the title ofhis Angelomorphic Pneumatology: Clement of Alexandria and Other Early 
Christian Witnesses, Leiden: Brill, 2009. 
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third person (the Holy Spirit) were often talked of using the language appropriate. 
to angels, and in some Jewish groups a particular, named angel (Metatron, Y ahoel, · 
etc.) came to be understood as God's equivalent or doppelganger. Among Jewish 
and Christian groups often described as Gnostic, the creation of the world is some
times ascribed to one or more of these angels and thus God was removed from the 
creation of matter, which they regarded as evil. 

It is in the context of these types of ideas, then, that Qur'anic material pertaining 
to angels should be placed. Specifically here, when the opponents of the messenger 
reject him because he is merely a human being, and bemoan the fact that an angel 
has not come with, to, or upon him, we should be aware not only of the extended 
concept of an angel but also of the application of the idea of angel to other spir
itual entities such as the spirit and holy spirit, traditionally understood to be the 
entity that inspires the Prophet.20 

It is in the surviving evidence for Jewish Christianity that we find the strongest 
linking of the ideas of prophet, spirit and angel. That evidence naturally presents 
considerable problems of evaluation and interpretation. A large part of our infor
mation derives from heresiographers and historians of the Church who reflect 
"orthodox" viewpoints, the best known probably being the Ecclesiastical History 
(Panarion, "medicine chest"), or Adversus Haereses ofEpiphanius (d. 403). Such 
sources sometimes supply quotations from texts attributed to the sect or sects 
under discussion, for example the so-called Gospel of the Ebionites. Anyone 
familiar with Islamic heresiography will be aware of the problems posed by such 
sources: not merely the hostile viewpoint, but also the copying of information 
from one author to another, the difficulty of ascertaining the sources of some 
crucial details, and the tendency among writers to reconcile, by various strata
gems, inconsistent information from the texts available to them and sometimes 
from personal knowledge.21 

There are, however, a few surviving texts that appear to reflect, in places at 
least, ideas accepted as those of Jewish-Christian circles. The most substantial 
are the so-called Pseudo-Clementine Literature (the Homilies and Recognitions 
attributed to Peter's successor as bishop of Rome), although the dating and 
composition histocy of such works, and the relationship between them, present 
further difficulties. Both the Homilies and the Recognitions are probably 
fourth-centucy elaborations of a third-centucy core text (often called the 

20 In the work generally known as the Ascension of Isaiah, probably compiled in the form in which we 
know it in the second century and including material ofboth Jewish and Christian origin, the holy spirit 
is assimilated to Gabriel and referred to as the angel of the holy spirit (Danielou, Theo/ogie, 177-80). 
At one point (9:32) the text speaks of"the angel of the holy spirit who speaks in you (i.e. in Isaiah) and 
the other righteous men." Another second-century text, the Christian Shepherd of Hennas, refers -
apparently uniquely in early Christian texts- to "the angel of the spirit of prophecy" (mandate II, 
verse 9). 

21 For an analysis of the evidence about Jewish Christianity to be found in Patristic writings, and a 
presentation of the relevant passages in their original languages and in English translation, see 
A.F.J. Klijn and G.J. Reinink, Patristic Evidence for Jewish Christian Sects, Lei den: Brill 1973. 
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Gnmdschrift and described as a romance or novel) that may itself have been 
compiled from earlier Jewish-Christian sources.ZZ 

We are not concerned here with whether what we are told about the ideas of any 
particular secfis or is not accurate or true. The information provided by the heresi
ographers and other writers is significant for us as a body of concepts and beliefs 
known in the first four Christian centuries. Some of them may have been falsely 
ascribed to a particular group but there is evidence that they were common 
currency in Jewish-Christian and Gnostic circles and some are attested in the liter
ature that comes from them. 

It is chiefly in ideas about Jesus, prophecy and revelation that material relevant 
to the notions of the opponents of the messenger of the Qur'an appears, It is 

·. impossible to generalize about Jewish-Christian Christology, but Christ, called 
frequently the True Prophet in the Homilies and Recognitions, often is referred to 
as an angel or spirit. ' 

The attribution by Epiphanius of three understandings of Christ among the 
Ebionites is perhaps not to be taken literally but will be a convenient starting point 
for the following discussion. 

a. Some identified him with Adam, created when God blew his breath (epip
noias, not pneuma) into him.23 

b. Others said he is from above, created first, a spirit (pneuma) above all the 
angels, lord of all [scil. of the angels],.called Christ and chosen for all eter
nity; he entered into Adam (en ti5i Adam elthe), has appeared in human form 
(clothed in a body: endoumenos to soma) to various patriarchs, and finally 
came at the end of time clothed with the body of Adam to be crucified, raised 
up and to return on high. 

c. The third opinion is that the spirit who is Christ descended on Jesus.24 

The sources of this information are not obvious, but Epiphanius had access to 
some Jewish-Christian literature (all of which he assumed to be Ebionite) as well 
as the works of some of his predecessors. 25 

The second position among the Ebionites recorded by Epiphanius identifies 
Christ as a spirit who rules the angels, a sort of archangel but greater: "He was not 
begotten by God the Father, but created like one of the archangels, being greater 

22 On the Pseudo-Clementines, see F.S. Jones, "Clementines, Pseudo-," in The Anchor Bible 
Dictionary, 5:1061-62, and idem, "The Pseudo-Clementines" in Jackson-McCabe (ed.), Jewish 
Christianity Reconsidered: Rethinking Ancient Groups and Texts, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
2007, 285-304. How far the Homilies and the Recognitions in the form in which we have them are 
Jewish-Christian documents is a disputed issue, but Jones argues that the Grundschriji, the 
so-called Periodoi Petrou, uses Jewish-Christian sources and reflects Jewish-Christian doctrines. 

23 Cf. Q 3:59, which explicitly compares Jesus and Adam but refers to the creation of the latter from 
dust and the utterance of the divine fiat. Q 15:29 and 38:72, however, do allude to the creation of 
Adam when God breathed His spirit into him, while 21:91 and 66:12 talk of the conception of 
Jesus when God breathed His spirit into Mary, and 4:171 refers to Jesus as a spirit from God. 

24 See the excerpt from the Panarion at Klijn and Reinink, Patristic Evidence, 176-79. 
25 Klijn and Reinink, Patristic Evidence, 30-33. 
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than they. He rules over the angels and the beings created by God ... "This relates 
to a slightly earlier passage where it is reported that the Ebionites denied that 
Christ was a man on the basis of the passage in Mark's gospel where Jesus refuses . 
to respond to the pleas of his mother and brothers that he should come out to them: ' 
"Who are my mother and my brothers? Anyone who does the will of God, that 
person is my brother and sister and mother." The view of Christ as an archangel 
may also be documented in the Recognitions.26 

This likening of Christ to an angel, as already noted, was not confined to Jewish
Christian groups. Philo had developed the idea of the Logos as a sort .of archangel, 
and we have already referred to the angelomorphic Christo logy of early Christians. 
One of the most striking expressions of the idea occurs in the anti-Gnostic apocry
phal Epistle of the Apostles, which talks of Christ descending through the heavens 
in the form of an angel (in order to avoid recognition). In the Epistle, Christ himself 
takes the form of the angel Gabriel in the scene of the Annunciation to Mary and 
enters her womb: "I, the Word, went into her and became flesh." The Qur'iinic 
references to God sending His spirit to Mary in the form of a man and breathing His 
spirit into her to cause her to conceive (Q 19:16-33, 21:91 and 66:12) may have 
some relationship to this ideaP · 

In the fourteenth chapter of his anti-Gnostic De Carne Christi, Tertullian 
(d. c. 220) refers to the Septuagint translation of Isaiah 9:5, "the angel of great 
counsel", and applies it, as is common in Christian exegesis, to Jesus.28 Tertullian, 
however, is opposed to the teaching of anonymous opponents who apparently 
used that translation to support their view that Christ had put on the nature of an 
angel (angelum gestavit Christus),29 and he insists that "angel" in the Greek 
version of Isaiah refers not to an angelic being but simply has its basic meaning 
(common to Greek aggelos and Hebrew ma!'iik) of messenger. Jesus, argues 
Tertullian, could be called an angel in the sense that he was the messenger of 
God's salvation to mankind, but not an angel in form like Gabriel or Michael. 

He then comments, "This view of the matter could have suited Ebion (poterit 
haec opinio Hebioni convenire),"30 who determines that Jesus is a bare man 

26 Epiphanius, Panarion, 30:14, 16, cited by J.K. Elliott, Apocryphal New Testament, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1993, 15, and by Klijn and Reinink, Patristic Evidence, 180-83. The passage from 
Mark is 3:31-35. For the Recognitions, see B. Rehm (ed.), Die Pseudolclementinen II: Recogni
tionen in Rzifins Ubersetzzmg, Berlin: Akademie, 1953, 5:42.5 (if"zmi vera qui in archangelis era/ 
maximus" refers to Christ). 

27 For Philo's description ofthe Logos as "he who holds the eldership among the angels (ton aggelon 
presbytaton), their ruler (arlchaggelon) as it were", see Philo, De Confosione Linguan1m, Loeb 
4:88-89. For the Epistle of the Apostles, see J.K. Elliott, Apocryphal New Testament,§ 14, 564-65. 
The translation here is from column b (the Ethiopic version), but it mirrors closely that in column 
a (the Coptic version). 

28 Tertullian: De Carne Christi, ed. and trans. E. Evans, London: SPCK, 1956,49-53. 
29 Note that Islamic theology has the expression taqml~ (lit. "to dress, to wear") as an alternative to 

tanosulch ("metempsychosis"). 
30 Tertullian seems to be the first to use the name Ebion for a person- previous sources talk only of 

Ebionites (Ebionaioi). It looks. as if this is an example of the generation of an individual from the 
name of a sect, uthe poor ones." 
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(nudum hominem), merely of the seed of David, and therefore not also the Son of 
God- though clearly more glorious than the prophets - so as to state that an angel 
was in him in the same way as in Zechariah, for example." Tertullian seems 'to 
imply here thatEbion supported his view that Christ was a man who had been 
possessed by, or vested as, an angel, by referring to the words of another prophet, 
·Zechariah. In the Latin translation of the book of Zechariah used by Tertullian, 
that prophet talks of the "angel that spoke within me" (dixit ad me angelus qui 
Ioquebatur in me).31 Tertullian objects that those words were never used by Christ, 
nor was the more traditional prophetic formula, "Thus says the Lord." Instead 
Christ used the expression, "But I say unto you."32 

The view of Christ that Epiphanius attributed to the third group among the 
Ebionites is that Jesus was an ordinary man who was possessed by the spirit of 
Christ. This idea appears in various ways in different texts. It is associated with 
the baptism of Jesus when, accOrding to the canonical Gospel of Matthew, the. 
spirit of God was seen descending like a dove upon Jesus.33 In some Gnostic and 
Jewish-Christian understandings this was the equivalent of the possession of Jesus 
by the spirit Christ. Irenaeus (d. 202) had already reported that Cerinthus (c. 1 00) 
regarded Jesus as an ordinary man, although more righteous, upon whom Christ 
descended in the form of a dove after his baptism. Only then did Jesus proclaim 
the "unknown Father" and perform miracles. But finally Christ ''flew· away again" 
from Jesus, who suffered and rose from the dead, while Christ did not suffer since 
he is a spiritual entity.34 

According to Epiphanius, the report of the baptism of Jesus in the so-called 
Gospel of the Ebionites conveys the same. idea. He quotes that text to the effect 
that when Jesus was baptized by John, the Holy Spirit descended in the form of a 
dove and entered into Jesus. A voice from heaven was then heard to say, "You 
are my beloved son, and in you I am well pleased," and "This day have I 
begotten you. "35 

3 I Zechariah 1:9, 14 (Tertullian and the Vulgate). The Hebrew wa-yo 'mer elay ·ha-mal'alch ha-dober 
biis generally translated "the angel who talked with me said to me," but the Septuagint has eipen 
pros me ho aggelos ho lalon en emoi. Cf. the expression quoted from the Ascension of Isaiah in 
note 20 above. 

32 Tertullian, De Carne, 49-53. Cf. the excerpt in Klijn and Reinink, Patristic Evidence, 108-09. Klijn 
and Reinink dispute that this passage means that Tertullian thought that Ebion considered Jesus to be 
an angel and think it merely indicates that; according to him, Ebion wanted to prove that Jesus was a 
prophet The text is admittedly rather convoluted, but it seems to me that the understanding ofK.Iijn 
and Reinink does not do justice to the full context For us, though, the important point is not to decide 
exactly what Tertullian knew about the Ebionites but that he thought that some groups at least had the 
idea of Jesus as an ordinary man whose nature became changed when he was vested by an angel. 

33 See, e.g., Matthew 3:16. 
34 Irenaeus, Contra omnes haereses libri quinque, text and translation in Klijn and Reinink, Patristic 

Evidence, 102-05. The attribution oflrenaeus to Cerinthus is repeated b~ Hippolytus and Epiphanius, 
who in several places attributes the same idea to the Ebionites. 

35 Elliott, Apocryphal New Testament, 15, citing Epiphanius, Panarion, 30.13. (See also K.Iijn and 
Reinink, Patristic Evidence, 181.) 
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Inherent in all of the beliefs alluded to by Epiphanius is the idea, 
mentioned, of a single spirit, Christ, that appeared in both Adam and Jesus and 
not die. Hippolytus of Rome (d. c. 236) ascribes that understanding of Christ 
certain Alcibiades who had appeared in Rome, coming from Apamaea in 
with a book revealed by an angel of gigantic proportions.36 That angel, acc:ordllng 
to Hippolytus, Alcibiades identified as the son of God who was accompanied 
a female of similar dimensions whom he called the holy spirit. The book 
been transmitted to Alcibiades from Elxai, the eponym of the Elkesaites, 
the teaching of Alcibiades (presumably following the ideas of the book) was 
"[Christ] was not at this time born for the first time of a virgin, but ... having 
previously born and being re-born, he thus appeared and exists, undergoing .. , 
ations of birth and moving from body to body." Unsurprisingly, Hippolytus labels,, 
the doctrine Pythagorean.37 · · 

The idea is also attested in the Pseudo-Clementine Homilies: "He (the man ·· 
fashioned by the hands of God) alone has it (i.e. the holy spirit of Christ), who has 
changed his forms and his names from the beginning of the world, and so reap
peared again and again in the world, until comi~g upon his own times, and 
anointed with mercy for the works of God, he shall enjoy rest for ever."38 

To sum up, the evidence adduced here shows that ideas linking Jesus, prophecy, 
the spirit and angels were attributed to groups associated with Gnostic and J~wish
Christian views by the heresiographers and other "orthodox" writers. Those ideas 
are attested too in the pseudo-Clementine literature. Our argument is that the 
Qur'anic evidence that its messenger was rejected because he was merely a human· · 
being, and that his opponents expected him either to be, or to be associated with, ' 
an angel, suggests that similar ideas about prophets, angels and spirits existed in 
the group or groups from which the relevant Qur'1inic passages come. Specifi
cally, it suggests that the opponents of the Qur' 1inic messenger held the idea that 
a messenger of God could not be a mere human being but must have been pene
trated or possessed by a spirit of prophecy, envisaged like an angel, that had 
appeared in previous messengers. Against them, the Qur'1inic messenger asserts 
that not only he but those previous messengers also were merely human, even 
though the revelation had been brought by the spirit or angel named in Q 2:97 as 
Gabriel. 

36 Cf. the details about the huge size of Gabriel in the accounts ofMul)ammad's first revelation (e.g., 
Ibn lsl)aq, Slrat Rasiil Allah, Cairo: Mu~tafli al-BabT al-I;IalabT, 1955, 1:237). 

37 Hippolytus, Refutatio IX, 14.1 (= Klijn and Reinink, Patristic Evidence, 116-17). Cf. the Muslim 
tradition according to which Mul)ammad was already created while Adam was still between spirit -
and body (cited by Wensinck, "Muhammad und die Propheten," 185, from Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqiit, 
Leiden: Brill: 1904-40, 1:95-96; English translation in U. Rubin (ed.), Life of Muhammad, 332; 
and by T. Andrae, Die Person Muhammeds in Lehre und Glauben seiner Gemeinde, 313 ff. 

38 Pseudo-Clementine, Homilies, no. 3, ch. 20, cited from A. Roberts and J. Donaldson (eds), The 
Ante-Nicene Fathers, veil. 8, American Reprint Revised by A. Cleveland Coxe, Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1951, reprint 1981 (originally printed, 1886). For the Greek text, see Rehm, Die 
Pseudoklementinen I: Homilien. 
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1V1essengl~r/~tposne and prophet 

e have noted that the Qur'1in always uses the word "messenger" or "apostle" 
and never "prophet" (nab!) in those passages that contrast bashar with 

How far is that significant? Wensinck discussed the possible distinctions 
.... " ...... ,~~ the concept of messenger/apostle and that of prophet in the Qur' an and 

tradition, and he traced the idea of the superiority of the apostle to the 
(while maintaining a certain degree of content common to the two notions) 

some early Christian literature. He noted the occurrence of the expression 
Me!;sertger of God (shlibii d-alaha) in Syriac and the application of the word 

·. apostolos to (for Christians) major prophets like Isaiah, Jeremiah and John the 
Baptist, by Christian writers such as Origen and John Chrysostom. Furthermore, 
in the context of another discussion, W ensinck noted the conceptual overlap 
between both the Greek and Hebrew words for "angel" (aggelos, mal'iik), which 

· • have the more fundamental sense of messenger (the angel is a messenger of God), 
· imd the idea of the prophet as God's messenger (raszll, shlil;zii, etc.).39 

How far this last point is relevant to the unwillingness of the Qur' 1inic oppo
nents to accept a mere human as a messenger is not clear. There are a few instances 
in the Qur' 1in of words connected with the root r-s-l being used to refer to angels, 40 

··but the word malak always seems to indicate an angel (and never simply a human 
messenger).41 Apart from the expectation of the mushrilaln that a messenger of 
God must be an angel (malak), one does not get much sense of a confusion of the 
words for angel and messenger/apostle in the Qur'1in or in Arabic generally. 

In the passages we are concerned with, therefore, messengers or apostles seem 
to be more prominent than prophets, and it may be significant that this was also a 
characteristic ofMani's ideas. Apparently echoing the elevation of the messenger/ 
apostle above the prophet found in some early Christian texts,42 it seems ~at ~ani 
did not refer to himself as a prophet but as a messenger/apostle. In Maruchae1sm 
the word prophet is usually applied to the elect of the community, the electi, rather 
than to Mani himself. That is part of Stroumsa' s argument that the widely accepted 

39 Wensinck, "Muhammad and the prophets," in U. Rubin ( ed.), Life of Mu/;lammad, 321-24, 331-32. 
40 Q 15:57; 51:~1: Abraham's "guests", traditionally viewed as angels, are addressed as ayyuhii 

1-mursahina. At Q 11:69 God refers to them as rusulunii, and again at 11:77. At Q 15:61 the same 

mursaliina who visited Abraham go to the people of Lot. 
41 Cf. the ambiguity, e.g., of the citation in Matthew 11:10 ofMalachi 3:1. In the gospelpas~ageJes.us 

first refers to John the Baptist as a prophet and much more than a prophet, and then apphes to htm 
the passage from Malachi where God announces that He will send his messenger/angel (mal_'iik) 
to clear the way before Him. In the gospel passage mal'iik is rendered by aggelos, but translations 
waver between words indicating "angel" and those indicating "messenger". 

42 The best known is probably 1 Corinthians 12:28 ("first apostles, secondly prophets"). D. Aune, 
Prophecy in Early Christianity, Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1983, 202, notes that "in many 
respects the NT apostle was the functional equivalent of the OT prophet." For a discussion that 
includes both texts where there is considerable overlap between the notions of apostolos and 
prophetes, and those that place the former higher in the hierarchy, see G. Stroumsa, "Seal of the 

prophets," JSA/7, 1986, (61-74) 72-73. 
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idea that Mani referred to himself as the "seal of the prophets" is likely to be 
tively late and influenced by Islam rather than reflecting a title really used 
Mani.43 Mani grew up in a Jewish-Christian community and his ideas must 
large extent have been influenced by, positively or negatively, that cmnn1unlity. 
We might envisage a similar formation for the Qur'anic messenger.44 

Did the Qur' iinic messenger regard himself as an angel? 

LUling argued that Mul)ammad lived in a Jewish-Christian community in 
and that his ideas about prophets and prophecy reflected those of his vvlllllJ.Ulll') 

LUling stressed, for example, what he understood as the occurrence of the "v''l'-<'IJ•·', 

of Jesus as an angel in certain Qur'anic passages (sometimes amending the text 
interpreting it in a way necessary to find that concept), and he linked the idea of a,.·: 
prophetic spirit locating itself in a succession of individual prophets in different · · 
generations with the tanasukh belief of some of the ghulat movements of early 
Islam. I shall not discuss here his readiness to locate this Jewish-Christian commu
nity in Mecca or his broader thesis that the understanding of Jesus within this 
community reflected the historical self-understanding of Jesus himself. One detail 
of LUling's argument that does directly pertain to the Qut'anic material discussed 
in this chapter, however, is his view that Mul)ammad shared the ideas of his 
opponents and saw himself as an angel. 

Expressions of the form "I do not tell you that I am an angel," according to 
LUling, should be understood in a way opposite to their apparent sense, as in fact 
a statement of a claim to an angelic status. LUling considers the words comparable 
with those of Jesus before the High Priest in Matthew 26:63 when asked, "Are you 
the Christ, the Son of God?" In some translations the answer Jesus gives is 
rendered, "It is as you say," whereas others interpret the Greek (understood to be 
reflecting an originally Aramaic formula) to mean, "It is you who say it (not I)." 
LUling wishes to understand the Qur' anic messenger's "I do not tell you that I am· 
an angel" in the same vein: I do not tell you that I am an angel, but it is the case. 
In spite of my apparent humanity, I am a messenger of a special essence, an 
angel-like being who journeys through the spheres of heaven. I concede that I 
cannot prove that, since angels do not wander around on earth on a daily basis 
unambiguously recognizable as angels.45 

LUling's understanding of the formula does not seem persuasive to me, and it is 
out of keeping with other material which, as has been shown, does not merely 

43 Stroumsa, "Seal of the prophets," 70--74. 
44 Mani's revelatory experience was associated with the appearance of his heavenly twin 

or syzygos, understood, according to the De Fide attributed to the friend and companion of Augus
tine, Bishop Evodius, as the Holy Spirit. Quispel has argued that this syzygos is a development of the 
angel of the holy spirit/spirit of prophecy that was referred to above. See G. Stroumsa, Barbarian 
Philosophy. The Religious Revolution of Early Christianity, TUbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999, 290 
with references. For a comparative discussion of Manichaeism and Islam, see de Blois, "Elchasai -
Manes- Mul:mmmad." 

45 LUling, Wiederentdeckung, 82-83. 
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the humanity of the Qur'anic messenger but appears to insist that a 
:' i:n.essen1~er of God must be a human being since angels, for one reason or another, 

are not ordinarily sent by God as messengers (in the sense that rasiil Allah has in 
',the Qur'an) to mankind. Rather, the Qur'an displays a messenger who in this, as 

many other things, is opposed to the views and practices of the people he is 
'ciDnc:errtea to win over. Again, it may be possible to envisage him, likt< Mani, 

dis:>atisfi~:d with the religion of the community to which he belongs while at the 
time accepting and sharing some of its ideas and beliefs. 

Did Gnostic Jewish Christianity survive? 

· As stated at the beginning, it has not been my intention to relate the dispute alluded 
to in the Qur'an about whether God's messengers must be angels or men to any 
one particular sect or group. I have had the more limited aim of arguing that the 
Qur' anic material can be better understood if it is situated in the context of the S()rt 
of speculations and ideas referred to above. Nevertheless, the predominance of 
Gnostic-type ideas and of Jewish-Christian groups in the comparative material 
that has been adduced naturally raises the question of whether such groups 
continued to e.xist around the time when Islam began to emerge. 

The survival of Jewish Christianity into Islamic times was the focus of a well- . 
lmown, intense and at times polemical argument between Samuel Stem and 
Shlomo Pines in connection with the interpretation of material presented as a refu
tation of orthodox Christian beliefs in the Tathbft data 'it al-nubuwwa of Qa<;li 
'Abd al-Jabbar (d. 415/1025). Pines argued that 'Abd al-Jabbar used material 
derived from Jewish Christian sources and that a group or groups of them survived 
into Islamic times. Stem vehemently denied that and argued that 'Abd al-Jabbar's 
material against orthodox Christianity could mostly be accounted for as derived 
from M~slim sources with perhaps some influence from Jewish ones.46 

· In subsequent scholarship the issue of 'Abd al-Jabbar's sources has continued to 
be discussed in connection with the question of the survival of Jewish Christianity 
into Islamic times or, to put the latter proposition somewhat differently, of how far 
Islam itself can be analyzed as a development that took place in a Jewish-Christian 
context. As Reynolds (who is critical of the views of Pines) has pointed out, even 
if some of 'Abd al-Jabbar's "Jewish-Christian" critique of Christianity echoes the 
Qur' an and the works of other Muslim scholars, that merely raises the question of 
how the ideas involved carne into the Qur' an and Muslim tradition in the first 
placeY Another point at issue is whether we should envisage a survival of one or 
more of the pre-Islamic Jewish-Christian groups or rather the revival of Jewish
Christian ideas from time to time in different places. The development offorms of 

46 On this debate see the discussion in Gabriel Said Reynolds, A Muslim Theologian in the Sectarian 
Milieu: 'Abd al-Jabbar and the Critique of Christian Origins, Leiden: Brill, 2004, 1-17, where 
references are provided to the relevant literature. 

47 Reynolds, Muslim Theologian, 15. 

I 1 



388 Gerald Hawting 

Christianity that emphasize such things as the importance of Jerusalem, the Sabbath 
(whetherSaturday or Sunday) and the shunning of icons can be spontaneous, as 
Patricia Crone has pointed out in connection with her suggestion that iconoclastic 
impulses could have been mediated between Islam and Byzantium by a Jewish
Christian group.48 

Pines argued that there is indeed evidence for the existence of Jewish-Christian . 
groups in the Arab-Islamic world of the seventh and eighth centuries.49 That type 
of evidence is, however, not overwhelming, and any argument that early Islam 
was influenced by such groups, or emerged in a setting where Jewish Christianity 
was important, must depend equally on an analysis of ideas and practices. The 
argument about whether messengers of God must be angels or men adds to 
the material that suggests a connection between a Gnostic-inspired Jewish 
Christianity and some of the Qur' iinic material, albeit that in this case the 
"Jewish-Christian" arguments are refuted by the Qur'iinic messenger. 

There is at least one other text that suggests that such arguments were still 
topical among Jews in the ninh century CE. Sa'adyii Gaon (d. 331/942), in his 
Kitab al-Amanat wa-1-i 'tiqadat, also argues strongly that prophets must be human 
beings and that for God to send an angel would not be effective. Angels can 
perform all sorts of wonders and their miracles would not, therefore, be a sign of 
the authenticity of their claims. It is only when a miracle is performed by someone 
known to be human that it can help to persuade those to whom the prophet has 
been sent. 5° 

Although Sa'adyii's arguments have some points incommon withthose of the 
Qur'iinic messenger, it does not seem to me that they derive from the Qur'iin. His 
language .is different even though, like the Qur'iin, he refers to the bodily needs 
and weaknesses of the prophets sent by God. His explanation of why God does not 
send angels but rather ordinary men- because otherwise the prophet's miracles 
would be meaningless·- is also rather different from the Qur' iinic stress on angels 
as signs of the end and the fact that angels do not normally inhabit the earth. But 
against whom were Sa'adyii's arguments directed? Might they point to the exist
ence of a Gnostic type sect of .the sorts we have referred· to here among the Jews 
of his time? 

Several scholars, seeking the target of his polemic, have sought to relate it to a 
rather obscure and mysterious Jewish sect called the Maghiiriyya, often under
stood to have originated before Christianity and, according to Wolfson, at one 
stage to have adopted Christianity. Reports about this sect in medieval Arabic 

48 Crone, "Islam, Judea-Christianity and Byzantine Iconoclasm", JSAI 2, 1980, 59-95. 
49 See especially his "Notes on Islam and on Arabic Christianity and Judaeo-Christianity," where he 

draws attention to an account stemming from the Christian pilgrim Arculf, who visited Jerusalem 
in the time ofMu'awiya, referring toiudaei Christianiin Jerusalem. S. Pines, "Notes on Islam and 
on Arabic Christianity and Judaeo-Christianity," Jentsalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 4, 1984, 
(136-52) 145-47. 

50 See Sa' adyii Gaon, The Book of Doctrines and BeliefS, translated and abridged by 
A. Altmann, Indianapolis: Hackett, 2002, 107-{)8 . 
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sources refer to a belief in an angel responsible for the creation and operation of 
the world. According to Shahrastiini (d. 548/1153) the Maghiiriyya (he has them 
as al-Maqiiriba) held that it is normally possible that "[God] sends a single angel 
from all of the elite ones (al-khawa!f/i, i.e. the archangels?)/1 assigns his name to 
him (yulqf 'alayhi ismahu), and proclaims: 'This is My messenger (rasiil). His 
place among you is My place, his words and commands among you are My words 
and commands, and his appearance (~uhiir) among you is My appearance.' This 
was the state of that angel."52 

· I am inclined to share W asserstrom' s doubts about using the text of Shahrastfuii 
as a straightforward source of historical facts about the sects that he treated, and 
to heed his warnings about the chronological information given for the Maghiiriyya. 
Furthermore, there is no real evidence that Sa' adyii was indeed directing his argu
ment against that sect in particular. That the Gaon felt called upon to reject the 
idea that prophets were in fact angels, however, suggests that Gnostic type ideas 
persisted in early Islarr:llc times among groups associated with Judaism as well as 
among the ghulat sects more associated with Islam. 

51 The translation provided by Wasserstrom (see following note), based on the edition ofShahrastiini 
by Badriin (3 vols, Cairo 1968), differs here. 

52 AI-Milal wa-1-nif:zal, ed. W. Cureton, Loudon: Society for the Publication of Oriental Texts, I 842-
46, 92. See too Harry A. Wolfson, "The pre-existent angel ofthe Magharians and al-Nahawandi," 
Jewish Quarterly Review 51, 1969, 89-106; N. Golb, "Who were the Magiitiya?" JAOS 80, 1960, 
347-59; G. Stroumsa, "Le couple de l'ange et de !'esprit: traditionsjuives et chretiennes," Revue 
Biblique 88, 1981, (42-61) 50; J. Fossum, "The Magharians: A pre-Christian Jewish sect and its 
significance for the study of Gnosticism and Christianity," Henoch 9, 1987, 303-44; and Steven 
M. Wasserstrom, "SahrastiinT on the Magariyya," Israel Oriental Studies 17, 1997, 127-54. 
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Is there a notion of "divine 
election'' in the Qur' an? 

Reuven Firestone 

The Hebrew Bible articulates a notion of unique and inimitable relationship 
between God and the Children_ of Israel though the institution of covenant, 
a formal contractual bond. A similar notion is found in the New Testament, 
which expands the pool of the elect beyond the Israelites but restricts it to 
those belonging to the new dispensation it brings. The Qur' iin takes up the 
issue as well, and like the previous scriptures, appears to do so in a polemical 
manner. However, the Qur'iinic expression differs from previous scriptures in 
important ways. This chapter explores the meaning of divine election in the Qur' an 
and in relation to previous scriptures, and considers to whom that notion applies. 

The problematic of divine election in prior scripture 

The Hebrew Bible cdntains dozens of texts that establish a notion of a unique, 
inimitable and eternal relationship between the People oflsrael (bene yisra 'el) and 
God. This relationship is often described as "divine election," and Israel as having 
been "chosen" by God. "For you are a people consecrated to the Lord your God; of 
all the peoples of the earth the Lord your God chose you (bekii bal;zar -
1!Ji11il) to be His.treasured people" (Deuteronomy 7:6; 14:2). "Happy is the-nation 

·. whose God is the Lord, the people He has.chosen to be His own (hci'tim bal;zar 
/enal;zaltih !6 -i7 n?t!J'I 10il t:l\lv)" (Psalms 33:12). The operative Hebrew term here is 
"to choose," also in an adjectival form bal;zfr ('1'1Jil ,1'1Ji!), though other terms such 
as "consecrated (or sacred/holy) people" 'am qtid6§ (tzii1i? Ol!) or "treasured people" 
'am segulltih (n?~Q Ol!) are not uncommon. "But you, Israel, My servant, Jacob, 
whom I have chosen, seed of Abraham My friend- You whom I drew from the 
ends of the earth and called from its far comers, to whom I said, "You are My 
servant; I chose you (bel;zartfka -';J'IJ11Jil), I have not rejected you" (Isaiah 41 :8-9). 

The term "Israel" here, in the Hebrew Bible in general and in post-Biblical 
. · Jewish tradition, refers to the "Children of Israel," defined as the descendents of 

the patriarch Jacob whose name was changed by God to Israel (Genesis 32:29; 
35:10).1 This is not merely a kinship designation, however, since individuals and 

The term "Israel" refers to a people rather than a land. In Biblical and post-Biblical Jewish discourse, 
the full peoplehood is either yisrd 'el or 'am yisrd 'IH- the "people oflsraeL" The land promised by 
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even peoples who did not trace their kinship from the tribes of Jacob/Israel 
were included within the full populace or nation called "Israel" (Exodus 12:38; 
Deuteronomy 23:8-9). Despite its origin as a label of kinship, the term became the 
standard way in Jewish traditional discourse to refer to a religious community 
made up of people from a variety of genealogical or religious histories.2 

Divine election and covenant 

While divine election is articulated through the use of technical vocabulary of 
"chosenness" or "sanctity," the Hebrew Bible also expresses the notion through 
the use of metaphors and symbolic institutions. Perhaps the most ubiquitous and 
important is "covenant" (berft), which although found in relation to a variety of , · 
mundane relationships in the Bible/ became a symbolic institution defining the 
unique relationship between God and Israel. It is based on Israel's trust in God and 
obedience to God's word and law (Exodus 19:4-6; 20:1-23, 24:7; Deuteronomy 
5:23; 28:1-69). In its sacred manifestation in late Biblical and post-Biblical 
Judaism, it represents a formal, contractual bond between God and Israel that 
is everlasting and indissoluble.4 That is, according to the Bible and to the later 
Rabbinic tradition of the Talmud and Midrash, even when Israel sins or does not 

God in t~e Tomh (Genesis 13:15; 28: 13; 35:12; Exodus 6:8, etc.) to Abmham and his descendants 
is referred to as ere0 yisrti 'el- the "land oflsrael" (Ezekiel45:8; 47: 18; 2 Chronicles 22:2, etc.) and 
in its own declamtion of independence, the modern state commonly called Israel is referred to as 
medina/ yisrti 'el- the "State ofisrael." 

2 In the world of the Hebrew Bible, peoples (or nations) are identified as distinct ethno-linguistic 
communities and defined by kinship, and each had its own god who was in a special relationship 
with it. The deity of the Moabites was Kemiish (Numbers 21 :29), and that of the Ammonites was 
Milkiim (I Kings 11:6). The Philistines' god was Dagon (1 SamuelS), those Jiving inTyre had a 
goddess named Astiiret (2 Kings 23: 13), etc. Kinship or ethnos was the standard means for identi
fying communities or polities in the ancient Near East, but they were distinct in all the ways just 
mentioned. Today we might refer to them as polities or "nations," but each had a religious/ethnic 
association with a particular deity which, as the notion of religious identity developed over the 
centuries and other ancient Near Eastern religious peoples lost their distinctive identities, came to 
identify Israel among some as a religious community. The following studies treat this from a variety 
of perspectives: J. Gager, The Origins of Anti-Semitism, New York: Oxford University Press, 1985; 
D. Edwards, Religion and Power: Pagans, Jews: and Christians in the Greek East, New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1996; S. Cohen, The Beginnings of Jewishness, Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1999; S. Weitzman, Surviving Sacrilege: Cultural Persistence in 
Jewish Antiquity, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005; A. Killebrew, Biblical Peoples 
and Ethnicity, Atlanta: Society for Biblical Literature, 2005. 

3 Joshua 9:15; I Samuel18:3; I Kings 5:26; 2 Kings 11:4, etc. . .. 
4 Genesis 17 (especially verses 2 and 7); Exodus 19:1-5; 24:3-8; Leviticus 26:41-45; Deuteronomy: . 

7:9-11; Isaiah 42:1-6; 49:8, etc. See also, J.A. Thomson, The Ancient Near Eastern Treaties and· 
the Old Testament, .London: Tyndale Press, 1964; R. Smend, Yahweh War and Tribal Confedera
tion: Reflections on Israel's Earliest History, trans. M. Rogers, Nashville!NY: Abingdon Press, 
1970; D. McCarthy, Old Testameut: Covenant: A Survey of Current Opinions, Richmond: John 
Knox, 1972; E. Nicholson, God and His People: Covenant and Theology in the Old Testament, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986. 

Is there a notion of "divine election" in the Qur 'an? 395 

live up to God's dema,nds, the covenantal relationship is eternal and without end. 
Individuals or even the community as a whole may be punished, but the covenant 
marking the special relationship between God and Israel endures.5 

A sign of the unique covenantal relationship between God and Israel is often 
given through blood, the blood of circumcision, for example (Genesis 17), and the 
blood of sacrifice at the foot of Mount Sinai when the entire community oflsrael 
agreed publicly to accept the Torah of commandments required oflsrael (Exodus 
24). In the latter case, as Moses renews the covenant at Sinai he declares, "This is 
the blood of the covenant which the Lord now makes with you concerning all 
these commands" (Exodus 24:8).6 In the Sinai tic rendering of covenant relation
ship, a book appears in association with covenant (the "Book of the Covenant" 
sefer or sefer ha-berft in Exodus 24:7), as well as commandments (mi.$V6t) 
(Exodus 24:4). 

Another symbolic metaphor is that oflight, through which Isaiah refers to Israel 
as unique among the nations and a light of hope in a dark world. "I the Lord, in 
My grace, have summoned you, and I have grasped you by the hand. I created 
you, and appointed you a covenant people, a light of nations - opening eyes 
deprived of light, rescuing prisoners from confinement, from the dungeon those 
who sit in darkness" (Isaiah 42:6-7). Israel is not only chosen by God, but is 

· understood by Rabb~c tradition also to have deliberately "chosen God" by their 
willingness to observe the divine commandments.7 

In all Hebrew Bible references, God's chosen are restricted to Israel. Non
Israelites cannot be a bart of this covenant unless they assimilate into the commu
nity and lose their independent ethno-religious identity. In the Hebrew Bible, the 
advantage to belonging to Israel seems to have been limited to being an elite 
member of a people protected by the one great God of the universe. No Biblical 
references suggest that belonging to Israel resulted in an eternal reward, since the 
Hebrew Bible has virtually nothing to say about reward or punishment in an after
life. Judgment occurs in this life only, and there is no divine pronouncement deter
mining an individual's fate after death.8 The notion of a heaven and hell as places 
of reward and punishment in the next world seems to have entered the worldview 
of Jews only during the late Second Temple Period when the books that would be 
known as the Hebrew Bible had become virtually fixed. 

Exodus 31:16; Leviticus 26:14-45; Deuteronomy 7:9-10; Jeremiah 50:4-5; Psalms 105:7-10 
(repeated in I Chronicles 16:14-18). Cf. S. Mason, "Eternal Covenant" in the Pentateuch: The 
Contours of an Elusive Phrase, New York: T & T Clark, 2008. 

6 See also the enigmatic reference of Exodus 4:24-26. 
7 Mekhilta bal;zOde§, parshtih A (on Exodus 19:2); Babylonian Talmud I;lagigtih 3a-b; 'Avodtih 

Ztirtih 2b. See also, E. Urbach, The Sages, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987, 
527-34. . 
H. Voss-Altman, Sheol: A Study of the Afterlife in the Bible and Rabbinic Literature, Cincinnati: 
Hebrew Union College Rabbinic Thesis, 1999; P. Johnston, Shade of Sheol: Death and the 
Afterlife in the Old Testament, Leicester, England: Apollos, 2002; L. Rabinowitz, "Reward and 
Punishment," EncyclopediaJudaica, Jerusalem: Keter, 1972, 14:134-35. 



396 Reuven Firestone 

The New Testament, on the other hand, emerged into history at a time when, 
reward and punishment in an afterlife had become well !mown and popular in the ·· 
Eastern Mediterranean region, and it is infused with the notion. It also contains a 
notion of covenant with many parallels to that of the Hebrew Bible, and it 
some of the same metaphors to demonstrate the authenticity of its own articulatilon. 
Wben Jesus eats his last meal with the disciples and discusses the symbolism . 
bread and wine; he instructs them, "Take this and eat; this is my body. Then he took·. 
a cup, and having offered thanks to God he gave it to them with the words: 
from it, all of you. For this is my blood, .the blood of the covenant, shed for many ·• 
for the forgiveness of sins" (Matthew 26:26-28).9 And in Acts 13:47, Paul and 
Barnabas declare, "For so the Lord has commanded us, saying, 'I have set you to 
be a light for the Gentiles, so that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth." ' 

The New Testament parallels with the Hebrew Bible are many, but its notion 
covenant is fundamentally different, and different in a variety of ways. For example, 
it is defined in terms of faith rather than law, and centers more on belief than on 
behavior. 10 Those included in the covenant as articulated in the New Testament 
benefit from forgiveness of sin, which then results in the reward of salvation.'' In 
fact, the very name for Christian scripture is the. New Testament, a "testament" or 
witness to a new covenant that will supersede the old: "And therefore he is the 
mediator of a new covenant (or testament), under which, now that there has been a 
death to bring deliverance from sins committed under the former covenant, those · · 
whom God has called may receive the promise of the eternal inheritance ... " 
(Hebrews 9:15). 12 Jesus is the guarantee of a better covenant (Heb. 7:22). "By 
speaking of a new covenant, he has pronounced the first one old; and anything that 
is growing old and aging will shortly disappear" (Hebrews 8: 13). 

The new covenant applies to a new chosen people, those who have chosen 
Christ, who are redeemed by their acceptance of Jesus as savior. 13 The classic 
criterion for defining membership in this new covenant is faith rather than kinship, 
and it would appear to open up the membership because all who have faith in 
Christ may be counted within it. According to this position, what Israel believed 
to be an eternal covenant, therefore, has in fact expired - according to standard 
readings of the New Testament. Those who have rejected Christ have been 
rejected from God's grace. The old Israel has been replaced by the "true Israel," 

9 Cf. Mark 14:22-25; Luke 22:19-21. 
10 See, for example, Romans 4: l-5, 13-22; 2 Thessalonians 2:13-14; 2 Timothy 2:8-9; Titus I: l-4, 

Hebrews 9:1-22. A counter position also expects works to be necessary (James 2:18-24), but 
represents the exception that proves the rule. 

II Matthew 26:28; 2 Corinthians 3:6. 
12 The Greek term here (diathek€) can mean both covenant and will or testament, and the con• 

tinuation of the passage develops this extended meaning. In a personal examination of a dozen 
English translations of this verse, both translations were common. Note again the importance of 
blood in this covenant reference. See also 1 Corinthians 11:25; Romans 3:21-25. 

13 Ephesians 1:3-12; 1 Corinthians 1:26--31; 1 Thessalonians 1:1-5; 2 Thessalonians 2:13-14; 2 
Timothy 2:8-10. 
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Jor "not all Israelites truly belong to Israel, and not all of Abraham's children are 
·his true descendants" (Romans 9:6-7). "For a person is not a Jew who is one 
·outwardly, nor is true circumcision something external and physical. Rather, a 
person is a Jew who is one inwardly, and real circumcision is a matter of the heart 

it is spiritual and not literal" (Romans 2:28-29). 
This articulation is highly polemical. In fact, however, it only represents a some

what more strident articulation of a common trend found in the New Testament. 
The new dispensation represented by Jesus as Christ replaces the old dispensation 
of the Hebrew Bible. A new "chosen" replaces the old. Divine election has passed 
from the Jews to a "new" or, more accurately, "true" Israel, and the "true Israel" is 

: those who have faith in the saving power of Christ. 14 These are the new "chosen," 
and although a minority position requires good works along with faith (e.g. James 
2: 18-24), the major thrust of the New Testament is that faith in Christ is the bottom
line criterion for belonging to the tl.ew covenant with God. 

The New Testament representation seems to be far more inclusive than the 
Hebrew Bible by expanding the pool of the elected beyond Israel. All nations may 
be a part of this new "chosen" (Matthew 28: 18-20; Acts 10:34-36, 44-47).'5 This 
extended the pool of the chosen considerably. However, membership in the new 
elect community was restricted only to those who believed in the new dispensa
tion that it brings. No longer restricted to a community defined through kinship 
(though other boundaries such as circumcision and dietary restrictions were much 
more preventive of non-Israelites joining the community than kinship), the faith 
requirement articulated in the New Testament limited the divinely elected to those 
who could believe in an

1 
acceptable Christo logy. · 

The New Testament clearly responds to and extends many of the paradigms 
!mown from the Hebrew Bible. The attempt of some early leaders of the Church 
to remove the "Old Testament" from the canon of Christian scripture met with 
failure because of its foundational role for the theology of fulfillment in the New 
Testament. In fact, the Christian theologian Marcion (d. c. 160) was excommuni
cated in part for this heretical position. 16 The New Testament seems to assume, as 
does the Hebrew Bible, that God can only be in a covenantal relationship with one 
religious community. The articulation of that view in the Hebrew Bible reflects a 
world in which only one religious community had come to the conclusion that a 
single God is the creator ofthe world and the only force that powers the universe. 
Because in the context of the Hebrew Bible only one community realized the 
notion of monotheism, it conveys the position that only that one community could 

14 M. Simon, Vents Israel, London: Littman Library, 1996, 65-97. 
15 This argument identifies Jewish identity as purely a matter of kinship. We noted above how 

Israelite identity was articulated in terms of kinship as was the norm of the ancient Near East, 
but that it defined an increasingly religious character. As is well known, many Gentiles assimilated 
into the community oflsrael and thus became part of the "chosen people" as well (see, e.g., Gager, 
Origins of Anti-Semitism, esp. 39-88; J. Lieu, J. North and T. Rajak (eds), The Jews Among 
Pagans and Christians, London: Routledge, 1992; S. Cohen, The Beginnings of Jewishness, 
Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1999). 

16 "Marcion," New Catholic Encyclopedia, New York: McGraw-Hill, 1967, 9:193-94. 
il 
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exist in a special relationship with the one great God. The New Testament seems 
to represent the first moment in history when two communities, mutually identi
fied as separate and discrete, argued significantly conflicting visions of mono
theism (or messianism, revelation, incarnation, etc.)Y 

While the Hebrew Bible posits that God can be in a covenantal relationship 
with only one religious community, the New Testament posits that God can be in 
a covenantal relationship with only one community at a time. First it was with the 
Jews. Later it was with Christians. This represents a "zero-sum" equation; 
reflecting what seems to have been a view common to both Christians and to 
Jews: only one religious community could be covenanted with God at one time. 

Divine election in the Qur'an 

The Qur'an takes up the issue of divine election as well. fu fact, it is doubtful 
whether it could have avoided it, given the importance of the notion "in prior 
scripture, the negative response of Jewish and Christian religious leaders to the 
threat of the new movement and its scripture, and the prior history of polemics 
between Jews and Christians revolving around covenant and divine election. And 
indeed, the Qur'anic references to covenant are often polemical and demonstrate 
both direct and indirect parallels with the Hebrew Bible and New Testament. But 
the literary and theological relationship between the Qur'an and prior scriptures 
differs significantly from that between the New Testament and Hebrew Bible, as 
we shall observe in relation to the topic at hand. The overall Qur'anic expression 
of divine election seems to diverge rather significantly from both prior articula
tions. Thi.s will be examined below, but we must first explore the lexical and 
metaphorical range of divine election found in the Qur' an. 

Lexical range of "chosenness" 

Seven Arabic roots may be found in the Qur' an that have been rendered in English 
(and other) translations to convey a sense of preferring, choosing or singling out. 
They overlap in meaning, and it would be an error to assume absolute precision or 
consistency in their usage within the Qur' an. It is not helpful to try to define these 
terms narrowly or precisely. Their English translations vary significantly, and I 
make no attempt here to restrict any specific English term to any specific Arabic 
term, since the range of meaning varies not only between the synonymic choices 
in both languages, but also in relation to the specific Qur' anic contexts. The seven 
roots are kh.y.r. ~.j.b.y . ...+'?-, fifY· ~. r.c;l.y. ~_;, k.m.l. ~. kh.lf <...ill.., and 
kh.l.s. ~. The limitations for this essay preclude an in-depth linguistic and 
lexi~al analysis of these roots. I therefore outline the sense of each and provide . 
their immediate context in the following paragraphs, as space perrnits. 18 

17 That is, this represents a different quality of competition than, say, between Sadducees and 
Pharisees. 

18 In the following I mark these roots and their translations in bold font. 
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kh.y.r. ~.;Li.. 

The root meaning is to be good or do good. The root occurs in the eighth forln in 
the sense of choosing, selecting or preferring. The noun constructed from this root 
is that which is good, useful or desired, such as prosperity or well-being. It is also 
commonly used in a comparative sense, as "~etter than" (~ .:,P. ), 19 or superlative 
sense, as in "the best of schemers" = CJ:j-WI .);F.. (Q 3:54), "the best of helpers" 
= CJ:Y:-"Uli.);F.. (Q 3:150). 

One of the best-known verses in the Qur'an treating something akin to divine 
election is Qur'an 3:110: "You are the best community that has been brought 
forth for humanity (t,J"~ ~ ).1 ~\ Y.J.. pi;), commanding the reputable and forbid
ding the disreputable, and believing in God. If the People of the Book had believed 
it would have been better for them. Some of them are believers, but most are iniq
uitous." This verse is particularly interesting because it is placed in comparative 
relationship with the People of the Book (~t3?11 ~1), who represent religious 
communities that had received divine revelation prior to the revelation of the 
Qur'an. 

Those whom the Qur'an "prefers" or refers to as "best" can be entire mono
theist communities, such as the followers of Mul;mmmad,20 who are better than 
the People of the Boo_k (Q 3:110), or, in another context, Israel, whom God chose 
knowingly above all others (Q 44:30-32). They can also be singled out as named 
individuals· in all the latter references the individuals are known prophets such as 
Moses, Ab~aham etc.')Moses can also single out certain members of his own 
community for a special role (Q 7:155), even if they are unable to take it on, and 
God can choose whomever he wishes (Q 28:68). 

The term is found in the comparative or superlative form also in parallel with 
another term used to convey preference in the Qur'an. "And remember Our ser
vants Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, endowed with ability and vision. We purified 
them with a pure quality, remembrance of the Abode.21 They were to Us among 
the elect, the best (.;~ l:il i:Jj~b; Ail). And remember Ishmael and Elisha (AI-Yasa') 
"and Dhill-Kifl, ali among the best" (,>~lil ~ llSJ)(Q 38:45-48). Here, as in a 
number of other references that will be examined below, Biblical prophets, or at 
least prophets who are referenced in a way that assumes they were known figures 
among the cultures out of which the Qur' an emerged, are singled out as special or 
unique. 

fu Qur'an 7:155, Moses singles out seventy mel?- ofhis c~mmunity to meet with 
God after the incident with the calf: (~.) ~ 4.:. j§ ~ Y. .J\l;..l_j) But when they are 
overcome with fear, he refers to God as therr protector (or patron- .).J) and the 
"most forgiving" (CJ:jWI.};;:i.), through the same form of the word discussed in the 
previous paragraph. fu one of a number of renderings of Moses experiencing God 

19 Qur'iin 2:221, 263. 
20 That is, those who are addressed here positively by the Qur'iin. 
21 "Paradise" or "heaven" seems to be the intent here. 
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through. a fire or flame in the holy wadi tuwa ( LSjl.I,J"lli.il ~l)lt), 22 Moses is informed 
that God singled him out (~fol) to go to Pharaoh on behalf of his people (Q 
20:9-13). In Qur'an 44:30-32 in reference to God delivering the Children of 
Israel from Pharaoh's punishment, God chose them "lmowingly above all peoples" 
(~WI Jc, e1;- Jc, ~lifol), but they invalidate themselves through their lack or 
faith in God.23 Lastly with regard to this root, and in the context of the day of 
resurrection in which is found a discussion about those who worshipped idols and 
either led others astray or were led astray themselves, the term looks as if it is 
found in parallel with "wish" in order to contrast the power of God over the weak•. 
ness of humanity and is usually translated this way: "Your Lord creates what He 
wishes and chooses(.)~..)~~ 1.4 ~);they [i.e. humans] have no choice (0\3; 
&~1 ~).Praised is God the Most High over what they associate [with Him)" (Q 
28:68). It is possible, however, that the verse should be read in such a way that the 
two verbs are not in parallel: "Your Lord creates what He wishes, and chooses 
what is best for them" c&~l ~ t_)\3; 1.4 .)~..) ~~ 1.4 ~ ~j,j).24 

2. j.b.y. !.#!- u#! 
The root meaning is to collect or gather tribute. It can also mean to appropriate 
something to oneself or take something in preference, and it is from this meaning 
that the term conveys the sense of choo~ing, selecting or preferring in the eighth 
form, ~!.25 In Qur'an 22:77-78, believers (lfoi ~I) or submitters (u~) are 
told to engage in certain ritual and ethical acts and are informed that God chose 
them (~~I) and did not make their responsibilities a hardship for them. Their 
religion is the religion of their ancestor, Abraham (~IY.! ~1 4h). In Qur'an 
16:120-23, Abraham is humble or obedient(~ ~li), a non-idolatrous l;anif ~ 
&.?~I &.> ~ rJj),26 and grateful for God's bounties (~Y 1.)?8.). God chose him 
and guided him em;,_:, o~l). In Qur'an 20:115-23, after Adam's disobedience in 
the Garden through the temptation of Satan, God chose him and relented towards 
him (LS:iA.j ~ .:;_,Gi ~j o~\).27 Qur'an 19:58 refers to Biblical prophets descending 

22 See also Qur'iin 28:29ff(in which wiidi {Uwa is notmentioned), 79:15ff(in which the fire or flame 
is not mentioned). 

23 The section continues by suggesting that the ungrateful Children of Israel are like ancient peoples 
whom God destroyed for their sins. 

24 SeeM. Asad, The Message of the Qur'iin, Gibraltar: Al-Andalus, 1984, s.v. Qur'iin 28:68. 
25 AEL, 378b. • • · 
26 Or more commonly, 0£'?1 &.>,)IS. 1.4.:;. This phrase occurs repeatedly in the Qur'iin in relation to 

Abraham (Q 2:135; 3:67, 95; 6:79; 16:120, 16:123). In 4:125 Abraham is (lanifbut the mention of 
him not being an idolater is missing. In 22:31 the idiom occurs as a general reference to those who 
are banfji; to God rather than idolaters. The idiom is virtually a trope in reference to Abraham and 
is a positive appellation, though there remains controversy over the contextual meaning of (lanif. 
(See U. Rubin, "l:lanafiyya and ka'ba," JSAI 13, 1990, 85-112; A. Rippin, "Ral:Jamiin and the· 
l:mnTfs," in W.B. Hallaq and D.P. Little (eds), Islamic Studies Presented to Charles J. Adams, 
Leiden: Brill, 1991; G.R. Hawting, The Idea of Idolatry and the Emergence of Islam,. Cambridge:· 
Cambridge University Press, 1999, 36-39.) 

27 The term seems to be in parallel with .:,u but not with c;:iA, which is included to retain the rhyme. 
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: from Adam, Abraham and Israel, and the family of Noah. God "favored" all of 
·.these(~ .&i ~1), including those whom God guided and chose CijMI.j ~ ~j). 

Qur'an 6:98 is part of a larger section in which many prophets are mentioned by 
name.28 God favored Cib•9) Ishmael, Elisha (al-Yasa'), Jonah and Lot, and their 
ancestors, descendents and brethren, ahd chose and guided them (fA.~.:, fA.lij}'ifl.j). 

The same word occurs in the imperfect form (~), also closely associated 
with earlier prophets. In a reference to skeptics or non-believers, Qur' an 3:179 
may be rendered, "God does not abandon the believers to your state, but will 

. differentiate the bad from the good. And God does not bring out for you the 
unseen. Rather, God chooses(~ :&1) whom He wishes from His messengers, so 
believe in God and His messengers. If you believe and are pious, there is for you 
a great reward." In Qur' an 42:13, after associating the divine injunctions of the 
Qur'an with what God had previously enjoined upon Noah, Abraham, Moses and 
Jesus, "God chooses for Himseff (9! ~ :&1) whom He wishes and guides to 
Himself whomever turns." And in Qur'an 12:4-6, after Joseph informs his father 
Jacob of the dream in which the heavenly bodies prostrate themselves to him, 
Jacob answers, "This is how your Lord chooses you (~j ,l!J;'ifj ~j) and teaches 
you the interpretatjon of events/stories, fulfills His favor on you and on the family 
of Jacob, just as He fulfilled it on your ancestors before, Abraham and Isaac." 

The use of this term is always associated with the special status of God's earlier 
messengers and prqphets. They were favored, selected above their fellows, and 
guided. This appears to reflect the basic meaning of the root. God sifted out and 
preferred the best individuals among earlier peoples. So, too, will those new 
followers of the message of the Qur' an be sifted out from the non-believers and 
favored, chosen arid guided. 

3. ~.J.y. uW ~! 
The basic meaning of this root is to become clear or pure, as in pure water. The 
eighth form can mean to choose, select or prefer,29 and occurs in the Qur'an in the 
sense of choosing a select few among the people.(~~!) or choosing in prefer
ence to (or over and above) other people (Jc, ~!).As with the previous root 
(j.b.y.), this term is closely associated with prior prophets: Abraham (Q 2:130), 
Adam and Noah (Q 3:33), Maryam (Q 3:42), Saul (Q 2:247), Moses (Q.7:144), 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (Q 38:45-47).30 

The word is used in general terms in Q 35:32-33 to refer to those whom God 
chose to bequeath the book (al-kitab) (t:i~~ ~ lijib;.::.\ Mil y~\ ~,;.:,1). These 
include a variety of types, including those deserving of entering the Garden and 

28 Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Noah, David, Solomon Jacob, Joseph, Moses and Aaron, Zakariah and 
John, Jesus and Elias. 

29 AEL, l703a-c. 
30 In the verse that follows, "Ishmael, Elisha and Dhii 1-K.ifl are all among the best" (,):. 

,;~\il). This is possibly a narrative parallel with the set of Biblical figures described as chosen 
(C:Jl"ib:A). 
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those who presumably are not deserving of such an end. While not absolutely . 
specific, these verses likely refer to the Israelites or all prior receivers of earlier · · ·· 
scripture, In Qur'an 27:59, the Prophet is instru~ted to ~ay, "Pr~ise be to God, and 

Peace on His servants whom He has chosen" (~I 0:1~1 e~~ .)C.), and in Q.22:75, · - ' "God chooses messengers from the angels and from humanity" (&.> ~ :WI 
W"ull &.o.:i )\.:;..) ~:iAil). 
- In some cases, however, the word is used in contexts outside any reference to 
earlier individuals or communities presumed to have once been divinely. elected; . · 
The following occurs within a polemic against the Christian notion of God having 
sent a son: "If God had wished to take a son, He could have chosen whatever he · ·· 
wanted among what He created" (•~ lA ~ ~ ~'1) (Q 39:4). And in Qur'ari .· 
37:153, the rhetorical question is asked, "Does [God] prefer girls over boys?" 
(~I Jc. ~~\ ~1). . 

4. r.tf.y. ~.J ~:; 

The root meaning is to be pleased or satisfied with, to approve, to regard 
good favor. A common Qur'anic idiom is "God is pleased with them and they 
pleased with Him" (:...ii:. i_,.:...j.:; ~ .&i ~.J).31 In only two cases can the term .... 
associated with something approaching divine election. We observe a frightening 
discussion in Qur' an 20:109 about the future day in which people will be ass em-' 
bled for divine judgment: "On that day, no intercession will avail, except those 
whom the Merciful has permitted and whose word He has been pleased 
('i.Ji :J ~'jj ~.)!\ :J 0~1 0;4 Y)). A more important reference is one in which 
root is found in parallel with k.m.l., the next term on our list. 

5. k.m.f.~LJ;,S\ 

The root meaning is to become perfect or complete, or to become whole; in 
fourth form, to complete something, to perfect. This root is .infrt:?quent in 
Qur'an, appearing a total of five times. In Qur'an 5:3 it can be understood 
the sense of singling out. After listing forbidden foods, the verse continues 
"This day I have perfected your religion for you (~~ ~ .::J..Sl ~~1), conlple:te(l 
My favor upon you(~~ .~.~·11.:;), and have approved Islam as a religion 
you"(~~~)\.;..,')!\~ ¥'jj) (Q.5:3). 

6. klz.Lf. Ul:.. ,- ;U t •!. 

The root meaning is to follow or succeed, to come after. The tenth form conveys 
sense of substituting, replacing or exchanging something or someone in place . 
another. The verb is used in the Qur' 1in in a number of contexts to convey the sens~ . 
that God decides what human collective will be dominant or will succeed in relation· •. 

3! Qur'an 5:!!9; 9:!00; 58:22; 98:8. 
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to one or more other communities. In Qur'an 6:133, God warns that he can remove 
·. those who are being addressed and replace them with others (i.Y.> • • ;)k t.i, ~~ ~ w! 
.~ \! ~). In Qur'an 11:57, the prophet Hild warns his people that God will 
replace them with a different people if they turn away (remove the fatf:za over the 
finalya') (~.:#- I.Aji .;..J ·'4)5.1:·0). And in Silra 7, Moses is confronted by his people 
who complain that they suffered from Pharaoh's cruelty no less after Moses was 
sent to release them. Moses responds, "Perhaps your Lord will destroy your enemy 
and make you successors on earth, so he will see how you will do" (Q 7:129). 

Qur' an 24:55 juxtaposes the new believers with those of old. "God has prom
ised those of you wl;10 believe and do good works that He will make them succes

. sors on eaJ;th (!:>"'.:/:11.). ,-61&)5.1:,}~, just as He made successors those before them 
(~ tY.> ();;iii t •i5.1: ··I lAS), and He will surely establish for them their religion that He 
has preferred for them(~~.)\ <,?~1 ~~ ~ ~.:i), exchanging security for 
them in place of fear. They shalt-worship Me and not associate anything with me. 
Those who disbelieve after that are the degenerate." 

7. kh.l.~. ~ U-=iil. 
Related semantically to term #3 above (.yjy. ~),the root conveys the sense of 
being pure or clear, free from admixture, genuine.32 The tenth form can mean to 
appropriate a p\erson exclusively to oneself, as in Qur'an 12:54, when the king of 
Egypt says, "Bring him to me. I will make him purely for me" (~ ~l). 

The fourth form can be purely causal: to clarify or purify a thing. In 38:45-48, 
God purifies his prophetic servants (Abraham, Isaac and Jacob), "We purified 

· them with a pure quality"(~~ rJ.Il:-=u 1 Ul), and they are among the elect, the 
· · best (,;\.;!if:il6j~b;..,~il ~).As noted above, these prophets are listed i!1 parallel with 

Ishmael, Elisha andDhill-K.ifi, who are also "among the best" (,;\.;!i'il c.:;.~.:;). The 
· reward for their pure sincerity toward God is the eternal gardens (or "Gardens of 
•.. ·Eden" - ~ ~~) whose doors -~r~ open to them. Elsewhere, those who are pure 
·or sincere servants of God (~I :&1 :i~) will receive the well-known reward of 

·. :f'rllits in gardens of delight (Q 37:40-42). 
As may be readily observed from the range of lexical options and the varied 

·· contexts, the sense of chosenness in the Qur' an seems to have a broader meaning 
than in either the Hebrew Bible or New Testament. Many of the terms are associ
ated with prophets of old who are named specifically (kh.y.r.~,j.b.y. <sP.-, .yjy. 
~. kh.lf Ul:..). Singling out ancient prophets is a recurring theme in the Qur'an 

, in general, and they are distinguished through the use of these terms in the verses 
. cited above. Abraham especially, but also other prophets, are endowed with 
special ability and vision (Q 2:247, 38:45), purified by God (Q 38:46), divinely 

·guided (Q 6:86, 16:121, 19:58), and will be among those in the hereafter (Q 2:130, 
16:122, 38:49-50). 

·32 AEL, 785, middle column. 
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Most of the terms also refer to entire peoples or religious communities · · 
singled out by God and living in God's favor.33 These include the audience . 
believers sometimes addressed by the Qur'iin (Q 2:77, 3:110, 5:3), the Children . 
Israel over all others (Q 44:32), and the family of Abraham and 'Imriin over 
all others. (Q 3:33). In the case of the root .....o.h;., which is used to denote replacing 
one dominant people with another, a variety of communities are distinguished. 0: 
In some cases it is only the religion of the ancients that is singled out (Q 2: 132; 
5:3; 24:55). 

Overall, the Qur' an articulates a less exclusive view of divine "'"r.nn>n " 
than previous scriptures. It allows the possibility of more than one community 
be in a special relationship with God simultaneously and there seems to be 
obvious intent to decommission the chosen status of prior communities by virtue 
a new Qur'anic dispensation. The underlying message in most references is that if 
the Qur'anic audience believes in God and engages in proper acts, it can and should 
be among those peoples already favored by God. Like those of old, they will be . 
rewarded in this world and in the hereafter. The comparison between the Qur' anic 
audience and other communities favored or chqsen by God is more complex than 
this, however. It can be illuminated by examining verses treating covenant. 

Divine election and covenant in the Qur' an 

As in the Hebrew Bible, the Qur' anic notion of covenant carries both a mundane 
and a sacred sense.34 The two most common terms that convey the meaning of 
agreement, contract or covenant are mithaq and 'ahd. A third term, i~r, is used 
once in thematic parallel with mithaq (Q 3:81), and l;abl, the common word for 
rope ( cf. Q 111 :5), is found in one verse in which the meaning may be one of 
covenant, though it is by no means certain.35 The roots for the two common terms . 
are used verbally as well as in their noun forms, but space does not permit a full 
lexical analysis in this chapter. We must be content here to consider the possible 
Qur'iinic parallels with the institution of covenant conveyed in the Hebrew 
Bible through the noun, berft (which has no verbal form in the Hebrew Bible36), 

and which finds a semantic parallel in the New Testament through the Greek, 
diatheke. 

33 JP. Qur'an 3:110, Q. 44:32; cs!'?- Q. 22:77;..,.;...., Q. 3:33; ._,....,J Q. 5:33; UJ;.. all references. 
34 G. Bowering, "Covenant," EQ, 1:464-67. 
35 Qur'an 3:112. This verse follows a reference to iniquitous opponents of the umma. In v. 112, they 

"are stricken with abasement wherever they are found, exce.pt by a compact/covenant with God 
and a compact/covenant with people (;J"Ull ~ .p...:, foi .):. ~ ':1!). They bring anger from God and 
are stricken with destitution. This is because they reject the signs of God and kill their prophets 
unjustly." 

36 The actual orthographic base may be b.r.w., derived from a different original root that was 
conflated lexically and can mean "to eat" (2 Samuel12: 17).1! has also been suggested that the root 
for berit may be related to Assyrian bani, to bind (Brown, Driver and Briggs, Lexicon 136, col.!). 
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The meanings of covenant 

The pamllel terms mithaq and 'ahd are found in the same sentence on three occa
sions and may be synonymous in these syntactic parallels. Two of the three occur 
in doublet sentences (Q 2:27 and 13:25): "Those who break the covenant ( 'ahd) 
of God after covenanting it (mithaqihi) and sever w)lat God pas comm,ande~ 
through it to sow dissention on the earth" (I.A 0~.J ~~ ~ ~ ~1 ~ 0_,~;.,;;j &1~1 

. u:.o:}:/1 ~ 0_,~.:, ~i.l wl ~ :&1 y.l). The third is in Qur'iin 13:19: "those who fu4lll 
fue 'ah-d of God and do n~t violate the mithaq (~~10_,::.i;J ':1.:, .&j 4i.t 0)l.! ~1). 

More often, however, they are used in different contextual settings. Mithaq 
nearly always occurs in reference to ancient days and represents a covenant with 
ancient prophets (Q 3:81; 33:7) or the Banii Isra 'if or, later, contemporary Jews 
who are conflated for didactic or polemical reasons with their ancient forbears (Q 
2:83-84, 93; 3:187; 4:154-55; -Q:7, 12-13, 70; 7:169). Only one verse refers 
explicitly. to a mithaq with contemporaries of Mul;lammad: 'Ahd, on the other 
hand may occasionally refer to the Baml Isra 'if (Q 2:40; 20:86, 2:80) or prophets 
of old (Q 2:124), but is found nearly always in relation to the Qur'anic audience 
(Q 2:80, 100; 3:76-77; 6:152; 7:~02?j 9:111; 16:90, 95;,17:34; 19:77~ ~7). God 
"takes" or "enjoins" a mithaq (J~ .iul ~I) but never an ahd.37 Other 1d1o~s are 
associated only ~ith 'ahd and never with mithaq, such as "fulfilling an ahd'' 
(:.l!l4i.t i).:,l.:;) (Q 2:40; 3;7~;. 6: 1~2! 9:} 1 ~i _16:90; 17:34) or "bartering the 'ahd of 
God for a petty price"(~~ .iuj ~ 1_,~) (Q 3:76; 16:~5).38 However, PC:?Pl~ 
can ''break" either an 'ahd or mithaq (Q 2:27- fo1 ~ 0_,;.,;;j; Q 4:155-~ 1.¥ 
{¥~; Q 5:13; 13:19, 25; 16:91 [here with ayman in ~arallel wi~ 'a~C:D· . 

Despite these distinctions, which may reflect differences m !diOm~tlc or 
dialectic usage, these two most common terms for covenant convey virtually 
the same meaning of agreement, pact or promise. And both are symbols around 
which allegorical legends or references are made that draw the attention of the 
audience to their own relationship to the demands made on them through the 
Qur'anic revelations. As with the Biblical notion of berft, ~e ~ur'anic ?otion 
defines the relationship identified with covenant as one of obligation, and like the 
Hebrew Bible, the references may occur independently of terms for chosenness or 
election. 

With mithaq, the covenant is most clearly associated with legends of ancient 
peoples and prophets. It is a concrete symbol of relationship requiring certain 
behaviors that vary among the verses (monotheist worship, Sabbath observance, 
ethical behaviors, community obligations, etc.). God always initiates this cov
enant. In some references to God establishing a mithaq with the Israelites, no 
response is recorded from the second party (Q 2:83; 3:187; 5:12, 70). In others, 

37 The Qur'an asks rhetorically, however, whether a person can "take" an 'ahd with God (Q 2:80; 
19:78). The answer is that it is impossible (Q19:87). 

38 The idiom, "bartering ... for a petty price" is also found in verses associated with 'ohd, but where 
'ahdis not the object of the bartering (Q 2:41; 9:111). 

--------· 
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Israel accepts (Q 2:84;39 3:81; 5:7), while in one reference Israel refuses outright 
(Q 2:93):~0 In virtually all cases, Israel breaks·the covenant or in some way 
dates its part ofthe commitment.41 The covenant itself is not invalidated, however. ·: 
Those who break the covenant may be punished, though it is not always clear 
whether the threat of punishment is directed against the ancient people situated in,' 
the allegorical legend or the Qur' anic audience that is listening to the discourse (Q 
2:85-86; 3:188; 5:13). At least in some cases God is clement toward the ancient 
Israelite protagonists despite their unacceptable behaviors (Q 5:71), and the fact 
of the existence of Jews among the Qur' anic audience testifies that despite the .. 
repeated trope of their having failed to live up to the divine covenant in a variety ' 
of ways, they are not all destroyed by God as were the vanished communities of 
'Ad and Thamild. Note that these extinct communities are associated with prophets 
but not with covenants. Unlike the New Testament, the Qur'an does not consider 
prior covenants to have been annulled or abrogated (but, as will be elucidated 
below, individuals cannot benefit from membership in a covenanted community if 
they do not live up to their covenantal responsibilities). 

As noted above, the Qur'anic audience is more directly addressed in the verses 
among which covenant is expressed through the word 'ahd, though the context 
may yet be.one that references covenants of old. References to 'ahd tend to be less 
specific and even more abstract. "Isn't it always so that whenever they covenant a 
covenant,42 a group of them rejects it? Actually, most of them do not believe" (Q 
2:100). "Whoever keeps his covenant and is conscientious, surely God loves the 
conscientious" (Q 3:76). "And We did not find most of them in a covenant. Indeed, 
We found most of them deviants" (Q 7:102). With both terms, the Qur'anic audi
ence is to draw the lesson from the allegorical references that it too is being offered 
a divine covenant through the Qur'an. An opportunity is made available to the 
listeners, but they must draw the necessary lesson from the sins and misbehaviors 
ofthe ancients who failed to keep the covenant and were thus punished. 

In the traditional Jewish literature called Midrash,43 a distinction is made 
between the mashiil (Arabic linguistic equivalent: mathal) and the nimshiil. The 
mashiil frames the lesson within a narrative or within a reference to a known 
narrative. The nimshiil then spells out the application of what the story has taught 
for the present context. When this category is applied to our case, the lessons to be 
derived from stories depicting the failures of ancient peoples is to be applied to the 

39 Qur'iln 2:83 and 2:84 appear to be a case where two separate traditions are joined together 
consecutively. 

40 On the contextual and bilingual meaning of the idiom, "We hear and disobey" (~ 
~ j), see R. Firestone, "The failure of a Jewish program of public satire in the squares of 

--Medina," Judaism, Fall 1997,438-52. 
41 Qur'iin 2:84-85, 93; 3:187; 4:154-55; 5:12-13; 5:14 (with Christians -<S.)l.:ai), 70; 7:163-69. 
42 l¥ i)ALC.. This is different from God establishing a covenant, in which case the Qur'iin uses the 

word akhadha. 
43 See D. Boyarin, lntertextuality and the Reading of Midrash. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 

Press, 1994; J. Neusner, The Midrash: An Introduction, Northvale, NJ: Jason Aaronson, 1994; D. 
Stem, Midrash and Theory, Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1998. 
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· context of the emergence ofthe Qur'an and the demands that it makes on its audi
ence. While the nimshiil in Midrash sometimes does this clearly and distinctly, in 
other cases the audience must draw the conclusion without an obvious explana
tion. This is the method ofthe Qur' an in its references to the covenants of ancient 
peoples. Those who failed to live up to the divine demands symbolized by the 
covenant were punished. Some communities that failed to respond to the divine 
imperative were destroyed outright. The listeners to the message of the Qur' an 
must therefore draw the lesson to obey the teachings of God's revelation as 
articulated by the latest and the last prophet, MuQ.ammad. 

The data derived from the Qur'iinic use of mithaq and 'ahd to characterize a 
relationship between God and community conforms to the results of our examina
tion of the words used in the Qur'an for divine choosing. Covenant and election are 
not exclusive. God can be in relationship with a number of different peoples and 
communities. God can also replace one people, who are in special relationship, 
with another. Having been chosen or having been a party to a covenant with God 
does not automatically grant the community privileges without the community 
itself (or individuals with it) demonstrating that it is loyal to God's demands.· 
Belonging to a cdmmunity with a history of chosenness or covenant is not enough 
to enjoy the rewards of a chosen or covenanted relationship with God. Listeners to 
the Qur'anic message are themselves individually responsible for their own fate. 44 

Divine election in polemic 

Although inclusio.n in special relationship with God is broadened in the Qur'an 
beyond most articulations in the Hebrew Bible and New Testament, its inclu
siveness is more theoretical than practical. That is, despite occasional inclusive 
references, and some extremely so, such as Qur'an 2:62,45 the Qur'an expresses 
unambiguous hostility toward monotheists who believe in God and the last day 
but do not accept its revelation as authentic. This sentiment reflects a problem that 
is common to all new religious movements. 

Newly emerging religions always represent a threat to the religious establishment . 
because they are an alternative to the status quo. New religions therefore inevitably 
find themselves in conflict with establishment religions.46 Like the Hebrew Bible and 
the New Testament, the Qur' an is the earliest source for information about the genesis 

44 A locus classiClls for this is Qur'iln 2:124: "And remember when his Lord tested Abraham with 
commands, and he fulfilled them. He said: I have made you a leader of humankind. [Abraham] said: 
And of my offspring? He answered, "My covenant does not include wrongdoers" (~I c,:;~ Jll; ':1). 

45 "Those who believe, and who are Jews, and Christians and Sabaeans- whoever believes in God 
and the Last Day and who works righteousness: they have their reward with their Lord, they shall 
not fear nor should they grieve." (Cf. Q 5:69; 22:17.) 

46 R. Stark, "How new religions succeed: A theoretical model," in D. Bromley and P. Hammond (eds), 
The Future of New Religious Movements, Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1987, 11-29; B. 
Wilson, "Factors in the failure of the new religious movements," in ibid., 30-45; J. Saliba, Under
standing New Religious Movements, 2nd ed, Walnut Creek, CA: Altamira, 2003, 203-07; J. Lewis, 
Legitimating New Religions, New Brunswick, NY: Rutgers University Press, 2003, 155-230. 



408 Reuven Firestone 

of the religious community that it represents. All three scriptures contain material 
reflects that inevitable conflict. And like the other scriptures, the Qur'an contains a.: 
significant amount of polemic directed against other religions and oppositional 
communities (religious, social and political) that existed at the time of its emergence.47 • 

By the assumed period of the emergence of the Qur' an in the seventh century, 
the notion of divine election had become institutionalized in monotheism.48 Divine · 
election was a rhetorical weapon in the Hebrew Bible, a means of defending Israei · 
amidst the multiple challenges that established religions and competing · 
represented to it.49 The New Testament accepted the notion of divine election 
priori, but applied it to the new community of Christians by claiming that Israel 
had lost that status to them. 

Because of the importance of divine election in prior scripture, the history of 
interreligious polemic between Jews and Christians, and the natural polemical 
relationship between newly emerging and establishment religions, it should be no 
surprise that the notion of chosenness arose in the argument between early 
Muslims and those Jews and Christians who believed that they belonged to reli- · 
gious communities in exclusive relationship with God. The Qur'an notes the 
classic argument between Jews and Christians ·and reduces it to triviality: "The 
Jews say: 'The Christians have no ground to stand on,' and the Christians say: 
'The Jews have no ground to stand on,' though they both recite the Book ... "50 

Elsewhe~,jt_note~ l!()_W: bs>fuJews and Christians argued against the new revela
tion, each by referring to Abraham as its own monotheist progenitor (Q 2:135, 
3 :65-67). 51 While the Qur' an often claims that the religion it brings is better than 
that practiced by Jews and Christians (not to mention idolaters), its general thrust 
is to refrain from arguing that it is better than the actual revealed religion of 
Judaism (and perhaps less so of Christianity). The problem with prior religion, 
rather, is that it is not practiced properly by those who claim to be following it. · 
Many examples can be found to support this. Jews and Christians, for example, 
worship various entities they call the son of God, but they are deceived by false- .. 
hood (C!fo.Y.!) because they were com:mandedto worship olll.y dod (Q9:30.:.:3i). ·. 
Some verses seem to present a counter-position of superiority of Islam over all . · 
religion, as we have observed from 3:110/2 but these appear to be uncommon and 
it is unlikely that they represent a position of superiority articulated through an 
exclusive notion of divine election. 53 

47 K. Zebiri, "Polemic and polemical language," EQ, 4:114-24. 
48 R. Firestone, Who are the Real Chosen People: The Meaning ofChosenness in Judaism, Christi

anity and Islam, Woodstock, VT: Skylight Paths, 2008,21-52. 
49 Deuteronomy 7:6-9; 10:14-22; Isaiah 41:8-10; 49:6-8; Psalms 33:12, etc. 
50 Qur'iin 2:113. See also 5:18: "The Jews and the Christians say, 'We are sons of God and His 

favorites.' Say, 'Then why does he punish you for your sins?" ' 
51 See also Qur'iin 2:140. 
52 See also Qur'iin 9:33, 58:22. . . 
53 For example, Qur'iin 9:33 is a continuation of the argument presented in Qur'iin 9:30-32 as a counte~· 

to the theological/ritual errors of competing monotheists (not their original monotheism). The "party·: 
of God" in Qur'an 58:22 is compared with opponents who are the "party of Satan" in previous verses· 
as a rhetorical device, suggesting a comparative rather than superlative relationship. 
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As noted above, however, the Qur'an repeats the view that once-dominant 
communities may be replaced through God's will with others who are better prac

.. titioners of religion. The reward seems to relate to physical or political power over 
enemies and oppression. For example, when the Israelites are oppressed by the 
chiefs of Pharaoh's people, Moses tells them that if they are adequately pious and 

· help in God, they may become successors on earth (w:.:.:;'-11 ~ r<i]41:,::J) and 
their enemies may be destroyed by God (Q 7: 127). And in. a general reference the 
Qur'an relates, "God has promised those of you who believe and do good works 

. that He will make them heirs/successors on earth, just as He made those before 
them to be heirs/successors, and He will surely establish for them their religion that 
He has preferred/chosen for them, exchanging security for them in place offear" 
(Q 24:55). The exchange can also be negative, as God warns genies and hlimans 
that he can remove them and replace them with whomever he wishes (Q 6: 130-33). 
Hiid warns his own people that they can easily be replaced (Q 11:57). 

This sense is different from the eternal covenantal relationship articulated in the 
Hebrew Bible. While it is true that the Hebrew Bible warns that Israel will be 
oppressed and brtrtally punished through natural means or even military conquest 
for not living up to the terms of the covenant, they will never lose their prime 

··. status with God and remain forever covenanted with him (Deuteronomy 7:9; 
Psalms 105:8-10 '[repeated in 1 Chronicles 16:14-18], etc.). Conversely, the 
notion conveyed by the Qur'an is that no special relationship with God is by defi
nition eternal. Perhaps the covenant will remain eternal, but those who do not live 
up to it will not ]Je a part of it. Covenant is thus separated from kinship. This is 
consistent with the general move to transcend the powerful.force of kinship rela
tions in the Qur'an (cf. Q 33:5),54 and it opens up the possibility for a covenanted 
relationship with God among Arabs and all other peoples who are loyal to God. 
When Abraham asks whether his descendants will retain his special status 
with God, he is answered, "My covenant does not include wrong-doers" 
(~t1.!1 !.§*- w~ ':1).55 One errant community can easily be replaced by God with 
another. 

There is some tension between the community nature of these references and 
verses elsewhere · that stress how every individual will be judged according 
to one's own merit. "Whatever misfortune befalls you is for what your own 
hands have earned, and for many He grants forgiveness."56 One notable and 
repeated Qur'iinic phr~se is ~at God will ~o_rg\ve whomever he wills and punish 
whomever he wills (~~ 04 (,.,:ii:....:, ~~ UAl ~ ..!11).57 Belonging, even to the "right" 
community (as in loyal followers of the Prophet), is not enough to merit divine 
rewards in this world or the hereafter. On the contrary, the Qur'an stresses 

54 See also Qur' an 11 :45-46, where ·God insists to Noah that his siuful son is no longer his kinsman. 
I am grateful to Gabriel Reynolds for bringing this section to my attention. 

55 Qur'iin 2:124. See also 5:12-14; 13:25; 14:35-36 (which may echo a Pauline critique in Romans 
and Galatians of the kinship association with the Hebrew covenant); 58:22. 

56 Qur' iin 42:30. See also 39:41. 
57 Qur'iin 2:284. See also 3:129; 5:18; 29:21; 48:14. 
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throughout how every individual is rewarded or punished according to his own 
behaviors and beliefs, and that there is no intercession aside from God (Q 10:3). It 
should not be surprising, therefore, that the Qur' an does not refer to the zero-sum 
equation that is expressed by the supersessionary references to covenant in the 
New Testament. Members of any and all communities who believe in God and the 
Day of Judgment and do the good need not fear, presumably either punishment in 
this world or the hereafter (Q 2:62; 5:69; 22:17). The special relationship is indic
ative of the distinctive bond between any and all true monotheists and God. Rather 
than stressing that Islam is better than previous monotheisms or supersedes them, 
the Qur'an seems to be making the case that Islam can be counted among them 
and is .equal to them. This is stated explicitly, for example, in Q 2:136. 

The tension between communities and individuals in the Qur' anic articulation 
of divine favor can most likely be explained by paying attention to the tension 
between the ideal of theology and the real of politics and social relations. Much 
of the Qur' an seems to serve as a corrective to the perceived faults or weaknesses 
in the way in which prior monotheists were practicing their religions. We have 
observed, for example, that the arguments of Je.ws and Christians that they merit 
divine reward by virtue of their belonging to a favored or "chosen" religious 
community is countered in the Qur'an by the position that only those with indi
vidual merit are rewarded. One must not feel smug simply because one is a 
member of a "chosen" religious community or even a member of the community 
that follows the new prophet. This is a theological position. 

In tension with this position is that of realpolitik. At the same time that this 
individual-based view is articulated, the new religious community of believers is 
beleaguered by powerful groups that are bent on discrediting it and destroying it. 
There is therefore a need to demonstrate that loyalty to the new religious commu
nity brings its own divine merits, thus the repeated references to divine reward for 
loyal support for God's prophet. "You will not find people who believe in God 
and the last day loving anyone who opposes God and God's messenger ... God 
will cause them to enter gardens with rivers flowing under them to abide therein. 
God will be pleased with them and they will be pleased with God. They are parti
sans (or the party) of God. Are not the partisans of God those who succeed?"58 

58 Qur'an 58:22. 

17 Lot's daughters in the Qur'an 
An investigation through the lens 
of intertextuality1 

Waleed Ahmed 

Although, on the whole, the Qur' anic story of the destruction of Sodom has the 
same skeleton as its Biblical anteaedent, it is nonetheless a different story; for one 
thing, in the Qur'an Lot is considered a messenger of God (rasa!). In this study, 
however, we are concerned with examining a shared narrative element between 
the two stories, namely the episode in which Lot offers his daughters to the 
Sodornites in order to persuade them not to sexually abuse his male guests? The 
Qur'an recounts this episode in only three verses: Qur'an 15:71 and Qur'an 
11:78-79. In the next few pages, I intend to apply intertextual analysis to these 
verses.3 The principal purpose is to explore the discourse between the Qur' an and 
its cultural milieu in a way that best describes the successive emergence of these 
verses in the text as well as their significance.4 Near the end of the chapter, I will 

I am thankful to Dr Laliv Clenman, who read earlier versions of this article and provided helpful 
comments. I would like also to thank Professor Amira Mittermaier for having read the first abstract 
of this project and provided helpful guidance. The conference on the Qur'an in its Historical 
Context was an enriching experience. I am grateful to Professor Gabriel S. Reynolds for having 
made my participation in this conference possible and for the valuable corrections and suggestions 
he offered on the manuscript of this chapter. Also thanks are due to Ms Hannah Hemphill for her 
valuable efforts in proofreading the manuscript. Professor Sbawkat M. Toorawa has drawn my 
attention to the importance of discussing my topic from the perspective of speech act theory and for 
that I am thankful. Finally, I would like to acknowledge the constant support and mentoring I 
continue to receive from Professor Sebastian GUnther. 

2 Unlike the Biblical story, where Lot's daughters take part in events subsequent to the destruction of 
Sodom, their mention in the Qur'an is limited to the incident mentioned above. 

3. For a comprehensive introduction to intertextuality consult T. Morgan, "Is there an intertext to this 
text?: Literary and interdisciplinary approaches to intertextuality," The American Journal of Semi
otics 3/4, 1985, 1-40; G. Allen, Intertextuality, London New York: Routledge, 2000. On some 
recent methodological developments in intertextuality, of relevance to the topic of this article, see 
H. Plett, "Intertextualities," in H.F. Plett (ed.), Intertextuality, Berlin: de Gruyter, 1991, 3-29; W.G. 
Milller, "lnterfigurality," in ibid., 101-21. 

4 The idea for this study was inspired in part by Angelika Neuwirth's call for "a systematic literary 
investigation of the microstructure of the Qur'an." See A. Neuwirth, "Referentiality and textuality in 
al-lfijr: some observations on the Qur'anic 'canonical process' and the emergence of a community" 
in I.J. Boullata (ed.), Literary Structures of Religious Meaning in the Qur'iin, Richmond, Surrey: 
Curzon, 2000, (143-172) 145. 
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assess the early Muslim exegetical material pertaining to these verses and compare 
it to the intertextual readings I presented. 

Framework 

Despite the considerable attention that Qur'anic narratives have received in 
modem scholarship, until recently many scholars mainly focused on the similari
ties and/or the differences between these narratives and their Jewish and Christian 
antecedents. A popular approach has been to isolate the various story elements 
pertaining to a given figure in the Qur'an and merge them into a synthesis, which 
was then compared with that figure's story in Jewish and Christian sources. 
forming such syntheses, little or no regard has been paid to the successive and 
gradual emergence of these story elements within the Qur'an. In addition, once 
these story elements were extracted from their original textual units, they, at least 
partially, acquired new significance that was influenced by their new Sitz im Leben 
in the synthesis. Therefore, in effect such studies have largely detached the :: 
analysis of Qur' anic narratives from the textual history of the Qur' an and, more- . 
over, have, in essence, decontextualized the stoiy elements of these narratives.5 

.. 

We will be examining the Qur'anic representation of the t:;pisode of 
daughters within the framework of the traditional Islamic account concerning 
textual history of the Qur'an.6 Within this framework we are mainly concerned 

5 See, for example the synthesis of Lot's story in F. Leemhuis, "Liit and his people in the Koran and its' 
early commentary," in E. Noort and E. Tigchelaar ( eds ), Sodom 's Sin: Genesis 18-19 and its 
lations, Leiden: Brill, 2004, 97-113. See also H. Speyer, Die Biblischen Erziihlungen Im Qorari, 
Hildesheim: G. Olms, 1961, 151-58. Although Speyer adopted Theodor Noldeke's chronology as a. 
framework of inquiry, he only considered the broad periods ofNiildeke's classification; within each . 
period Speyer did not follow Noldeke's order of the revelation of individual Siiras. Cf. ibid., xi. ·• 

6 H. Motzki offers an insightful critique of the different modern views concerning the canonization of'.:. 
the Qur' an, particularly those of Friedrich Schwally, Alphonse Mingana, John Wansbrough and Jolu{ 
Burton. See H. Motzki, "The Collection of the Qur'an: a reconsideration of Western views in light of 
recent methodological developments," Der Islam 78, 200 I, ( l-34) 1-15. Motzki also argues, based on 
modern techniques of isniid (chain of narration) and main (content) criticism, that the Muslim tradi~ 
tions concerning the codification of the Qur'an "were already in circulation towards the end of the first 
Islamic century:" See Ibid., 31. Furthermore, E. Whelan argues that an examination of the survivmg··~: 
historical evidence such as the inscriptions from the Dome of the Rock will "lead to the conclusion ; · 
that the Muslim tradition [concerning the collection of the Qur'an] is reliable, at least in broad outline,·· . 
in attributing the first codification of the Qur'anic text to 'Uthmiin and his appointed commission." · 
See Whelan, "Forgotten witness: evidence for the early codification of the Qur'an," JAOS, 118/1, 
1998, (1-14) 13. As Neuwirth contentds, "the presentation of the events [of the 'Uthmiinic collection. 
(jam') of the Qur'anic texts] as tradition reports them is not oftbeat at all; at least, it fits well into · 
findings offered by the text itself, since the new codex, which does not claim any chronological 
theological justification for the sequence of the single texts (siiras and parts ofsiiras) which it encom-. 
passes, but which it arranges at least apparently according to merely technical, exterior criteria, does 
display inextinguishable traces of its compilation as a collection ... " See Neuwirth, "Rt,ferentiali~v 
and textualicy," 144. In my view, these studies push the date of the canonization of the Qur'an back 
the last quarter of the first Islamic century and they also corroborate the broad outline of the 
history of the Qur'an as Muslim traditions report it and as adopted here. 
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with the chronological order of the two Qur'anic narrative units in which the three 
verses relevant to the episode of Lot's daughters appear: namely, al-lfijr (15) 
51-77 and Hzid (11) 69-83. In view of the absence of reliable historical evidence 
thereof, I shall argue the chronological order of these two narrative units on a 
textual basis. 

Both al-lfijr (15) 51-77 and Hlid (11) 69-83 recount the story of the angels' 
visit to Abraham and Lot. Moreover, each of these two narrative units is a cohe
sive text by itself Given these features, it is possible to think of the sequence of 
these two narrative units in the Qur'anic revelations with respect to each other. 

Overall, al-lfijr (15) 51-77 can be considered a concise summary of the parallel 
Biblical story in Genesis 18:1-19:29.7 Yet this narrative unit, even while it main
tains the skeleton of its Biblical antecedent, ignores several elements from it. For 
example, it does not recount that Abraham had prepared a meal for God's messen

. · gers, i.e. the angels, or that he pleaaed with God on behalf of the Sodomites. There 
I . 

are also a few differences between al-lfijr (15) 51-77 and Genesis 18:1-19:29. 
For instance, al-lfijr (15) 51-77 asserts that Abraham initially feared God's 
messe?ger_s (Q 15:52); it alsoptates that he ::as informed in advanc~ a~out the fate 
of Lots wife (Q 15:60). Compared to al-lfyr (15) 51-77 the narrative mHlid (11) 
69-83 is a fairly comprehensive version. Not only does it supplement its counter
part in al-lfijr (15) 51-77 with more details that have parallels in the Biblical 
story but it also introduces new story elements that do not exist in al-lfijr or in the 
Jewish versions of the story. Let me point to some examples. 

While in al-lfijr ( 15) 51-77 there is no mention of Abraham preparing a banquet 
for God's messengers, inHzid (11) 69 Abraham is said to have prepared a meal for 
them, specifically a roasted calf. Also, while al-lfijr (15) 5~ mentions briefly 
Abraham's initial suspicion towards those messengers, Hlid (11) 70 justifies this 
by asserting that Abraham grew suspicious of his guests when he saw that they did 
not extend their hands to eat from the roasted calf he had prepared for them, a 

. detail which is absent from the Jewish sources. Moreover, while verse 53 of 
. .. al-lfijr mentions the· good tidings of a newborn son to Abraham without naming 
· • him, verse 71 of Hlid names this son, another detail not found in the Jewish 

versions of the story. Another addition to the narrative communicated in al-lfijr is 
the mention of Abraham's intercession in favor of the Sodomites in Hlid (11) 
74-76. Lastly, verse 79 of Hlid recounts the response of the Sodomites to Lot 
when he offered thein his daughters - also an elaboration over the representation 
of the episode of Lot's daughters in verse 71 of al-lfijr. 

If we then take into consideration the literary context in whichHl7d (11) 69-83 
. appears, namely in a cohesive and polemical chapter (Sfira) which argues 
· that Mul;!ammad is not fabricating revelations, the elaborations in the · story 

of the angels' visit to Abraham and Lot in Hlid (11) 69-83 could amply be 

7 The choice to compare al-ijijr (15) 51-77 andHiid (II) 69-83 to Genesis 18:1-19:29 is not meant 
to suggest that only Jewish traditions had a bearing on Qur'iinic narratives. It is only a means to 
show how a/-ijijr (15) 51-77 and Hzid (II) 69-83 compare to each other · 
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characterized as later amendments to the version communicated earlier in al-Ifijr 
(15) 51-77.8 

As for the sources {pre-texts) against which the Qur'anic representation of the . 
incident of Lot's daughters took shape, we have two cases to consider in our.· 
analysis. In the first case study, we will presume that the Qur'iinic representation 
of the incident took shape against a cultural context {predominantly oral) that · · 
agreed with the representation of the incident in the Jewish and Christian sources.: .. 
In the second case study, we will consider the case whether an oral narrative . 
differed from these sources, particularly with regard to the nature of Lot's offer 
the Sodomites, was the backdrop of the Qur'iinic representation of the incident. 

A thorough review of the Jewish and Christian sources dating prior to the eighth 
century reveals that the Christian sources seem to have had no interest in (re) 
narrating the episode.9 On the other hand, all the Jewish sources reviewed agree, 

8 Besides al-I;fiji' (15) 51-77 and Hiid (II) 69-83, the angels' visit to Abraham and Lot is recounted in 
the Qur'iln in al-Dhiiriyiit (51) 24-37 and very concisely in a/- 'Ankabzit (29) 28-35. Both the accounts 
in al-Dhiiriyiit and a/- 'Ankabzit are also significantly less comprehensive compared to their counterpart 
in Hzid (II) 69-83. For example, al-Dhiiriyiit (51) 24-37 and a/- 'Ankabiit (29) 28-35 do not mention 
Abraham's intercession in fuvor of the Sodomites. They also do not mention the incident of Lot's 
daughters. Moreover, in the instances where al-Dhiiriyiit and a/- 'Ankabzit relate the same story elements 
as Hzid they are fairly concise; the delivery of the good tidings of a newborn to Abraham and the reac
tion of his wife Sarah is a good example (see al-Dhiiriyiit [51] 28-30 and a/- 'Ankabiit [29] J I in 
comparison to Hzid [II] 71-il). Neuwirth has already proven the tripartite structure-scheme of the 
middle and late Meccan Siiras, to which Hzid belongs. See A. Neuwirth, Sudien zur Komposition der · 
mekkanischen Suren, Berlin: de Gruyter, 1981. Hiid is one of the main illustrative examples in 
I am currently writing with the tentative title "Coherence and Intertextuality in the Qur'iln." A 
intertextual reading of this Siira demonstrates that it is not only a cohesive text in terms of its fonnal 
characteristics, e.g. its structural markers and transition devices. It also exhibits topical unity that unifies 
its three structural units. I will point here to some observations from the paper mentioned above which 
should serve the purpose of establishing the chronology of al-I;Iijr ( 15) 51-77 and Hzid (II) 69-83 with 
respect to each other. The three passages which make up the composition of Hzid are as follows: vv. 
1-24 (the introductory part of the Siira), vv. 25-104 (narratives from salvation history pertaining to. 
Noah, Hiid, $alii), Abraham, Lot, Shu' ayb, and Moses), and vv. 105-123 (the concluding part of the 
Siira). The refutation of the accusations offabricating the revelations levelled against Mui)arnmad is 
undoubtedly the idea which gives Hiid its topical unity. This idea is affirmed directly and indirectly in 
the three sections of the Siira: namely in Hiid(ll) 12-14, 17-18,28,35,49, 63, 88, llO, and 120. 
Among the tools the Siira employs in order to refute the accusations against Mui)arnmad are the narra
tives from salvation history in its middle section. The Siira presents most of the prophets in these narra
tives, to use Michael Zwettler's expression, as "typological prefigurement[s]" of Mui)ammad's 
prophetic mission. SeeM. Zwettler, "A Mantic Manifesto: the Siira of"The Poets" and the Qur'iinic 
foundations of prophetic authority," in J.L. Kugel (ed.), Poetry and Prophecy: the Beginnings of a 
Literary Tradition, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990, (75-119) 97. 

9 Besides the New Testament books I have examined a comprehensive group of Christian sources. These 
include, but are not limited to, Justin Martyr, First Apology of St. Justin for the Christians to Antoninus · 
Pius, in J. Kaye, The First Apology of Justin Martyr: Addressed to the Emperor Antoninus Pius, 
Edinburgh: John Grant, 1912, 1:1-99; Clement of Alexandria, The Stromata, in Rev. W. Wilson, The 
Writings of Clement of Alexandria, Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1867-69, 1:349-469, 2:1-542; Origen, 
Homilies on Genesis and Exodus, trans. Roland E. Heine, Washington, DC: The Catholic University of 
America Press, 1982; Ephrem the Syrian, The Armenian Commentary on Genesis Attributed to Eplzrem 
the Syrian, )rans. E.G. Mathews, Leuven: Peeters, 1998; Augustine, The City of God against the· 
Pagans, trans. D.S. Wiesen, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007. 
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in fact the Biblical narrative directly suggests, that Lot, through his offer, exposed 
his daughters to the sexual desires of the Sodomites in order to protect his male 
guests from sexual abuse. 10 In view of this unified interpretation of the incident in 
Jewish traditions, it is not necessary to consider all the Jewish sources reviewed 
as pre-texts in our analysis. Intertextuality here, and in fact generally, is to be differ
entiated from source-influence criticism. Our concern is not to speculate on.the 
source the Qur' iin is most closely related to. We are primarily interested in meaning. 
Therefore I will use Genesis 18:1-19:29, the narrative upon which all other Jewish 
traditions concerning the episode were supposedly developed, as the pre-text. 

The first case study 

Verse 71 of al-Ifijr reads: "He said: Here are my daughters, ifye must be doing 
(so)" (Qala ha 'ula 'i banafi in laintumfo 'ilin).U Even through a cursory reading, 
it is quite clear that this verse, on its own, does not convey definite meaning. It 
does not explain what Lot meant when he offered his daughters to the f?odomites, 
i.e. the nature of his offer. On the textual level, the narrative before and after this 
verse does not either. 12 

Although Arab grammarians insisted that the first segment of the verse, i.e. the 
phrase ha 'ula 'i banatz ("here are my daughters"), is grammatically a complete 
sentence composed of a subject and a predicate, they also acknowledged that it 
does not communicate specific meaning on its own. For example, in his book 
al-Durr al-ma$iinfi 'uliim al-kitab al-makniin, Al-Samin al~I;Ialabi (d. 596/1199-
1200) insisted that it is imperative to supplement the verse with an additional 
element in order for it to convey definite meaning (la-b.udda min shay 'in mabdhiif 
tatimmii bihf al-fo 'ida)Y Arab grammarians suggested that this element, although 

10 See for example Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia, 5th ed., ed. K. Elliger, R. Kittel, W. Rudolph, H.P. 
Ruger, A. Schenker and G.E. Wei!, Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1997, 24-27; Flavius 
Josephus, The New Complete Works of Josephus, ed. W. Whiston and P.L. Maier, Grand Rapids, MI: 
Kregel Publications, 1999, 64-65; Targum Neofiti ], Genesis, ed. M. McNamara, Collegeville, MN: 
Liturgical Press, 1992, lA: 103-1 0; Targum Onkelos, ed. J.W. Etheridge, New York: Ktav Publishing 
House, 1968, 71. I have also examined works which represent comprehensive anthologies ofBiblical 
and apocryphal traditions. See L. Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, Hildesheirn: Olrns, 1909, 
1:240-57; James L. Kugel, Traditions of the Bible: a Guide to the Bible as It Was at tlzeStartofthe 
Common Era, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998, 331. 

11 All English translations of Qur'ilnic verses are according to Mui)arnmad M. Pickthall, The 
Meaning of the Glorious Koran, New York: New American Library, 1953. 

12 The Qur'iln relates Lot's story, or hints at it, in the following instances: Qur'iln 53:53-54; 69:9-10; 
54:33-39; 37:133-138; 50:12-14; 26:160-175; 15:51-77; 38:12-14; 21:71-75; 27:54-58; 11:69-
83; 11:89; 29:26--35; 7:80-84; 6:86-88; 22:42-44; 66:10-11 and 9:70. On the textual level, none·of 
these texts specifies the nature of Lot's offer. · 

13 Shihab a!-Din Abii 1-' Abbas Al:unad b. Yiisuf al-ma' riifbi-1-SamTn al-I:IalabT, al-Durr al-ma$iinfi 
'ulzim al-kitiib al-maknzin, ed. Ai)mad Mui)ammad al-Kharrilt, Damascus: Dilr al-Qalam, 1986-91, 
7:173. A similar opinion is expressed in Mui)yT al-DTn Darwish, J'riib al-Qur'iin al-karim 
wa-bayiinuhu, Damascus and Beirut: al-Yamama and Dar Ibn Kathir, 1999, 14:206. Abii Ja'far 
AI:unad b. Mui)ammad al-Na!:U;tas (d. 338/950) implicitly expresses this opinion as well. He added 
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absent (mal;zdhz7f, literally omitted or left out), is implied. They presented two 
suggestions to solve this issue. In one solution, the meaning of the mal;zdhz7f 
element was speculated to befa-tazawajiihunna or, equally,fa-inkal;ziihunna (i.e. 
marry them). 14 Hence the first segment of verse 71 would mean "here are my 
daughters, marry them." In the second solution, the mal;zdhz7fwas considered to be 
an imperative verb, tazawwajii or inkal;zii (i.e. marry), at the beginning of the 
verse, where ha 'ula 'i was considered the direct object of this verb and banatz a 
substitute noun for ha 'ula 'i (i.e. badal). So, in this case, the first segment of verse 
71 would mean "Marry! Here are my daughters."15 

The verse's second segment, i.e. in kuntum fo 'ilin ("if ye must be doing"), is 
also problematic. It is a conditional sentence that lacks its apodosis (jawab 
al-(fharf). Arab grammarians again solved this problem by compensating for the 
missing apodosis with an implied sentence element, the very element which they 
proposed earlier to solve the problem in the verse's first segment (fa-inkal;ziihunna 
["marrythem"] or inkal;zz7 ["marry"]). 16 Now, what are we to make of this syntac
tical analysis of verse 71? 

Undoubtedly, the verse must refer to some external element( s) in order to convey 
definite meaning to its audience. Indeed, it demands an intertextual reading. Bear 
in mind that except for verse 71 of al-Jfijr and Hz7d (11) 78-79 there are no other 
references to Lot's daughters in the Qur'ii.n and that, according to the chronological 
order we have adopted, Hz7d (11) 78-79 was revealed after verse 71 of al-Jfijr. If 
verse 71 of al-Jfijr was to be understood when it was communicated, it had to be 
comprehended intertextually with reference to a pre-text external to the Qur'an. 

Genesis 19:8 reads: "Look, I have two daughters who have not known a man; 
let me bring them out to you, and do to them as you please; only do nothing to 
these men for they have come under the shelter of my roof."17 Comparing verse 71 
of al-Jfijr to Genesis 19:8, one notices the following. In the former, the phrase 
"here are my daughters," although it does not specify the number ofLot's daugh
ters or point to their virginity, clearly alludes to the segment, "Look, I have two 
daughters that have not )mown a man; let me bring them out to you" in the latter. 
Also, the segment of Genesis 19:8 in which Lot says "do to them" has permutated 
to "ifye must be doing" in verse 71. Lastly, the segment of Genesis 19:8 in which 
Lot specifies the terms ofhis offer, i.e. "as you please" (literally, as is good in your 
eyes [ka-tob bi- 'enekem]), is not echoed in verse 71 of al-Jfijr, at least not explic
itly. The rest of Genesis 19:8 is echoed in al-Jfijr in verse 68 before verse 71. On 
the whole, then, verse 71 references Lot's offer in Genesis 19:8 and an action that 

the phrase fa tazawajzi ("marry") after hii 'ulii 'i baniitf when he interpreted the verse. Cf. Abii 
Ja'far A]:Imad b. Mu]:Iammad al-Na]:I]:Iiis, Ma 'iinf al-Qur'iin al-karfm, ed. Mu]:Iammad 'Ali 
al-Sabiini, Mecca: Jami'at Umm al-Qura, 1988,4:33. 

14 Respectively, cf. l:lalabi, 7: 173; Darwish, 14:206. 
15 See also l:lalabi, 7:173; Darwish, 14:206. 
16 See Darwish, 14:206; Bahjat 'Abd a!-Wahid 'Ali, Al-I 'riib al-muja$$01/i-kitiib Alliih al-murattal. 

'Amman: Dar al-Fikr Ji-1-Nashr wa-1-Tawzi', 1993, 5:100. 
17 The English translations of Bible verses are from the Revised Standard Version. 
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is attributed to the Sodomites. In particular, the verse should be recognized as an 
allusion to Genesis 19:8.18 There is an unmistakable allusion-marker in verse 71: 
the explicit reference to Lot's offer, i.e. "here are my daughters." 

However, in order to make full sense of this allusion, it is not sufficient to 
correctly identify the referent of its markers, for this segment does not specify the 
nature of Lot's offer (relating only, "let me bring them out to you"). The meaning 
ofthe allusion is not its referent, but rather it is the attributes and the connotations 
attached to this referent in the pre-text.19 

Before we proceed with resolving this, let me first point to the impact of the 
narrative before the allusion-marker on the episode's meaning. Verse 67 of al-lfijr 
reads: "And the people of the city [i.e. Sodom] came, rejoicing at the news (of new 
arrivals) (i.e. God's messengersV' Certainly, this verse does not by itself state why 
the Sodomites rejoiced at the news of the arrival of Lot's male guests. Nonetheless, 
Genesis 19:5 ("and they called·to Lot, 'Where are the men who came to you 
tonight? Bring them out to vs, that we may know them [i.e. sexually]'20") ensures 
that the audiences have understood that the reason of the Sodomites' excitement 
was because they anticipated abusing Lot's male guests sexually.21 Verse 68 of 
al-Jfijr confirms this. It relates that Lot begged the Sodomites not to disgrace him 
in the person of his guests ("He said: Lo! they are my guests. Affront me not!"). 

So, not only the "insufficiency of sense"22 in the allusion-marker, and its 
"particular formulation"23 impel the audience to recall the connotations attached 
to Lot's offer in the Biblical story, but also "the meaning of the alluding text 
previous to the marker's occurrence, suggest the property(ies) of the source text's 
intention necessary to complete the sense of the allusion-m~ker."24 Lot's offer in 
verse 71 of al-lfijr is hence presented as a solution which Lot devised in order to 
avoid the sexual abuse of his guests. By merely recalling what follows in Genesis 
19:8, i.e. "do to them as you please," the audience realizes that Lot's offer to the 

18 My approach to allusion is informed by Camela Perri's speech act model of alluding. See C. Perri, 
"On alluding," Poetics 7, 1978, 289-307. 

19 Ibid., 291-92. 
20 See for instance Josephus's interpretation of the Sodomites' intentions toward Lot's male guests in 

Josephus, The New Complete Works, 64-65. The expression "know (someone)" is used several 
times in Genesis in this sense. See, e.g., Genesis 4:1, 17, 25; 24:16 and 38:26. Genesis 19:8 refers 
to Lot's daughters' virginity by indicating that they have not "knoWn" man. 

21 Also, there is no ambiguity regarding the Sodomites' sin in the Qur'an. The Qur'an states clearly that 
the Sodomites practiced homosexual sex. See for example Qur'an 54:37, 26:165, 27:55, 29:29 and 
7:81. Qur'an 54:37 ("They even asked of him his guests for an ill purpose. Then We blinded their 
eyes (and said): Taste now My punishment after My warnings!") seems to have been communicated 
prior to al-I;lijr. See Noldeke's chronology inRobinson, 69-78; Neuwirth, "Referentiality and textu
ality," 158. Qur'an 54:37 clearly alludes to Genesis 19:5 (mentioned above) and 19:11 ("And they 
struck with blindness the men [i.e. the Sodomites] who were at the door of the house, both small and 
great, so that they wearied themselves groping for the door"). Therefore, the "ill purpose" mentioned 
in Qur'an 54:37 denotes the Sodornites' intention of abusing Lot's guests sexually. 

22 Perri, "On alluding," 300. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
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Sodomites was open-ended. If initially the Sodomites' intention was to abuse 
Lot's guests sexually, and Lot had offered them his daughters as a substitute, with 
no restrictions whatsoever, Lot, through such an offer, has undoubtedly exposed 
his daughters to the sexual desires of the Sodomites. 

This understanding is emphasized by the segment "ifye must be doing," imme
diately following the allusion-marker in verse 71. This segment echoes the phrase 
"do to them" in Genesis 19:8 and would, in light of Genesis 19:1-29, mean: if you 
insist on your intention to abuse my guests sexually. 

Certainly, understanding the incident in the fashion described in this case study 
does not coincide with the Islamic moral code. The Qur'an had early on asserted 
that Lot is a messenger of God. Furthermore, it is also possible that some of the 
verses prohibiting fornication were communicated around the same time of 
al-lfijr.25 There may have been an oral narrative which complemented the 
Qur'anic representation of the incident and which resolved this apparent contra
diction; we will discuss ~is possibility later on. For now, let us tum our attention 
to the representation of the episode of Lot's daughters in Hzld. 

Verses 78 and 79 of Hfid 

Verse 78 reads, "And his people came unto him, running towards him·- and before 
then they tJSed to commit abominations- He said: 0 my people! Here are my daugh
ters! They are purer for you. Beware of Allah, and degrade me not in (the person of). 
my guests. Is there not among you any upright man?" The verse unambiguously 
alludes to the incident ofLot's daughters, in Genesis 19 and/or in al-lfijr (the Biblical . 
corui.otations of the incident have already been shown to be present in the latter). The 
segment "Here are my daughters" is again an unmistakable allusion-marker. 

Syntactically, the phrase "they are purer [athar] for you" in verse 78 qualifies 
the allusion-marker as its predicate. This phrase, however, could function in one 
of two ways. If the word athar is understood in an immaterial sense, e.g. purity of 
the heart from sin, then the phrase "they are purer for you" would seem not to 
align with the Biblical connotations of Lot's offer.26 We will consider this possi
bility shortly in the second case study. The second possibility is that to the 
Qur' an's early audience the word athar in this verse meant "cleaner" in a Iilaterial 
sense (as in physical cleanness).27 In this case, the phrase "they are purer for you" 

25 Qur'iin 17:32; 25:68 and 24:2 are some of the verses where the prohibition of fornication is 
mentioned in the Qur'iin. 

26 The derivatives of the root f.h.r. in this sense are used in the Qur' iin to point to purity of the heart, 
purity related to sacredness etc. See Qur'iin 80:14; 98:2; 3:55; 33:53; 58:12; 22:26; 5:6; and 5:41. 
According to Noldeke, only Qur'iin 80:14 was revealed before Hiid. See Robinson, 77-78. For a 
comprehensive concordance of the root's occurrence in the Qur'iin, consult Mul)ammad Fu'iid 
'Abd al-BiiqT, AI-Mu 'jam al-mzlfahras /i-a~ a/-Qur 'an al-karim, Cairo: Dar al-I;Iad'ith, 1996, 527. 

27 As in the use of the derivative of the root f.h.r. in Qur'an 2:222 (''They question thee (0 
Mul)ammad] concerning menstruation. Say: It is an illness, so let women alone at such times and 
go not in unto them till they are cleansed [yathurna]. And when they have purified themselves 
[lathharna], then go in unto them ... "). 
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does not contradict the Biblical connotations of Lot's offer. Lot would simply be 
telling the Sodomites that having sexual intercourse with his daughters is "cleaner" 
than having sexual intercourse with his male guests.28 

Verse 79 in Hzld continues the narration. The verse reads: "They [i.e. the 
Sodomites] said: Well thou knowest that we have no right [baqq] to thy daughters, 
and well thou knowest what we want."29 The question here is: if Lot were offering 
the Sodomites his daughters under no restrictions, as in the Biblical story, why 
would they answer in this fashion? The Qur' anic texts are silent with regard to this 
question. But in light of the Jewish traditions, this response would indicate that 
Lot's offer was not in accordance with the Sodomites' customary law. In their 
customary law, the Sodomites established their right to abuse strangers and Lot, 
as a sojourner in Sodom, was not in a position to change this rule by offering them 
his daughters.3° The Sodomites' response to Lot hence would mean: you know we 
have no right to your 1daughters because, as per our customary law, we have. rights 
only to your guests. 

The second case study 

Given the composition of verse 71 of al-lfijr and verses 78 to 79 of Hiid, it seems 
plausible to suppose that an external oral narrative which complements the repre
sentation of the episode in these verses and differs from the Biblical connotations 
of Lot's offer should assign a specific nature to this offer. This oral narrative has 
to present Lot's offer as an alternative to the Sodomites' intended sexual abuse of 
Lot's guests, but it also has to make this offer bounded by terms set by Lot himself, 
not dependent on the Sodomites' desires, or else its interpretation would eventu
ally coincide with its Biblical connotations. We can only resort here to Muslim 
exegetical literature for it is the only source that offers us a hypothesis as to the 
nature of Lot's offer in this case scenario. 

Many Muslim exegetes suggest that Lot offered the Sodomites his daughters 
in marriage. This seems to fit the criterion mentioned above. Furthermore, it is 
consistent with the meaning of the word a{har in verse 78 of Hzld in its immaterial 
sense. Had this been the interpretation ascribed to Lot's offer in the oral narrative 
against which the Qur' anic episode of Lot's daughters took shape, the allusion
marker "here are my daughters" in verse 71 of al-Jfijr and verse 78 of Hiid would 
be referring to Lot asking the Sodomites to marry his daughters (i.e. "here are my 
daughters, marry them").31 

28 The rest of verse 78, i.e. "Beware of Allah, and degrade me not in (the person of) my guests. Is 
there not among you any upright man?", could support either reading of the word a{{har. 

29 Given the usage of the derivatives from the root /.z.q.q. in the Qur'iin and the syntax of verse 78 of 
Hiid, the word l.zaqq could be understood to mean "right" or "fair claim". See AI-Mu 'jam 
al-mzlfahras, 255-60. 

30 See for example Genesis 19:9 and Josephus, The New Complete Works, 64-65. 
31 The majority of Muslim exegetes interpret the segment "ifye must be doing" (in lamtumfo 'ilin) in 

verse 71 of al-lfijr to mean: if you must be doing what I asked of you, i.e. to marry my daughters. 
See for example, I;Iusayn b. Mas'iid al-Farii' al-BaghawT, Ma 'a/im al-tanzflji al-taftir wa-1-ta'wfl, 
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The main problem with the marriage hypothesis, however, is that it is not 
congruent with the Sodomites' response to Lot's offer in verse 79 of Hiid. Muslim 
exegetes present several interpretations of this verse. The first is that the meaning 
of the ~odomites' response is: you know well that we have no right to your daugh
ters because they are not wives to us.32 But this is illogical if Lot were indeed 
offering the Sodomites his daughters in marriage. In Al-Rlizi's (d. 606/1209) 
al-Tajsfr al-kabfr we are told that a second possible explanation is that the 
Sodomites' response resulted from Lot's insistence that they become believers, i.e. 
follow his message, before they could marry his daughters. And since, hypotheti
cally, Lot knew that they would not, their response was worded in this fashion: we 
have no right to your daughters because we will not be believers (and you already 
know that).33 Al-Qurtubi (d. 671/1272) transmits a third interpretation, on the 
authority of an anonymous source, according to which Lot's people had asked to 
marry his daughters earlier and Lot had declined their request. Al-Qurtubi relates 
that in the Sodomites' customary law, of which Lot was aware, if someone were to 
ask to marry a woman and were turned down, he would have no right to marry her 
afterward; hence the phrase "you know we have no right to your daughters."34 

Muslim exegetes suggest yet another explanation of the Sodomites' response. 
Muqatil b. Sulayman (d. 150/767) suggests that the phrase "we have no right 
[baqq] to thy daughters" actually means we have no "need for" or "desire for" 
your daughters.35 Some later exegetes provide justification for this view. Riizi 
states that when one needs something it is as if he has a right to it. In Riizi's view, 
denying the right is an indirect expression, metonymy (kinaya), for denying the 
need (al-taqdfr anna man ibtaja ita shay' fa-ka-annahz7 ba(}ala lahzl fihi naw' 
min~al-baqq,fa li-hadha al-sabab jzl 'ita najjml-baqq kinaya 'an na.fYi al-baja).36 

However, this is a significant deviationwhich does not seem warranted by the 

Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1985, 14:407; al-Fagl b. al-I;!asan al-Tabrisi, !vlajma' al-bayan fi taftlr 
ai-Qur 'an, Beirut: Dar Maktabat al-I;!ayat, 14:37. This interpretation, however, is untenable. 
Construing the segment "if ye must be doing" in this way ignores the narrative before verse 71 in 
al-l:fijr and in other Sfiras where, as I demonstrated above, there are compelling indications that the 
referent of this segment is the Sodomites' intentions towards Lot's guests. In this scenario, a more 
reasonable interpretation would be that verse 71 means: here are my daughters, marry them, if you 
are serious in following through on your intentions to abuse my guests sexually. 

32 Tabar! (d. 310/923) endorses this opinion and transmits that Ibn ls])aq (d. 151/768) did as well. See 
Mul)ammad b. Jarir a!-Tabar!, Jami' al-liayan fi taft! al-Qur 'an, ed. Mu])ammad al-Zuhari 
al-Ghamrliwi, Cairo: al-Matba'a al-Maymaniyya, 1903, 12:49. Also, al-Tabrisi transmits that Ibn 
lsl)iiq endorsed this view. See al-Tabrisi, !vlajma' al-bayan fi taftlr al-Qur 'an, Beirut: Dar 
Maktabat al-I;!aylit, 12:197. 

33 See FaKhr al-Din Al-Rlizi, ai-Taftfr al-kablr, Tehran: Dar al-Kutub a!- 'Ilmiyya, 1970, I :34. 
34 See Mu])ammad b. A])mad a!-Ansari al-Qurtubi, al-Jami' li-al;kam ai-Qur 'an, ed. Abu Is])liq 

Ibrahim !\fish, Cairo: Diiral-Klitib al-'ArabT, 1967,9:77. 
35 See Muqlitil b. Sulaymlin, Taftir !vluqati/ b. Sulayman, ed. 'AbdAllah Shi])ata, Cairo: al-Hay'a 

al-Mi~riyya li-1-Kitab, 1983, 2:292. The same opinion is also transmitted in al-Baghwi's !via 'a/im 
al-tanzflji al-taftlr wa-1-ta 'wfl without justification. See al-I;!usin b. Mas'nd al-Fara' al-BaghwT, 
Ma 'a/im al-ianzflji 1-taftlr wa-1-ta 'wfl, Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1985, 12:230. 

36 See RlizT, 18:34. See also TabrisT, 12:197. 
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text. The word baqq in the Qur'an is virtually always used to mean "just", "fair 
claim" or "truth.'m Razi acknowledges this when he says that this interpretation 
is not the apparent or literal (al-;ahir) meaning, but is.derived from the meaning 
one should identify from the verse (mabmzll 'ala al-ma 'na). But this is a circular 
argument, for once the theological justification of the verse is devised, the text is 
explicated so that it fits the justification. 

All the Muslim exegetical interpretations of the Sodomites' response to Lot's 
offer do not seem plausible. They are all derived from the theological justification 
of Lot's offer, i.e. the marriage offer, and hence they either contrive more story 
elements to explain this response or they deviate significantly from its apparent 
meaning. Ultimately, these interpretations contribute to disproving the marriage 
explanation of Lot's offer. 

A detailed discussion of tl:ie exegetical material related to the episode is now 
necessary in order to a~sess the- intertextual readings I have presented in this 
chapter in light of the available historical evidence. 

Lot's daughters in Qur' an commentaries 

There are significant differences among the Muslim exegestes who endorse the 
marriage interpretation of Lot's offer. One group of exegetes assert that Lot 
offered the Sodomites his own daughters in marriage. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and 
Al-Tabrisi (d. 565/1169-70) relate that Qatada b. Di' ama al-Sadiisi (d. 118/736) 
-an exegete from the generation of the learned men who succeeded the compan
ions of the Prophet (known in Muslim sources as al-tabi 'zln) - embraced this 
view.38 Muqatil b. Sulayman also articulates this opinion.39 There are other 
exegetes, however, who doubted the sensibility of this rendering of the marriage 
hypothesis. They argued that, considering the substantial number of Sodomites 
compared to the limited number of Lot's daughters, the offer is simply unrealistic. 
Verse 36 of al-Abzab (Q 33) played an important role in this argument. The verse 
reads, "The prophet is closer to the believers than their selves, and his wives are 
(as) their mothers .. .'' (Q 33:6) By relying on an unofficial reading of this verse, 
attributed to 'AbdAllah b. Mas 'lid (d. 32/652-53), which adds the phrase "and he 
[i.e. the prophet] is a father to them" after the phrase "and his wives are (as) their 
mothers," these exegetes became convinced that "my daughters" in verse 71 of 
al-lfijr and in verse 78 of Hzld should not be understood in a literal sense. Being 
the prophet of his people, Lot is also the father of all the women of his nation. 
Thus, Lot was offering the Sodomites all the women of his nation in marriage, not 
only his own daughters. This view seems also to have originated with some 

37 See Al-Mu'jam a/-mufahras, 255-60. 
38 See TabrisT, 14:36; Rlizi, 18:32. In Tabari's taftlr, Qatlida is said to have embraced another view, 

namely, that Lot offered all the women of his nation in marriage to the Sodomites. See Tabar!, 12:48. 
39 See Muqlitil b. Sulaymlin, 2:292. · 
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exegetes fi"om the generation of the tabi 'z7n, namely Mujahid b. Jabr (d. 104/722) 
and Sa'id b. Jubayr (d. 95/712).40 It was to gain wide approval among Muslim 
exegetes.41 · 

A third. position, which seems to have appeared in response to the two previous 
views, is attributed to Ibn 'Abbas (d. 68/687-8). Qurtubitransmits, on the authority 
of Ibn 'Abbas, that the chiefs of the So do mites (nt 'as a 'uhum) had asked 
Lot repeatedly to give them his daughters in marriage, but Lot had not given 
them an answer, or he had always refused (ja-lam yujibhum).42 According to 
this view, when the Sodomites attacked Lot's house he offered their chiefs his 
daughters in marriage, hoping that this act would diffuse the confrontation and 
save his guests. 43 

Although the marriage hypothesis is, by far, the most popular interpretation of 
Lot's offer among Muslim exegetes, there have been other interpretations of this 
offer which are also attributed to exegetes from the tabi 'zln generation. Ibn Abi 
Najil;t (d. 131/748-9)- a student ofMujahid- is recorded in Tabari's commentary 
to have asserted that the Qur'an did not state whether Lot offered the Sodomites 
fornication or marriage. 44 We find another exa~ple in the commentary of Qurtubi, 
who relates that 'Ikrima (d. 105/723-4), the client of Ibn 'Abbas, asserted that Lot 
did not truly offer the Sodomites his own daughters nor the women of his nation, 
~ut simply put forth this offer hoping that the Sodomites would leave (lam ya 'rid 
alayhim banatihl wa-la banati ummatihl, wa-innama qala lahum hadha 

li-yam;arifii).45 Qurtubi' transmits also that Abu 'Ubayda (presumably AbU 
'Ubayda Ma'mar b. al-Muthanna al-Taymi, who died between 207/822 and 
213/828) expressed a considerably similar view to that of 'Ikrima. According to 
Qurtubi, this view was endorsed by a group (ta 'ifa) of the early exegetes. AbU 
'Ubayda asserts that Lot's offer was a means of"defense" and he did not intend 
to follow through on it (innama kana al-kalam mudaja 'a wa-lam yurid imfia 'hu).46 

According to this view, Lot presented his offer as a way of shaming the Sodomites 
before themselves and expressing his disgust at their behavior.47 In al-Qurtubi's 

40 Mujahid b. Jabr and Sa 'rd b. Jubayr are consistently mentioned in the sources to have endorsed this 
view. See for example Tabar!, Jiimi 'al-bayiin, 12:48; Razi, 18:32; Mul.Iammad b. AJ:imad al-Ansiin 
al-QurtubT, ai-Jiimi' li-abkiim ai-Qur 'iin, ed. Abii lsl.Iiiq Ibrahim I !fish, Cairo: Diir a!-Katib 
al-'Arabr, 1967,9:76. 

41 See for example, 'Abd Al-Razzaq ai-.:;;an' anT, Taftir Abd Al-Razziiq b. Hammam a-San 'iini, Beirut: 
Dar al-Kutub al-'llmiya, 1999, 2:306; Al.Imad b. Mul.Iammad al-Nal.Il.Iiis, Ma'ani ai-Qur'iin 
al-karim, ed. Mul.Iammad 'Ali al-:;;abiinT, Makka al-Mukarrama: Jiimi 'at Umm al-Qurii, 1988, 4:33; 
Raz!, 18:32; 'Abd Alliih b. 'Umar al-Bayc;lawT, Taftir ai-Bay(lawi: al-musammii anwiir al-tanzil 
wa-asriir a/~ta'wil, Cairo: Matba'at Mul.Iammad 'Ali Subayl.I, 1926, 3:115; Ismii'il b. 'Umar Ibn 
Kathir, Taftir ai-Qur 'iin al-karim, ed. Siimib. Mul.Iammad Salama, Riyadh: DiirTfua, 1997, 4:337. 

42 See QurtubT, 9:76. 
43 Ibid. 
44 See Tabar!, 12:48. 
45 See Mul.Iammad b. Al.Imad al-Ansiin al-QurtubT, 76. 
46 !bid. 
47 See ibid. 
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words, "this is as when one who cheats other people of their money is told: eating 
swine is more lawful to you than doing this" (kama yuqalz7 ti-man yunha 'an akli 
mal al-ghayr: al-khanzlr aballz7 !aka min hadha).48 

It is noteworthy that none of the exegetes who discussed the interpretation of 
Lot's offer cited the Prophet or one of his companions in order to authenticate his 
point of view, except for the tradition attributed to Ibn 'Abbas, who was himself a 
companion of the Prophet. In addition, the considerable differences exhibited in 
the several versions of the marriage hypothesis seem to be attributed solely to the 
efforts of the Muslim exegetes to develop an interpretation ofthe Lot's daughters 
episode in the Qur' an. 

Thus it seems that the marriage hypothesis is not relevant to the understanding 
of the incident within the context of the emergence of the Qur' iin- a contention 
which is corroborate~ by the intertextual analysis I presented in both case studies 
of this study. These significant differences also suggest that there was a conscious 
attempt on the part of the majority of Muslim exegetes to shift the interpretation 
of the incident away from its Biblical connotations. The unpopularity of opinions 
such as those attributed to Ibn Abi Najil;t and 'Ikrima in the exegetical literature 
supports this contention.49 

If one reads the representation of the episode of Lot's daughters in the Qur'iin 
in isolation from the pre-text(s), then Ibn AbiNajil;t is correct: the Qur' an does not 
state whether Lot offered the Sodomites fornication or marriage. The views attrib
uted to 'llcrima and AbU 'Ubayda, however, are interesting. They reflect a keen 
knowledge of both the Biblical (and/or apocryphal) traditions and the Qur'anic 
representation of the episode. Whether these views are authentically attributed t~ 
these figures is not the question here. If these attributions are authentic, one could, 
at best, date these views to the early years of the second half of the first Islamic 
century, more than forty years after the Prophet's death. What is surprising is that 
these views do not contradict the contention that early Muslims comprehended the 
episode of Lot's daughters in al-lfijr and Hzld against the backdrop of its Jewish 
antecedents. In fact, the views attributed to 'Ikrima and Abil 'Ubayda and 
al-Qurtubi's justification of these views provide an insight into oral information 
.that may have been concomitant to the Qur'iinic representation of the incident in 
the context of th.e emergence of the Qur'iin. We might bear in mind that the 
Islamic dogma concerning the prophets' infallibility ( 'i~mat al-anbiya) is a 
development' subsequent to the emergence of the Qur' iin. Thus for early Muslims 
it would be reasonable to conclude that Lot was being intentionally misleading. 
He was not serious when he offered his daughters to the Sodomites in the manner 
demonstrated in the first case study. 

48 See ibid. 
49 Baghawr points to the view attributed to Abii 'Ubayda and states that:"they [i.e. The majority of 

exegetes] did not accept this interpretation." See BaghawT, Ma 'iilim al-tanzil, 1985, 12:230. 
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Conclusion 

The analysis I have presented in this study calls for a rigorous examination of the 
Qur'1inic narratives through the lens of lritertextuality and within the formative 
cultural milieu of the Qur'iin. It suggests that an emphasis on discourse and 
meaning as opposed to source-influence criticism could be exceptionally informa
tive, particularly if the gradual emergence of the corpus ofQur'anic texts is taken 
into account. A comparison between the analysis I have presented and the repre
sentation of the Qur'anic account of Lot's story in Fred Leemhuis's article "Liit 
and His People in the Koran and its Early Commentaries" shows that Leemhuis's 
method did not enable him to discover the intertextual meaning embedded in 
verse 71 of al-lfijr and verses 78-79 of Hiid. In fact, the synthesis of Lot's st9ry 
in Leemhuis's article disregards verse 71 of al-lfijr, which suggests that Leem
huis thought that verse 78 of Hiid encapsulates its meaning. 5° As I have demon
strated in the first case study, the significance of the Lot's daughters episode is 
equally shared between verse 71 of al-lfijr and verses 78 and 79 of Hiid. It is not 
only imparted by these verses but is also produced as a result of the audiences' 
"interaction" with the parallel Biblical story earlier Qur'anic texts, and, possibly, 
a concomitant oral discourse. 

Thus far, the focus in modem scholarship has mainly been on delineating the 
development of narrative-text exegesis in Muslim exegetical literature or on iden
tifYing later additions to the Qur'anic narratives in this literature. This work is 
certainly worth pursuing. However, as this study demonstrates, Muslim exegetical 
literature, even if it is largely posterior to the emergence of the Qur'iin, is-impor
tant in assessing the significance of the Qur'iinic narratives within the context of 
the Qur'an's initial cultural milieu, perhaps as important as the Biblical and apoc
ryphal sources which influenced-this context. Recourse to material from Qur'iinic 
exegesis should, however, be explicit and should not take precedence over the 
contextual analysis of the Qur'iinic texts themselves. Bearing this in mind, an 
appreciation of Muslim exegetical literature can contribute positively to an 
intertextual analysis of the stories of the prophets in the Qur'iin. 

50 See Leemhuis, "Li:i! and his people," 101-2. 

18 Joseph among the Ishmaelites 
Q 12 in light of Syriac sources1 

Joseph Witztum 

.. Introduction 

In recent years there has been a renewed interest in the study of the Qur'iin in 
light of the Syriac literary tradition. Examples of :fine studies are those of Sidney 
Griffith and Kevin van Blade! dedicated to the "Companions of the Cave" story 
and to the Dhii 1-Qamayn narrative respectively? In this chapter I follow their 
lead, with one major difference: I examine a Qur' iinic retelling of a narrative from 
the Hebrew Bible. Such retellings are often assumed to reflect Jewish traditions, 
and thus Western scholarship tends to ignore Christian sources. Syriac texts are 
cited now and then but are not covered systematically in any manner comparable 
to the way the Jewish texts are treated.3 

This chapter is a slightly enhanced version of an oral presentation. A fuller study will be set out in 
a chapter of my dissertation and published elsewhere. I thank my advisor Michael Cook, Patricia 
Crone, Judith Loebenstein-Witztum, Manolis Papoutsakis and Gabriel Reynolds for their comments 
on earlier drafts. I am also grateful to Kristian Heal for generously sharing his work before publica
tion. Quotations from the Qur'iin are usually adapted versions of Arberry. Biblical verses are cited 
from the NRSV. 

2 S. Griffith, "Christia!:l Lore and the Arabic Qur'iin: The 'Companions of the Cave' in Siirat al-Kahf 
and in Syriac Christian tradition," in QHC, 109-37; K. van Blade!, "The Alexander Legend in the 
Qur'iin 18:83-102," ibid., 175-i03. 

3 See N.A. Stillman, ''The story of Cain and Abel in the Qur' an and the Muslim commentators: Some 
observations," JSS 19, 1974, (231-39) 231-32. Even scholars who argue for a strong Christian 
impact on the Qur' an are often content with a general observation that Christians too transmitted 
narratives from the Hebrew Bible. Textual parallels from Christian sources are usually not pursued. 
One attempt to balance scholarship on this point will be found in my dissertation, the title of which 
is The Syriac Milieu of the Quran: The Recasting of Biblical Narratives. It includes a survey of the 
studies which did take into account oriental Christian literature. See for now, S. Lee, Controversial 
Tracts on Christianity and Mohammedanism, Cambridge: Smith, 1824, 124-38 (I am indebted to 
Krisztina Szilagyi for this reference); T. Andrae, Les origines de /'islam et le christianisme, Paris: 
Adrien-Maisonneuve, 1955, 201-2; and the occasional comments in H. Speyer, Die biblischen 
Erziihlzmgen im Qoran, Hildesheim: Olrns, 1961. A more recent example is G.S. Reynolds, 
"Redeeming the Adam of the Qur'iin," in D. Kreikenbom et al. (eds), Arabische Christen- Christen 
in Arabien, Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2007, 71-83. 
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In several instances, however, the Qur' iin shows a strong affinity to Syriac 
poems which expand on Biblical themes. These poems range from formal 
dialogues in alternating stanzas to dramatized narratives which include dialogue 
and homiletic material.4 They were used in liturgy, had a wide audience and there
fore could easily have served as a channel of transmission for Biblical traditions.5 

Indeed the Qur'anic retellings and the Syriac poems display similarities 
with regard to elements of the plot, literary form, lexical use, and typological 
function. 

Here I will examine the Joseph story and argue that the Qur'iinic version is 
closely related to the Syriac tradition. By contrast, previous scholarship has tended 
to emphasize the rabbinic background, generally ignoring the Syriac sources.6 

Two aspects of the Joseph story render it particularly suited for a study of this 
kind. One is its sheer length: this is the longest narrative in the Qur'an/ the other 
is the existence of several Syriac works devoted to Joseph, which furnish us with 
enough material to work with.8 

4 S. Brock, "Dramatic dialogue poems," in H.J.W. Drijvers eta!. (eds), IV Symposium Syriacum 
I 984, Rome: Pontificium lnstitutum Studiorum Orientalium, 1987, 135-47. See also S. Brock, 
"Syriac dialogue poems: Marginalia to a recent edition," Le Museon 97, 1984, 29-58. , 

5 For the wide diffusion of these homilies, see L. Van Rompay, "The Christian Syriac tradition of 
interpretation," in M. Srebe (ed.), Hebrew Bible I Old Testament: The History of Its Interpretation 
III: Antiquity, Gilttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1996, (612-41) 641. See also K. Upson-Saia, 
"Caught in a compromising position: The Biblical exegesis and characterization ofBiblical protag
onists in the Syriac dialogue hymns," Hugoye 9:2, 2006. 

6 For studies ofQ 12 which completely ignore Christian traditions, see, e.g., A. Geiger, Judaism and 
Islam, Madras: M.D.C.S.P.C.K. Press; 1898, 111-18; D. Sidersky, Les origines des tegendes 
musulmanes dans le Coran et dans les vies des prophetes, Paris: Genthner, 1933, 55-68; M.S. Stem, 
"Muhammad and Joseph: A study of Koranic narrative," JNES 44, 1985, (193-204) ,193-94; R. 
Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Qur 'an and Muslim Literature, Richmond: Curzon, 2002, 31 and 
56-57; B. Garsiel, Bible, !vlidrash and Quran: An Intertextual Study of Common Narrative Mate
rials, Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 2006, 99-117 (Hebrew). Two scholars refer to Syriac 
sources sporadically: I. Schapiro, Die haggadischen Elemente im erziihlenden Teil des Korans, 
Leipzig: Fock, 1907; H. Speyer, Die biblischen Erziihlungen, 187-224. Schapiro examined 111any of 
the Syriac texts on Joseph (see his survey of Christian sources on p.l2), but cites them mainly as 
parallels to Muslim exegetical traditions, Even when similarities with the Qur'an are noted it is 
always assumed that the source is Jewish; see, e.g, Schapiro, Die haggadischen Elemente, 20, 49, 
58, 64. Not a single example is given where the Qur'an is closer to the Syriac sources. Speyer 
largely follows Schapiro, though he does entertain the possibility that some elements of the narra
tive might have been taken from Christians; see especially Speyer, Die biblischen Erziihlungen, 
199-200 and 210-11. 

7 See C. Gilliot, "Narratives," EQ, 3:(516-28) 518. 
8 Overviews of the Syriac works are found in H. Nlif, Syrische JosefGedichte, Ziirich: Schwarzenbach, 

1923, 9-52; S. Brock, "Dinah in a Syriac poem on Joseph," in G. Khan ( ed.), Semitic Studies in Honour 
of Edward Ullendolff, Leiden: Brill, 2005, (222-35) 222-24; and i<..s. Heal, Tradition and Transfor
mation: Genesis 37 and 39 in Early Syriac Sources, University of Birmingham (unpublished disserta
tion), 2008, 14-80. 
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The main Syriac works devoted to Joseph date from the fourth and fifth cen
turies and consist of one narrative in prose, The Syriac History of Joseph, falsely 
attributed to Basil of Caesarea (hereafter PsB),9 and three works of metrical homi
lies. These include a cycle of twelve homilies attributed to Ephrem (d. 373) or 
Balai (fl. early fifth century) (hereafter Balai), 10 four homilies falsely attributed to 
Narsai (d. 503) or Jacob of Serugh (d. 521) (hereafter PsN), 11 and one authentic 

\ 
9 Edited in two parts based on one manuscript written in an East Syriac hand, Berlin Syriac 74 (1695 

CE): M. Weinberg, Die Geschichte Joseft angeblich ve1jasst von Basi/ius dem Grossen aus 
Ciisarea, Teil I, Berlin: Itzkowski, 1893, and S.W. Link, Die Geschichte Joseft angeblich verfasst 
von Basi/ius dem Grossen aus Ciisarep. Tei/2, Berlin: Itzkowski, 1895. As Heal notes, the work is 
preserved in another four manuscripts; dated to the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries. There are 
also versions in Arabic, Latin (translated from Arabic in 1336) and Ethiopic (preserved in a late 
fourteenth/early fifteenth-century manuscript and translated by E. Isaac, "The Ethiopic History of 
Joseph: Translation with introduction and notes," Journal for the Study of the Pseudoepigrapha 6, 
1990, 2-125); Heal, Tradition, 16-20; idem, "Identifying the Syriac vorlage of the Ethiopic History 
of Joseph," in G.A. Kiraz (ed.), Malphono w-Rabo d-Malphone: Studies in Honor of Sebastian P. 
Brock, Piscataway: Gorgias Press,-2008, 205-10; idem, "The Syriac History of Joseph: A new 
translation and introduction," in R. Bauckham, J. Davila, and A. Panayotov (eds), Old Testament 
Pseudepigrapha: More Non-canonical Scriptures (vol. I) (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, forth
coming). Based on the haggadic elements contained in it, Weinberg, Geschichte, 11-12, suggests 
a mid-fourth-century date for the work. Brock, "Dinah," 222-23, prefers a fifth-century date based 
on the occurrence of the Greek loanword ara. Weinberg, Baumstark (A. Baumstark, Geschichte 
der syrischen Literatur, Bonn: Marcus u. Weber, 1922, 79) and Brock agree that the work was 
originally written in Syriac and is not a translation of a work of Basil. Cf. Niif, Josef, 12. 

I 0 Edited by P. Bed jan, Histoire complete de Joseph par Saint Ephrem: Poeme en douze livres, Paris: 
Harrassowitz, 1891. The earliest manuscript (dated to the sixth century) attributes the work to 
Balai, whereas later manuscripts attribute it to Ephrem; see the survey of the manuscripts and 
editions in R.R. Phenix, The Sermons on Joseph of Balai of Qenneshrin: Rhetoric and Interpreta
tion in Fifth Century Syriac Literature, TUbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008, I-ll. Most scholars 
follow Baumstark, Geschichte, 62-63, in preferring the attribution to Balai. Cf. A. Palmer, "The 
influence of Ephraim the Syrian," Hugoye 2:1, 1999, in his introduction to the fourth text in his 
anthology and in note 3. Heal, Tradition, 71, simply refers to an anonymous author and grants the 
text an early date. Recently Phenix, Sennons on Joseph, 14-31, has argued for Balai's authorship, 
though the evidence is not entirely conclusive. 

II The edition used here is that of Bedjan, Homiliae Mar-Narsetis in Joseph, in P. Bedjan, Liber Superi
orum, Paris: Harrassowitz, 1901,521-629. For other editions, see Heal, Tradition, 58-60. These homi
lies survive in twelve manuscripts, not all of which include all four homilies; see A.S. Rodrigues Pereira, 
''Two Syriac homilies on Joseph," Jaarbericht Ex Oriente Lw: 31, 1989-90, (95-120) 96-97, and a 
fuller and more detailed list in Heal, Tradition, 42-58. Homilies I and 2 fonn the original work and have 
been dated approximately to the fifth century. The other two are later additions, homily 3 consisting of 
excerpts from the tenth homily ofBalai; Rodrigues Pereira, ''Two," 99-100; Eirock, "Dinah," 223; and 
Heal, Tradition, 63-67. Brock rejects the attribution to Narsai on the basis of differences in style and 
usage. Likewise, the existence of a genuine collection of homilies on Joseph by Jacob ofSerugh as well 
as an authentic homily by Narsai on Joseph make both attributions unlikely; Heal, Tradition, 62-63. 
Heal (ibid., 33 note 1), supports a fifth-century date since the homilies are preserved in both West and 
East Syriac manuscripts. A shorter recension of the first three homilies is preserved in a West Syriac 
manuscript, Berlin 166, the beginning of which was edited by M. Engel, Die Geschichte Josephs nach 
einer syrischen Handschrifi der konigl. Bibliothek in Berlin I, Berlin: Itzkowski, 1895. 
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homily by Narsai. 12 The ten unpublished homilies by Jacob of Serugh were not 
incorporated into this studyY 

Other works worthy of mention are Ephrem' s commentary on Genesis and the · 
sermon on Joseph, which belongs to the corpus of Greek texts attributed to Ephrem 
(hereafter Ephraem Graecus). Preserved in a single manuscript, dated to 523, the 
commentary is usually accepted as a genuine work of Ephrem. It retells the 
Biblical story in its own words and contains quite a few narrative expansions. 14 

Itself in Greek, the sermon is closely related to the Syriac homilies and seems to 
stem from the same world. 15 Also relevant are the two kontakia on Joseph by 
Romanos the Melodist (fl. sixth century), especially the first one. 16 

The precise relationship between all these sources is yet to be determined 
conclusively. 17 But, as wiii be seen, the Qur'an seems closest to the first two 
homilies ofPsN which in tum likely used PsB. 

Links in the plot 

We may now tum to the similarities between the Syriac and Qur'l'inic accounts. 
Starting with the plot, we find that they frequently depart from the Biblkal text in 
similar ways. Heinrich Niifs dissertation from 1923, devoted to Joseph in the 
Syriac tradition, briefly noted some of these instances, 18 but his work was largely 

12 The edition used here is that of A. Mingana, Narsai Doc/oris Syri Homi/iae et Carmina, Mosul: 
Typis Fratrum Praedicatorum, 1905, 2:265-88. The homily is found in five manuscripts from the 
end of the nineteenth/beginning of the twentieth century; Heal, Tradition, 77-78. 

13 For a summary of their content as well as a brief study, see Niif, Josef, 42-52. In addition there are 
three short anonymous dialogue poems which focus on one Biblical scene: two about Joseph and 
Potiphar's wife and one concerning Joseph and Benjamin's meeting; see S. Brock, Soghyatha 
Mgabbyatha, Glane: Monastery of St. Ephrem, 1982, 13-17, and idem, "Joseph and Potiphar's 
wife (Genesis 39): Two anonymous dispute poems," in W.J. van Bekkum et a!. (eds}, Syriac 
Polemics: Studies in Honour ofGerrit Jan Reinink, Leuven: Peeters, 2007, 41-57. 

14 R.M. Tonneau, Sancti Ephraem Syri in Genesim et in Exodum Commentarii, Louvain: Durbecq, 
1955; English translation in E.G. Mathews Jr. and J.P. Amar, St. Ephrem the Syrian: Selected 
Prose Works, Washington: Catholic University of America Press, 1994. 

15 See J.S. Assemani, Sancti patris nostri Ephraem Syri opera omnia (Greek and Latin) 2, Rome: 
Typographia Vaticana, 1743,21-41. For other editions and a preliminary English translation, see 
E. Lash, "Sermon on Joseph the most virtuous," available online at: <http://www.anastasis.org.uk/ 
Joseph.pdt> (accessed February 10, 2011). See also P.-H. Poirier, "Le sermon pseudo-ephremien 
In pulcherrimum Joseph: Typologie et midrash," in Figures de /'Ancien Testament chez les peres, 
Strasbourg: Centred' Analyse et de Documentation Patristiques, 1989, I 07-22. 

16 For the Greek text and French translation, see J. Grosdidier de Matons, Romanos le Me/ode: Hymns I, 
Paris: Cerf, 1964, 202-45 ("de Joseph"), 260-93 ("Tentation de Joseph"). For a brief introduction to 
Romanos, see R.J. Schork, Sacred Song from the Byzantine Pulpit: Romanos the Melodist, 
Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1995, 3-39. It now seems evident that Romanos was indebted 
to Syriac poetry; seeM. Papoutsakis, ''The making of a Syriac fable: From Ephrem to Romanos," Le 
!vluseon 120, 2007, 29-75 (references to earlier work by Brock are found on p. 46, note 44). 

17 Compare Niif, Josef, 84-88, with Heal, Tradition, 259, and Phenix, Sermons on Joseph, 72-112. 
18 See Naf, Josef, 58 (Jacob's belief in the dreams and his warning not to repeat them), 60 (revelation 

in the pit), 66-67 (Jacob unconvinced by the bloody garment), 69 (Jacob's damaged eyesight as a 
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overlooked by subsequent scholars of the Qur'an. Moreover, Niif was convinced 
that MulJarnmad received all his Biblical knowledge from oral instruction by Jews.19 

The departures from the Biblical account include omissions, expansions, and 
other transformations. For my argument the most relevant instances are those not 
shared by Jewish sources, either at all or at least not in the same exact form.20 

As for omissions, ail interesting example concerns the very beginning of the 
story. Whereas the Biblical narrative opens by mentioning Joseph's bad report about 
his brothers, Jacob's preference for him, and his brothers' subsequent hatred towards 
him (Genesis 37:2-4), PsN and the Qur'an both omit these embarrassing elements 
which portray Joseph and Jacob in a negative manner. They start the actual story 
with Joseph's dream(s),21 ;:vhich come only later in the Bible (Genesis 37:5).22 

But the attempt to defend the character of Jacob and Joseph does not stop here. The 
Biblical Joseph, in what might seem to be arrogance, recounts his dreams first to his 
brothers and only then relates the second dream to his father. Jacob then rebukes him 
for it, acting in what might be construed as ignorance (Genesis 37:5-10). In PsN and 
the Qur'an, however, Joseph first seeks the meaning of the dream(s) from his father.23 

result of his grief), 70 (Potiphar doubting his wife's story), 72 (Joseph's remaining in prison longer 
as punishment for his request that the cup-bearer help him), 78 (Joseph's statement that he will be 
as, or in fact is, Benjamin's brother), 83 (the brothers insulting Benjamin and his family after the 
cup is found). In some of these examples Nilf notes rabbinic parallels, but even when none are to 
be found he assumes that the Qur'an must reflect a lost Jewish tradition. See also ibid., 85. 

19 Ibid., 87. Interestingly, a century earlier, Samuel Lee commented on the "manifest similarity of 
style and sentiment" between Ephraem Graecus and Q 12. After noting that in both texts Jacob is 
suspicious of. the brothers and Potiphar's wife confesses her crime, Lee concludes: "These coinci
dences are, I think, sufficient to show that the one must have been the genuine offspring of the 
other; and that Syria was the soil from which the Pseudo-Prophet must have obtained his;" Lee, 
Controversial Tracts, 127-28. Like other early scholars Lee considered the Greek corpus 
attributed to Ephrem to be authentic, even though this is most often not the case. 

20 I ignore parallels from Sefer ha-Yashar, since this late work (see H.L. Strack and G. Sternberger, 
Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996, 339) is evidently 
indebted to the Islamic tradition; seeM. Griinbaum, "Zu 'Jussufund Suleicha,' "ZDMG 43, 1889, 
(1-29) 8ff. (cf. Geiger, Judaism and Islam, 112-14 and 116, and his comment in the preface, viii). 
A Jewish work which follows the Islamic tradition in an even closer fashion is the Judea-Arabic 
version of the Joseph story translated and studied in M.S. Bernstein, Stories of Joseph: Narrative 
Migrations between Judaism and Islam, Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2006. 

21 The Qur'an omits Joseph's first dream. A similar phenomenon is found later in the Siira when 
Pharaoh's two dreams (Genesis 41:1-7) are conflated (Q 12:43); seeS. Goldman, "Joseph," EQ, 
3:(55-57) 56, and A. Afsar, "Plot motifs in Joseph/Yiisuf story: A comparative study of Biblical 
and Qur'anic narrative," Islamic Studies 45, 2006, (167-90) 171. In later works Joseph's first 
dream resurfaces in a somewhat garbled form; see, e.g., Fakhr al-Din a1-Riizi, al-Taftir al-kabir, 
Cairo: al-Matba'a al-Bahiyya al-Mi~riyya, 1938, 18:87 (citing Wahb). Cf. 'AbdAllah aJ-'Alami, 
Mu 'tamar taftir Slirat Ylisuf, Damascus: Matabi' Dar al-Fikr, 1961, I: 197-98. 

22 PsN, 522-23; Q 12:4-6. In Q 12:8 mention is made of Jacob's preference for Joseph and Benjamin, 
but this is presented as an accusation made by the brothers, not as fact. Moreover, this accusation 
comes only after Jacob's reaction to the dream and could be understood as its result. 

23 Possibly related as well is the reading of the Septuagint. As opposed to the text of the Masora 
which has Joseph relate his second dream twice, once to his brothers (v. 9) and a second time to his 
father and brothers (v. 10), the Septuagint mentions in v. 9 that Joseph related the dream to his 
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Jacob then warns Joseph not to relate his dreams to his brothers and proceeds to 
interpret their true meaning, thus indicating his belief in them.24 Thus neither is 
Joseph arrogant nor Jacob ignorant. Although their specific solution is unique, PsN 
and the Qur'an develop tendencies found in other post-Biblical treatments of the 
Joseph story which tried to read away embarrassing features of the narrative.25 

Naf had already noticed the similarity between PsN and the Qur'iin on this 
point. Interestingly, assuming that Mul;lammad could only have received the 
Joseph story from Jews, Naf inferred that a parallel tradition must have existed in 
Jewish circles, even though this is unattested.26 

A strildng instance of a shared expansion concerns Potiphar's wife. In the Bible 
she appears last in Genesis 39:17-19, where she accuses Joseph and thus brings 
about his imprisonment. Nothing more is said of her. By contrast, in the Qur' iin she 
resurfaces later in the story, confesses her evil-doing and exonerates Joseph. After 
Joseph solves the Icing's dream (while still in prison), the latter sends for him: 

(50) The king said: "Bring him to me!" but when the messenger came to him, 
he [=Joseph] said: "Return to your lord and ask him: 'Wbat of the women 
who cut their hands?' Surely my Lord has knowledge of their guile." (51) 

father and brothers and omits any such mention in v. 10. Thus, according to the Septuagint, one 
could possibly understand that Joseph related his second dream first to his father and only then to 
his brothers. Interestingly, PsB seems to be following the Septuagint when it has Joseph relate the 
second dream to his brothers only when they are at their father's side; Weinberg, Geschichte, 17. 
It is possible that PsN was influenced by PsB on this point against the Peshitta tradition. 

24 ThatJacob believed in the dream (and even said so to Joseph's brothers) is found also in Balai, 14-16. 
According to PsB, Jacob rebukes Joseph in front of his brothers, warning him not to repeat the. dreams, 
but in truth he believes them to be true; Weinberg, Geschichte, 18. See also Schapiro, Die haggadischen 
Elemente, 20, and Speyer, Die bib/ischen Erziihlungen, 194, where Jacob's belief in the dreams in 
Balai and PsN is noted. 

25 The following references are not exhaustive by any means. Their purpose is merely to illustrate the 
sensibilities that guided PsN and consequently the Qur'iin. For attempts to defuse the embarrass
ment caused by Joseph's bad report, see J.W. Wevers, Nates on the Greek Text of Genesis, Atlanta: 
Scholars Press, 1993, 613, and H.W. Hollander, "The portrayal of Joseph in Hellenistic Jewish and 
early Christian litemture," in M.E. Stone and T.A. Bergren (eds), Biblical Figures outside the Bible, 
Harrisburg: Trinity Press Intematiomil, 1998, (237-Q3) 257. Philo, Josephus and Jubilees simply 
omit the bad report (Jubilees, in fact, leaves out the gift of the coat and the dreams as well). Jacob's 
apparent favoritism is justified by Balai and Narsai, whereas Ephrem in his commentary glosses 
over Jacob's preference for Joseph and the gift of the. coat; Heal, Tradition, 111-22. Joseph's choice 
to relate his dreams to his brothers is defended by Philo (On Joseph 6) and Josephus (Judean Antiq
uities 2. I I). The notion. that Jacob believed in his son's dreams could find support in the Biblical text 
itself, where in the course of rebuking Joseph Jacob interprets the dream (Genesis 37:10). Moreover, 
the jealous reaction of the brothers in the following verse as well as the note that Jacob "kept the 
matter in mind" both seem to indicate that Jacob did not consider the dream quite so ludicrous after 
all; see Philo, On Joseph 8-9, and Genesis Rabba 84.12. Josephus (Judean Antiquities 2.15-17) 
presents Jacob as rejoicing in his son's dream and interpreting it without rebuke. 

26 Niif, Josef, 57-58. See also Stem, "Muhammad and Joseph," 194. Stem adduces Jacob's reaction 
to the dreams as an example for the Qur'anic version bearing "the clear markings of the rabbinic 
tradition." 
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"Wbat was your business, women," he said, "when you solicited Joseph?" 
"How free is God from every imperfection! (l;Iasha li-llahi)," they said, "We 
know no evil against him." The wife of the mighty man said: "Now the truth 
is at last discovered; I solicited him; he is a truthful man." (52) "That, so that 
he may know that I betrayed him not secretly (lam akhunhu bi-l-ghaybi),27 

and that God guides not the guile of the treacherous. (53} Yet I claim not that 
my soul was innocent - surely the soul of man incites to evil - except 
inasmuch as my Lord had mercy; truly my .Lord is AU-forgiving, All
compassionate." (54) The Icing said: "Bring him to me and I will choose him 
for myself." Then, when he had spoken with him, he said: "Today you are 
established firmly m our favor and in our trust." 

The extent of Potiphar's wife's change of heart depends on whether vv. 52-53 
belong to her speech. If so, she repented fully and believed in God, but even if not, 
as several exegetes suggest, v. 51 includes an admission of guilt on her part. 28 

Potiphar's wife appears again in many of the Syriac sources as well. Ephrem, 
PsB, PsN, Balai, and Ephraem Graecus all include a scene in which she confesses, 
though they differ in details.29 According to PsN, for example, Potiphar hears the 
messengers announcing in the streets that Joseph has risen to power. Wben he 
learns that this is the very same Joseph whom he had imprisoned, he rushes to 
meet him, bows down before him fearing for his life, and pleads that his folly be 
forgotten. Joseph calms him, telling him that he is not to blame. Potiphar then 
returns home, informs his wife of Joseph's new status, and expresses his feai:, 
apparently not pacified by Joseph's words. His wife assures him that Joseph is just 
and will not harass him. She confesses that it was she who assaulted Joseph. Later 
she herself grows fearful and has a scribe write a petition to Joseph begging his 
mercy. Finally she comes before Joseph, who reads her petition and dismisses her 
in peace, setting her mind at rest.30 

Several factors might have brought about this narrative expansion: simple curi
osity as to what happened to Potiphar and his wife, the fact that other characters 

27 This last phrase could also be rendered: "that I betrayed him not in [his] absence". 
28 The exegetes suggest three speakers for these verses: Potiphar's wife, Joseph and even Potiphar; 

see Mul)ammad b. Al)mad al-Qurtubi, al-Jiimi' li-abkiim al-Qur 'iin, ed. 'Abd Alliih b. 'Abd 
al-Mul)sin al-Turki, Beirut: Mu'assasat al-Risala, 2006, 11:375-77. 

29 According to Ephrem, Potiphar is present when Phamoh 's dreams are interpreted. When he realizes 
Joseph's new status, he rushes home to consult his wife, who calms him and confesses her sin, 
stressing that if Joseph is to punish anyone it is her. She adds, however, that he would not since his 
imprisonment led ultimately to his new high status. Potiphar then joins the crowds following 
Joseph's chariot through the streets, and Joseph does him no harm, !mowing that it was all part of 
God's plan; Mathews and Amar,Ephrem, 187-88. Similar is Ephraem Gaecus; see Lash, "Sermon," 
29-30. In Balai's version Potiphar's wife observes Joseph in his greatness and imagines what she 
would say were he to bring up her false accusation, without actually speaking to him; Balai, 133-38. 
Only in PsB and PsN does the woman confess both to her husband and to Joseph; see Weinberg, 
Geschichte, 34 (there is a lacuna there which is filled in Heal, Tradition, 26-32), and PsN, 550-55. 

30 Ibid. 
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in the story keep on reappearing, and perhaps the desire to create a neat chiastic 
pattern ofevents.31 A reading of the Joseph narrative in light of a parallel scene in 
Esther 6:7-13 most likely contributed to this expansion as well.32 

Be that as it may, the Qur'an is akin to the Syriac sources in this scene, but with 
two main differences.33 In the Qur'an the confession occurs not after Joseph's 
public elevation to office, but rather right before he leaves prison to assume 
power.34 Moreover, whereas the Syriac sources use this scene to establish Joseph's 

31 See K.. Heal, "Reworking the Biblical text in the dramatic dialogue poems on the Old Testament patri
arch Joseph," in B. ter Haar Romeny (ed.), The Peshilla: Its Use in Literature and Lihwgy, Leiden: 
Brill, 2006, (87-98) 96-97. Compare with the structural explanation for the Qur'anic expansion found 
in M. Cuypers, "Structures rhetoriques dans le Coran: Une analyse structurelle de Ia sourate 'Joseph' 
et de quelques sourates breves," MID EO 22, 1995, (107-95) 177-79. Another possible incentive for a 
reconciliation scene might be found in the tradition that identifies Joseph's Egyptian master with his 
father-in-law, distinct in the Hebrew text (Potiphar and Potiphera), but conflated in later tradition; see 
the Second Temple literature and rabbinic sources cited by V. Aptowitzer, "Asenath, the wife of 
Joseph: A haggadic literary-historical study," Hebrew Union College Annual 1, 1924, (239-306) 262. 
If Joseph is to marry the daughter of the man who unjustly threw him in prison, one might expect first 
a reconciliation scene. It is not, however, clear whether this conflation occurred in the Syriac tradition 
as well. PsB refers to Joseph's wife as the daughter ofPotiphar the priest, but this does not necessarily 
indicate that he meant to merge the two figures; Weinberg, Geschichte, 34. 

32 Similarities between the Joseph story and that of Esther have been noted by ancient readers and 
modem scholars alike; see Esther Rabbah 7:7, and S.B. Berg, The Book of Esther: MotifS, Themes 
and Stntcture, Missoula: Scholars Press, 1979, 123-42. These include both thematic parallels and 
linguistic correspondences. One striking correspondence is found in the descriptions of the elevation 
of Joseph (Genesis 41 :41-43) and Mordecai (Esther 6:7-11 ). In both texts the h~ro is robed in special 
garb, rides a royal horse/carriage, and his special status is proclaimed. Indeed in Genesis Joseph is 
also given Pharaoh's signet ring, but Mordecai too will receive the king's ring later on in Esther 8:2. 
As a result of these similarities the two texts were conflated in various ways. Under the influence of 
Genesis,. in Judean Antiquities 11.254, Haman suggests that a gold chain (not mentioned in Esther) 
be placed around Mordecai's neck, while the Septuagint for Esther 6:8 reads "a robe made of linen" 
instead of "a royal garment"; see C.A. Moore, The Anchor Bible: Esther, Garden City: Doubleday, 
1971, 65 (but cf. H. Kahana, Esther: Jzc~taposition of the Septuagint Translation with the Hebrew 
Text, Leuven: Peeters, 2005, 254-55). In PsN, on the other hand, the confiation goes in the other 
direction. There the fine linen garments of Genesis 41 :42 are described as "garments of kings, fine 
linens and silks," possibly a reflection of"the royal garments worn by the king" mentioned in Esther 
6:8. Likewise, PsB mentions "royal garments"; Weinberg, Geschichte, 34. Seeing that the two texts 
were conflated, it would be quite natural for some readers to import the scene which follows this 
semi-coronation in Esther to the Joseph story. In Esther the public coronation causes Mordecai's 
arch-enemy Haman to worry about his own future and consult with his wife. This is the same motif 
which appears in Syriac versions of the Joseph story. However, the outcome of this consultation is 
quite different. While Haman and his wife realize that they are lost, Potiphar and his wife repent and 
are forgiven by Joseph, forgiveness being a major theme of the Joseph narrative. 

33 Surprisingly, the Qur'an is not mentioned in the discussion of this motif in Niif,Josef, 73-75. Cf. 
Speyer, Die biblischen Erziihlungen, 210-11, where the parallels in Ephtem and Ephraem Graecus 
lead Speyer to consider Christian informants as the source of this tradition. See also Brock, "Joseph 
and Potiphar's wife," 57. 

34 Although the Qur'an mentions Joseph's ascension to power (Q 12:54-56), it does so in general 
terms and does not refer at all to the semi-coronation with all its pomp. Q 12:57, which downplays 
the importance of reward in this world ("Indeed the reward of the world to come is better for those 
who believe and are God-fearing"), suggests that this is an intentional omission. 
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generosity and forgiveness, in the Qur'an it serves to underline his utter innocence 
and perhaps also to emphasize the sincere repentance ofPotiphar's wife. 

One might list and discuss at length other shared expansions, but for the sake 
of brevity I leave that for another occasion and tum to two examples of minor 
adaptations of the Biblical text. 

The first involves a shared specification of a general term in the Biblical account. 
In Genesis Jacob is fooled into believing that "a wild animal" had devoured Joseph 
(Genesis 37:20, 33). We are not told what kind of animal was involved. The 
Qur'an, however, states several times that this was a wolf. Thus Jacob is reluctant 
to send Joseph with his brothers for fear that a wolf (al-dhi 'b) or wolves (reading 
the word generically)1 devour him (Q 12:13-14), and later, after Joseph has been 
sold off, the brothers indeed attribute his alleged death to wolves (Q 12: 17).35 

The rabbinic sources which specify the wild animal in question usually identify 
it with Judah, the lion's whelp (see Genesis 49:9),36 or Potiphar's wife, the bear,37 

and thus give Jacob's words an ironic semi-prophetic meaning. To the best of my 
knowledge, no rabbinic source mentions a wolf in this context.38 This is to be 

35 The identification of the animal as a wolf (as opposed to a larger, more menacing animal) is 
possibly related to Joseph's young age in the Qur'an. Whereas Genesis 37:2 states that Joseph was 
17 years old, Q 12 seems to assume that he was much younger. This explains why he is to "enjoy 
himself and play" (v. 12), why Jacob fears for him and thinks he needs to be watched over (vv. 
I 1-13), his description as a ghuliim (v. 19), a term often used in the Qur' an to denote young chil
dren, his owners' plan to adopt him (v. 21, compare Q 28:9 regarding Moses the infant), and the 
reference later on to his reaching maturity (v. 22). As Patricia Crone pointed out to me, the notion 
that Joseph was a mere child at the time of his sale was not unique to the Qur' an; see the ivory 
carvings from the so-called Chair of Maximianus (made in Antioch or Alexandria in the first half · 
of the sixth century). Figures of these carvings and further references are found in P. Crone, 
"'Barefoot and naked': What did the Bedouin of the Arab conquests look like?" !Yfuqornas 25, 
2008, (1-10) 2-3. In the Islamic exegetical tradition both approaches are found: Joseph is either a 
small boy or a seventeen-year-old; see, e.g., 'Abd al-l;!aqq b. Ghiilib. b. 'Atiyya, al-!vhtl;zarrar 
al-wajfz, ed. 'Abd al-Saliim 'Abd al-Shafi Mul;lammad, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-'Ilmiyya, 2001, 
3:228. The latter opinion (attributed in other sources to al-l;!asan al-Ba~r'i) reflects knowledge of 
the Biblical account. It might have been adopted in order to make sense of the reference in v. 15 to 
Joseph receiving revelation (wa-awl;zaynii i/ayhi), deemed unfitting for a young child. 

36 See, e.g., Genesis Rabba 95.2 (this section is a later addition from the Tanl;zuma). For parallels in 
other rabbinic sources, see M.M. Kasher, Torah Shelema, 6:7, New York: American Biblical 
Encyclopedia Society, 1948, 1434. 

37 See Genesis Rabba 84.7,19; 87.3-4. An interesting explanation for the source of this image is 
found in Bernstein, Stories of Joseph, 244. This image is found also in Balai, 88-89; 111-12. I 
hope to return to this elsewhere. 

38 Bernstein, Stories of Joseph, 245, suggests that "Perhaps it was the similarity of the Hebrew word 
for 'bear,' dov, unknown in Middle Eastern climes, with the Arabic for 'wolf,' dhi 'b [ ... ] that gave 
rise to the Muslim tradition ... " Wolves do occur (describing the Egyptians) in Enoch's second 
dream in I Enoch, though this is most probably irrelevant for the Qur'an. In I Enoch Joseph's sale 
is summarized thus: "When those twelve sheep had grown up, they handed over one o(themselves 
to the wild asses, and those wild asses, in turn, handed that sheep over to the wolves, and that sheep 
grew up in themidstofthe wolves" (I Enoch 89:13); G.W.E. Nickelsburg, I Enoch I: A Commen
tary on the Book of I Enoch, Chapters I-36; 8I-108, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001, 365. 
Interestingly, the Qumran Aramaic fragments of this work seem to read K':J1 which could be inter
preted as bears rather than wolves; ibid., 378. 
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expected, seeing that the one brother who would not harm Joseph, his beloved 
Benjamin, is likened to a wolf in Genesis 49:27.39 

We do, however, find wolves in Christian retellings ofthe Joseph story. As part 
of the Joseph-Jesus typology, Joseph is referred to as the lamb. Hence his brothers 
are wolves.40 Thus we read in PsN, for example: "The wolves (debe) rose, grabbed 
the lamb, and dragged him, I saying to him: 'relate to us the dreams you saw,"'41 

and later "The wolves grabbed the rational lamb and behold they threw him 
down."42 The use of close cognates is noteworthy: compare Arabic dhi 'b (sg.) and 
Syriac debe (pl.). 

It is worthy of mention that whereas PsN called the brothers "wolves," in the 
Qur'an wolves are mention,ed without an explicit link with the brothers.43 Interest
ingly, this link is made in the Islamic exegetical tradition. The exegetes wonder 
why, of all possible dangers, was Jacob specifically afraid of wolves? Several 
answers are given, one being that by the "wolves" Jacob was actually alluding to 
the brothers themselves.44 

In my second example, the Syriac sources and the Qur'an both tighten the 
chiastic structure of the Biblical narrative by assigning garments a role in 
announcing the good news to Jacob. In Genesis; after Joseph reveals himself to his 
brothers he gives them garments and then sends them with various gifts to fetch 
his father. Initially Jacob does not believe that Joseph is alive, but after hearing 
Joseph's words and seeing the wagons, he does. Thus we read in Genesis 45: 

39 Cf. Speyer, Die biblischen Erziihlzmgen, 196, where the Qur'iinic wolf is said to be the result of 
confusion with Genesis 49:27. 

40 For the pairing of wolves and lambs, see, e.g., Isaiah 11:6; 65:25; Luke 10:3. See alsoP. Bedjan, 
Homiliae Selectae Mar-Jacobi Santgensis, Paris: Harrassowitz, 1905-10, 4: 18 (regarding Noah). 

41 PsN, 524. 
42 Ibid., 527. See also Lash, "Sermon," II ("As he approached I they saw him I and like wild beasts I 

wanted to destroy I Joseph; while he I like an innocent lamb I went to fall I into the hands of the most 
ferocious wolves"), 14 ("and see they have become like most savage wolves") and 26. Similarly, in 
Romanos' kontakion, Jacob addresses his son as "my lamb" and tells him to go and search for his 
sheep before the wolves devour him; Grosdidier de Matons, Romanos, I :208 (but see 210 where the 
brothers are more ferocious than lions). Balai alternates between different images: Joseph as a "lamb 
among murderers"· (21 ); the merchants state that had they not saved Joseph from his brothers they 
would have torn him to pieces like wolves (48); Joseph describes his brothers as lions and as wolves 
(79: "Mercy stood round me I when the lions surrounded me I From the mouth of ten wolves I his 
compassion snatched me and I was saved''); the brothers as lions and Potiphar's wife as a bear (110-
12). In PsB the sons of the handmaidens attack Joseph like wild beasts; Weinberg, Geschichte, 20. 

43 The reference to actual wolves in a de-allegorized fashion is reminiscent of the sleepers' dog 
in Q 18:18. According to Griffith, this is a result of the pastoral metaphors evoked in the Syriac 
tradition, where the sleepers are likened to lambs,. whereas the Lord is their shepherd; Griffith, 
"Christian Lore", 127-28. 

44 See, for example, al-Qur(ubi, ai-Jiimi ', II :275. A similar solution cited by al-Qur(ubi is that Jacob 
had dreamt often wolves surrounding Joseph wishing to devour him. One of the wolves, however, 
protects Joseph. Then the earth is split open and Joseph hides in it for three days. See also Ibn 
'A!iyya, ai-Mul.zarrar al-wajiz, 3:224-25. An elaborate argument in favor of Simeon as the 
intended wolf is found in al-' Alami, Mu 'tamar, I :398--409. In this twentieth-century text Biblical 
verses ~re adduced to establish that wolves might be a metaphor for evil men. 
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(26) And they told him: "Joseph is still alive! He is even ruler over all the land of 
Egypt." He was stunned; he could not believe them. (27) But when they told him 
all the words of Joseph that he had said to them, and when he saw the wagons that 
Joseph had sent to cany him, the spirit of their father Jacob revived. (28) Israel 
said: "Enough! My son Joseph is still alive. I must go and see him before I die." 

The garments play no part in announcing the news to Jacob. This is reserved for 
the wagons. 

In the Qur'iin, there is no mention of wagons, and a garment has acquired an 
important, perhaps miraculous role. Here Joseph orders his brothers: 

(93) "Go with thi~ shirt of mine and cast it on my father's face, and he shall 
recover his sight; then bring me your family all together." (94) So, when the 
caravan set forth, their father said: "Surely [I would say that] I perceive Joseph's 
scent,45 were it not that you might consider me senile." (95) They said: "By 
God, you are certainly in your ancient error." (96) But when the bearer ofgood 
tidings came to him, and laid it on his face, forthwith he saw once again. He 
said: "Did I not tell you I know from God what you know not?"46 

Three departures from the Biblical account are of interest here: Joseph sends a 
garment to his father; it plays a part in delivering the good news to Jacob, and it 
causes him to regain his eyesight.47 Again Syriac sources seem to supply the back
ground to these events. 

Regarding the loss and regaining of eyesight, Geiger comments that 
"[Mul;tammad] was perhaps thinking of Jacob's loss of sight later on,48 or possibly 
the idea is based on some legend unlqJown to me."49 In fact it seems to stem from 
a figure of speech found in the Bible in other contexts and used repeatedly in 
several Syriac sources to emphasize Jacob's grief.50 Thus according to PsB, for 

45 Compare Brock, Soghyatha, 16. 
46 The identity of Jacob's interlocutors in vv. 94-96 is unclear. The natural candidates would be the 

brothers (compare vv. 85-86), but they were sent to Egypt in v. 87 and seem to return only in v. 96 
orv. 97. See discussion in al-Qur(ubi, ai-Jiimi ', 11:447 and 450. 

47 See Q 12:84, where after being informed that Benjamin had been imprisoned for stealing, it is said 
that Jacob "turned away from them and said: 'Ah, woe is me for Joseph!' And his eyes turned 
white because of the sorrow (wa-byal}t;lat 'aynahu mina 1-/.zuzm} .. . " 

48 In Genesis 48: I 0, just before Jacob blesses Ephraim and Manasseh towards the end of his life, it is 
said that his eyes "were dim with age." 

49 Geiger, Judaism and Islam, 117. The closest parallel in rabbinic sources is the tradition according 
to which the revival of Jacob's spirit in Genesis 45:27 alludes to the divine spirit returning to him 
and his regaining prophetic power; see the sources listed in Schapiro, Die haggadischen Elemente, 
72-74 (especially Genesis Rabba 91.6). See also Speyer, Die biblischen Erziihlungen, 219-20, 
where an interesting parallel in Tobit 11:7-15 is note!f. In J. Walker, Bible Characters in the 
Koran, Paisley: Gardner, 1931, 74-75, it is suggested that the blindness is the result of "some 
confusion" between Jacob and his father Isaac. 

50 See especially Psalms 13:4; 19:9; 38:11; Proverbs 15:30. See also Tobit 10:5; 11:14. 
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example,,when Jacob sees Joseph's bloodstained garment it is said that "the light 
of his eyes dimmed (f:zsek niihra d- 'aynaw)."51 Both Joseph and Benjamin are 
described as the light of their father's eyes, 52 and when Jacob is reunited with 
Joseph he says: "my eyes were enlightened by seeing you (nhar 'aynay 
ba-f:zzatak)."53 Similar phrases are found in PsN, Balai, the dialogue poem between 
Joseph and Benjamin, Ephraem Graecus, and Romanos.54 

As for Joseph sending a garment to his father, this may reflect the Syriac 
tradition which follows the reading of the Peshitta to Genesis 45:23. In contrast to 
the Masora, where Joseph only sends his father donkeys loaded with food 
and other good things, in the Peshitta he also sends him garments and silver.55 

Unsurprisingly, this is picked up in later Syriac sources. 56 

51 Weinberg, Geschichte, 24. See also ibid., 23, 25, 26. Similarly, Joseph laments over Jacob saying: 
"[your sons] darkened the light of your eyes;" Link, Geschichte, II. See already Niif, Josef, 69. 
Niif notes that unlike the Qur'iin, PsB does not refer to full blindness. The exegetes on Q 12:84, 
however, argue over whether it refers to excessive crying, to complete blindness or impaired 
eyesight; see al-Riizi, al-Tafsir, 18:195-96, and cf. Q 5:83 and 9:92. 

52 Weinberg, Geschichte, 24; Link, Geschichte, 20. 
53 Link, Geschichte, 26. 
54 PsN, 573 ("On account of mourning for Joseph my eyesight has diminished I and for Simeon too I 

mourn with my own sorrow"); Balai, 285 (where Jacob says to Benjamin: "Come in peace, light of 
my eyes, I for seeing you has strengthened your father"); Brock, Soghyatha, 15-16 ("light of my 
eyes, Joseph"); Lash, "Sermon," 13 ("May Jacob's eyes I not be darkened again I as he waits to 
see I my return to him") and 23 ("I shall die, Joseph, I my light and my support"); Grosdidier de 
Matons, Romanos, 228 (Joseph and Benjamin as Jacob's two eyes), and 240 (the night of discourage
mentis driven away from Jacob's eyes; the light of his children is like the twelve hours of daylight). 
In PsB Joseph is described also as "the staff of his father's old age" (Weinberg, Geschichte, 23 and 
25). Compare Tobit 5:18, where Tobiah's mother calls him "the staff of our hands." The similarity is 
even more pronounced in the Vulgate version ofTobit 5:18 ("the staff ofour old age") and 10:5 ("the 
light of our eyes, the staff of our old age"). Since the Book of Tobit draws on the Joseph narrative 
extensively (see the studies cited in J.A. Fitzmayer, Tobit, Berlin: de Gruyter, 2003, 35), it is possible 
that it later influenced retellings of the Joseph story. Interestingly, Jerome claims to have based his 
translation ofTobit on an Aramaic source; ibid., 19-21. For a history of the phrase "a staff of old age" 
(though not including PsB), see D.A. Bertrand," 'Un baton de vieillesse', a propos de Tobit 5,23 et 
I 0,4 (Vulgate)," Revue d'histoire et de phi/osophie re/igieuses 71, 1991, 33-37. 

55 A similar reading is found in the Septuagint, Vulgate, and Jubilees 43:22 ("and he also sent to his 
father clothing and money and ten asses which were carrying wheat. And he sent them off'). The 
two readings differ in one letter (wiiw), which·affects the relationship between Genesis 45:22 and 
23 as well as the meaning of Hebrew ke-z6t. The text of the Masora is translated in the NRSV thus: 
"(22) To each one of them he gave a set of garments; but to Benjamin he gave three hundred pieces 
of silver and five sets of garments. (23) To his father he sent the following (ke-z6t): ten donkeys 
( 'asarti bamorim) loaded with the good things of Egypt, and ten female donkeys loaded with grain, 
bread, and provision for his father on the journey." The Peshitta, on the other hand, might be 
rendered along the lines of: "(22) And he gave to each man a set of garments; but to Benjamin he 
gave three hundred pieces of silver and five sets of garments. (23) And to his father he sent §!!£h 
things (hakanti) as well as ten donkeys (w- 'esrti /lmiirin) loaded with the good things of Egypt, and 
ten female donkeys loaded with grain, wine, and provision for his father on the journey." 

56 In PsB (Link, Geschichte, 24) Joseph sends his father ten suits of clothing. Later Benjamin dresses 
Jacob in these clothes. In Brock, Soghyatha, 16, Joseph tells Benjamin to bring his clothes to Jacob 
and inform him that he is alive (compare Balai, 274). In Balai, 278, Joseph sends his father three 
hundred pieces of silver. 
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As for the delivery of the news, according to PsB, when the brothers give Jacob 
the good news about Joseph, Benjamin shows his father the royal garments in which 
Joseph has dressed him. 57 In Balai's account the brothers first use the garments to 
break the good news to Jacob. They wear their fancy new attire to arouse his curi
osity, and when he inquires where they obtained garments fit for kings, they tell him 
the good news concerning Joseph. Initially, Jacob does not believe them, but he is 
gradually convinced by the wagons and the memory of the dreams. What fully 
persuades him, however, are the garments which Benjamin shows him: 

Afterwards they brought before him I the three hundred pieces of silver that 
he [=Joseph] had sent him, and the five sets of garments I that his brother 
Benjamin gave him [=Jacob],58 and then Jacob believed and was convinced I 
that Joseph the son of Rachel is alive. His spirit which had suffered 
came to rest I and he gave thanks and glorified God. The old man rose as a 
mighty one I the ancient one as a youth. 59 

By having the garments convince Jacob that Joseph is alive, these Syriac sources 
create a nice symmetry with the beginning of the story where a gari:nent played a 
central part in the attempt to persuade Jacob that his son was dead. The Qur'an 
then sharpens this symmetry in three ways: it refers only to one garment with no 
mention of wagons, it is said to belong to Joseph, and the word used to denote it 
(qamf~) is the very same one which describes the garment used in the attempt to 
deceive Jacob at the beginning of the story (Q 12:18).60 Scholars have noted the 
enhanced symmetry in the Qur'anic version, but have not been aware that in this 
the.Qur'an develops a trend found in the Syriac tradition.61 

Shared departures from the Biblical version constitute the strongest argument for 
the Syriac background ofQ 12. Other such examples could be adduced, but I leave 
that for another study and proceed now to examine the supporting evidence in order 
to illustrate the range of similarities between the Qur' an and the Syriac sources. 

57 Link, Geschichte, 24. 
58 Following Bedjan's text. In a note he considers an emendation which would result in: "that his 

brother (=Joseph] gave Benjamin." The Peshitta's reading of Genesis 45:23, however, makes such 
an emendation unnecessary. 

59 Balai, 287-91. The second homily ofPsN ends abruptly before we are told what exactly convinced 
Jacob. 

60 Both Genesis and the Syriac texts use different words in the two instances. The word qamr,, which 
occurs only in Q 12, is used also for Joseph's garment which is tom by his master's wife from 
behind and eventually proves his innocence (Q 12:25-28). In this way the Qur'an leads its 
audience to compare the roles that garments play in the story. A discussion of the clothing motif in 
Q 12 is found in Afsar, "Plot motifs," 179-85. 

61 For the chiastic structure of Q I2 generally, see M. Mir, "The Qur'anic story of Joseph: Plot, 
themes, and characters," The Muslim World 76, 1986, (I-15) 1-3; J. Hiimeen-Anttila," 'We will 
tell you the best of stories': A study on surah Xll," Studio Orientalia 67, 1991, (7-32) 26-28; and 
especially Cuypers, "Structures rhetoriques," 134-95. For the structural importance of the garment, 
see Afsar, "Plot motifs," 185. Another example of enhanced chiasm in the Syriac texts and the 
Qur'iin was noted above regarding the reconciliation scene between Joseph and Potiphar's wife. 
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Literary form 

Taken together, two features of Q 12 suggest an affinity with the Syriac poems: 
the presentation of the Biblical material in a continuous narrative and the repeated 
use of dialogue. 

Whereas rabbinic midrash usually presents its exegesis in the form of discrete 
comments on the Biblical verses, the Syriac poems and Q 12 both. offer an uninter
rupted retelling of the story (the former in verse, the latter in rhymed prose). This 
comparison can only be taken so far and moreover it touches upon questions of 
genre that lie beyond the scope of the present study. I will therefore limit my 
observations here to the second feature, the use of dialogue. 

Dialogue is an important stylistic feature ofthe Qur'iin. Pre-Islamic poetry, on 
the other hand, makes little use of this literary device.62 In this the Qur'iin is akin 
not only to the Bible, as Mustansir Mir points out,63 but perhaps more so to later 
religious poetry and homiletic literature which employ dialogue quite often.64 

Although the use of dialogue as a literary device is, of course, not limited to the 
Syriac tradition,- my-argument is based on the similarity of specific extra-Biblical 
dialogues in the Qur' an and the Syriac poems.· 

As Mir notes, in Q 12 dialogue serves "almost as an organizing principle."65 A 
comparison of the Biblical and Qur'anic accounts demonstrates that the Qur'iin 
expands simple Biblical dialogues into more elaborate ones and even adds 
dialogue to episodes where the Bible had none. Often a similar dialogue is found 
in the Syriac sources. Two examples should suffice. 

The first is an expansion of a Biblical dialogue. When the steward accuses the. 
brothers of stealing the cup we read in Genesis 44:4-10 as follows: 

(4) When they had gone only a short distance from the city, Joseph said to his 
steward: "Go, follow after the men; and when you overtake them, say to them: 
'Why have you returned evil for good? ( 5) Is it not from this that my lord drinks? 
Does he not indeed use it for divination? You have done wrong in doing this.' " 

(6) When he overtook them, he repeated these words to them. 

62 For an overview of dialogue in pre-Islamic and early Islamic poetry, see R.C.IV!cKinney, The Case 
of Rhyme versus Reason: Ibn al-Riimi and his Poetics in Context, Leiden: Brill, 2004, 313-I5. 

63 See M. Mir, "Dialogue in the Qur'an," Religion and Literature 24, 1992, 1-22 and idem, 
"Dialogues," EQ, 1:(531-35) 534. 

64 For dialogue as a characteristic feature of fourth- to sixth-century poetry and prose homilies in 
Syriac and Greek, seeS. Brock, "From Ephrem to Romanos," Studia Patristica 20, 1989, (139-5I) 
141--43. Whereas Brock is inclined to accept the possibility of Syriac influence on the Greek 
sources, Cameron is hesitant; A. Cameron, "Disputations, polemical literature and the fonnation of 
opinion in the early Byzantine period," in G.J. Reinink and H.L.J. Vanstiphout (eds), Dispute 
Poeins and Dialogues in the Ancient and Mediaeval Near East, Luven: Peeters, 1991, 91-108. For 
dialogue in early piyyutim and midrash, see E. Hacohen, "Studies in the dialogue-fonnat of early 
Eretz-lsrael piyyutim and their sources, in light of Purim expansion-piyyutim," 
Jentsalem Studies in Hebrew Literature 20, 2006, (97-171) 131-62 (Hebrew). 

65 Mir, "Dialogues," 532. See also Hameen-Anttila," 'We will tell you the best of stories,'" 19-21. 
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(7) They said to him: "Why does my lord speak such words as these? Far 
be it from your servants that they should do such a thing! (8) Look, the money 
that we found at the top of our sacks, we brought back to you from the land 
of Canaan; why then would we steal silver or gold from your lord's house? 
(9) Should it be found with any one of your servants, let him die; moreover, 
the rest of us will become my lord's slaves." 

(10) He said: "Even so; in accordance with your words, let it be: he with 
whom it is found shall become my slave, but the rest of you shall go free." 

Thus the steward speaks twice, the brothers only once. In Q 12:70-75, on the 
other hand the dialogue is broken down so that each side speaks three times: , I 

(70) [ ... ] Then a herald proclaimed: "0, [people of] the caravan, you are 

indeed thieves!" '· 
(71) They said, turning to them: "What is it that you are missin~?" . 
(72) They said: "We are missing the king's goblet. Whoever brmgs 1t shall 

receive a beast's66 load; that I guarantee." 
(73) "By God," they said, "you know well that we neither came to work 

corruption in the land nor. are we thieves." 
(74) They said: "And what shall be its recompense if you are lying?" 
(75) They said: "This shall be its recompense- in whoever's saddlebag the 

goblet is found, he shall be its recompense.67 So we recompense the evildoers." 

A comparison of these verses to their Biblical counterparts has led one scholar to 
comment on the eloquence of the Qur' anic dialogue and its superiority over the 
Biblical one.68 Again there is a Syriac precedent. A similar, though not identical, 
developed dialogue is found in PsN: 

[ ... ] he [i.e. the steward] shouted. saying: "In return for good you have repaid 
evil ... you stole the Icing's cup.by which he divines ... " 

The men answered: "Listen 0 steward and we shall say before you I that 
we trust God that we shall not be ashamed ... Approach and search as you 
please and behold you will learn I and you will not find the cup by us as 

you said." 
He said to them: "And ifi do find it what shall happen?" I 
They all said: "We shall all be slaves to your lord." 

66 For the translation "beast" rather than "camel," see discussion below regarding the word ba 'ir. 
67 Though the language is somewhat vague, it seems that the exeget~s are correct _in understanding 

the brothers' answer as referring to slavery. Joseph and the Egyptmns do not reject the proposed 
punishment and Benjamin is indeed detained by Joseph, presumably as a slave (Q 12:76-79). 

68 Hameen-Anttila, " 'We will tell you the best of stories,' " 20 ("This is a fine piece of dialogue, 
perhaps the best and most lively in the Qur'iin: all lines depend heavily on the previous ones and 
bring the action forward ... ". In note 62 he adds that the dialogue in the Bible is "clearly 

inferior."). 
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And again they said to him: "What shall happen to you if you do not 
find [it]?" I 

[He replied:]" ... and as for me stone me and I shall die here. Come let you 
and I observe and see the truth."69 

Not only do PsN and the Qur'an add more stages to the dialogue/0 they also 
include a question to the brothers regarding the suitable punishment for the thief. 
Interestingly, the brothers' reply in both texts contradicts the Bible; whereas in 
Genesis the brothers suggest death for the thief and slavery for the rest, in PsN and 
the Qur'an it is slavery (for all, or only for the thief, respectively).71 

What follows is an example of a dialogue not found in the Bible. In Genesis, 
after Jacob is convinced that Joseph is alive he sets out to Egypt. The brothers do 
not confess their evil deeds, nor do they beg his forgiveness. In Q 12, on the other 
hand, one reads: 

(97) They said: "Our father, ask forgiveness of our crimes for us; for certainly 
we have been sinful." (98) He said: "Assuredly I will ask my Lord to forgive 
you; He is the All-forgiving, the All-compassionate." 

A similar scene is found in Ephrem's commentary on Genesis,72 but an even closer 
exchange is reported by Balai. The brothers report that Joseph has forgiven them 
and ask that his father follow his example. Jacob agrees and adds: 

69 PsN, 589-90. l have translated only enough of each response to demonstrate that the simple 
Biblical dialogue has been elaborated into a multi-stage one. 

70 The same is true to a lesser degree ofBalai, 216-!9, where the steward and Judah (representing the 
brothers) both speak twice. 

71 See also B~lai, 219 ("We shall place the loads before you I and you will examine them equally. If 
your cup is with us I we shall be slaves on its account"). The omission of the death penalty from the 
brothers' response is perhaps an attempt to alleviate the tension between the brothers' statement in 
v. 9 and the steward's reaction in v. 10 of the Biblical account. The steward begins by seemingly 
accepting the brothers' judgment, only then to contradict himself by stating that the guilty party will 
be made a slave and the rest will be set free. Ancient and modem readers alike have been troubled 
by this; one approach is to understand the verse as follows: "He replied: 'Even though what you 
propose is just, only he who is found to have it shall become my slave, and the rest of you will be 
exonerated;'" E.A. Speiser, Genesis, Garden City, NJ: Doubleday, 1964,331. For a collection of 
Jewish responses to this problem, see Kasher, Torah Shelema, 6:7, 1621-22. Whereas Balai and 
PsN omit mention of death but preserve the idea that all the brothers be slaves, the Qur' an brings the 
brothers' suggestion even closer to the steward's conclusion. Thus the Qur'an offers a more extreme 
version of the solution found in the Syriac sources. A partial parallel is found in J. Yahalom, Litur
gical Poems ofSim 'on Bar Megas: Critical Edition with Commentary and Introduction, Jerusalem: 
The Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1984, 142 (text) and 42 (discussion) (Hebrew). In 
this sixth/seventh-century poem from Byzantine Palestine Joseph accuses the brothers of stealing 
the silver cup and they respond by saying that whoever stole it will become a slave. 

72 Tonneau, Ephraem, 108-09. Here Jacob asks the brothers how Joseph'ended up in Egypt. Judah 
responds by admitting their sin while adding mitigating explanations and begging forgiveness 
which Jacob then grants. 
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But I also call my God I not to judge you according to what you did. Let him 
not avenge through you I the afflictions that my old age endured. 73 

The motivation for this scene might be Genesis 50:15-17, where after Jacob's 
death the brothers beg Joseph's forgiveness, saying: "Your father gave this 
instruction before he died: 'Say to Joseph: I beg you, forgive the crime of your 
brothers and the wrong they did in harming you.' " 

Jacob's instruction was not recorded previously in the Biblical text. As a matter 
of fact, the Bible never tells us that Jacob ever learned the true circumstances of 
Joseph's descent to Egypt. It is possible that the brothers are envisaged as having 
invented this instruction in order to save themselves.74 Alternatively, if they are to 
be believed, one needs to assume that Jacob and his children had such a discussion 
without it being mentibned in Genesis. The exchange found in Balai and the 
Qur'an might be an attempt to supply the background for such a scene.75 Be that 
as it may, a Qur'anjc departure from the Biblical text in the form of dialogue yet 
again has a precedent in the Syriac tradition. 

Lexical links 

I proceed now to the thorny issue of vocabulary. Q 12 displays linguistic similarities 
to the Syriac sources on several levels; it includes cognates of words found in the 
Syriac texts, Syriac loanwords, and expressions that seem to have a Syriac substratum. 
It should be stressed, however, that these correspondences are often the natural result 
of conveying the same story in two closely related Semitic languages. Therefore they 
cannot serve as the sole basis for an argument ofliterary dependence. 

Cognates shared with Syriac are found throughout Q 12, but since many of 
them exist in other forms of Aramaic (and at times in Hebrew) as well, and since 
most of them are quite common in Arabic, they are not particularly significant for 
my argument.76 At most they might suggest an AramaiciSyriac background rather 
than a Hebrew one. The following are some of the more interesting examples: 

73 Balai, 295-96. 
74 This is the approach of several rabbinic sources as well as medieval Jewish exegetes; see N. 

Leibowitz, Studies in Bereshit (Genesis), Jerusalem: World Zionist Organization, Department for 
T~rah Education and Culture, 1976, 563-66. 

75 Cf. Speyer, Die biblisch~n Erziihlungen, 220; H. Busse, Islam, Judaism, and Christianity: Theological 
and Historical Affiliations, Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 1998, 90. Note that in the Bible the 
brothers refer to the instruction taking place before Jacob's death, whereas the scenes in Balai and the 
Qur'an take place inunediately after Jacob receives the news that Joseph is alive. See also Balai, 
325-26 and 333-34. 

76 Compare, for example, Joseph's account of his dream in the Qur'an and PsN. In Q 12:4 Joseph 
reports that he saw "abada 'ashara kawkaban wa-1-shamsa wa-1-qamara ra 'aytuhum If siijidina." In 
PsN, 522 (which is no more than a paraphrase of the Peshitta to Genesis 37:9) he sees "d-semsa 
w-sahrii w-kawkbe bda 'sar sagdin qfidmay" (qtldmay replaces the li of the Peshitta for the sake of 
meter). The Qur'an and PsN present virtually two versions of the same sentence. But the same is true 
of the Hebrew of Genesis 37:9. The only word which might suggest a specifically Syriac or Aramaic 
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al-sayyara, "[a group of] travelers," (Q 12:10, 19);77 a ':;int, "pressing [wine]," 
(Q 12:36);78 siman, "fat," (Q 12:43, 46);79 and namlnt,80 "we shall bring food," 
(only in Q 12:65).81 

Perhaps more relevant are words which have been identified as borrowings 
from Aramaic or Syriac. Generaiiy, words of Aramaic/Syriac origin form the 
largest group of loanwords in the Qur'iin and Q 12 is no exception.82 Many of 
these words occur, however, frequently in the Qur'iin and are probably pre-Islamic 
borrowings. Here I would like to focus on three words in Q 12 which may suggest 

background is sojidfn/sagdin replacing the Hebrew mista[1awim (Targum Onqelos also uses sagdin 
here). The form of the word is also of interest since grammar would require sajida to describe several 
irrational or inanimate objects (see Mu~ammad b. Janr a!-Taban, Jomi' al-bayan 'an ta 'wil ay 
al-Qur 'an, ed. AI:Jmad Sa 'Td 'AlT, Mu~tafii al-Saqqa et a!., Cairo: M~tafii al-Babi al-!:lalabT, 1954-
68, 12:151): Obviously motivated by the rhyme, this might also reflect the Syriac or Aramaic form. 

77 Whereas Biblical Hebrew has no cognate for al-sayyara, various dialects of Aramaic do; see refer
ences in E.M. Cook, A Glossary of Targum Onkelos: According to Alexander Sperber's Edition, 
Leiden: Brill, 2008, 282. Genesis 37:25 uses another noun here, but Targum Onqelos, the Peshitta;PsB 
(Weinberg, Geschichte, 21) and Balai, 98, all have zyart6 ("caravan''). The word sayyara occurs once 
more in Q 5:96, where the meaning seems to be "travelers" generally with no connotation of a group. 

78 The root '-$-r does not denote "pressing" in Hebrew, but does in various dialects of Aramaic (Cook, 
Glossmy, 216) as well as Classical Ethiopic (W. Leslau, Comparative Dictionary ofGe 'ez [Classical 
Ethiopic], Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1987, 75). Genesis 40:1 I employs a different verb here, but the 
Jewish Targums, the Samaritan Targum, Peshitta and later Syriac works (PsB [Weinberg, Geschichte, 
31]; PsN, 545; Balai, I 08) all have ·~ret. The verb appears only once more in Q 12:49 (ya '$iriina), 
though there are several indications that this refers not to pressing fruit and extracting liquids, but 
rather to deliverance or rain; see al-Taban, Jami', 12:232-34; al-RlizT, al-Taftir, 18:151; 
E. W. Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon, Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 1984, I :2061. 

79 Although the root s-m-n exists in Hebrew and Jewish (Palestinian and Babylonian) Aramaic, the 
Masora and the Targums employ other words to describe the first group of cows in Pharaoh's 
dream. The Qur' iinic siman is reminiscent of samminan/samminata found in the Peshitta (Genesis 
41:2,4, 18, 20) and later Syriac works (PsB [Weinberg, Geschichte, 32-33]; PsN, 546-49; Balai, 
120, 126-27; Mingana, Narsai, 2:280-8 1), but also in some manuscripts of the Samaritan Targum 
(see A. Tal, The Samaritan Targum of the Pentateuch: A Critical Edition, Tel-Aviv: Tel-Aviv 
University, 1980, 166-7 I). The only other Qur' iinic occurrence of this adjective, samin, in Q 5 I :26 
also seems to reflect a Syriac background; compare Genesis I 8:7 where the Hebrew and most 
Targums refer to a tender and good calf, whereas the Peshitta has a fat and good calf. The late 
Pseudo-Jonathan Targum has a tender and fat calf, so the argument is not conclusive. 

80 Variant readings of this verb are tamint in the second person and numiru in the fourth form; 'Abd 
al-LatTf a!-Khatib, Mu 'jam al-qira 'at, Damascus: Dar Sa' d al-DTn, 2002, 4:300-01. 

8 I The root m-w-r denotes the supplying of food and provisions in Syriac and Samaritan Aramaic (A. 
Tal, A Dictionary of Samaritan Aramaic, Leiden: Brill, 2000, 2:457), but not in Hebrew and 
Jewish Aramaic. Words from this root render the derivatives of Hebrew s-b-r throughout Genesis 
41-44 in the Peshitta (and the Samaritan Targum) as well as in Balai, 215. 

82 See FV throughout. For a statistical breakdown of the loanwords documented in FV, see M.R. 
Zammit, A Comparative Lexical Study of Qur 'anic Arabic, Leiden: Brill, 2002, 57-60. It should 
be noted that Q 12 includes also a few Ethiopic loanwords and as a result Carter assumes that the 
Qur' iinic Joseph story is probably derived from an Ethiopian source; M. Carter, "Foreign vocabu
lary,'~ in A. Rippin (ed.), The Blackwell Companion to the Qur'an, Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 
2006, (120-39) 131 and 135. Pre-Islamic Ethiopic traditions concerning Joseph, insofar as they 
exist, have, as far as I know, yet to be studied in this context. 
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an Aramaic/Syriac literary background. They have been noted in the literature as 
loanwords, but it has not been pointed out that they occur in the Syriac texts on 
Joseph as well. They include the word for pit, jubb, the word for the animals 
which the brothers rode, ba 'zr, and the word for measure, kay!. 

Jubb occurs only twice in the Qur'iin and only in the Joseph story (Q 12:10, 
15). It does not have a plausible Arabic etymology and is most likely a loan from 
Aramaic/Syriac g(tbbti,83 used in the Jewish Targums, Samaritan Targum, and 
Peshitta to Genesis 37 and throughout the Syriac texts on Joseph.84 

Ba 'rr occurs only twice in the Qur'iin and only in the Joseph story (Q 12:65, 
72). The use of Hebrew and Aramaic/Syriac words from the same root, both 
meaning beasts of burden, in the Joseph story, might suggest that the Qur' iinic 
word is a loanword, the meaning of which is perhaps not limited to camels as it 
usually is in Arabic.85 Although Hebrew be 'fr appears in the Biblical text (and in 
the Targums) it does so only onc'e (Genesis 45:17). All seven other references to 
the brothers' riding animals are to donkeys. In the Syriac works, however, donkeys 
are not mentioned at all and only the word b 'frti is used.86 This makes the connec
tion with the Syriac sources more probable. 

Another possible loanword is kay!, "measure," from Syriac kaylt1,81 found in 
Balai.88It occurs ten times in the Qur'iin, sj.x of which are in Q 12.89 Interestingly, 
the other Qur'iinic occurrences of this word concern the commandment to weigh 
and measure fairly and may also be related to the Syriac (or Aramaic) renditions 
of Biblical verses.90 

My argument, however, is not dependent upon these words being indeed 
directly loaned from Syriac. They could have originated from another Aramaic 

83 FV, 98-99. See, however, Leslau, Comparative Dictionary ofGe 'ez, I 76. 
84 Giibba is attested in several Aramaic dialects; Cook, Glossary, 46. 
85 See R. Dvoraic, "Ueber die Fremdworter im Koran," Sitzungsberichte der philosophisch

historischen Classe der kaiser/ichen Akademie der Wissenschaften 109, 1885, (481-562) 521-25 
(refers only to the Hebrew); FV, 82 (adds Syriac)~ Muslim tradition was also aware that the word 
might have a different meaning in the Qur' iin;"Mujiihid glosses it with "donkey" (bimar), claiming 
that this is a dialect~! usage of the word; al-Taban,Jami', 13:12,20. 

86 See Tonneau, Ephraem, 103; PsB (Link, Geschichte, 17-19, 23); Balai, 197, 224, 278 and 284 
(where (laywata is used); PsN, 588 (Joseph tells his steward: "Fill their loads according to the 
strength of their beasts of burden"). In the Peshitta the word b 'ire replaces the donkeys in Genesis 
43:24 and (according to one manuscript) 44:3, in addition to its use in Genesis 45:17. Forb 'ir6 in 

various Aramaic dialects, see Cook, Glossary, 37. 
87 FV, 252, citing S. Fraenkel, Die iramiiischen Fremdwiirter im Arabischen, Leiden: Brill, 1886, 

204. Fraenkel adduces examples of early use of the word in Arabic poetry ·and notes that it is 
seldom used in Jewish Aramaic ( cf. M. Sokoloff, A Dictionary of Jewish Babylonian Aramaic of 
the Talmudic and Geonic Periods, Ramat-Gan: Bar Han University Press, 2002, 575). For the 
apparently rare kayil in Hebrew piyyut, see E. Ben Yehuda, A Complete Dictionary of Ancient and 
Modern Hebrew, Jerusalem: Ben-Yehuda Hozaa-La'Or, 1948-59, 5:2342. 

88 See, Balai, 138 and 155. 
89 Q 12:59, 60, 63, 65 (twice) and 88. To this should be added the verb naktal in Q 12:63. 
90 Compare Q 6: 152; 7:85; 17:35; and 26:181 with the Peshitta on Leviticus 19:36 and Deuteronomy 

25:14-15. 
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?ialect and might have been transmitted via an intermediate language.91 It is more 
1mporta?tto .re~ognize that the Syriac sources and the Qur' an relate the Joseph 
story usmg s1mll~r vocabulary. This in itself is not conclusive, but could support 
other stronger ev1dence such as the motifs discussed above. 

Al~o worthy. of mention are two ~abic phrases which might reflect phrases 
us~d m t~e Synac sources. In the Qur ii.n the brothers refer to themselves twice as 
a U:f~a,.l.e. a band ?r group of men (Q 12:8, 14). There is no such description in 
the B1bllcal text; ne1ther have I found an exact equivalent in rabbinic sources.92 In 
the Syriac tradition, on the other hand, it is quite comnion for texts to refer to the 
broth~rs as a giidda, that is, a band, company, or troop.93 Interestingly, one of the 
~ab1~.w?rds u:

4
ed.by ~e t~nth-cen~ lexicographer Bar Bahliil to gloss Syriac 

gudda I~ U:fba. L1kew1se, m the Qur ii.n and PsN, Joseph is thrown to the bottom 
of the p~t, ghayabat5 ~l-fubb in Arabic (Q 12:15) and esteh d-gzlbbti in Syriac.96 
In the B1ble only the p1t IS mentioned. 

These last examples might seem trivial, but I believe that it can be shown in 
both ca~es that th~ S~ac usage reflects an interpretive conflation of the Joseph 
story w1th other B1bllcal texts (Genesis 49:23 in the case of gzldda,97 and Daniel 

91 Note, for ex~mple, the ~xis~ence of ba 'ar ("ox, bull, homed cattle") and gabb in classical Ethiopic 
as well as b rand a denval!ve of the root k-y-1 meaning "measurement" in Old South Arabian· see 
Leslau, Comparative Dictionary of Ge 'ez, 84, 176; J.C. Biella, Dictionary of Old South Ar~bic· 
Sabaean Dialect, Chico: Scholars Press, 1982,51 and 245. . 

92 The cl?sest parallels I found are Genesis Rabba 98.18 (ba 'ale me/1i0at6) and Targum Onqelos on 
Genests 49:23 (ba 'ale palgziteh), the meaning of which is far from clear. In any case, both sources 
~o not r~fer to the brothers as a band separate from Joseph. Moreover, this description did not make 
tis way mto the retelling of the story itself. 

93 See PsN, 524; 585. Balai uses both gziddd (see, e.g.,l2, 54, 168, 305) and its synonym si'ta (see, 
e.g., 6.' ~0, 186, 285) throughout. Another term used is kensa; PsN, 578, 583, 602. See also 
Grosdtdter de Matons, Romanos, 208 and 230, where charas is used. 

94 R. Duval, Lexicon Syriacum ~uctore Hassano Bar Bahlule, Paris: E Reipublicre typographreo, 
1888-1901, 1:460. ;he_r?~t -$-b appears also in the Syriac of PsN, 529, describing the love 
be~een brothers (/lubba ~1ba d-baynat abe}, but n0iba might be a better reading there. 

95 Thts word appears only m Q 12:10 and 15. Derived from the root gh-y-b (being distant or 
conc~l':d), its meaning is fairly clear from the context. Nonetheless, several variants are found: 
ghayabat (pl.), ghayyabat (pl. of intensified form), ghayabat or ghaybat (the nomen verbi)· see 
al-Kha!ib, Mu 'jam al-qira 'at, 4: 186-88. ' 

96 PsN, 526. 
97 The Hebre:n text of this verse referring to Joseph is not entirely clear, though it is often translated 

a~ong the hnes of: "The archers (ba 'ale /1i00im) fiercely attacked him; they shot at him and pressed 
htm hard." Instead of "archers" (literally: "masters of arrows"), the Peshitta reads "masters of 
troops (maray gzidde)," which is glossed by Ephrem as "the heads of the tribes·" Tonneau 
Eph~aem_, 116, English .translation in Mathews and Amar, Ephrem, 207. The origin offuis Peshitt~ 
readmg ts debated. Wettzman suggests that gzidde (r<'>"~) is an ancient corruption of the Syriac 
for."arrows," ge~e (rt''i~). Maori, on the other hand, takes gflddi! to mean "partitions" (based on 
a dtffere~t meanmg of the word and assuming that the translator understood /liooim as me/1io6t); see 
M.:. W ~ttzman, The Syriac Version of the Old Testament: An Introduction, Cambridge: Cambridge 
Umver::tly Press, 1999, 137; Y. Maori, The Peshitta Version of the Pentateuch and Early Jewish. 
Exegesis, Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1995, 135 (Hebrew). Alternatively, the Peshitta might have in 
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6:24 and perhaps Lamentations 3:55 in the case of e§teh d-gzlbbti
98

). That the 
Qur'ii.n shares the same terminology is suggestive. 

The story's typological function 

Many Qur'ii.nic stories concerning Biblical figures serve a double purpose. On the 
one hand, they are meant to encourage Mu.l;tamrnad and let him know that final 
triumph will be his. On the other hand, his people are to take warning from the fate 
of earlier unbelievers. On yet another level, these stories serve to establish 
Mul;tamrnad as the heir of the Biblical tradition.99 

That the story of Joseph was told with Mul;tamrnad and his enemies in mind is 
evident not only in the explicit comments which follow the story at the very end of 
the Sfira,100 but also in the way the parallel to Mul;tamrnad's experiences affected 
the presentation. The most st:riking example is the theological speech upon 
which Joseph embarks before interpreting his fellow inmates' ·dreams,

101 
and 

mind verses where the root {l-0-$ seems to denote military divisions. For Proverbs 30:27, see D. W. 
Thomas, "Notes on some passages in the book of Proverbs," Vetus Testamentum 15, 1965, (271-
79} 276-77. More debated is Judges 5:11; see C.F. Burney, The Book of Judges with Introduction 
and Notes, London~ Rivingtons, 1918, 126, and M.L. Chaney, "!:IDL-II and the Song of Deborah: 
Textual, Philological, and Sociological Studies in Judges 5, with Special Reference to the Verbal 
Occurrences ofl;IDL in Biblical Hebrew," Cambridge: Harvard University (unpublished disserta
tion), 1976, 169-73. It is also possible that the Peshitta was aware of a Targum tradition similar to 
that ofOnqelos (ba 'ali! palgziteh) or the Samaritan (ms 'ny plgym) and that it understood palgzitalplg 
as a faction or division of men. In any case, it appears likely that this occurrence of gziddti (in the 
pl.) in a verse which describes Joseph's enemies, traditionally understood as his brothers, caused 
later Syriac authors to refer to them as a gziddti. It is noteworthy that this is the only occurrence of 

gziddti in the Peshitta on Genesis. 

98 Note that the text where esti!h d-gzibba occurs (PsN, 526-27) also shares with Daniel6 the theme 
of a heavenly visitation in the pit. That Daniel may have influenced the retelling of the Joseph 
story is likely when one considers the many parallels between Joseph and Daniel; both are 
taken captive, become courtiers of foreign kings, interpret dreams, and rise to prominence. The 
two narratives share many phrases and expressions as well; J.J. Collins, Daniel: A Commentary 
on the Book of Daniel, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993, 39-40; see also Schapiro, Die 
haggadischen Elemente, 82. That PsN, 527, had Lamentations 3:57 in mind is suggested by their 
sharing God's message: "Do not fear." Interestingly, Lamentations Rabba identifies the speaker 
in Lamentations 3:53, 55 as Joseph, Jeremiah, or Daniel (all known to have been thrown into a 
pit). I will examine these sources as the background for Q 12: 15 elsewhere. 

99 See Tottoli, Biblical Prophets, 3-16. 
100 Q 12: I 09-11. That these verses refer specifically to the Joseph story is suggested both by their 

occurrence immediately after it and by the phrasing v. 111 shares with vv. 3 and 7 which intro
duce the Joseph narrative; see A. Neuwirth, "Zur Struktur der Yiisuf-Sure," in W. Diem and 
S. Wild (eds), Studien aus Arabistik zmd Semitistik, Wiesbaden: Harrossowitz, 1980, (123-52) 
139. According to a non-canonical variant ofv. 7 which reads "lesson" ( 'ibra} instead of"signs" 
(ayat), the wording is even closer to that ofv. 111; see al-Khatib, Mu 'jam al-qira'at, 4:183. 

101 Q 12:37-40. Unparalleled in Genesis, not relevant to the prisoners' question (see al-Tabari, 
Jami', 12:217-18; al-RiizT, al-TaftTr, 18: 136), and odd coming from Joseph ("I have forsaken the 
creed of a people who believe not in God ... "; see ibid., 18: 137), who never adhered to another 
religion, these words seem very fitting for Mul)ammad; see Stem, "Muhammad and Joseph," 
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which, according to some scholars, is the thematic and structural central point of 
the Siira. 102 

Classical exegetes and Western scholars have noted the parallels between the 
Prophet's tribulations and those of Joseph. They understood Joseph as an intended 
role model for Mul}ammad and have attempted to flesh out the comparisons in 
more detail. 103 What is less often noted is that this kind of use of the story is well 
known from the Christian typological reading, where Joseph stands for Christ 
while the brothers stand for the Jews. This was a common theme among Christian 
authors,104 including PsN, Balai and Narsai, where one finds explicit remarks on 
the typological character of the story105 as well as a list of comparisons between 
Joseph and Jesus. 106 More importantly one can see, as Kristian Heal notes, how 
this typology affected the reshaping of the Joseph story. 107 

Thus it seems likely that in applying the Joseph story to Mul}ammad and his 
enemies, the Qur' an was following in the path of the Christian tradition which 
read it as prefiguring Jesus and the Jews. 108 To be sure, typological readings of the 
Hebrew Bible were not limited to the Syriac tradition or- for that matter - to 
Christians. 109 Nonetheless, in light of the other. links examined in this chapter, I 

204, and Hameen-Anttila, " 'We will tell you the best of stories,' " 32. Indeed several elements 
of this speech find parallels in other verses addressed to Mul)ammad's contemporaries; compare 
with Q 27:59; 53:23; 7:71 (though here Hiid is admonishing 'Ad); 17:23; 9:36; 30:30. See also 
Hameen-Anttila," 'We will tell you the best of stories,'" 15-16. 

102 Neuwirth, "Zur Struktur," 141; Hameen-Anttila," 'We will tell you the best of stories,'" 27-28; 
Cuypers, "Structures rhetoriques," 181-85. 

103 See, e.g., al-Taban,Jiimi ', 13:89-90. For Western scholars, see especially, A. H. Jones, "Joseph in 
the Qur'iin: Dramatic d.ialogue, human emotion and prophetic wisdom," Islamochristiana 7, 
1981, (29-51) 41-44 (where both Jacob and Joseph are treated as role models for the Prophet), 
and Stern, "Muhammad and Joseph." The affinity between Mul)ammad and Joseph is further 
emphasized in the f:zadith and sfra where after the conquest of Mecca, Mul)ammad sets the hearts 
ofQuraysh at ease by citing to them the words of his brother Joseph: "No reproach shall be on you 
today; God will forgive you; He is the most merciful of the merciful" (Q 12.:92); see, e.g., Jones, 
"Joseph," 42. An extreme and, at times, excessive attempt to link the Joseph story with the sira is 
A.-L. de Premare, Joseph et Muhammad: le chapitre 12 du Coran (Etude textuel/e), Aix-en
Provence: Publications de L'Universite de Provence, 1989. 

104 For a survey see M. Dulaey, "Joseph le patriarche, figure du Christ," in Figures de /'Ancien 
Testament chez les Peres, Strasbourg: Centred' Analyse et de Documentation Patristiques, 1989, 
83-105. 

105 Thus, for example, the story of Joseph is said to be "full· of symbols and types of the Son of God"; 
PsN, 560. · 

106 PsN, 561-62. 

107 See K.S. Heal, "Joseph as a type of Christ in Syriac literature," BYU Studies 41, 2002, 29-49; 
idem, Tradition, 81-110. 

108 In the Qur'iin though, the intended enemies are usually understood as the Meccans, not the Jews. 
See, however, al-' A! ami, !vfu 'tamar, 1:31-40, where as a result of an anti-Zionist/anti-Jewish 
agenda, Joseph's brothers are compared in detail to both the Meccans and the Jews of Medina. 

109 For an unpersuasive attempt to demonstrate that Joseph was envisioned as an archetype. of the 
Qumranic community, see R.A. Kugler, "Joseph at Qumran: the importance of 4Q372 frg. 1 
in extending a tradition," in P.W. Flint et al. {eds), Studies in the Hebrew Bible, Qumran, and the 
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suggest that the typological reading of the Joseph story is yet another instance in 
which the Qur'iin follows the Syriac tradition. 110 

Conclusion 

I have argued that a combined examination of motifs, literary form, lexical issues, 
and typological function suggests that the Qur'anic Joseph story is closely related 
to the Syriac tradition. Taken alone, some of the parallels may not be fully compel
ling, but in conjunction they lend each other the power of persuasion. 111 In this my 
approach is analogous to that employed by Syriacists in the tracing of other 
(Greek) offshoots from the Syriac literary tradition.112 

Although this chapter has only dealt with a few examples, some tentative 
conclusions are in order. First, the evidence suggests that the Qur'an was aware of 
Christian Syriac traditions concerning Joseph. This seems a simpler explanation 
for the extent of the parallels than to assume, as Naf did, that the Qur' an reflects 
lost Jewish sources which included similar material. There are of course elements 
in Q 12 which are not found in the Syriac sources.l13 My argument, therefore, is 

Septuagint Presented to Eugene Ulrich, Leiden: Brill, 2006, 261-78. For a rabbinic list of compari
sons between the fate~ of Joseph and Zion, see S.A. Berman, Midrash Tanhuma- Yelammedenu: An 
English Translation of Genesis and Exodus from the Printed Version ofTanhuma-Yelammedenu 
with an Introduction, Notes, and Indexes, Hoboken: KTA V, 1996, 278-80; J.T. Townsend, !vfldrash 
Tanbuma: Translated into English with Introduction, Indices, and Brief Notes (S. Buber Recension), 
Hoboken: KTA V, 1989, 1:281-83 ("Everything which happened to Joseph happened to Zion ... "). 

110 An important study of typology in the Qur'iin is found in M. Zwettler, "A mantic manifesto: The 
Siira of 'The Poets' and the Qur'iinic foundations of prophetic authority," in J.L. Kugel (ed.), 
Poetry and Prophecy: The Beginnings of a Literary Tradition, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1990, (75-119) 95-109. Zwettler emphasizes that the Qur'iinic typology should not be construed 
simplistically as Christian, Jewish, or Gnostic influence, but rather as a reflection of a shared mode 
of discourse among the monotheistic milieu of the sixth- and seventh-century Near East; ibid., 
100. Moreover, he notes that it "is not so much like that of the New Testament and early Christian 
Church ... rather, much more like the sort of 'apocalyptic exegesis' that was carried on among 
the Essenes of the Qumriin community ... "; ibid.,I02. At least as far as Q 12 is concerned, I am 
not sure that this second point is true. 

Ill Cf. F. Leemhuis, "A Koranic contest poem in Szirat a:;-$ii.ffiit?" in G.J. Reinink and H.L.J. 
Vanstiphout (eds), Dispute Poems and Dialogues in the Ancient and Mediaeval Near East, Leuven: 
Peeters, 1991, 165-77. Leemhuis identifies a fragment of debate literature in Q 37 and suggests that 
this reflects familiarity with Syriac Christianity. His argument is based on form alone. · 

112 See, e.g., Brock, "From Ephrem to Romanos," 139-51, where Brock attempts to establish 
Romanos' dependence on Syriac sources based not only on similarities in metrical and literary 
form, but also in literary motifs. 

113 Noteworthy elements known from rabbinic literature but not found in the Syriac sources include 
Joseph's initial desire for his master's wife and his change of heart following his Lord's intervention 
(Q 12:24), the assembly of ladies struck by Joseph's beauty (Q 12:30-34), and Jacob warning his 
children not to enter the town by one gate (Q 12:!}7-<i8). The first two motifs have been dealt with 
extensively in J.L. Kugel, In Potiphar 's House: The Interpretive Life of Biblical Te~ts, Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1994, 28-65 (the assembly ofladies) and 94-124 (Joseph's change of 
heart). For the third motif, see Geiger, Judaism and Islam, 115. 
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not that.the Syriac tradition provides the entire background for the Qur'anic 
Joseph story, only that it played a major role in its formation. In light of this it 
would seem worthwhile to examine the retellings of other Hebrew Bible 
narratives in the Qur' an.t14 

Second, the tendency of earlier scholarship to envision the Qur' anic retellings 
as mainly derivative has recently been challenged. Now the literary qualities of 
these retellings, the ways in which they appropriated earlier material, and their 
meaning for the Prophet and his followers are often stressed, and rightly so.115 Yet 
the excessive suspicion towards the tracing of sources and origins which often 
accompanies studies of this sort seems unjustified. 116 A recent comment of Sarah 
Stroumsa regarding Maimonides is fitting here: "The identification of influences 
is critical in our attempt to gauge the depth of a thinker's attachment to his milieu. 
It enables us to transform this milieu from a scenic backgrou~d into the pulsating 
world in which the thinker lived."117 Moreover, we cannot truly appreciate what is 
new and unique in the Qur'anic retellings before we have a clear idea of the tradi
tions current at the time. This study suggests that existing scholarship with its 
focus on Jewish sources does not provide this-background adequately. 

Once the Qur'an's sources are better understood, the study of the mechanisms 
of appropriation may be advanced. Here I have touched only briefly on the ways 
in which the Qur'an adapted and reshaped its materials. Many factors influenced 
this process, but this requires a larger study which will examine Q 12 in its entirety 
in light of the Syriac and Jewish sources. 118 The omission of Christo logical mate
rials, the use of formulaic language, the impact of inner-Qur' anic parallels, and 
the tendency to further develop post-Biblical exegetical readings- to name but a 
few factors - all deserve a separate treatment elsewhere. 

114 My dissertation explores the Syriac background of other such retellings. In a study of the Cain and 
Abel story in the Qur'iin, for example, similar arguments lead to much the same conclusions. 

115 For this shift in scholarship, see W.A. Saleh," 'What if you refuse, when ordered to fight?' King 
Saul (Tiiliit) in the Qur'iin and post-quranic literature," in C.S. Ehrlich (ed.), Saul in Story and 
Tradition, Ti!bingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006, 261-83; M.E. Pregill, "The Hebrew Bible and the 
Quran: The problem of the Jewish 'influence' on Islam," Religion Compass 1, 2007, 643-59.lnter
estingly, the new approach has focused most of its attention on Q 12; see Saleh, "Saul," 267, note 
II. These studies include, among others, several of the articles cited in this chapter as well as M.R. 
Waldman, "New approaches to 'Biblical' material in the Qur'an," in W.M. Brinner and S.D. Ricks 
(eds), Studies in Islamic and Judaic Traditions, Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1986, 47-M; and M. Mir, 
"Irony in the Qur'an: A study of the story of Joseph," in I.J. Boullata (ed.), Literary Structures of 
Religious Meaning in the Qur'an, Richmond: Curzon, 2000, 173-87. I hope to examine these 
studies in light of the Syriac sources elsewhere. 

116 For a critique of this trend, see Reynolds, "Redeeming," 80-81. 
117 S. Stroumsa, Maimonides in His World: Portrait of a Mediterranean Thinker, Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2009, xiii. 
118 . I hope to supply this elsewhere. 

19 Condemnation in the Qur' an and 
the Syriac Gospel of Matthew 

Emran El-Badawi 

Introduction 1 

" 
One could say that a comparative approach towards the Qur'anic text and earlier 
scriptures and sacred traditions first emerges within the Qur'an itself.Z In addition, 
the scarcity of documentary evidence, and the problematic nature of the traditional 
Islamic literary sources,3 which render complicated the study of the Qur'an, makes 
a comparative approach a scholarly obligation. The Biblical, Midrashic and 
Apocryphal background of the Qur' an4 has been a matter of critical scholarly exam
ination for the better part of two centuries. However, to my knowledge no direct 
comparative examination between the Qur'an-and Syriac Gospels has been under
taken. This absence is peculiar given that the late antique Arabian milieu in which 
the Qur' an was revealed served as a point of contact between Arabian communities 
and the sacred literature and theological expression of Syriac Christian speaking 
groups. The lives of Arabic speaking Christians were diglossic, as they used Arabic 
for common everyday matters and Syriac for liturgical, religious purposes.5 

The research undertaken to write this paper also informs a chapter of my dissertation entitled 
"Sectarian scripture: The Qur'iin's dogmatic re-articulation of the Aramaic Gospel Traditions in the 
context of the Late Antique Near East." 

2 "If you are in doubt as to what we have revealed, ask those who have read the scripture (kitdb) before 
[you]" (Q 10:94). Note, unless otherwise indicated, translations ofQur'iinic verses are my own. 

3 F. Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origin: the Beginnings of Islamic historical Writing, Princeton: 
Darwin Press, 1998, 4-5, especially points out that many of the Islamic sources "reveal internal 
complexities, ... chronological discrepancies, ... absurdities, ... contradictions in the meaning of 
events, ... information that seems clearly anachronistic, ... evidence of embellishment or outright 
invention to serve the purpose of political or religious apologetic." Donner (ibid, 49, 60-61) also holds 
that the Qur'iin as a closed canon was likely an early text dated c. 13/610-35/656 CE. 

4 S. Griffith, "The Gospel, the Qur'iin, and the presentation of Jesus in al-Ya'qubi's Tarikh," in 
J. Reeves (ed), Bible and Qur'an: Essays in Scriptural Intertextuality, Atlanta: Society of Biblical 
Literature, 2003, (133-60) 135. 

5 J. Trimingham, Christianity among the Arabs in Pre-Islamic Times, Beirut: Longman, 1979, 19; S. 
Griffith, The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque: Christians and Muslims in the World of Islam, 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008, 8-9, 12. 
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To appreciate the need for a study on the Qur'iin and the Syriac Gospels, it is first 
necessary to outline briefly the place ofSyriac in earlier Qur'iinic Studies. 

With his 1833 landmark work, Was hat Mohammed aus dem Judenthume 
aufgenommen?,6 Abraham Geiger drew attention to the large role that Hebrew 
Scripture and rabbinical sources played in shaping the Qur'iin's religious 
worldview. The important role that language played in Qur'anic revelation 
obtained greater value with Theodor NOldeke and Karl Vollers. Following the 
traditional theory, Noldeke argued that classical Arabic or fo!iba existed as a 
spoken language among Arab tribes even prior to the rise of Islam.7 Vollers 
refuted this claim by arguing that, before the rise of Islam, Arab tribes spoke 
various dialects of Arabic koimJ and that fit:fba developed with later Islamic 
civilization.8 Broader comparative studies with Judaism and Christianity gave rise 
to Wilhelm Rudolph's Die Abhiingigkeit des Qorans von Judentum und 
Christentum, published in 1922,9 and the investigative approach to extracting the 
sources of the Qur' an were fully under way by 1926 when Joseph Horovitz wrote 
his Koranische Untersuchungen. 10 In that same year Richard Bell's The Origin of 
Islam in its Christian Environment was publishf:!d. In it Bell describes the general 
influence of the Syrian, Mesopotamian and especially Abyssinian church on Late 
Antique Arabia, emphasizing in particular the remnants of such influences found 
in the Qur'iin. Bell also acknowledged that some Qur'iinic terms "indicate 
penetration of Aramaic culture into Arabia." 11 The linguistic inquiry into Qur' anic 
origins eventually expanded into a discourse that integrated a diversity of Late 
Antique languages. Arthur Jeffery's The Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur 'an 
underscores the vital theological and literary function of Qur'anic terms 
originating from other languages such as Aramaic (especially Syriac), Heb.rew, 
Ethiopic, Greek, and Persian. 12 Jeffery followed this book with other works on the 
Qur'iin such as The Qur'an as Scripture, which situates the Qur'iin within the 
diverse genre of scripture in the continuously intermingling religious context of 
the ancient (before c. 300 CE) and Late Antique (c. 300-700 CE) Near East (Syria, 
Mesopotamia, Persia, Egypt, and Arabia). 13 

6 A. Geiger, Was hat Mohammed aus dem Judenthume azifgenommen?, Bonn: Baaden, 1833. 
7 T. Noldeke, Neue Beitrage zur semitischen Sprachwissenschaji, Strassburg: 1904; see also 

Geschichte des Qorans, Gottingen, 1860. 
8 K. Vollers, Vo/kssprache zmd Schrifisprache im a/ten Arabien, Strassburg: K.J. Triibner, 1906, 

185-95. 
9 W. Rudolph, Die Abhiingigkeit des Qorans von Judentum zmd Christen/urn, Stuttgart: 

Kohlhammer, 1922. 
10 J. Horovitz, Koranische Untersuchungen, Walter De Gruyter: Berlin & Leipzig, 1926. 
II R. Bell, The Origin of Islam in its Christian Environment, London: Macmillan, 1926, 18-39, 43. 

See also his discussion therein on Q 105. 
12 A. Jeffery, The Foreign Vocabulary oft he Qur 'an, Baroda, India: Oriental Institute, 1938. See also 

A. Rippin, EQ, "Foreign Vocabulary," 2:226. 
13 A. Jeffery; The Qur'iin as Scripture, New York: R.F. Moore, 1952. 
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The study of the Qur'iin in relation to Syriac came into being, albeit under the 
radar, in 1926 with Tor Andrae's Der Urspnmg der !slams und das Christentum. 14 

After portraying an image of Late Antique Arabia similar to that of Bell's, in 
which the Persian Nestorian and Abyssinian Monophysite churches exercised 
much influence along Arabian trade routes, Andrae's insightful analysis compares 
verses of the Qur'iin with various Syriac works, most notably the hymns of 
Ephrem (d. 373). 1s. However, it was the following year that Alphonse Mingana set 
the foundation for research on the Qur'iin within the context ofSyriac in an article· 
entitled "Syriac Influence on the Style of the Kur'iin," in which he provides a brief 
typology and somb examples ofSyriac words used in the Qur'iin, while asserting 
that 70 percent of the Qur'iin's foreign vocabulary was Syriac in origin. 16 Still, 
Mingana's article did not have a profound impact on Qur' iinic Studies- and with 
the exception of Andrae and Mingana's works, which still do not address the 
Syriac Gospels directly but ratfier Syriac literature generally, the study of the 
Qur' iin within the context of Syriac was relatively uncommon. 

Subsequent studies on the Qur'iin include Karl Ahrens' "Christliches im 
Qoran,'>l7 Heinrich Speyer's Die biblischen Erziihlungen im Qoran, which 
frequently cites Syriac sources, and on occasion the Syriac Gospels,18 Denise 
Masson's Le Coran et la rewHationjudeo-chretienne, 19 Johann-Dietrich Thyen's 
Bibelund Koran,20 Ugo Bonanate's Bibbia e Corano,21 and similar works. During 
this time, scholars of Qur'iinic Studies continued to overlook the impact of the 
Syriac context, even if they focused with renewed attention on Christian influ
ences. Giinter Luling's Uber den Ur-Qur'an, published in 1971, perceived the 
Qur' lin as part of a strictly pre-Islamic Arabian Christian discourse. LUling argues 
that the Qur'iin was originally composed of ancient Arabian Christian strophic 
hymns that went through progressive stages of Islamization by the exegetes. He 
does not discuss the role of Syriac language or literature.22 

14 Andrae's work was originally published in a little-known journal in Uppsala, Sweden called 
Kyrkshistorisk arsskriji between the years 1923 and 1925; furthermore, the book's title made no 
direct claim to be a compamtive work of Qur'iin and Syriac litemture. See T. Andrae, Der 
Ursprung der !slams und das Christentum, Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksells, 1926; Fr. trans. Les 
origines de /'islam et le christianisme, Paris: Adrien-Maisonneuve, 1955. 

15 Andrae, Les origines de /'islam et le christianisme, 151-61. 
16 A. Mingana, "Syriac influence on the style of the Kur'iin," Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 2, 

1927,80. 
17 K. Ahrens, "Christliches im Qomn," ZDMG 84, 1930, 148-90. 
18 H. Speyer, Die bib/ischen Erziihlungen im Qoran, Grlifenhainichen: Schulze, 1931. Republished, 

Die biblischen Erziihlungen im Qoran, Hildesheim: G. Olms, 1961. 
19 Denise Masson, Le Caron et Ia revtHationjudeo-chretienne, Paris: Adrien-Maisonneuve, 1958. 
20 J.-D. Thyen, Bibe/und Koran, Koln: Biihlau, 1989. 
21 U. Bonanate, Bibbia e Carano, Turin:· Bollati Boringhieri, 1995. 
22 G. LUling, Ober den Ur-Qur'iin, Erlangen, 1971. Eng. trans. A Challenge to Islam for Reforma

tion, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, 2003, 423. 
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Other scholars re-situated the Qur'an amidst Jewish literary influencesY John 
Wansbrough investigated the Qur'an in the context of earlier topoi and through 
the lens of the rabbinical principles of exegesis.24 The attention of Qur'anic 
Studies experts was finally reawakened to the importance of Syriac in 2000 
with the publication of Christoph Luxenberg's Die syro-aramiiische Lesart des 
Koran. Seeing the Qur'an as an originally Syriac Christian lectionary (Syriac 
qeryana; Arabic qur 'an) that was misinterpreted by classical Muslim exegetes, 
Luxenberg emends the meaning and orthography of dozens of Qur'anic verses 
to fit what he deems to be a suitable Syro-Aramaic reading.25 Oddly enough, 
Luxenberg does not identify any specific genre or corpus of Syriac ·literature 
to compare with the Qur'an- Gospels or otherwise. In fact, while Luxenberg's. 
book provides some solutions to previously problematic passages, his work is 
methodologically problematic as it maintains an exclusive focus on philology, 
with little regard for the Qur'an "as a literary text ... that has to be de-coded and 
evaluated historically."26 

Recently, a number of insightful publications concerning the relationship of 
certain Qur' anic passages to their earlier Syriac antecedents have appeared, 27 

but a direct comparative study between the Afabic text of the Qur'an and the 
Syriac text of the Gospels remains. much needed. The Qur' an echoes passages 
common to all four canonical Gospels, but it is most in harmony with the 
theological understanding and religious phrasing present in the Syriac Gospel of 
Matthew, as will become evident throughout our examination. At other times the 
Qur'an replicates the striking language and imagery exclusive to Matthew's 
Gospel. This chapter will argue that integral passages and scenes of condemnation 
present in the Qur'an were informed, likely via the oral tradition of the Qur'an's 
milieu, by a familiarity with the Syriac Gospel of Matthew. For the purposes 
of this examination, we shall avoid the use of classical Muslim exegeses and 
limit the use of our sources to the Qur' an and the Syriac Gospels, which we 
contextualize next. 

23 Among other scholars, see A. Katsh, Judaism in Islam: Biblical and Talmudic Backgrounds of the 
Koran and Its Commentaries, New York: Sepher-Hermon, 1980; G. Newby, A History of the Jews 
of Arabia: From Ancient Times to their Eclipse under Islam, Columbia, SC: University of South 
Carolina Press, 1988. 

24. J. Wansbrough, Quriinic Studies, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977. Republished, Qur 'anic 
Studies, Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2004. 

25 C. Luxenberg, Die syro-aramiilsche Lesart des Koran: Ein Beitrag zur Entschliissehmg der 
Koransprache, Berlin, Das Arabische Book, 2000. 

26 A. Neuwirth. "Qur'an and history- a disputed relationship. Some reflections on Qur'anic history 
and history in the Qur'an," Journal of Qur 'iinic Studies/Majallat al-diriisat al-Qur 'aniyya 5.1, 
2003, (1-18) 8-9. 

27 E.g. S. Griffith, "Christian lore and the Arabic Qur'an: The 'Companions of the Cave' in al-Kahf 
and in Syriac Christian tradition," in QHC, 109-38; S. Griffith, "Syriacisms in the Arabic Qur'an: 
Who were those who said 'Allah is third of three'," in M. Bar-Asher, S. Hopkins, S. Stroumsa, and 
B. Chiesa (eds), A Word Fitly Spoken: Studies in Medieval Exegeses of the Hebrew Bible and the 
Qur 'an, Jerusalem: The Ben-Z vi Institute, 2007, 83-110. 
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Sources 

The earliest extant canonical Gospels are not in Syriac, but rather in Greek. How 
the Gospels were translated into Syriac is a matter about which Syriacists and 
Biblical scholars are yet to reach a consensus. Scholars do, nonetheless, agree on 
one key point. It is generally accepted that the earliest official Syriac Gospel, used 
for liturgy and worship by the early Syriac church, was the Diatesseron ofTatian 
(d. 185).28 The existence of a Syriac Gospel text earlier than this is a matter of 
debate, which principally revolves around the issue of whether the Syriac Gospels 
in general reflect a )Palestinian Aramaic substratum or not.29 

Most scholars agree that the Old Syriac Gospels, the subsequent official Gospel 
texts of the Syriac church, were heavily influenced by the Diatesseron.30 The two 
extant Old Syriac Gospel manuscripts, Sinaiticus and Curetonius, are translations 
of the Greek, albeit highly Syriac in style. In due course, this text was supplanted 
in the fifth century by the Peshitta (Syriac psittii, "simple, vulgar"), which is an 
edited and revised version of the Old Syriac Gospels that mimicks the Greek style 
and syntax more closely.31 Furthermore, the Peshitta is comprised of the entire 
Biblical canon of both Old and New Testament books. It was the basis of Syriac 
religious life32 and remains to this day the standard Syriac Bible text. In 616, a 
final revision of the Syriac Bible called the Harklean version was commissioned 
under the auspices of Thomas ofHarkel (d. 627), which endeavored to follow the 
Greek text still more closely.33 

28 S. Brock, The Bible in the Syriac Tradition, Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2006, 31. Neverthe
less, the Diatesseron is a Gospel-harmony; it combines the four canonical Gospels into a single 
narrative. Arid while it is a faithful rendition of the four Gospels, it omits major problem passages 
and harmonizes conflicting statements. The Diatesseron in its Syriac form is unfortunately lost, 
leaving us with the Arabic translation of Abii 1-Faraj 'AbdAllah Ibn al-Tayyib (d. 434/1043), The 
Earliest Life of Christ Ever Compiled from the Four Gm!pels, Being the Diatessaron of Tatian, 
trans. J.H. Hill, Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1910. Other parts of the Diatesseron can be recon
structed from sections of Aphrahat's Demonstrations, ed. W. Wright, London: Williams and 
Norgate, 1869, and Ephrem's Commentary on the Diatesseron: Commentaire de l'Evangile 
concordant, ed. and trans. L. Leloir. Dublin: Figgis, 1963. 

. 29 ·Despite the assertions of some Greek church fathers such as Hegesippus (d. 180), Irenaeus (d. c. 202), 
Origen (d. 254), Eusebius ofCaesaria (d. 399), Epiphaneus of Salamis (d. 403), and Jerome (d. 420) 
regarding the alleged existence of the Hebrew (i.e. Aramaic) Gospel of Matthew (see W. Schoemaker, 
"The Gospel according to the Hebrews," The Biblical World20.3, 1902, 196-203), no extant original 
Palestinian Aramaic Gospel text exists that emerged from the milieu of Jesus. On this seeR. Murray, 
Symbols of Church and Kingdom: A Study in Early Syriac Tradition, London: Cambridge University 
Press, 1975, esp. 193-94; Brock, The Bible in the Syriac Tradition, 34, 108. 

30 M. Black, An Aramaic Approach to the Gospels and Acts, Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1967, 
265-66; J. Joosten, The Syriac Language of Peshitta and Old Syriac Versions of Matthew, Lei den: 
Brill, 1996, 16-17. 

31 Joosten, The Syriac Language ofPeshitta, 21. 
32 Brock, The Bible in the Syriac Tradition, 99-102. 
33 For a comparative study of the four Syriac Gospel translations - Sinaiticus, Curetonius, Peshitta 

and Harklean- see G.A. Kiraz, Comparative Edition of the Syriac Gospels: Aligning the Sinaiticus, 
Curetonianus, Peshitd and Hark/eon Versions, 1, Leiden: Brill, 1996. 
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Irrespective of the scholarly debates over the origins of the Syriac Gospels and 
over the existence, or non-existence, of philological evidence for a Palestinian 
Aramaic substratum underlying the Syriac Gospels, Syriacists can recognize 
various linguistic features, phonological word plays, or rhyme schemes in the 
Syriac Gospels which suggest some level of integrity and antiquity and not mere 
translation. These features are altogether absent in the corresponding Greek : 
verses. It is also taken for granted that the Late Antique Christian discourse of the 
Near East and the contact of the Arabian peoples with Christianity, principally 
involved the Syriac traditions- not Greek.34 

Of all the Gospels Matthew's is unique, because as Bart Ehrman notes, "Matthew 
used [his] sources to create a distinctive portrayal of Jesus as a new Moses who 
provides the authoritative interpretation of the Jewish Law."35 The author's Mosaic, 
Jewish-Christian worldview is discernible in various parts of his Gospel. This 
i~cludes t~e opening of his account with an Old Testament-like genealogy of Jesus, 
h1s restramt from stating "God" and substituting it with "Lord," placing Jesus's 
sermon on a "mount" analogous to that of Moses, his insistence that Jesus came to 
fulfill the Law, and his emphasis on divine judgment (Matthew 1; 5-7; 10-12).36 
Matthew's Gospel was also likely the most wideiy read Gospel in the Late Antique 
Near East. So widespread was the Syriac Gospel of Matthew (hereafter called 
"Matthew") that much of its Mosaic, Jewish-Christian expression was echoed later 
on in the Arabic idiom of the next major scripture- the Qur' an. 

The origins of the Qur' iin, and its relationship to Islam and classical Arabic, are 
not entirely clear either. While there are early non-Muslim sources from nearby 
lands that mention Islam in some respect,37 the earliest known documentary 
evidence of the Qur'an dates to c. 72/692.38 The earliest extant classical 
Muslim literary source on Mul:Jammad's life (d. 10/632) and the revelation of the 
Qur'an is Ibn Isl:Jiiq's (d. ca. 151/768) Sira, as preserved by Ibn Hisham (d. 
218/833). Furthermore, the manner and extent to which the Qur'iin was part of a 
diverse religious discourse, involving kuffor, lzunafo ', Jews, Christians, Sabaeans, 
and other groups, is a matter of ongoing research and continual discovery. 
The sheer dearth offactual knowledge on the Qur'iin's origins and the multiplicity 

34 The Qur'an's milieu was connected to the Syriac Christian sphere of influence which was 
diffuse and popular among Arabs. The Greek sphere of influence in the Near East and Arabia was 
limited to select classes of urban centers like Antioch, Jerusalem, and coastal cities of Palestine. 
For more see D. Cook, "The beginnings of Islam in Syria during the Umayyad Period," PhD 
dissertation, University of Chicago, 2002; W. Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy, Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 197!. 

35 B. Ehiman, The New Testament: Other Early Writings, New York and Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1998, 92. 

36 Except for specific instances where I have translated Syriac Biblical words or phrases into English, 
general English Bible quotations are from the NRSV. 

37 See R. Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It: A Survey and Evaluation of Christian, Jewish and 
Zoroastrian Writings on Early Islam, Princeton: Darwin Press, 1997. 

38 C. Kessler, "' Abd al-Malik's inscription in the Dome of the Rock: A reconsideration,'' JRAS, 
1970,2-14. 
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of its conte){ts is a problem scholars will likely continue to grapple with for 
some time. 

However, that the textual history of Muslim scripture is problematic is common 
to the phenomenon of scripture and revelation rather than an aberration.39 

Likewise, that scriptures of the ancient and Late Arltique Near East (including the 
Hebrew Bible and New Testament) should allude to, reference, quote or in some 
way incorporate the sacred language and religious expression of earlier 
confessional traditions or civilizations is also common to the phenomenon of 
scripture. Furthedore, the complexity of studying Qur'iinic origins has at times 
been compounded as a result ofreductionist tendencies in studying the Qur'an.40 

·The Qur'iin is part of several contexts and is not reducible to any one ofthem.41 

Yet, some scholars have searched for an ancient Qur'anic ur-text, i.e. preceding 
the first/seventh-century milieu of Mul:Jarnmad; while others argue for a later 
context. The resulting controversies and "chaos"42 cannot sufficiently serve as a 
foundation for our inquiry. Instead, concerning ourselves with the Arabic text of 
the Qur'iin as it has come to us, separating it from later traditional Islamic 
literature, and respecting the Qur' iin' s integrity as a unique scripture in the diverse 
context of Late Antique Near Eastern revelation generally and seventh-century 
Arabia specifically, will prove a more fruitful foundation with which to begin our 
investigation. The premise of this chapter follows that of Griffith as he states, 

The Qur'iin [is] a scripture in its own right, in. dialogue with previous 
scriptures through the oral reports of them that circulated among the 
Arabic-speaking Jews and Christians in the Qur'iin's own milieu.43 

Keeping Griffith's words in mind, along with a basic understanding that the 
religious, cultura~ and linguistic landscape of seventh-century Arabia was for 
centuries inextricably tied to communities in greater Syria, Mesopotamia, 
Abyssinia, and other locales not only compels one to avoid simplistic, reductionist 
theories of direct or linear "influences" but reveals the reality of complex, diffuse, 
diverse, and organic free-flowing ideas present in the Qur' an's "thematic context."44 

39 Jeffery, The Qur 'an as Scripture, 89. 
40 One may explain the periodical re-emergence of reductionist Qur' iinic studies in modern times as 

the continued legacy of Geiger's scientific and reductionist methodology. See V. Robbins and G. 
Newby, "A prolegomenon to the relation of the Qur'an and the Bible," in idem (ed.), Bible and 
Qur 'iin: Essays in Scriptural Intertextuality, 24-25. Though empowered with an encyclopedic 
knowledge of Hebrew Scripture and Jewish commentary, Geiger's study does not take into account 
the complexity of interaction between Jewish and Arabian elements but is concerned rather with 
"tracing origins," and infers a direct Jewish influence upon the Qur'an. Jeffery notes this problem 
in Western scholarship. Jeffery, The Qur 'an os Scripture, 69. 

41 Griffith, "Christian lore and the Arabic Qur'an,'' 116. 
42 Reynolds, "Qur'iinic studies and its controversies," in QHC, 18, quotes Neuwirth. 
43 Griffith, "Syriacisms in the Arabic Qur'an," 89. 
44 Griffith, "Christian lore and the Arabic Qur'an," 111. 
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Centuries of Aramaean-Arabian intermingling45 evolved into the intimate relation
ship between Syriac-speaking Christian groups and the urban and nomadic spheres 
of Arabia, like the Hijaz. This interaction allowed early on for the adoption of 
pagan Arab cults by Syro-Aramaeans,46 the introduction of Judaism into Arabia, 47 

and later the adoption of Christianity by some Arabs.48 Educated in the liturgical 
and confessional Syriac literature of their churches, early Arab Christians would 
have integrated such wisdom as that of the Syriac Gospels into the long-standing 
Arabian custom of oral tradition. The Qur'an, functioning as the scriptural and 
cultural repository of the Arabs, was the next step in development beyond oral 
tradition. Nonetheless, the Qur'an's own self-image makes explicit the claim that 
it is the first Arabic book. While seehig itself as the scriptural continuation of 
Hebrew and Christian Scripture,49 it implies that it is a unique, linguistic, Arabic 
novelty (Q 16:103; 42:7).50 Mingana notes, therefore, that "the author" of the first 
Arabic book did not risk coining new terminology: 

The best policy was to use for [its] new idea oflslam the words which were 
understood by his hearers and found in a language akin to his that had become 
an ecclesiastical and religious language centuries before his birth and the 
adherents of which were surrounding him in all directions in highly organized 
communities, bishoprics, and monasteries. 51 

The language to which Mingana is referring, of course, is Syriac. It is not beyond 
our expectation, therefore, that the Qur' an should reflect various thematic and 
linguistic features from the Syriac Gospels. One such feature is the language of 
condemnation, which we turiJ. to next. 

The context of condemnation 

The shared self-image of the Qur'an and Matthew as champion ofthe spirit of the 
Jewish law and critic of Jewish authority, which is perceived as knowing only the 

45 Ibid., 116. For more on the ancient Aramaean-Arabian relationship see Trimingham, 
Christianity among the Arabs, 7-20, 41; J. Teixidor, The Pantheon of Palmyra, Leiden; Brill, 
1979, 13-14,40, 82; J. Healey, The Religion of the Nabataeans, Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2001, 32; 
J. Retso, The Arabs in Antiquity: Their History from the Assyrians to the Umayyads, London; New 
York: Routledge, 2003, 129-32, 174-77,218,286. See also Q 106:2. 

46 Teixidor, The Pantheon of Palmyra, 17-24, 64; H. Drijvers, Cults and Belieft at Edessa, Leiden; 
Brill, 1980, 146-76. 

47 Katsh, Judaism in Islam, xxi-xxii. 
48 Trimingham, Christianity among the Arabs, 243-55. See also Galatians 1:17. 
49 Jeffery, The Qur 'an as Scripture, 67-{58; Q 3:3. 
50 Furthermore, Q 42:12 states, "and before it [i.e. the Qur'iin] was the book of Moses as a guide and 

mercy, however this is a book confirming [it] in an Arabic language, to warn those oppressive ones 
and to give good tidings to the doers of good." See also Thyen, Bibel und Koran, 221; C. Gilliot 
and P. Larcher, EQ, "Language and style of the Qur'iin," 3:109. 

51 Mingana, "Syriac influence on the style of the Kur'iin," 78 
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letter of the law and its abuse of authority, is the context in which their common 
language of condemnation is manifested. This language can take a direct form, as 
iii curses, warnings of impending doom, or an indirect form, as in hostile, critical, 
or unflattering portrayals of certain persons or groups. By reproaching Jewish 
groups, the Qur' an merely participated in the larger sectarian polemical discourse 
of its day. Such is evident in Syriac ·homiletic works like Aphrahat's (d. c. 345) 
Demonstration against the Sabbath and various homilies against the Jews by 
Isaac of Antioch (d. c. 460) and Jacob ofSarug (d. 521).52 

The Qur'an acct.ises the Jews and especially figures of Jewish authority of 
various offenses. This may also be the result of the tendentious relationship that 
developed between Mul;lamrnad and the Jewish groups during his lifetime. Thus, 
where some passages acknowledge the legacy of the Israelites (banii isra 'il) or 
Jews (al-ladhina hada) for being God's chosen nation or being blessed with scrip
ture (Q 2:47, 62),53 others exhib'it expressions of condemnation directed towards 
them, sometimes along with Christians (al-nasara) (Q 2:120; 5:18, 31, 64, 82; etc). 

The Qur'an frequently illustrates the insubordination and rebelliousness of the 
Israelites in association with the prophet Moses (Q 2:54, 61, 71, 92; 5:20; etc). 
However, one verse in al-Ma 'ida exhibits an intriguing, uncharacteristic break 
from this pattern: "Cursed (lu 'ina) were those who rebelled (kafarii) from bam7 
isra 'il on the tongue of David and Jesus the son of Mary, because they disobeyed 
and continued to cause offense" (Q 5:78).54 Aside from oblique parallels with 
Psalm 10:3, 7, this verse is very much in the spirit of the Gospels, where Jesus is 
identified so closely with David and provides scathing invectives against the Jewish 
authorities- namely the Pharisees and Sadducees. 55 Jesus the Messiah is descended 
of David (Luke 1; John 7:41; etc); he is born in the village of David (Luke 2); he is 
called "son of David;" and he refers to parables citing the authority of David 
(Matthew 9:27; Mark 2:25; Luke 6:3). Matthew finds the relationship between 
Jesus and David so significant that he opens with "an ~ccount of the genealogy of 
Jesus the Messiah, the son of David the son of Abraham" (Matthew 1:1). · 

The place of David is magnified by Syriac Christians of Late Antiquity. The role 
ofDavid as a symbol of great prophecy and humble repentance in the Syriac-speaking 

52 Aphrabat, Demonstration no. 13; On Isaac of Antioch, seeS. Kazan, "Isaac of Antioch's Homily 
against the Jews," Oriens Christianus 45, 1961, 30-53; Jacob ofSarug, Homelies contre lesjuift, 
Patrologia Orienta/is 174, ed. and trans. M.'Aibert, Turnhout, Belguim: Brepols, 1976. 

53 It is worthy of mention that al-yahz7d in the Qur' iin is never used in a positive light. See Q 2:113, 
120; 5:18,51,64, 82; 9:30. 

54 For more on Qur'iinic curses with la'ana and earlier uses in Nabataean Aramaic see J. Healey, 
"The realities behind tomb inscriptions: Imagining Nabataean law," in Z. al-Salameen (ed.), 
Proceedings of the First Nabataean Symposium, forthcoming; idem, "Fines and curses: Law and 
religion among the Nabataeans and their neighbours," in R.G. Kratz and A. Hagedorn (eds), Law 
and Religion in the Eastern Mediterranean, forthcoming. 

55 We even find elsewhere in the Qur'iin a clear perception of Jewish sectarianism in Jesus's day: 
"When Jesus came with the proofs, he said, 'I have come with wisdom and to clarify some of that 
which you are disputing over. So fear God and obey me.' "(Q 43:63) 
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churches probably had an active role in keeping his symbolic potency alive in the 
Qur'aruc milieu. Not only do Syriac lectionaries begin with a reading from the 
Psalms (i.e. David's book), but some Syriac authors like Jacob ofSarug held David 
in exceptionally high regard. 56 It is likely that the mention ofJesus's Davidic lineage, 
which is frequently found in the Gospels, was kept alive among Syriac-speaking 
Christian communities, reached Arabia, and was in turn afforded a terse literary 
reference in al-Ma 'ida in connection with condemning banii isra 'fl. 

Against hypocrisy 

Hypocrisy is the salient crime of the Pharisees in the Gospels. In the Gospel of 
Matthew, their hypocrisy is manifested most sharply in the public performance of 
charitable acts. The Syriac text of Matthew states about the Pharisees, wa lailhfm 
'abdayhiln 'abdin dnet/:lazzln labnay anasa, "and all of their deeds they do so that 
they might be seen by people" (Matthew 23:5).57 As a result Jesus warns his 
followers, bzlnl deyn bzedqatkfm dlii te 'bdzlneh qdiim bnay anasa ale dtetl;zazzln 
!han, "therefore, be wary concerning your acts of piety, that you do not perform 
them before people in order that you be seen by them" (Matthew 6:1 ). The Syriac 
word 'abdayhzln from the first quotation is from 'bade meaning "deeds."58 It is a 
cognate with the Arabic 'ibadat, which is the normative word for "religious 
deeds"· or "acts of worship" in: the Qur'an and subsequent Islamic tradition 
(Q 7:206; 10:29; etc). One such deed is mentioned in the second quotation, 
zedqatlaln, which is from zedqiitii, "righteous acts;" and like the Qur' iinic phrase 
t;adaqa or t;adaqat (Q 2:263, 276, etc.) it can mean "alms."59 In Matthew, religious 
deeds, acts of piety, and charitable works like giving alms or even prayer should 
be done sincerely, i.e. in private.6° Could the Qur'an:ic reference that the doctors 
of law and monks "do not spend in the way of God" (Q 9:31, 34) reflect the 
knowledge that the Pharisees gave alms publicly, not in the way of God, but out 
of pretentiousness and hypocrisy? This prospect is made more likely given the 
verse from the Qur' an in al-Nisa' which states, wa-lladhfna yun.fiqiin amwalahum 
ri 'a' al-nas wa-la yu 'mimin bi-llah wa-la bi-1-yawm al-akhir . .. , "and those who 
give out their riches to show off to people and who do not believe in God nor the 
last day ... (Q 4:38)" The phrase ri 'a' al-nas, "to show off to people," is a calque 
of dnet/:lazzln labnay anasa, "in order to be seen by people,". where the accusative 
case of ri 'a '(a) communicates the subjunctive sense of purpose in the d of 

56 See the meaning and context of epithets like dawid giibyii, "David the chosen one," in Jacob of 
Sarug, "Homelies contre les Juifs," 136-81. Such a usage probably stemmed from the Syriac 
Gospels, as in Matthew 24:22, 24, 31; Mark 13:20, 27. This also parallels the Arabic usage of 
words derived from the rootjba in Q 3:179; 6:87; 68:50; etc. 

57 All Syriac translations are my own. 
58 J. Payne-Smith, A Compendius Syriac Dictionary, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979, 397. 
59 Ibid., II 0. 
60 N. Khouri, "Selected ethical themes in the Qur'an and the Gospel of Matthew," unpublished PhD 

dissertation, Fuller Theological Seminary, 199, 108,212-15. 
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dnet/:lazzln. Furthermore, Rudolph rightly sees an echo of Matthew 6's opening 

words in Q 107:4-7: 

Have you seen the one who denies judgment (al-dfn)? For he is the one who 
forsakes the orphan, and does not encourage the feeding of the poor. So, woe 
unto the worshipper (al-mut;allfn); those who are mindless (sahzin) of their 
prayers. Those who show off (yura 'iin), and withhold ldndness."

61 

Despite the difference in sentence structure and vocabulary, these Qur'anic verses 
reflect a keen awareness of Jesus's advice in Matthew. 

Against scribes 

In the Gospels, hypocrisy also unites Pharisees and scribes, who are a pair worthy 
of repeated condemnation. Jesus curses them, way !lain sajre waprfse nasbay 
bape, "woe unto you scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!" (see Matthew 23; Luke 
6; 11).62 Although the Syriac word sajre, "scribes," does not occur in the Qur'iin, 
the Jews are mentioned therein and likened to "a donkey carrying books (asfor) 
(Q 62:5)." Two matters are of concern here. One is that this appears to be a 
polemic against Jewish scribes, as they are the ones who would be carrying books. 
The second concern is that, although Jeffrey does not mention it, the two words 
safre and asfor are of Syriac origin; the latter was Arabized early on, since by· the 
time it appears .in the Qur' iin it occurs in the Arabic broken plural form. Thus, 
Matthew's condemnation of scribes (sajr€), who were ostensibly of Jewish 
Pharisaic background, and the Qur'iin's association of books (asfor) with polemi
cizing the Jewish scribes, are part of a single discourse of condemnation. 

What supports this claim further is the Qur'iin's derisive attitude towards 

scribes. It states concerning the Jews, 

fa way! li-lladhln yaktubtin alkitab bi-aydfhim thumma yaqtihin hadha 
min 'ind illah li-yashtani bih thamanan qalilan, fa wayl lahum min rna 
katabat aydfhim, wa wayllahum min rna yaksibtin! (Q 2:79). 

Thus, woe unto those who write the scripture with their hands and then say, 
"This is from God," in order to earn by it a meager gain. Thus, woe unto them 
for what their hands have written, and woe unto them for what they earn! 

The Qur'iin's disapproval of those who "write the scripture with their hands" not 
only reflects the awareness of emendation, translation, redaction, and editing of 
earlier Hebrew and Christian Scripture, but is more directly a condemnation of 

61 Rudolph, Die Abhiingigkeit des Qorans, 13. See also Ahrens, "Christliches im Qoran," 162; 
Speyer, Die bib/ischen Erziihlzmgen im Qoran, 450-51, 458; Thyen, Bibel und Koran, 193. 

62 Cf. Mark 12:38-40. 
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!ewish scri~es. 63 In addition,. the Qur' arne condemnation formula, waylli +pronoun, 
'woe unto, reflects the Synac of Matthew, way li +pronoun, ''woe unto."64 

. Another re~ationship can be drawn between the distinctive, intentional, repeti
tiv_e us: o_f this :~~demnation formula. Jesus's curse against the Pharisees, way 
!lam sdfre waprzse niisbay bap€ is repeated seven times almo.st consecutively in 
Ma~hew ~3 alone (see earlier). Similarly, the Qur'iin repeats the following curse 
te~ times m al-Mursaliit alone, way! yawma 'idh li-1-mukadhdhibin, "woe unto the 
reJecters on that day (Q 77)!" Irrespective of this verse's interpretation or who 
al-mukadhdhibin were, such a cursing formula was probably well understood in 
the 9m:'an's s.e~tarian milieu. Based on content, i.e. condemning scribes of a 
Phansa1c rabbiniCal or even masoretic background, on style, i.e. the identical 
usage of w_ayl li and its almost rhythmic repetition, the common language of 
condemnatiOn between both texts is again demonstrated. 

Against killing the prophets 

Jesus's outburst against the Pharisees in Matth~w 23 brings about another reason 
why they are condemned. It states, · 

Thus you testify against yourselves that you are descendants . of those 
who murdered the prophets (msahdin antfm 'a! naftlaln dabnayii antlln 
daq{ahl lanbfy€) ... How can you escape being sentenced to hell (Matthew 
23:31)?65 

The Sinaiticus manuscript has mawdin antzln 'a! naftlaln, ''you confess against 
yourselve~."66 Moreo~er, Matthew 23:34-37 is a passage unique to Matthew's 
Gospel, with only oblique references in Mark and Luke.67 The killing of prophets 

63 Oth~~ verses show.that the Qur'an's distrust for scribes and Jewish men ofletters is a clear motif. 
Qur an 4:46 explams, "of those who professed Judaism (al-ladhina hiidii) are those who change 
words from their places, and say, 'we heard and disobeyed,' and 'hear that which is not heard • and 
'l~~k after us (rii'ina)' as a twist of their tongues and a slander to religion." For more on the ~se of 
ra ma see Jeffery, FV, 136. 

64 Smi.th, A Com~endius Syriac Dictionary, I 07. Arabic possesses way as a rarer alternative to way/. 
While ~u~pectmg a pos~ible origin from Syriac-Aramaic, Zammit proposes that this form is an 
abbreviation. M. Zammit, A Comparative Lexical Study of Qur 'iinic Arabic Lei den: Brill 2002 
44!, ~16. The Matthean-Q~'anic context of the phrase's usage suggests that the Syriac,phras~ 
way b over an extended penod of oral transmission merged into the Arabic way/ leaving traces of 
the original Syriac wiiy in way. ' 

65 S~e in relation the reference in Luke 11:47-48, which does not match the Qur'anic text as closely. 
66 Kiraz,. Comparative Edition of the Syriac Gospels, 1:361. 
67 See also Mark 12:1-5, and especially Luke 11:49, which states, "Therefore also the Wisdom of 

God said, I will send them prophets and apostles, some of whom they will kill and persecute"· and 
13:34, which states, "Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kilis the prophets and stones those wh~ are 
sent to it! H.ow often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood 
under her wmgs, and you were not willing!" See also Thyen, Bibel und Koran, 123. 
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and rejection of their message is a frequent lament and indictment in the Qur' an 
of which scholars have taken notice for some tirne68 and which Speyer generally 
traces back to Matthew.69 More specifically, two phrases in the Qur'iin appear to 
reflect the language of condemnation against those who killed the prophets in the 
manner of Matthew. One of these occurs as follows: "and so they testified against 
themselves (shahidii 'alii 'anjitsihim) that they were rejecters (kiifiriin)" (Q 6: 130; 
7:37). The other phrase occurs in the following verse: 

Verily, as for those who deny the signs of God, and kill the prophets (yaqtulfm 
al-nabiyyin) with6ut just cause, and kill those who command good, announce 
unto them an excruciating punishment (Q 3:21).70 

Although it is from Hebrew Scripture that "testifying against oneself' and "killing 
the prophets" first arises/1 there i~ reason to argue for a close relationship between 
the language of the Qur'iin and Matthew here. The Arabic phrase shahidii 'alii 
anjitsihim together with yaqtulzin al-nabiyyin closely reflects the Syriac mashdfn 
antzln 'a! nafokl7n dabnayii antlln daqtalii lanbfy€. Another attribute that indicates 
some sort of Qur'iinic dependence on traditions going back to Matthew is the 
parallel between the Qur'iin's "announce unto them an excruciating punishment 
(i.e. in hell]" and Matthew's "How can you escape being sentenced to hell?" 

Against the deaf, blind, and hard-hearted 

The Qur'iin describes the inhabitants of hell more than once, for example in al-a 'riif 
"And We have condemned to hell many spirits (jinn) and people. They have hearts 
by which they do not understand. And they have eyes by which they do not see. And 
they have ears by which they do not hear ... " (Q 7: 179). The failing eyes and ears of 
those condemned is also a motif repeated injit$$ilat: " ... and for those who do not 
believe, there is deafness in their ears and it is a blindness over them (fi iidhiinihim 
waqr wa-huwa 'a!Ciyhim 'amii)" (Q 41 :44). Similarly, in Matthew we read: 

For this people's heart has grown dull, and their ears are hard of hearing and 
they have shut their eyes ( et 'bay leh ger lbeh d 'amm€ hiinii wa bednayhtln 
yaqfrayit sam 'a wa 'aynayhiin 'am$tl); so that they might not look with their 
eyes, and listen with their ears, and understand with their heart and turn- and 

I would heal them. 
(Matthew 13:15) 

68 The condemnation in Q 4:155 is multi-faceted and ulthnately goes back to Leviticus 26: 41. Concerning 
this, see Horovitz, Koranische Untersuchungen 186. See also Q 2:98; 3:184; 36:18; etc. 

69 On Q 3:112 See Speyer, Die biblischen Erziihlungen im Qoran, 365,417-19. 

70 See also Q 3:181; 4:155. 
71 Deuteronomy 31: 19; Nehemiah 9:26; Amos 2: 12; 7:12-16. Jeremiah 2:26-35, however, provides 

the full context and narrative of condemning those who killed the prophets. See also the discussion 

in Jeffery, The Qur 'iin as Scripture, 26. 



462 Emran El-Badawi 

This verse_ is ultimately a quotation from Isaiah,72 which would leave the possi
bility open that the Qur'iinic verse could reflect the Syriac language of Matthew 
or the Hebrew oflsaiah. However, the similarity in vocabulary and syntax is much 
stronger between the Syriac and Arabic text, making a Hebrew antecedent 
unlikely. 73 The Qur' iinic phrase fi adhanihim waqr, "there is deafuess in their 
ears" is a calque ofSyriac bidnayhiin yaqfniyft sam 'ii, lit. "their ears hear heavily." 
The word waqr, "heaviness," is an Arabic noun that reflects the Syriac adverb 
yaqfrtiyft, "heavily." Similarly, the Arabic noun 'ama, "blindness," approximates 
the verbal use of Syriac 'maif, "to shut the eyes. "74 

Both Matthew and the Qur' iin also inherit from Hebrew Scripture the frequently 
occurring motif of hardened hearts, which is originally an attribute of the stubborn 
Pharaoh who will not let Moses' people go. Jesus attacks the Pharisees with this 
motif as well: "it was because of the hardness of your hearts (qasyiit labkan) that 
Moses allowed you to divorce your wives ... " (Matthew 19:8). Similarly, after 
recounting an old episode in which the Israelites were rebellious, in al-baqara the 
Qur'iin narrates, "then your hearts were hardened (qasat!qasa75 qu!tlbukum) after 
that; so it is as stone or even harder ... "76 Despite the sheer frequency of this motif 
in the Hebrew Bible, once again it is the Syrlac language of Matthew that is 
reflected in the Qur'iin, and not the Hebrew.77 Thus, notwithstanding the Syriac 
nominal qasyzlt, "hardness," and the Arabic verbal qasat, "hardened," the virtu
ally identical phrasing once again demonstrates the shared language of condemna
tion between both Matthew and the Qur'iin. 

Condemnation in the final judgment 

The final arena in which the language of condemnation is manifested in both 
scriptures is the final judgment. Much like other religious motifs, that of final 
judgment is inherited from Hebrew scripture (Psalms 81:4-5; Isaiah 66:15-17; 
Malachi 4:1-2). Certain distinct images of the final judgment are unique to 
Matthew's Gospel. The scene depicting the final judgment in Matthew 25 typifies 
the importance of perfect divine justice, which Andrae maintains was a critical 

72 Compare Isaiah 6: I 0 with Q I 0:88. 

73 The Hebrew language of Isaiah 6:10 is quite different from that of Matthew and the Qur'iin. It 
states, "Make the heart of this people fat, and make their ears heavy (hakbed), and shut (IuiSi! ') their 
eyes; lest they, seeing with their eyes, and hearing with their ears, and understanding with their 
heart, return, and be healed" (Jewish Publication Society 1917 edition). 

74 Smith, A Compendius Syriac Dictionary, 418. 
75 Jeffery, Materials for the History oft he 'rex/ of the Qur 'iin, 27, 118, offers the second spelling from 

a different mu$/;af. 
76 Q 2:74. See in relation to it Q 4:155, where qu/iibunii ghulf, "our hearts are enveloped," is used, 

which is a phrase reproducing Jeremiah 9:25's imagery of the ''uncircumcised heart." See discus
sion in Geiger, Was hat Muhammed, 8; Thyen, Bibe/ und Koran, 203. 

77 Exodus 4:21 has al;azeq et-leboy, "I will harden his heart" See also Joshua 11:20; 1 Samuel6:6; 
etc. and further Zammit, A Comparative Lexical Study ofQur'iinic Arabic, 339. 
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doctrine ofthe early Syriac Church.78 As Qur'iin specialists have recognized, this 
passage is echoed in the Qur'iin's vivid eschatological irnagery.79 

The passage in Matthew begins: "When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and 
all the angels with him, then he will sit on the throne of his glory" (Matthew 
25:31).80 The place of the Son of Man, a reference to Jesus as judge, is filled in the 
Qur'iin by God himself. Thus, it states, "The angels will be at the ends [of the 
heavens], and on that day eight [angels] will bear above them the throne of your 
Lord" (Q 69: 17). Matthew adds, "All the nations will be gathered before him, 
and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep 
from the goats" (Matthew 25:32). Similarly the Qur'iin states, "and on the day 
when We shall demolish the mountains and you shall see the earth open, and We 
would have gathered them and not forgotten anyone of them ... " (Q 18:47).81 

Elsewhere the Qur' iin adds, "God will judge between you on the Day of Judgment 
concerning that which you disputed" (Q 22:69). Matthew continues, "and he 
will put the sheep at his right hand and the goats at the left" (Matthew 25:33).82 

In a!-waqi 'a the Qur'iin has God group people into camps of good (alf/;ab 
al-yamfn) and evil (al!bab al-shimal), analogous to Matthew's sheep and goats _ 
respectively. Qur'iin specialists generally associate this verse along with the 
Qur' an's mention inal-Balad90: 18 of aif/;ab al-maymana andal!/;ab at-mash 'ama 
to Matthew 2583 where it explains, "Then the king (Syr. malkii) will say to those 
at his right hand (Syr. ymfneh), 'Corne, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit 
the kingdom (Syr. malkiitii) prepared for you from the foundation of the world 
( 'a!mii)' (Syr. Matthew 25:34)."84 In the Qur'iin, God too is called the king 
(al-malik) (Q 20:114; 23:116), and He similarly invites the righteous to "enter 
paradise" (Q 43:70). 

Matthew's Gospel goes on to enumerate the good actions for which the right
eous are rewarded, namely for giving the poor to eat and drink, welcoming the 

78 Andrae, Les origines de I 'islam e/ /e christianisme, 105-6. 
79 Rudolph, Die Abhiingigkeit des Qorans 15, 17; R Bell, A Commentary on the Qur'iin, ed. C.E. 

Bosworth and M.E.J. Richardson, Manchester: University of Manchester, 1991, 2:539; R. Paret, 
"Sure 107," in idem. (ed.), Der Koran, Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1975, 
192-96. 

80 Thyen, Bibel und Koran, 197, thinks this verse influenced Q 3:55: "Behold! God said: '0 Jesus! I 
wlll take thee and raise thee to Myself and clear thee (of the falsehoods) of those who blaspheme; 
I will make those who follow thee superior to those who reject faith, to the Day of Resurrection: 
Then shall ye all return unto me, and I will judge between you of the matters wherein ye dispute' " 
(translated by Yusuf Ali). 

81 See also Q 17:71: "On the day when we summon every people with their imiim .. . " 
82 This scene is not to be confused with references to the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the 

Lord in Mark 12:36, Luke 22:69, which depicts Jesus's divine authority, rather than the separation 
of people on the Day of Judgment. 

83 Rudolph, Die Abhiingigkeit des Qorans, 17; J. Horovitz, "Das Koranische Paradies," in Paret (ed.) 
Der Koran, 62-63; Ahrens, "Christliches im Qoran,'' 55, 165; Thyen, Bibel und Koran, 240-43. 

84 Furthermore, this scene from Matthew should not be confused with the general imagery and narrative 
of that ofMark 10:37-40; 12:36; 14:62; 16:19; Luke 20:42; or 22:69, which is quite different. 
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stranger, clothing the naked, taking care of the sick, and visiting those in prison 
(Matthew 25:35-39). To Jesus, these actions embody true sacrifice, as the phys
ical recipient of such charitable acts is human, but the true recipient is God 
(Matthew 25:40). 

This is not so for evildoers. Matthew states, "Then he will say to those at his left 
hand (Syr. semaleh), 'You that are cursed, depart from me into the eternal fire 
(Syr. nfthra d 'alma) that is prepared (Syr. hay dam!fba) for the devil and his 
angels'" (Matthew 25:41). The different elements of this verse, namely the "left 
hand," "eternal fire," and the fact that it is "prepared" are expressed in different 
passages of the Qur'an. In al-waqi 'a, the companions of the left hand (a.yl:zab 
al-shimal) are condemned to a scorching doom (Q 56:42). Elsewhere in the 
Qur'an we read about the evildoer, " ... verily he will have in the fire (nar) of 
jahannam to dwell in for eternity (khalidanfthi) .. . " (Q 4:14; 9:63). Additionally, 
in al-Baqara, the fire (nar) is "prepared for the rejecters" (u 'iddat li-1-kajirin) 
(Q 2:24). In addition to the parallels in content, semaleh and a.yl:zab al-shima/, 
nilhra d 'alma and nar ... khalidan fthi, and hay damtfba and u 'iddat li ... are 
calques, which further establishes the connection between the Syriac of Matthew 

. and the Arabic of the Qur'an. · 

Matthew then enumerates the crimes of the evildoers in the same way as the 
good actions ofthe righteous: 

"I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing 
to drink, I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, I was naked and you 
did not give me clothing, I was sick and in prison and you did not visit me." 

(Matthew 25:42-43)85 

Similarly, in the Qur' iin those condemned to hell enumerate their misdeeds to the 
righteous: " 'We were not from those who prayed; nor did we feed th~ needy; and 
we used to sin with the sinners; and we used to disbelieve in the Day of Judg
ment' " (Q 74:43-46). Although the list of misdeeds in the two texts are not the 
same, save for not feeding the needy, a relationship is likely given the common 
sequence of parallels on final judgment and the occurrence of the Qur'anic list of 
misdeeds in the same place (i.e. after being cast into hell fire) and style (i.e. the 
evildoers "did not do" X) as in Matthew. 

Matthew 25:46 concludes, "They will enter into eternal punishment (tasnfqa 
daf'alma) and the righteous into eternal life." In a similar fashion, the Qur'an 
states, "He who set up another god besides Allah, cast him into the severe punish
ment (a/- 'adhab al-shadfd)" (Q 50:26). Their torment is elsewhere described 
"They will dwell in it for eternity (khalidfn ftha); their punishment will not b~ 
lessened; nor will they rest" (Q 2: 162). Again in this passage we notice calques of 
Syriac terms: 'adhab for tasnfqa, and khalidfn ftha for dal 'alma. 

85 This passage resurfaces within later Islamic tradition in the form of a (wdith qudsT in Muslim 
32:6232. 
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The Qur'an's many elaborate accounts of the final judgment and the apoca
lyptic events surrounding it, many of which especially reference the language of 
Matthew or the Hebrew Bible,86 are too numerous to examine here exhaustively. 
Some of these verses emphasize the common scene of God gathering the people, 
personally conversing with the evildoers and condemning them to hell fire 
(Q 6: 128), much as the Son ofMan does in Matthew (see earlier). Others reinforce 
common Matthean.:_Qur'anic themes, most of which Khouri mentions in his 
study,87 such as the strong relationship ofprophetology to divine majesty, judg
ment and condemnation (Q 39:56-61, 67-75). However, the examples cited 
should be sufficient to suggest a relationship between the language of condemna
tion in the Syriac Gospel of Matthew and the Arabic text of the Qur'an. 

Conclusion 

The rejection of Jesus's renewed interpretation of the law by Pharisees, 
Sadducees, and the scribal class was recorded in Matthew's Gospel in a distinct 
language of condemnation, modeled after the Hebrew Bible. As a consequence of 
similar experiences, like Mul;lammad's rejection by the Jews of Medina, Khaybar, 
other Hijazi locales, and even by the Qurayshis of Mecca, this language mani
fested itself also in the Qur'an. Sharing the Gospels' image of Jesus as the son of 
David, preserver and reviser of Mosaic law, the Qur' an's condemnation of rabbin
ical and ecclesiastical authority for various abuses often replicates the caustic 
language of Jesus against the religious authorities of his day. Aside from several 
thematic parallels which likely come from Syriac Matthew and which ultimately 
evoke the spirit of Hebrew Scripture, like the loosening of dietary laws, and the 
emphasis. of internal sacrifice, close linguistic relationships exist as well. These 
include: general Arabic calques for the Syriac text - ri 'a' al-nas for dnetl:zazftn 
labnay anasa, nominal 'ama for verbal 'ma.y, a.yl:zab al-yamln for ymfneh, a.yl:ziib 
al-shimiil for semaleh, niir khalidan fthi for nfthra dal 'alma, u 'iddat li-1-kii.firzn 
for hay damtfba, 'adhab for tasnfqa; general cognates like 'ibadiit for 'bad€, · 
zedqiita for .yadaqat; cognate phrases like way! li for wiiy li, shahidii 'alii 
'anfusihim (third person plural) for msahdfn antftn 'a! naftla?n (second person 
plural), yaqtuhin al-nabiyin (present tense) for daqtalft lanbfye (perfect tense), ft 
adhiinihim waqr for bidnayhftn yaqfriiyft sham 'u, verbal qasat qulzlbulatm for 
nominal qasyftt lab/aln; and the use of etymologically related words in an identical 
context of condemnation like asfor and siifre (against scribes). 

The disjointed presentation of occasionally unconnected Qur' anic verses has 
been less than ideal. But this too is telling. The distribution of Syriac Matthean 
phrases tin:oughout the different Siiras of the Qur' an proves that such material was 
diffuse in the Arabian oral tradition of the Qur' an's milieu and not acquired via 
a single piece of text. This is because Syriac wisdom was disseminated into the 

86 For more on this see I. Hasson, EQ, "Last Judgment," 3, 136. 
87 Khouri, "Selected ethical themes," 13-43. 
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pre-Islamic Arabian milieu of the Qur'an by Syriac-speaking Christian groups 
like Christian Arabs, perhaps evenjiihilf poets such as 'Adi b. Zayd (sixth to 
seventh century), al-A'sha (d. c. 625), and others. However, what course did the 
actual imagery and words of Matthew's Gospel in Syriac take in order to get 
there? One should generally note, as Mingana and Griffith have, that the majority 
of Syriac scripture, lore, or "Syriacisms" (or collectively "Syriac wisdom") that 
became replicated in the Qur'an are not verbatim, but rather an elaboration, 
response to, or paraphrasing of the original text. 88 This has been evident throughout 
our present investigation. A word or phrase is scarcely reproduced in the Qur'an 
precisely as it is in Syriac Matthew, but has rather gone through a process of 
"morphological change" which suggests a long period of transmission and 
linguistic development. 

Furthermore, the staunch monotheistic and iconoclastic language of the Qur'an 
and its vivid imagery does not allow for Jesus to play the role of savior and divine 
being as he does in the Gospels. Instead, where the Qur' an saw fit it replaced "the 
Son of Man" with the "Lord" (rabb) as a theological corrective measure. This 
suggests a level of intense sectarianism and "theological debate" ambient in the 
milieu ofthe Qur'an. · 

This exposes another phenomenon at play. It is likely that certain bodies of 
Syriac Christian wisdom that impacted the theological outlook of the Qur'an, like 
verses from the Hebrew Bible or Gospels,89 became popularly consumed by 
Christian Arabs and later Arab oral tradition via intermediary channels. Such 
intermediaries include religious poetry, Biblical commentaries, and Syriac homi
letic works by famous authors like Aphrahat, Ephrem, Isaac of Antioch, Jacob of 
Sarug, and others.90 It is plausible that the Syriac language of Matthew gradually 
entered into the Qur'an's milieu through the agency of the liturgical chants, 
prayers, and preaching based on popular Syriac Christian literature. 

It seems, therefore, that the incorporation of Syriac Gospel wisdom into the 
milieu of the Qur' an took place long before the existence of Muhammad or his 
revelation - through centuries of oral exchange, transformations m' language, and 
confessional discussion. And out of this milieu, the Qur'an proved to be a potent 
force of both preservation and innovation. 

In the present chapter I focused on Syriac Matthew, but in future studies I hope 
to extend my research to the remaining Syriac Gospels. I also plan to examine the 
shared language of the Qur'an and the Syriac Gospels on topics other than 
condemnation, such as spiritual and ritual rnatters. For its part the present study 
suggests that an appreciation of the Syriac Gospels might help bring the murky 
origins of the Qur'an to light. 

88 Mingana, "Syriac influence on the style of the Kur'an," 80; Griffith, "The Gospel, the Qur'an, and 
the presentation of Jesus in al-Ya'qubi's Tarikh," 136-37. 

89 S.K. Samir, "A reconsideration of the Qur'an and its relationship to Christianity," QHC, 145-61. 
90 Andrae, Les origines de /'islam et le christianisme, 132-89, lists numerous Syriac authors; 

Griffith, "Syriacisms in the Arabic Qur'an," 104-05. 

20 The Qur)anic Pharaoh1 

Adam Silverstein 

Pharaoh is one of the few characters who figures equally prominently in both the 
Qur' an and the Bible; and it is reasonable - and in my view correct to assume 
that there is a close relationship between the Biblical and Qur'anic Pharaohs. 
After all, the term "Pharaoh," or par 'o, means "Great Palace" in ancient Egyptian. 
It is an idiosyncratic Biblical usage to refer to the ruler of Egypt by this term-just 
as one nowadays might say that "the White House" has issued a statement when 
referring to the US president.2 The fact that this quirky usage of the term "Pharaoh" 
recurs in the Qur'an suggests that the Qur'anic Pharaoh is to be interpreted with 
reference to an originally Biblical context rather than an ancient Egyptian one. 
(I leave the question as to the relationship between the Bible's Pharaoh and 
ancient Egypt to the Egyptologists). And yet, it would be misguided to assume 
that the Qur'anic Pharaoh is no more than an Arabic version of his Biblical name
sake. In fact, we shall see that there are significant differences between the two 
Pharaohs. 

For the sake of convenience, I will refer to the Biblical and post-Biblical char
acter as "Pharaoh", and to the Qur'anic Pharaoh as "Fir'awn". There are two 
important ways in which Pharaoh and Fir' awn differ. One difference is that there 
are many Pharaohs in the Pentateuch but only one Fir'awn in the Qur'an. The 
Pharaoh with whom Moses deals is not the same Pharaoh with whom Joseph deals. 
In fact, the Bible states explicitly that there were at least two Pharaohs who reigned 
during Joseph's career.3 In the Qur'an Fir' awn is a single ruler, who deals with 
Moses and Aaron. The Joseph story, to be sure, is recounted in detail in Yzlszifbut 
not once in that context is the ruler of Egypt called "Fir' awn"; instead he is known 
simply as al-malik, "the king." Similarly, Pharaoh is sometimes referred to as "the 
Icing" (ha-melek) in the Bible, just as he is - on occasion - called mi:}rayyim or 

I This article is a sort of appendix to my previous article on "Haman's transition from the Jiihiliyya 
to Islam" JSAI 34, 2008, 285-308. In that article I discussed the identity of Fir' awn's 0ar/.z in 
passing; here that issue is the main topic of discussion. I would like to thank John Baines for his 
comments on an early draft of this chapter. 

2 On this, see "Pharaoh" (D.B. Redford) in D.N. Freedman (ed.), The Anchor Bible Dictionary, New 
York: Doubleday, 1992, 5:288-89. 

3 Exodus I :8. 
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"Egypt."4 But in the Qur'an there is a definite distinction between the Egyptian 
ruler in the time of Joseph and that in the time of Moses and it is only the latter who 
is called "Fir'awn." Thus, the Bible understands "Pharaoh" to be a regnal title 
while the Qur'an takes Fir' awn to be a more sharply defined historical character. 

A second difference between Pharaoh and Fir'awn is that Pharaoh basically · 
acts alone whereas Fir'awn has "helpers," both named and anonymous. This 
difference may be explained away easily: already in Late Antique monotheistic . 
circles Pharaoh was widely believed to have had henchmen. James Kugel provides 
sources from Syria, Palestine, and Egypt that describe Pharaoh's helpers, and the 
Babylonian Talmud also refers to these helpers, who are identified as Balaam, 
Job, and Jethro.5 The substitution of Balaam, Job, and Jethro with Haman and 
Qariin in the Qur'an has received scholarly attention.6 

In exploring Fir' awn's unique identity and biographical details, I would lilce to 
focus on a single case study, namely the ~arb that Fir'awn ordered Haman to 
build. The nature and purpose of this !}arb have confounded scholars for centuries. 
The episode is described in two verses as follows: 

Qur'an 28:38: "Fir'awn said: '0 Haman! Light me a (kiln to bake bricks) out 
of clay, and build me a lofty ~arb, that I may ascend to the god of Moses: 
though I think (Moses) is a liar!'" 

2 Qur'an 40:36-7: ~'Fir'awn said: '0 Haman! Build me a lofty ~arb, that I may 
reach the asbab- the asbab of the heavens, so that I may ascend to the god of 
Moses: though I think (Moses) is a liar!'" 

There is nothing quite like this episode in the Bible's account of the Pharaohs. We 
are told that Pharaoh built storage cities called Pithom and Ramses (Exodus 1:11), 
but lofty buildings that reach the heavens are not associated with any of the Bible's 
Pharaohs. However, a possible Biblical parallel occurs in Genesis 11: 1-9, where the 
Tower ofBabel is described. The relevant passage is as follows (with my emphasis): 

Everyone on earth had the same language and the same words. And as they 
migrated from the east, they came upon a valley in the land ofShinar [=Iraq] 
and settled there. They said to one another. "Come let us make bricks and 
bum them hard" - Brick served them as stone and bitumen served them as 
mortar. -And they said. "Come let us build us a city and a tower with its top 
in the sky. to make a name for ourselves: else we shall be scattered all over 
the world." The Lord came down to look at the city and tower that man had 

4 Exodus 1:13. 
5 J. Kugel, The Bible As It Was, Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press 1997, 

290-95, where the helpers are identified as "Jannes and Jambres;" and Babylonian Talmud, Sola 
!Ia, and Sanhedrin 106a. 

6 M. Schwarzbaum, Mi-maqor yisrae/ we yishmael, Tel Aviv: Don Press, 1975, 187; A. Silverstein, 
"Hiimiin's transition from the Jahiliyya to Islam," JSAI 34 (2008), 285-308. 
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built, and the Lord said, "If, as one people with one language for all, this is 
how they have begun to act, then nothing that they may propose to do will be 
out of their reach. Let us, then, go down and confound their speech there, so 
that they shall not understand one another's speech." Thus the Lord scattered 
them from there over the face of the whole earth: and they stopped building 
the city. That is why it was called Babel, because there the Lord confounded 
the speech of the whole earth; and from there the Lord scattered them over the 
face of the whole earth. 

The link between Fir'awn's !}arb and the Tower of Babel has been highlighted by 
anti-Islamic polemicists for centuries. The first scholar to draw attention to the 
issue was Father Marraccio, confessor to Pope Irmocent XI, who published his 
annotated translation of the Qur'an (into Latin) in the late seventeenth century. In 
commenting on the !}arb, MarracCio states: 

Mahumet has mixed up Sacred Stories. He took Haman as an adviser of 
Pharaoh whereas in reality he was adviser of Ahasuerus, King of Persia. He 
also thought that the Pharaoh ordered construction for him of a lofty tower 
from the top of which he could see the God of Moses which if true would be 
inferior to him. There is no doubt that he borrowed the story ·of this tower 
from the story of the Tower of Babel. It is certain that in the Sacred Scriptures 
there is no such story of the Pharaoh. Be that as it may, [Mahumet] has related 
a most incredible story.7 

The identification of the ~arb with the Tower ofBabel has- with a few exceptions 
- been generally accepted by modem Western scholars, and is taken for granted 
in the EJ2,8 the EQ,9 and in recent works by Wheeler,10 Rubin, 11 and others. The 
implication that the Qur'an (or "Mahumet") has "mixed up Sacred Stories" has 
understandably vexed modem Muslims and the internet is buzzing with websites 
where it is argued against the identification of the ~arb with the Tower ofBabel. 12 

7 A leo rani textus universus ex correctioribus Arabum exemplaribus summa fide, at que pulcherrimis 
characteribus descriptus . . . eademque fide . . . ex Arabico idiomate in Latinum trans/a/us; 
appositis unicuique capiti notis a/que refittatione: his omnibus praemissus est Prodromus ... 
auctore Ludovico Marraccio, Padua: 1698, 526 n. I. The English translation is taken from S.M. 
Syed, "Historicity of Haman as mentioned in the Quran", Islamic Quarterly 24, 1980, ( 48-59) 51, 
where similar remarks by other Western scholars are quoted in full. 

8 G. Vajda and A. Wensinck, "Fir'awn," Ef-,2:917. 
9 N. Robinson, "Clay," EQ, 1:340-41. 

10 B.M. Wheeler, Prophets in the Quran: An Introduction to the Quran and i\rluslim Exegesis, 
London: Continuum, 2002, 188-89; idem., "Miisa" in 0. Leaman (ed.), The Qur'an: An Encyclo
pedia, London: Routledge, 2006, 432. 

II U. Rubin, Ha-Qur'an, Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University, 2005,316 (note ad28:38). 
12 E.g. <http://www.islamic-awareness.org/Quran/Contrad/External/burntbrick.htrnl>. For an online 

rebuttal, see: <http://www.answering-islarn.org/Responses/Saifullahlhricks2.htrn> (both websites 
accessed February 10, 2011). 
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What, then, is the answer? And what might it tell us about Fir'awn's sarh? Let 
us examine the evidence. In favour of the identification of the .yarf:z with the Tower 
of Babel three points can be made. The first concerns the reference to baked bricks 
in both contexts. Baked bricks are as typical of Mesopotamia as they are atypical 
of Egypt and the use of the root l.b.n. in both the Biblical Hebrew and the Qur'iinic 
Arabic hints at a connection between the two buildings. The second point is the 
form and significance of the buildings in both contexts: the .yar/:l, like the Tower of 
Babel, was an edifice stretching between the earth and the heavens, whose declared 
intention was to challenge God or Allah. In the Bible, God had promised the post
diluvian peoples that he would scatter them across the face of the earth (Genesis 
11:7-9); hence, the attempt to unite. "else we be scattered all over the world" is a 
clear rejection of God's will. In the Qur'iin, Fir'awn openly doubts the existence of 
Moses' God and wants to reach Him to prove that Moses is lying about Him. 

The third point in support of the comparison is the fact that Muslim commentators 
frequently seem to imply that Fir' awn's .yar/:z was -or was related to-the Tower of 
Babel. The evidence for this is scattered widely throughout the sources, but the two 
main points that emerge from the early historians. and exegetes are as follows: 

The Tower of Babel was built by Nimrod. This is in conformity with Jewish 
and Christian interpretations of the episode, where Nimrod's name -which is 
derived from the Semitic root meaning-"to-rebel" - is adduced as proof that 
he was the ruler at the time of this rebellion against God. 13 

2 Nimrod and Pharaoh were routinely compared and even interchangeable in 
Islamic sources. According to Ibn I:Iawqal, "Babel was the city of the Nimrods 
and the Fir'awns";14 I:Iimyari states that "[Nimrod] built the .yarf:z after the 
confusion of tongues. It is this building that was called the mijdal (Tower) ... 
They said: when he conceived the idea to raise the .yarf:z up to heaven and 
climbed on top of it to watch, as he claimed, the God oflbriihim, God brought· 
his building off its foundations ... (Q 16:26-27)"_15 According to Yiiqiit, 
Nimrod was "the Fir'awn of Ibrahim's day" and built the sarh16 - a statement 
that also appears in Bakri and other sources. 17 These author~ refer to the mijda/18 

in siira 16, in which Nimrod is not mentioned explicitly, and seem to be aware 
of the intertextual relationship between Nimrod's mijdal and Fir' awn's .yarf:z to 

13 Cf. Babylonian Talmud, f:lullfn, 89a. 
14 Ibn f:lawqal, Masa/ik wa-mama/ik, ed. J.H. Kramers, Leiden: Brill, 1938, 244. 
15 Mul)ammad b. 'Abd al-Mun'im al-f:limyar'i, ai-Rawt;i al-mi'tar fi khabar al-aqtar, Beirut: 

Maktabat Lubniin, 1985, 357. 
16 Mu 'jam a/-bu/dan, Leipzig: Brockhaus, 1866-73, 1:146,447-50. 
17 E.g. Mas'iidi, Munij al-dhahab, ed. C. Pellat, Beirut: al-Jiimi'a al-Lubnaniyya, 1965, 1:51; 

2:260--61. 
18 Note that although mijdal is directly borrowed from the Hebrew migdal, which is the term used for 

the 'tower [of Babel]', the connotations of the rootj.d/. are different in Hebrew and Arabic: 
migdal obviously refers to the large size of the tower (cf. Heb. gada/, large), but it surely implied 
rebellion in Arabic, where the same root refers to "being contentious.'' 
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such an extent that some authors place them together in Babel, 19 or explain that 
Nimrod was "a Fir'awn." In fact, in numerous sources Nimrod's biography is 
filled with details from Pharaoh's and Fir' awn's lives, and vice versa.20 In other 
words, both Nimrod and Fir' awn built a tower by which to reach Allah; their 
intentions in dohlg so were rebellious and Allah foiled them accordingly; both 
were tyrannical rulers who claimed to be gods; Nimrod is thus sometimes 
described as being a "Fir' awn" and his mijdal is sometimes called a .yarf:z.21 

These writers may also have been aware of the baked-brick motif in both stories 
but I have found no evidence for this in the sources. The point is that the early 
Muslim exegetical tradition was often on the verge of stating outright that 
Fir' awn's .yarf:z was the Tower of Babel (or was comparable to it), but on every 
occasion stopped short of making such a statement. 

The question as to the identity o'fthe Tower of Babel's builders also occupied the 
rabbis on the eve of Islam. It should be remembered that the Bible only states: 
"They said to one another 'Come let us make bricks and bum them hard'". Who 
said this to whom? In answering this question, a fifth-century Jewish source hints 
at Pharaoh's and Nimrod's cooperation in this regard. The midrash Genesis 
Rabbah (38) explains that "They said to one another" means that "Mi.yrayyim" 
said to "Kiish". As mentioned above, "mi.yrayyim" is one of the synonyms for 
Pharaoh in the Bible, though it usually means "Egypt." Similarly, while "Kiish" 
ordinarily denotes a geographical location in Africa, it is also the name given in 
the Bible for Nimrod's father. Thus, "Mi.yrayyim said to Kush" could have been 
interpreted by Muslim exegetes as being a reference to Pharaoh speaking to 
Nimrod or his father. Whatever the case may be, it would seem that Muslim 
scholars were not alone in conflating Nimrod's and Fir' awn's .yarf:z-building activ
ities and· on the basis of the foregoing arguriients .the case could be made that 
Fir' awn's .yar/:z refers to- or at the very least evokes- the Tower of Babel. 

Since there is no reason to dissociate Fir' awn's .yarf:z from the Tower of Babel 
except in response to accusations that they were to be equated, the evidence 
against associating the two buildings is by nature reactionary: accordingly, the 
counter-argument has mostly taken the form of refutations of the arguments' for 
equating the two buildings. Because the most commonly repeated argument in 
favour of the comparison is the fact that Fir' awn's .yar/:z involved baked bricks 
(which are associated with Mesopotamia but not ancient Egypt), modern Muslim 
writers have expended an enormous amount of effort in attempting to prove that 
baked bricks were used in ancient Egypt too. The lengths to which they go in 
arguing this point and the urgency of their tone are truly remarkable. Their efforts, 

19 According to Mas'iidi, five kings of Babylon were also rulers of Egypt (Muriij 2:95). 
20 For a discussion of the parallels, see: Schwarzbaum, Mi-maqor yisrael we yishmael, 188ff; and 

C. Janssen, Babil: The City of Witchcraft and Wine, Ghent: University of Ghent, 1995, 145-87. 
21 In conformity with the theme of "0ar(l-building tyrants," Yiiqiit relates an account according to 

which Nebuchadnezzar also built a 0ar(l! (Mu 'jam a/-bu/dan, 3:380). 
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howeve~, are largely unnecessary since the Bible itself refers to baked bricks with 
reference to Pharaoh's Egypt on more than one occasion.22 If, as we assume, 
Fir'awn is not entirely independent of Pharaoh, then the reference to baked bricks 
in the context of Fir' awn's $arb may easily be attributed to Pharaoh's Egypt rather 
than to the Tower of Babel, without needing to rewrite the history of ancient 
Egypt. Thus, the language of Fir' awn's $arb cannot be taken as proof that the 
Qur'an had the Tower of Babel in mind. . 

In a similar vein, the same writers have turned to ancient Egyptian history, 
arguing that Fir' awn's $arb was simply a pyramid. Pyramids, they argue, were a 
means of communication between this world and the heavenly afterlife for a 
recently deceased Egyptian ruler. Importantly, pyramids are associated with 
Egypt rather than Mesopotamia. In addition to the usual internet forums where 
these arguments are usually fought out, this possibility was recently suggested in 
a very scholarly article by Kevin van Blade[, who attributes the idea to Shawkat 
Toorawa.23 There are, however, three problems with the pyramid option. First, 
Fir' awn is not attempting to create a building through which he will reach the 
heavens in the afterlife; rather he endeavours to reach the God of Moses in the 
present, while he is still alive. 

Second, it is surely significant that although the great pyramids of Giza were 
there for pre-modem Muslim scholars to see, not a single classical exegete felt 
that Fir! awn's $arb was worth comparing to the pyramids. This is an argument 
from silence but the silence is deafening. Third, although they are ascendable 
nowadays, pyramids at the time were not "stepped" in the way that Babylonian 
ziggurats are; they were smooth and could not be climbed. In fact, Babylonian 
ziggurats are a much more likely candidate for being the inspiration behind both 
the Tower of Babel and - indirectly - the $arb. The ancient Babylonians called 
their temples "bft(u) Lemen same u er$etim", a translation of the Sumerian eteme
nanki, which itself means "the foundation platform ofheaven and earth"; as such, 
the ziggurat was the link between the heavens and the earth.24 

The association of Fir' awn's $arb with a Mesopotamian ziggurat is, of course, 
difficult to reconcile with the fact that Fir' awn was supposedly an Egyptian.25 It is 
thus worth pointing out that classical Qur'anic exegetes did not necessarily iden
tify him as having been an Egyptian. In fact, a surprising number of Late Antique 
Jews and early Muslims held that Pharaoh!Fir'awn hailed from "the east." 

22 Exodus 5:6, 7, 8, 14, 16, 18.1! is also in Exodus 5 that Pharaoh denies the existence of the God of 
Moses, when he says "Who is the Lord that I should heed Him and let Israel go? I do not know the 
Lord, nor will I let Israel go" (verse 2). 

23 K. van ,Blade!, "Heavenly cords, and prophetic authority in the Qur' lin and its Late Antique 
context", BSOAS 70, 2007, 223-46 at 228 n. 30. 

24 On ziggurats in general, see A.R. George, House Most High: the Temples of Ancient Mesopotamia, 
Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1993. 

25 For a more detailed treatment of Fir' awn's (and Hamlin's) connections with "the East," see my 
"Hamlin's transition from the Jlihiliyya to Islam," on which the following section is based. 
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Al-MaqdisT related that" ... Fir'awn was a native ofBalkh,"26 al-Tabad suggests 
that he was from l:?fahan,27 al-QurtubT suggests that he was a native of l:?takhr,

28 

and, according to Ibn' Adi al-Qattan, "Fir' awn was a lout from Hamadhan."
29 

The 
idea that such a quintessentially Egyptian figure as Pharaoh/Fir' awn was actually 
Iranian is also reflected in the Babylonian Talmud, where A vitul the scribe said in 
the name ofRav: "the Pharaoh who lived in the time ofMoses was a Magian."

30 

Add this to the references mentioned above that place Fir' awn and Nimrod in 
Babel, and the idea that Fir' awn's $arb was a ziggurat begins to make sense. 

For all the sense that it makes, I do not think that the $arb was a ziggurat; nor do I 
accept that it was a pyramid. This would appear to leave only the Tower of Babel, but 
-for reasons that will now be discussed- I do not think that it was that either. What 
was it, then? To answer this question we must return to the verses in which Fir'awn's 
:;arb appears. In both verses, Fir'awn commissions Haman to build the :;arb; and in 
one of the two verses, it is corril.nissioned in order to allow Fir' awn to reach the 
asbab. Two questions emerge from this: the first question is, why mention Haman at 
all? Surely Fir'awn in the Qur'an and Pharaoh in the Bible did not physically under
take every action that is credited to them. When Pharaoh expelled the Israelites from 
Egypt he did not personally poke each one in the ribs with his staff; his unnamed 
servants and soldiers did this for him. With specific reference to building projects, we 
are told that Pharaoh built the storage cities of Pi thorn and Ramses, but we can be 
certain that unnamed labourers actually did the work. Why then does it not just say 
that Fir' awn built a :;arb? The second question is: what are the asbab? 

I will tum to the second question first as it has recently been answered convin
cingly.31 Amongst other things, it has been shown that reaching the asbab was a 
special privilege that was afforded only to those chosen by God to do so. The 
stress is on the fact that God himself controlled access to the asbab and, thus, to 
heaven; God in the Qur'an repeatedly challenges those not chosen to reach the 
heavens by means of the asbab, with the knowledge that they will fail to do so. 
Dhii al-Qamayn was allowed by God to travel by means of the asbab; Fir' awn 
was not. The important point of all this for our purposes is that in the Qur'an 
reaching the asbab is presented as a challenge. This leads us to the question of 

· Haman's appearance in the verses. 
It may be deemed overly pilpulistic to pursue the issue of Haman's role in the 

building of Fir' awn's :;arb. In my view, however, the repeated references to 

26 MaqdisT, Kitab al-bad' wa al-ta 'rfkh li al-mutahhar ibn tahir al-maqdisf al-mansiib ta'lijithu 
/i-abfzayd a/.zmad ibn sahl al-balkhf, ed. Cl. Huart, Paris: Leroux, 1903, 3:81-82. 

27 AI-Taban, Jamt' al-bayanfi tajsfr al-qur 'an, Cairo: ai-Ma!ba' a ai-Maymaniyya, 1321, 20:28. 
28 AI-Qur\UbT, a/-Jami' /i-a/.zkam al-Qur'an, Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1987, 1:426 ad. Q 2:49. 
29 Ibn 'Adi al-Qa\liin, a/-Kamilfi t;iu 'afo' al-rija/, Beirut: Dar ai-Fikr, 1984, 3:917. 
30 Mo 'ed Qatan !Sa. Obviously, in specifying that this was the Pharaoh of Moses' era the rabbis 

cannot have thought that he was anything other than an Egyptian. But the idea that he was a 
Magian (amgiishl) may have become known to early Muslims, who constructed a suitably Iranian 

biography for him. 
31 See above, note 23. 
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Haman in this context, coupled with the idea that reaching the asbab was a type of 
challenge, hold the crucial clues to the identity of Fir' awn's :tarl;t. In brief, the idea 
that Pharaoh asked Haman to build a tower that would reach the heavens was 
widely known from a pre-Islamic Near Eastern story. The story is that of Al;liqar 
the Sage, a tale that was extremely influential and widespread in the Near East, 
from the Achaemenid period32 until the Middle Ages, leaving its mark on Jewish, 
Christian and Muslim scriptures and cultures along the way.33 The episode of this 
tale that is pivotal for our purposes concerns a challenge that the Egyptian Pharaoh 
presented to the Assyrian ruler. Having received an untrue letter from Al;liqar's 
treacherous nephew Nadan34 saying that the famous sage had died, Pharaoh chal
lenged the Assyrian Esarhaddon to send him a man who could build for him a 
tower between the heavens and the earth, confident that they would no longer be 
able to find a suitable person. As even the Assyrian ruler believed AlJTqar to be 
dead, he nominated Nadan to undertake the challenge. Eventually, it emerged that 
Al).Tqar actually was alive and well; he was sent to Egypt, where he successfully 
passed the Pharaoh's tests, and his villainous nephew was rebuked.35 

The story of Al).Tqar is alluded to in the Book of Tobit (second century BCE), 
where Tobit tells his son: "Remember my son how [H]arnan treated Achiacharus36 

who exalted him - how out of light he brought him into darkness, and how he 
rewarded him again; yet Achiacharus was saved but the other had his reward, for 
he went down into darkness" (Tobit 14:10).37 That Al;liqar "exalted" his nephew 
recalls the language of the Book of Esther, where Ahasuerus "exalted" Haman 
(Esther 3: 1 ), and the fact that a few verses later Ahasuerus himself is mentioned 
(Tobit 14:15) suggests that Tobit's author has Esther's Haman in mind. The. 
problem is that in most versions of the Al).Iqar story, his nephew is called ''Nadan," 
not "Haman." This "mistake" on the part of Tobit's author is an understandable 

32 An Aramaic version of the AI)Tqar story was found in documents from Elephantine dating from the 
fifth century BCE (A. Cowley, Aramaic Papyri of the Fifth Century B.C., Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1923, 204--48; and J.M. Lindenberger, The Aramaic Proverbs of A(tiqar, Baltimore, MD: 
John Hopkins, 1983- which is limited to a study and bilingual edition of AI)Tqar's maxims). 

33 See: T. Noldeke, Untersuchungen Zum Achiqar-Romans, Berlin: Weidmannsche Buchhand1ung, 
1913; F. Nau, Histoire et sagesse d'Ahikar /'Assyrien, Paris: Letouzey et Am!, 1909; and A. 
Frayl)a, A(tiqar: (takim min al-sharq al-adna al-qadfm, Beirut: Jiimi'at Bayriit al-AmTrikiyab, 
1962, 149-61. 

34 Other common versions of the name include "Nadin" and "Niidiib." The Aramaic text from 
Elephantine, the English translations of which render the name "Nadin," actually spells this name 
n.d.n. The vocalization appears random and, crucially for our purposes, the Syriac and Arabic 
versions have "Niidan" (with "Nathan" in Armenian, and "Anadan" in Slavonic). · 

35 The following paragraph is based on my "Haman's transition from the Jiihiliyya to Islam", 301-03. 
36 "Achiacharus" is the Greek version of AI)Tqar. 
37 The Oxford Annotated Apocrypha, ed. B.M. Metzger, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1965, 75, 

note 'f (on Tobit 14:10); and J.R. Kohlenberger III (ed.), The Parallel Apocrypha: Greek Text, 
King James Version, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997,72, where the King James version has 
"Aman." Compare also Tobit 1:2lff., where AI)Tqar's status at the court is described in terms remi
niscent of Haman/Mordecai's status vis-a-vis Ahasuerus. 
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one; the CHiC2aC3 pattern of ''Nadan" easily lends itself to a corruption in 
the form of "Haman" and the other similarities between Al).Tqar' s nephew and 
Ahasuerus's vizier, as discussed above, explain the confusion. 

Thus, in the pre-Islamic Near East, certain versions of the Al).Tqar story substi
tuted Haman for ~adan. As Al).Tqar's nephew is the one who was initially 
summoned by Pharaoh to build a tower between the heavens and the earth, we can 
begin to understand why in the Qur'an Haman is ordered to build Pharaoh's 
:tarf:t.38 Moreover, the method by which Al).Tqar managed to build the tower is a 
compelling detail for our purposes: Al).Iqar commissioned rope-weavers to 
produce two ropes of cotton, each two thousand cubits long, that would lift boys 
borne by eagles high into the air, from where the summit of the tower could be 
built. The role played in the Al;tTqar story by these overlong ropes strikingly 
prefigures that which is played in Fir' awn's :tarl;t by the asbab. Presumably, the 
version of the Al;liqar story that was familiar in seventh-century Arabia is the 
version known to Tobit's author. That Al).Iqar was known in Mul;lammad's Arabia 
is indicated by the parallels between some of his maxims and those that are attrib
uted to Luqman in the Qur'an.39 What Al).Tqar and Luqman have in common, of 
course, is that they are both paradigmatic "sages" in the Near East, the adjective 
l;takfm beirig. applied to both of them. 

Al;liqar was fabled for h~s wisdom in Late Antique monotheistic circles more 
than any other person - with one possible exception: Solomon. Interestingly, 
Solomon (or Sulayman) is the only other person in the Qur' an to build a :tarl;t, and 

. he does so in a context that closely parallels the Al;liqar and Fir' awn episodes. In 
the Qur'anic description of their meeting (Q 27:23-44), Sulayman hosts the 
Queen of Sheba and invites her to embrace Allah's religion. They challenge each 
other with various tests, and when she arrives at his court, he tricks her into lifting 
her dress by building a :tar/:t that creates the illusion that she was about to step on 
water. Upon realising that Solomon outsmarted her, she immediately submits to 
Allah, the :tarl;t playing a direct and pivotal role in her decision to convert. 

This Qur'iinic episode loudly echoes both the Biblical account of Solomon's 
meeting with the Queen of Sheba, 40 as well as midrashic elaborations on the story 
related in the Targum Sheni to the .Book of Esther.41 What concerns us here, 
however, is the relationship between the Qur'anic version of this story and 
Fir' awn's :tarl;t. Even a superficial comparison between the two episodes reveals 
that they are inverted parallels of each other: Both Fir'awn and Sulayman attempt 

38 Admittedly, in the AI)Tqar version of the story, it is not Niidiin but AI)Tqar who eventually builds the 
tower. It should be remembered, however, that the Qur' iin does not mention whether or not Hiimiin 
actually did build the ~arb; as with Niidiin, we only know that he was requested by Pharaoh to do so. 

39 Some of AI)Tqar's sayings have been identified as those ofLuqmiin in Islamic tradition (on AI)Tqar 
in Islam see: F.C. Conybeare, J.R. Harris and A. Smith Lewis, The Story of Abifsar: From the 
Aramaic, Syriac, Arabic, Armenian, Ethiopic, Old Turkish, Greek and Slavonic Versions, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1913, lxxiv-lxxxiii). 

40 I Kings 10:1-13 and 2 Chronicles 9:1-12. 
41 B. Grossfeld, The Two Targums of Esther, Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1991, 114-16. 
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to build a ~arb; Sulayman succeeds whereas Fir'awn fails; Solomon's sarh is the 
means by Which the Queen of Sheba embraces Allah; Fir' awn's ~arb is .the. means 
by which Pharaoh expresses his rejection of Allah.42 

Thus, Sulayman and A.l:}.Iqar successfully complete challenges that involve 
building an edifice that reaches the heavens, whereas Fir'awn fails to meet 
God's chall_enge to reach the asbab by building a ~arb. Unexpectedly, in a 
Mesopotamian context these successes and failures may be explained in terms of 
the three characters' respective levels of intelligence. Sulayman and A.l:}.Iqar are 
synonymous with Wisdom; Fir' awn is not. In fact, in questioning the existence of 
~he God ~fMoses (and in thinking that he himself is divine) Fir'awn displays what 
m Islamic terms may be deemed to be obtuse stupidity. The relationship between 
Wi~dom and building towers - or craftsmanship more generally - is a feature of 
ancient Near Eastern culture. The Akkadian term ummanu refers equally to a 
master-craftsman and to a Sage.43 The term entered the lexicon of monotheists 
through the Hebrew Bible where in Proverbs 8:22 "Mother Wisdom" is referred 
to as a master craftsman, using the cognate term amon, and in the Book of Esther 
2:7 where the term omen is applied to the wise Mordecai beneath whose character 
lurks the Babylonian Marduk, creator of the world.44 

The story of A.l:}.Iqar, of course, emanates from and is set in the ancient Near 
East, which would explain why Pharaoh's intellectual challenge to Haman entails 
~uilding a ~ower b~twee~ the heavens and the earth in both the story of A.l:}.Iqar and 
m the Qur an. This ancient Near Eastern idea passed through various stages of 
development before reaching the Qur' an. In fact, Jesus- who is distinctly referred 
to as "wise" in both Romans 16:27 and in Josephus'sAntiquities of the Jews45

- is 
also described in Late Antique Syriac sources as ardekh!Ci,46 "the architect." Simi
larly, in Manichaean Psalms from this period the equivalent term Ban rabba 
~meaning "great builder") is used for God.47 We should not be surprised, then, that 
m Ephrem the Syrian's hymn De Nativitate, we find that Jesus is expected to 
descend to earth and erect a tower reaching up into heaven.48 

Having explored the ~arb in some detail, we may return to the question posed 
at the beginning of this chapter and ask: what does this case study teach us about 

42 Cf. EQ Ill: 487, s.v. "myths and legends" (A. Neuwirth). 
43 Thus, in the Epic of Atra(tasis, Mami, the creator of mankind, is repeatedly referred to as "wise" 

(~.g. _I: ~~O.in W:?· ~amber! and A.R. Millard, Atra(tasis, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969, 61), 
hkenmg Wisdom with the act of creation. 

44 Cf. A. Silverstein, "The Book of Esther and the Emima Elish," BSOAS 69,2006,209-23, esp. 222. 
45 F. Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, ed. and trans. W. Whiston, Peabody, MA: Hendrickson 

Publishers, 1987, XVIII: 63. 
46 Th~ term, which o~curs ~venin Modern Hebrew as adrikhiil ("architect"), is itself a vestige of the 

ancient Near East: II denves from the Akkadian 'arad ekalli' meaning "servant of the palace" and 
by the New Babylonian period it specifically referred to a builder (cf. CAD, A2:210-11). 

47 In R. Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom: A Study in Early Syriac Tradition London: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004 (1st edition 1975), (219-28) 223-24. ' 

48 Cf. T. Kronholm, Motift from Genesis 1-11 in the Genuine Hymns of Ephrem the Syrian, Lund, 
Gleerup, 1978,211-12. 
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the relationship between the Qur'an's Fir'awn and the Bible's Pharaoh? Aside 
from the obvious fact that Fir' awn's ~arb and association with Haman have no 
equivalent in Pharciah's biblical career, the most interesting answer in my view 
comes from the exegetical materials that support both the Bible and the Qur' an. It 
is striking that the classical Qur'anic exegetes, in describing Fir'awn and Nimrod 
in similar terms and in conflating their respective ~arbs, followed the pre-Islamic 
commentaries on the Bible more closely than they followed the evidence of the 
Qur'an itself. Had they stuck to the Qur'an, they would surely have revealed 
layers of intertextuality that connect Fir' awn's ~arb with that of Sulayman rather 
than the old midrashic connection between Pharaoh and Nimrod. On this basis, I 
would even suggest that Fir' awn, or "the Qur' anic Pharaoh," may be distinguished 
from "the Muslim Pharaoh." What they have in common, though, is that both 
Fir' awn and the Muslim Pharaoh owe their existence to Mesopotamia: the latter is 
the product of cross-pollination'-and scholarly interaction between Muslims and 
other monotheists in Late Antique and early Islamic Iraq; the former is the product 
of an earlier Mesopotamian tradition in which wisdom and tower-building were 
intertwined with divine favour, ever since the days of ziggurats and A.l:}.Iqar the 
sage. Thus, what unites the Qur'anic and Muslim Pharaohs, and what distin
guishes both characters from the Biblical Pharaoh, is that they are less "Egyptian" 
than we might have thought. 
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461 (n. 69) 141 144 

87 261(n.51) 259 212,221 
119 173 143 210,222 

93 405,406 260 213,221 
123 205 146 164 

97 376 (n. 10), 378, 384 263 399 (n. 19), 458 
129 409 (n. 57) 154 405,406 (n. 41) 

98 219,220,461 (n. 68) 264 213, 221 
136 154 155 405,406 (n. 41), 461 (nn. 68, 

100 406 265 214,221 
140 167 70), 462 (n. 76) 

102 219,220 266 152 
144 160, 163 157 349-57 

106 360 268 214,221 
150 399 158 349,351-57 

108 164 273 216,221 
156 214,221 171 251 (n. 15), 261 (n. 51), 

Ill 307 275 209,221 
159 215,221 

366-67,378,381 (n.23) 

113 307, 408 (n. 50), 457 276 458 
167 180 172 222,378 

120 307,457 282 153, 198 (n. 29) 
169 354 173 222 

179 401, 458 (n. 56) 176 10 (n. 50), 153,358 (n. 2) 

124 405, 407 (n. 44), 409 (n. 55) 284 409 (n. 57) 
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al-Ma'ida (5) al-An 'am (6) 40 212,223 15 211,223 

all 2-543, 309, 458 8 376 54 209,223 16 209,223 

2 207,222 9 267 (n. 6) 58 217,223 19 144 

3 210,217-18,222,402, 19 161, 168 60 149, 152 27 131 

404 25 341 65 168 30 58 

5 5 31 163 69 159 31 341 

6 418 (n. 26) 34 151, 163 70 251 35 217,223 

7 405-6 38 81 71 446 (n. 101) 57 212,223 

12 151 (n. 5), 180,405,406 42 170 74 212,223 66 176 

(n. 41), 409 (n. 5) 46 168 80 415 (n. 12) 72 155 

13 405-6, 409 (n. 55) 50 376 81 415 (n. 12), 417 (n. 21) 74 155 

14 307,314,406 (n. 41), 409 52 159 82-84 415 (n. 12) 75 150 (n. 3), 154 (n. 7) 

(n. 55) 67 163 85 168, 443 (n. 90) 

17 316 70 ~08,222 89 144, 171 al-Tawba (9) 

18 307, 408 (n. 50), 409 (n. 57), 71 209,22 94 170 5 182, 184 

457 73 171 101 163 8 207 

20 457 74 219,222 102 405-6 
'.. 10 207 

26 208,222 76 207,222 103 149, 163 24 216,223 

27 180 77 207-8,222,272 106 168 25 218,223 

28 330 78 208,222,272 116 155 28 217,223 

29 l74 79 400 122 331 29 184 

31 207,457 83 153 124 150-51 30 213, 219, 223, 308, 314, 408, 

33 217,222,353,404 86 403, 415 (n. 12) 127 409 457 (n. 53) 

(n. 33) 87 415 (n. 12),458 (n. 87) 129 403 31 308,408,458 

38 76 88 415 (n. 12) 132 217,223 32 380 (n. 20), 408 (n. 53) 

41 418 (n. 26) 93 151 133 213, 215, 223 33 408 (no. 52-53) 

48 47,217,222 94 154 137 142 (n. 110) 34 458 

51 308 95 217,222 143 64 35 208,216,223 

52 144 98 401 144 401 36 446 (n. 101) 

54 58 99 215,219,222 145 150 40 317 (n. 40) 

56 66 101 254 (n. 28), 257 150 209,212,223 46 208,223 

64 457 102 168 154 212,223 47 58, 180 

69 307, 407 (n. 45), 410 109 162 155 399 57 209,223 

71 406 125 59, 137-38 160 207,223 63 464 

72 309-11,316 128 465 163 406 (n. 41) 70 152 

73 309-11,316-17 130 409,461 164 406 (n. 41) 92 436 (n. 51) 

77 311,316 131 409 165 406 (n. 41) 100 402 (n. 31) 

78 457 132 409 166 406 (n. 41) 108 207,223 

82 144, 146,215,222,308,314, 133 403,409 167 406 (n. 41) 109 209,223 

457 136 139 168 406 (n. 41) 110 156 

83 308,436 (n. 51) 143 213,217,222 169 405 Ill 405 

84 308 146 212,222 171 217,223 120 174 

85 308 152 405 172 86 
86 308 154 163 176 216,223-24 Y!lnus (10) 

89 76 164 330 179 461 1 344 

94 211,222 180 330 3 270,410 

96 171, 442 (n. 77) al-A 'raj(?) 184 274,281 16 179 

103 212,222 all 461 190 176 22 162 

105 59 1 220,222 193 213,223 24 274 

110 44,366 9 150 206 458 29 458 

Ill 165 18 210,222 31 270 

116 317-18 20 158 al-Anfol (8) 37 370 

117 350-51,355-56 26 211,223 7 212,223,366,369 38 370 

119 402 (n. 31) 37 461 12 151 (n. 5) 68 258 
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75 163 2 277 109 445 (n. 100) 61 385 (n. 40) 

82 366,369 4 441 (n. 76) 110 445 (n. 100) 64 152 

88 149, 462 (n. 72) 4-6 401,429 (n. 22) 111 370, 445 (n. 100) 68 215,225 

90 156, 168-69 8 429 (n. 22), 443 (n. 89) 151 442 (n. 76) 71 20,411,419 

92 207,223 9 213, 224 91 214,225 

94 449 10 442,444 al-Ra 'd (13) 

108 59 11 433 (n. 35) 1 220,224,344 al-Nal;zl (16) 

12 210, 224, 433 (n. 35) 2 270 2 50 

Hz7d(11) 13 433 3 274 5 210,225 

7 79 14 433, 443 (n. 89) 4 213,224 8 206,208,225 

12 376, 414 (n. 8) 15 442,444,445(n.98) 5 161, 170 11 274 

13 370, 414 (n. 8) 17 433 6 152 14 204, 286 (n. 13) 

14 414 (n. 8) 18 437 11 174 26-27 470 

16 142 19 442, 433 (n. 35) 13 216,224 24 341 

17 414 (n. 8) 20 210,224 14 153 42 166 

18 414 (n. 8) 21 433 (n. 35) 16 172 43 360 (n. 8) 

27 375-76 22 286 (n. 13), 433 (n. 35) 17 209,224 
,_ 

44 274 

28 414 (n. 8) 23 214,218,224 19 154 (n. 7), 405 48 154 

31 211, 224, 376 24 214, 224, 447 (n. 113) 25 405, 409 (n. 55) 59 210,225 

35 414 (n. 8) 25 437 (n. 60) 34 170 61 170 

36 165 26 437 (n. 60) 37 162 66 214,225 

41 165, 171 27 437 (n. 60) 38 168 69 172,274 

44 208,215,224 28 59, 437 (n. 60) 39 73, 148, 150 (n. 3) 72 209,225 

45-46 409 30 212,224 76 216,225 

49 414 (n. 8) 31-34 447 (n. 113) lbrlihim (14) 79 209,225 

57 403,409 36 209,224,442 4 59,277 80 . 213, 218, 225 

63 414 (n. 8) (37-40) 445 (n. 101) 5 167 89 81 

68 178 39 251 (n. 15) 7 180 90 163,172,405 

69 209,224,385 (n. 40), 413 43 213,224,429 (n. 21), 442 9 152 91 218,225,405 

(69-83) 365,413,414 (n. 8), 415 46 213, 224, 442 10 375 (n. 7) 92 172,214,225 

(n. 12) 49 442 (n. 78) 17 209,224 93 59 

70 413 51 209,224 18 211,225 95 405 

71 414 (n. 8) 54 403, 432 (n. 34) 21 152 101 73,360 

72 414 (n. 8) 55 432 (n. 34) 26 208,225 102 171,378 

73 414 (n. 8) 56 174, 432 (n. 34) 27 59 103 277,456 

74 211, 224, 413 57 432 (n. 34) 35-36 409 106 137-39 

75 413 59 443 (n. 89) 37 158, 173 120 400 

76 413 60 443 (n. 89) 48 79 121 400,403 

77 164, 385 (n. 40) 63 443 (n. 89) 64 272 122 400,403 

78 20,411,414 (n. 8), 418-24. 65 217,224,442,443 123 400 

79 20,411,413,414 (n. 8), 66 447 (n. 113) al-lfijr (15) 125 78 

418-24. 67 447 (Ii. 113) 6 360 (n. 8) 126 162 

82 43 68 173, 447 (n. 113) 8 377 

87 153, 180 70--71 439 9 360 (n. 8) al-lsrli' (17) 

88 414 (n. 8) 72 213, 224, 439, 443 14 377 (n. 12) 5 209,225 

89 415 73-75 439 15 377 (n. 12) 7 158 

99 206,211,224 76-79 439 (n. 67) 22 216,225 11 157, 258 (n. 40) 

109 173 84 435 (n. 47), 436 (n. 84) 29 381 (n. 23) 15 59 

110 414 (n. 8) 85 153,214,224 39 151 (n. 5) 23 446 

120 414 (n. 8) 88 443 (n. 89) 51 365 26 207,225 

90 161, 443 (n. 89) (51-77) 413-17,424 27 208,225-

Yzlslif(12) 91 165 52 413 31 50 

all 437-38,440-42,447-48 92 208, 224, 446 (n. 103) 57 385 (n. 40) 32 418 (n. 25) 

1 344 94 173,214,224 60 413 34 405 
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35 443 (n. 90) 23 216,226 11 215,227 36 218,227 

38 174-75 28 153 18 210,227 67 212,227 

49 161 33 352,355-56 22 331 68 270-71 

51 217,225 35 258 (n. 40) 26 258 70 281 

62 162,209,225 41 166 30 211,214,227 82 161 

63 218,225 58 166,400,403 34 160,163,375 83 341 

64 209,225 71 209,226 35 375 86 331 

68 73 77 405 37 150 91 168, 258 (n. 40) 

69 215,225 78 258 (n. 39), 405 (n. 37) 42 216,227 104 216,227 

71 463 (n. 81) 82 213,226 46 217,227 116 331,463 

78 210,225 83 151,207,226 71-75 415 (n. 12) 117 157 

79 218,225 85 218,226 79 215,227 
82 xviii 87 405 80 142 (n. 110} al-Nz7r(24) 

88 370 88 258 (n. 40) 87 219,227 2 76,418 (n. 25) 

(90-95) 375 89 207,226 91 378, 381 (n. 23}, 382 4 77 

92 377 90 218,226 96 209,227 22 207,227 

94 376 91 257 27 27 

95 372,377 92 258 (n. 40) al-l;lajj (22) 31 178,207,227 

97 209,225 98 211,226,240 2 210,227 32 207,228 

98 161 5 218,227 . 35 211-12,228 

102 331 raHa(20) 9 214,227 46 281 

110 330 1 220,226 14 59 49 210,228 

6 208,226 17 219,227, 307,407 (n. 45}, 50 209,228 

al-Kahf(18) 8 330 410 55 403-4,409 

4 258 (n. 40) (9-13) 400 21 215,227 58 286 (n. 13) 

9 242 12 164,210,217,226 23 175 63 216,228 

16 163, 174 13 277 26 418 
17 214,225 14 168 27 213-14,227 al-Furqan (25} 

18 219,225,434 (n. 43) 18 154,218,226 (27-39) 262 2 258 

23 164 22 174 29 208,227,262 5 341 

28 159,214,225 25 137-39 30 262 7 375-76 

29 212,225 39 58, 172,211,226 31 262, 400 (n. 26) 22-25 377 (n. 11) 

35 208,226 41 142 (n. 110) 36 218,227 28 215,228 

36 162 42 218,226 37 86 33 214,228 

47 463 47 168 40 213,218,227 38 178 

58 218,226 63 165 42-44 415 41 256 (n. 33} 

61 258 (n. 39) 66 133 45 207,227 63-67 51 (n. 8) 

77 172,215,226 71 150-51, 180 54 164 68 418 (n. 25) 

78 15l(n.5) 86 405 55 204 77 153,213,228 

79 214,226 94 216,226 69 463 
95 211,226 102 211,226 72 212,227 al-Shu'ara' (26) . 

105 163 106 213,226 73 210,227 1-2 344 

109 62 107 207,226 75 402 28 331 

108 218,226 77 400, 404 (n. 33} 29 172, 258 (n. 39) 

Maryam (19) 109 402 78 400 41 160 

all 204 111 214,226 
44 133 

1 220,226,341 114 463 al-Mu'minzln (23) 48 331 

4 212,226 (115-123) 400 8 132 49 150-51, 181 

7 365 124 213,227 20 16,219,227 50 213,228 

13 365 131 ~211;·227···· ... ~24 ... . 1'12, 152, 375 {n, 7} 54 212,228 

15 355 25 281 ~63 '243 

(16-33) 378,382 al-Anbiya' (21) 32 184 64 213,228 

18 176 7 360 33 375 94 215,228 

19 176 8 375 34 375 118 144 
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119 204 25 144 40 301 47 214,230 

128 211,228 (26-35) 414 (n. 8), 415 (n. 12) 53 418 (n. 26) 49 208,230 

129 142 29 161,417 (n. 21) 59 209,229 52 161 

149 214,228 31 414 (n. 8) 66 178 67 212,230 

154 375 38 178 67 178 68 181 

(160-175) 415 (n. 12) 41 214,229 69 177 94 211,230 

165 417 (n. 21) 46 184 
96 59 

181 443 (n. 90) 48 210,229 Saba' (34) 102 242 

195 277 61 163 8 281 103 208,230,242 

63 163 10 158 107 208,230 

al-Naml (27) 11 211,229 130 219,230 

1 220,228,344 al-Riim (30) 13 209,229 133-138 415 

18 164 all 338 15 331 140 204,207,230 

19 208,228 2 219,229 16 143,207,210,213,229 141 212, 141 

20 218,228 8 274 48 171 146 219,230 

21 150, 151 (n. 5), 179 17 217,229 52 217,229 150-152 267 (n. 6) 

22 163 21 
.... 

153 402 
144,274 

24 327 29 59 al-Fii!ir (35) 163 164 

25 209,228 30 446 1 150 177 212,230 

30 171 51 163 8 59 
(23-44) 475 54 164 10 393 Siid{38) 

39 214,228 58 163 12 204 (n. 74), 286 (n. 13), 394 1 220,230 

54--58 415 (n. 12) (n. 1) 3 216-17,230 

55 161,417 (n. 21) Luqmiin (31) 13 215,229 10 58 

57 153 2 345 32-33 401 12-14 415 (n. 12) 

59 402,446 (101) 17 51 (n. 8) 33 175 16 215,230 

67 161 18 51 (n. 8), 210,213 41 163 29 150 (n. 3), 154 (n. 7), 

68 341 19 51 (n. 8) 42 162 270, 

88 208-9,228 25 163 
31 209, 213, 230 

91 331 27 62 Ya Sin (36) 36 211,230 

92 59 32 210,229 1 220,230,341 45-48 399,403 

6 173 45 401 

al-Qa$a$ (28) al-Sajda (32) 8 215,230 46 401 

1-2 344 5 270 15 375 47 401 

9 433 (n. 35) 10 161 18 461 69 163 

14 286 (n. 13) 16 209,229 19 160 72 381 

15 218, 228 22 181 82 151 (n. 5) 

23 210,228 al-Af:zziib (33) 23 164 
28 399-400 4 10 (n. 50), 147, 209, 229 35 170 al-Zumar (39) 

29 208, 228, 400 (n. 22) 5 10 (n. 50), 170, 409 39 213,230 4 402 

30 164,208,228 6 421 41 204 9 150 (n. 3), 154 (n. 7) 

34 211,214,228 7 405 67 216,'230 22 138 

38 181,468,469 (n. 11) 10 178 
28 277 

42 215,229 13 170,219,229 al-Siiffiit (37) 29 212,230 

68 400 (n. 24) 18 214,229 1-3 277,338 41 409 

71-72 252 19 212,229 4 184 42 274 

76 174,217,229 21 206 10 204 45 212,230 

82 218,229 23 217,229 11 216,230 56-61 465 

88 367 26 213,229 12 257 (67-75) 465 

30 169 16 161 69 164 

a/- 'Ankabzlt (29) 35 366 35 161 74 174 

10 162 36 421 40 403 
21 409 (n. 57) 37 218-19,229 41 403 Ghiifir(40) 

23 163,215,229 39 251 (n. 14) 42 216,230,403 3 152, 168 
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29 151 al-Jiithiya ( 45) 22 286 (n. 13) 64 210,232 

31 169 6 171 24 175 66 217,232 

36-37 468 13 274 29 281 72 210,232 

44 215,230 36 331 33-34 370 76 211,213,232 

50 153 37 159 
al-A/:zqii/(46) 43 184 al-Wiiqi 'a (56) 

Ful}l}ilat ( 41) 15 286 (n. 13) 52 282 1 328 
4 211,232 

3 277 17 341 
6 184 21 209 al-Najm (53) 5 208,233 

9 161 (1-18) 279ff., 296 12 244 

11 79 Muf:zammad (47) 9 215,232 15 218,233 

44 461 8 208,231 19 219,232,254 18 207 

15 207,214,217,231 (n. 28) 19 284 

al-Shiirli (42) 16 207,231 21 50 21 286 (n. 13), 

2 220,231 18 212,231 22 50,213,232 23 175 

7 277,456 24 215,231,270-71 23 446 (27-30) 43 

12 456 (n. 50) 30 216 
'• 28 210,233 

27 267 

13 401 31 171 29 213,233 

15 184 al-Fatf:z ( 48) 32 216,232 31 212,233 

23 144 14 409 34 216,232 42 464 

24 157 24 219,231 36 174 47 161 

30 409 (n. 56) 29 255 (n. 31) 37 166 69 216,233 

32 172 48 215,232 75 178-79,181,282 

33 211,231 al-lfujurlit ( 49) 49 331 76 181,282 

34 157 11 216,217,231 50-51 178 83 209,233 

38 71 12 209,231 53-54 415 96 171 

48 175 13 141 61 212,232 
al-lfadid (57) 

50 204 
51 164 Qii/(50) al-Qamar (54) 3 65,66 

1 220,231,339 6 157 21 152 

al-Zukhnt/(43) 7 244 9 282 29 152 

1-2 339 10 231,244 11 218,232 

3 277,344 12-14 415 13 210,232 al-lfashr (59) 

4 148 15 172 20 215,232 13 181 

18 154 16 133 24 375 (n. 7) 21 274 

24 173 18 216,231 25 207,232,375 24 330 

19 170 19 209,231 (n. 7) 

49 178 26 464 26 207,232 al-Mumta/:zina (60) 

63 457 (n. 55) (33-39) 415 (n. 12) 1 144 

70 463 al-Dhliriylit (51) 37 417(n.21) 4 147,206. 

79 208,231 1-4 338 46 210,232 6 206 
7 144 

81 257 7 209,231 
84 184 17 218,231 al-Ra/:zmlin (55) 
86 171 24 365 10 207,232 al-Saff(61) 

26 442 (n. 79) 19 64 4 211,233 

al-Dukhiin (44) 29 204,213,231 (19-22) XX 
6 219,233 

1-2 339 31 385 (n. 40) 20 64 14 165, 177 

15 157 41 204 26 215,232,367 

24 211,231 47 168 27 215,232,367 al-Jumu'a (62) 

30 399,400 58 287 31 178 5 459 

31 399,400 33 217,232 9 219,233 

32 399,400,404 al-Tiir (52) 35 212,232 

45 214,231 3 211, 232 48 215,232 al-Muniifiqiin (63) 

46 214,231 21 207,232 58 219,232 4 210,212,233 
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al-Taghiibun (64) 8 209,234 13 218,235 25 211,236 

5-6 375 (n. 7) 12 218,234 14 208,235 27 219,236 

9 214,233 14 209,234 34 210,235 30 214,236 

16 214,234 37 331 
al-Taliiq (65) 18 251 (n. 14) 

al-Inshiqiiq (84) 

2 147 20 251 (n. 14) al-Niizi 'iit (79) 6 216,236 

1 267(n.5),269,271-72,273 14 283 

al-Tal;rlm (66) al-Muzammil (73) (n. 38), 275-77,338 15 283,327 

4 157 1 211,234 2 267 (n. 5), 272, 273 (n. 38), 16 178-79,339 

5 208,233 7 269-70,273 276-77,338 17 339 

11 415 (n. 12) 8 207,234 3 267 (n. 5), 270-72, 273 18 339 

12 219, 233, 378, 381 (n. 23), 382 13 214,234 (n.38),275-77,338 
14 216,218,234, 4 217,235,267 (n. 5}, 272, al-Buriif (85) 

al-Mulk (67) 273 (n. 38}, 277, 338 (1-10) 264 

30 154 al-Muddaththir (74) 5 267 (n. 5), 270-72, 273 3 254 (n. 29} 

1 210,234 (n.38),275-77,33$ 4 134, 137,236 

al-Qalam (68) 17 151 (n. 5) 10 161, 209, 235 ' 5 134,210,251 (n. 18} 

1 339 26 151 (n. 5), 328 11 161,217,235 6 134 

2 281 27 251 (n. 18}, 328 14 212,235 7 134 

11 217,233 31 59 15 400 (n. 22} 8 134, 257 (n. 35) 

13 211, 233 32 327 16 164 22 148,344 

. 15 341 33 177,327 28 212,235 
16 210,234 34 177,327 29 214,235 a/-Tiiriq (86) 

25 209,234 43-46 464 30 210,235 1-2 328 

50 458 (n. 56) 51 215,234 34 213,235 3 204 
6 210,236 

a/-/jiiqqa (69) al-Qiyiima (75) 'Abasa (80) 7 208,236 

1 220,234,328 13 154 14 418 (n. 26} 11-12 339 

2 328 16 209,235 28 2~5,235 14 218,236 

3 251 (n. 18}, 328 33 217,235 31 207,235 
7 209,212,234 36 211,235 33 212,235 al-A 'Iii (87) 

9-10 415 (n. 12) 6-7 73 

16 218,234 al-Insiin (76) al-Takwlr (81) 19 47 

17 463 2 217,235 1-14 334-35,337 
19 217,234 4 178 2 216,235 al-Ghiishiya (88) 

38 178-79,339 5 216,235 5 218,235 15 217,236 

39 339 10 215,235 8 218,235 16 211, 236 

40 179 13 211,235 11 216,235 20 212,236 

46 218, 234 15 178,207,235 15 178-79,339 22 159 

51 171 16 178 16 164,216,236,339 
17 211,235 17 214,236,339 al-Fajr (89) 

al-Ma 'iirij (70) 18 212,235 18 327,339 1 327 

19 218,234 19 179 7 219,236 

37 214,234 al-Mursaliit (77) 22 28l 13 212,236 

40 178 all 460 24 213,236 19 216,236 

43 218,234 1 273,338 20 209,236 

2 338 al-Infitiir (82) 23 164 

Nzil; (71) 3 338 14-19 328 
17 268 4 338 al-Ba/ad (90} 

23 219,234 25 216,235 al-Mutaffijin (83) 1 178-79 

27 212,235 1 211,213,236 4 179,215,236 

al-Jinn (72) 7-8 328 9 212,236 

3 254(n.288),261-64 al-Naba' (78) 13 341 10 . 217,237 

6 168 1-2 334 18-19 328 11-12 328 
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14 212,237 
18 463 

at-Shams (91) 
1-3 328 
6 213,237 
8 216,237 
10 210,237 
14 210,237 

al-Lay/ (92) 
1-2 327 

al-f)u/:zii (93) 
I 327 
2 211,237 
22 138 

al-Jnshirii/:z (94) 
I 137-39 

a/-Tin (95) 
all 
I 
2 

ai- 'Alaq (96) 

15 
208,237 
16 (n. 68), 219, 237 

all 13 
I 171 
15 212,237 
18 157,211,237 

al-Qadr (97) 
1-2 328 
1=3----- 219, 237 
4 50 

al-Bayyina (98) 
2 418 (n. 26) 
8 402 

al-Zalzala (99) 
1-3 328 

a/- 'Adiyiit (I 00) 
all 243 (n. 96), 244, 266, 

338 
213-14,237,265,275, 
338 

2 215,237,265,275,338 
3 214,237,265,275,338 
4 217,237,265,275,338 
5 265,275,338 

6 216,237 
10 209,237 

al-Qiiri 'a ( 101) 
9 329 
10 329 
11 328-29 
10 218,237 

a/-Takiithur ( 1 02) 

a/- 'A.yr (103) 
I 326 

al-Humaza (104) 
1 204 
4-5 328 

al-Fil (I 05) 
all 
1 
3 

244 
215,238 
207,238 

Quraysh (106) 
all 244 
1 159, 219, 238 
2 128 (n. 54), 159,212-13, 

238, 456 (n. 45) 
3 331 

al-Mii'iin (107) 
4 459 
5 459 
6 459 
7 217,238,459 

al-Kawthar (108) 
all 366-67 
1 366 
2 217,238,366 
3 207,238,366 

al-Kiifinln ( 109) 
1-5 184 
6 184 

al-Na.yr (110) 
all 13 

al-Masad(lll) 
1 219,238,366 
2 366 
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3 366 
4 366 
5 133,209,216,238,366,404 

al-Falaq (113) 
all 195,332 
1 332 
3 218,238 

al-Ikhlii.y (112) 
all 19, 50, 249, 257-60 (n. 47), 

264 
1 259, 260 (n. 44) 
2 213,238,259 
3 259 
4 195,216,238,259-60 

4 217,238 

al-Niis ( 114) 
all 48 
1 332 
3 184 

'•, 
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Aaron (priest/prophet) 91,331,401 
(n. 28), 467 

'Abd ai-BaqT, Mul)ammad Fu'ad 39, 
196-98,201,418 (n. 26) 

'Abd al-Jabbar, al-Qa9T 55-58, 387 
'Abd ai-Malik (caliph) 28,249, 251 (n.l6) 
'Abd al-Na~ir, Jamal 54 
'Abd al-Razzaq 272 
Abdel Haleem, M. 5, 11, 13-15, 17, 

38-42,45,202,267,326 
'Abduh, Mul)ammad 51, 53 (n. 11), 70 
Abel448 (n. 114) 
Abraham 47, 307, 309, 385 (n. 40), 394 

(n. 1),399,400~1,403,404,407 
(n. 44), 408-9, 457; childhood 
narrative: form of the Arabic name 
166, 169; hospitality to visitors 
413-14; intended sacrifice of son 242· 
kha/i/(close friend) ofGod258 ' 
(n. 39), 393 

Abii Lahab 138 (n. 94), 219,238,366 
Abii Qurra, Theodore 359, 362, 364, 

366-68 
Abii 'Ubayda 269, 272, 422, 423 
Abii Zayd, N. xvii, 1, 19, 47,360 (n.13) 
Abyssinia 134-35, 137, 146,450,455. 
Abyssinian language see Ethiopic 
'Ad 178,347,375,406,446(n.l01) 
Adam 66, 85,378, 381,384,401 
Adultery 73, 76, 86 
al-AfghanT, Jamal al-Din 70 

· Africa 43, 166, 342, 471 
Ahasuerus/Xerxes 469,474-75 
Al)Tqar 474-77,491 
ah/ a/-kitab see People of the Book 
Al)mad b. I;Ianbal 362 
'A' ish~ (wife of the Prophet) 293,361 
Akkadtan 18, 20, 32, 128 (n. 55), 135, 200 

(n. 46), 285 (n. 1 0), 287 (n. 17), 290, 
323; 326 (n. 12), 476 

Alcibiades 384 
Alcohol/wine 76, 284, 396, 436 (n. 56), 

442 
Aleppo 285 (p . .10), 359 (n. 6) 
Alexander the Great see Dhii 1-Qarnayn 
Alexandria 193 (n. 3), 433 (n. 35) 
'Ali b. AbiTalib 131, 138 (n. 94), 285 

(n. 10), 347,360 (n. 10), 
Arnbros, A. 5, 38, 40-42, 179, 201-2, 239, 

248,250 (n. 10), 251 (n. 14), 253 
(n. 25), 254, 258 

Anas b. Malik 290, 294 
Ancient Near Eastern mythology 329 
Ancient (Epigraphical) South/North 

Arabian 19, 42, 98, 117, 123-24, 126, 
127, 128, 129, 134-41,200 (n. 46), 
261 (n. 52); inscriptions i, ix, 19, 28, 
44, 91-115; Hadramitic 126, 132; 
Hasaitic 129; Himyaritic 118, 127, . 
128; Hismaic 97 (n. 21), 128; 
Lihyanite/Dadanitic 98, 115 128 
129; Duri:tatic 129; Minaic 126, 128, 
131, 132, 138, 145; Qatabanic 126, 
128, 132, 138; Sabaic 126, 128, 138, 
140 (n. 103), 143-46; Safaitic 97 
(n. 21), 98 (n. 23), 128; Thamudic 

- (Hismaic) 97 (n. 21), 111, 128, 129 
Andrae, T. 374,451,462 
Angel Gabriel see Gabriel (angel) 
Angels 50, 71, 85, 257 (n. 36), 265-69, 

276-77,287,289-90,293,306,329, 
347,358,364,372-89,394,402,413, 
414 (n. 8), 463-64 -

Antichrist 352 
Antioch 433 (n. 35), 454 (n. 34) 
Aphrahat 457, 466 
Apocalyptic 49, 334 (n. 27), 338, 352 

(n. 13), 447 (n. 110), 463, 465; day of 
resurrection 49, 81, 85-86, 307,338, 
348, 352, 400, 463 (n. 80); final 

judgment 283, 338, 348, 377, 410, 
462-65 
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Syro-Aramaic 17, 123,279-97, 

Apocrypha see Bible, apocrypha 
Apollo 329, 339 
Apostasy 68, 70, 77,79 
Arabia/Arabian Peninsula 26, 27,29-30, 

43, 72, 82, 85 (n. 86), 91-146, 201, 
305,313-15,319-20,323-26,330, 
332; pre-Islamic Arabia 12, 330, 
332-33,347,356,449-58,465-66, 
475; western Arabia see l;Iijiiz) 

Arabic language xiv, xvi, 51, 57, 112 
(n. 52), 120, 125, 159, 162, 254, 
286 (n. 13), 296, 456 (n. 50); 
alphabet, abjad 167, 340, 341-43; 
Arabie-Aramaic or Syriac ::mixed 
language/Mischsprache" 114, 280, 
296; Classical Arabic 118-19, 121, 
123, 128, 133, 135, 138, 143 (n. 116), 
147-49, 156-59, 165, 170-71, 178, 
253, 255-56, 260 (n. 46), 280, 289, 
291, 302, 450, 454; dialects 111, 117 
(n.2), 120,124,126-30,138,143 
(n.- 116), 201,285 (n. 10), 287-88; 
epigraphy 19, 91-146; grammar 3, 5, 
41 (n. 18), 120, 148, 172-73, 178, 
247,280,287, 302; ima/a 165, 
166-69, 190; Judaeo-Arabic 112-14; 
mater/matres /ectionis 148-55, 159, 
160, 163-64, 172; poetic koine 253, 
450; scripts (Kufic, l;Iijiizi, etc.) 7, 
152, 185-86 

Arabic literature xvi, 18; Christian Arabic 
literature 20; 

Arabs 12 (n. 58), 50, 83, 111 (n. 49), 120, 
124, 127-28, 136, 141 (n. 105), 167, 
262 (n. 22), 276, 279, 288, 324, 409, 
454 (n. 34), 456, 466; Arab Christians 
see Christians, Christian Arabs; 
pre-Islamic (Jiihili) Arabs 264, 323, 
372 

Aramaeans 456 
Aramaic language 15, 92,96-97, 100, 

101, 102-6, 123-24, 128 (n. 55), 167, 
200 (n. 46), 248,251-57,260, 
274-75, 279-97; Babylonian 
Aramaic 287,296 (n. 46), 442 
(n. 79); Christian Palestinian 
Aramaic 5, 279; Mandaean see 
Mandaean language; Nabataean 
Aramaic 93-100, 104-7, 110, 112, 
115, 457 (n. 54); neo-Aramaic 285 
(n. 10), 296 (n. 46); script 93 (n. 9), 
100 (n. 28), 105,288, 341; 

452 
Arberry, A.J. 43, 44, 134, 201, 326, 425 
Armenian language 474 (n. 34) 
Asad,M. 134,326-27 
asbab a/-nuzft/ 10, 71, 122, 130, 138 

(n. 94), 310,325, 361,468,473-76 
Ash'ariyya!Ash'arites 59, 77, 81 (n. 83) 
Assyrians/neo-Assyrians/Assyrian empire 

336,474 
Assyrian language 285 (n. 10), 287 (n. 17), 

404 (n. 36) 
Astrology 63 (n. 38) 
Augustine 314 (n. 34), 386 (n. 44) 
Averroes see Ibn Rushd (Averroes) 
A vicenna see Ibn Sina (Avicenna) 
Aws (tribe) 113 
Azar (father of Abraham) 219 
Ayka375 
al-Azhar (university) 12, 188 

Babylon/Babylonians 91, 115,332, 336, 
472,476 

Babylonian language see Akkadian 
Babylonian religion 323-37,345,472,476 
Babylonian Talmud see Talmud, 

Babylonian Talmud 
Baghdad 361 (n. 18) 
Bal)Irii/Sergius (monk) 361-62 
Balaam468 
Balai 427,430 (nn. 24-25), 431,433 

(n.·37), 434 (n. 42), 436-37, 440-41, 
442 (nn. 77-81), 443,444 (n. 93), 446. 

Balkh473 
Banii Ghassan (tribe) 96 
Banii Kinda (tribe) 92, 96 
Baptism 383 
Bar Bahliil285 (n. 10), 444 
barzakh 64 
basma/a 54, 171 (n. 25), 345 
Baumstark, A. 325, 427 (nn. 9-10) 
Beck, E. 309 
Bell, R. 26, 175-76, 181,2.67 (n. 5), 277, 

280-96,327,334,450 (n. 11). 
Bellamy, J. 202, 240, 242, 244 
Benjamin 428 (n. 13), 429 (nn. 18, 21), 

434-39 
Bergstriisser, G. 1, 2, 150-51, 160, 166 

(n. 16), 179, 181 
Bible 20, 21, 45, 48, 115, 194-95,245, 

323, 324 (n. 3), 363-70, 394, 404, 
416,429-30,435,438-41,444,454 
(n.36),467-73,476-77;Apocrypha 
20,305,313,319,382,415 (n. 10), 
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423-24, 449 ; Diatessaron 305, 313; 
Matthew, Gospel of xi, 28, 383, 
449-66; New Testament 8, 15, 20, 
44-46,245,290,301 (n. 1), 303, 
329,393,396-98,403-10,414 
(n. 9), 447 (n. 110), 453, 455; Old 
Testament/Hebrew Bible 18, 20, 35, 
44, 47, 118, 194, 195, 203, 324, 329, 
332, 393-98, 403-9, 425, 432 (n. 31), 
446,448,454-55,462,465-66,476; 
Pentateuch 467; Peshitta and other 
Syriac versions 430 (n. 23), 436, 
441 (n. 76), 442 (nn. 77-79, 81), 
443, 444 (n. 97), 445 (n. 97), 452, 
453, 454 (n. 36), 458, 465; Samaritan 
Targum (of the Pentateuch) 442 
(nn. 78, 79, 81), 443,445 (n. 97); 
Septuagint 382, 383 (n. 31), 429 
(n. 23), 430 (n. 23), 432 (n. 32), 436 
(n. 55); translation into Arabic 112 
(n. 51), 118 

Birds 44, 137,262, 286 (n. 13), 338, 
365-66 

Blachere, R. 3, 12 (n. 62), 26, 282, 283, 
286 (n. 13), 287-95 

Brock, S. 303 (n. 12), 427 (nn. 9, 11), 428 
(n.l6), 432, 436 (n. 56), 438 (n. 64), 
447 (n. 112) 

Burton, J. 3, 73 (n. 60), 361 (n. 18), 412 
(n. 6) 

Byzantium/Byzantine Empire/Byzantines 
27-28,134,276,338,388 

Cain 448 (n. 114) 
Cairo 1, 2, 6, 8, 9 (n. 144), 19, 52 (n. 11), 

68, 149, 180, 186, 188, 193,286, 361, 
370 

Camels 41, 67, 265, 335, 439 (n. 66), 443 
Canaanite religion 332 
Chosenness see divine election 
Christ see Jesus 
Christians 20, 26, 28, 31, 49, 134, 137, 

146, 158, 184,250,261,279, 301-22, 
356-59, 360 (n. 8), 361-71, 373 (n. 
3), 379, 382, 385, 398, 406 (n. 41), 
407 (n. 45), 408,410,425 (n. 3), 426 
(n. 6), 446, 449, 454-57; Christian 
Arabs 456, 466; East Syrian 
("Nestorian") Christians 28, 29, 258, 

. 263 (n. 57), 313, 314, 315, 451; 
Jacobites ("monophysites") 314, 319, 
321, 451; Jewish Christians 9, 20, 
312,373,374 (nn. 5-6), 380,381-88, 
454; Melkites 314-15,319,321,359 

(n. 6); (and the term) na~ara 20, 146, 
301-20,457 

Christology 304, 305,312-14,316,318, 
320, 373, 379 (n. 19), 381-82,397 

Celestial sphere 79,264,295,296, 337, 
344,348 

Circumcision 373,395,397,462 (n. 76) 
Coins 28,30 
Companions ofthe Cave 242-43, 425 
Companions of Mul).ammad 9 (n. 44), 11 

(n.56),47-48, 76,118,120,122,272 
(n. 28), 340, 352 (n. 13), 360 (n. 11), 
421,423 

Conrad, L. 494 
Constantine (emperor) 306, 360 
Constantinople 28, 92 
Cook, D. 454 (n. 34) 
Cook,M.27,28,359(n.4),361,425 

(n. 1), 442 (nn. 77-78), 443 (n. 86) 
Coptic language 303, 306, 382 (n. 27) 
Corruption of Scripture see Falsification of 

scripture 
Covenant85, 125,133,307,355,393-98, 

404-10 
Crone, P. 9 (n. 45), 27, 28, 372 (n. 1), 378 

(n. 14), 388, 425 (n. 1), 433 (n. 35) 
Crucifixion see Jesus 
Cuypers, M. 9, 10,432 (n. 31), 437 (n. 61) 

Damascus 92 (n. 4), 187-89 
al-Dan1148, 163, 168 (n. 20), 480 
Daniel (prophet) 97, 364, 444,445 

(n. 98) 
David (king/prophet) 158, 364, 383, 401 

(n. 28), 457,458 (n. 56), 465 
Day of Judgment 338, 447 (n. 110), 465; 

final judgment 283, 338, 348, 377, 
410, 462-65; see also Apocalyptic 

Day of Resurrection see Apocalyptic 
De Blois, F. 305,312 (n. 28), 313,314-18, 

374 (n. 5), 386 (n. 44) 
Dedan (al-'Ula) 94, 114, 115 
Demons 66, 71,261,264,365,461 
Devil/Satan 400, 408 (n. 53), 464; demonic 

possession 281,284, 285; temptation 
of Adam and Eve 400 

Dhii !-Kif! 399, 401 (n. 30), 403 
Dhii Nuwas 134, 137 
Dhii 1-Qarnayn 425 
Diatessaron (Harmony of the Gospels) see 

Bible, Diatessaron 
Divine attributes 49, 56, 57, 65, 71, 80, 

318 
Divine election 20, 393-409 
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Divine punishment 49, 74,77 (n. 68), 81, 
86, 193 (n. 4), 346, 364, 395-96, 400, 
400,406,410,417(n.21),429 
(n. 18), 439 (n. 67), 440, 461, 464 

Divorce 86, 462 
Docetists/Docetism 354 
Doctrina Jacobi 28 
Dogs 335, 338, 434 (n. 43) 
Dome of the Rock xv, 28, 249, 256, 412 

(n. 6), 496 
Donkeys 206, 436 (n. 55), 443, 459 
Donner, F. xviii, 4-6, 10, 15 (n. 66), 19, 

25-37, 307 (n. 22), 449 (n. 3) 
Dreams 64, 65,337,401,428 (n. 18), 429, 

430,431 (n.29),433,434,437,441 
(n. 76), 442 (n. 79), 445 . 

al-Diirl 'an Ab!'Arnr (reading.ofthe 
Qur'an) 176 

East Syrian Christians see Christians, East 
Syrian Christians 

Ebionites 374, 380,381-83 
Edessa 280 
Egypt 28, 47 (n. 1), 52-54, 60, 62 (n. 37), 

67-69, 98 (n. 22), 195, 285 (n. 12), 
306, 403, 435 (n. 46), 436 (n. 55), 
440-41,450,.467-74 

Election see Divine election 
Elephants 244, 294, 328, 338 
Elisha/Al-Yasa' 399, 401; 403 
Elkesaites 384, 506 
Elxai 374, 384 
Enoch (Book of) 433 (n. 38) 
Ephesus 193 (n. 3) 
Ephraern!Ephrem, St. 294, 31J, 317, 

427-28,429 (n. 19), 430 (n. 25), 431, 
432 (n. 33), 436,440,451,466,476, 
483 

Epigraphical South Arabian see Ancient 
(Epigraphical) South/North Arabian 

Epiphanius 304,312,314 (n. 34), 362, 
380-84 

Esarhaddon (Assyrian emperor) 474 
Eschatology see Apocalyptic; Heaven; 

Hell 
Esther 432 (n. 32), 474-76 
Ethiopia see Abyssinia 
Ethiopic language/Geez (Ge'ez) 118, 119, 

124, 125, 128 (n. 55), 130, 134, 136, 
143, 144, 200 (n. 46), 256 (n. 32), 382 
(n. 27), 427 (n. 9), 442 (nn. 78, 82), 
444 (n. 91), 450 

Eucharist341,360,369 
Eusebius ofCaesarea 303,453 

Fahd, T. 491 
Fakhry,M. 301,478 
Falsification of scripture 245, 361, 368 
Fatima (daughter of the Prophet) 347 
jiqh 77 
Fire 400 
Firestone, R. 20, 393-410, 491 
Fischer, A. 6. (n. 33) 
Flugel, G. 160, 197 (n. 23) 
Fornication 77,418,422-23 
Free will and predestination 49, 58, 59, 65 
Fruit 43, 294, 296, 335, 403, 442 (n. 78) 
Fiick, J. 491 

Gabriel (angel) 47, 131, 176,281,287, 
290-91,293,329,347,358,360 
(n. 11), 376 (n. 10), 378, 380 (n. 20), 
382,384 

Garden of Eden 403 
Garden of paradise see Heaven 
Gaza54 
Geez (Ge'ez) see Ethiopic language 
Geiger, A. 3, 26, 426 (n. 6), 429 (n. 20), 

435, 447 (n. 113), 450, 462 (n. 76) 
Ghassanids see Banii Ghassan 
al-Ghaza!Ixviii, 73 (n. 61), 75, 77, 81 (n. 83) 
Gilliot, C. 113 (n. 55), 120 (n. 10). 362 

(n. 21) 
Gnostics/Gnosticism 319,355,357,373, 

380-84, 387-89, 447 (n. 110) 
God see Divine attributes; Divine election; 

Divine punishment 
Gospel see lnjU 
Gospel of Matthew see Bible, Gospel of 

Matthew 
Greek language 8, 20,44-45, 53 (n. 11), 

96, 106, 111 (n. 49), 134, 202, 204, 
249,253,280,302,303,310,314, 
323,324,332-36,339,341,345-47, 
362,382,385-86,396,404,427(n.9) 

Griffith, S. 243, 360 (n. 8), 425, 434 
(n. 43), 455, 466 

al-I;Iaddad, Mul;!anunad b. 'All al-I;Iusaynl 
6 

badith 44, 55, 65, 75, 119-20, 129, 133, 
136, 198,263 (n. 58), 274,276,287, 
291,328, 352,446 (n. 103), 464 
(n. 85) 

I;Iaf~ 'an 'A~im (reading of the Qur'an) 2, 
6, 158 (n. 13), 175, 179, 180, 186, 
188, 195 

bajj 86, 262, 265, 323, 347 
Hamadhan 473 
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Haman 432 (n. 32), 468-69, 472 (n. 25) Horses 19, 265-67 (n. 5), 269, 273, 
473-77 276-77,338 

I;lanafi, I;lasan 60 (n. 26), 70 Hoyland, R. 28 (n. 8), 127 (n. 47), 239 
I;lanbalis/I;Ianbalites 59 Hiid 323, 347,403,409,413,414 (n. 8), 
al-Hamdani 118, 128, 134, 136 416,418-24,446 

· banif307, 309, 314 (n. 35), 400 I;lusayn, Tiihii 51, 52 
(n. 26) 

hapax see Qur'an, hapax legomena in 
I;larran 112, 332 
Hariin al-Rashid 54 
Hariit and Miiriit (angels) 205 
I;lasan al-Banna 70 
al-I;lasan al-Ba~d 290, 433 (n. 35) 
al-I;Iasan b. al-I;lanafiyya 359 (n. 4) 
Hawting, G. 20, 27, 29 (n. 13), 114 (n. 57), 

324,372-92 
Heaven/Paradise 42, 43, 50, 66, 85, 104, 

148,175,244,258,270,284,286, 
289,293,294-95,332,350-52,354, 
375, 383, 386,395,399 (n. 21), 463, 
470,472-73,506 

Hebrew language 11 (n. 55), 41, 44, 92, 
101-6, Ill, 113, 118, 132, 158, 
166--67, 194, 200 (n. 46), 203,251, 
274,275,287(n. 17),304,325,341 
(n. 51), 343,382,383 (n. 31), 385, 
393,432(n.31),433,436,441,442 
(nn. 76-81), 443, 444 (n. 97), 445 
(n. 97), 450, 462, 470 (n. 18), 476 
(n. 46); Hebrew script 93, 100-7, 
112-15, 155 

Hegra (Mada' in ~iilii).) 92-93, 96, 112, 
114-15 

Helll7, 134,244,251 (n. 18), 308,329, 
335,378,395,460-65 

Heresy 29, ~04, 314, 397 
Hermeneutics 50, 51 (n. 11), 57-63, 

70--.74, 77-85 
Herod 92 
I;Iijaz 19,91-115, 158 (n. 12), 321, 373, 

456 
hijra 30, 156, 263 
I;limyar/I;limyarites 104 (n. 37), 118, 128, 

135-36, 144,319 
I;limyaritic see Ancient South/North 

Arabian 
Hinduism 329 
Hippolytus 383 (n. 34), 384 
Hismaic see Ancient South/North Arabian 

Hismaic ' 
Holy Spirit see Spirit of God 
Homily see Qur'iin, and homily; Syriac 

Fathers, homiletic literature of 
Horovitz, J. 450 

Ibn 'Abbas 118,287,290,293,422-23 
Ibn Abi Dawiid al-Sijistani 148 
Ibn Abi Najii). 422-23 
Ibn a!-' Arabi 60-67, 82, 269 
Ibn Hishiim 118,352 (n. 14), 454 
Ibn Isi).aq 352 (n. 14), 420 (n. 32), 454 
Ibn Kathir 114, 175, 188 
Ibn M~r 137, 141 (n. 105), 268-69, 

272-76 
Ibn al-Muqaffa', Sawirus 306 
Ibn Qutayba 120, 275 
Ibn Rushd (Averroes) 63-64, 67,74-79, 

80,82 
Ibn Sa'd 35 (n. 20) 
Ibn Sina (Avicenna) 77, 
Ibrahim (son of the Prophet) 10 
ijma' 74, 75, 184 
ijtihad 70, 71, 74, 75 
'Ikrima 422-23 
'Irnran (father of Mary) 404 
Irnru' al-Qays (king) 92 
Inheritance 10 (n. 50), 71-72, 86,347, 

396 
lnjil (Revelation of Jesus/Gospel) 13, 15, 

17, 31, 34, 44, 286 (n. 14), 301, 366, 
368-69, 380, 382-83, 385 (n. 41), 
449-67 

Iraq 28, 111, 114, 118, 468, 477 
Iran/Persia xviii, 10, 279, 450, 469 
Irenaeus of Lyon 383,453 (n. 29) 
Isaac (patriarch/prophet) 102, 307, 309, 

399, 401, 403, 435 (n. 49) 
Isaac of Antioch 457 (n. 52), 466 
Isaiah (prophet) 364, 380 (n. 20), 382, 385, 

395,462 
al-I~fahiini, al-Raghib 196 
Ishmael (son of Abraham) 103, 307, 309, 

399, 401 (n. 30), 403 
Ishmaelites xi, 20, 425 
Israelites (banii/sra 'fl) 34, 332, 352, 355, 

357,393,395,397,402,405,409, 
457,458,462,473 

Isma 'II see Ishmael 

Jacob (son oflsaac) 307, 309, 393, 394, 
399,401,403,428-30,433-37, 
440-41,446 (n. 103), 447 

Jacob of Seriigh/Sarug 313, 317, 319, 
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al-Khiili, Arnin 51-52, 55, 68 
427-28,457-58,466 

Jacobites see Christians, Jacobites 
Jahiliyya see Pre-Islamic Arabia 
Jeffery, A. xxi, 2-6, 15 (nn. 66, 67), 17 

(n. 70), 123, 174, 180 (n. 38), 182, 
199(n.36),275,279,302,450,455 
(n. 40) 

Jerusalem 92, 313, 359, 369, 388 (n. 49), 
460 (n. 67) 

Jesus 10 (n. 52), 20, 28, 33, 44-46, 301-3, 
314-18,349-57,361 (n. 15),364, 
366,369,373-74,378-84,385 
(n.41),386,396-97,401,434,446, 
453 (n. 29), 454, 457-59, 462-65, 
476; birth/Christmas 286 (n. 14), 384; 
creating bird from clay 44;·365-66; 
crucifixion 33, 328, 349-57, 381; 
divinity/Incarnation 318, 361 (n. 15), 
366-67, 398; form of the word ·rsa 
41,240, 301; resurrection 34, 350--52, 
354,356 

Jethro 468 
Jewish-Christians see Judaeo-Christians 
Jewish inscriptions 91-116 
Jewish literature/texts 97 (n. 20), 114, 406, 

425 
Jews 19, 26, 49, 91-116, 135-36, 146, 

155, 184, 250, 307-22, 352 (n. 15), 
355-56, 360 (n. 8), 361, 373 (n. 3), 
379,388,395-98,405-10,429-30, 
446,454-55,457,459,465,472 

Jinn 66, 71,261,264,281,329,461 
John the Baptist/Yai).ya 355, 385 
Jonah 257 (n. 36), 401 
Jordan River 92 
Joseph (patriarch/prophet, son of Jacob) 

20,401,425-48,467 
Josephus, Flavius 92 (n. 4), 430 (n. 25) 
Judaeo-Christians (Jewish Christians) 9, 

20,305-6,312-15,373 
Judah 433, 440 
Judaism 10, 19, 26, 37, 67, 91, 105, 111, 

134,305,307,324-25,389,394,408, 
450,456,460(n.63) 

Jurisprudence seefiqh 

Ka'b b. al-AQ.biir 293 
Ka'ba 17, 61, 67, 130--32,252,323,331, 

372 
kalam 62, 137,359 (n. 4), 422 
al-Kalbi 118, 323 
Khaybar Ill, 114, 465 
Khazraj (tribe) 113 

al-Kindi (author of polemical Christian 
treatise) 362-64 

Kropp, M. 19, 125, 144,317 (n. 40) 
Kiifa 249 
Kugel, J. 468 

Lambs 92, 434 
Latin language 96, 263 (n. 57), 303, 341, 

345, 383,427,428 (n. 15), 469 
Law see sharf'a 
Leernhuis, F. 424 
Leprosy 44-45 
Lihyanite see Ancient South/North 

Arabian, Lihyanite 
Lions 44, 202, 422-34 
Liturgy 247,286 (n. 14), 341,42,453 
Lord's Prayer/Our Father 248, 326 
Lot 20, 385 (n. 40), 401, 411-24, 426-28 
Liiling, G. xvii, 4, 27, 30, 265, 275 (n. 42), 

374,386,451 
Luqmiin 51(n. 8), 475 
Luther, Martin 18 
Luxenberg,C.4, 19,28-29,123,124,240, 

242,251 (n. 13), 252,256 (n. 34), 
265,452 

al-Mabiyyat (Quri)./Wadi 1-Qura) 100, 115 
ma'ida see Jesus, and table from heaven 
Mada'in ~alii). see Hegra 
Madigan, D. 193, 345 
Maghiiriyya (Jewish sect) 388...:89 
Magic 282,294,341 · 
Mal).fli?, Najib 51-52 
majzls see Zoroastrians/majiisi 
al-Ma'miin (caliph) 359,362-63 
Mandaean language 289-90, 296 (n. 46) 
Mandaeans317,320 
Mani 374, 385-87 
Manuscripts of the Qur'iin see Qur'iin, 

manuscripts 
Marcion397 
Ma'rib 143-45 
Marracci, L, 469 
Marriage 86, 419-23 
Martyr(s)/Martyrdom 201, 295, 350 
Mary (mother of Jesus) 44, 241, 301~2, 

308-9,311,316-18,321,339,350, 
353-56,363,378,381-82,457; 
virginity 384 

Maslamah b. I;Iabib see Musaylirnah 
al-Mawdiidi 72 
Mecca 17,27-28,30,49-50,61,66,71, 

85, 111, 115, 124, 131, 136, 145, 182, 
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248,262,264,267 (n. 5), 277,281, 
294-95,315,323,331,372,374 

"seal of the prophets" 301, 386; sfra 
26-27, 30, 34, 372,446 (n. 103), 454; 
wives 421 (n. 6), 386, 446 (n. 1 03), 465 

Medina!Yathrib 26, 49, 71, 111, 113-15, 
147,149,180,186,264,308,314-15, 
356,445,465 

Mediterranean Sea 43, 115, 396. 
Melkites see Christians, Melkites 
Mesopotamia21, 27,279,285,314,321, 

450,455,470-72,476 
Messiah (the Jewish idea of; see also 

Jesus) 301,303,308-11,314-18, 
354, 364, 366 (n. 38), 368-69, 457 

Metatron (angel) 380 
Michael (angel) 382 
Midian!Midyan 347 
Midrash 13 (n. 63), 20,394,406-7,438, 

449, 471, 475, 477 
mil;lrab 123 
Mingana, A. 7, 185,412 (n. 6), 451,456, 

466 
Mir,M.200 
Miracles 365-66, 369, 383; 388 
Moabites 394 (n. 2) 
Monks 67, 146, 308, 458 
Monophysite Christians see Christians, 

Jacobites 
Monotheism 26, 115,316,362 (n. 22), 372 

(n. 1),373,378,397-98,408,410; 
the technical term tawl;lid 50, 53 
(n. 11), 55-58,318 

Mordecai 432 (n. 32), 474 (n. 37), 476 
Moses 33-34, 47, 91, 139, 243, 331, 395, 

399-403, 409, 414 (n. 8), 433 (n. 35), 
454,456(n.50),457,462,467-73 

Mosque(s) 1, 7, 9 (n. 44), 50, 68 
Mount Sinai 15-16, 395 
Mountain 128, 136, 243, 330, 332, 356, 

463 
Mourad, S. 20 
Mt. Sinai see Sinai (Mt.) 
Mu'adh (companion of the Prophet) 140 
al-Mughlra 214, 237, 243, 267 (n. 5) 
Mu!Jammad (prophet) 10, 11 (n. 56), 17, 

26-34,43-47,66,72-73,82,91,110, 
111 (n. 49), 118, 120, 122,130-31, 
139-40, 141 (n. 105), 182-83, 188, 
250,26~-63,277,280-81,305,310, 
319,323,339,346,348,351-52,356, 
358,360 (n. 8), 361,364,368, 
373-76, 384 (n. 36), 399, 405, 407, 
413, 4'14 (n. 8), 418 (n. 27), 429-30, 
435,442,445-46,454-57,466,475; 
infallibility/impeccability 28.1, 423; 

Mujahid b. Jabr 118, 422 
Muqatil b. Sulayman 420-21 
Musaylima 328, 338 
mu(i/:lafsee Qur'an, mu(i/:laf 
mushrikiin see Paganslmushrikiin 
Music 240, 329 
Muslims 1, 10, 19, 27,30-31, 36, 48, 50, 

68, 71, 73, 81, 83-86, 133, 139, 141, 
182-84, 199, 248 (n. 2), 253 (n. 25), 
303,306-9,314-15,318,321,340, 
350,352,356-59,362-66,369-70, 
373, 408, 423, 469, 472, 473 (n. 30); 
Shi'ite Muslims see Sh!'r Islam/ 
Shi'ites; Sunni Muslims see SunnY 
Islarn!Sunnis 

Mu'tazila!Mu'tazilites 55-59, 76-77, 82, 
362-63 

Mythology 329,341,356 (n. 21); Ancient 
Near Eastern/Babylonian 323; 
Arabian 323-24, 347; Greek 329 

Nabataean language see Arabic, 
Nabataean Arabic; Aramaic, 
Nabataean Aramaic 

Nabataeans 92, 94, 98 (n. 22), 112, 115 
a1-NalJQas 268-69, 415 (n. 13) 
Najran 134, 137,319,352 
Narsai ofEdessa427-30, 446 
Nazoraeans/Nazarenes (Christian sect) 

303-6,312-14,317-18,320 
Nebuchadnezzar (emperor) 471 (n. 21) 
Nemara 112, 253 
Nestorians see Christians, East Syrian 

Christians 
Neuwirth, A. 3-8, 27, 124, 277, 324-25, 

334,411 (n. 4), 412 (n. 6), 414 (n. 8) 
Nevo, Y. 27-28 
Nicene Creed 258-63 
Nile River 34 
Nimrod 470-71,473,477 
Noah 282; 375-76,401,409,414 (n. 8), 

434 (n. 40) 
Ntildeke, T. 3, 12 (n. 58), 26, 258 (n. 37), 

282-84,340,343 (n. 53), 412 (n. 5), 
418 (n. 26), 450 . 

North-West Semitic languages/traditions 
18 

Numismatics see coins 

Old South Arabian see Ancient South 
Arabian 

Oaths 16, 179, 181,282,284,324 (n. 3), 
325-27,337-39,343 

Omens 332, 336-38, 347 
Oracles 326, 332-41, 346, 347 (n. 64) 
Orientalists xviii-xx 
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Potiphar 429 (n. 18), 431, 432 (nn. 31-32) 
Potiphar's wife 428 (n. 13), 429 (n. 19), 

430-31, 433, 434 (n. 42), 437 (n. 61) 
Predestination see Free will and 

predestination 
Origen 18, 385, 453 (n. 29) 
O'Shaughnessy, T. 378-79 
Our Father see Lord's Prayer/Our Father 

Paganism 26, 115, 372; pre-Islamic 
Arabian paganism 26, 261 (n. 52), 
326-32 

Paganslmushrikzln 17, ll5, 146,304,324, 
331-32, 372 (n. 1) 

Palestine 92, 101, 107, 111 (n. 47), 114, 
321, 440, 454 (n. 34), 468, 

Palmyra95 ' 
Palmyrene language 95, 128 (n. 55) 
Paradise see Heaven 
ParetR 131,133,140,144, i81,259(n.41), 

282,286(n. 13),287-90,293-95 
Paul (apostle/saint) 92 (n. 4), 194, 303-4, 

396, 409 (n. 55) 
Paul of Antioch 367, 369 (n. 60) 
People of the Book48, 91, 183-84,301, 

307,310-12,315-16,318,321,352 
(n. 15), 367, 399 

Persia see Iran 
Persian language (including Pahlavi) xvii, 

1,356,450 
Persians/Persian Empire 91,276,303-4, 

314,356,451 
Peshitta see Bible, Peshitiii 
Peter (apostle/saint) 380 
Petra 111 (n. 48), 115 
Pharaoh/Fir' awn 21, 34, 54,400,403,409, 

429 (n. 21), 431 (n. 29), 433 (n. 32), 
442 (n. 29), 462,467-77 

Pharisees 398 (n. 17), 457-62, 465 
Philistines 394 (n. 2) 
Philo 18, 382, 430 (n. 25) 
Philosophy 53 (n. 11), 70,77-8, 81-82, 85 
Pickthall, M. 131, 134, 175,248,252 

(n. 20), 262, 326, 328 (n. 17), 330 
Pigs/pork 423 
Pilgrimage see l;lajj 
Pines, S. 387-88 
Poetry 12, 44, 118, 143, 148,253 (n. 25), 

255,260(n.46),324-25,347,428 
(n. 16), 443 (n. 87), 466; Jahili 
("pre-Islamic") poetry 18 (n. 71), 
92-93,256(n.32),280,333,438 

Popp, V. 28 
Pork see pigs/pork 

Pre" Islamic Arabia 12, 72, 94 (n. 12), 112, 
126 (n. 41), 127 (n. 47), 139 (n. 97), 
262 (n. 55), 323, 325-26, 332-33, 
451,466 

Priests (pagan, Jewish, or Christian) 91, 
104 (n. 37), 140, 146, 308, 346, 386, 
432 (n. 31) 

Pretzl, 0. 1-2, 6, 179 
Proto-Evangelium of James see Apocrypha 

Biblical 
Pseudo-Clementine writings 305, 380, 384 
Psalms/zabzlr 325, 368, 458, 476 
Puin, G. 8, 9 (n. 44), 19, 358 
Punishment see Divine punishment 
Pyramids 472-73 

Qaliin 'an Nlifi' (reading of the Qur'an) 
151, 158 (n. 13), 161-62, 187 

Qanln see Qorah 468 
Qaryat al-Faw 126 (n. 42), 129 
QaUida 274, 290, 421 
qira 'at see Qur'an, qira 'at and textual 

variants 
qi(ialf al-anbiya '/Stories of the prophets 

424 
qiyas 56, 71, 74-75, 78 
Queen.ofSheba 475-76 
Qururan 433 (n. 38), 446 (n. 109), 447 
Qur' an see Table of Contents and; 

abrogation 49, 72-73, 84, 120; Cairo 
edition/standard text/King Fu'ad text 
2, 9 (n. 44), 19, 147-86, 361, 370; 
chronology, Meccan/Medinan Siiras 
11 (n. 56), 12 (n. 58), 13, 26, 30, 50, 
61, 85 (n. 86), 183, 194, 195 (n. 15), 
197,201,250,252,307,309,412 
(n. 5), 414 (n. 8), 446 (n. 108); 
companion codices of9 (n. 44), II 
(n. 56), 35 (n. 21), 364,367, 371; 
critical edition of2, 6-7, 148; 
dictionaries of 5, 38-42, 127, 168, 
201; foreign vocabulary of 17 (n. 70), 
41-42,119-25,193-94,196,199-200, 
240,246,250-51,261,275 (n. 47), 
279,302,450, 451; form of the word 
qur 'an 279, 452; hapax legomena in 
19,46(n.28), 160,193-95,200,204, 
243, 247-52, 255; and homily 20, 
426-28, 437-38, 457, 466; i 'jiiz/ 
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inimitability 71, 83, 361; mu~baf2, 9 
(n.44),35,47-49,62,67, 73,85-86, 
147,151-52,186-88,358,360-63, 
462; mysterious letters 20, 204 (n. 73), 
206,220,239,323-48,367-68; 
mutashiibih/ambiguous verses 57-59, 
62, 120, 353, 360; online resources 
7-8, 38, 42, 53 (n. 13), 185, 246 (n. 
105); order/organization of topics 
therein 12 (n. 11); 47-48, 52, 182; 
orthography/writing, rasm 7, 9 (n. 44), 
19,29, 124,147-88,248,250,253, 
255-56,259,264,288-90,358,452; 
punishment stories see divine 
punishment; qirii 'iit and textual 
variants 2, 6, 8 (n. 41), 9 (n. 44), 13 
(n.63),35, 121,147-49,157-84,240, 
247-52,255-56,259-60,358,361, 
365-67, 444 (n. 95); and rhyme 13, 16 
(n. 67), 46 (n. 28), 169, 178, 204, 206, 
207-38 (table), 239, 244-47, 250 
(n. 12), 251,253 (n. 25), 254,255, 
260,329,333,340,400(n.27),438, 
442 (n. 76), 454; revelation of 11, 12, 
(nn. 57-58, 60), 13-14,26,35-36, 
56-57,61-62,66,120,133,141,148, 
182,275,281,285,293 (n. 34), 296, 
308,315,324-25,329,340-41, 
344-48, 358, 361-69, 374, 376 (n. 10), 
378,381,384,398-99,405-8,412 
(n. 5), 413, 414 (n. 8), 433 (n. 35), 450, 
454-55, 466; $an'ii'Qur'iin 
manuscripts 1, 7, 8-9 (n. 44), 185-87, 
358 (n. 2); and Syriac 279-97, 302-3, 
306,310-14,317-21,385,425-48; 
theology of3, 5, 53 (n. 11), 59, 73, 
76-77, 85, 199 (n. 38), 257-58, 
312-13, 354-57, 359 (n. 4), 367, 382, 
397, 410; translations of2, 7, 8 (n. 40), 
11-18,38-39,60, 117(n.1), 131,134, 
140, 143, 181,248,251,259,267, 
282-83, 326, 363-64, 385 (n. 41), 396 
(n. 12), 398,415 (n. 11); 'Uthmiin, 
codex of3-4, 9 (n. 44), 28, 47, 73, 
185-88,327,340,358-71 

Quraysh 183,244,262,327,446,465 
QurQ/Wadi 1-Qura see al-Mabiyyat 
al-Qurtubi 133, 139, 142, 420, 422-23, 

434 (n. 44), 473 
Qutb, Sayyid 51-52,53 (n. 11), 70, 72, 

350 

Rabbinic literature 114, 318 (n. 44), 379, 
394-95,426,429 (n. 18), 430 (n. 26), 

433, 435 (In. 49), 438, 441 (n. 74), 
444, 447 (n. 109), 450 

Rabbis 92, 101, 105, 110, 111 (n. 48), 308, 
471, 452-53, 465, 473 (n. 30) 

Rabi'a b. Na~r (king) 337-38 
Rabin, C. 123 
ral;lmiin (divine name) 104 
Rahman, F. xvii, xviii, 85 (n. 86) 
Rarnar;liin (month) 76,219,221 
al-raqfm 205, 211, 226, 239, 242-43 
al-Raii, Fakhr al-Din 17 (n. 69), 353, 

420-21 
Red Sea 33, 107,243 
Repentance 290,360 (n. 11), 431,432 

(n. 32), 433, 457 
Resurrection of the body 49, 81, 85-86, 

352 
Reynolds, G.S. 242, 349 (n. 2), 387, 409 

(n. 54) 
Rippin, A. 19, 121, 123, 127 (n. 49), 193 

(n. 1), 199 
Romans/Roman Empire 91-92, 96, 111 

(n. 48), 115, 303, 341 
Rome 96, 380, 384 
Rubin, U. 11,469 
Rudolph, W. 450, 459 
Rumi, Jalaluddin xviii 

Sa'adyii Gaon 388-89 
Sabaean language/Sabaic 126, 128, 138, 

140, 143-46 
Sabbath 388, 405 
$iibi'al$iibi'iin/Sabaeans/Sabians 307, 310, 

373, 407 (n. 45), 454 
al-Siidiit, Anwar 54, 68 
Sadducees 398, 457, 465 
Safaitic see Ancient South/North Arabian, 

Safaitic 
saj'323,333-34,340 
$iili)J. (prophet) 156 (n. 11), 323-24, 347, 

414 (n. 8) 
Salman al-Fiirisi 276 
Samaritan Targum (of the Pentateuch) see 

Bible, Samaritan Targum (ofthe 
Pentateuch) 

Samuel b. 'Adiyii' 92, 96, 114 (n. 56) 
San'ii' Qur'iin manuscripts see Qur'iin, 

$an'ii' Qur'iin manuscripts 
Sarah 414 (n. 8) 
Satan see Devil; form of word shaytiin 125 
Satanic Verses see Qur' iin, Satanic Verses 
Sati]J. (soothsayer) 337-39 
Saul!Tiih7t 401, 448 (n. 115) 
Al-Sawdii' 131-32 

Siiwirus Ibn al-Muqaffa' see Ibn 
al-Muqaffa' 

Index of people, places and subjects 537 

sunna 73-75, 120, 362 

Schwally, F. 26, 412 (n. 6) 
Scribes 147-48, 152, 169, 182, 195 (n. 16), 

343 (n. 53), 365, 369, 431, 459-60, 
465,473 

Semitic languages 5, 18, 42, 117-29, 135, 
167,197, 199-201,204(n. 71),205, 
239,251-54,256(n.32),324,441, 
470 

Septuagint see Bible, Septuagint 
Serpent see Snake 
Sex/Sexuality 411, 415-19, 420 (n. 31) 
al-Shiifi 'I 74 
al-Shahrastiini 389 
sharf'a 52, 54, 56, 61, 68, 72-7.7, 82 
Sheba 327, 331, 475-76 ' 
Shi'I Islarn!Shi'ites xviii, 182,346-47 
shirk 139 (n. 97), 140,261-64 
Shu'ayb 323, 347,414 (n. 8) 
shzlrii 71 
Sibylline books/oracles 339, 341, 345-47 

(n. 64) 
al-Sijistiini see Ibn Abi Diiwiid al-Sijistiini 
Simeon (son of Jacob) 434 (n. 44), 436 

(n. 54) 
Sin(s) 76,307,394, 396,400 (n. 23), 406, 

408 (n. 50), 417 (n. 21), 418,431 
(n. 29), 440, 464 

Sinai (Mt.) 15-16, 107,395 
Sinai peninsula 34, 54, 101, 106 
sfra see Mu]J.arnmad, sfra 
Sirius 331-32 
Sleepers of Ephesus see Companions of 

·the Cave 
Snake(s) 336-38 
Sodom/Sodomites 411-23 
Solomon 327, 364,401 (n. 28), 475-76 
Soothsayers 12,277,323, 329, 338 
Soul 19,66,265-68,276-77,335,350, 
. 352,375,378,431 

Speyer, H. 3, 412 (n. 5), 426 (n. 6), 432 
(n. 33), 451,461 

Spirit of God/Holy Spirit 44,260-61 
(n. 51), 378, 380 (n. 20), 383-84, 
386 (n. 44) 

Spitaler, A. 6 (n. 33), 119 (n. 9) 
Sprenger, A. 26, 295 
Stars 19, 181,265-66, 272,276-77,282, 

327,331,335,337; 
Stewart, D. 20, 193 (n. 1), 243-45, 323-48 
Stories of the Prophets see qi~a~ al-anbiyii' 
Sufis59-64,66, 72-73 
Sufism 59,73 

Sunniislarn, Sunnis 183,262 
Siira see Qur' iin 
al-Suyiiti 73 (n. 61), 119, 148, 196, 199 

(n. 38) 
Syria 27-28, 53 (n. 12), 54, 61, 128 

(n.54),252,279-80,306,313,321, 
356,384,450,455,468 

Syriac language 4, 10, 15 (n. 66), 19-20, 
26,118,124,134,158-62,165-66, 
200 (n. 46), 202, 240, 251-52, 
256-57,275,279-80,282-86, 
289-96,302-6,310-14,317-21,359 
(n. 4), 385, 425-77; eastern Syriac 
296 (n. 46); script 159 

al-Tabari, Abii Ja'far 58 (n. 21), 72 (n. 58), 
120, 139, 143, 302, 362 (n. 26), 442 
(n. 78), 443 (n. 85), 445 (n. 101), 473 

al-Tabr'isi 420 (n. 32), 421 
Tabiik 99, 115 
tabrif see Falsification of scripture 
Ta'if 115,422 
takfir see apostasy 
Talmud 13 (n. 63), 20, 394; Babylonian 

Talmud 18, 92, 395 (n. 7), 468, 473 
Tiiliit see Saul 
Targums 379,442 (nn. 78-79), 443 
tawbid see Monotheism, the technical term 

taw bid 
ta'wi/57, 59,60-66,69-71,80-82 
Tawriit (Revelation of Moses; Torah) 13, 

15,17,67,368 
Taymii' 92,95-96,104-5,111,114-15, 

129 
Temples 67, 126, 131-32, 145,330-31, 

339, 346, 472; 
Terah (father of Abraham) see Azar 
Tertullian 382-83 
Thamiid 178, 196,324,347,375,406. 
Thaniiidic see Ancient South/North 

Arabian, Tharniidic 
Theology see kaliim 
Throne (of God) 50, 66, 71, 79,270,331, 

378, 379 (n. 16), 463 
Tisdall, W. St. Clair 3 
Toorawa, S. 40 (n. 9), ~6 (n. 28), 411 

(n. 1), 472 
Torrey, C. 26, 36, 110-11 
Tower ofBabel468-73 
Tree(s) 16,42-43,62, 198,244,281, 

293-96,346,372 
Trinity 29,251-52,316-18,361,379 
Tyre 332, 394 (n. 2) 
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Ubayy IlJ 
Ugarit 252 
Ugaritic 125, 135 (n. 78), 200 (n. 46), 252, 

332 
a!-' Ula see Dedan 
Umm Judhayidh 99 
umma 369, 404 (n. 35) 
'Uthman (caliph) 9 (n. 44), 28, I86, 327, 

358, 362, 4I2 (n. 6); 'Uthmanic 
recension of Qur' an see Qur' an, 
'Uthman, codex of 

van Blade!, K. 425, 474 
Variant readings of the Qur'an see Qur'an, 

companion codices; Qur'an, qira 'at 
and textual variants 

Venus 327,336 
Vollers, K. 255 (n. 30), 258 (n. 37), 450 

Wahb b. Munabbih liS, 355 
al-Wai).idl 130 (n. 60), 138 (n. 94), 326 
al-Walld b. 'Abd al-Malik (caliph) I67 

(n. I9), 249 
Wansbrough, J. 3--4,27,324, 36I (n. 18), 

4I2 (n. 6), 452 
War and the Qur' an see jihad 
Warsh 'an Nafi' (reading of the Qur'an) 

I58, I65-66, I69, I76, I87-88 
Watt, W.M. 26, 334 
Wei!,d.26 

Welch, A. 325,334, 339-4I 
Wife of al-' Azlz see Potiphar's wife 
Wine see Alcohol/wine 
Wisdom 44, 56, 6I-62, 78, 346--47, 379, 

446 (n. 103), 456, 457 (n. 55), 460 
(n.67),465-66,475-77 

Wolves 433-34 
Women II (n. 5<5), 19, 72, 126 (n. 4I), 

265,273,277,366,418 (n. 27), 
42I-22, 430-3I 

Yai).ya see John the Baptist 
ai-Yasa' see Elisha 
Yathrib see Medina!Yathrib 
Yemen I, 7, 92, 118, I23, 127-28, 129 

(n. 58), 131, 135--43, 151, 17I 
(n.24),337 

Yusuf Ali, A. I30-34, 145, 175, I86, 
326-27, 463 (n. 80) 

Zabid·see Zebed/Zabid 
Zabiir see Psalmslzabiir 
al-Zamakhshan I2I, 302, 483 
Zammit, M. 5, 38, 42, I24, I99 (n. 36), 

200-I, 239, 460 (n. 64) 
Zayd b. Thabit 113, 118 
Zebed/Zabid 118 
Zechariah(Zakariyya)365,383 
Ziggurats 472, 477 
Zoroastrians/majfts 307, 3IO 




