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Qur’anic self-referentiality as a strategy of self-authorization!

Nicolai Sinai

Like the Hebrew Bible, the Qur'an came into being as the result of a literary process
by which tradition — a {luctuating and partialty oral body of concepts, motifs and
narratives — crystallized into scripture. The poems ascribed to ‘Umayya ibn Ab1 I-
Salt testify to the presence in the Arabian peninsula of a sizable corpus of monothe-
istic folklore, a corpus to be told and retold in an endless succession of ever new
variations.? With the emergence of the QQur'an, one set of such recountings came to
posscs an authority analogous to that of the Bible itsell. Much more so than the lat-
ter, however, the Qur'an matcrialized in an environment familiar with pre-existent
notions of sacred books, and consequently had to stake its own claim to authority in
terms of these. This in turn shaped the kind of text that was evolving, and deter-
mined its literary and theological configuration. Despite their orality and situated-
ness, the quranic revelations were from very early on subject to a kind of gravita-
tional pull exerted by the notion of scripture,

It is against this backdrop that the relationship between the Qur'an’s self-reren-
tiality and its attainment of canonical status vis-a-vis the Islamic Urgemeindz must be
understood. Duc to the presence of Judaeo-Christian notions of scripturality the
recitations promulgated by Muhammad could not simply attain religious bindingness
via an implicit process of recognition and acceptance on the part of the early Islamic
community. Muhammad’s audience must have been at least vaguely familiar with
the ways in which Jews and Christians were articulating the authoritative status of
their respective canons. If the qur'anic revelations were to lay claim to a similar kind
of normativity — which is not to say that they neccessarily must have done so —, they
had to expliciily address their own origin and function, and thus to confront, rework

1 Thanks are due to Daniel Madigan, whe has read and commented on an carlier version of this
paper. I doubt whether all of his objections have been met.

2 Friedrich SchultheB, ed., Umajia ibn Abi 3-Sall. Die unter seinem Numen itberligferten Gedichifragmanis,
Leipzig 1911 (indudes a German translation). For a recent discussion of the issue of
authenticity, see Tilman Seidensticker, The Authenticity of the Poems ascribed to Umayya Ibn
AbT al-Salt, in Tradition and Modernity in Arabic Language and Literature, ed. Jack R. Smart,
Richmond 1996. Seidensticker, basing himself on Joachim Hirschberg, argues that ,,parallels
between ‘Umayya and Muslim exegesis do not therefore prove that “Umayya’ is forgery based
on the latter; they can just as well be explained assuming that both are dependent on the same
tradition® {ibid., 95); he therefore concludes that ,,there might well be some authentic material
among the nearly 900 lines ascribed to ‘Umayya“ (ibid., 96). The authenticity of the material
must accordingly be assessed on a case-hy-case basis, and can be considered probable with
regard to passages that have no parallel either in the Qur'an or in Islamic exegesis.
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104 Nicolal Sinai

and appropriate current ideas about textual authority, Explicit self-definition was a
crucial factor on the recitations’ way towards canonical status, and qur'anic self-ref-
erentiality must accordingly be explained in terms of a need for self-authorization,

The following pages will be concerned above all with what I call the genctic di-
mension of qur'dnic self-referentiality, i. e. the notion of the text’s origin in a celestial
source document. In Section One I argue that the carliest recitations display neither
a tangible concern with sclf-authorization, nor any other traces of self-referentiality.
Section I'wo bricfly examines some passages that employ one of the Qur'an’s earliest
sel{-relerential terms, the notion of tadhkira. The functional kind of sell-referentiality
exhibited by them, which revolves around the recitations’ communicative intent as a
‘reminder’, can be viewed as emerging from a dialectic interaction between the
recitations and their audience. The tormative significance of such interactions is also
foregrounded in Section Three: here the Quran’s claim to derive from a celestial
kitab is explained as a reaction to the audience’s conviction that genuine revelations
must be imagined as something ‘scriptural’, Sections Four and I'ive discuss a further
aspect of the genetic dimension of qur'anic sclf-referentiality: the transformation
process through which the heavenly Aitab is supposedly turned into an earthly guran.
Some of the hermeneutic consequences that [ollow from this arc considered in Sec-
tion Six. Finally, Section Seven examincs the application of the term ki to the
quranic corpus itself.

In siudying the Qur'an’s various uses of kildh, I have drawn heavily on Daniel
Madigan’s recent monograph on the subject.” Reacting to scholars such as Arthur
Jeffery, Madigan balks at picturing a heaven ,cluttered” with dilferent books, records
and inventories.® Instead, he attempis to uncover an all-cncompassing unity of
meaning underlying not only the quranic use of the word Aiab, but the verbal root &
b in general Madigan construes &ifgh as ,the symbol of a process of continuing
divine engagement with human beings“¢ and argues against the idea that the Qur'an
might envisage Iitself as constituting, or evolving towards, a closed textual corpus. Yet
in his search {or an underlying semantic unity of the term &itah, Madigan fails to offer
more than a lowest common denominator — a semantic average computed from a
broad variety of usages which must not, and indeed cannot, be fitted to one single
meaning. In spite of the face that all employments of 4itZh share the connotations of
authority and knowledge, each of them also exhibits additional semantic aspects,
which justify a threefold distinction of the meaning of &itad: (i) kitdd (usually with the
definite article) as a celestial record book, which at the same time functions as the
source of revelation (see Sections Three to Six); (ii) &i#dh as a characterization of
revealed text corpora such as the fawndi, the infil, and the Qur'an (see Section Seven);

Daniel Madigan, The Qur'an’s Self-image. Writing and authorily in Islaw’s seriplure, Princeton 2001,
Thid., 171. Cf. also ibid., 4 cont.

Thid., 183.

Thid., 165.
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(iti) kutab in the metaphorical and largely un-bookish meaning of ‘divine decree /
commiandment’.?

In spite of these diflerences of opinion, I partially agree with Madigan’s principal
thesis that ,.nothing about the Qur'an suggests that it conceives of itself als identical
with the £itab“.3 The ontological distance between the recitations and their transcen-
dent source remains operative throughout the Qur'an. Nonetheless, the traditional
Islamic identification of k@b and qur'an must to some extent have been prepared by
the conceptual and literary development of the recitations themselves.? In spite of its
obvious importance, howcver, this issue will not be dealt with in the present essay.

‘T'here is one more preparatory remark to be made, The diachronic approach
taken here relies in its broad essentials on the dating scheme proposed by Noldcke. A
detailed justification of his ordering of the material is of course beyond the scope of
this article, Such an undertaking would have to basc itsclf on the convergence of a
number of diffcrent considerations, among which close attention to the siras’ compo-
sitional structure is of particular importance. 'I'his laiter criterion yields a broad sub-
division of the quranic corpus into threc classes of texts: structurally simply ones
(mostly brief eschatological siras like Q) 100), structurally complex ones (i, e. sifras
exhibiting a tripartite layout in which the middle part frequently recounts cpisodes
from prophctic history, while the introductory and concluding sections consist of
polemics and atfirmations of revelation), and very lenghty texts that manifest no clear
formal subdivision (e. g, Q 2).19 When thematic and terminclogical considerations
are taken into account as subsidiary parameters, the chronological order suggested
by Néldeke — which implies an evolution [rom structurally simple to structurally
complex wexts, with a subsequent disintegration of the tripartite compositional
scheme in the texts classed as Medinan — simply makes the best sensc of the material.

7 Of course one must ,avoid multiplying entities® (ibid., 183), yet such a threefold distinction does
not complicate things in an unjustifiable way, at least in so far as there are obvious ‘family
resemnblances’ connecting these different significations, The above distinetion certainly does not
go beyond the semantic complexitics one regulardy encounters in other religious and
philosophical writngs. Why should we assume a higher degree of terminological consistency in
the Qui’'an than in other texis?

8 Ibid., 177.

9 See Angelika Neuwirth, Qus’an, crisis and memory, The Qur'anic path towards canonization
as reflected in the anthropogonic accounts, in Crisis and memory in Islamic Socielies, ed. Angelika
Neuwirth and Andreas Pllitsch, Beirut, 200, [i3-152, for a number of preliminary
observations on this subject.

10 This emphasis on compositional steucture was of course pioncered by Angelika Neuwirth in her
Studien zur Komposition der mekkanischen Suren (Berlin / New York 1981), where the compositonal
integrity of the sigras as the Qur'an’s basic literary units is also established.
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Textual authority in the carliest qur'anic revelations

The earliest stratum of the Quran shows no traces of selfreferentiality, To make
such a claim of coursc presupposes that we are able to go beyond the threcfold divi-
sion of siras proposed above, and ferret out the probable starting point of the
Quran’s textual genesis, Noldeke and Schwally are tempted to follow the traditional
account about Muhammad’s initiation into prophethood at Mount Hird’ and thus
appear inclined to accept (3 96 as the first revelation, Yet one can hardly fail to no-
tice the extent to which their understanding of prophecy is fashioned after a roman-
tic aesthetics of genius: the prophet’s actions are irresistibly governed by a ,religious
idea® that has seized hold of him,"! and prophecy itselfis defined in terms of a dualist
oppaesition of Vernunft and Gefilhl.'? These ~ by now rather time-worn — assumptions
require that the beginning of Muhammad’s prophetic career is pictured as the spec-
tacular onslaught of some overwhelming transpersonal force rather than as a gradual
process of experimentation with ideas and literary forms. It is almost as if for
Néldeke and Schwally, to engage in religious preaching is such an extraordinarily
unbourgeois mode of behavior that its beginning must be assimilated to the onset of
mental illness.'* It is obvious, then, that the dramatic character of their conception of
prophethood is well served with the traditional account of Muhammad at Hira’.!¢
Locating {2 96 at the beginning is problematic not ouly because of the existence
of a rival tradition that gives pride of placc to Q) 74. From a formal point of view,
Q96 — with its hymnical introduction, its polerical middle scction and its
concluding encouragement of the messenger — almost seems to anticipate the multi-

11 Theodor Néldeke, Geschichie des Qorans. Zhoeite Auflage bearbeiiet von Friedrich Schwally. Frster Tail:
Uber den Ursprung des Qonins, Leipzig 1909 (henceforth cited as GdQ, 1), 1: ,Das Wesen des
Propheten besteht darin, daf sein Geist von ciner religitsen Idee erfiillt und endlich so ergriffen
wird, dal} er sich wie von einer gotdichen Macht gecriehen sicht, jenc Idee seinen Mitmenschen
als von Gott stammende Wahrheit mitzuteilen.

12 ,Wenn itberhaupt dic Prophetic mehr aus der erregien Phantasic und unmittelbaren
Fingebung des Gefhls entspringt, als aus der spekulierenden Vernunft...* (G40, I, 4).

13 ,,Nachdem Muhammad lange in der Einsamkeit ein asketisches Leben gefiihrt hat und durch
Betrachiungen und innere Kémpfe in ungeheure Erregung geraten ist, wird er endlich durch
einen Traum oder eine Vision entscheidend bestimmt, das Prophetenamt, die Verkiindigung
der ihm klar gewordenen Wahrheit zu bernchmen.™ (G40, T, 89) G their interest in
Muhammad’s , krankhaft bewegten Korper- und Geisteszustande® (G4¢}, T, 26). All of this must
not be mistaken for an ‘Orientalist’ glee al depreciating Islam, but rather as characteristic
preaccupations of 19th century scholarship that manifest themselves quite independently of the
particular subject matter dealt with.

14 Fortunately, however, Néldeke's and Schwally’s conception of prophecy does not directly
govern the largely perspicacious way they deal with the textual material: ,Fir die historische
Forschung ist ein selbstindiger Qoranahschnitt aus diesem Grunde nicht Offenbarung
schlechthin, sondern die literarische Form, in welcher der Prophet den Inhalt einer ihm zuteil
gewordenen Offenbarung ausgepriigt hat.” (G40, 1, 26-27). In spite of their largely uncritical
acceptance of the Hira" Jegend, their discussion of €} 96 accordingly remains inconclusive: ,Oh
freilich Sure 96, 1-5 das ilteste aller Qoranstiicke ist muB dahingestellt blciben.* (Gd(), 1, 83)
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partite structure that is so characteristic of middle and late Meccan texts.'* A much
more plausible reconstruction of the beginnings of the quranic revelations has been
proposed by Harris Birkeland, according to whom the first recitations were the short
monothematic siras 93, 94, 105, 106, 108.'® As Birkeland has pointed out, these five
texts are unlike other early séras in that eschatological references are almost com-
pletely absent, and that their overall topic is divine grace and guidance rather than
divine judgement. With the cxception of 93, they lack all compositional
subdivision. Placing these five sitras at the beginning would thus yicld a continuous
process of ever increasing structural complexity, an evolution that broke down only

15 Cf. the compositional scheme in Neuwirth, Studien, 231

16 Harris Birkeland, The Lovd guideth, Studies on primifive Islam, Qslo 1956, See also Goltfried Miiller,
Die Barmherzigkeit Gottes, Zur Entstehungsgeschichte eines koranischen Symbols, in Die Welt
des Islam 28 (1988), 334—62. Even though Birkeland, in his introduction, speaks somewhat non-
committally of ,five old Surahs of the Koran® (5), his inquiries do support chronological
conclusions, as he himgelf emphasizes: ,,It might be objected that the divine guidance was only
one of the many aspects of Muhammed’s original experience of God. That is true. But when
this aspect s 5o strongly emphasized in Surahs of that incontestable old age, it must have been
of a special and [undamental importance. Struchurafly it is prior to the belief in reward and
punishment, For the god must be a reality beforc he can appear as a judge. And the age of the
Surahs seemns to reveal the chronological priority as well.” (133) - Alford T. Welch (Muhammad’s
understanding of himselt: The Koranic data, in Islam’s undersianding of itself, eds. Richard G.
Hovannisian and Speros Vryonis, ., Malibu 1983, 15-52) concedes that €} 33 must be Hiairly
carly”, yet thinks that the text refers to the ,opposition and persecution® that arose after the
beginning of his ministry {ibid., 18); © 93 would thus not belong to the earliest textual stratum,
Clontrary to Welch, [ am not convinced that v. 3 must be taken to hint at Mubammad’s
disappointment at the religious resistance he encountercd after having began to preach in
public; the text’s reference to personal misfortune is far too general to warrant such a claim. —
Andrew Rippin (Muhammad in the Quran: Reading scripture in the 21st century, in The
biography of Muhammad. The Issue of the Sources, Leiden 2000, 293-309), by contrast, remarks that
,the ‘thee’ of this passage does not ave to be Mubammad® (ibid., 299); according to Rippin,
Lall the elements in the verses are motifs of religious fiterature... and they need not be taken to
reflect historical ‘reality’ as such, but, rather, could well be understood as the foundational
material of monotheist religious preaching (ibid., 299-300). I Q 93 is taken in isolation, this
might well be so. Yet the Qur'an contains numerous dialectial passages where the ‘thee’ is
obviously not a generic address of the individual believer, but instead refers to a specific person
charged with the task of relaying divine communications; this perhaps justifies importing an
analogous reading of the second person singular intc the s@a at hand. Against Rippin’s
suggestion, Angelika Neuwirth {Erzihlen als Kanonischer ProzeR. 1be Mose-Erzihlung im
Wandel der koranischen Geschichte, in Islamstudion ofine Ende — Festschrift fiir Werner Ende zum 63.
Geburistag, eds. Rainer Brunner et al., Wiirzburg 2002, 3235-44) has drawn attention to the
thematic and lexical correspondence between Q) 93 and Q 94, on the one hand, and the
qurianic accounts of Moses’ call to prophethood, on the other (hid., 334=5, n. 30). As it seetms,
the experience of abandonment articulated in these two sdras was laser integrated into the figure
of Moses, the narrative portraya! of which provided Mubammad with an interpretive mould for
his own experiences as a religious charismatic (ibid., 343). This connection strongly supports a
‘personalized’ interpretation of €} 93 and 3 94. One might of course ry to argue that € 93 and
() 94 are pre-Muharnmadan and were only later appropriated and personalized by Lim. This
would require sketching a plausible context {or their preservation and transmission, though.
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in Medina due to fundamentally cifferent socio-political circumstances. Very likely,
then, the quranic revelations begang with these five guidance sifras, which display no
interest in defining their own authority, fimction and origin,

Subsequently Muhammad’s recitations must have undergone some sort of cs-
chatological turn, for which Q 99 and Q 100 are good examples. As Angelika Neu-
wirth has argued, the cath series characteristic of these texts scrve the purely literary
task of providing a ,,pictorial matrix® {(Bildimatrix)."? Contrary to Biblical oath formu-
lae, which frequently are conditional self-curses, early quranic oaths do not finction
as invocations of a supranatural authority éeyond the (cxt, but rather as literary de-
vices within the text.!® Fven after the eschatological turn, then, questions of authority
were not yet explicitly addressed, and qur'anic discourse still lacks any attempts at
self-defipition. In texts such as Q 89, 3 91, Q) 99 or Q 100, the question of on whose
authority the recitations can legiimately demand their listeners to mend their ways 13
nowhere posed. Their normative mandate rests above all on the fact that artful
rhetoric, such as the oath series depicting the imminent nature of divine judgment,
fimctions like an artfully ground lens that allows one to glimpse something distant,
yet visibly real — knowing who has produced the lens is of less importance than sim-
ply looking through it.

Of course the diachronic model proposed here implies that the dominant discur-
sive constcllation in the Qur'an — the juxtaposition of a divine speaker and a human
messenger — wag nascent already in the earliest qurianic revelations, as the second
person address of Muhammad in siiras 93, 94, and 108 shows. [t is nonetheless strik-
ing that ( 105 and Q) 106 could easily have passed for prophetic rather than divine
speech; very likely, the use of the second person singular pronoun in pedagogic
questions such as Q) 105:1 (a-lam tara...)'® was intended as an address of the listener in
general rather than of Muhammad in particular,0 and this understanding might
have carried over to rebbuka. Iven the other three guidance sras, despite their usc of
the prophetic ‘you’, do not employ any first person refercnce to God. In fact, the
phenomenon is more widespread in the early Meccan texts than one would think:
siras 82, 89, 91, 99-107 and 111 all lack the divine ‘I’ / *we’ and non-~gencric uses of
the second person singular.2! Other texts exhibit no clear first person references to

17 Neuwirth, Der Horizont der Offenbarung. Zur Relevanz der einleitenden Schwurserien fir die
Suren der [riihmekkanischen Zeit, in Gottes st dor Orient — Gotles ist der Ohaiclent, Festschrifl fiir
Abdoljavad Falaturi zum 63, Geburtstag, ed. Udo Tworuschka, Kéln 1991, 3-39, sec 7.

18 By contrast, Noldeke and Schwally (G4, I, 75) speak of ,,Schwiire, durch welche Muhammed. ..
die Wahrheit sciner Rede bekraftigr.®

19 Gf. also Q 89:6 and, for a similar use of the second person, the expression we-ma adrdka..., used
in 3 101:3 and elsewhere.

20 Note that I would hold such a generic use of the second person singular to be limited to
thetorical questions; cf, n, 17 for arguments against Rippin’s suggestion that (293 could be
interpreted analogously.

21 This is of course also true for texts that must have served as credal formulae and community
prayers rather than as prophetic revelatons, such as siras 1, 53, 109, 119-114. Here, however,
the absence of an autharial perspective is clearly due to their liturgical function. (I am of course
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God and only contain an unambiguous sccond person address of the prophet in thci_r
concluding sections (cf. Q) 79:42, () 84:24; at the end of () 86 and ) 88, both a di-
vine speaker and an individual messenger appear), Siras 77, 83 and 85, by coniljraltst,
lack an explicit address of the prophet, yet have first person references to a dlw'ne
speaker towards the middle or end of the texts (Q 77:16, (383:13; € 85 contains
neither, yet concludes with a reference to the lawh malfiiz). ‘

William Muir has attempted to make sense of similar observations by advancing
the thesis that the first eightecn siras delivered by Muhammad were considercd lll:l-
man paraenesis rather than divine revelation.?? In spitc of its neatness, his scenario
must founder becausc of the fact that some the carliest recitations — [or example
Birkeland’s guidance siras — feature both the divine T / ‘we’ e‘md the prophetic
‘you’.2 Nevertheless the fact remains that a substantial numl?cr of early texts do not
secmn particularly concerned about clearly differentiating divine and prophetic voice
and skip into the divine perspecive only locally, as it were, perh.aps for reasons o.f'
rhetorical emphasis, It would have been rclatively casy, through minor textual modi-
fications, to rulc out the possibility of these siras’ being understood as human rather
than divine speech, yet the possibility of such an understanding is allowred to stancl.
In a certain sense, then, the discursive constellation of God addressing his messenger
is nascent already in the earliest quranic material, but is nolt ‘yct exhaus'l_wcly em-
ployed in order to unambiguously codc the recitations as divine revelation, 2 Thc
claim to revelation implicit in the use of the prophetic ‘you’ thus took some time
before it was translated into a consistent rhetorics of divine address. Initially, then,
the recitations’ origin was not yet sysicmatically indicated nor explicitly appealed to
in order to ground their normative authorily over their audience. - .

All of this fits in with Neuwirth’s rcading of the oath series as litcrary devices,
rather than as devices of authorization, The carly saras” claim to validity is anchored
above all in the truth of whal is being said rather than heing anchored in their puta-
tive divine origin. The occasional usc of a first-person reference to God or a sccond

assuming that the imperative gul in 2 109:1 is secondary.) o )

29 William Muir, The fife of Makomet, vl 2, London 1861, 60 cont. CL. the crilicism by Néldeke and
Schwally in Gd@, 1, 76-8.

93 Muir (ihid., 6!) dismisses this as mere ,,poetical fiction”, I doubt whether we can assume such a
delicate distincdon to have been made. o _

24 Perhaps this is not surprising, Ludwig Ammann (Die Ge.!?uﬂ! des Istam, Hz,rltomclhe Tnncoation durch
Offbarung, Gotingen 2001) has drawn attention to the tacF that the crluc12!,l difference bfsl.ween
the Qur'an and monotheistic poets such as Umayya Ibn Abi I-Salt consists :n tl?c ,,revolunfmary
step® ol introducing God Himsell as the spcaker (ibid., 43*.4-). Thc. Qurlin is a text skﬂfu.l.ly
staged as divine revelation; it was this daim, its (ranslation into a lEhSC},lI‘SIVS: structure, and its
acceptance by a religions community that made Muhammad’s recitations into more'than an
artistically pleasant rendition of monotheistic [airy tales (asdfir at—awwalm)..ln view of this crucial
importance of the Qur'an’s juxtaposition of divine speaker and proph‘ctl(': messenger, and the
fact that it formed a literary device unheard of in pre—[slam.ic Arabic hterzfture, it becomes
much less suprising that this constellation, albeit embryonically present in the very first
recitations, took some time to erystallize completely,
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person address to the messenger does convey a certain claim to supernatural inspira-
tion. Yet until well after their eschatological turn, the qur'anic texts still appear to be
remarkably unconcerned about explicitly defining their function, authority and
status vis-a-vis their listeners.

Functional self-referentiality and the notion of tadhkira

Diachronically, the term igdhkira ranks among the earliest scl-referential terms used
in the Qur'an. It appears prominently in some of the eschaiological siras’ final sec-
tions, €) 88, for example, ends with a darification of the messenger’s task: fa-dhakkir
tnnamid anta mudhakkiv / lasta ‘aloylim bi-musaygy /WG man tewalld wo-kafar 7 fa-
ot adhdhibuhit liah -“adhiba l-akbar / inna ilaynd tyabahum / thumma inna ‘alayna hisabahum
(Q.88:21-26).

While () 88 only utilizes the verb dhakkara, the nominal form tadhkira makes its
appearance in the conclusion to € 74: fa-ma lafum ‘ani t-tadhkiva madvidin /... / kalla bal
{7 yakhafina -akhirah / kalli innohit tadbkirah / fa-man shi‘a dhakarah (Q 74:49-55; v. 56
is most likely a later addition). () 73 concludes with a similar self-definition: inna
hadlilki’ tadhiiratun fa-man shi'a ttakhadha 1l rabbit? sabila () 73:19; here, too, the tortu-
ous final verse is casily recognizable as a later addition). In determining what is
meant by the somewhat clusive use of the third person pronoun A in Q 74:54 —
also cmployed in a number of other final sections (e. g. ) 86:13.14, where the scc-
ond cath of the sira ends with the statement inahi la-gawlun_fasl / wa-ma buwa bi-l-
hazl) — the notion of the Qur’an as a literary unity beyond the individual recitations
probably nceds to be bracketed. Like the demonstrative 2adhihi in Q 73:19, the free-
floating “it’ in () 74 seems to function simply as a backwards reference to ‘the
above’.”? This is why, in speaking about the Qur'an’s self-referentiality, one must not
assume that the ‘self® referred to is necessarily understood as ma bayna d-daffatayn, in
the scnse in which we today speak of ‘the Qur'an’ as a unified textual entity, or a
book. In most of the early recitations, it is the individual séira rather than the qur’anic
corpus as a whole which constitutes the hasic textual unity and thus defines the hori-
zon of self-referentiality.

In all of the three siras just examined, the text’s self-definition as a ,,reminder® is
preceded by a depiction of the punishment awaiting those who ignore the inescap-
able reality of divine judgment, While early eschatological siras such as Q 99 or

25 By contrast, Paret’s translation displays a marked tendency Lo interpret verses like O 74:19 as
references to the Qur'an as a whole. This is possibly due to the fact that at some point the
recitations clearly are seen as parts of a larger whole (cf. Q 15:87, where qur'gn signifies the total
corpus of available recitations, rather than cne of the textual components making up this
corpus). Accordingly, the horizen of self-referendality at some point shifts from the individual
sira to the qurian as a corpus. But since this transidon is diflicult to pinpoint, it is perhaps
legitimate for a translator to assimilate earlier uses of the free-lloating ‘it’ to later ones, and o
render them all as references to the Qui'an as a whole.
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Q 100 mercly set forth an eschatological scenario, (3 73,0 74 and 88 add a
metalevel explication of their own communicative intention. From this point of view,
Neuwirth’s classification of () 73:19 as an ,affirmation of revelation® (Qffenbarungs-
besidtipung® is not entirely felicitous. Even though the command to ,admonish®
(Q) 88:21) is obviously understood to be God's, the term tadhkira itself focuses on the
text’s paraenetic function within a human communicative context, rather than on its
divine origin. Hence, the sclf-referentiality exhibited by the passages under discus-
sion is primarily functional (i. e. concerned with the text’s paraenctic and liturgical
role) rather than genetic (1. e. concerned with the text’s divine origin).

It is noteworthy that sclf-referential explications of the recitations’ fanction and
communicalive intent were apparently first employed in their final sections. Only at
a later point did the introductory sections acquire a similar role. "The suras discussed
above thus iliustrate how the framework metatextuality?” which is so characteristic of
middle and late Meccan texts might have started to emerge. Iis trigger were perhaps
skeptical reactions dismissing Mubammad’s recitations as ,poetry™ or ,,soothsaying™
(Q 69: 41-42). In Q 69, a perceived misunderstanding of the recitations’ literary
genre is corrected through appeal to their divine origin (v. 43: tanzilun min rabbi I-
‘alamin). After some of the characteristics of the eschatological séras (notably the en-
igmatic introductory sections) had clearly surfaced as recurrent literary patterns, it
must have been obvious that the texts delivered by Mubammad did not conform to
any of the traditional genres of ancient Arabic literature. Assignment of a text to a
literary genre of course defines the communicative function it is supposed to fulfill,
the devices it may use to do so, and the stance one properly ought to take towards it.
The recitations’ literary novelty then engendered different attempts at categorization
among their audience — not so much out of sheer curiosity, but rather because as-
signing them to a textual genre was a pre-condition for grasping their communica-
tive intent. Two of such classifications are explicitly rebutted in () 69, but in all like-
lihood they should be envisaged as underlying other self-referential passages as well,
such as those employing the notion of tadhkira.

A discussion about a text’s genre and function is in itsell’ already a metalevel de-
bate. Muhammad’s recitations, in defining themselves as ladifire or tanzil, take up
this discussion which had initially been conducted outside of them: the metalevel
debate is thus interiorized, as it were. Qur'anic self-referentiality must accordingly be
understood as gradually emerging from a process of discussion with an audience, the
expectations and convictions of which had to be convincingly addressed. The recita-
tions’ engagement with their audience is of course evident from the dialectical
structure of many qur'anic passages (il they say A, say B’} which almost seems to

26 Neuwirth, Studien, 214,

27 The concept of ,,metatextuality” is here used to describe a text consisting of parallel layers or
successive sections that refer to, comment upon, and presuppose each other. ,,Self-
referentialily®, by contrast, is used to denote a text which explicitly deals with the function it is
meant to play, how it is properly to be understood, or how it came into being ete.
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anticipate later fal@m manuals. On the basis of this cvidence it is justilied, T think, to
cmphasize the importance of such interaction as a formative factor in the cmergence
of the Quran’s form and content in general, and iis self-rerentiality in particular.
The qur'anic corpus, like few other texts, documents that it is the outcome of its
ability to assert itself on the market ol ideas.

Whether the [unctional sel~definition bound up with the notion of fadkiira is
really chronologically prior to an insistence on the recitations’ divine origin can not
be conclusively established. It is tempting, though, to explain the genetic dimension
of qur'anic self-referentiality in terms of a polemical cscalation that necessitated a
more sustained emphasis on the idea of supernatural inspiration, In any case, at
some point the debate about the recitations’ authority must have touched upon the
question of their origin: i hddha illd qawl I-bashar, some anonymous opponent is
reported to have said (Q 74:25). In the end the notion of admonition proved con-
vincing only if coupled with an explicit account of the identity of the one doing the
admonishing. Q) 81 exemplifies how the functional and the genetic aspect of qurznic
self-referentality begin to interlace. The sira consists of two parts, the first of which
sketches the eschatological disintegration of cosmic order, while the second one is
devoted to a legitimatization of the prophetic messenger (v. 19-26) and a specifica-
tion of the text’s function as diuwkmun k-{-‘Glamim (v. 27-8).2 The cqual length of both
parts illustrates how metalevel explications of the recitations’ origin and function
almost begin Lo preponderate over their original message of an eschatological ac-
counting.

Revelation and scripturality

As we saw above, the recitations initially did not provide an explicit account of
whence and how they reached their addressecs. Most likely, questions of origin and
authorship were put on the agenda in response to objections of the sort preserved
in Q 74:25. One strategy of reacting to these — one might dub it ‘the picturesque
approach’ — is pursued in () 73 and ) 74, which unfold the discursive constellation
implied linguistically by the use of the prophetic ‘you’ into a nocturnal scenario of
revelation; whereas in the bipartite siva 81 eschatological admonition and self-au-
thorization are placed side by side, in these two pieces the former is much more
organically integrated in the latter. It is interesting that the Integration does not pro-
ceed in the opposite direction, 1. e. via the insertion of self-authorizing passages into
an eschatological framework. It is abmost as if the legitimizing superstructure — ini-
tially not more than a brief appendix, which in Q 81 has swollen to the si#’s entire
second half — has now, as it were, worked its way up to the top, where it takes prece-
dence over the eschatological content it is supposed to authorize.

28 Once again, a consultation of the compasitional scheme provided in Neuwirth (Studien, 221) is
helpful.

Quranic self-referentiality as a stratcgy of self-authorization 113

This ‘picturesque’ approach is complemented by a number of passages where the
messenger is not directly addressed, but instead is validated from a third person per-
spective (3 53:2 cont., Q) 69:40 cont., Q) 81:19 cont.). In response to scathing po-
lemics and sarcastic objections, the qur'anic discourse is gradually driven into a ru-
dimentary form of prophetological reflection, as attested by Q 81:19-25: innahii le-
gawly rasilin karin / b7 quwatin ‘inda dht I arshi makin / mudd'in thuming amin / wa-ma
siilibukum bi-magnin / wa-la-gad ra’dhue bi-lufugi Fmubin / wa-md fuwa ‘old Fghaybt bi-
dantnn / wa-mi huwa bi-qgaoli shavtanin raiim. 2 1he visionary experience to which this
passage alludes but briefly is recounted in more detail in () 53:2 cont., where
Muhammad’s assertion of divine inspiration, is now with greater terminological
precision qualified as waky, ,revelation™: in huwa illa walyun yithi / “allamahi shadidu I-
guwa (Q 53:4.5), Q 69:44-47 cven volunteers an elementary kind of argument in
favor of Muhammad’s truthfulness: if he were lying, God would immediately call
him o account.®

Another step in the same direction consists in the way in which the Qur'an
deploys the notion of kif@h in order to appropriate the peculiar charisma of authority
that must have heen associated with seriptural canons. As Madigan observes, the
basic challenge for any interpretation ol the term kilZh consists in the fact that the
Quran claims ,to be of a piece with carelully guarded, lavishly appointed, and
scrupulously copied sacred codices and scrolls, while itself remaining open-ended,
unwritten, and at the mercy of frail human memory®“.#' l'c my mind, this tension
can be explained as resulting from a need to balance the obvious situatedness of
Muhammad’s recitations with a strategic interest in imparting to them the glow ol
scripturality that was felt, by his audience, to be an indispensable concomitant of
genuine revelations. In this sense the appeal to an archetypal celestial hook, like
other stratcgics of self-authorization, was also sparked by polemics.

Within this context Q 74:52 makes an interesting remark: bal yuridu kullu mri'in
minhum an y'ta suhufan munashshara. Similar objections are preserved in Q) 4:153
(yas’aluka ahlu I-kitabi an tunazzila ‘alayhim kilaban ming s-samd’i...), Q 6:7 (fa-law nazzalna
‘alayka kitdban fi qirtdsin _fa-lamasihu bi-aydifim lo-qdla ladking kafori in hadha dla shrun

290 One must probably concur with Richard Bell {Mubammad’s Visions, in The Moslem World 24
(1934}, 145-54; repr. in Der Koran, cd. Rudi Paret, Darmstadt 1975, 93--102), who, on account
of w. 20-21 takes the rasi! karim to designatc an angel (ibid., 97). This entuils that the
expression is used differently in () 44:17, where Moses is qualified as a rasml kwim (cl. also
Q91:13). In any case, the fact that () 81:22 talks about sakibufum strongly suggests that a
change of subject is intended, and that Bell’s interpretation is therefore the correct one.

30 It is perhaps is a defining characteristic of religious canens that they are not merely treated as
possessing normative authority on a factual level, but that they are also explicitly described as
somchow caiegorically distinet from ,normal’, 1. . profane texts. Canonicity is thus a second-
order phenomenon, in so far as the concept presupposes a classification of texts into profane
and sacred, and some kind of account of what sets the canonical apart from the profane. In the
case of the Quran, prophetological reflections as those discussed above can be viewed as
providing such an account.

31 Madigan, Self-tmage, 45.
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mubin), and Q) 17:93 (.. wa-lan nu'ming fi-rugiyyike hattd tunazzile ‘alaynd kitiban
nagra'uhii...). Commenting on the latter verse, Madigan draws attention to 'I'abarT’s
understanding of it as demanding a heavenly letler of attorncy that would tell the
Meccans to believe in Muhammad. According to Madigan, ,,it seems clear that the
kitab referred to in the Meccans’ demand is distinct from the Qur'an®.%? Whether
this is really as indisputable as he suggests I do not know; it is certainly possible that
what the Meccans are demanding is not something else besides the Qur'an, but
rather the Qur'an in a different medium, i. e. in the form of a written codex rather
than as an ongoing scries of oral recitations.®® Yet even if Tabart and Madigan are
right, the basic issue which is at stake seems to be whether divine revelations are not
something for which the appropriate mede of display is writing rather than oral
recitation. As it seems, the Quran’s ,ad rem mode of revelation®* — its [requent
references to specific questions, objections and goings-on — no less than its oral mode
of delivery were felt to be incompatible with its claim to divine authorship: ,,Why
was the guran not sent down to him jumlotan wahidatan, as a single complete
pronouncement?® (Q) 25:32), Muhammad’s opponents are reported to have asked.
Due to their situatedness and uncompletedness, the cqur'anic revelations werce
apparently viewed as standing in need of being supplemented by something more in
line with the phenomenology of Judaeo-Christian scriptures. From the audience’s
point of wview, the recitations’ claim to divine authorship, if true, must have
presupposed some aflinity with things written; revelations must be imagined as
‘scriptural’.39

It is probably in response to this assumption that elsewhere the qur'anic
revelations are credited with an indirect participation in literacy, compensating, as it
were, their orality and situatedness. In €} 80:11-16 they are presented as forming but
the oral promulgation of some sort of transcendent divine drafi: kallz innaha ladhkira /
Ja-man sha'e dhafarah /7 f subufin mukarrame S marfi'atin mufahhara 7 bi-aydi safara S
kiramin barara (cf. () 74:52, on which sec above). By contrast, in ( 85:21.22 (bal fuwwa
qurianun mgid 7 f lmokin mehfiz) the transcendent storage medium from which the
recitations supposedly derive are said o be heavenly tahlets.5¢ In a third passage, the
term Aitzb is used instead of sufwf or lawh: innahit la-gur'anun karim 7 f kitabin makniin /
i yamassuha illa -mutahharin / tanzilun min rabbi -“@lamin (Q 56:77-80).37 All three

32 Madigan, Selfimage, 54.

33 Cf also Q 25:32 (... law [ nuzzila ‘alayhi i-qur'an jumiatan wakidaton. ..) and Madigan’s discussion of
the verse (Selffmage, 63 cont.).

34 Madigan, Sej~image, 68,

35 This association rests on the connection between writing and authority which is analysed in
detail by Madigan (see Selfimage, 107-24, and passim) and forms the semantic backbone of his
symbolic reading of &b, Q) 68:37 provides a good manifestation of the idea: the opponents are
conlronted with the rhetorical question of whether they are in possession of a &ifgh filii tadrusin,

36 Sce also Geo Widengren, Muhammad, the aposile of God, and his ascension, Uppsala / Wicsbaden
1955, 129,

37 The tangible nature of the kifab as here portrayed constitutes, in my opinion, a decisive
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quotations exhibit a similar structure: First, Muhammad’s revelations are qualilied
gither from a functional viewpoint (they sexrve as tadhkirg, 1. ¢. admonition) or from a
performative one {they are presented as gurian, recitation); then they are said to be
m* (i) something elsc: subnyf, lawft, ktab. In () 56:80, the bipartite self-predication
encountered in (3 80 and Q) 85 is expanded by a reference to the process through
which the heavenly writing is transformed into an earthly recitation. Note that the
recitations are not without further ado identified with the &itab, but instead described
as a a ,transmission’ {fanzel) of it. The objections reviewed above demonstrate that the
quranic revelations’ situatedness and uncompletedness was, at least by their
audience, felt to constitute a genuine difficulty for their claim to divine origin.
Against this background it is arguable that the cvocation of a celestial source
scripture — a virtual £it@b, as it were3® — might have served primarily to offset this
handicap.3

At this stage it was probably not yet clearly worked out in which respect, and to
what extent, the recitations were supposcd to originate from their heavenly
archetype. In response (o the audience’s understanding that genuine revelations must
be imagined as something ‘scriptural’, Q) 56, (3 80, and Q 83 posit a transcendent
source document, participation in which s supposed to invest Mubammad's
recitations with a mediated kind of scripturality. The manocuvre clearly serves to
accommodate both the Qur'an’s orality and situatedness, which could not very well
be denied, and the prevailing assumption that when God addresses man, writing
somehow has to come into play. Yet contrary to audience e¢xpectations, the kigh is
placed out of human reach, and is said to be accessible only in the shape of the oral
recitations delivered to Muhammad. This unavailability of the &itgh is justified in
Q 6:7 by saying that if the qurinic revclations had been given as a ,writing on
papyrus®, even this would not have vanquished the unbclievers’ scepticism: they
would simply have discounted the phenomenon as ,,obvious sorcery™ (sifir mubin). To
a certain extent, then, pre-existing assumptions of the audience are embraced, yet at
the same time subjected to a profound reconfiguration. Rather than simply rejecting
the listeners’ association of revelation and scripturality, the Qur'an is striving to make
some room for it without having to accept the conclusions drawn from it,

objection against Madigans ethereal reading of &éab as a merc ,symbol® (Seff-image, 76). In
Q 20:52, too, kitah seems to connote a rather concrete medium of storage, To be sure, there are
occurrences of the expression which must be understood in the looser, metaphorical sense of
‘divine decree’ or ‘divine command’ (e. g. () 13:38; () 66:12, cl. Self-image, 185; () 98:2-3, cf.
Seif-image, 173; Q) 8:68, cf. Self-image, 184); here, kutab docs indeed function primarily as a verbal
noun, Yet such a symbolic reading of the term, justified as it may be in certain cases, cannot be
maintained throughout.

38 The expression is Angelika Neuwirth’s,

39 This, of course, 1s diametrically opposed to Madigan’s assertion that ,the Quran has litde
interest in writing as a mere mnemonic device for display or storage of the divine word™ (Se/f-
image, 178). In introducing the notion of a transcendent &ifgh or lmef, and in celebrating its
materiality in the way () 80 and Q) 56 do, the Quir’an’s point is precisely to evoke the idea of
written storage and to appropriate the scriptural prestige associated with it.
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It is within the context of this appeal to a transcendent @b that the recitations’
introductory sections, too, acquire a metatextual function. As Néldeke / Schwally
have already pointed out, the enigmatic caths of the early eschatological texts
gradually evolve into more formulaic oaths centered around the terms Al and
quridn {cl. in Mecca 11 ) 36, Q) 38, Q 43, () 44, (3 501.% These scriptural oaths are
then substtuted by revelation announcements such as #itka gyt Fiabi {cf. Q 15,
Q 26, Q27 in Mecea I, Q 10, 12, Q 13, Q 28, Q 31 in Mecca IIT), kitdbun +
asyndetic relative clause (cf. Q 7, Q 11, Q I4 in Mecca III}, or a fansfl formula
(Q32, 139, Q 40, Q 41, Q 45, O 46 in Mecea 1M)." The substitution of the oath
series with revelation announcemecnts assigns to the introductory sections a
metatextual [uncton similar to the concluding passages discussed above: they
become a privileged locus for self-referential comments on the nature of the texts
supposedly revealed to Muhammad. Unlike concluding passages operating with the
terms fadhfira, however, these introductions are not concerned with the revelations’
communicative function, but rather with their transcendent origin in a heavenly
kitah. The transition from cschatological oaths to more standardized revelation
announcements appears to follow the introduction into quranic discourse of an
archetypal heavenly Aizab endowing Muhammad’s revelations with a sort of mediated
scripturality.® ‘The development of the introductory sections thus mirrors the
Qur'an’s growing preoccupation with issues of authority and self-authorization.

40 Gt GdQ, 1, 120; Neuwirth, Vom Reztationstext fiber die Liturgic zum Kanon, Zu Fntstchung
und Wiederaufldsung der Surenkompositicn im Verlauf der Entwicklung eines islamischen
Kuleus, in Zhe Qur'an as fext, cd. Stefan Wild, Leiden ec al. 1996, 69-105, csp. 89 cont. Q 52:1-6
scems to exhibit an intermediary stage: most of the objects of the oath scries are already drawn
[rom revelatory history, but the passage is much less ormulaic than later oaths like wa-{-kitghi i-
bt (Q 43, Q) 44) or wa-F-qur'ing Hakin 7 magid ((Q 36, Q 50).

41 Tor a convenient survey, sece Neuwirth, Studien, 252 cont. — It might be objected that in
collocations lacking the delinite article such as kitabun unzile / anzalndhu ilayka (Q 7:1, Q 14:1;
similarly Q) 11:1}), reference is to the Qur'an itself rather than to its heavenly source. Yet in view
of the functional similarily to introductions where the definite article occurs (e. g. itk Gaw -
kit@bi... or tanzily Ihitabi...), it is plansible, I think, to interpret Q 7:1, Q 11:1, and Q 14:1 in
accordance with these latter — namely, as specifying the fellowing 2s a rendering of the “signs ol
the celestial book®. Very likely, #itah without the article is here doing duty for al-kifab simply in
order to allow for the attachment ol an asyndetic relative clause providing additional
information about the &itzh. Lack of the article s therefore due to a stylistic reason, while the
underlying reference is to al-kitgh. — It is nonetheless true that in some sensc the recitations
received by Mubhammad must have been viewed as identical with the celestal &6 from which
they derived: €, 15:1 and €} 27:1, for example, imply that the ‘Grat of the qur@’ and the ‘ayat of
the £izal’ are really the same thing. This issuz will be taken up below.

42 Note the correspondence between the evolution of the Quran’s literary structure and its
theological and conceptual development, Without bringing out the relationship between these
two dimensions, 1o truly processual understanding of the Qur'an will be possible,
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Neuwirth’s pericopization theory

Angelika Neuwirth, in studying the Qur'an’s understanding of its own gencsis, has
proposed a distinction between divine speech in gencral, and excerpts from f.;he kilgh
in parlicular; While the Qur'an is staged as divine speech throughout, she claims that
only parts of it are actually scen as excerpts from al-fat@h. Her argument may perk}aps
be spelled out as follows: With the crystallization of the tripartitc sira structure, free-
floating uses of the third person singular pronoun in the concluding sections (like the
one we have cncountered in () 74), and introductory formulac such as &ilka ayate -
Kitabi, Fitabun unzile / anzalnahu dayka® and lanzilu 1kitibi acquire the function of
specific pointers to a clearly delineated text section — namely, the szimv" midd]'e
scetions, framed as they were by forward and backwards relcrences aﬂjlrmmg t‘ht:u*
origin in a heavenly book. From this it might be inferred that the fuiab portions
revcaled to Muhammad were viewed as being contained above all in the narrative
middle sections of the ‘classical’ tripartite siras, while the introductory and
concluding parts merely frame these scriptural pericopes and arc not themsclves
considered to be part of the celestial archetypc."4

However, this argument, at least in the way I have just formulated it, cannot be
entircly correct, since a number of tripartite s#res introduced by one of the abc?ve
kitdb formulae have middle sections which arc not, or only minimally, narrative
Q. 13, Q 31, Q 32, 39, Q41, Q 45; Q 28 contains a }gngthy passage on Moses,
which appears to be part of the first section, however™). It can thus ha}"dly be
maintained that kit@ introductions in general refer to narcative middie sections, as
the texts listed above have no narrative middle sections. Yet what is crucial in
Neuwirth’s position is that her distinction between divine speech in general, and
divine speech bascd on al-kitab in particular, discards the supposition that when t.he
Qur’an describes itself as deriving from a transcendent source document, that Wth}l
is credited with hecavenly pre-cxistence is in fact the. text in its enfirely. This
assumption, shared by Islamic and much Western exegesis alike, inevitably imports
into the celestial source document all the context-specific references and allusions
with which the Qur’an so characteristically abounds. In my view, the ensuing oddit:y
,that from all eternity God has been concerned about such minutiae as the domc?tlc
arrangements of the Prophet“%, among other things, clearly indicates that something
must be wrong with this maximalist position. ‘

It is interesting that the same presupposition — the Qur'an in toto must derive
from al-kitdh — fuels the distinction between ,kitd@h as a heavenly book™ and ,kitdb as

43 O Neuwirth’s translation of &i@hun + asyndetic relative clause as s ist eine Schrift” (Vom
Rezitationstext, 89).

44 See Neuwirth, Vom Rezitationstext, 90 cont.

45 See Neuwirth, Studien, 301.

46 Madigan, Selfimage, 48.
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Scripturc® postulated by Arthur Jeffery” and scrupulously respected by Paret.”® The
implicit rationale behind it appears to run as {ollows: If one assumes that what is said
to derive from al-kizb can only be the whole Qur'an, it becomes difficult to reconcile
the Qur'an’s situatedness with the passages describing the A#@h as a transcendent
record book, for it does not really make sense to imagine that a divine register would
contain lengthy defenses of Muhammad against his detractors, angry sermons
addressed to his Jewish contemporaries, or references to the Prophet’s houschold
problems. Jeffery’s distinction between Aitd@b as a heavenly book® and kitgh as
Scripture” provides an admittedly tempting solution to this dilemma — the kifgh from
which the Qur’an is supposed to sterm, it scems, must be different from the Atz that
is porirayed as God’s record book, Yet such a differentiation is hardly tenable, as one
and the same term — £itab mub — is used to refer to both phenomena: the expression
occurs in introductions such as #lfa gyaw Lkitabt -mubin {3 26:1), and in passages
stating that ,therc is nothing hidden which is not contained in a £i#@h mubin®
(Q 27:75; cf. also Q11:6 and (2 36:12, to give but two additional references), As
Madigan rightly emphasizes, the identity of the phrase makes it very implausible to
construe these two groups of verses as applying to two different books.® Pace Jeflery,
there appears to be but one heavenly i35, i. e. a universal register of things past,
present and future, which also constitutes the source of the revelations received by
Muhammad. The distinction between different celestial books ~ ,,£i3h as Scripture®
and ,,kitzb as a heavenly book™ — thus ought to be abandoned.

As a matter of fact, its untenability was recognized long ago by Geo Widengren,”
Neuwirth goes further than Widengren, however, in so far as jhe also discards the
supposition that the QQur’an in its entirety s presented as stemming from the &b, In
setting out her view, Neuwirth speaks of a ,,pericopization“51 of the heavenly kiab,
and thus envisages the passages based on the celestial 4it@b as containing literal
quotations from it. As I will attempt to demonstrate below, it would be much more
adequate to speak of ,renderings’ of the Aitdh. Yet what is more important is the
underlying idea that not all of the Qur'an claims to be a rendering of al-kifab.
Neuwirth’s view thus allows one to economize on intricate speculations ahout a
wcelestial library“” and adopt Widengren’s idea of a unitary heavenly register with
different functions — without, however, viewing this heavenly register as containing
ad rem references to the Qur'an’s immediate historical context. ‘T'o be sure, these lat-

0

47 Arthur Jeffery, The Qur'an as Scripture, in The Muslim World 40 (1950), 41-55, 106-134, 185-
206, 257-275 (repr, New York 1952). See especially 47-55.

48 Cf for example Paret’s note on ¢} 13:39, which takes for granted that if the expression umm al-
kitah denotes a ,book of decrees™, it cannof at the same time refer to the archeltype of the quranic
revelations,

49 Madigan, Szlf-finage, 5.

50 See Widengren, Muhammad, 119-12]1, Widengren draws on Johannes Pedersen’s review of
Ursprung und Gesclichie der Mormonen by Eduvard Meyer, in Der Isfam 5 (1914), 110-5,

51 Neuwirth, Vom Rezitadonstext, 90 cont.

52 Madigan, Seif-image, 177,
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ter are marked as divine speech, butl they do not therefore constitute divine speech
drawing on al-kitih.

What is the understanding of the heavenly Aitab that emerges when Jeffery’s
dichotomy of ,kitdh as Scripture” and ,kitab as a heavenly book® is abandoned? The
kitab contains above all the facts of prophetic history as well as the fundamental
characteristics of the cosmical order of things (as these are selectively listed in apas
passages), yet it also rccords the good and evil actions of persons of lesser religious
importance and is therefore suited to serve as the criterion of eschatological
judgment,” Furthermore, it incorporates God’s future decrees (such as the specific
way in which Judgement Day will come to pass), which God is free to alter even
while history unfolds (C} 13:39%: yamli ahu ma yasha’u wa-yuthbitu .2 As Madigan
succinctly puts it, the celestial k@b is ,,the record of both God’s knowledge and the
authoritative divine will*.*® Since all of these kinds of information (historical,
eschatological, cosmological) arc found not only in the siras’ middle sections, but also
appear in their introductory and concluding parts, eny given Qur’anic passage —
regardless of which sifra section it appears in — containing these kinds of information
is based on al-fizh. It does not follow, however, that even these passages are en-
visioned as literal excerpts [rom their heavenly source — as I will argue in the follow-
ing section, they ought to he scen rather as interpretative renderings of it which
adapt it to a specific historical context,

The celestial Aitgh serving as a kind of external storage fucility®® of God’s
knowledge and decrees, it is only through revelatory access lo it that man can come
to know about the episodes from sacred bistory which the Qur’an recounts. Past ev-
ents such as these, no less than future occurrences like the eschatological ‘Hour™’,
belong to al-ghayb, knowledge of which is “inda rabbi fi kitdbin, as Moses is reported to
have said.”® God alone is ‘@lim al-ghayt™, since He alone is in possession of a kitab
yantiqu bi-I-hagg™. Stripped of access to the latter, people are bound to lapse into un-

53 See for example ) 23:62,

54 On the historical antecedents of this aspect of the kiah, see also Jeffery, The Qur'an as
Scripture, 47-49.

55 Madigan, Seff-enage, 105

56 My diction is here inspired by André Leroi-Gourhan’s concept of mémoire extériorisée {Leroi-
Gourhan, Lz geste et la parole Il La mémoire et les rhyifumes, Paris 1965, 64), as referred to in Jan
Assmann, Das kulfurelle Geddichinis. Schrift, Erinnenung und politische Identitiit in frithen Hochkultiuren,
Munich 1992, 22, n. 5.

57 See for example ¢ 33:63.

58 CrL Q20:51.52.

59 See () 34:3. Cf. also the references in Q@ 17:58 and Q) 6:539. In Medina, the transcendent kit7h
comes to contain not only knowledge ahout the past and the future, but also normative
information about how man ought to behave (cf. () 33:6). This is not surprising if one views the
standards defining proper human behavior as somehow inherent in the cosmical order of
things, and hence as factually given. Values and norms thus constitute objects of divine
knowledge, and arc accordingly recorded in the %itzé.

60 €325:62
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founded speculation, whereas ,,this gur’an”, precisely because it taps the celestial Auad
mithin, offers authoritative knowledge about that which the Israelites can but quarrel
about (O 27:76: tme hadhd l-qurdne paqussy ‘ald bani Isri'da akthara UaedhT hum jfili
yakhialifin).”'

Jeffery is certainly right in poinling cut that the quranic references to a cclestial
kitah must have drawn on a number of ancient Near Eastern conceptions which are
genetically distinet. But instead of having been inadvertently jumbled up, they might
have been intentionally synthesized in order to [lesh out the postulate of a heavenly
source document. Very likely, the latter’s conflucnce with the notion of a celestial
regisier was not achieved before the middle Meccan period. There is of course earl-
ier evidence for some such notion of a divine register, as attested by Q 78:29 where
severything® is said to be ,enumerated in writing” (we-kudla shay’in ahsaynaku kitaba).
Yet the identification of this with the subuf mukarrama and the lueh malfiiz is probably
the result of subsequent claboration,

Translorming Aitab into quran: the notion of tafsil

Neuwirth’s distinction between divine speech in general, and divine speech drawing
on al-kildb, receives additional confirmation from the way the terms Aitgh and guran
relate to each other. Contrary to the traditional Islamic identification of both terms,
in some middle and late Meccan texls kif@h and gur'dn are actually kept carcfully
distinct. Even though guran trom a certain stage on can refer to the corpus of recitat-
ions that have so far been revealed® — a corpus, though, that has not yet reached
closure —, it frequently specifies merely the characteristic mode of display in which a/-
kuab 1s being delivered unto and by Mulammad:... &lka dyatu -kitabi -mubin / i
anzalndhu quranan ‘arabiyan la-‘allafum ta'qilin (Q 12:1.2)5% Thus, whereas al-kitdh
evokes a celestial mode of storage — 1. e. writing —, gur'an points to an earthly mode of
display.5® At least by implication, there might be ways other than recitation to
display af-katdh; Moses, for example, is said to have received alwah (QQ 7:143) rather
than oral recitations.f® The contrast between al-kit@h as the starting point of this

61 The opposition between the reliable knowledge imparted by recourse to al-&ab, and human
Ldisagreement® also underlies Q 41:45 (wa-lo-gad alayna Musa I-kitaba fa-Fhiulifa fifd ...)

62 Cf Q434 dnncku fi wmnn Fkitahi lodayna lo-"eliyun hakom. Even if Pared (ad loc) Is right in
maintaining that, from a purely grammatical point, the predicate of the phrase is “afpyun fakim,
in view of passages such as Q) 56:77 cont. the verse must be construed as a poetical ellipsis for
saying that, since the qur'an Is contained in umm ol-kfiah, it is thergfore “aliyun hakim.

63 Cf Q 15:87 (Mecca II).

64 Cf also QQ 20:113.

G5 See also Madigan’s general remarks on the concepts of storage and display (Self~image, 69 cont.).

G6 Paossibly this has to be connected with the recurrent affirmation that ,,We have given Moses the
Baok™ (O 17:2, () 23:49, () 25:35), It is somewhat conspicuous that Moses is reported to have
been given the Aitih, whereas with respect to Mubammad the ki is usually said to have been
send down, This differezce in diction in describing the respective transmission process might well
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transmission process and gur'dn as its end product is made especially clear in
0 41:2.3: tanzifun min ar-ralmani r-ralim / ki@bun fussilat Gydtuhil qur'dnan ‘arabiyyan -
qawmin ya'lamin. The heavenly kit@b is, as it were, ‘unpacked’ in the torm of an Arabic
recitation, rather than having been composed in Arabic from ecternity on.%
Elsewhere () 10:37), too, ,this qurin® is qualified as tgf§il al-kutgbh. In a number of
passages from Mecca IT and 11, then, &itab and gurén are clearly distinguished, the
transformation process leading from onc entity to the other being labelled as fg/5#.58
Any interpretation of meaning of the term #gf5# must of course take into account
the use made of the corresponding verb. Besides the &itah, fassals takes objects such as
kulla shay’in®, various apal’", and kinds of prohibited food.” The basic meaning, as
most iranslaiions of the (QQuran signal, thus seems to be one of detailed elucidation.
The transformation process from &b o qurin being described as a fgfsil, it cannot
simply be a matter of translating the celestial scripture into Arabic, nor of reprodu-
cing orally something written. Frequently, the verb fassala appears together with the
prepositional phrase B-gawemin + asyndctic relative clause, such as fassalnd Fayat b-
qaavmin ya'lamiin,” Madigan suggests an optative reading of these phrases, according
to which they do not stipulate a pre-existing attitude of the audience (,;We have
explained the signs to people who know™) but rather one which the Zyat passages are
supposed to induce; the underlying meaning would thus be ,,We have explained the
signs so that a people might know*.” Even if this is so, the frequent use of these
phrases indicates that fassafa posscsses a kind of built-in reference to the interlocutor;
logically, the basic form appears to be fagsale shay’an h- rather than simply fassala
shay’an.™ A tafsil of something, it secms, must always target a specilic audience in a
specific situation, Q 41:44 (wa-law jaalnabu qurianan ajemiyyan lo-qali low @ fussilal

reflect a. difference in the medium of display. Unlike afz, which cvokes a straightforward and
horizontal handing-over of a written exposition ol the kiab — something to be done with once
and lor all, as it were —, anzala indicates a vertical kind of transmission where what is being
transmitted remains out of the recipient’s reach and is thercfore much more likely o he
withhekd. It should be kept in mind that when Moses is described as having been ,given the
kit@h®, this probahly does not mean that Moses has been given the &) in its totality; rather,
that portion of it which has been given to him was transmitted @ him in writing and jumiaten
wdhidatan (cf, € 25:32), instead of orally and in successive installments.

67 CL QI11:1 (kitabun uhkimat dyatuhil thumma fussilal), where the result of the operation is not
specified. Tt is possible that altkame here denotes compositien of the celestial seripture, Madigan
(Seif~image, 162), however, interprets both verbs as near-synonyms.

68 Cf also Q6:114 (anzala ilaphumu {-kiid@ba muyfassalon) and Q 7:52 (wa-la-gad jindhum bi-kitabin
Jassalnahu ‘ald imin...).

69 L. g QG154,Q 7:145, Q 12:111.

70 F.g Q6:55.97.98.126, ) 7:32.174.137, Q 9:11, Q 10:5.24, Q 13:2, Q 17:12, 30.28,

71 Cf. Q) 6:119.

72 E. g Q6:97.98.126,Q 7:32, Q 9:11, Q 10:24, O 50:28. See also () 6:119 (lekum).

73 Madigan, Self-image, 39-101.

74 Ewen in Q) 7:52, which lacks the prepositicnal complement, this reference to the interlocutor is
implicitly present: fi ndluan bi-kitabin fussolndhu ‘ala ‘Umin.
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dyatuhil) provides additional evidence tor this: If the recitations had not been in
Arabic, they would not have been properly adapted to their intended audience.”
This connotation of tgfsi{ being an ad heminem address tailored to a particular
communicative context 15 in fact horne out by a closer look at the narrative style of
the Quran, As Neuwirth remarks with regard to € 15, ,,the narrated plot... merges
into metatexual appeals to a plurality of listeners™.”® A random example of the way
narration, explication, and adhortation are woven into one another is provided by
() 38:24, taken from the nabe’ al-khagm 1n () 38:21 cont., which goes back to 2 Sam
12:1-14. The verse runs:
gala
la-qad zalamaka bi-swal na'jaiika ila ni'giht
wa-inna kathiran mina I-kudot@’ la-yabght ba'dutum “ald ba'din
illd lladhing many wa-"amild s-salihati wa-qalihn ma hum
wa-zanng Dawidy annama jfatannahu fa-staghfara rabbahil wae-kharra raki‘an wa-andba

The verse starts out as a factual report of the answer David gives (o the thagman,
presented as a verbatim citation. The divine speaker then generalizes David’s res-
pense into an anthropelogical observation about human greed and deceit.”” Yet sin-
ce the addition picks up on some of the language used by the Mhagman belore
(Q,38:22: bagha ba'dund “ald ba'din), it appears to be part of the same historical setting
— almost like a second response given to the khasmdn —, and yet to transcend it by
extracting from it a general insight that 1s relevant to the text’s audience, This car-
rying over of sacred history into religious admonition is completed in the subsequent
restriction, where ,,the faithful and rightous® are implicitly enjoined not to lapse into
the ordinary pattern of human behavior diagnosed before. There is thus a contin-
uous (transiton from past report to present paracnesis via anthropological
generalization as the connective link, Afterwards, the verse abruptly switches back to
the level of historical narration. Yet the utter self-humiliation expressed by David
would be quite unintelligible if the last part of the verse (starting from wa-gannea...)
had been appended directly to David's response to the hhasman. Rather, the text
makes 1t look as if David were reacting to God’s antecedent exhortation to shun the

75 Madigan (Sel/-image, 1612} suggests that fagsele could be understood ,,as often having a factitive
sense: ‘to make a thing decisive, to make it a criterion™.” When combined wath the @at, it would
thus mean that these ,,have been set up as clear criteria to guide human action™. This would
complement my above interpretation rather nicely.

76 Angelika Neuwirth, Referentiality and textuality in Surat al-Ilijr. Some observations on the
Qur'anic ,,canonical process” and the emergence of a community, in Literary structures of
religious meaning in the Qur'an, ed. Issa ]. Boullata, London 2000, 143172, see 150.

77 My reading of the verse is based on the conviction that David’s response ends with ze'dgjihi, and
that the following remark has to be understood as a divine commentary, rather than as part of
David’s answer. While Paret opts for the firse construal, Hans Zirker’s recently published
translation {Darmstadt 2003} confirms my reading. — My use of indentations in representing the
verse follows Zirker’s layout.
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evil ways of man and be one of the ,faithful and righteous®, The divine commentary
inserted into the narration is at once firmly tied to the cvents reported, and at the
same time transcends them. The Quran thus gives the impression of a text evolving
on different, yet closely intertwined levels of discourse.” This muli-layered nature in
fact forms a literary counterpart to the theological claim of going back to al-kitab. At
its basic level, the text simply recounts one of the events recorded in the celestial
scripture from which Muhammad’s revelations arc said to derive, while at another
level, the religious and ethical significance of this event is clarified in a way which is
carcfully attuned to the expectations, convictions and questions of the target
audience.

Neuwirth’s distinction between divine speech based on af-kitab, and supplement-
ary comments not derived from it, can thus be shown to manifest itself in the
Qur’an’s literary structure. Yet the analysis of () 38:24 which I have just proposed
also points to the need to eschew any notion that the Qur'an views itself as literally
quoting the kigh, as Neuwirth seems to imply when she speaks of “pericopes™.
Qur'anic metatextuality, as the above passage shows, is not limited to the recitations’
introductory and concluding sections, but, in the form of paraenctic glosses and
appeals, punctuates the middle sections as well.”® Hence even these latter do not pur-
port to be word-for-word citations of the &b, but already form a sort of situated
paraphrase of it; they constitute interpretive renderings rather than literal cxcerpts.
The same conclusion must be reached in view of the fact that the Qur'an often gives
more than one rendering of Biblically inspired stories, re-telling and adapting them
in the light of the carly Islamic community’s changing historical situation.® If these
renditions were all citations from the kit@é, the latter would have o contain the same
Jjuxtaposition of different accounts as the qur'dnic corpus itsclf. I'rom the qur’anic
perspective, then, the celestial scripture cannot be given to man in any other shape
than mufissalan (Q 6:114). The kitab is partially accessible, but never available: it can
be tapped via divine revclation, but due to the need to taller such revelations to a
specific target audience, the Ait@b as such is at no one’s disposal, not even in the form
of excerpts.®!

78 See also Neuwirth’s observatons on the qur’anic use of ,parenthetic clausulac” (Siudien, 157
conL.)

79 The above citation [rom Neuwirth, Referentality and textuality, clearly shows her awareness of
the phenomenon. Yet the terminology she has employed in describing the relationship between
qur'an and &itab does not sufficiently take account of the fact.

80 Sce Neuwirth, Erzihlen als Kanonischer ProzeB, lor a diachronic cross-section of the evolution
of the Moses narrative.

81 This point is emphasized very consistently by Madigan, who speaks of the ,.elusiveness of the
kitah {Self-image, 167), and hinted at by Neuwirth (Vom Rezitationstext, 90: ,,.., daB dieser Text
in seiner Ginze der Disposition des Sprechers entzogen ist..”). See also Tilman Nagel,
Medinensische Einschiibe in mekkanischen Suren. Ein Arheitshericht, in The Quran as fext, ed.
Stefan Wild, Leiden et al. 1996, 58-68, 65: , Jedes irdische, papierne Buch ist nur ¢in winziger
in menschliche Begriffe gesetzter Teil der weisen goulichen Figung...©.
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Above I have said that the transformation of kg6 into guran must not be thought
of as simply a matter of translating the former into Arahic.3? As should have became
clear by now, the idea of the guwZn being an Arabic translation of the Aitab is
problematic because it obscures the interpretive nature which the Qur'an ascribes to
itself via the expression taf5il al-kitab."® Should we then simply replace the notion of
ranslation with chat of interpretation? The answer must be no, since the recitations
proclaimed by Muhammad are clearly viewed as in some respect identical with al-
kitgb. Thig is perhaps obvious already from announcements of revelation like #fka
dpdiu -kilabt -mubin (e. g. Q 26), and a similar impression of identity is conveyed by
the frequent affirmation that Ged has ,sent down the &@” to Muhammad: what
Muhammad has received is thus not merely a summary or a rewriting of the kilah,
but somehow the kitdh itsell. There is thus a certain presumption of identity between
the two elements, and this also helps to explain the close proximity of &itdb and quran
in Q151 (ke ayatu kitabl wa-guranin mubtn) and C) 27:1 (Ulka ayatu -qur'ani wa-
kutabin mubm), where the following text is characterized both performatively and
genetically, i. ¢. as simultanecusly forming “signs which are recited” and ‘signs from
the Book’.#

One probably ought to say that the Qur'an considers iisclf both a translation and
an interprctation of the A#gh. [t may be helpful to characterize the Quran’s
integration of narrative renderings of the kiiiib with ad hominem comments by saying
thal the text stages itsclf as a kind of divine targum. In the present context, this is not
meant to be a historical hypothesis suggesting an ascertainahble structural influence of
the Aramaic translations of the Bible on the Qur'an, even though such an influence
is perhaps not altogether unlikely. Rather, T am suggesting that the term targum can
meaningfully be employed as an analytical concept that might prove helpful in
capturing some of the Quran’s lterary characteristics. 'L'he relevant analogy bet-
ween the Qur'dn and targum literature, as I see it, resides precisely in their blending
of translation and interpretation.® Thus, by saying that the Qur’an stages itself as a

82 This idea is prevalent, at least implicitly, in much of the relevant secondary literature. A
representative example is Jeffery’s statement that the Quran ,brings the message giving
guidance to the way of Allah... in an Arabic medium® (The Qur'an as Scripture, 274). The
Qur'an’s Arabicness is certainly a hallmark of its sell-understanding, but it must not lead us to
simply equate ks with ,translacon®,

83 This interpretive nature of the expression lgf§#l al-kitdh is briefly pointed out, yet not elaborated
upon, by Matthias Radscheit in his Die kovanische Heraugforderung, Die tahaddi-Verse im Ralmen der
Polemikpessagen des Korans, Berlin 1996, 87; ,Wemn er [= the Qur'an) égffdl al-kifab genannt wird,
so ist damit ganz offensichtlich ein Text gemeint, der die Schrift darlegt und erldutert.”

84 Cf. Neuwirth, Referendality and textuality, 148 (about QQ 15:1% ,,Verse 1 constitutes a liturgical
introduction, consisting of a metatextual formula, which qualifies the entire following speech as
part (‘set of signs’, @yal) of an authorized comprehensive text {,codex™, ki) and specifies its
function as a ceremonial recitation {guran).”

85 Cf. Etan Levine, The targums: their interpretative character and their place in Jewish text
tradition, in Hebrew Bible / Old Testamont. The history of its inferpretation, vol. 1: From the beginnings lo
the Middle Ages funtil 15300), ed. Magne Saebo, Gottingen 1996, 323-331, see. 325: ,The
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divine targum I mean to imply two things. Firsdy, a targum is a rclatively free para-
phrasis of a text that provides it with explanations geared to make it speak to a
specific audicnee; ag a conscquence, the relationship between the two texts is not one
of literal identity. Secondly, however, a targumic rendering is not a diflerent text
which merely deals with the same subject matter, such as a summary or a rewriting,
bul is in essence the same text; in this respect the term fargum is indecd more like a
translation than a commentary. The word is helpful, T think, in capluring an under-
standing of text identity that would allow for a substantial amount of built-in updat-
ing and explanation, as opposed to the modern tendency to see text identity as
requiring a maximally literal rendering. In any case, translation and interpretation of
the Auab must not be thought of as mutually exclusive.

The Qur'an’s staging of itsell’ as targumic spcech makes for a [airly plausible reply
to the question why the text was not sent down ,,as a single pronouncement*: wa-gala
Hadhina kafari law (7 nezzila ‘adlayh I-qur'anu jumbalan wikidatan ka-dhalika G-muthabbile biki
Ju'ddaka wa-rattalndhu tordld (Q 25:32). Exegesis of a canonical corpus — such as al-
kitab — secures the latter’s continuing relevance vis-3-vis a certain community, and
thus ‘confirms’ the latter in its commitment to the exegeted text’s significance and
bindingness. From this perspeclive, the fact that qur'anic metatextualily casts God
Himselt in the role of the metiirgeman indced makes Him fulfill the function of
‘confirming the hearts’ of Mubammad and his followers in their adherence to af-
kitah .85 A one-lime rendering of the &téb, by contrast, would have left Muhammad’s
[ellowers to their own interpretive devices afterwards. At this stage, and perhaps until
the death of Muhammad, the possibility that revelation might cease, and that the
quranic revelations might thereby wind up as a jumle wahide after all, docs not
appear to have been scriously reckoned with.® If revelation was ,,scen to be an acti-
vity of God directed towards human beings and expecting a response from them 8,
as W, M. Watt puts it, one might easily have assumed that this activity would go on
indefinitely.

In qur'anic discourse, then, God is presented as fulfilling the function of a
metirgeman, of paraphrastically rendering the heavenly ki and providing it with
paraenetic glosses relevant to the specific circumstances of the Islamic Urgemeinde. It is
fascinating to remark how neatly this transforms the Qur'an’s situated and inter-
active nature [rom a liability into an asset, since it is only via a situated {g/5# that the
kitdh is accessible at all. Far [rom betraying an awkward lack of scripturality and thus

metiirgeman was expected to reconcile the two functions of translater and interpreier®,

86 Perhaps in €Q17:106, too, the fact that Muhammad’s revelations were delivered only
successively and not fumlatan wafiidelon is turned from vice into virtue and presented as a divine
artifice facilitating the recitation’s recepiion by their audience: wa-qur'anan faraqndln b-lagra’ahi
‘ala n-nasi “old mukthin wa-nazzalnalu tanzila.

87 On the significance of ingitd* al-waly see William A. Graham, Divine wword and prophatic werd in carly
Islam. A reconsideration of the sources, witly special reference fo the Divine Saying or hadith qudst, Den
Haag / Paris 1977, 9 cont.

88 'W. M. Watt, Islamic Revelation tn the Modern World, Edinburgh 1989, 6.
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calling into question the recitations’ divine origin, the Qur'an’s ,,ad rem mode of
revelation®® hecomes a signal of God’s revelatory engagement with Muhammad’s
followers: it is a consequence of God Himsell having undertaken to make the tran-
scendent Book accessible to the community of the believers. The Qur'an’s
situatcdness is thus profoundly revalued and metaphysically sublimated.

Interestingly, by making scriplure as such humanly unavailable, the Qur'an
undercuts Jewish and Christian claims to be in possession of it. This is perhaps no
more than an incidental by-product of the qur'anic notion of kb as it evolved in
response to the objections examined above. Nonetheless faint echoes of such an
interconfessional polemics can be discerned. In () 6:91, for cxample, the Jews arc
charged with ,,making the kit@h into papyri® (qul man anzala (faliba Uadki ja’a biki Misé
nitran wa hudan b-n-ndsi lgf‘alinaki gardfisa...). Even though all revelations constitute, at
different times, ways of access to the Ai@h, it would be presumptuous for any
materially available text to be considered an exhaustive expression of it; in this sense,
one can only be in possession of a rendering of Scripture, not of Scripture itself. This
is perhaps why in Q) 3:23 and Q) 4:44.51, the usual description of the Jews as alladhing
it -kidh is replaced with the more cumbersome, yet theologically more precise
alladhina diti nasiban mina -kitah.° The replacement makes it clear that *having been
given the &ifah’ must not be understood as anything more than having been given ac-
cess to a certain portion (nasi#) of it. To be sure, this applies to the quranic
revelations no less than to carlier ones: like the fawrat or the i, they are not envi-
saged as providing access to the £if@b in its entirety.®! Unlike the Jews, however, the
followers of Muhammad ,believe in the whole kitah® (tw'minina bi-I-kitabi kullibi,
€3 3:119) — they observe the ontological distinction hetween scripture as such and its
earthly manifestations, and are consequently aware that the kizab is not exhaustively
expressed by any one ot the various renderings with which God has provided differ-
ent people at diffcrent times.*?

89 Madigan, Seif-image, 68

90 Cf, also Madigan, Self~image, 169, 177-8, where he argues — in my view, correctly ~ against the
position maintained by Welch that ,those who have been given a portion of el-kitdh* is a
revision, rather than simply a synonyim, of ,those who have been given al-kitab*,

91 See Jeffery, The Qur'an as Scripture, 54, for more references.

92 This does not of course limit the Qur'an’s claim to have superseded earlier revelations. Like
them, the recitations delivered by Muhammad enly provide access to ,,a portion of the kitgh*;
yet within their cultural and historical context, they do this in an authoritative and definitive
way, and this is why they ,call” the Jews to God's k&tdb (yud'owna ila kitabi Hahi H-yahkuma
baynakum, Q 3:23). In dismissing the Qur'an and clinging exclusively to their own scripture, the
Christians, for example, have replaced obedience to God with obedience to their ,scholars ane
monks* (€ 9:31). The conflict between the early Islamic community, on the one hand, and
established monotheisms like Judalsm and Christianity, on the other, here appears as the
conllict between two conflicting conceptions of religious authority that have both shaped the
monotheistic tradition: a scribal’ one, which vicws revelation as a phenomenon of the past that
is passed on and interpreted by a class of religious scholars, and a charismatic or prophetic one,
which experiences revelation as a present reality. According o qur'anic theology, the former
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The Quran’s anxiety of interpretation

Another consequence of the transcendence of Scripture is that only God can possibly
act as its exegete. By itself this <oes not necessarily mean that the kit@h’s divine
targum must not in turn be subjected to human exegesis: since divine and human
interpretation are sitvated at different levels, and deal with different objects (the one
with al-kitab, the other with the divine #gfsil of el-%itah}, there is no prima facie reason
why one should exclude the other. Yet this is precisely what the text appears o
imply. Q 75:16-19 {lg tubarrik biki lisdnaka G-tefjala bih / inna ‘alaynd jom‘ahil wa-
qur'anah / fu-idhd gare’nahu ja-ttabi’ quranch / Humma mna ‘alaynd bayanah) not only puts
forward an unequivocal claim to verbal inspiration, but also assigns to God the
exclusive right to the recitalions’ interpretation (baydn). Presumably, revelations are
simply to be interpreted by further revelations: not only does God act as the exegete
of the celestial &itab, he is also the sole authority to be turned to should the recitations
revealed so far prompt any questions. Indeed, since revelation was experienced by
the early Islamic community not as the one-time conveyance of a closed textual
corpus but as an ,ongoing reality“™, there was in fact no plausible reason to resort to
any exegete other than God Himsell as he spoke through Muhammad. The delegi-
timization of human interpretation implied by  75:19 is thus a consequence ol the
recitations’ situatedncss and uncompletedness, sublimated as they were into a hall-
mark of God’s continuing engagement with the community of believers, It is in this
context, too, that the Qur'an prides itself on its clarity: The attribute mubin is joined
not only to 4it@h, but to qur'an as well;* Mubammad’s revclations are described as
capable of ,elucidating® the mcaning and significance of earlier revelations;% and
they are characterized as being ,in clear Arabic™ (bi-fisanin ‘arabiyin mubin).¥

conception, in focussing exdlusively on the scholarly interpretation of a fixed set of texis,
mistakes past renderings of the &ifab for the k@b itself, Maybe (3 3:79 (... kind rabbaniyina bi-ma
kuntum b allimiinag I-kitiba wa-bi-ma tadrusiin) has (o be read within the same context: as against the
‘scribal’ preoccupation with the transmitted text of earlier revelations, the ‘real’ rabbis are said
to be these who study the &itab itself, not merely its past renderings. Of course, to study the fitih
itsell here means acceptance of the qur’anic revelations. When [aced with the choice between
human exegesis of former renderings of the &itab, and a divine explication of the kifab itsell, it is
obvicus which alternative must be preferred.

93 CF () 20:114, which contains the same instruction to rely on divine clarifications of the corpus
as () 75:19.

94 Graham, Divine word, 29.

95 See ) 15:1, Q 36:69,

96 Q 1644: ... wa-anzalnd ilayka dh-dhifra l-tubaypina li-n-ndsi md nuzziln daphim ... (a similar
expression appears in ) 16:64). According to the iraditional Islamic understanding, this means
that the prophetic sunna clarifics the Qur'an, not that the Qur'an clarifies the meaning of the
preceding revelatons (cf. Brannon Wheeler, Applying the cancn in Islam: the aulhorization and
matntenance of interprefive reasoning in Hangft scholarship, New York 1996, 83). This construal of
Q) 16:44.64 patently ignores the fact that both verses are preceded by an evocation of bearers or
recipients of earlier revelations. The traditional reading is of course siill prevalent in the Tslamic
world, It is, perhaps not surprisingly, rehashed by M Mustafa al-Azarmi in his On Sehacht’s Origins
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A similar anxiety about human interpretation is expressed by the Qur'an’s
hermeneutic locus classicus Q 3:7, where ,,those in whose hearts is swerving® are said
to ,follow its [the Qur'an’s] ambiguous part, desiring dissension, and desiring its
interpretation“.*® The continuation of the verse is notoriously obscure, as the
expression ar-résikhiin fi I-tUm (,those firmly reoted in knowledge®) can be construed
both as the end of the sentence preceding it, and as the beginning of the one
following it. Yet I do not think that we must content ourselves with Stefan Wild’s
position that ,,there is no way to answer the question of what was the original form
and meaning of this verse™.® The passage obviously rests on the juxtaposition of
those in whose hearts is swerving” and ,,those {irmly rooted in knowledge®. As the
transgression imputed to the former consists in the fact that they desirc the
ambiguous'™ verses’ ta%wil, it seems that the merit of the latter must consist in pre-
cisely the opposite, namely nof desiring their fz'wil, In fact, desire of the amhbiguous
passages’ fz2'wtl is equated with desire of dissension; how then could ,those firmly
rooted in knowledge®, who arc undoubtedly held up as a positive role model here, be
said to know their interpretation, if any pursuit of such knowledge is tantamount to

of Muhammadan junsprudence (Oxford / Cambridge 1985, 13). Ibrahim Fauzi, zlbeit an author
of relatively liberal cutlook, docs not give a moment's thought to scrutinizing it more closely
{(Tadwin as-sunna, Beirut 2002, 38), — It is interesting to observe how the traditional
interpretation of 16:44.64 presupposes an experience of the qut’anic corpus that sees it, not as
the subject, but as the object of febpiiz: the Quran does not provide clarification anymore, it
stands itself in need of clarilication. After having reached closure, and having been detached
from their original communicative context, the qur'anic texts cantcot, as it were, speak [or
themselves anymere, but are dependent on exegesis in order to retain their relevance and
intelligibility. Perhaps the early oppuosition against tafi#r studied by Harris Birkeland (04
Mustin. epposifion againsi inferpretation of the Kovan, Oslo 1955) is [ueled by a refusal to
acknowledge this changed state ol affairs.

97 Q. 16:103; Q26:195, — In a way, thc Qur'an’s precccupation with clarity perfectly
understandable: If the entire point about the idea of divine revelation is that God Himself
brings to an end the ineffective and wearisome human squabbling (#Aéidf; see e. g. Q 16:64)
about what to believe and what to de, Ile must be capable of expressing Himsell with perfect
lucidity — for otherwise the quarrel would merely shift to the problem of what He has in fact
meant to say and thus resume with increased intensity. When God intervenes, he must
therefore do it in a way which confronts peeple with the naked alternative of obeying or
disobeying Him, without spawning lenghty preliminary debates about what He has said.
{Sooner or later, of course, all revelatory religiens have been forced to acknowledge that it is
not as simple as that.) .

98 The verse is discussed at length in Scefan Wild, The self-referentiality of the Qurin: sira 3:7
as an exegetical challenge, in: Wil reverence for the word: mediaval seriptural exegesis in Fudaism,
Christtonity, and slam, ed. Jane D. McAulifle et al., Oxford et al. 2003, 422436,

99  Wild, Self-referentiality, 424.

100 See Wild, Sclf-referentiality, 425427, for a discussion of the various qur'anic uses of
tashabata. Tn almost all of these verses, the basic sense appears to be one of mutual or internal
similarity and indistinguishability, € 2:70 (inna Fbagara tashabaha ‘alaynd) llustrates that it is but
a short semantic step from the notion of indistinguishability to the more general one of
obscurity, On the basis of these passages it is perfectly justified, T think, to translate mutashabit
with ‘ambiguous’.

Qurnic seli-referentiality as a strategy of scll-authorization 129
striving for dissension?!® If this argument is accepted, then Q 3:7 conslitutes a
grudging admission of the fact that God’s cxposition of the Au@b gives rise to
interpretive inquiries that arc not, or cannol be, salislactorily answered by
subsequent revelations; at least parts of God’s tgf5i of the kitah thus lacks the inhcrent
clarity attributed it clsewhere. In spite of this admission, ) 3:7 stops short of
deeming this a sufficient ground for any human attcmpts at clarification, recom-
mending instead that one resign oneself to the problem rather than trying to remedy
it. Human interpretation of the corpus is here seen as a moral temptation, not as an
epistemological necessity.

The Quran as a kitab

In the above section on transformation we have already seen that the recilations are
not merely an interpretive rendering (fgfi#l) or the Aigh, but, much like a translation,
can also be considered identical with it. Nonctheless, this identity must not be
conceived in the sense of the traditional Islamic understanding that the qur’anic cor-
pus is an exhaustive and literal transcript of the celestial Jawh mafifiiz, a position which
imports into the kitab what originally had been merely viewed as God’s situative
glosses on it. There appear to be no passages in the Qur'an where the expression al-
kitab without a qualifying relative clausc unequivocally denotes the qui'anic corpus
rather than its transcendent source.'®? Ag least terminologically, then, the ontological
distance between the recitations and their hcavenly source is respected throughout.

101 In addition, if one were ta suppose that the rasikhin jf Hifm did share God’s knowledge of the
interpretation of the mufashabihat, it would hardly make sense for them to say: ,,We believe in
it; all is from our Lord*. Here, to ‘belicve in the ambiguous verses” must mean ‘to believe that
they are from God’; yet belief in their divine origin amounis to the extraordinary feat which it
is here portrayed as solely under the condition chat it does not rest on a clear understanding
of these verses. The most plausible construal of the statement, then, is to supposc that beliel in
the divine origin of the mufashabitat stands in contrast to knowledge of their meaning; the
bottom line is not cxactly credo guta absurdum, but at the very least crede quamguam ignotum. Also,
the word ,,all* must refer to the two classes of qur'anic passages enumerated before, namely
ayat mulkamat and @yat mulashabihil, saying that ,all is from our Lord™ appears to mean that,
despite their difference, both classes of verses go back to the same source. Yet il the
rastkhiin knew the meaning ol the mulashabihaf, the crucial difference between both classes
would — at least from their point of view — cease to exist, as both groups of verses would in
fact be perfeety incelligible to them. In this case, it would be hardly noteworthy that the
rdsikhin are able to believe in the common origin of hoth groups of verses, becanse for them
there would only be one group.

102 The only possible exception is ) 2:2, which — at least in its present wording — might have
been intended from the outset as an introduction to the entire corpus rather than merely to
stira Two. The use of dhalika with its connotation of distance (instead of kddha) goes back to the
introductory #lka employed in Q@ 10:1, Q 12:1, Q 13:1, @ 15:1, Q 26:1, Q 27:1, (3 28:1 and
Q 31:1. In all these cases, dhalike / tlka reflects the metatextual gap between a headline and
what follows rather than the ontological gap between the Qur'an and the celestial kitgh, If this
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Yet the qur’anic corpus is not only viewed as in a certain respect identical with the
(celestial) &itab, but occasionally seems to be considered as forming « (terrestrial) kitdb
in its own right. Responsibility for conflating the Quran and its source must
therefore not be laid exclusively at the feet of the commentators. In the remaining
part of this paper I will try to shed some light on the possible meaning of calling the
recitations themselves a kigh,

Promotion of the recitations themselves to scriptural status is evident in a number
of verscs which enumerate a plurality of Auiud and arrange these in temporal
succession, both of which implies a terrestrial rather than a celestial refercace,
Consider the following cxamples: am ataindbum kitihan min qeblibi bili mustamsikin
(Q43:21, Mecca I); wa-min gablihi kitahu Misa imaman wa-rahmatan wa-hadhi Fiabun
musaddiqun  lisanan ‘arabiyan... (Q 46:12, Mecca III); wa-hadhd kitabun anzalndhu
mubdrakun musaddiqu Uadhi bayna yadayhi... (Q 6:92, Mecca III). When Q 43:21 asks
whether ,,they” have been given a kitgb ,,before it“, for example, this must be taken
to entail that ,it* (namely, the Quran) is itself a kitih, More uncquivocally yet,
Q 46:12 speaks of ,,this“ as a &iih musaddig ,in Arabic language® which succeeds the
kitab Mhiisa, all of which precludes reference to the heavenly Aitdh. It is noteworthy
that all three passages are concerncd with ranking the Qur'an among a class of
mutually supportive scriptures from which the kitih Misd stands out most
conspicuously, 103

Another — and particularly obscure — case is Q 39:23, where the (Qur’an is called
a kitdbun mutashabibun mathaniva, ,a kit@b consimilar in its oft-repeated®, as Arberry
translates. Here the mathini probably denote different versions of one and the same
narrative. [ As regards the meaning of mufashabih, ,consimilar®, it can perhaps be
guessed by taking into consideration that similarity is opposed both to identity and to

is so, then {3 2:2 — which does not describe the following as ‘signs from the book’, but as ‘the
book’ — might well express a direct identification of the quranic corpus with the transcendent
kitzb. 1t is of course entirely possible that the wording of (3 2:2 as we have it was modified in
the process of the Quran’s codilication.

103 Cf also the Medinan verse () 41136 (we-I-kifahi ladhi nazenia ‘ali rasilitt wa-1-kiahi ladhe anzala
min gablu). Madigan {Self-image, 175-6) tries — unsuccessfully, I think — to explain away this
appearance of multiplicity. As regards () 4:136, the phrase al-kitdh alled’t anzale min gabiu does
not necessarily group together all previous revelations into one single &fah, but might refer
solely to the kiah Misd, which arguably forms the most important of the pre-quranic
revelations. In any case, affirming such a numerical multiplicity would not erode the Quran’s
claim to contain substantially the same message as prior scriptures: two different books may
well share the same content,

104 Horovitz  (RKoranische  Untersuchungem,  Berlin / Leipzig 1926, 26-27), Watt/ Bell
(W. Montgomery Wait, Bell’s Tntroduction to the Gur'in, Edinburgh 1970, 134-5) and Neuwirth
(Angelika and Karl Neuwirth, Siras al-Fatiha — ‘Erdffnung’ des Text-Corpus Koran oder
‘Introitus’” der Gebetsliturgie?, o Text, Methode wnd GCrammasit: Wolfgang Richier zum 65,
Geburtstag, ed. Walter Gross et al., Sankt Ottilien 1991, 321~57, see 344) agree that the mathini
are the qur'anic punishment stories, The Neuwirths argue for a different interpretation of the
term in € 15:87, though.
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dissimilarity.'% In calling the qur'snic corpus mufashabih, then, the verse might be
classifying these different renditions as neither identical nor dissimilar to the point of
contradiction. () 39:23 thus indicates that separate versions of the same story were
from a certain point believed to complement cach other, and that this internal
complementarity was considered one of the ballmarks of the recitations’ &#@b-ness. In
any case, the fact that previous recitals were not dislodged by later ones, but must
have continued to be used alongside them, is evident from their preservaton as part
of the quranic corpus, and Q 39:23 might well articulate the rationale behind
this. 106 .
As the passages just examined show, it is difficult to pinpoint th.e precise
significance of describing a particular body of linguistic utterances as constituting, or
evolving inio, a kifgh. It might have simply been an alternative way of stating that
they derived from al-itdh; the Qur'an and earlier Judaeo-Christian revelations would
then have merited the same appellation on account of their shared transcendent
origin, Yet common descent is not the only alternative which comes to mind. Taking
our cue from the above discussion of () 39:23, for example, application of the term
might have described these utterances as a unitary whole rather than an assemblage
of disconnected parts. Alternatvely, a Aiah might have been understood as a textual
corpus that was closed rather than one that continued to grow; or as a text stored
and/or displayed in writing, Or perhaps to be a kifab was to function as a group’s
guiding text, as their ‘canon’ (cf. () 3:3, where the fawndt and the injif are said to have
been sent down Audan, ,,as guidance®).'97 Finally, from passages such as Q46:12} th'ld
() 6:92 one might conclude that the Quran’s kigb-ness consisted above al‘l n is
congruity with earlier revelations. All in all, then, to say that the Qur'anis a .k.ztajb can
be interpreted in six different ways: (i) it supposedly derived from al—k’itd.b; {ii) it was
perceived as constituting one textual whole rather than a collection of dlsccl)nn.ected
pieces; (iii) it had reached closure, or was seen as evolving towards closure; (iv) .1t was
put down in writing; (v) it possessed canonical authority and relevance, i.e. it
functioned as Auda; (vi) it was congruent with earlier revelations, .
Option (iii) can be eliminated right away, as there is no evidence that the.qur’afnc
revelations at any point anticipated their own cessation.'%® Neither does (iv) strike
one as a particularly illuminating explanation: Throughout all stages of its textual

105 Wild’s interpretation of smdashabik in (3 3:7 is based on the similar notion of ‘similar, but not
identical’; cf, Wild, Self-referentiality, 427,

106 T doubt whether the expression al-kitgb in (3 3:7 (on which see above) ought to be consFrued as
denoting the qur'anic corpus. As a rule of thumb, any use of kiad with the definite article that
is not followed by a relative clause refers to the celestial source. Also, if () 3.7 was a reference
to the Qur'an one would expect /i instead of minfu. _

107 See also () 46:12, where this canonical function is expressed by the word iman. . :

108 See the tafsif section above. CI. also Madigan, Selfumage, 145: ,,in calling itself kizh the Qur an
cannot be suggesting that it is a bounded corpus, since it rejects calls to behave as a struftly
delimited canon and insists on remaining responsive to and engaged with the human situation
it addresses®.
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growth, the Quran gives the impression of a text specilically composed for oral
delivery; it is of course likely that the muldpartite sizas were also written down, but in
itself this was hardly more than a convenient mnemonic device.!%® (i) is obviously
correct, and it is the alternative favored by Madigan, who thinks of it as necessarily
excluding all the other possibilities: ,, This divine/prophetic address bears the name
kitiib not because of its form (which remains oral, fluid, and responsive) but because
ol its origin...".!'® Yet if al-kitab is not considered a mere symbol, but a concrete
celestial entity — as I think it must be in view of Q 36:77-80, Q) 80:10--16, and
Q 85:21.22 —, the alternative of form vs. origin posed by Madigan proves to be
misleading. The recitations’ origin in a transcendent source scripture, far from
constituting merely an external pedigree, might well manifest itself immanently, as it
were: Since they derive from a heavenly Auab, they inherit from it some of the
defining characteristics of Aitgb-ness, notably internal unity, canonical relevance and
authority, and congruity with earlier revelations. From this perspective, options (ii),
{v), and (vi), according to which the recitations are credited with ki@b-ness on
account of propertics inherent in them, do not contradict, but rather complement
option (i), according to which they constitute a kitgh by virtue of their origin,

It gocs without saying that regardless of the insufficiency of (iv}) alone, the term
kitab cannot be wholly separated from its connotation of writing., Yet the fact that it
was applied to the gurdnic revelations in the face of their orality and
uncompletedness indicates that its primary significance was perceived to reside
clsewhere, most likely in the aspects singled out by (i), {v), and (vi). On account of
their transcendent origin, the recitations stand in a relationship of congruity with
earlier revelations, fulfill the same function of canonical guidance, and just like them
form a unitary corpus. Since the textual fall-out of previous revelations is called kitah,
the expression is extended to the Qur'an as well, even though in the quranic case the
connotations of closure and of written display do not apply. Semantic developments
of this kind correspond to Wittgenstein’s notion of family resemblances.!!! In-

109 (iv) appears to be the alternative espoused by Tilman Nagel (Vom ‘Quran’ zur ‘Schrife —
Bells Hypothese aus religionsgeschichtlicher Sicht, in Der Ilam 60 (1983), 143-65). He
surmises ,,dafll dem Propheten, mit dem Redigieren der Offenbarungen befaft, allmihlich
der “Schrilt’-Charakter des Ergebnisses dieser Tatigleit bewuBt wird® (ibid,, 149; cf. also id.,
Medinensische Einschiibe, 61). In my opinion, Nagel overestimates what cannot have been
much mere than a convenient supplement to memorization. Of course written, rather than
exclusively oral, composition carries with it the possibility of much more extended, and much
more complex, literary structures; it is diflicult to imagine the shift from the monothematic
stras to the tripartite ones without an increasing reliance on wriling. Perhaps (iv) ought to be
construed as pointing to this evolution of the recdtations’ compositional structure, predicated
as it was on the utilization of writing, rather than merely to the use of writing itself. In any
case, Nagel himself does not make any such suggestion.

110 Seff~image, 164,

111 For example, there is no one single property common to all the things we refer to as ‘games’;
rather, what X has in common with Y might be different from what Y has in commaon with
Z. See Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophische Untersuchungen, in Werkausgabe, vol, 1, ed.
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cidentally onc might conjecture that the aspects of writing and closure were
intentionally disregarded in order to be able to say that the followers of Muhammad
posscssed a genuine kitah afier all. We are thus confronted with a partial re-definition
of the word through a kind of borderline use of it.
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