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U um al Quran
An Introduction to the
Sci ences of the Qur'an
I ntroduction
AHVAD VON DENFFER

The Qur'an contains the revel ations of Allah, the Creator

and Sustainer of the Universe, to mankind. It is the nessage
fromGod to man and therefore of utnost inportance to us.

To properly grasp a nessage, one needs first of all to under-
stand its contents exactly, and for this purpose one nust study
the Qur'an deeply and in detail. In fact, sone people do spend
their whole |ives studying the Qur'an, reading and reflecting
upon it and, as they grow and devel op, both physically and
spiritually, they discover for thensel ves new nmeani ngs and

i mplications.

Secondly, some special know edge of the circunstances

that surround the nessage is also necessary for fuller under-
standi ng of its neaning and inplications. Although some part
of this special know edge can be derived fromthe Qur'an
itself, there remain other areas of know edge that can only be
di scovered by wi der study and research

Muslims have fromearliest times, applied thensel ves not

only to the nessage fromAllah - the Qur'an - but also to its
setting and framework, and the preoccupation with these
ultimately devel oped into the 'sciences' of or 'know edge
about the Qur'an, known as "ulumal-qur'an'.

The proper approach to the Qur'an, in nmy hunble view,
can be described in three stages. You nust:

first,
recei ve the nmessage of the Qur'an, by hearing or reading
it

second,
understand the nessage of the Qur'an by reflecting
upon it and studying its meani ngs;

third,
apply the nmessage of the Qur'an by ordering your
personal life as well as the life of society according to its
message.

The branch of know edge, called 'ulumal-qur'an my be
used as a neans for the acconplishnent of the second stage,
under st andi ng the nmessage of the Qur'an, by understanding
its setting and circunstances.

According to a general definition, 'ulumal-qur'an (1) denotes
studi es concerned with the book of revelations sent down
upon the last Prophet Muhammad, (2) nanely:

- Its revel ation.
- Its collection.



Its order and arrangenent.

- Its witing down.

I nformati on about the reasons and occasi ons of revel ation
About what was reveal ed in Makka and what in Mdi na.
About the abrogating and abrogated verses.

About the 'clear' and the 'unclear' verses.

The term al so covers Qur'an-rel ated studi es, such as:

- The expl anation of verses and passages by the Prophet
hi nsel f, his Conpanions, their followers and the |ater
exegetes of the Qur'an

- The methods of expl anation.

- The schol ars of exegesis and their books.

The aimof this book - as all "ulumal-qur'an - is to help
towards a better understanding of the Qur'anic nessage hy
providing information on its setting, framework and circum
stances. To a great extent it is a descriptive account of the
traditional subject of 'ulumal-qur'an. Some branches of
"ulum al -qur'an, such as the divisions of the text, style, literary
formetc., have only been touched upon briefly, while others

that seened nore inportant have been dealt with in nore

detail. In particular such topics related to the understandi ng of
the text (asbab al-nuzul, al-nasikh wa al-mansukh, etc.) have
been treated nore extensively while others, such as the 'seven
ahruf' or the '"Uhmanic witing, which are of benefit only to
readers with a good know edge of cl assical Arabic, have been

i ntroduced, but not el aborated upon

I have restricted myself to presenting the generally-accepted
views on the issues and, where no consensus exists, have
referred to the nost inportant of the divergent opinions.

Al t hough | do have ny own views on sonme questions, ny

basic aimin this '"Introduction' is generally to informthe
reader about the subject, and not to guide him overtly or
covertly- towards ny own concl usions.

There are a nunber of matters related to the study of the
Qur'an to which | have drawn special attention since this
"Introduction' to the "ulumal-qur'an is ainmed at a specia
reader shi p, nanely, young educated Muslins with little or no
access to the original sources on the subject. | have therefore
i ncluded several topics, of special relevance for that reader-
shi p, such as:

- Orientalists and the Qur' an.

- Translations of the Qur'an.

- Modern interpretation of the Qur'an.
- Language of the Qur'an.

- Reading and recitation of the Qur'an.

Again, particularly for the benefit of these readers, | have
often quoted typical exanples to illustrate the various points
di scussed and make them nore easily conprehensi bl e.

Finally, to assist readers not famliar with Arabic, | have
supplied references to English translations, where avail abl e
(such as translation of hadith books, etc.). However, on certain
topics (e.g. asbab al-nuzul or al-nasikh wa al -mansukh) there

is no literature available as yet in English and references had



to be restricted to Arabic sources only.

I have also attenmpted to note in the bibliography at |east
one or two books in English for each section, from which
nore insight may be gained on the topic discussed.

May this volune (to the best of ny know edge, the first of

its kind in a European | anguage) fulfil its purpose and assi st

you to grasp fully the nessage of the Qur'an and to apply it in
your life, and may Allah accept this hunmble effort and forgive

its shortcom ngs.

Ahmad von Denffer

Lei cester
Ramadan 1981/ 1401

Notes to the |Introduction:

1. Sabuni, Muhammad 'Ali: al-tibyan fi 'ulum al-qur-an, Beirut, 1970,
p. 10.
2. The customary bl essings on the Prophet (Allah's blessings and
peace be
upon hinm) each tine his nane is nentioned will not be repeated in
t he
text, but the reader is kindly requested to observe this Mislim
tradition.

CHAPTER 1
The Qur'an and Revel ation
REVELATI ON AND SCRI PTURE BEFORE
THE QUR AN

God' s Communi cation with Man

God comunicated with man. This is the key concept of

revel ati on upon which all religious belief - if nore than a nere
phil osophical attenpt to explain man's relationship with the
great 'unknown', the 'wholly other' - is founded. There is no

religious belief, however renmote it may be in tine or concept
fromthe clear teachings of Islam which can do without or has
attenpted to do without God's conmunication with nman.

Man deni es God

God's comuni cation with man has al ways acconpani ed

him fromthe earliest period of his appearance on this pl anet,
and throughout the ages until today. Men have often denied

the communication from God or attributed it to sonething

other than its true source and origin. Mre recently some have
begun to deny God altogether, or to explain away nman's
preoccupation with God and the comuni cation fromH m as

a preoccupation with delusion and fantasy. Yet even such
peopl e do not doubt that the preoccupation of man with

God's comunication is as old as man hinmself. Their reasoning
is, they claim based on material evidence. Following this line
of thought they feel that they should deny God's existence, -
but are at the sane time conpelled to concede the point- for
mat eri al evidence is abundant- that nan has ever been pre-
occupied with thinking about God and the concept of God's



comuni cation with nan.
Enmpiricismand Realib

Their general approach- to enphasise material evidence-

in the search for reality and truth, is surely comendabl e. Not
only enpiricist philosophy but al so cormmbnsense tell us that
one should accept as real and existent what can be grasped
enpirically, that is, by direct experience, by seeing, hearing,
touching and so on. While there may be in other systens of

t hought, other criteria for the evaluation of reality, at present
it is a materialistic philosophy that rules the day, and though
many people (especially the 'religious' type) are saddened by
this and wi sh back the 'old days of idealismand rule of the
creed', | personally think that we have to accept the present
state of affairs - not as ideal and unchangeabl e, but as our
poi nt of departure - and noreover that doing so is of sone
advant age to us.

Creation is Material Evidence for God

Many now accept enpiricismas their guiding principles and

God gives ampl e evidence, material evidence, capable of
verification by all enpiricists, for His being and existence. The
wi de earth, the whole universe of creation, are evidence,

mat eri al evidence, for God. No enpiricist would deny that

the earth and the universe do exist. It is only that he does not
al ways perceive themas 'creation', for then he would have to
argue fromthe material evidence that he has to a mghty and

pui ssant cause, to reason and purpose behind it. Such an
argurment woul d by no means be in contradiction with his
enpiricist, rational and scientific Iine of thought, rather in
perfect agreement with it.

Man's Pride

I do not wish to discuss here in any detail why then, despite
this, man denies God and di sregards Hi s comunication with

man. Suffice to say that the cause nust be seen in man's

sel f-perception, his arrogance and fal se pride. Having dis-
covered that he and his kind constitute the peak of 'creation',
he thinks hinself autononous, self-dependent, absolutely

free and fully equipped to be master of the universe. Sonehow,
this self-perception too has been with man from his early days.
He has al ways thought hinmself better than anything else. (1)

Gui dance for Man

Muslins, referring to the Holy Qur'an, also conclude that
fromthe beginning of his life on earth, man has received
comuni cation from God, to guide himand protect himfrom
such sel f-perception and deceit:

"W said: Get ye down all fromhere; and if, as is sure
there cones to you guidance from Me, whosoever foll ows
My gui dance on them shall be no fear, nor shall they
grieve' (2:38) (2)

Thi s message and prom se has been comuni cated by God
to all mankind, all children of Adam as the Qur'an explains:

'O ye children of Adaml Whenever there cone to you



apostles from anongst you, rehearsing My signs unto
you - those who are righteous and nend (their lives) - on
them shall be no fear nor shall they grieve' (7:35).

The Messengers

The gui dance from God conmes through the apostles or
messengers, and they bringwith themthe scripture from God:

"W sent before tinme Qur apostles with clear signs and
sent down with themthe book and the bal ance (of right
and wong) that nmen may stand forth in justice ...' (57:25).

The basic nessage of all prophets from God, and hence of
all scriptures they brought, is one and the sanme nessage from
God to nman:'

"And verily We have raised in every nation a nessenger
(proclaimng): Serve Allah and shun false gods ...'
(16: 36).

The Nanes of the Prophets and their Nunber

The Qur'an nentions the follow ng prophets by nane:

Adam Nuh, Ibrahim Isma'il, Ishaq, Lut, Ya'qub, Yusuf,

Musa, Harun, Dawud, Sul ai man, Ilyas, Al-Yasa', Yunus,

Ayyub, Zakariya, Yahya, 'lIsa, ldris, Hud, Dhul Kifl, Shu'aib
Sal i h, Lugman, Dhul Qarnain, 'Uzair, Mihamrad.

Thi s does not nean, however, that only these have been

God' s prophets. Indeed the Qur'an is very clear that the
nunber of prophets is much larger and that to each community
from anong nmanki nd God has sent Hi s nmessenger

"W did aforetinme send apostles before thee: of them
there are sone whose story W have related to thee and
some whose story We have not related to thee ..." (40:78).

'"To every people (was sent) an apostle ..." (10: 47).
The Nanes of the Scriptures and their Number

Just as there have been nunerous prophets so there were
nunmerous written records of their nessages. The Qur'an nen-
tions the follow ng revelations in particular, which are somne-
times called sheets or |eaves (suhuf) and sonetinmes book or
scripture (kitab):

- The 'sheets' of Ibrahimand Misa.
- The Torah (taurat) of Musa.

- The Psal ms (zabur) of Dawud.

- The CGospel (injil) of 'lIsa.

- The Qur'an of Mihammad.

The Contents of the Fornmer Scriptures

Al'l the teachings contained in the former Scriptures that
were nmeant to be of lasting value and inportance are included
in the Qur'an. The Qur'an al so gives some specific accounts,
al t hough sel ective, of what the pre-Qur'anic scriptures con-
tained and it is worthwhile to |ook briefly at this nmaterial



A reference to the 'sheets' (suhuf) of |brahimand Misa:

"But those will prosper who purify thenselves, and

glorify the name of their guardian Lord, and (lift their
hearts) in prayer. Nay, behold, ye prefer the life of this
worl d; but the Hereafter is better and nore enduring

(87: 14-17). (3)

A reference to the Torah (taurat) of Muisa:

"It was W who revealed the |aw (to Moses): therein was
gui dance and |i ght

We ordained therein for them life for life, eye for eye,
nose for nose, ear for ear, tooth for tooth and wounds
equal for equal, but if anyone remts the retaliation by
way of charity it is an act of atonement for hinself and if
any fail to judge by (the light of) what God has reveal ed
they are (no better than) wongdoers' (5: 47-8).

A reference to the Psalns (zabur) of Dawud:

"And verily W have witten in the Psalns, after the

Rem nder: My righteous slaves will inherit the earth'
(21: 105).

A reference to the Gospel (injil) of 'lsa

" Muhanmad is the messenger of Allah. And those with
hi m are hard agai nst the disbelievers and nerciful anong
t hensel ves. Thou (O Muhammad) seest them bow ng

and falling prostrate (in worship) seeking bounty from
Al l ah and (His) acceptance. The mark of themis on their
foreheads fromthe traces of prostration. Such is their
i keness in the Torah and their |ikeness in the Gospel -
i ke as sown corn that sendeth forth its shoot and
strengtheneth it and riseth firmupon its stalk, delighting
the sowers - that He may enrage the disbelievers with
(the sight of) them Allah has prom sed, unto such of
them as believe and do good works, forgiveness and

i mense reward' (48: 29).

The pre-Qur'anic scriptures, besides carrying the sane basic
message about Allah, the Master of the worlds, and man, His
creation, also brought specific instructions addressed directly
to particular conmmunities of people at given points of time in
history and in particular circunstances, such as the Jew sh or
Christian communities. Revelation before the Qur'an, and

hence scriptures before it, were in many of their details
situation-oriented in nature and therefore confined to their
particul ar frameworks. This al so explains the continuity of
revelation. Wth changing circunstances and in different situ-
ations new gui dance from Allah was required. As long as the
revel ation and scripture were not conpletely universal in
nature, revelation would not reach its finality.

The Fi nal Revel ati on

Muhammad was the | ast messenger from Allah to manki nd,



and he brought the final revelation from God to man. There-
fore the scripture containing this revelation is the |ast of the
Holy Scri ptures.

The basic nmessage of the Holy Qur'an is the same as the

basi c message of the previous revel ations and books, and the
directives and instructions, by which it provides guidance for
man are of a universal nature. They apply for all tinmes to cone
and in all situations. This revelation corresponds to man's
position on earth and in history. Man has reached, in his

devel opnent, the stage when universal principles need to be
applied to safeguard his purposeful existence.

THE QUR AN, HADI TH AND HADI TH QUDS
The Qur'an
The Qur'an can be defined as foll ows:

- The speech of All ah,
sent down upon the | ast Prophet Mihamrad,
t hrough the Angel Gabriel,
inits precise neaning and preci se wording,
transmitted to us by numerous persons (tawatur),
both verbally and in writing.

- Inimtable and uni que,
protected by God from corruption.

The word Qur'an

The Arabic word 'qur'an' is derived fromthe root gara'a,

whi ch has various meani ngs, such as to read, (4) to recite, (5) etc.
Qur'an is a verbal noun and hence neans the 'reading' or
"recitation'. As used in the Qur'an itself, the word refers to the
revelation fromAllah in the broad sense6 and is not always
restricted to the witten formin the shape of a book, as we

have it before us today.

However, it nmeans revelation to Muhammad only, while
revel ation to other prophets has been referred to by different
names (e.g. taurat, injil, kitab, etc.).

O her Nanmes of the Qur'an

The revel ation fromAllah to the Prophet Muhanmad is
referred to - in the Qur'an itself - by the name qur'an (reci-
tation) as well as by other names, such as e.g.

- furgan (criterion, see 25: 1).

- tanzil (sent down, see 26: 192).
- dhikr (rem nder, see 15: 9).

- kitab (scripture, see 21:10).

O her references to the Qur'an are by such words as nur
(l'ight), huda (guidance), rahma (mercy), majid (glorious),
nmubar ak (bl essed), bashir (announcer), nadhir (warner), etc.
All these names reflect one of the various aspects of the
reveal ed word of All ah.

The Meaning of hadith (7)



The word hadith means news, report or narration. It is in
this general sense that the word is used in the Qur'an. (8)
Technically, the word hadith, (pl. ahadith) means in partic-
ular the reports (verbal and witten) about the sunna of the
Prophet Muhammad. Hadith reports about the Prophet

Muhammad are of the foll ow ng kinds:

- What he said (qaul).
- What he did (fi'l).
- What he (silently) approved (taqrir) in others' actions.

There are al so reports about him i.e. about what he was
like (sifa).

The difference between the Qur'an and Hadith.

There is agreenent anong nost Mislim scholars that the
contents of the sunna are also fromAllah. Hence they have
described it as also being the result of sone form of inspir-
ation. (9) The contents of the sunna are however expressed

t hrough the Prophet's own words or actions, while in the case
of the Qur'an the Angel Gabriel brought the exact wording

and contents to the Prophet, who received this as revel ation
and then announced it, in the very same manner that he
received it.

The difference between these two forns has been il lustrated
by Suyuti (follow ng Juwaini) in the follow ng manner

' The reveal ed speech of Allah is of two kinds: As to the
first kind, Allah says to Gabriel: Tell the Prophet to
whom | sent you that Allah tells himto do this and this,
and He ordered hi msonething. So Gabriel understood

what His Lord had told him Then he descended with

this to the Prophet and told himwhat His Lord had told
him but the expression is not this (same) expression,
just as a king says to sonmeone upon whom he relies: Tel
so-and-so: The king says to you: strive in his service and
gat her your arnmy for fighting ... and when the nmessenger
(goes and) says: The king tells you: do not fail in ny
service, and do not let the army break up, and call for
fighting, etc., then he has not |lied nor shortened (the
nmessage)

"And as to the other kind, Allah says to Gabriel: Read to

the Prophet this (piece of) witing, and Gabriel descended
with it fromAllah, without altering it the |east, just as (if)
the king wites a witten (instruction) and hands it over

to his trustworthy (servant) and says (to him: Read it to
so-and-so. Suyuti said: The Qur'an belongs to the second

kind, and the first kind is the sunna, and fromthis derives
the reporting of the sunna according to the nmeaning

unlike the Qur'an." (10)

It is generally accepted that the difference between Qur'an
and sunna is as follows:

The ahadith from or about the Prophet Mihamad are:

- The words or actions of a human being, and not the



speech of God as the Qur'an is.

- Not necessarily reported in tbeir precise wording, as the
Qur'an is.

- Not necessarily transmtted by tawatur, except in sone
i nst ances.

Hadi th Qudsi (11)

Qudsi nmeans holy, or pure. There are sone reports from

the Prophet Muhanmad where he relates to the peopl e what

God has said (says) or did (does), but this information is not
part of the Qur'an. Such a report is called hadith qudsi, e.qg.

Abu Huraira reported that Allah's nessenger said:

"Allah, Mghty and Exalted is He, said: If My servant
likes to neet nme, | like to neet him and if he dislikes to
meet Me, | dislike to meet him' (12)

VWil e the conmon factor between hadith qudsi and the

Qur'an is that both contain words from All ah whi ch have been
reveal ed to Muhammad, the main points of difference between
Qur'an and hadith qudsi are as follows:

In the Qur'an the precise wording is fromAllah, while in
the hadith qudsi the wording is given by the Prophet
Muharmad.

The Qur'an has been brought to Muhammad only by the
Angel Gabriel, while hadith qudsi may al so have been
i nspired otherw se, such as e.g. in a dream

- The Qur'an is inimtable and uni que, but not so the
hadi t h qudsi .

- The Qur'an has been transmitted by nunerous persons,
(tawatur) but the hadith and hadith qudsi often only by a
few or even one individual. There are hadith qudsi which
are sahth, but also others hasan, or even da'if, while
there is no doubt at all about any aya fromthe Qur'an

Anot her point is that a hadith qudsi cannot be recited in
prayer.

Di stinctive Features of the Qur'an

The nost inportant distinction between the Qur'an and al

other words or witings therefore is that the Qur'an is the
speech from Al lah, revealed in its precise neaning and wording
through the Angel Gabriel, transmtted by many, inimtable,

uni que and protected by Allah Hi nsel f against any corruption

REVELATI ON AND HOW I T CAME TO
THE PROPHET MUHAMMAD

God guides H s Creation

Al l ah the Creator has not only brought about the creation,

but continues to sustain and direct it, in the way that He has
created us and all that is around us. He has provi ded many
forms of guidance, indeed, a system of guiding principles, of



which the aws of 'nature' are a part.

But Allah has also granted a special form of guidance for

manki nd from the outset of its occupancy of the earth. He

prom sed to Adam and his descendants: 'Get ye down all from

here; and if, as is sure, there cones to you gui dance from M,
whosoever follows gui dance, on themshall be no fear, nor

shall they grieve' (2: 38).' (13) This guidance cones through the
prophets, whom Al |l ah conti nuously sent to nankind, unti

the | ast messenger, Muhammad received His final guidance.

Gui dance through Revel ation

W call a man to whom God in his own way comuni cates

Hi s gui dance, a prophet or messenger (nabi, rasul). Prophets
receive the word of God through revel ation and then com
municate it to their fellow human bei ngs:

"W have sent thee INSPIRATION, as W sent it to Noah and
the nmessengers after him We sent | NSPI RATION to Abra-
ham Ismail, |saac, Jacob and the tribes, to Jesus, Job
Jonah, Harun and Sol onon, and to David W gave the

Psal ms. Of sone apostles, W have already told the

story, of others W have not - and to Moses God spoke
direct - apostles who gave good news as well as warning,
that manki nd after (the com ng) of the apostles should
have no plea against God: for God is exalted in power

and ways' (4: 163-5).

The two words italicised (capitalized) in the above translation
are both derived fromthe Arabic root 'wahy'.

The Meani ng of Wahy

The word awha, from which 'wahy' (revelation) is derived,
occurs in a nunmber of shades of neaning in the Qur'an, each

of themindicating the main underlying idea of inspiration
directing or guiding soneone. In each exanple bel ow, the
italicised words in the translation are fornms of the root word
wahy in the original text of the Qur'an:

- Guidance in natural intuition:
'so we sent this inspiration to the nmother of Mdses . . .' (28:
- Guidance in natural instinct:
"and thy Lord taught the bee to build its cells in hills, on
trees and in (man's) habitations' (16: 68).
- Guidance by signs:
'So Zakaria canme out to his people from his chanber: he
told them by signs to celebrate God's praises in the norn-
ing and in the evening' (19: 11).
- Guidance from evil
"Li kewi se did we make for every nessenger an eneny-
evil ones anpng nmen and jinns, inspiring each other with
fl owery discourses by way of deception ...' (6: 112).
- Guidance from Cod:
" Remenber thy Lord inspired the angels (with the
message) ...' (8: 12).

Means of Revel ation

Wahy in the sense of 'revelation' is guidance from God for



Hi s creation, brought by the Prophets, who received the word
from God through one of the means mentioned in the foll ow
ing Qur'anic verse

"It is not fitting for a man that God should speak to him
except by inspiration, or frombehind a veil, or by sending
of a nessenger to reveal with God's perm ssion what

God wills: for He is Mdst High, Mdst Wse' (42: 51).

Means of revel ation are:

- Inspiration, e.g. in a dream (see 37: 102, where it is
rel ated that |brahimreceives guidance in a vision, while
asl eep, to sacrifice his son).

- Speech hidden away (see 27: 8, where it is related that
God spoke to Musa fromthe fire).

- Words (speech) sent through a special nmessenger from
God (see 2:97, where it is related that God sent the
Angel Gabriel as the nessenger to Muhammad to revea
H s message).

The Qur'an reveal ed to Miuhammad

Prophet Muhammad, the |ast of God's nessengers, received

the revel ation of the Qur'an through a special nessenger sent
by God for this purpose: the Angel Gabriel, who recited to

hi m God' s words exactly.

The Descent of the Qur'an

According to Suyuti' (14) on the basis of three reports from
" Abdul I ah I bn ' Abbas, in Hakim Baihaqi and Nasa'i, the
Qur' an descended in two stages:

- Fromthe lauh al-mahfuz, the '"well-preserved tablet', to
the | owest of the heavens (bait al-'izza) of the world, al
together, in the laila al-qgadr

- Fromthe heavens to earth in stages throughout the
twenty-three years of Muhammad's prophet hood, and
first in the laila al-qadr of Ramadan, through the Ange
Gabri el .

This second descent fromthe heaven to the heart of the
Prophet is referred to in Sura al-isra' (17) and Sura al-furqan
(25).

BEG NNI NG OF THE REVELATI ON

The revel ation of the Qur'an began in the laila al-qgadr of
Ramadan (the 27th night or one of the odd nights after the
21st) after the Prophet Muhanmad had passed the fortieth
year of his Iife (that is around the year 610), during his
seclusion in the cave of Hira' on a nmountain near Mkka.

Bukhari s Account (15)

This is the account, as reported in the Sahih of Bukharl:



Narrated Aisha the nmother of the faithful believers: The
conmencenent of the divine inspiration to Allah's

apostle was in the form of good dreams which cane |ike
bright daylight (i.e. true) and then the |ove of seclusion
was bestowed upon him

He used to go in seclusion in the Cave of Hira', where

he used to worship (Al lah alone) continuously for many
days before his desire to see his famly. He used to take
with himfood for the stay and then cone back to (his

wi fe) Kha& a to take his food |ikewi se again, till sud-
denly the truth descended upon himwhile he was in the
Cave of Hira'.

The angel cane to himand asked himto read. The

Prophet replied 'l do not know how to read'.

The Prophet added, 'The angel caught ne (forcibly)

and pressed nme so hard that | could not bear it any nore.
He then rel eased ne and again asked ne to read and
replied, "I do not know how to read". Thereupon he

caught ne again and pressed ne a second time till | could
not bear it any nore. He then released ne and again
asked nme to read, but again | replied, "I do not know
how to read" (or what shall | read?). Thereupon he

caught ne for the third tine and pressed ne, and then

rel eased nme and said: "Read, in the name of Your Lord,
who created, created man froma clot. Read! And Your

Lord is the nost bountiful" ... (16)

The narration goes on to tell us that the Prophet went back
to his wife Khadija and recounted to her his dreadful experi-
ence. She conforted himand both of them consulted Waraqga,
Khadlja's relative and a | earned Christian, about it. Waraga
tol d Muhanmad t hat he had encountered the one 'whom

Al l ah had sent to Moses' and that he would be driven out by
hi s peopl e.

How Revel ati on cane

Narrated Aisha, the nmother of the faithful believers:

Al -Harith bin H sham asked Allah's apostle: 'O Allah's
apostle. Howis the divine inspiration revealed to you?

Al l ah's apostle replied, 'Sonetinmes it is "revealed" like

the ringing of a bell, this formof inspiration is the hardest
of all and then this state passes off after | have grasped
what is inspired. Sonmetinmes the Angel cones in the form

of a man and talks to nme and | grasp whatever he says'. (17)

The First Revelation' (18)

The first revelation that the Prophet Mihammad recei ved
isin the first verses fromSura al-'alaq (96:1-3, according to
others 1-5):

'"Read in the name of your Lord, who created, created
man froma clot. Read! And your Lord is nost bountiful
(He who taught) the use of the pen taught nman which he
knew not .

The remai nder of Sura 96, which now has 19 ayat, was
reveal ed on sone | ater occasion.



The Pause (fatra)

After the first nessage thus received, revelation ceased for
a certain period (calledfatra) and then resuned:

Narrated Jabir bin 'Abdullah Al -Ansari while tal king
about the period of pause in revelation reporting the
speech of the Prophet, '"Wiile |I was wal king, all of a
sudden | heard a voice fromthe heaven. | |ooked up and
saw the sane angel who had visited ne at the Cave of
Hra sitting on a chair between the sky and the earth.
got afraid of himand came back home and said "Wap
me (in blankets)" and then Allah revealed the follow ng
holy verses (of the Qur'an): O you covered in your cloak
arise and warn (the people against Allah's puni shnent)
up to "and all pollution shun".'

After this revelation came strongly and regularly. (19)
The Second Revel ation

The second portion of the Qur'an revealed to the Prophet
Muhammad was t he begi nning of Sura al -nuddaththir (74: 1-

5). It now consists of 56 verses, the rest revealed |later, and
begins as follows: 'O you, covered in your cloak, arise and
warn, thy Lord magnify, thy rainment purify, pollution

shun ...’

O her Early Revel ations

Many hold that Sura al-nuzzamm | (73) was the next
revel ation.

According to others, Sura al-fatiha (1) was the third sura to
be reveal ed. (20)

Anong other early revelations, which the Prophet declared
in Makka, are, according to sone reports, Sura 111, Sura 81
Sura 87, Sura 92, Sura 89, etc. Then revelation continued,
"mentioning Paradise and Hell, and until mankind turned to
Islam then came revel ati on about halal and haram ... ' (21)

Revel ation cane to the Prophet throughout his lifetine,

both in Makka and Madina, i.e. over a period of approximtely
23 years, until shortly before his death in the year 10 after
Hijra (632).

The Last Revel ation

Many Muslim scholars agree that the | ast revel ati on was
Sura 2, verse 281:

"And fear the day when ye shall be brought back to God.
Then shall every soul be paid what it earned and none
shall be dealt with unjustly.’

Sone al so say that it was 2:282 or 2:278. (22)

It has al so been suggested that all three verses were reveal ed
on one occasion. The Prophet died nine nights after the | ast



revel ati on.
Ot hers hold that Sura 5:4 was the |last to be reveal ed:

'"This day | have perfected your religion for you, com
pl eted My favour upon you and have chosen for you
Islam as your religion.'

The opinion that this verse was the |last revelation is not
sound according to many scholars, since it was reveal ed during
the last pilgrimge of the Prophet. This information is based
upon a hadith from'Umar. Suyuti explains concerning the

verse in Sura 5 that after it nothing concerning ahkam and

hal 'al and haram was revealed, and in this sense it is the
"conpletion' of religion. However, revel ation rem nding man

of the com ng day of judgenent continued and the | ast such
revelation is the above verse. (23)

Reasons why the Qur'an was sent down in Stages

The Qur'an was revealed in stages over a period of 23 years,
and not as a conplete book in one single act of revelation
There are a nunber of reasons for this; nobst inmportant are the
fol | owi ng:

- To strengthen the heart of the Prophet by addressing him
conti nuously and whenever the need for guidance arose.

- Qut of consideration for the Prophet since revel ation was
a very difficult experience for him

- To gradually inplenent the | aws of God.

- To mamke understandi ng, application and nenorisation
of the revelation easier for the believers.

1. The question of how evil came into the world has preoccupi ed nany
sincere seekers after the truth. The answer which the Qur'an

gi ves
is sinple yet convincing if seen against all the evidence of

hi stori cal

and contenporary human civilisation. At the root of all evil in
this

world is disobedience to God, resulting fromthe belief that one
is

superior to another. Fromthis belief stens oppression of man by
man

discrimnation, crime and all other evils that rule the day. The
t est
lies in obedience to God, for seen against God, the '"wholly

Othegli creation is indeed on the other side and equal. In Sura al -
| raE?) it is related that God asked all angels to bow before Adam
the_first man. The angel s obeyed, and observed God's will, except
Ibllahen asked why he opposed God's will, he replied: 'ana khairun

m nhu' - | (lIblis) ambetter than him (Adanm), you created me from

fire and created himfromclay' (7:12) . This then is the
begi nni ng



of all evil, for it is Iblis who after this nakes it his nission
to
incite men also to act against God's wll.

2. | shall use the following two English translations of the Holy
Qur'an: A Yusuf Ali, (Ali, Abdullah Yusuf: The d orious Qur'an:
Text, Translation and Commentary. Leicester, 1978) and M

Pi ckt hal
(Pickthall, Mhamad Marmaduke: The Meani ng of the Clorious

Kor an,

New York, 1963).

3. Some say that the whole of Sura 87 is a reference to this first

book
of revelation, but others hold that only the few verses quoted

here
are actually meant. See nukhtasar tafsir Ibn Kathir, Beirut,

1402/ 1981,

Vol . 3, p. 631. Another reference to the suhuf of Misa and

I brahimis
in Sura 53:36 ff.

4 Sura 17: 93.

5. Sura 75:18:17: 46.

6. Sura 17: 82.

7. For details on hadith see: A zam , Mihammad Miustafa: Studies in

Hadi t h

Met hodol ogy and Literature, Indianapolis, 1977.

e.g. Sura 12:101.

For details see kitab al-risala, by Imam al-Shafi'i, Cairo, n.d.

especially pp. 28-9. In English: Khadduri Majid, Islamc

Juri sprudence.

Shafi'i's Risala, Baltinore, 1961, chapter 5, especially pp. 121-
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10. Sabuni, tibyan, p.52
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Bei r ut
Damascus, 1980.
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13. The word here used for guidance is hudan

14. al Itgan fi ulumal quran, Beirut, 1973, Vol. | pp. 39-40

15. English translations of ahadith are, unless otherw se indicated,
from Khan, Muhammad Muhsin: The Transl ati on of the Meani ngs of
Sahi h al -Bukhari, 9 vols., Istanbul, 1978 (abbr. as Bukhari)
and Siddi qui, Abdul Hami d: Sahih Muslim 4 vols., Lahore, 1978
(abbr. as Muslin.

16. Bukhari, I, No. 3; VI, No. 478; Musliml, No. 301

17. Bukhari, |, No. 2.

18. See Suyuti, ltgan, |, pp.23-4.
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21. ibid.

22. Kamal, Ahmad 'Adil: 'ulumal-Qur'an, Cairo, 1974, p.18.
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Transm ssion of the Qur'anic
Revel ation

The revel ation contained in the Qur'an has been transmtted
to us by nunmerous persons in two ways: orally and in witten



form
MEMORI SATI ON AND ORAL TRANSM SSI ON
Menori sati on by the Prophet

Oral transm ssion of the revelation was based on hifz or
menori sation and the Prophet Muhammad hinsel f was the

first to cormit a revelation to nmenory after the Angel Gabrie
had brought it to him

' Move not thy tongue concerning the (Qur'an) to make

haste therewith. It is for Us to collect it and pronul gate
it; but when W have pronulgated it, followthou its
recital' (75: 16-19).

'... an apostle from God, rehearsing scriptures, kept
pure and holy ..." (98: 2).

Menori sation by the Conpani ons

The Prophet then declared the revelation and instructed his
Conpanions to nenorise it. The case of |bn Mas' ud, who was
the first man to publicly recite the Qur'an in Makka, shows
that even in the very early phase of the Islanic umma recital of
the revelation frommenory was practised by the Conpanions:

'... the first man to speak the Qur'an loudly in Makka
after the apostle was ' Abdull ah bin Mas'ud. The
Prophet' s Conpani ons cane together and mentioned
that the Quraish had never heard the Qur'an distinctly

read to them ... Wen (lbn Mas'ud) arrived at the

magAm he read "In the name of God the Conpassionate

the Merciful", raising his voice as he did so. "The Com
passi onate who taught the Qur'an ..." (55:1) ... They

got up and began to hit himin the face; but he continued
to read so far as God willed that he should read ... [1]

It is also reported that Abu Bakr used to recite the Qur'an
publicly in front of his house in Mkka. [2]

The Prophet encourages Menobnsation

There are nunerous ahadith, giving account of various
efforts made and neasures taken by the Prophet to ensure
that the revelation was preserved in the menory of his Com
pani ons. The followi ng is perhaps the nost clear

"Narrated 'Uthman bin ' Affan: The Prophet said: "The
nost superior anong you (Muslins) are those who | earn
the Qur'an and teach it".' [3]

It is also well known that the recital of the Qur'an during the
daily prayers is required and hence many Conpani ons heard
repeatedly passages fromthe revel ation, nmenorised them

and used themin prayer.

The Prophet also listened to the recitation of the Qur'an by
t he Conpani ons.

Narrated ' Abdul l ah (b. Mas'ud): 'Allah's Apostle said to



me: "Recite (of the Qur'an) for ne". | said: "Shall
recite it to you although it had been revealed to you?!"
He said: "I like to hear (the Qur'an) fromothers". So I
recited Surat-an-Nisa'" till | reached: "How (will it be)
then when W bring fromeach nation a witness and W
bring you (O Muhanmad) as a witness agai nst these

peopl e?" ' (4: 41).

"Then he said: "Stop!" Behold, his eyes were shedding tears
then.' [4]

The Prophet sent Teachers

The Prophet sent teachers to communities in other places
so that they might receive instruction in Islamand the Qur'an.

The case of Mus'ab bin "Umir illustrates that this was so
even before the hijra:

"When these nen (of the first pledge of 'Agaba) left (for
Madi na) the apostle sent with them Mus.'ab bin 'Umair

and instructed himto read the Qur'an to themand to
teach themlIslamand to give theminstruction about
religion. In Madina Misiab was called "the reader".' [5]

Anot her wel | -known case concerns MiI' adh bin Jabal who
was sent to Yemen to instruct the people there.

Qur' an Readers anpbng the Comnpani ons

Suyuti [6] mentions nore than twenty well-known persons

who nenorised the revel ation, anong them were Abu Bakr

"Umar, 'Uthman, '"Ali, Ibn Mas'ud, Abu Huraira, 'Abdullah

bin ' Abbas, 'Abdullah bin '"Am bin al-'As, 'Aisha, Hafsa, and
Umm Sal ane.

>From anong these, the Prophet himself recomended
especially the follow ng:

"Narrated Masruq: 'Abdullah bin 'Anmr nmentioned

" Abdul l ah bin Mas'ud and said: | shall ever |ove that man
for | heard the Prophet saying: Take (learn) the Qur'an
fromfour: 'Abdullah bin Mas'ud, Salim Miiadh and

Ubay bin Ka'b'. [7]

Anot her hadith inforns us about those Conpani ons who
had nmenorised the Qur'an in its entirety and gone over it with
the Prophet before his death:

"Narrated Qatada: | asked Anas bin Mlik: Wo collec-
ted the Qur'an at the time of the Prophet? He replied,
Four, all of whomwere fromthe Ansar: Ubay bin Ka'b
Mu' adh bin Jabal, Zaid bin Thabit and Aba Zaid.' [8]

The fact that sone of the earliest historical reports make
special mention in the accounts of the battles that were fought,
of Muslinms killed who knew (sonething of) the Qur'an by

heart, gives a clear indication that nmenorisation of the reve-

| ati on was considered inportant and widely practised from

the earliest tinmes. [9]



The Qur'an Menorised in the Prophet's Lifetine

It is therefore certain that the Qur'an had been nenori sed
by the Conpani ons of the Prophet during his [ifetime. This
tradition continued among the Conpani ons after the Prophet's
death and, later, anmong the tabi'un and all generations of
Musl i ms that have followed, until today.

TRANSM SSI ON OF THE WRI TTEN TEXT

The Witten Text at the Tine of the
Prophet Miuhammad

What is neant by Jaml al-Qur'an?

The general neaning of jam al-qur'an is to 'bring together
the Qur'an'. This was done and has to be understood in two
ways:

- Bringing together the Qur'an orally, or in one's mnd
(hifz).

- Bringing together the Qur'an in witten form or on
sheets, or in a book.

Jam al-qura'n therefore, in the classical literature, has
vari ous neani ngs:

- To learn the Qur'an by heart.

- To wite down every revelation

- To bring together those materials upon which the Qur'an
has been witten.

- To bring together the reports of people who have neno-
rised the Qur'an.

- To bring together all such sources, both oral and witten.

How was the Qur'an Coll ected?

In Suyut'is Itgan it is said that the Qur'an had been witten
down in its entirety in the tine of the Prophet but had not
been brought together in one single place, and that therefore
these witten records or docunents had not been arranged in
order.' [10]

However, this statenent does not preclude that the ordering
of the Qur'an and the arrangenent of the suras, was fixed by
the Prophet hinself and safeguarded through oral trans-

m ssion.

St ages of Coll ection

As far as the witten text is concerned, one may distinguish
three stages:

1. In the tinme of the Prophet:
- in the hearts of nmen (nenorisation).
- on witing materials

2. In the time of Abu Bakr

3. In the time of 'U hman.

Why was no Book | eft by the Prophet?



The Prophet Muhanmad di d not present to his Conpani ons
the revel ation collected and arranged in a single witten vol -
ume. There are a nunber of good reasons for this:

- Because the revelation did not come down in one piece,
but at intervals and was received continuously until the
end of the Prophet's life.

- Because some verses were abrogated in the course of
revel ation, and therefore flexibility needed to be main-
t ai ned.

- The ayat and suras were not always revealed in their fina
order, but were arranged | ater

- The Prophet lived only nine days after the |ast revelation
and was severely ill.

- There was no dispute or friction about the Qur'an during
the time of the Prophet, as devel oped afterwards when
he, as the final authority, was no |onger avail able.

Witing down the Revel ation

VWhile witing was not w despread anong the people in

Arabia at the tine of the Prophet there were persons of whom

it is reported that they did wite. It is said for exanple of
Waraga, Khadija's cousin, that he had been converted to
Christianity in the pre-Islanmic period 'and used to wite Arabic
and wite of the Gospel in Arabic as nmuch as Allah w shed him
to wite'.

The Prophet hinself did nuch to encourage the Muslims to

learn to wite. It is related that sone of the Quraish, who were
taken prisoners at the battle of Badr, regained their freedom
after they had taught sonme of the Muslins the art of witing.' [12]

Did the Prophet himself wite?

Al though it is not clear whether the Prophet Muhamad
knew how to wite, there is unani nous agreement anong
schol ars that Muhammad hinself did not wite down the
revel ation. The Qur'an clearly states:

"And thou (O Muhammad) wast not a reader of any

scripture before it, nor didst thou wite it with thy right
hand, for then nmight those have doubted who foll ow

fal sehood' (29:48).

The Qur'an also refers to Muhammad on several occasions
as the "unlettered prophet' which some scholars have inter-
preted in the sense that he did not read or wite:

' Those who follow the apostle, the unlettered prophet
. (8: 157).

Hi's community too has been described as 'unlettered

"It is he who has sent anobngst the unlettered an apostle
from anong thenselVes ..." (62:2).

The Qur'an witten during the Prophet's Lffetine

There is no doubt that the Qur'an was not only transmtted
orally by many Muslins who had | earned parts or the whol e of



it, but that it was also witten down during the lifetinme of the
Pr ophet .

The wel | -known report about 'Umar's conversion shows

that | arge passages of the revelation had already been witten
down even at a very early tine, in Makka, |ong before the
hijra, when the Prophet was still in the house of Argam

"Umar had set out to kill the Prophet Muhammad, when

sonmebody informed himthat |slam had already spread into

his own family and pointed out to himthat his brother-in-Iaw,
hi s nephew and his sister had all become Muslinms. 'Unmar

went to the house of his sister and found her together with her
husband and another Miuslim A dispute arose and ' Umar
violently attacked both his brother-in-law and his own sister
"When he did that they said to him"Yes, we are Muslins and

we believe in God and His apostle and you can do what you
like". When 'Umar saw the bl ood on his sister, he was sorry
for what he had done and turned back and said to his sister
"Gve nme this sheet which | heard you reading just now so that
I may see just what it is which Mihamrad has brought', for
"Umar could wite. When he said that, his sister replied that
she was afraid to trust himwith it. 'Do not be afraid', he said
and he swore by his gods that he would return it when he had
read it. Wen he said that, she had hopes that he would

become a Muslimand said to him 'My brother, you are

uncl ean in your polytheismand only the clean may touch it'.
So 'Umar rose and washed hinself and she gave hi mthe page

in which was Taha and when he had read the begi nning he said
"How fine and noble is this speech ..." [13]

The Qur'an Dictated by the Prophet

The Qur'an was not only witten down by those Conpani ons

who did so on their own initiative. Indeed, the Prophet, when

a revel ation cane, called for the scribe and dictated to him
The Prophet while in Madi na had several such scribes, [14] anpng
whom Zaid bin Thabit was very promn nent.

Narrated al-Bara': There was reveal ed ' Not equal are

t hose believers who sit (at hone) and those who strive

and fight in the cause of Allah' (4: 95). The Prophet said:
"Call Zaid for me and et himbring the board, the ink pot
and the scapul a bone (or the scapula bone and the ink
pot).' Then he said: '"Wite: Not equal are those

believers ... [15]

It is also reported that nmaterial upon which the revel ation
had been witten down was kept in the house of the Prophet. [16]

Witten during the Prophet's Lifetine

Anot her report infornms us that when people came to

Madi na to |l earn about Islam they were provided with 'copies
of the chapters of the Qur'an, to read and | earn them by
heart'. [17]

Further evidence for the existence of the Qur'an as a witten
docunent during the lifetime of the Prophet cones fromthe
foll ow ng account:

"Abd Allah b. Abu Bakr b. Hazm reported: The book



written by the apostle of Allah for 'Amr b. Hazm con-
tained also this that no man should touch the Qur'an
wi t hout ablution.' [18]

The book, which Allah's messenger wote for "Amr b
Hazm that no one should touch the Qur'an except the
purified one:

Mal i k said: And no one should carry the nushaf by its

strap, nor on a pillow, unless he is clean. And even if this
be allowed to carry it inits cover, it is not disliked, if
there is not in the two hands which carry it, sonething

pol luting the nushaf, but it is disliked for the one who
carries it, and he is not clean, in honour to the Qur'an

and respect to it. Malik said: The best | heard about this
is the verse 'None shall touch it but those who are clean'
(56: 79).' [19]

The comrentary to the muwatta' explains that the book
referred to as witten by the Prophet (which nmeans of course
written upon his instruction) was sent with some Muslins for
instruction in Islamof the people of Yenen. [20]

In fact the Qur'anic verse 56: 79, read in context, clearly
explains that the Qur'an is available to those who receive
instruction by revelation, in the formof a book or a piece of
writing:

'"... this is indeed a Qur'an nost honourable, in a book
(kitab) well guarded, which none shall touch but those
who are clean: a revelation fromthe Lord of the worlds
(56: 77-80).

The sanme fact, i.e. that the Qur'an did exist as a witten
docunent in the lifetinme of the Prophet is proved by the
foll owi ng ahadith:

FromIlbn "Umar: ... 'The nmessenger of Allah (may
peace be upon him said: "Do not take the Qur'an on a
journey with you, for I amafraid lest it should fall into

the hands of the eneny". [21]

The correctness of the assunption that the reference is to a
written docunment is supported by one of the transmitters:

Ayyub (i. e. one of the narrators in the chain of transm ssion of
this report) said: The enemy may seize it and may quarrel with
you over it. [22]

Furthernore, the chapter-headi ng used by Bukhan for the
section, (which usually contains additional information,)
expl ai ns:

"I'bn "Umar said: No doubt the Prophet and his Com
panions travelled in the |l and of the eneny and they knew
the Qur'an then.' [23]

Col l ection of Revelation dunng the Prophet's Lifetine
During his last pilgrimge, at the sernon which he gave to

the | arge gathering of Muslins, the Prophet said: '|I have |eft
with you something which if you will hold fast to it you will



never fall into error- a plain indication, the book of God and
the practice of his prophet. [24]

This advice fromthe Prophet to the Muslinms inplies that
the revel ation was available as kitab (witing) before his
death, for otherw se he would have referred to it in sone
other term

>From ot her reports also, we can conclude that the Prophet
hi msel f took care of the actual arrangenment of the revel ation
when it was witten down.

Zaid is reported to have said:

"We used to conpile the Qur'an fromsnmall scraps in the
presence of the Apostle.' [25]

"Uthman said, that in |ater days, the Prophet 'used to, when
somet hing was revealed to him call sonmeone from anong

those who used to wite for himand said: Place these ayat in
the sura, in which this and this is nmentioned, and when (only)
one aya was revealed to him he said: Place this aya in the sura
in which this and this is nmentioned . [26]

This indicates that not only was the revelation witten down
during the lifetime of the Prophet, but that he hinself gave

i nstructions for the arrangenent of the material. According to
some other reports, it is also clear, that this proper arrange-
ment and order of the ayat was well known to the Conpani ons

of the Prophet, and they were not prepared to tanmper with it.

"Narrated Ibn Az-Zubair: | said to 'Uhman "This verse
which is in Sura al-Bagara: 'those of you who die and
| eave wi ves behind ... without turning themout' has

been abrogated by anot her verse. Why then do you wite

it in the Qur'an?" 'Uhman said: Leave it (where it is)

O son of ny brother, for | will not shift anything of it (i
the Qur'an) fromits original position.' [27]

Simlarly quite a nunber of reports nention the various

Suras by their names or begi nnings. Two exanples nay suf-
fice to make this point:

Narrated Abu Huraira: The Prophet used to recite the
following in the Fajr prayer of Friday: Alif Lam Mm
Tanzil (Sajda) (32) and Hal -ata 'ala-I-Insani (al-dahr)
(76). [28]

Abu Huraira said: God's nessenger recited in both rak'as
of the dawn prayer: "Say O unbelievers (99) and Say, He
is God, one God (112).' [29]

The order and arrangenment was of course well known to the
Muslims due to the daily recitation of the Qur'an in the
prayers at the nosque of the Prophet and at other places.
Finally there are three ahadith in Sahi h Bukhari, inform ng us
that the Angel Gabriel used to recite the Qur'an with the
Prophet once a year, but he recited it twice with himin the
year he died. The Prophet used to stay in i'tikaf for ten days
every year (in the nonth of Ranmad. an), but in the year of his



death, he stayed in i'tikaf for twenty days. [30]

We can therefore distinguish the follow ng neasures which
ensured the collection of the revelation in witing during the
lifetime of the Prophet:

- Revelation used to be witten down even in the very early
days of the Prophet's call

- I n Madi na, the Prophet had several persons who wote
down revel ation when it was reveal ed.

- The Prophet himself instructed his scribes as to where the
different reveal ed verses should be placed, and thus
determ ned the order and arrangenent.

- This order and arrangenent was well known to the
Muslinms and strictly observed by them

- The Angel Gabriel went through all the revelation with
Muhammad each year in Ramadan, and went through it
twice in the year the Prophet died.

- There are nunerous reports about the existence of the
witten Qur'an - in the formof a book or piece of witing
(kitab) during the lifetime of the Prophet.

What did the Prophet |eave behi nd?

The way the material of revelation was |eft by the Prophet
at his death was the nost suitable for the Conpanions in that:

- Al parts of the revelation were available both in witten
form and menorised by the Conpani ons.

- Al pieces were available on | oose witing material
making it easy to arrange themin the proper order

- The order already fixed of the ayat within the suras, in the
written form as well as in the memory of the Conpan-
ions, and of the suras in the nenory of the Conpani ons.

VWhat arrangenent coul d have been better than to have
everything to hand in witten form as well as nmenorised by
the Muslims, and to have the order and arrangenent already
determined, partially in the witten formand conpletely in
the nenories of the people?

It is for these reasons that a | ater scholar, al-Harith al-
Muhasi bi in his book kitab fahm al - Sunan, summari sed the

first phase of the witten collection of the Qur'anic material in
the foll owi ng words:

"Witing of the Qur'an was no novelty, for the Prophet

used to order that it be witten down, but it was in

separate pieces, on scraps of |eather, shoul der bl ades

and palmrisp, and when (Abu Bakr) al -Siddiq ordered

that it be copied fromthe (various) places to a common

pl ace, which was in the shape of sheets, these (materials)
were found in the house of the Prophet in which the

Qur'an was spread out, and he gathered it all together

and tied it with a string so that nothing of it was |lost. [31]

It is obvious that the history of the Qur'anic text
(Textgeschi chte) cannot be conpared with that of other Holy
Scriptures. While the books of the Od and New Testanents,



for example, were witten, edited and conpiled over |ong
peri ods, sonetines centuries, the text of the Qur'an, once
revel ati on had ceased, has remmined the sane to this day.

Suhuf and Mushaf

Both words are derived fromthe same root Sahafa 'to
write'. The word suhuf also occurs in the Qur'an (87:19)
meani ng scripture or witten sheets.

Suhuf (sg. sahifa) means | oose pieces of witing materi al
such as paper, skin, papyrus, etc.

Mushaf (pl. masahif) neans the coll ected suhuf, brought
together into a fixed order, such as between two covers, into a
vol une.

In the history of the witten text of the Qur'an, suhuf stands
for the sheets on which the Qur'an was collected in the tinme of
Abu Bakr. In these suhuf the order of the ayat within each
sura was fixed, but the sheets with the suras on them were stil
in a |oose arrangenent, i.e. not bound into a vol une.

Mushaf in the present context neans the sheets on which

the Qur'an was collected in the time of 'Uthman. Here both
the order of the ayat within each sura as well as the order of
the sheets were fixed.

Today we also call any copy of the Qur'an, which has both
order of ayat and suras fixed, a nushaf.

How t he suhuf were made

Tradition informs us that at the Battle of Yamama (11/633),
in the time of Abu Bakr, a number of Muslinms, who had
menmori sed the Qur'an were killed. Hence it was feared that
unless a witten copy of the Qur'an were prepared, a |arge
part of the revelation m ght be |ost.

The following is the account in the Sahih Bukhar

Narrated Zaid bin Thabit Al-Ansari, one of the scribes

of the Revel ation: Abu Bakr sent for nme after the casual -
ties anong the warriors (of the battle) of Yamama (where

a great number of Qurra were killed). 'Umar was present

wi th Abu Bakr who said: "Umar has conme to ne and

sai d, the People have suffered heavy casualties on the

day of (the battle of) Yamama, and | am afraid that there
wi |l be some casualties anong the Qurra (those who

know the Qur'an by heart) at other places, whereby a

| arge part of the Qur'an may be | ost, unless you collect it.
And | am of the opinion that you should collect the
Qur'an.' Abu Bakr added, 'I said to 'Umar, "How can

do sonet hing which Allah's Apostle has not done?"

"Umar said (to me) "By Allah, it is (really) a good thing".
So 'Unmar kept on pressing trying to persuade ne to

accept his proposal, till Allah opened nmy bosomfor it

and | had the same opinion as 'Umar'. (Zaid bin Thabit
added:) 'Umar was sitting with him (Abu Bakr) and was

not speaki ng. Abu Bakr said (to ne), 'You are a W se

young man and we do not suspect you (of telling lies or of



forgetful ness); and you used to wite the Divine Inspir-
ation for Allah's Apostle. Therefore, ook for the Qur'an
and collect it (in one manuscript)'. By Allah, if he (Abu
Bakr) had ordered ne to shift one of the nountains
(fromits place) it would not have been harder for ne

than what he had ordered ne concerning the collection

of the Qur'an. | said to both of them 'How dare you do a
thing which the Prophet has not done?' Abu Bakr said,

"By Allah, it is (really) a good thing. So I kept on arguing
with himabout it till Allah opened my bosom for that

whi ch He had opened the bosons of Abu Bakr and

"Umar. So | started locating the Quranic material and
collecting it from parchnments, scapula, |eafstalks of date
pal ms and fromthe nenories of men (who knew it by

heart). | found with Khuzaima two verses of Surasat-

Tauba which | had not found with anybody el se (and

they were):

"Verily there has cone to you an Apostle (Mihamuad) from
anong yourselVes. It grieves himthat you should receive
any injury or difficulty. He (Muhammd) is ardently anxious
over you (to be rightly guided)' (9:128).

The manuscri pt on which the Qur'an was collected, re-

mai ned with Abu Bakr till Allah took himunto Hm and then
with "Umar till Allah took himunto Hm and finally it re-
mai ned with Hafsa, 'Umar's daughter. [32]

Here we can distinguish the follow ng steps, which led to
the preparation of the suhuf:

- Zaid was instructed by Abu Bakr to collect the Qur'an.

- Zaid collected it fromvarious witten materials and the
menori es of people.

- The sheets thus prepared were kept with Abu Bakr, then
"Umar, then Hafsa.

THE MASAHI F OF THE COVPANI ONS

There are nunerous indications in the literature of hadith

that several of the Conpanions of the Prophet had prepared

their owmn witten collections of the revelations. [33] The best-
known anong these are fromlbn Mas'ud, Ubay bin Ka'b and

Zaid bin Thabit. [34]

A list of Conpanions of whomit is related that they had
their owmn witten collections included the follow ng: I|bn
Mas' ud, Ubay bin Ka'b, "All, Ibn 'Abbas, Abu Misa, Hafsa,
Anas bin Malik, "Umar, Zaid bin Thabit, [bn Al-Zubair

" Abdul lah ibn "Anmr, 'Aisha, Salim Umm Sal ama, ' Ubaid
bin 'Umar. [35]

It is also known that 'A'isha and Hafsa had their own scripts
written after the Prophet had died. [36]

The following is a very brief description of some of the
masdhi f, which are attributed to the Conpani ons of the
Prophet. All the information is based on classical sources. [37]

The Mushaf of 1bn Mas'ud (d. 33/653)



He wrote a mushaf, in which sudras 1, 113 and 114 were not

i ncluded. 1bn al-Nadim][38] however said he had seen a copy of
the Qur'an fromlbn Mas'ud which did not contain al-fatiha
(Sura 1). The arrangenent of the suras differed fromthe
"Uthmanic text. The following is the order attributed to Ibn
Mas' ud's copy: [39]

2,4,3,7,6,5,10,9, 16, 11, 12, 17, 21, 23, 26, 37, 33, 28, 24, 8,
19, 29, 30, 36, 25, 22, 13, 34, 35, 14, 38, 47, 31, 35, 40, 43, 41,
46, 45, 44, 48, 57, 59, 32, 50, 65, 49, 67, 64, 63, 62,61, 72, 71
58, 60, 66, 55, 53, 51, 52, 54, 69, 56, 68, 79, 70, 73, 74, 83, 80,
76,75,77,78, 81, 82, 88, 87, 92, 89, 85, 84, 96, 90, 93, 94, 86,
100, 107, 101, 98, 91, 95, 104, 105, 106, 102, 97, 110, 108, 109,
111, 112.

This list is obviously inconplete. It contains only 106 suras
and not 110, as |bn Nadi mwote.

In Sura al-bagara, which | take as an exanple, there are a
total of 101 variants. Mst of them concern spelling, sone also
choi ce of words (synonyms), use of particles, etc.

Exanpl es:

Pronunci ati on:

2:70 1bn Mas'ud reads al-bagira

in place of al - bagar a
Spel | i ng:
2:19 He reads kulla ma
in place of kul | ama
2:68 He reads sal (seek, beseech)
in place of ud'u (beseech)

Assum ng that all these are reliable reports, the copy of Ibn
Mas' ud woul d then have been prepared for his personal use
and witten before all 114 suras were reveal ed.

Nadim who lived in the tenth century (4th century Hijra)

al so added: 'I have seen a nunber of Qur'anic nmanuscripts,
which the transcribers recorded as nmanuscripts of |bn Ms' ud.
No two of the Qur'anic copies were in agreement and nost of
them were on badly effaced parchment ... [40]

This note indicates that the question of authentic manu-
scripts of Ibn Mas'ud needs to be treated with some caution

The Mushaf of Ubay bin Ka'b (d. 29 H 649)

He wote a nushaf, in which two 'additional suras and
anot her 'additional aya' were reportedly found. [41]

The order of the suras is again different from'Uthman as
wel | as |bn Masud.

The following is the order of suras in the copy attributed to
Ubay b. Ka'b: [42]

1,2,4,3,6,7,5,10, 8,9, 11, 19, 26, 22, 12, 18, 16, 33, 17, 39,



45, 20, 21, 24, 23, 40, 13, 28, 27, 37, 38, 36, 15, 42, 30, 43, 41,
14, 35, 48, 47,57, 52, 25, 32, 71, 46, 50, 55, 56, 72, 53, 68, 69,
59, 60, 77, 78, 76, 75, 81, 79, 80, 83, 84, 95, 96, 49, 63, 62, 66,
89, 67, 92, 82, 91, 85, 86, 87, 88, 74?, 987, 61, 93, 94, 101, 102,
657, 104, 99, 100, 105, ?, 108, 97, 109, 110, 111, 106, 112, 113,
114.

Again, as in the case of Ibn Mas'ud above this list is incom
pl ete and does not contain all 114 suras of the Qur'an.

"Ubay has a total of 93 variants in Sura al-baqgara. [43] Very
often, his readings are simlar to those of Ibn Mas'ud. For
exanpl e, he reads al-bagara in 2:70 as al -bagira. So does Ibn
Mas' ud.

The Mushaf of Ibn ' Abbas (d. 68H 687)

| bn ' Abbas al so wote a nushaf, which according to the

Itgan [44] also included the two additional suras which Ubay
had. Again his arrangenent of the suras differed fromthe

ot her copies. In Sura al-bagara, he has a total of 21 variants,
some of themidentical with Ibn Mas'ud and Ubay as well as

ot her Conpani ons.

Sone ot her Conpani ons

According to the Itgan [45] the nushaf of Abu Musa al -Ash'ari
(d. 44H 664) contained the sanme material as Ubay had.

There is only one variant reported fromhimin Sura al-
bagara, namely that he read Ibrahamin place of I|brahim

Hafsa (d. 45H 665) had three variants in the same sura, and
Anas b. Malik (d. 91H 709) had five

Exanpl es:

To further illustrate, here are a number of exanples. They
have been taken, as far as possible, fromwell-known suras.
VWi | e perhaps better exanples exist to illustrate the points

under di scussion, they m ght not be understood as easily by
readers less familiar with the Qur'anic text.

Di fference in vowel ling:
I bn ' Abbas [46] is reported to have read in sura 111:4

ham | atun al - hatab, in place of
hammal at a- | - hat ab

whi ch could not be distinguished on the basis of the early
witten text, which omtted both haraka and alif. The actua
text must have | ooked something like this: XXX XXXX

Di fference in spelling:

I bn ' Abbas [47] reportedly wote in sura 1:6 as well as all other

pl aces the word al-sirat as al-sirat.

Sone variants attributed to Ibn Mas' ud: [48]



1. in Sura al-fatiha:

1: 6 he read arshidna in place of ihdina
YT man al | adhi na
't 't ghaira ghair

2. in sura al-bagara

2:2 he read tanzilu-I-kitabi in place of dhalika | kitabu
2:7 ., ., ghi shwat un ghi shawat un
2:9 ,, ,, yakhda' dna yukhadi ' una
2:14 " bi shayatini him ila shayatini him

Variants on Sura Al -lkhlas, (112)

Ver se I bn Mas' ud [ 49] "Ubai d [50] "Umar [ 51] nor mal
readi ng by
112:1 qul onmtted qul qul Ali, 1lbn
Abbas
al wahid, in place Anas b
Mal i k,
of al ahad Zaid b
Thabi t,
I bn al Zubair,
| bn Anr,
112: 2 om tted
112: 3 am yul ad wa | am Ai sha
Salim
yulid, in place of Umm Sal ama,
lamyalid wa | am Ubai d b.
Umar

yul ad

Even today the variants and synonyns are found in such

copies of the text as are attributed to the Conpani ons and are
of sone value to us in the sense that they may have served as

an early rudimentary formof tafsir. For exanple, according to
some reports the words 'salat al-wusta' (mddle prayer) were
read and witten by Hafsa, [52] Ubay [53] and Ibn ' Abbas [54] as
'sal at

al-'asr' (i.e. afternoon prayer).

As | ong as the sahaba wote their own copies for persona
use only, there was nothing wong, if they did not strictly
adhere to the order of suras which was the order of the
Qur'an. Later on, when 'Uthman's copy became the standard
versi on, the Conpani ons adopted the order of this copy

i ncluding Ibn Mas' ud who perhaps differed nost. [55]

There were also, as indicated, sone variant readings in

t hese copies, [56] when sonme words were pronounced and spelt

in slightly different ways, etc. However, it should be noted
that variant readings are usually reported by a single person
only, and occasionally by perhaps two or three while the

version called the "Uhmanic text is nutawatir, i.e. transmtted
by nunerous people and is w thout doubt authentic.

THE MUSHAF OF ' UTHVAN



During the tine of 'Uthman differences in reading the
Qur' an becane obvious, and after consultation with the
Conpani ons, 'U hman had a standard copy prepared from
t he suhuf of Abu Bakr that were kept with Hafsa at that tinme.

The following is the report transmitted in the Sahi h Bukhari

Narrated Anas bin Mlik: Hudhaifa bin Al -Yaman cane

to "Uthman at the tinme when the people of Sham and the
peopl e of Iraq were wagi ng war to conquer Arni nya and
Adhar bi jan. Hudhaifa was afraid of their (the people of
Sham and Iraq) differences in the recitation of the
Qur'an, so he said to "Uthnfin, 'O chief of the Believers!
Save this nation before they differ about the Book
(Qur'an), as Jews and the Christians did before'. So
"Uthman sent a nmessage to Hafsa saying, 'Send us the
manuscri pts of the Qur'an so that we may conpile the
Qur'anic materials in perfect copies and return the
manuscripts to you'. Hafsa sent it to 'Uthman. ' U hman
then ordered Zaid bin Thabit, 'Abdullah bin Az-Zubair
Sa'id bin Al-"As and ' Abdur Rahman bin Hari-bin

H shamto rewite the manuscripts in perfect copies.
"Uthman said to the three Quraishi nmen, 'In case you

di sagree with Zaid bin Thabit on any point in the Qur'an
then wite it in the dialect of Quraish as the Qur'an was
revealed in their tongue'. They did so, and when they

had witten many copies, 'Uthman returned the origina
manuscripts to Hafsa. 'U hman sent to every Miuslim

provi nce one copy of what they had copied, and ordered
that all the other Qur'anic materials whether witten in
fragmentary manuscripts or whol e copies, be burnt.

Zaid bin Thabit added, 'A verse from Sura al - Ahzab was

m ssed by me when we copied the Qur'an and | used to

hear Allah's Apostle reciting it. So we searched for it and
found it with Khuzainma bin Thabit Al -Ansari'. (That

verse was): 'Among the Believers are nmen who have

been true in their convenant xwith Allah' (33: 23). [57]

The followi ng events led to the preparation of the nushaf
of ' Ut hman:

Di sputes had arisen anong the Muslins about the correct
manner of reciting the Qur'an
- "Uthman borrowed the suhuf, which were kept with

Haf sa.
- "Uthman ordered four Conpanions, anong them Zaid

bin Thabit, to rewrite the script in perfect copies.
- "Uthman sent these copies to the main centres of the
Muslinms to replace other materials that were in circul ation

Chronol ogy of the Witten Text

Around 610 Mihanmad's Prophethood 1st revelation in cave
Transmitted

comences. Mount Hira. orally,
| ater
in witten
form
610- 32 Muhammad i n Makka Conti ni ous revel ation

Transm tted



and Madi na.
after

menori sation
and
down

revel ation

upon

Pr ophet

632 Prophet s deat h.

as

writing

632- 34 Abu Bakrs cal i phate

633
Thabi t

During the battle of
Yamanma sever a
t oget her
conpani ons who knew
the Quran by heart
revelation into
were killed
from

as wel

demandi ng
Wi t nesses
pi ece.
remai n

Bakr .

on numer ous occasi ons orally
by many,
writing

of

by vari ous
conpani ons

the direct
instruction
of the

hi nsel f.

Last revel ation few
days before this.

Conpel et e
revel ation
| eft behind
both in the
menori es of
vari ous
compani ons

well as on
vari ous

mat eri al s.
At the death of the
Prophet, conplete
revel ation | eft behind.

Abu Bakr instructs Zaid Zaid b.
b. Thabit to prepare a brings
single copy of the all the
conpl ete revel ati on.
t he suhuf
both oral

as written
sour ces

t wo
for each
The Suhuf
with Abu

During the 1st/2nd year
after the Prophets death



the entire revel ati on was
copi ed onto sheets (suhuf).

634- 44 Umar's Cal i phat e. The suhuf
remai n
with Unar.
644-56 Ut hmans Cal i phat e. The suhuf
remain
with Hafsa
bi nt
Umar .
653 Canpai gn agai nst Serious differences Zaid and
t hree
Arnmeni a and arose anong nuslinms
conmpani ons
Azer bai dj an about the correct prepare a
recitation of the Quran. nunber of
fresh
Ut hman instructs Zaid copi es
fromthe
together with three suhuf .
These
ot her sahaba to prepare copies are
sent
copies fromthe suhuf to the
vari ous
kept with Haf sa. musl i m
regi ons
to repl ace
ot her

material in

circul ati on.

Suhuf
returned

t o Haf sa.

Ut hman al so

keeps one
copy

(mushaf).

Several copies of the
entire revel ation
avail abl e through out
the nuslimlands.

VWhat the Prophet left to the Muslins
The revel ation, as left by the Prophet, was avail abl e both
orally and wwitten on various materials. Its internal order was

known to the Muslinms and strictly observed by them

Abu Bakr collected these | oose materials and had their
contents witten on to sheets (suhuf).

The Difference bel ween Abu Bakr's and ' Ut hman's
Col | ection

Abu Bakr had made one single copy fromthe various



verbal and witten material. This copy was |later kept by
"Umar and then by his daughter Hafsa.

"Ut hman had many copies prepared fromthis copy and sent
themto various places in the Muslimworld, while the origina
suhuf were returned to Hafsa and remained with her until her
death. Later, Marwan b. Hakam (d. 65/684), according to a
report in Ibn Abi Dawud, collected it fromher heirs and had it
destroyed, presumably fearing it m ght becone the cause for
new di sputes. 'Uthman al so kept one of the copies for hinself.
This version of the text, also known as 'Mushaf ' U hman in
fact constitutes the ijm' (consensus) of the sahaba, all of
whom agreed that it contai ned what Muhammad had brought

as revelation fromAl|lah. [58]

The wide distribution of this text and its undi sputed
authority can al so be deduced fromthe reports on the battle of
Siffin (A H 37) 27 years after the death of the Prophet, and
five years after 'Uthman's copies were distributed,

M awi ya's troops fixed sheets fromthe Qur'an on their

spears to interrupt the battle. [59] However nobody accused
anyone el se of using a 'partisan' version of the text, which
woul d have made a splendid accusati on agai nst the eneny.
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As to the single additional so-called aya, its translation is as

follows: '"If the son of Adam was given a valley full of riches, he
woul d wi sh a second one, and if he was given two valleys full of
riches, he would surely ask for a third one. Nothing will fill the

belly of the son of Adam except dust, and Allah is forgiving to
hi m

who is repentant.

Again this text is known to be a hadith fromthe Prophet. See
Bukhari ,

VII1, No. 444-47. According to Ibn 'Abbas (No. 445) and 'Ubay (No.
446)

this text was at tinmes thought to be part of the Qur'an. However
Ubay

hinmself clarifies that after sura 102: | had been reveal ed, they
(i.e.

the sahaba) did not consider the above to be part of the Qur'an.
See

Bukhari, VIII, No. 446. This explanation of Ubay al so makes it
very

cl ear that the Conpanions did not differ at all about what was
part of

the Qur'an and what was not part of the Qur'an. when the
revel ati on had

ceased. and if e.g. this hadith occurred in the nmu*af of Ubay, it
was a

mushaf for his own personal use, in other words, his private
not ebook,

where he did not always distinguish between Qur'anic material and

hadith, since it was not nmeant for general use and he hinmself knew

wel | what to nake of his own notes. The sane is true of the other

copies of the Qur'an, which sone of the Conpanions had for their
own

personal use. Also those who transmitted to us the reports about
t hese

copies of the Qur'an of the Conpani ons have only narrated to us
t he

various di fferences which occurred there according to reports that

reached them (e.g. the hadith in Bukhari, VIIIl, No. 446 that Ubay
at

sonme early stage held this sentence to be part of the Qur'an).
However

the actual manuscripts of these copies of the Qur'an of the
Conpani ons

have not cone down to us, since all of them agreed on the
correctness

and validity of the copies which 'U hman had arranged to be
written

and distributed for general use. Hence their own persona
not ebooks

becanme obsol ete and were destroyed.
42 Fihrist, I, pp. 58-60.
43 Again taken as exanple only to illustrate the point.
44 1, p. 65; Ibn Abi Dawud, masahif, p. 193.
45 |, p. 65; Ibn Abi Dawud, masahif, p. 210.

46 ibid., p. 208.
47 ibid., p. 195.
48 ibid., p. 25.
49 ibid., p. 113.
50 ibid., p. 180.



51 ibid., p. 222.
52 Muwatta' Malik; Jeffery, p. 214.
53 Jeffery, p. 122.
54 Jeffery, p. 196.
55 Ibn Abi Dawud, p. 12; Salih, S.: Mabahith fi 'ulum al-qura'n,
Bei rut, 1964,
56 See al so bel ow, seven readings and gira'at.
57 Bukhari, VI, No. 510
58 According to Ibn Abi Dawud (117-8) el even changes wcre madu under
al-Hajjaj, among theme.g. 5:48 'shari'atan wa m nhajan’ into
"shir'atan
wa m nhajan'; 12:45 'ana atikumbi-ta'wilihi' into and unabbi' ukum
b
ta'wilihi. These are again according to I bn Abi Dawud m st akes
whi ch
were made in the preparation of Uthmans copy (pp. 37-49). The
first
version of 12:45 e.g. was the reading of 'Ubay (ibid. p. 138) and
| bn
Masud (ibid. p. 39).
59 See Suyutl, History of the Caliphs. transl. H S. Jarrett. Baptist
M ssion Presss Calcutta. 1881, p. 177.

CHAPTER 3
The Qur'an in Manuscript and Print
THE QUR ANI C SCRI PT

Witing, although not very wi despread in pre-Islamc tine,
was wel | -known anong the Arabs. The script used in the
seventh century, i. e . during the lifetine of the Prophet
Muhammad, consisted of very basic synbols, which expressed
only the consonantal structure of a word, and even that with
much amnbi gui ty.

VWhile today letters such as ba, ta, tha, ya, are easily
di stingui shed by points, this was not so in the early days and al
these letters used to be witten sinply as a straight |ine.

>From this very basic systemof witing there devel oped over
the ages, various types of script, such as KdfF, Maghri bl,
Naskh, etc., which spread all over the world.

The |l ater invention of printing with standardi sed types has
contributed to formalising the writing.

However, as far as the actual script of the Qur'an is con-
cerned, there were two inportant steps which brought about
the forms in which we have the Qur'anic text as it is today.
These were the introduction of:

- Vowel I'ing marks (tashkil).
- Diacritical marks (i'jam.

Tashki

Tashkil is the name for the signs indicating the vowels in
Arabic scripts. They were apparently unknown in pre-Islamc
times. These signs help to determne the correct pronunciation



of the word and to avoid m stakes.
Exanpl e: Byt Baitun

When nmore and nore Muslins of non-Arab origin and al so

many i gnorant Arabs' [1] studied the Qur'an, faulty pronunciation
and wong readi ngs began to increase. It is related that at the
time of Du'all (d. 69H 638) soneone in Basra read the foll ow

ing aya fromthe Qur'an in a faulty way, which changed the
meani ng conpl etely:

That God and Hi s apostle dissolve obligations with the
pagans' (9: 3).

' That God dissolves obligations with the pagans and the
apostle.’

The m stake occurred through wongly reading rasuli hi

in place of rasul uhu, which could not be distinguished

fromthe witten text, because there were no signs or accents

i ndi cating the correct pronunciation. Unless soneone had
menorised the correct version he could out of ignorance

easily conmmt such a mistake. [2] The signs or accents to prevent
such problens were introduced not |ong before the i'jam and

then got the shape they have to this day: [3]

Name ad style New Styl e
Fat ha XXX XXX
Kasr a XXX XXX
Damma XXX XXX

For an exanple of the old style see plate 5.

It has been suggested that the origin of fatha is alif, the ori-
gin of kasra is ya (without dots as in early books), and the
origin of damma is waw. Hanza was previously witten as 2

dots. [4]

1 Yaqut reports in his book irshad that al-Hajjaj b. Yusuf hinself
once

read ahabba in 9: 24 wongly as ahabbu, see GdQ 111, 124, note 6

2 See also fihrist, 1, pp. 87-8.

3 Hughes, T.P.: A Dictionary of |slam London, 1895 p. 687.

4 Abbott, N.: The Rise of the North-Arabic Script and its Koranic
Devel opnent, Chicago, 1939, p. 39

|"jam (to provide a letter with a diacritical point)
The Arabic letters, as we know them today, are nmade up of

lines and points. The latter are called i'jam The ancient
Arabic script did not have them but consisted of strokes only.

The addition of diacritical points to the plain witing of
strokes hel ped to distinguish the various letters which could
be easily m xed up

Exanpl e: XXX XXX

Wt hout dots this word cannot be easily recognised. Wth
i'jam the letters of this word can easily be distinguished.



Al t hough the i'jam (diacritical points) were already known

in pre-Islamc tines, they were rarely used. The very early
copies of the Qur'anic manuscripts (and Arabic witing in
general) did not have these signs. They were apparently intro-
duced into the Qur'anic script during the time of the fifth
Umayyad Cal i ph, 'Abd al-Mlik bin Marwan

(66-86H 685-705) and the governorship of Al-Hajjaj in lraq,
when nmore and nore Muslins began to read and study the

Qur' an, sonme of whom did not know much of the Qur'an, and
others were of non-Arab origin. It is said of the well-known
tabi'l Al -Du"all that he was the first to introduce these points
into the Qur'anic text.

EARLY MANUSCRI PTS
Witing Materia

Early manuscripts of the Qur'an were typically witten on

ani mal skin. W know that in the lifetinme of the Prophet,

parts of the revelation were witten on all kinds of materials,
such as bone, animal skin, palmrisps, etc. The ink was pre-
pared from soot.

Scri pt

Al'l old Qur'anic script is conpletely without any diacritica
poi nts or vowel signs as expl ai ned above. Also there are no
headi ngs or separations between the sSras nor any other kind

of division, nor even any formal indication of the end of a
verse. Schol ars distinguish between two types of early witing:

- Kufi, which is fairly heavy and not very dense.
- Hijazi, which is lighter, nore dense and slightly inclined
towards the right.

Some believe that the Hijazi is older than the Kufi, while
others say that both were in use at the sanme time, but that
Hi jazi was the less formal style. [5]

Sone Peculiarities of the Ancient Witing

Numer ous copi es of the Qur'an were nmade after the tinme of

the Prophet Muhanmad and the Rightly-Guided Caliphs,

and the witers of these manuscripts strictly observed the

aut ography of the 'U hmanic Qur'an. There are, conpared to

the usual Arabic spelling, sone peculiarities. Here are a few
of them only concerning the letters alif, yti, WiW by way of
exanpl es: [ 6]

- The letter alif is often witten on top of a letter instead of
afterit, e.g XXX

- The letter ya (or alif) of the word is omtted, e.g.: XXX

- Some words have the letter waw in place of alif, e.g.: XXX

OLD MANUSCRI PTS OF THE QUR AN

Most of the early original Qur'an manuscripts, conplete or
in sizeable fragnents, that are still available to us now, are not



5 This is the view of N. Abbott: 'W can no | onger draw a

chr onol ogi cal
demarcation |ine between what are conmonly terned the Kufi and the
Naskhi scripts, nor can we consider the latter as a devel opnent of
the former. This ... now demands a nore general recognition. Qur
materials show that there were two tendencies at work

si mul t aneously,
both of them natural ones' (Abbott, op. cit., p.16) . See plates 5

and 6.

6 For nore exanples see Kamal, op. cit., pp.47-9; a list of these
peculiarities has been provided by M Ham dull ah: ' Ot hographica
Peculiarities in the text of the Qur'an, in: Islamc Oder, 3 (4),
1981, pp. 72- 86.

earlier than the second century after the Hjra. The earli est
copy, which was exhibited in the British Miseum during the
1976 World of Islam Festival, dated fromthe | ate second
century.' However, there are also a nunber of odd fragments
of Qur'anic papyri available, which date fromthe first
century. [8]

There is a copy of the Qur'an in the Egyptian Nationa

Li brary on parchnent nade from gazelle skin, which has been
dated 68 Hijra (688 A.D.), i.e. 58 years after the Prophet's
deat h.

VWhat happened to ' U hman's Copi es?

It is not known exactly how many copies of the Qur'an were
made at the time of 'Uthman, but SuyutP says: 'The well -
known ones are five'. This probably excludes the copy that
"Uthman kept for hinself. The cities of Makka, Danmascus,
Kufa, Basra and Madi na each received a copy. ' [10]

There are a nunber of references in the older Arabic liter-
ature on this topic which together with latest informtion
avail abl e may be summari sed as foll ows:

The Damascus Manuscri pt

Al -Kindi (d. around 236/850) wote in the early third century
that three out of four of the copies prepared for 'U hman were
destroyed in fire and war, while the copy sent to Damascus

was still kept at his tinme at Malatja. [11]

I bn Batuta (779/1377) says he has seen copies or sheets
fromthe copies of the Qur'an prepared under 'Uthman in
Granada, Marakesh, Basra and other cities. [12]

I bn Kathir (d. 774/1372) relates that he has seen a copy of

7 Lings, M and Y. H Safadi: The Qur'an, London, 1976, No. |A. See
also plate 6

8 Grohmann, A.: Die Entstehung des Koran und die altesten Koran-
Handschriften', in: Bustan, 1961, pp. 33-8.

9 Makhdum 1.: Tankh al -nushaf al-'Uthndnifi Ta' shgand, Tashkent

1391/ 1971
p. 17

10 GdQ 111. 6, Note 1.

11 GdQ 111, 6. Note I.



12 Ssalih, op. cit., p.87.

the Qur'an attributed to ' U hman, which was brought to

Damascus in the year 518 Hijra from Ti berias (Palestine). He
said it was 'very large, in beautiful clear strong witing with
strong ink, in parchnment, | think, nade of camel skin'. [13]

Sone believe that the copy later on went to Leningrad and
fromthere to England. After that nothing is known about it.
O hers hold that this nushaf remained in the nosque of
Damascus, where it was |ast seen before the fire in the year
1310/ 1892."' [14]

The Egypti an Manusenpt

There is a copy of an old Qur'an kept in the nosque of

al -Hussain in Cairo. Its script is of the old style, although Ki6,
and it is quite possible that it was copied fromthe Miushaf of

"Ut hman. [15]

The Madi na Manuscri pt

I bn Jubair (d. 614/1217) saw the manuscript in the npbsque

of Madlna in the year 580/ 1184. Sonme say it renmmined in

Madl na until the Turks took it fromthere in 1334/1915. It has
been reported that this copy was renmoved by the Turkish
authorities to Istanbul, fromwhere it cane to Berlin during
World War |I. The Treaty of Versailles, which concl uded

World War |, contains the follow ng cl ause:

"Article 246: Wthin six nonths fromthe com ng into
force of the present Treaty, Gerrnany will restore to His
Maj esty, King of Hedjaz, the original Koran of Caliph

O hman, which was renoved from Medi na by the Tur-

ki sh authorities and is stated to have been presented to
the ex-Enperor WlliamlIl." [16]

13 ibid., p.88.

14 ibid., p.89; Miir, in 'The Manel uke Dynasties' also wites that

this
manuscri pt was burnt in Damascus in 1893; see Abbott, op. cit.,

p. 51.

15 Kanmal, op. cit., p.56.

16 Israel, Fred L. (ed.): Mjor Peace Trearies of Mddern History, New
Yor k, Chel sea House Pub., Vol.Il, p.l418.

The manuscript then reached |stanbul, but not Mudina. [17]
The 'l mam Manuscri pt

This is the nane used for the copy which ' U hnman kept
himself, and it is said he was killed while reading it. [18]

According to some the Umyyads took it to Andal usia,
fromwhere it cane to Fas (Mdrocco) and according to |bn
Batuta it was there in the eighth century after the Hjra, and
there were traces of blood on it. From Mdrocco, it m ght have
found its way to Sanmar kand.

The Samar kand Manuscript' [19]



This is the copy now kept in Tashkent (Uzbekistan). It may
be the I mam manuscript or one of the other copies nmade at
the time of 'U hman.

It cane to Samarkand in 890 Hijra (1485) and renmi ned

there till 1868. Then it was taken to St. Petersburg by the
Russians in 1869. It remained there till 1917. A Russian
orientalist gave a detailed description of it, saying that nmany
pages were danaged and sonme were missing. A facsimle

some 50 copies, of this mus haf was produced by S. Pisareff in
1905. A copy was sent to the Otoman Sultan ' Abdul Ham d

to the Shah of Iran, to the Amir of Bukhara, to Afghanistan,

to Fas and sone inportant Muslim personalities. One copy is
now in the Colunbia University Library (U S A). [20]

The manuscript was afterwards returned to its former place
and reached Tashkent in 1924, where it has renmi ned since.
Apparently the Soviet authorities have made further copies,
which are presented fromtine to time to visiting Muslim

17 The sane information about this copy was published in a Cairo
magazi ne
in 1938 (Makhdum op. cit., p.19). Surprisingly the standard book
Geschichre des Qorans, the third part of which was published in
Cer many

in 1938, i.e. well after the Treaty of Versailles, although
di scussi ng

the 'Uthmanic Qur'an and ol d manuscripts in detail, makes no
reference

what soever to this event. Also, the witer of the Hisrory of the
Mushaf
of
make
of this reference.
18 I bn Said: al-Tabagatal-kubra, Cairo, n.d., Vol. 111, (1). pp. 51-
2.
19 Makhdum op. cit., p.22ff.
20 The MuslimWorld, Vol . 30 ( 1940), pp.357-8.

Ut hman in Tashkent, indicates that he does not know what to

heads of state and other inportant personalities. In 1980,
phot ocopi es of such a facsimle were produced in the United
States, with a two-page foreword by M Ham dul | ah

The witer of the History of the Mushaf of "Uthntln in
Tashkent gives a nunmber of reasons for the authenticity of the
manuscri pt. They are, excluding the various historical reports
whi ch suggest this, as follows:

- The fact that the nushaf is witten in a script used in the
first half of the first century Hijra.

- The fact that it is witten on parchnment from a gazelle,
while later Qur'ans are witten on paper-like sheets.

- The fact that it does not have any diacritical marks which
were introduced around the eighth decade of the first
century; hence the manuscript nust have been witten
before that.

- The fact that it does not have the vowelling synbols



i ntroduced by Du' all, who died in 68 Hijra; hence it is
earlier than this.

In other words: two of the copies of the Qur'an which were
originally prepared in the tinme of Caliph 'Uhman, are stil
available to us today and their text and arrangenent can be
conpared, by anyone who cares to, with any other copy of the
Qur'an, be it in print or handwiting, fromany place or period
of time. They will be found identical

The ' Ali Manuscri pt

Sone sources indicate that a copy of the Qur'an witten by

the fourth Caliph "Ali is kept in Najaf, Iraq, in the Dar

al -Kutub al-"Alawiya. It is witten in Kufi script, and on it is
written: "Ali bin Abi Talib wote it in the year 40 of the
Hijra' . [21]

21 Attar, D.: Miyjaz 'ulumal-qur'an, Beirut 1399/1979, p. 116
THE QUR AN | N PRI NT

>From the sixteenth century, when the printing press with
novabl e type was first used in Europe and later in all parts of
the world, the pattern of witing and of printing the Qur'an
was further standardised.

There were already printed copies of the Qur'an before

this, in the so-called block-print form and sonme speci nmens
fromas early as the tenth century, both of the actual wooden
bl ocks and the printed sheets, have cone down to us.22

The first extant Qur'an for which novable type was used

was printed in Hanburg (Germany) in 1694. The text is fully
vocal i sed. [23] Probably the first Qur'an printed by Muslins is
the so-called 'Milay Usman edition' of 1787, published in St.
Pet ersburg, Russia, followed by others in Kazan (1828),

Persia (1833) and Istanbul (1877). [24]

In 1858, the German orientalist Fluegel produced together

with a useful concordance the so-called 'Fluegel edition' of

the Qur'an, printed in Arabic, which has since been used hy
generations of orientalists. [25] The Fluegel edition has however
a very basic defect: its system of verse nunbering is not in
accordance with general usage in the Muslimworld. [26]

The Egyptian Edition

The Qur'anic text in printed formnow used widely in the
Musl i mworl d and developing into a 'standard version', is the
so-called ' Egyptian' edition, also known as the King Fu'ad
edition, since it was introduced in Egypt under King Fu'ad.
This edition is based on the reading of Hafs, as reported by
"Asim and was first printed in Cairo in 1925/ 1344H. Nunerous
copi es have since been printed.

22 Grohmann, op. cit.. p.38; Exhibition in the British Library,
London.
23 Al -Coranus, lex islamtica Muhammedis, Oficina Schultzio-
Schil l eri ani a.

Hanmbur g, 1694; Exhibition No. 22.



24 Bl achere, R : Introduction au Coran, Paris, 1947, p. 133.
25 Fluegel, Gustav: Corani texn Arabicus. Leipzig, 1834.
26 See e.g. 74: 31, where he makes four verses out of one.

The Sa'd Nursi Copy

Finally, the Qur'an printed by the followers of Sa'id Nurs
from Turkey should be nentioned as an exanpl e of conbi ning

a hand-written beautifully illum nated text with nodern offset
printing technology. The text was hand witten by the Turkish
cal ligrapher Hamid al-"Amidi. It was first printed in |Istanbu

in 1947, but since 1976 has been produced in |arge nunbers
and various sizes at the printing press run by the followers of
Sa'id Nursi in West Berlin (Gernmany).

CHAPTER 4
Form Language and Style
DI VI SI ONS OF THE TEXT

Aya and Sura

Aya (pl. ayat) actually neans 'sign'. In technical |anguage it

is the shortest division of the Qur'anic text, i.e. a phrase or
sentence. The revelation is guidance from God to manki nd

and it is therefore not at all surprising to find that its small est
divisions are called (guiding) 'signs'. The term'verse' is not
appropriate since the Qur'an is not poetry.

Sura (pl. Suwar) nmeans literally '"row or 'fence'. In technica

| anguage, it is the passage-w se division of the Qur'anic text,
i.e. a chapter or part, set apart fromthe preceding and foll ow
ing text.

The Qur'an has 114 suras of unequal |ength, the shortest
consi sting of four and the |ongest of 286 ayat.

Al suras (with the exception of Sura 9) begin with the

words bismillahir rahmanir rahim This is not a later addition
to the text, but was already used, even before Muhammad's

call to prophethood. ' (1)

All 114 suras in the Qur'an have nanes, which serve as a

sort of heading. The nanes are often derived froman i npor-

tant or distinguishing word in the text itself, such as e.g. al-
anfal (8) or al-bagara (2). In other cases it is one of the first
few words with which the sSra begins e.g. ta-ha (20) or

al -furgan (25).

1. See Sura 27: 30.
Order and Arrangenent

Both the order of the ayat within each sura and the arrange-
ment of the suras were finally deternmi ned by the Prophet

under gui dance fromthe Angel Gabriel in the year of his

death, when Gabriel twice cane to revise the text with him (2)



Schol ars have al so grouped the suras into four Kkinds:

al -tiwal (long ones): 2-10.

al-m'un: suras with approxi mately 100 ayat: 10-35.

al -mat hani: suras with |less than 100 ayat: 36-49.

al -nuf assal : the |ast section of the Qur'an beginning with
Sura qgaf: 50-114.

S

O her Divisions of the Text

Juz' (pl. ajza') literally neans part, portion. The Qur'an is
di vided into 30 portions of approximtely equal |ength for

easy recitation during the thirty nights of a nonth, especially
of the nonth of Ramadan. Usually they are indicated by the

word and the nunber of it given alongside, (e.g. juz'

30 beginning with Sura 78).

Some copies of the Qur'an have the suras divided into
par agraphs called ruku'. They are indicated by the symnbo
and the explanation of the Arabic nunmerals witten

with each is as follows, e.g. 2:20:

- The top figure (2) indicates that this is the second com
pleted ruku ' in the respective sura (here Sura al -baqara)

- The middle figure (13) indicates that this conpleted
ruku' contains 13 ayat.

- The lower figure (2) indicates that this is the second ruku’
in the respective juz' (here first juz').

Copies of the Qur'an printed in the Mddle East in particul ar
have each juz' subdivided into four hizb indicated by the sign
e.g. 2:74 is the beginning of the second hizb of the

2. See above. transm ssion of the Qur'anic revelation, p. 31
Qur'an, indicated by the figure 2:

Each hizb is again subdivided into quarters, indicated as
fol |l ows:

- First quarter of the hizb: XXX
- Half of the hizb: XXX
- Third quarter of the hizb: XXX

The Qur'anic text is also divided into seven parts of

approxi mately equal length, called manzil, for recitation over
seven days, indicated in sone copies by the word manzi

and the respective nunber in the margin. The follow ng table

shows the division of the text into juz' and manzil: (3)
Manzi | Juz Sur a
1 1 1. 1
2 2:142
3 2: 253
4 3:92 or 93
5 4:24
6 4:148
2 6 5: 1
7 5:820r 83



8 6:111

9 7.88

9 7. 286

10 8:41

11 9:93 or 94
3 11 10: 1

12 11: 6

13 12:53

13 13: 15

3. Ham dull ah, Muhammad: Le Saint Coran. Traduction integral eetnores.
Pari s:
Club Francais du Livre, n.d., p.XLI

14 15: 1 or 2
14 16: 50
4 15 17:1
15 17: 109
16 18: 75
16 19: 58
17 21: 1
17 22:18
17 22: 77
18 23:1
19 25: 21
19 25: 60
5 19 27:1
19 27: 26
20 27:56 or 60
21 29: 45 or 46
21 32:15
22 33:31
6 22 35: 1
23 36:22 or 28
23 38: 24 or 25
24 39: 32
24 41: 38
25 41: 47
26 46: 1
7 26 50: 1
27 51: 31
27 53: 62
28 58: 1
29 67: 1
30 78: 1
30 84: 21
30 96: 19

The ends of the various manzil according to Qatada are
4:76, 8:36, 15:49, 23:118, 34:54, 49:18 and 114:6 (4)

4. lbn Abi Dawud, p. 118.
LANGUAGE AND VOCABULARY

The | anguage of the Qur'an - as is well known- is Arabic.
The Qur'an itself gives some indication about its |anguage:

"W have sent it down as an Arabic Qur'an in order that
ye may |earn wi sdom (12: 2).



In anot her place the | anguage of the Qur'an is called 'pure
Arabic' ('arabiyyun nubin):

"This (tongue) is Arabic, pure and clear' (16: 103).

The question that arises is: Wiy was the Qur'an revealed in
Arabic, and not in any other |anguage? The first and perhaps
the nopst obvious reason is already referred to in the Qur'an
nanmely that because the messenger who was to announce this
message was an Arab, it is only natural that the nmessage
shoul d be announced in his | anguage:

"Had W& sent this as a Qur'an (in a | anguage) other than
Arabic they could have said: Wiy are not its verses
explained in detail? What! (a book) not in Arabic and (a
messenger) an Arab? Say: It is a guide and a healing to
those who believe ...' (41. 44).

Anot her inmportant reason concerns the audi ence which

was to receive the nessage. The nessage had to be in a

| anguage understood by the audience to whomit was first
addressed, i.e. the inhabitants of Makka and the surrounding
ar eas:

' Thus W have sent by inspiration to thee an Arabic
Qur'an: that thou mayest warn the nother of the cities
and all around her- and warn (them of the day of
assenbly of which there is no doubt (when) some will be
in the garden and sone in the blazing fire' (42: 7).

The Qur'an Needed to be Understood

The Qur'an contains revelation fromAllah and the true
nature of revelation is to guide manki nd from darkness to
light:

" A book which we have reveal ed unto thee in order that
thou m ghtest |ead manki nd out of the depths of darkness
into light- by the |leave of thy Lord- to the way of (H m
the exalted in power, worthy of all praise' (14: 1).

The revel ation canme in the | anguage of the nessenger and
his people in order that it m ght be understood:

"W have nmade it a Qur'an in Arabic that ye may be able
to understand (and | earn w sdom)' (43: 3).

In the nrocess of understanding a nessage two steps are
essenti al :

- To receive the nmessage correctly and conpletely, in this
case to receive its words correctly and conpl etely.

- To 'decode' it, to grasp the nmeanings of the nessage
recei ved.

Only the conbination of the two elenents, i.e. reception
and decoding, |lead to proper understandi ng of the nmessage.

To Understand the Qur'an



It is not correct to assune that understanding the Qur'an in
order to take guidance fromit depends upon direct know edge
of the Arabic |anguage, since there are numerous Arabic-
speaki ng people who do not understand the nmessage of the
Qur'an. Rather the Qur'an tells us that right guidance cones
only from Al |l ah:

"This is the guidance of God: He giveth that guidance to
whom He pl easeth of His worshippers ..." (6: 88).

However, to understand the | anguage of the Qur'an is a
prerequisite to fully grasp its meanings. Hence many Muislins
have | earned this | anguage. Ot hers, who have not done so,

make use of translations, which for themis an indirect nmeans
of knowi ng the | anguage, as in the translations the nmeanings
of the Qur'an have been rendered into their nother tongues

so that they may familiarise thenselves with the nessage from
Al | ah.

Thi s message can be understood by all human bei ngs who
are willing to listen, for the Qur'an is not difficult but easy:

"W have indeed made the Qur'an easy to renmenber:
but is there any that renenbers it?' (54: 17).

Non- Arabic Words in the Qur'an

There is sonme difference of opinion anbng schol ars whet her
the | anguage of the Qur'an includes expressions which are not
Arabic. Some (anong them Tabari and Bagillani) hold that al
inthe Qur'an is Arabic and that words of non-Arabic origin
found in the Qur'an were neverthel ess part of Arabic speech
Al t hough these words were of non-Arab origin the Arabs

used and observed them and they becane genuinely integrated
in the Arabic |anguage.

However, it is conceded that there are non-Arabic proper
nanmes in the Qur'an, such as Isra'il, Iman, Nuh., etc.

O hers have said that the Qur'an does contain words not
used in the Arabic | anguage, such as e.g.

- al-Qstas (17:35), derived fromthe Greek |anguage.

- al-Sijjil (15: 74), derived fromthe Persian | anguage.
- al -Ghassaq (78: 25), derived fromthe Turkish |anguage.
- al-Tur (2:63), derived fromthe Syriac | anguage.

- al-Kifl (57: 28), derived fromthe Abyssinian | anguage.

Sone schol ars have witten books on the topic of 'foreign
vocabulary in the Qur'an', e.g. Suyuti, who conpiled a
smal | book with a Iist of 118 expressions in different

| anguages. (5)

5. The Mut awakkili of Al-Suyuti7, trans. by WlliamyY. Bell, Yale
Uni versity
Di ssertations, 1924; see also lItgan
LI TERARY FORMS AND STYLE

The Qur'an is the revelation from Allah for the guidance of
manki nd and not poetry or literature. Nevertheless it is ex-



pressed verbally and in witten form and hence its literary
forms and style nay be considered here briefly.

Broadl y speaking there are two main literary forns:

- Prose.
- Poetry.

By prose is neant a way of expression close to the everyday
spoken | anguage, and distinct frompoetry insofar as it |acks
any conspicuous artifice of rhythmand rhynmne.

The Qur'an is not Poetry

Not only European orientalists have described sonme

passages of the Qur'an as nmore 'poetic' than others: the
opponents of Mudammad had al ready used this argunent,

accusi ng himof being a poet or a soothsayer. This is refuted by
the Qur'an itself:

"It is not the word of a poet; little it is ye believel! Nor is it
the word of a soothsayer: little adnonition it is ye receive.
(This is) a nessage sent down fromthe Lord of the

worl ds' (69: 40-3).

The accusati ons agai nst Muhammad refuted in the above
passage are based on the usage of a particular style, enployed
in the Qur'an, which is said to be like saj' or close to it.

The word saj' is usually translated as 'rhyned prose', i.e. a
literary formw th some enphasis on rhythm and rhyme, but
distinct frompoetry. Saj' is not really as sophisticated as

poetry, but has been enployed by Arab poets, and is the best
known of the pre-Islamc Arab prosodies. It is distinct from
poetry in its lack of metre, i.e. it has no consistent rhythmc
pattern, and it shares with poetry the el enent of rhyne, 6

t hough i n many cases somewhat irregularly enpl oyed.

6. Called fasila ( pl. fawasil) when used for the Qur'an
The Difference between Literature and the Qur'an

| bn Khal dun (d. 809H/ 1406), the well-known author of the
nmugaddi ma poi nted out in a passage on the literature of the
Arabs the difference between literature and the Qur'an in
general and between saj' and the Qur'an in particular

"It should be known that the Arabic |anguage and Arab
speech are divided into two branches. One of themis
rhymed poetry ... The other branch is prose, that is,
non-nmetrical speech ... The Qur'an is in prose. However
it does not belong in either of the two categories. It can
nei ther be called straight prose nor rhyned prose. It is
divided into verses. One reaches breaks where taste tells
one that the speech stops. It is then resuned and
"repeated" in the next verse. (Rhyne) letters, which
woul d make that (type of speech) rhymed prose are not
obligatory, nor do rhynes (as used in poetry) occur. This
situation is what is nmeant by the verse of the Qur'an:

'God reveal ed the best story, a book harnoniously



arranged with repeated verses ...' (39: 23). (7)

Exampl es:

A good exanple for a saj'-like passage in the Qur'an would
be Sura al-ikhlas (112: 14). It is sonewhat irregular inits
rhythm and it has a rhynme ending with the syllable ad:

Ql huwa Il ahu ahad Say: He is God the One and Only

Al ahus samad God the Eternal, Absolute
Lamyalid wa | am He begetteth not nor is He
yul ad begotten
wa | am yakun | ahu And there is none
kuf uwan ahad like unto H m

O the nmany passages nore |i ke plain prose, although not
quite identical to it, as the kind of end-rhyne indicates, the
foll owing may serve as an exanpl e:

7. 1bn Khal dun: The Migaddi ma, Princeton, 1967, Vol. 3, p.368; I|bn
Khal dun:
Mugaddi ma, Cairo, n.d., p.424.

"I nna auhaina il ai ka kama We have sent thee inspiration
auhai na ila nuhin wa nabiyina as W sent it to Noah and the
mn ba'dihi wa auhaina ila messengers after him W sent
ibrahima wa isma'ila wa inspiration to Abraham

i shaga wa ya' quba Ismail, |saac, Jacob and the
wa- | -asbati wa 'isa wa ayyuba tribes, to Jesus, Job, Jonah
wa yunusa wa haruna wa Aaron, and Sol onpn, and to
sul ai mana wa at ai na dawuda David we gave the Psalns. O
zabura. Wa rusul an gad sonme apostles We have al ready
gasasnahum ' al ai ka mn told thee the story, of

ot hers

gablu wa rusul an | am We have not. And to Moses
nagsushum ' al ai ka wa God direct spoke. APostles
kall ama || ahu nusa takli ma. who gave good news as well as
Rusul an nubashshi ri na wa war ni ng that mankind after
mundhirina |i"'alla yakuna (the com ng) of the apostles
li-nnasi "ala Ilahi hujjatun shoul d have no pl ea agai nst
ba' dar rusuli wa kana |l ahu God; for God is exalted in
"azizan hakima (4: 163-5). power, W se.

Narrative in the Qur'an
STYLE

The Qur'an contains many narratives (qi sas, sg. Qissa),
referred to in the Qur'an itself:

"We do relate unto thee the npst beautiful of stories, in
that We reveal to thee this (portion of the) Qur'an ...'
(12: 3).

These narratives, which illustrate and underline inportant
aspects of the Qur'anic nessage, fulfil their functions in a
variety of ways. The followi ng are sone of the nore comon
patterns:

Expl anati on of the general nmessage of Islam



- Ceneral guidance and rem nder

- Strengthening the conviction of the Prophet and the
bel i evers.

- Remi nder of the earlier prophets and their struggle.

- Indication for the continuity and truth of Muh. anmmmad's
nessage.

- Providing argunents agai nst some opponents of I|slam
such as e.g. Jews and Christians.

As far as the contents of these narratives are concerned,
one may, broadly speaking, distinguish between the follow ng
t hree kinds:

- Stories of the Prophets of Allah, their peoples, their
message, their call, their persecution, etc.; such as e g.
the narratives about Nuh (Sura 26), Misa (Sura 28), 'lIsa
(Sura 19) and nmany ot hers.

- Oher Qur'anic narratives about past people or events,
such as the narratives about the Conpani ons of the cave,
or about Dhu-Il-qgarnain (Sura 18).

- References to events that took place during the lifetine
of the Prophet Muhammad, such as the battle of Badr
(3: 13), the battle of Unhud (3: 121-8), the battle of Ah. zab
(33: 9-27), the israJ(17: 1), etc.

Simles in the Qur'an

The Qur'an also enploys simles (amhal, sg. mathal) in

many places to explain certain truths or to drive home inportant
poi nts of the nmessage, by likening it to something well known

or describing it in a pictorial manner. (8)

Exanpl e:

'He sends down water fromthe skies and the channels

fl ow, each according to its nmeasure; but the torrents bear
away the foamthat mounts up to the surface. Even so,
fromthat (ore) which they heat in the fire to make
ornanents or utensils therewith there is scumlikew se,
thus doth God (by parable) show forth the truth and
vanity, for thc scum di sappears like froth cast out; while
that which is for the good of mankind remains on the
earth. Thus doth God set forth parables' (13: 17).

8. See, e.g. 16: 75-6.
Passages with Qul
More than 200 passages in the Qur'an open with the word

"Qul"' (say:), which is an instruction to the Prophet Muhanmad
to address the words following this introduction to his audi ence

in a particular situation, such as e.g. in reply to a question that

has been rai sed, or as an assertion of a matter of belief, or
announcenent of a legal ruling, etc.

Exampl es:

"Say: Nothing will happen to us except what God has
decreed for us: He is our Protector ...' (9: 51).

'Say: O people of the book. Do ye di sapprove of us for



no ot her reason than that we believe in God, and the
revel ation that has conme to us and that which has cone
before (us) and perhaps that nost of you are rebellious
and di sobedient?' (5: 62).

' They ask thee concerning (things taken as) spoils of war.
Say: (Such) spoils are at the disposal of God and the
apostle: for fear God and keep straight the relation

bet ween yoursel ves: obey God and Hi s apostle, if ye do
believe' (8: 1).

Caths in the Qur*an

In a nunber of places the Qur'an enploys oath-1ike

expressions (aqsdm sg. gasan).9 Their function is to
strengt hen and support an argunent, and to di sperse doubts

in the mnd of the Iistener. In the Arabic text these passages
are often opened by the word '"wa' or the phrase 'la ugsim'
(indeed | swear).

Exampl es:
Sonetinmes an oath is taken by Allah hinsel f:

"But no, by thy Lord, they can have no real faith unti
they make thee judge in all disputes between them and

9. For a brief discussion see also Abdullah Yusuf Ali, op. cit.,
X'V,
pp. 1784-7.

find in their souls no resistance against thy decisions but
accept themwth fullest conviction' (4: 65).

O her oaths are taken by Allah's creation

"By the sun and his (glorious) splendour, by the npon as
she follows him by the day as it shows up (the sun's)
glory, by the night as it conceals it; by the firmnent and
its (wonderful) structure, by the earth and its (w de)
expanse, by the soul and the proportion and order given
toit ..." (91: 1-7).

"I do call to witness this city ..." (90: 1).

Man should only take an oath bv Allah the creator. but not
by anythi ng created.

MUHKAMAT AND MUTASHABI HAT

The word nmuhkamat - (sg. muhkama) is derived fromthe

root uhki ma which nmeans to decide between two things. It is

a verbal noun in the plural, meaning judgenents, decisions

and in technical |anguage refers to all clearly decided verses
of the Qur'an, nmostly those concerning |egal rulings, but also
to other clear definitions such as between truth and fal sehood
etc. This is what is nmeant by 'general nuhkamat'.

Mut ashabi hat (sg. mutashabiha) is derived fromthe root
"ishtabaha' nmeaning 'to be doubtful'. It is a verbal noun in the
plural, nmeaning the uncertain or doubtful things. In technica



| anguage it refers to those verses of the Qur'an the neanings
of which are not clear or not conpletely agreed upon, but
open to two or more interpretations.

Exanpl e of nuhkamat :

'O you who believe! Wen ye deal with each other, in
transactions involving future obligations, in a fixed
period of time, reduce themto witing. Let a scribe wite
down faithfully as between the parties ..."' (2: 282).

Exanpl e of nutashabi hat :

'"(God) Most Gracious is firmy established on the throne
(of authority)' (20: 5).

Note that the words in brackets have been added by the
translator in an attenpt to interpret this aya.

The Qur'an on Muhkamat and Mt ashabi hat

The Qur'an says of itself that it contains tw kinds of ayat,
both of which are fundanental conponents of the book, and
both of which nust be accepted:

'"He it is who has sent down to thee the Book: in it are
verses basic or fundanental (of established neaning);

they are the foundation of the book: others are allegori-
cal, that is those in whose hearts is perversity follow the
part thereof that is allegorical, seeking discord and
searching for its hidden nmeani ngs, but no one knows its

hi dden neani ngs except God and those who are firmy
grounded in know edge say: "W believe in the book

the whole of it is fromour Lord;" and none will grasp the
message except nen of understanding' (3: 7).

Her e muhkamat and nut ashabi hat are descri bed as foll ows:

- Sonet hi ng of which know edge was desired.

- Sonething with only one di nension.

- Sonething sufflcient in neaning, requiring no further
expl anati on.

nmut ashabi hat :

- Somet hi ng known to Allah only.
- Something with nore than one dimension
- Sonething requiring further explanation

Hence in the Qur'an those ayat dealing with halal and

haram puni shnents, inheritance, prom se and threat, etc.

bel ong to the nmu, hkamat, while those concerning the attri-
butes of Allah, the true nature of the resurrection, judgenment
and life after death etc. belong to the mutashabEhdt.

General and Specific

Sone verses of the Qur'an are of a very w de, genera
application (al-'am), e.g. including all human beings, or al
Muslins etc. Other ayat are restricted in their application to
certain special circunstances only (al -khas).



Exanpl e:
"Every soul shall have a taste of death' (3: 185)

"Let there be no obscenity, nor w ckedness nor wrangling
in the Hajj' (2:187).

"God (thus) directs you as regards your children (inherit-
ance)' (4. 11).

Furthernore one al so di stingui shes between 'general verses
whi ch remain general, and others which intend a specific
meani ng.

Exanpl e:

"Pilgrinmage thereto is a duty nan owes to God- those
who can afford the journey' (3: 97).

O the 'special neanings' there are several varieties. Usually
some kind of condition or limtation is specified.

Exanpl e:

" Your step-daughters under your guardi anship, born of
your wives to whom you have gone in' (4. 23).

"It is prescribed when death approaches any one of you,
if you | eave any goods that he make a bequest to parents
and next of kin' (2: 180).

'So keep away fromthe wonen in their courses, and do
not approach themuntil they are clean' (2: 222).

'Free' and 'Bound' Verses

Sone of the ahkam verses are valid, 'free' (nutlaq) from

any conditions or circunmstances, while others are 'bound
(rmugayyad) to special conditions or situations, and apply only
t herei n.

Exanpl es:

"If it is beyond your neans, fast for three days, that is
expiation for the wath ye have sworn' (5: 92).

It is free, i.e. left to one's discretion whether to fast three
days consecutively or with interruptions.

"And if ye find no water then take yoursel ves cl ean sand
or earth and rub therewith your faces and hands' (5: 6). (10)

"Literal' and 'Understood Meanings

The nmeaning of certain ayat is derived fromthe litera
wordi ng (mantdqg) while that of others is derived fromwhat is
under st ood (maf hum by them

O the literal understanding there are several kinds. The
first concerns a clear text, i.e. a text clear and w thout anbig-



uity.
Exanpl e:

"But if he cannot afford it, he should fast three days
during the Hajj and seven days on his return, making ten
days in all' (2: 196).

In other cases the text nmay be sonewhat anbi guous in its
expressi on but obvious as far as the nmeaning is concerned.

Exanpl e:
"And do not approach themuntil they are clean' (2: 222).
The Arabic word tatahharna may refer to the end of the

10. Some say this aya is 'bound', as the same aya nentioni ng wudu'
instructs
washi ng of the hands 'to the elbows'; others say it is 'free'

worman' s nenstrual period, or the conpletion of the bath
after the period; the second being nore obvious."

Still other verses inply a neaning through the context,
al though the wording itself is not clear

Exanpl e:
"And out of kindness reward to themthe wing of humlity’
(17: 24).

This applies to parents, and not to all human beings in
general, as the context of this verse suggests.

Al Mugatta' at

The so-called 'abbreviated letters' are an inportant section

of the nutashabi hat' (12) insofar as their neanings are not known.
The word is derived fromthe root 'gata'a" - to cut, and nmeans
"what is cut', and also 'what is abbreviated'

In technical |anguage the word is used for certain letters
found at the beginning of several suras of the Qur'an, called
"the abbreviated letters’

Their QOccurrence

There are fourteen such letters occurring in various conbi-
nati ons at the beginning of 29 suras. The following is a |ist of
their occurrence and distribution in the Qur'an

Alif Lam Ra: 10, 11, 12, 14, 15.
Alif LamMm 2, 3, 29, 30, 31, 32.
Alif LamMmRa': 13.

Alif LamMm Sad: 7

11. Qattan, M: mabahith It 'ulumal-qur'an, Riyadh. 1971
12. Itgan, Il, p.8f. A summary of the orientalists' efforts on this
topic



is in Jeffery. Arthur: The Mystic Letters of the Quran, MW 14
(1924),

pp. 247-60. Sonme of the orientalists suggested that the letters
are

abbrevi ati ons of the nanes of the various Conpani ons who used to
wite

the Qur'an for Muhamuad. Still others say that the letters are
simply

synmbol s enpl oyed to distinguish the Sura fromothers before the
now

conmon nanes were introduced. Sura Ta Ha would be a case in
point. This

is al so based on sone Miuslim scholars' views (ltgan, 11, p.10).

VWt t,

the Edi nburgh priest-orientalist, wites 'W end where we began
t he

letters are nysterious, and have so far baMed interpretation’
(Watt,

M: Bell's Introduction to the Qur'an, Edinburgh, 1977, p.64).

Ha Mm 40, 41, 43, 44, 45, 46.
Sad: 38.

Ta Sin: 27.

Ta Sin Mm 26, 28.

TaHa: 20.

Qaf: 50.

Kaf Ha Ya 'Ain Sad: 19.

Nun: 68.

Ya Sin: 36.

Vanety of Expl anations

The neani ng and purpose of these letters is uncertain.
There have been a variety of explanations offered by Mislim
schol ars throughout the ages. Anmobng them are: (13)

- These letters might be abbreviations for certain sentences
and words, such as e.g. Alif Lam M m neani ng Ana || ahu
A'lam or Nun meaning Nur (light), etc.

- These letters are not abbreviations but synbols and
names of Allah, or something else. (14)

- These letters have sonme nunerical significance, as the
senmtic letters also have nunerical val ue.

- These letters were used to attract the attention of the
Prophet (and | ater his audience) for the revelation to
fol | ow.

There are al so many ot her expl anations which cannot be

referred to here. The 'abbreviated letters' are part of the

Qur' anic nessage, revealed to the Prophet Muh. ammad and
therefore included in the text of the Qur'an. They are to be
recited and read as part of the suras where they occur. They

are a good exanple for one kind of nmutashabi hdt which is

referred to in the Qur'an itself, (3: 7), the nmeaning of which is
known to Allah. The Qur'an says of them ' these are the
synmbol s of the perspicuous book' (12: 1).

13 See itqan, 11, pp.9-11
14 e .g. the letter nun standing for 'fish' . which occurs in every
sura



that has nun as 'abbreviated letter' in front, or ta standing for
snake, as every sura with [a as abbreviated letterw in front

cont ai ns
the story of Miusa and the snake.

CHAPTER5
Understanding the Text

MAKKAN AND MADINAN REVELATIONS
The growth and development of the Muslim umma is marked by two great phases:

- The period in Makka, before the hijra (A.D. 622).
- The period in Madina, after the hijra.

Naturally the revelation from Allah to guide the Mudims
also responded, to some extent, to these particular situations.

The Makkan Phase

The Makkan phase of the revelation lasted about 13 years,
from the first revelation up to the hijra.

This phase is determined by the prime task of the Prophet
to call people to ISlam. The main themes of this call, based on
the Qur'anic revelation are:

- Allah and His unity (tawhid).
- The coming resurrection ard judgement.
- Righteous conduct.

The role of the Prophet in this phase isin particular that of
an announcer and warner.

The Madinan Phase

The Madinan phase lasted about ten years, from the hijrato
the death of the Prophet. While the basic themes of the
Makkan phase remain, the factor of the Muslims' growing
together into a community and the formation of the umma,
now makes its presence clearly felt.

In Madina, there are four groups of people to be met:
- The mujajirun, who migrated from Makka to Madina.

- The ansar, who originated from Madina and helped the
muhdjirun.



- The munafiqun, who are from Madina and pretended to
support the Muslims.

- The ahl a-kitab, i.e. Jews and Christians, with their
respective scriptures.

In addition to these the Qur'an also continued to address
al-nas, 'mankind' i.e. al people, and referred to the dis-
believers and ignorant ones.

Makkan and Madinan Suras

Suras of the Qur'an have also been classified, according to
their origin, into Makkan and Madinan suras.

A surais said to be of Makkan origin, when its beginning
was reveded in the Makkan phase, even if it contains verses
from Madina.

A surais said to be of Madinan origin, when its beginning
was revealed in the Madinan phase, even if it has verses from
the Makkan period in its text. '

The following 85 suras are, according to Zarkashi, (2) of Mak-
kan origin:

96, 68, 73, 74, 111, 81, 87, 92, 89, 93, 94, 103, 100,
108, 102, 107, 109, 105,113,114,112,53,80,97,91,85,95,
106,101,75, 104,77,50,90,86,54,38,7,72,36,25,35, 19,20,
56,26,27, 28, 17, 10,11,12,15,6,37,31,34,39,40,41,42,43,
44,45,46, 51,88, 18, 16,71, 14,21,23,32,52,67,69, 70,78,
79,82,84,

1 Mabani, in GdQ, 1, p.59.
2 Zarkashi, B.: Al-burhan fi'ulumal-qur'an, Cairo, 1958,Vol. 1,p.193.

There is a difference of opinion as to what was last revealed

in Makka. Some say, following Ibn 'Abbas, that it was Sura 29
(al-ankabut); others say Sura 23 (al- mu'minun); still others
say Sura 83 (a- mutaffifin). Some believe that Sura83is
actually Madinan.

The following 29 suras are, according to Zarkashi, (3) of
Madinan origin:

2,8,3,33,60,4,99,57,47,13,55,76,65,98,59,110,24,22,
63,58,49,66,61,62,64,48,9,5.

Some hold that Sura 1 (al-fatiha) is of Makkan, others that
itis of Madinan, origin.



The Makkan suras constitute about 11, and the Madinan
about 19 juz' of the text.

>From the above division it is obvious that the Madinan
suras are the longer ones and comprise a much larger part of
the Qur'an.

Chronology

According to alist based upon Nu'man b. Bashir and given
in the fihrist of a-Nadim, (4) the chronological order of the
revelation of the suras is as follows:

96, 68, 73, 74, 111, 81, 94, 103, 89, 93, 92, 100, 108, 102, 107,
109, 105, 112,113,114,53,80,97,91,85,95,106,101, 75,104,
77,50, 90,55,72,36,7,25,35,19,20,56,26,27,28,17,11,12,

10, 15,37,31,23,34,21,37,40,41,47,43,44,45,46,51,88,
18,6,16,71,14,32,52,67,69,70,78,79,82,84,30,29,83,54,

86.

Why is it important to know the chronology of the suras and
verses, although the Qur'an is not arranged in chrono-
logical order?

To know the origin and order of some of the revelation is
important for understanding its meaning which can often be
more easily grasped if one knows the time and circumstances

3 Zarkashi. Vol. 1, p. 194. For another list seefihrist. 1, pp. 52-3.
4 Fihrigt, 1. pp.49-52.

that relate to it. For instance, many ayat from the Makkan
period may be especially meaningful to Muslims living in a
strongly un-Islamic environment, while some of the Madinan
period would appeal much to Muslims who are in the process
of formation of the umma. In some cases, unless one knows
which of two or more related verses was revealed first, one
cannot decide which legal ruling is now binding upon the
Muslirns. Here knowledge of the chronology is directly linked
with the issue of a-nasikh wa al- mansukh. (5) It is also important
to know the chronology of versesin order to understand the
gradual development of many Muslim practices, attitudes and
laws such as e.g. towards prohibition of alcohol, towards
fighting, etc. and to see how these matters developed historic-
ally, i.e. during the lifetime of the Prophet in order to under-
stand their full implications.6

Knowledge about the Makkan and Madinan suras derived
from the sahaba and tabi'un and nothing is said about this by
the Prophet himself. (7) Thisis because at his time everyone was



awitness and well aware of the occasions of revelation.

Often there isinterna evidence, as to which, part of the
revelation is Makkan or Madinan. There are a number of
guiding criteria, which help to distinguish between them:

- The theme. Does it belong to the Makkan or Madinan
period? e.g. verses about warfare (9: 5) are only revealed
after hijra.

- Sometimes there is a direct reference, such as e.g. to Abu
Lahab in Sura 111, or to the Battle of Badr in Sura 3: 123.

- The length. Makkan ayat are often short, Madinan ones
longer, e.g.: Sura al-shu'ard(26) is Makkan. It has 227 ayat.

Sura a-anfal (8) is Madinan. It has (only) 75 ayat.
Makkan suras are wsually short, Madinan ones longer, e.g.:

5 See below for details.

6 For example as far as fighting the enemy is concerned, the first
verse revealed on this particular subject is from Sura a- hajj (22).
This verse is from the Madinan period and it becomes clear from this
that Muslims were not drawn to fight against the non-Muslims before
the hijra. This has important implications for our own planning and
thinking, e.g. to decide when Islam has to be defended today with
verbal and when with physical means.

7 a-Bagillani, in Qattan, op. cit., p.SS.

Juz' 30 is overwhelmingly Makkan. It has 543 (Makkan) vyat.

Juz' 18 is overwhelmingly Madinan. It has (only) 117
(Madinan) ayat.

There are however exceptions in both cases.

- The form of address. Often the address: 'O ye who
believe, and 'O people of the book' indicates a Madinan
origin, while the addresses 'O Mankind' and 'O Peopl€
are usualy of Makkan origin.

- The theme. Among the Makkan themes are tawhid,
shirk, day of resurrection, moral corruption, stories of
the Prophets. These topics are also found in Madinan
suras, but usually only touched upon briefly. Madinan
themes which are not found in Makkan revelations are
of social and legal implications, concerning marriage,
divorce, inheritance, punishment, etc.



- There are 19 suras with so-called huruf tahgji (such as
aif , lam, mim, etc . ) . All these suras are Makkan, except
Sura a-bagara (2) and Al 'Imran (3).

- All ayat with the word kalla are Makkan.
- All suras containing sgjda are Makkan.

- Most of the suras of the group mufassal, beginning with
Sura gaf (50) in the latter part of the Qur'an are Makkan .

- All references to the munafiqun are from Madina (except
Sura a-'ankabut (29). Its verse 11 is Makkan.

Summary

The knowledge of Makkan and Madinan revelations is one
of the important branches of "ulum a-qur'an. It is not merely
of historical interest, but particularly important for the under-
standing and interpretation of the respective verses.

Many suras of the Qur'an do contain material from both
periods of revelation, and in some cases there exists difference
of opinion among scholars concerning the classification of a
particular passage. However, on the whole, it is a well-
established distinction, fully employed in the science of tafsir
and best derived from the internal evidence of the text of the
Qur'an itsdlf.

ASBAB AL-NUZUL

The Qur'an has been revealed for guidance, for al times

and situations to come. However, various ayat were revea ed
at a particular time in history and in particular circumstances.
The Arabic word sabab (pl. asbab) means reason, cause and
'marifa asbab al- nuzul' is the knowledge about the reasons of
the revelations, i.e. the knowledge about the particular events
and circumstances in history that are related to the revelation
of particular passages from the Qur'an.

Its Importance

Wahidi (d. 468/1075), one of the best classical scholarsin

this field wrote: "The knowledge about Tafsir of the ayat is not
possible without occupying oneself with their stories and
explanation of (the reasons) for their revelation.' (8)

Knowledge about the asbab a- nuzul helps one to under-
stand the circumstances in which a particular revelation
occurred, which sheds light on its implications and gives



guidance to the explanation (tafsir) and application of the aya
in question for other situations.

In particular, knowledge about the asbab al-nuzul helps one
to understand:

- The direct and immediate meaning and implication of an
Dya, asit can be seen within its origina context.

- The imminent reason underlying alegal ruling.

- The original intent of the aya.

Whether the meaning of an aya s specific or of general
application, and if so, under which circumstances it is to
be applied.

The historical situation at the time of the Prophet and the
development of the early Muslim community.

Example:

"To God belong the East and the West: whithersoever ye
turn, there is the presence of God, for God is al-
pervading, all-knowing' (2:115).

8 Asbab al-nuzul, by a-Wahidi a-Nisaburi. Cairo, 1968, p 4

Without knowing the sabab (reason), one might easily con
clude that this revelation permits the Muslim to face any
direction when performing prayer, while it is well known that
to face giblais one of the conditions without which prayer
becomes invalid. The circumstances in which this revelation
occurred explains its implications:

According to Wahidi (9) agroup of Muslimstravelled on adark
night and they did not know where the gibla was, so they later
realised that they had prayed in the wrong direction. They

asked the Prophet about it and he kept silent until the above
verse was reveded. ' (10) Taking into account this reason for the
revelation one cannot come to the wrong conclusion that it is
unimportant where to turn in prayer. The scholars say how-

ever that this verse excuses the mistake of those who un-
willingly and under adverse circumstances fail to observe the
correct gibla.

How it is Known

The well-known asbab al- nuzul have been related to us by
the reliable Companions of the Prophet Muhammad. Only

9 op. cit. pp. 20-21



10 Based on areport from Jabir b. 'Abdullah. Wahidi aso informs us about
some other situations when the aya reportedly applied:

- That one may pray voluntary prayer on one's riding camel, in whichever
direction it may turn (based on Ibn 'Umar).

- That the Companions of the Prophet asked why they were ordered to pray
for

the dead Negus of Abyssinia, who had prayed towards a different gibla than
their own (based on Ibn 'Abbas and 'Ata).

- That the Jews asked, why the yibla of the Muslims had been changed from
bait a-magdis (based on Ibn Abi Talha).

See Wahidi, op.cit., p.21. All this supports the view (to which in

particular

K. Murad drew my attention) of Suyuti based on Zarkashi (Suyuti, Lubab an
nuzul, Tunis, 1981, p.7.) that when the suhaba of the Prophet spoke about
an aya of the Qur'an, saying ‘It was revealed concerning ...'(nazalat fi

kadha) they do not restrict themselves to narrating a shigle ‘cause’ for

the revelation of an aya but rather refer to the 'situations' to which

particular verses where found applicable during the lifetime of the Prophet

while the occasion of the first revelation of the aya may have becn much
earlier. In thislie great avenues for understanding and tatsir of the

Qur'anic message.

reports which are sahih can be considered fully reliable, asis
the case in the science of hadith generally. A particular
condition here is also that the person who relates it should
have been present at the time and occasion of the event (the
revelation). " Reports from tab'iun only, not going back to the
Prophet and his Companions are to be considered weak
(daif). Hence one cannot accept the mere opinion of writers
or people that such and such verse might have been revealed
on such and such occasion. Rather one needs to know exactly
who related this incident, whether he himself was present, and
who transmitted it to us.

Kinds of Reports
There are two kinds of reports on asbab al- nuzul:

- Definite reports.
- Probable reports.

In the first kind (definite) the narrator clearly indicates that
the event he relates is the sabab al- nuzul.

Example:

Narrated Ibn ‘Abbas. the verse 'Obey Allah and obey



the apostle and those of you (Muslims) who are in
authority ..." (4: 59) was revealed in connection with
'‘Abdullah bin Hudafa bin Qais bin 'Adi when the Prophet
appointed him as the commander of a sariyya (army
detachment). (12)

In the second kind (probable) the narrator does not indicate
clearly that the event narrated is the sabab al- nuzul, but
suggests this probability.

Example:

Narrated 'Urwa: Az Zubair quarrelled with a man from
the Ansar because of a natural mountainous stream at
Al-Harra. The Prophet said: O Zubair, irrigate (your

11 Wahidi. p.4.
12 Bukhari, VI, No. 108.

land) and then let the water flow to your neighbour. The
Ansar said: O Allah's apostle (this is because) he is your
cousin? At that the Prophet's face became red (with
anger) and he said: O Zubair. Irrigate (your land) and
then withhold the water till it fills the land up to the walls
and then let if flow to your neighbour. So the Prophet
enabled Az Zubair to take his full right after the Ansari
provoked his anger.

The Prophet had previously given an order that wasin
favour of both of them. Az Zubair said: 'l don't think

but this verse was revealed in this connection: But no, by
your Lord, they can have no faith, until they make you
judgein al disputes between them' (4: 65). (13)

Kinds of Reasons

There are three kinds of ‘reasons which are connected with
revelation of particular passages from the Qur'an:

1 Revelation in response to an event or a general situation.

2 Revelation in response to a particular question that has
been asked by someone.

3 Reveation for other reasons, known or not known to us.
Examples:

Response to an Event



Narrated Ibn 'Abbas: The Prophet went out towards
Al-Batha and ascended the mountain and shouted: 'O
Sabahah', so the Quraish people gathered around him.
He said: 'Do you see? If | tell you that an enemy is going
to attack you in the morning or in the evening, will you
believe me? They replied: 'Yes. He said- Thenl ama
plain warner to you of a coming severe punishment'.
Abu Lahab said: 'Isit for this reason that you have
gathered us? May you perish!" Then Allah revealed
'Perish the hands of Abu Lahab' (Sura 111: verse 1). (14)

13 Bukhari, VI, No. 109.
14 Bukhari, VI, No. 496.

The Sura concerning Abu Lahab was revealed in response
to this event, when Abu Lahab said: 'May you perish!’

Response to a Particular Situation

Sura 2:158 concerning Safa and Marwa was revealed in
response to a particular situation in Makka during the time of
the Prophet.

Narrated 'Urwa: | asked 'A'isha (regarding the Saii be-
tween As-Safaand Al-Marwa). She said: 'Out of rever-
ence to the idol Manat which was placed in Al-Mushallal
those who used to assume Ih. ram in its name, used not to

perform Sal between As-Safa and Al-Marwa (because
there were two other idols between these two hills). So
Allah reveadled: Verily As.-Safaand Al-Marwa are among
the symbols of Allah.' Thereupon Allah's apostle and
the Muslims used to perform Sai (between them).
Sufyan said: The (idol) Manat was at Al-Mushallal in
Qudaid. 'A'isha added: 'The verse was revedled in
connection with the Ansar. They and (the tribe of)
Ghassan used to assume Ih. ram in the name of Manat
before they embraced Ilam'’. 'A'isha added 'There were
men from the Ansar who used to assume Ihram in the
name of Manat which was an idol between Makka and
Medina. They said, O Allah's Apostle! We used not to
perform the Tawaf (sai) between As-Safa and Al-
Marwa out of reverence to Manat. " (15)

In response to this situation 2: 158 was revealed.
Question to the Prophet

On many occasions the Muslims addressed questions to the
Prophet concerning Islamic beliefs and the Islamic way of life.



An example of the many occasions when arevelation was
revealed in response to such a question posed to the Prophet is
Surad: 11:

15 Bukhari, VI, No. 384; also Nos. 22. 23.

Narrated Jabir: The Prophet and Abu Bakr came on foot
to pay me avisit (during my illness) at Banu Salama's
(dwellings). The Prophet found me unconscious, so he
asked for water and performed the ablution from it and
sprinkled some water over me. | came to my senses and
said O Allah's apostle! What do you order me to do as
regards my wealth?

So there was revealed 'Allah commands you as regards
your children's (inheritance)' (4: 11). (16)

The verse in question is concerned with inheritance and
explains the rules of inheritance for children as follows:

God (thus) directs you as regards your children's (inheri-
tance):

"To the male a portion equal to that of two females: if
only daughters, two or more, their share is two-thirds of
the inheritance. If only one, her shareis half ..." (4:11).

Question by the Prophet

On other occasions, the Prophet himself asked questions.
Sura 19: 64 was reveaed in response to such a question by the
Prophet Muhammad:

Narrated Ibn 'Abbas. The Prophet said to the Angel
Gabriel, What prevents you from visiting us more often
than you visit us now? So there was revealed: 'And we
(angels) descend not but by the command of your Lord.
To Him belongs what is before us and what is behind us
... (19: 64)." (17)

Response to a General Question
There are numerous occasions when revelation was sent
down providing guidance concerning general questions that

had arisen in the Muslim community.

16 Bukhari, VI, No. 101.
17 Bukhari, VI, No. 255.

Thabit narrated from Anas. Among the Jews, when a



woman menstruated, they did not dine with her, nor did
they live with them in their houses; so the Companions of
the apostle (may peace be upon him) asked the apostle
(may peace be upon him) and Allah the Exalted revealed:

'And they ask you about menstruation: say it is a pollu-
tion, so keep away from women during menstruation' to
the end (Qur'an 2: 222).

The messenger of Allah (may peace be upon him) said:
Do everything except intercourse ... (18)

This report is also a good example of how the Prophet
himself explained the meanings of the revelation when such
guestions arose.

Partiular Persons

Often ageneral rule which became part of the Qur'anic
revelation, was first tevealed in response to the circumstances
or needs of a particular person, e.g. Sura 2:196:

... And if any of you isill, or has an ailment in his scalp
(necessitating shaving) he should in compensation either
fast or feed the poor or offer sacrifice ... Kab bin 'Ujra
said this verse - and if one of you isill or has an allment in
his scalp, - was revealed concerning me. | had lice on my
head and | mentioned this to the Prophet and he said:
Shave (your head) and compensate by fasting three days
or asacrifice or feed six poor, for each poor one Sa'. (19)

Thisis again an example of the Prophet himself explaining

the revelation in detail. At other times such revelation could
not be applied but to the respective person. The best example
of such arevelation is Sura Lahab (111) already referred to
above. Other examples are references to the Prophet
Muhammad in the Quran, such ase.g. Sura 75: 16:

18 Mudlim, I. No. 592.
19 Mudlim, Il, Nos. 2735, 2738, 2739; Wahidi, op.cit., p.31. One sai isa
cubic measure of approx. 2.6 kg.

Narrated Ibn 'Abbas (as regards Allah's staterment)
'Move not your tongue concerning (the Qur'an) to make
haste therewith' (75:16).

When the Angel Gabriel revealed the divine inspiration
to Allah's Apostle he moved his tongue and lips, and that
stage used to be very hard for him, and that movement



indicated that revelation was taking place. So Allah
revealed in Sura a-giyama which begins: 'l do swear by
the Day of Resurrection ...

The Verses: 'Move not your tongue concerning (the
Qur'an) to make haste therewith. It is for us to collect it
(Qur'an) in your mind and give you the ability to recite it
by heart' (75:16-17). (21)

Several Asbab and One Revelation

>From the reports of the sahaba it appears that particular
passages of the Qur'an were revealed in response to more
than one event, situation or question, or that the application
of a particular passage of the Qur'an was for more than one
particular occasion, as pointed out above.

Examples:

Sura a-ikhlas (112) firstly responds to the mushrikdn in Makka
before the hijra, and secondly to the ahl al-kitab encountered
in Madina after the hijra. (21)

Another exampleis Sura 9: 113:

This aya was revealed firstly in connection with the death of
the Prophet's uncle Abu Talib, where Muhammad said 'l will
keep on asking (Allah for) forgiveness for you unless | am
forbidden to do so'. Then there was revealed: it is not fitting
for the Prophet and those who believe that they should pray
for forgiveness for pagans, even though they be of kin, after it
has become clear to them that they are the companions of the
Fire. (22)

20 Bukhari. VI. No. 451.
21 Itgan, |, p.35; Wahidi, op.cit., pp.262-3.
22 Bukhari, VI, No. 197.

The other occasion reported is when the Companions and

in particular ‘Umar b. al-Khattab found the Prophet shedding
tears when he visited the graveyard. The Prophet explained
that he had visited his mother's grave and that he had asked
his Lord's permission to visit it which had been granted to him
and that he had also asked his Lord's permission to pray for
her forgiveness which had not been granted to him and the
above aya had been reveded. (23)

Several Revelations and One Sabab

A well-known example for several revelations, which are



connected with one particular circumstance, are three verses
which according to reliable reports, came down in response to
the question of Umm Salama, whether or why only the men
had been referred to in the Qur'an, as being rewarded.
According to Al-Hakim and Tirmidhi the verses 3:195, 4: 32
and 33:35 were revealed in response to this question:

'‘And their Lord has accepted of them and answered

them: Never will | suffer to be lost the work of any of you
be he male or female: Y e are members, one of another:
those who have |eft their homes, or have been driven out
therefrom, or suffered harm in My cause, or fought or
been dain - verily | will blot out from them their
iniquities and admit them into gardens with rivers flow-
ing beneath; areward from the presence of God and

from His presence is the best of rewards’ (3: 195).

'‘And in no wise covet those things in which God has
bestowed His gifts more freely on some of you than on
others; to men is alotted what they earn and to women
what they earn: but ask God of His bounty for God has
full knowledge of al things (4: 32).

'For Muslim men and women - for believing men and
women - for devout men and women, for true men and
women, for men and women who are patient and con
stant, for men and women who humble themselves, for
men and women who give in charity, for men and women
who fast, for men and women who guard their chastity,
and for men and women who engage much in God's
praise - for them has God prepared forgiveness and

great reward' (33:35). (24)

23 Wahidi, op. cit., p. 152.
Severa Views on Sabab al-Nuzul

It also occurs that the Companions of the Prophet when
mentioning a revelation, differed in their views about its
sabab al-nuzul. Thisis due to the fact that as already shown
above there have been various asbab for one particular reve-
lation, and each of the persons reporting the circumstances
had been present only on one of the various occasions.

Otherwise several views about the same revelation have to
be judged on their merits according to the rules of "ulum
al-,hadith, and one of them will be found to be stronger than
the others.

Example:



There are two reports concerning the revelation of Sura17: 85:

According to Ibn 'Abbas, as reported in Tirmidhi, the Quraish
asked the Jews to give them something they could ask the
Prophet about and they were advised to ask about the Spirit
(al-ruh). Then the aya 17:85 was reveal ed.

>From Ibn Masud, as reported in Bukhari, it is related that
he said:

While | wasin the company of the Prophet on afarm,
and he was reclining on a palm leaf stalk, some Jews
passed by. Some of them said to the others: Ask him
about the Spirit. Some of them said: What urges you to
ask him about it. Others said: (Don't) lest he should give
you areply which you didlike, but they said, Ask him. So
they asked him about the Spirit. The Prophet kept quiet
and did not give them any answer. | knew that he was
being divinely inspired so | stayed at my place. When the

24. Sdlih, op cit., p. 148

divine inspiration had been revealed, the Prophet said
"They ask you (O Muhammad) concerning the Spirit.
Say: "the Spirit", its knowledge is with my Lord and
from the knowledge it is only alittle that has been given
to you (mankind)' (17: 85).

The second report, although the first one has been declared
sahl.h by Tirmidhi, is considered to be stronger because it
comes from Ibn Masud, who says that he was present on the
occasion of the revelation, while the report from Ibn 'Abbas in
Tirmidhi does not contain this information. (25)

Specific or Genera?

Another question leads directly to the field of tagstr, but is
still connected with asbab al- nuzul. When one knows about
the sabab a-nuzulsit is still to be decided whether the reve-
lation has a specific implication for the particular occasion it
was connected with, or whether it is of general implication
and needsto be applied by all Muslims at all times.

Example:
'‘As to the thief, male or female, cut off his or her hands; a

punishment by way of example, from God, for their
crime: and God is exalted in power' (5: 41).



This verse although it was revealed concerning a specific
person who had stolen a piece of armour and had been pun-
ished accordingly, is of general application. (26)

What is not Asbab a-Nuzul

In some cases scholars have provided us with the back-
ground of certain events that have been narrated in the
Qur'an. Obviously, however, such information does not
belong to the field of asbab a- nuzul. Although it may help to
understand the message of the revelation, it is not related in a

25 See Salih, op.cit., pp. 145-6; Bukhari, VI, No. 245.
26 See Wahidi, op.cit., p.111; also Tafsir Ibn al-Jauzi, Beirut,
1964, Vol.ll, p.348.

direct and reliable way, showing immediate reason for or the
occasion of the revelation.

Example:

‘Seest thou not how thy Lord dealt with the companions
of the elephant? (105:1).

The following passage from a book of tatsrr, although it
contains information about the background of the event
narrated in the sura, does not belong to the field of asbab
al-nuzul:

(The companions of the elephant) had come from the

Y emen and wanted to destroy the Kaba (they were)
from Abyssinia and their leader was Abraha a-Ashram,
the Abyssinian. (27)

Summary

The branch of 'ulum a-qur'an concerned with the asbab
al-nuzul is one of the most important areas of knowledge for
the proper understanding and explanation of the Qur'anic
revelation. The message of the Qur'an is guidance for all
times. However its dyd t were revealed at particular points of
timein history and in particular circumstances.

One of the most crucial steps in meaningful interpretation is
to distinguish between that part which is attached solely to the
historical event and that part, which, although attached to the
historical event, also has wider implications. The knowledge
of asbab al- nuzul helpsto distinguish between these two by:



- Clarifying the events and circumstances, which are con
nected with the revelation of certain ayat*

- lllustrating the application of such ayat by referring to
situations, when the Companions of the Prophet found
them proper and applicable.

27 Tujibi, mukhtasar min tafsiral Tabari, Cairo, 1970, 11, p.529.
AL-NASIKH WA AL-MANSUKH

The revelations from Allah as found in the Qur'an touch on
avariety of subjects, among them beliefs, history, tales of the
prophets, day of judgement, Paradise and Hell, and many
others. Particularly important are the ahkam (legal rulings),
because they prescribe the manner of legal relationships
between people, as Allah wishes them to be observed.

While the basic message of 1slam remains always the same,
the legal rulings have varied throughout the ages, and many
prophets before Muhammad brought particular codes of law
(sharga) for their respective communities.

The Arabic words 'nasikh’ and ‘'mansukh’ are both derived
from the same root word 'nasakha’ which carries meanings
such as 'to abolish, to replace, to withdraw, to abrogate'.

The word nasikh (an active participle) means 'the abro-
gating', while mansukh (passive) means 'the abrogated'. In
technical language these terms refer to certain parts of the
Qur'anic revelation, which have been 'abrogated' by others.
Naturally the abrogated passage is the one called 'mansukh’
while the abrogating oneis called 'nasikh'.

The Qur'an on Naskh

The principle of naskh (abrogation) is referred to in the
Qur'an itself and is not a later historical devel opment:

'None of Our revelations do We abrogate or cause it to
be forgotten, but We substitute something better or
similar: knowest thou that God has power over all
things? (2: 106). (28)

How it came about

When the message of Islam was presented to the Arabs as
something new, and different from their way of life, it was

28 Some however say that this refers to the revelations before the Quran,



which have now been substituted by the Quran itself. See Mawdudi. The
Meaning of the qur'an, Lahore, 1967, Vol. |, p.102. note 109.

introduced in stages. The Qur'an brought important changes
gradually, to alow the people to adjust to the new prescrip-
tions.

Example:

There are three verses in the Qur'an concerning the drinking
of wine. Wine drinking was very widespread in pre-Ilamic
times and, although a socia evil, highly esteemed. The three
verses which finally led to the prohibition of intoxicating
substances were reveaed in stages (4: 43, 2: 219; 5: 93-4).

Why it is important

Knowledge of a- nasikh wa a- mansukh is important
because it concerns the correct and exact application of the
laws of Allah. It is specifically concemed with legal revelations:

- It isone of the important pre-conditions for explanation
(tafsir) of the Qur'an.

- It is ore of the important pre-conditions for under-
standing and application of the ISlamic law (hukm,
sharia).

- It sheds light on the historical development of the Islamic
legal code.

- It helps to understand the immediate meaning of the ayat
concerned.

Tafsir (explanation of the Qur'an) or lega ruling is not
acceptable from a person who does not have such knowledge.

How do we know it?

Asin thefield of asbab a- nuzul, the information about
al-nasikh wa al- mansukh cannot be accepted upon mere
persorel opinion, guesswork or hearsay, but must be based on
reliable reports, according to the ulum al-hadith, and should
go back to the Prophet and his Companions.

The report must also clearly state which part of the revelation
is nasikh and which is mansukh.

Some scholars say that there are three ways of knowing
about al-nasikh wa al- mansukh:

1 Report from the Prophet or Companions.
2 ljma (consensus of the umma upon what is nasikh and



what mansukh).
3 Knowledge about which part of the Qur'an preceded
another part in the history of revelation. (29)

Example:

Narrated Mujahid (regarding the verse):

Those of you who die and leave wives behind, they (their
wives) shall await (as regards their marriage) for four
months and ten days (2: 234).

The widow, according to this verse, was to spend this
period of waiting with her husband's family, so Allah
revealed: Those of you who die and leave wives (i.e.
widows) should bequesth for their wives, a year's main-
tenance and residence without turning them out, but if
they leave (their residence) there is no blame on you for
what they do with themselves, provided it is honourable
(i.e. lawful marriage) (2: 240).

So Allah entitled the widow to be bequeathed extra
maintenance for seven months and 20 nights and that is
the completion of one year. If she wished, she could stay
(in her husband's home) according to the will, and she
could leave it if she wished, as Allah says. Without
turning them out, but if they leave (the residence) there
is no blame on you.

So the idea (i.e. four months and ten days) is obligatory
for her.

'Ata said: Ibn 'Abbas said: This versei.e. the statement
of Allah ... without turning one out ... cancelled the
obligation of staying for the waiting period in her late
husband's house, and she can complete this period
wherever she likes.

29 Qattan, op.cit., p. 199

'Ata said: If she wished, she could complete her 'idda by
staying in her late husband's residence according to the
will or leave it according to Allah's statement:

‘There is no blame on you for what they do with them
selves!'

'Ata added: Later the regulations of inheritance came
and abrogated the order of the dwelling of the widow (in
her dead husband's house) so she could complete the
'idda wherever she likes. And it was no longer necessary



to provide her with aresidence.

Ibn Abbas said: This verse abrogated her (i.e. the
widow's) dwelling in her dead husband's house and she
could complete the 'idda (i.e. four months and ten days)
(wherever she liked, as Allah's statement says: ...
‘without turning them out ..." (30)

This report explains clearly which part of the revelation is
nasikh and which is mansukh. Mujahid was one of the well-
known tab'iun and 1bn 'Abbas was a Companion of the
Prophet.

What is Abrogated?

According to some scholars the Qur'an abrogates only the
Qur'an. They base their view on suras 2: 106 and 16: 101.
According to them the Qur'an does not abrogate the sunna
nor does the sunna abrogate the Qur'an. Thisis, in particular,
the view held by Shafi'i. (31)

Others are of the opinion that the Qur'an may abrogate the
Qur'an as well as the sunna. They base their view on Sura 53:
34.

There is aso the view that there are four classes of naskh:
1 Qur'an abrogates Qur'an.

30 Bukhari, VI, No. 54.

31 For details see Kitab al-risala, Cairo, n.d., pp.30-73; English
trandation by M. Khadduri, op.cit., pp. 12345; for a brief summary
of AshShafi'i's views see also Seeman, K., AshShafi'is Risala,
Lahore, 1961, pp.53-85.

2 Qur'an abrogates sunna.
3 Sunna abrogates Qur'an.
4 Sunna abrogates sunna. (32)

In this discussion, we shall only consider the abrogation in
the Qur'an, and leave aside the abrogation in the sunna.

Three Kinds of Naskh in the Qur'an (33)

The scholars have divided abrogation into three kinds:

1 Abrogation of the recited (verse) together with the legal
ruling.

2 Abrogation of the legal ruling without the recited (verse).
3 Abrogation of the recited (verse) without the legal ruling.



Examples:

For abrogation of the recited (verse) together with its legal
ruling:

'A'isha (Allah be pleased with her) reported that it had
been revealed in the Holy Qur'an that ten clear sucklings
make the marriage unlawful, then it was abrogated (and
substituted) by five sucklings and Allah's apostle (may
peace be upon him) died and it was before that time
(found) in the Holy Qur'an (and recited by the

Mudlims). (34)

For abrogation of alegal ruling without the recited (verse):

'O Prophet! We have made lawful to thee thy wives to
whom thou has paid their dowers; and those whom thy
right hand possesses out of the prisoners of war whom
God has assigned to thee; and daughters of thy paternal
uncles and aunts and daughters of thy maternal uncles
and aunts, who migrated (from Makka) with thee; and
any believing woman who dedicates her soul to the

32 Qattan, op.cit, pp. 201-2.
33 Ibn Salama, al-nasikh wa a- mansukh, Cairo, 1966, p.5.
34 Muslim, I, No. 3421.

Prophet if the Prophet wishes to wed her; - this only for
thee and not for the believers (at large);We know what
we have appointed for them as to their wives and the
captives whom their right hands possess; - in order that
there should be no difficulty for thee and God is oft-
forgiving, most merciful' (33: 50).

It is not lawful for thee (to marry more) women after
this, nor to change them for (other) wives, even though
their beauty attract thee, except any thy right hand
should possess (as handmaidens); and God doth watch
over al things (33: 52).

Thisis one of the few very clear examples of naskh, though
only concerning the Prophet specifically, since for Muslimsin
general the number of wives has been restricted to four. (Sura
4:3).

For abrogation of the recited (verse) without the legal ruling:

‘Abdullah bin 'Abbas reported that sUmar bin Khattab
sat on the pulpit of Allah's messenger (may peace be



upon him) and said: Verily Allah sent Muhammad (may
peace be upon him) with truth and he sent down the
book upon him, and the verse of stoning was included in
what was sent down to him. We recited it, retained it in
our memory and understood it. Allah's messenger (may
peace be upon him) awarded the punishment of stoning
to death (to the married adulterer and adulteress) and
after him, we also awarded the punishment of stoning. |
am afraid that with the lapse of time, the people (may
forget it) and may say: We do not find the punishment of
stoning in the book of Allah, and thus go astray by
abandoning this duty prescribed by Allah. Stoning isa
duty laid down in Allah's book for married men and
women who commit adultery when proof is established,
or if thereis pregnancy or a confession. (35)

The punishment of stoning for adultery by married people
35 Mudlim, 111, No. 4194; Bukhari, VI1I, No. 816.

has been retained in the sunna, while it is not included in the
Qur'an .

The Abrogated Verses

There are, according to 1bn Salama, (36) a well-known
author on the subject:

- 43 suras with neither nasikh or mansukh.
- 6 suras with nasikh but no mansukh.

- 40 suras with mansukh but no nasikh.

- 25 suras with both nasikh and mansukh.

According to Suyuti's Itgan there are 21 instances in the
Qur'an, where a revelation has been abrogated by another.

He aso indicates that there is a difference of opinion about
some of these: e.qg. 4: 8, 24: 58, etc. (37)

Some scholars have attempted to reduce the number of
abrogations in the Qur'an even further, by explaining the
relationships between the verses in some specia ways, e.g. by
pointing out that no legal abrogation is involved, or that for
certain reasons the naskh is not genuine

Shah Waliullah (d. 1759) the great Muslim scholar from
India only retained the following 5 out of Suyuti's 21 cases as
genuine:

Mansukh 2; 180 nasikh 4: 11, 12



Mansukh 2:240 nasikh 2: 234.
Mansukh 8:65 nasikh 8: 62.

Mansukh 30:50 nasikh 33: 52.
Mansukh 58: 12 nasikh 58: 13.

Example:

A case listed by Suyuti, which has no direct legal implication is
the following:

Narrated Ibn 'Abbas; When the verse: 'If there are 20
amongst you, patient and persevering, they will over-

36 Op cit., see pp.6-8 for the names of these suras.
37 Itgan, 11, pp.20-3; Kamal, op.cit., pp.101-9 aso gives Suyuti's
complete list.

come two hundred', was revealed, it became hard on the
Muslims, when it became compulsory that one Muslim
ought not to flee before 10 (non-Muslims) so Allah
lightened the order by revealing: 'but now Allah has
lightened your (task) for He knows that there is weakness
in you. But (even s0) if there are 100 amongst you who
are patient and persevering, they will overcome 200
(non-Muslims)' (8: 66).

So when Allah reduced the number of enemies that
Muslims should withstand, their patience and persever-
ence against the enemy decreased as much as their task
was lightened for them. (38)

Still others hold that there are no genuine (sahih) reports
available on this issue, going back to the Prophet, while those
going back to the Companions contradict each other. (39)

Therefore to them the issue of nasikh wa a mansukh is per-
haps not of great importance. However, it is clear from the
Qur'an itsdlf, (e.g. in the case of inheritance, 2: 180; 4: 7-9,
etc.) that abrogation occurred occasionally. Hence it is wrong
to completely ignore the subject.

Abrogation and Specification

There is of course a difference between abrogation and
specification. By the latter is meant that one revelation

38 Bukhari, VI, No.176.

39 Ali, M.M.: The Religion of Iam, Lahore, 1936, p.32. It may be pointed
out that Ali's treatment of the subject is not very thorough. Of the three
examples he cites in support of his opinion ('in nost cases, where areport



is traceable to one Companion who held a certain verse to have been
abrogated, there is another report traceable to another Companion, through
the fact that the verse was not abrogated' - p. 33) two are definitely not

in his favour, while the third can be easily explained. Hisfirst case
concerns Sura 2:180 (inheritance). It has certainly been superseded by

other

verses, e.g. 4:7-9 and that is probably al that is meant, when saying it

is mansukhz Ali's second case, '2:184, is considered by 1bn '‘Umar as having

been abrogated while Ibn 'Abbas says it was not' . See below, where | have
quoted this very hadith from Ibn 'Abbas (Bukhari, VI, N0.32) where I1bn
'‘Abbas himself explains why he does not hold it as abrogated. The third
caseis, like the first one, definitely not in support of Ali: '2: 240 was
abrogated according to Ibn Zubair, while Mujahid says it was not'. Thisis
wrong, see Sahih Bukhari, VI, Nos. 53 and 54, where both Ibn Zubair and
Mujahid hold the verse to be abrogated. Furthermore both 1bn Zubair ard
Mujahid are tabi'un, and not Companions (sahaba).

explains in more detail or according to specific circumstances
how another revelation should be understood.

Example:

Sura 2:183 says 'O you who believe, fasting is prescribed to
you ...

Narrated 'Ata that he heard 1bn'Abbas reciting the
Divine verse 'for those who can do it is aransom, the
feeding of one that isindigent' (2:184).

Ibn 'Abbas said 'This verse is not abrogated but it is
meant for old men and old women who have no strength
to fast, so they should feed one poor person for each day
of fasting (instead of fasting). (40)

It is quite clear that the second verse (2:184) does not
abrogate the rule of fasting from the first verse (2:183) but
explains that in a specific case, that of feeble old people, there
isaway of making up for the loss of fast.

In the same way the verses concerning intoxicating drinks
can be understood as specifications rather than abrogations
(seed:43;2:219;5:93-4).

Summary
The Qur'an, in 2:106, refers to the concept of naskh.

However, there is a difference of opinion about the extent to
which al- nasikh wa-al mansukh does in fact occur in the text of



the Qur'an. The information concerning a- nasikh wa-al
mansukh must be treated with great caution as, for al reports
concerning the text of the Qur'an, two independent witnesses
are required. Many of the examples which the scholars have
drawn upon to illustrate this question (and | have quoted
them for the same purpose) are based on one witness only.
'A'isha alone reported that 10 or 5 sucklings had been part of
the Qur'anic recitation, and only 'Umar reported that the
'verse of stoning' had been included in the Qur'anic text.
These legal rulings are not included in the Qur'an precisely
because they were not considered reliable, being based on

40 Bukhari, VI, No. 32.

one witness only. Similarly, other examples about naskh,
based on the words of 1bn 'Abbas or Mujahid aione, are to be
judged by the same measure.

However, as mentioned there remain a small number of
verses which, as far as can be ascertained from the interna
evidence of the Qur'an, have been superseded by other verses
in the Qur'an.

VARIETY OF MODES
What is the meaning of a-ahruf al-sab'a?

The word sab'a means seven, and ahruf is the plural form of
h. arf, which has many meanings, among them 'edge’ border,
letter, word', etc. In technical language it describes the variety
of modes of the Qur'an transmitted to us, also expressed in
various forms of writing the text.

Example:

Read the two versions of Sura 2:9 given on plates 7 and 8.
Disregard the difference in style of writing. The first example
is from a Qur'an from North Africa, the second from a Qur'an
from Jordan. In the North African version, the word
'yukhedi'una (they deceive) is used twice, while in the
Jordan version, the word occurs as 'yakhdauna in the

second instant. Both are correct and accepted readings, since
they have been transmitted to us. Also there is no objection
from the viewpoint of grammar or correct language and the
writing without vowel signs can carry both readings.

The Language of the Quraish

In the time of the Prophet Muhammad when the Qur'an
was revealed, the Arab tribes scattered all over the peninsula,



spoke a number of dialects, each containing peculiar words
and idioms.

The language of the Quraish had developed into a form of
'high Arabic' due to the many influences it absorbed, being
spoken at the main centre of trade and pilgrimage in Arabia
Hence this language was obviously the most suitable to carry
the messages of revelation which were to reach al peoples and
not be restricted to a particular tribe.

The Seven Modes

The hadith reports tell us that the Qur'an was actually
revealed in seven modes (al-ahruf al-sab'a). This has been
narrated by more than ten of the Prophet's Companions,
among them Abu Bakr, 'Umar, '‘Uthman, Ibn Masud, 1bn
'‘Abbas and others. (41)

The following is the hadith in Bukhari:

‘Narrated 'Abdullah bin 'Abbas: Allah's apostle said:
Gabriel recited the Qur'an to me in one way. Then |
requested him (to read it in another way), and continued
asking him to recite it in other ways, and he recited it in
several ways till he ultimately recited it in seven different
ways. (42)

On another occasion, 'Umar complained tO the Prophet

that Hisham had recited Sura a-furgan in away different from
what 'Umar had heard from the Prophet, but the Prophet said:
"... this Qur'an has been revealed to be recited in seven
different ways, so recite of it whichever is easier for you'. (43)

Salman is reported to have said that he read a passage from
5:82 in the presence of the Prophet in the following two
versions, the first of which is now in the Qur'anic text, while
the second constitutes a variant reading according to 'Ubay b.
Kab: (44)

1 dhalika bi-anna minhum qgissisina wa ruhbana.
2 dhalika bi-anna minhum siddigina wa ruhbana. (45)

Muslim scholars have put forward a number of explanations
and benefits for the Muslim umma deriving from the revelation

41 Itgan, |, p. 41.

42 Bukhari, VI No. 513.
43 Bukhari, VI No. 514.
44 1bn Abi Dawud. p. 129.
45ibid ., p. 103.



of the Qur'anic message in several modes. Among these the
following are most important:

- To make the reading, pronunciation and memorisation
more easy, as many people were illiterate in the Prophet's
time.

- To unite the new Muslim community on the basis of one
common language, the Arabic of the Quraish, with minor
variations accepted, according to spoken language.

- To show something of the unique nature of the Qur'an, in
the realm of language.

- To show something of the unique nature of the Qur'an, in
the realm of meaning and legal rulings.

- To explain alegal ruling in more detail.

Scholars Differ

There is adifference of opinion among classical Muslim
scholars on the subject of the 'seven modes, to the extent that
one of them was able to say: 'the degree of difference of opin-
ion (ikhtilAf) among the scholarsis to the extent of 35

sayings. (46)

Some of these different opinions are that the 'seven modes
are:

- Different languages (dialects) current among the Arabs
at the time of revelation, such as e.g. Quraish, Hudhail,
Tamlm, etc., who had different ways of pronunciations
which could even affect the spelling, e.g.
al-tabuh and al-tabut. (2: 248) 47
or: hiyakafor iyaka (1.5).
or: atta for hatta (12: 35).

- It may also be the usage of words from the different
languages in the Qur'an (this is considered one of the
most sound views).

- Usage of synonymsin the Qur'an, i.e. that a variety of

46 Itgan, |, p.45.
47 See Kamal, op. cit., p.46.

expressions describe one and the same concept. A well-
known example is Sura 101: 5, which reads as 'Ka |- 'ihni-
I-manfush’, but in another version 'Ka s-sufi- I- manfush’
both meaning 'like carded wool'. The word arshidna was
read in place of ihdina (Sura 1: 6), etc. (48)



- Different aspects of the revelation, such as e.qg. order,
prohibitions, promise, narrations, etc.

- Seven differences, such as possible ways of reading words
and structures in the Qur'an, e.g. the word 'trusts in 23: 8
which can be read both 'trust’ (sg.) or 'trusts (pl.) accord-
ing to the plain text without vowels: li-amanatihim or
li-amanatihim .

- Slightly different wordings of a particular passage, such
ase.g.in 9: 100: 'Gardens under which rivers flow' which
some read as 'Gardens from under which rivers flow’,
adding the word 'from’' (min) to the text.

- Different ways of pronunciation as they have been ex-
plained in great detail by the scholars of giraa (recitation)
such as e.g. imala, idgham, etc. (49)

However, even non-Muslim orientalists concede that 'no
major differences of doctrines can be constructed on the basis
of the parallel readings based on the '‘Uthmanic consonantal
outline, yet ascribed to mushats other than his. All the riva
readings unguestionably represent one and the same text.
They are substantially agreed in what they transmit ... (50)

Summary

>From these different opinions, of which only some have
been listed above, by way of illustration, a generally-accepted
conclusion is that the 'seven modes' are at the basis of several
distinct ways of reciting the qur'an, reflecting the different
usage at the time of revelation, comprising variations in pro-

48 Both examples from Ibn Masud. Thisview is adso very close to the

Idea of various dialects. and many scholars tend to accept such usage

of synonyms, as meaning the seven modes.

49 This view has also been favoured hy many, because it does not cause much
controversy.

50 Burton, J,: The Collecsor! of tI7e qur'an, Cambridge. 1977, p. 171.

nunciation and even minor differences in wording. The 'seven
‘ahruf are however, not identical with the well-known 'seven
readings. These came about in alater age. Although much of
what the 'seven readings contain is also found in the seven
aS.Irdf, there are some differences, which will be explained
when discussing the seven readings.

Only afew examples for 'ahruf have been transmitted to
us. They are of importance for Tafsir, rather than giraa.

Seven Modes in the Qur'an

While some scholars hold that the written Qur'an now



includes only one of the 'seven modes, and the others are
transmitted orally to us, there is some evidence also for the
view that the text of the Qur'an, as we have it in front of us,
may include all these 'seven modes' because:

- No one would change the Qur'an.

- The present text was written upon the basis of the sahdba
testimonies, both orally and written, going back directly
to the Prophet.

The Qur'an is protected by Allah.
THE VARIOUS READINGS

Al-giraa (pl. giraaat) is derived from the word garaa,
'reading, reciting'’; from which also the word Qur'an is derived.
It is averba noun, meaning recitation. In technical language
it describes the oral recitation of the Qur'an as well as the
punctuation of the written text, which corresponds to the oral
recitation.

Examples:

51 e.g. Tabari, Jami' a-bayan 'an tawil ayat a-qur'an, Cairo, 1968. See
introduction to this tafsir. Zarkashi, Vol. 1, p.213 says most scholars are

of the first view, and that the last double-reading of the Qur'an by
Muhammad

in the presence of the Angel Gabriel served, among others, the purpose of
eliminating the other six modes.

Maududi (52) has very convincingly explained the proper under-
Standing of some accepted difference in reading. He wrote
that in a-fatiha (1: 3):

- maliki
- maliki

both describe one of the attributes of Allah,
and there is absolutely no contradiction
between 'sovereign’ and 'master' of the day of
judgement, but 'these two readings make the
meaning of the verse all the more clear'.

Similarly 5:8 arjulakum (53) and arjulikum (54) carry two
meanings.

Wash and Wipe (yourfeet)

Both are indeed correct, for under norrnal circumstances a



man will wash his feet, while some other person e.g. atraveller
may wipe them. Here the text of the Qur'an carries both
meanings at the same time. This is indeed a unique feature of
the revelation from Allah.

Readers among the Sababa

Reading and reciting of the Qu'an has been done since
revelation began, and the Prophet was the first to recite. This
has already been discussed in the section on transmission of
the text. After his death, the recitation continued through his
Companions. Among the famous readers from whom many of
the tabi'un learned, were Ubay bin Kab, 'Ali, Zaid bin

Thabit, Ibn Masud, Abu Musa a-Ash'ari and many others.

Later Devel opment

Later on, with Mudlims settling in many parts of the world,
the Qur'an was recited in a variety of ways, some of which
were not in accordance with the accepted text and the trans-
rnitted readings from the Prophet and the Companions. This

52 Introduction to the Study of the Quran, Delhi, 1971, p.21.
53 Reading of Nafi, Hafs 'an Asm, Kisal.
54 Reading of 1bn Kathir, Abu Amr, Abu Bakra 'an 'Asim, Hamza.

necessitated a thorough screening and distinction between
what is sahih (sound) and what is shadh (exceptional).

The Seven Readings

The 'seven readings were standardised in the second/eighth
century. Ibn Mujahid, a ninth-century Muslim scholar, wrote
a book entitled The Seven Readings, in which he selected
seven of the prevailing modes of recitation as the best trans-
mitted and most reliable. Others were subsequently dis-
favoured and even opposed, among them the readings of 1bn
Masud and 'Ubay bin Kab. However, thisis not to say that
one must restrict oneself to one of these seven readings, or to
al of them. Below are listed the local origin of the seven
readings and the names of readers (55) and some transmitters
(rawis) connected with them:

Place Reader Transmitter

1 Madina Nafi' (169/785) Warsh (197/812)
2 Makka Ibn Kathir (120/737)

3 Damascus  Ibn'Amir (118/736)

4 Basra Abu'Amr (148/770)

5 Kufa '‘Asim (127/744) Haf's (180/796)



6 Kufa Hamza (156/772)
7 Kufa Al-Kisai (189/804) Duri (246/860)

Readings No. 1 and 5 are of particular importance: the
reading transmitted by Warsh is widespread in Africa, except
Egypt, where, as now in amost all other parts of the Muslim
world, the reading transmitted by Hafs is observed.

Other Views

Later on other views emerged, making ten or fourteen
well-known readings. In addition to the seven above, the
following make up the ten and the fourteen readers:

55 For their short biographies see Fihrist I, p. 63ff.

8 Madina Abu Jafar (130/747)

9 Basa  Yaqub (205/820)

10 Kufa Khalaf (229/843)

11 Basra  Hasan a Basri (110/728)
12 Makka  Ibn Muhaisin (123/740)
13 Bazya Fahyaal-Yazidi (202/817)
14 Kufa al-Aimash (148/765)

The readings are also divided as follows: (56)

- The mutawatir (transmitted by many; they include the
seven well-known readings).

- The ahad (transmitted by one; they number three, going
back to the sahaba and together with the seven make up
the ten).

- The shadh (exceptional; they go back to the tabi'un

only).

Musdlim scholars have laid down three criteria for the accep-
tance of any gira'a and three criteriafor preferring some over
others. The best transmission was of course mutawatir. The
three criteria for acceptance of other readings are:

- Correctness according to Arabic grammar.

- Agreement withthe written text of '‘Uthman.
- Traced back reliably to the Prophet.

The three criteriafor preference are:

- Correctness according to Arabic grammar.

- Agreement with the written text of 'Uthman.
- Reported/preferred by many (majority).

Summary



The best sumrnary on this topic is perhaps contained in the
words of the scholar AbuI-Khair bin al-Jazari (d.833/1429),
who wrote;

56 Suyuti, Itgan, I, p 77.

'Every reading in accordance with Arabic (grammar)
even if (only) in some way, and in accordance withone of
the masahif of 'Uthman, even if (only) probable, and
with sound chain of transmission, is a correct (sahih)
reading, which must not be rejected, and may not be
denied, but it belongs to the seven modes (ahruf) accord-
ing to which the Qur'an was revealed, and the people are
obliged to accept it, no matter whether it is from the
seven Imams, or the ten or from other accepted Imames,
but when one of these three conditions is not fulfilled, it
must be rejected as weak (daif) or exceptional (shadh)

or void (batil), no matter whether it is from the seven or
from one who is older than them." (57)

57 Suyuti, Itgan, I, p.75 .

CHAPTER 6
Interpreting the Text
TAFSIR, | TS KINDS AND PRI NCI PLES

Tafsir (exegesis) of the Qur'an is the npst inportant science
for Muslins. All matters concerning the Islamc way of life are
connected to it in one sense or another since the right applica-
tion of Islamis based on proper understandi ng of the gui dance
fromAllah. Wthout tafsir there would be no right under-
standi ng of various passages of the Qur'an.

Tafsir and Ta' wi |

The word tafsir is derived fromthe root 'fassara' - to

explain, to expound. It neans 'explanation' or 'interpretation'.
In technical |anguage the word tafsir is used for explanation
interpretation and conmentary on the Qur'an, conprising al

ways of obtaining know edge, which contributes to the proper
understanding of it, explains its neanings and clarifies its |ega
implications. [1] The word nufassir (pl. nufassirun) is the term
used for the person doing the Tafsir, i.e. the 'exegete' or
‘comment ator' .

The word ta'wil, which is also used in this connection, is
derived fromthe root 'awala' and al so neans 'expl anation
i nterpretation’

In technical language it sinmlarly refers to explanation and
interpretation of the Qur'an



Tafsir in the | anguage of the schol ars nmeans expl anation
and clarification. It ains at knowl edge and under st andi ng
concerning the book of Allah, to explain its meanings, extract

1. See Zarkashi, op.cit., 1, p. 13.

its legal rulings and grasp its underlying reasons. Tafsir
explains the '"outer' (zahir) meanings of the Qur'an. Ta'wil is
consi dered by sone to nean the explanation of the inner and
conceal ed neani ngs of the Qur'an, as far as a know edgeabl e
person can have access to them O hers are of the opinion that
there is no difference between tafsir and ta' wil.

Wiy is it Inmportant?

There are a nunber of reasons why tafsir is of great inpor-
tance, but the basic reason is the followi ng: Allah has sent the
Qur'an as a book of guidance to mankind. Man's purpose is to
worship Allah, i.e. to seek His pleasure by living the way of
life Allah has invited himto adopt. He can do so within the
framewor k of the guidance that Allah has reveal ed concerning
this, but he can do so only if he properly understands its

meani ngs and i nplications.

A Warni ng

Some Muslim schol ars have warned agai nst tafsir. Ahmad

b. Hanbal, e.g. has said: 'Three matters have no basis: tafsir
mal ahi m (tal es of eschatol ogi cal nature) and maghazi (tal es of
the battles)'. [2]

By this is neant that there is much exaggeration and un-

sound material in these fields, but it does not nean that

nei ther of them ought to be considered. This is clear from

anot her version of the sane verdict, in which the word isnad is
used for 'basis'.

Basi ¢ Conditions

Musl i m schol ars have | aid down certain basic conditions for
sound tafsir. Any tafsir, which disregards these principles
must be viewed with great caution, if not rejected altogether
The nost inportant anong these conditions are the foll ow ng:

The mufassir must:
2 lbn Taimya, nmugaddima fi usul al-tafsir, Kuwait, 1971, p.59.

- Be sound in belief ('aqida).

- Well-grounded in the knowl edge of Arabic and its rules
as a | anguage.

- Well-grounded in other sciences that are connected with
the study of the Qur'an (e.g. 'ilmal-riwaya).

- Have the ability for precise conprehension

- Abstain fromthe use of mere opinion.

- Begin the tafsir of the Qur'an with the Qur'an.

- Seek gui dance fromthe words and expl anati ons of the
Prophet .



- Refer to the reports fromthe sahaba.
- Consider the reports fromthe tabi'un
- Consult the opinions of other em nent schol ars.

Grades of Sources [ 3]

The best tafsir is the explanation of the Qur'an by the
Qur' an.

The next best is the explanation of the Qur'an by the
Prophet Muhammad, who, as Shafi'i explained, acted accord-
ing to what he understood fromthe Qur'an

If nothing can be found in the Qur'an nor in the sunna of the
Prophet, one turns to the reports fromthe sahaba. [4]

If nothing can be found in the Qur'an, the sunna and the
reports fromthe sahaba, one turns to the reports fromthe
tabi'un. [5]

However, nothing can match the explanation of the Qur'an
by the Qur'an and the explanation of the Qur'an by the
Pr ophet.

Ki nds of Tafsir

Tafsir may be divided into three basic groups: [6]

See Ibn Taimya, op.cit., p.93.

i bid., p.95.

ibid ., p. 1l02.

This classification has been borrowed from Sabuni, tibyan, p.63.
See al so

Qattan, op.cit.. section 25.

(o2 ] ) - OV]

- Tafsir bi-l-riwaya (by transnission), also known as Tafsir
bi-1-m'thar.

- Tafsir bi'l-ra'y (by sound opinion; also known as tafsir
bi -1-diraya, by know edge).

- Tafsir bi-lI-ishara (by indication, from signs).

Tafsir bi-l-riwaya

By this is neant all explanations of the Qur'an which can be
traced back through a chain of transm ssion to a sound source,
i.e.:

- The Qur'an itself.

- The expl anation of the Prophet.

- The expl anati on by Conpani ons of the Prophet (to sonme
extent).

Natural ly, the explanation of the Qur'an by the Qur'an and

the explanation of the Qur'an by the Prophet are the two

hi ghest sources for tafsir, which cannot be matched nor super-
seded by any other source. Next to these rank the explanations
by the sahaba, since the sahaba were witnesses to the reve-

| ati ons, were educated and trained by the Prophet hinself and

were closest to the period of the first Muslimunmma. O course
all reports of explanations by the Prophet or by a sahabi nust
be sound according to the science of rEwaya as in 'ulum al -



hadi t h.

The Qur'an explained by the Qur'an. The interpretation of

the Qur'an by the Qur'an is the highest source of tafsir. Many of
the questions which may arise out of a certain passage of the
Qur'an have their explanation in other parts of the very same
book, and often there is no need to turn to any sources ot her
than the word of Allah, which in itself contains tafsir. To seek
to explain an aya fromthe Qur'an by referring to another aya
fromthe Qur'an is the first and forenost duty of the nufassir

Only if this does not suffice, he will refer to other sources of
tafsir.’

7 ltgan, I, pp.181-2.

Exanpl es:

A case in point is the detail ed explanation of 5:2 by 5:4,
concerni ng perm ssible and prohi bited nmeat. Another

exanpl e of explanation of one aya in the Qur'an by another
concerns a question which mght arise fromSura 44: 3. It is
explained in Sura 97: 1:

"W sent it down during a blessed night' (44: 3).

Which night is this blessed night, in which the Qur'an was
sent down?

"W have indeed revealed this in the lailatal-qadr' (97: 1).
A third exanple is the explanation of Sura 2:37 by Sura

"Then learnt Adam from his Lord words of inspiration,
and his Lord turned towards him for He is Ot-
Ret urni ng, Mdst Merciful' (2: 37).

These 'words of inspiration' are explained by the Qur'an as
fol |l ows:

"Qur Lord! We have wonged our own souls. If Thou
forgi ve us not, and bestow not upon us Thy nmercy, we
shall certainly be lost' (7: 23).

The Qur'an explained by the Prophet. There are numerous
exanpl es of explanation of the Qur'an by the Prophet, who
either hinself asked the Angel Gabriel for explanation of
matters not clear to him or who was asked by the Conpanions
about the Qur'an. Suyuti has given a long |ist of explanations
of the Qur'an by the Prophet sura by sura. [8]

Here one exanple may suffice

"And eat and drink until the white thread of dawn
appears to you distinct fromits black thread. . .' (2: 187).

Narrated 'Adi b. Hatim | said: 'O Allah's Apostle! Wat
8 Itqgan, |I, pp. 191-205.

is the neaning of the white thread distinct fromthe black
thread? Are these two threads?' He said: 'You are not



intelligent, if you watch the two threads'. He then added,
"No, it is the darkness of the night and the whiteness of
the day'. [9]

Tafsir by sahaba. [10] Next, after explanation of the Qur'an by
the Qur'an and of the Qur'an by the Prophet hinself, ranks

the explanation of the Qur'an by the sahaba. Anpbng them

the foll owing were best known for their know edge of and
contribution to the field of tafsir: Abu Bakr, 'Umar, ' U hman,
"All (not rmuch has been reported fromthen), |bn Ms' ud,

I bn ' Abbas, 'Ubay b. Ka'b, Zaid b. Thabit, Abu Misa al -

Ash' arl, 'Abdullah b. Zubair

| bn ' Abbas. Abdullah b. 'Abbas (d. 68/687) is considered to

be the npst know edgeabl e of the Conpanions in tafsir. [11] He
has been called "tarjuman al-qur'an', the interpreter of the
Qur'an. Since he was related to the Prophet, being his cousin,
and his maternal aunt Mi nmuna bei ng one of the Prophet's

wi ves, he was very close to the Prophet Miuhanmad and

| earnt nmuch about the revelation. It is said that he saw the
Angel Gabriel twice. Apart fromhis detailed know edge of
everything concerning tafsir, he is also given the credit for
havi ng enphasi sed one of the basic principles of "ilmal-tafsir
whi ch has remai ned inportant to this day, nanely, that the
meani ng of words, especially of unusual words in the Qur'an
ought to be traced back to their usage in the |anguage of pre-
Islamic poetry. There is a long list of such explanations
gquoted by Suyuti. [12]

Exanpl e:

The following is an exanple of tafsir froma sahabl, nanely
| bn ' Abbas, confirmed by ' Unmar:

9 Itgan Il. pp. 191-205.
10 For a brief sunmary on early tafsir see al-Sawaf, 'Early
Tafsir', in Ahnmad, K and Z.| Ansari. |slam c Perspectives.

Lei cester, 1979, pp.| 35-45.

11 A book entitled tanwir al-mgbas mn tafsir |bn Abbas (Beirut,
n.d.) is a conplete tafsir of the Qur'an. all explanations of which
are said to go back to Ibn Abbas. On the question of authenticity,
see al - Sawwaf, op.cit. p. 140.

12 Itgan 1 pp.120-33.

'"So celebrate the praises of your Lord, and ask for His
forgi veness. Verily! He is the one who accepts the
repentance and forgives' (110: 3).

Narrated I bn ' Abbas: 'Umar used to make ne sit with

the elderly men who had fought in the battle of Badr

Sonme of themfelt it (did not Iike that3 and said to ' Umar:
"Why do you bring in this boy to sit with us, while we
have sons |ike hin®'

"Umar replied 'Because of what you know of his
position' (i.e. his religious know edge).

One day 'Umar called me and made nme sit in the

gat hering of those people, and | think that he called ne
just to show them (ny religious know edge). 'Umar then
asked themin ny presence: 'Wat do you say about the



interpretation of the statenment of Allah'.

"\When comes hel p of Allah, and the conquest
(110: 1).

Sone of themsaid: 'W are ordered to praise Allah and

ask for His forgiveness, when Allah's help and the
conquest (of Makka) cones to us'. Sonme others kept

qui et and did not say anything. On that 'Umar asked ne:
'"Do you say the sane, O Ilbn 'Abbas? | replied: '"No'. He
said: 'What do you say then?' | replied: 'That is the sign
of the death of Allah's apostle which Allah informed him
of . Al'lah said:

' (O Muhammad) when cones the help of Allah (to you

agai nst your enem es) and the conquest (of Makka)

(which is the sign of your death) - you should celebrate
the praises of your Lord and ask for His forgiveness, and
He is the One who accepts the repentance and forgives'
(110:1-3). On that 'Umar said: 'l do not know anything
about it other than what you have said . [13]

Anot her short exanple is:
Narrated 'Ata': When | bn ' Abbas heard:
13 Bukhari, VI, No. 494.

' Have you not seen those who have changed the favour
of Allah into disbelief? (14: 28).

He said: 'Those were the disbelieving pagans of
Makka. *14

Tafsir by Tabi'un. There are many nore persons from

anong the tabiun known for their preoccupation with tafsir
because many nore people had enbraced |Islam and the need

for know edge about the Qur'an had increased manifold.

Al so, the Prophet himself and many of his Conpani ons were

no | onger available to give this guidance, and therefore
greater efforts had to be nmade to satisfy this need for proper
under st andi ng of the book of Allah

O the nufassirun from anong the tabi'un one distinguishes
three groups, according to their origin and area of activity:

- Those from Makka
- Those from Madi na
- Those fromlrag.

The Makkan Group. According to many scholars, this

group of nufassirun from anong the tabi'un are the nobst
know edgeable in tafsir, because they |earnt about it from
" Abdul I ah b. ' Abbas. They are many in nunber, and anopng
the best known out of many others are Mijahid (d.104/722),
"Ata' (d.114/732) and 'lkrim (d.107H)

Muj ahi d, the best known anmong them is reported to have
gone through the Qur'an thrice with Ibn 'Abbas and to have
asked hi m about the 'when' and 'how of each verse that had
been reveal ed. [15]



A conpl ete book of tafsir by Mijahid has been published.
It is based on a manuscript fromthe 6th Hijra century and is
edited by Surti. [16]

Exanpl e:
Humai d b. Qais Makki reported: | was with Mijahid and

14 Bukhari VI No. 222.
15 Tainmiya p. ;()2.
16 Surti, A.: Tafsir Miujdhid, 2 vols., Beirut, n.d.

we were circumanbul ating the house (Ka'ba). A man

canme and asked whether the fasts of penalty of an oath
shoul d be observed continuously or severally. Humaid
replied that if he Iiked he could observe them severally
too! But Mijahid said: Not severally, for the reading of
"Ubayy b. Ka'b is thalathi ayyamin nutatabi'at, i.e. to
fast three days continuously'. [17]

The Madi nan Group. The nufassirun anong the tabi'un

from Madi na had nmany Conpani ons as their teachers, anpng
the best known being 'Upbay b. Ka'b. The follow ng are sone
of the well-known Qur'an exegetes anmpbng them Mih. ammmad

b. Ka'b al-Qarzi (d.117/735), Abu-l '"Alliya al-Riyahi (d.90/
708) and Zaid b. Aslam (d.130/747).

The Irag Group. There were al so many nufassirun anong

the tabiun in Iraq. Their principal teacher was |bn Ms' ud.
Their main centres were Basra and Kufa. The best known
anong them are: Al-Hasan al-Basri (d.121/738), Masruq b

al -' Ajda' (d.63/682) and |brahim al-Nakha'i (d.95/713).

Sunmmar y

Not hi ng can excel the tafsir of the Qur'an by the Qur'an.
This is followed by sound reports about the Prophet's
expl anation of the revelation

What ever is sound and genuine in the explanation of the
Qur'an by the sahaba and the tabi'un may not be rejected, but
the follow ng principles are to be observed:

- Sound reports nust be distinguished from unsound ones,
for many views have been falsely attributed to sonme
sahaba and tabisdn (especially to |Ibn 'Abbas and
Muj ahi d, the nost renowned ones anong them, which
cannot be traced back to them when the isnad is
i nvestigated. Those reports nust of course be rejected.

- Material fromthe ahl-al-kitab, in particular the Jew sh
traditions (israiliyat)[18] mnmust be sorted out and eval uated.

17 Muwatta Malik, No. 617.
18 For details, see below, p. 133.

- Material which crept in due to theol ogical, philosophical
political and other considerations, nust be sorted out
and eval uated (such as e.g. sone ShE a attributions to
"Ali, or 'Abbasid attributions to Ibn 'Abbas, etc.).



- False material purposely introduced by the enem es of
I sl am nust be di stingui shed from sound materi al

Tafsir bi'l-ra'y

The second kind of tafsir, after tafsir bi'l-riwaya, is the
so-called tafsir bi'l-ra'y. It is not based directly on
transm ssi on of know edge by the predecessors, but on the use
of reason and ijti had.

Tafsir bil-ra'y does not nmean 'interpretation by nere
opi nion', but deriving an opinion through ijtihad based on
sound sources. While the former has been condemed al r eady
in the hadith, the latter is recomendabl e, when used in its
proper place as sound ijtihad, and was al so approved by the
Prophet, e.g. when he sent Miiadh bin Jabal to Yemen. ' [19]

Tafsir bi'l-ra'y on the other hand has been decl ared haram
on the basis of the follow ng hadith:

"From | bn Abbas: Allah's nmessenger said: "He who says
(sonet hing) concerning the Qur'an w thout know edge,
he has taken his seat of fire" *.[20]

However this hadith has been explained in two ways:

- That no one should say of the Qur'an what is not fromthe
sahaba or tabi' un.

- That no one should say of the Qur'an what he knows to
be ot herw se. 2’

The obvi ous neaning of the hadith is that one should not
say sonething about the Qur'an wi thout having the proper
know edge, the sources of which have already been
expl ai ned. 22

19 M shkat al-masabih, op.cit., II, p.794: (Arabic), Vol. 2

No. 3737.

20 Ibn Taimya, p.105, from Tirm dhi, who says it is hasan sahih.
21 Sabuni.tibyan, p. 174.

22 The Qur'an explained by the Qur'an, by the Prophet, by the
Conpani ons. By the tabi'un. by sound ijtihad.

Two Kinds of tafsir bi'l-ra'y. In viewof this, it is obvious

that tafsir bi'l-ra'y should not be rejected in toto, but is
acceptable if based on sound ijtihad. [23] Schol ars have therefore
grouped tafsir bi'l-raby into two kinds:

- Tafsir mahrmud (prai seworthy), which is in agreenent
with the sources of tafsir, the rules of shari'a and the
Ar abi ¢ | anguage.

- Tafsir madhmum (bl amewort hy), which is done without
proper know edge of the sources of tafsir, shari'a and the
Arabic | anguage. It is therefore based on mere opinion
and nmust be rejected.

Sahaba and Tabi'un shun nere opinion. Wiile the tafsir
bi'l-ra'y based on sound sources was accepted, it is reported
that fromthe outset the sahaba had refused to involve



t henmsel ves in giving expl anati ons based on nere opinion

It is reported that a man asked Ibn ' Abbas about the day
(rmentioned in the Qur'an) which nmeasures 50 years, and

I bn ' Abbas replied: 'They are 2 days which Allah has
mentioned in H's book, and Allah knows best about

them , and he disliked that he should say concerning the
book of Allah, what he did not know [24]

The sane attitude is also found anpng the tabi' un:

"W used to ask Sa'id b. al-Misayyib about hal al and
haram and he was the nost |earned man, but when we
asked him about tafsir of a verse of the Qur'an, he kept
silent, as though he did not hear.' [25]

Summar y

Some schol ars have said that tafsir bi'l-ra'y is not allowed.
since it cannot be traced back to the Prophet or his

23 Soneone who practises tafsir bi'l-ra'y must have sound know edge
inthe following fields: '"ilmal-balagha, '"ilmusul al-figh, ma'rifat
asbab al -nuzul, ma'rifat al-nasikh wa-I-mansukh, 'ilmal-qgira a Al so,

he must be inclined towards faith, which is a gift fromAllah, and
not

a skill to be acquired.

24 I bn Taimya, p. 110, based on Tabari.

25 Ibn Taimya, p.l12, based on Tabari.

Conpani ons directly. Ohers, who formthe majority, say that

it is perm ssible under the conditions described briefly above,
because it is done by iitihadd, based on sound sources, which is
a pernissible neans of obtaining know edge.

Tafsir bi-Il-ishara

By this is neant the interpretation of the Qur'an beyond its
outer meani ngs, and the people practising it concern them
selves with neanings attached to verses of the Qur'an, which
are not visible to anyone, but only to himwhose heart All ah
has opened. This kind of tafsir is often found with nmystically-
inclined authors. Wiile it nmust not be denied that Allah

gui des to the understanding of the Qur'an whom He pl eases

and as He wills, it has to be said that tafsir bi-l-ishara is not a
matter of science and scientific principles, which my be
acquired and then used, as are the other branches of 'ulum

al -qur'an and of tafsir. Some scholars have therefore rejected
it fromthe viewpoint of general acceptability and said it is
based on nere opinion.26 However |bn al-Qayyim|[27] is reported
to have said that results achieved by tafsir bi-l-ishara are
perm ssi bl e and constitute good findings, if the foll ow ng four
principles are jointly applied:

That there is no disagreement with the plain neaning of
t he verse.

That it is a sound neaning in itself.

- That in the wording there is some indication towards it.
- That there are close connections between it and the plain



nmeani ng.
Differences in Tafsir

In some cases the nufassirun do not agree on the interpre-
tation of a given verse fromthe Qur'an. There are a nunber of
reasons for this, the nost inportant ones are the follow ng:

26 Itgan. n, p.l74.
27 Qattan, op.cit., pp.309-10.

- External: Disregard for isnad.
Use of unsound materials, such as i Sraw gi yat.2s

Consci ous m srepresentation, based on a pre-
concei ved belief or other ulterior notives.

- Internal: Genuine mstake in conprehension

Interpretati on based on unconsci ous precon-
ceived noti on.

Mul tiplicity of meanings in the revelation from
Al l ah.

The main cause however is, in the view of Ibn Taimya, that
the people introduced fal se i nnovation (bid a) and 'tw sted
the speech (of God) fromits actual position, and interpreted
the speech of Allah and H s apostle(s) other than it is neant,
and explained it other than it should be explained . [29]

Israiliyat [30]

This word, nmeaning 'of Jewish origin' refers to explanations
derived from non-Mislimsources and especially fromthe

Jewi sh tradition, but also including other ahl al-kitab in
general . Such material was used very little by the sahaba, but
nmore by the tabi'un and even nore by |ater generations.

There are many aspects of the Qur'an which can be expl ai ned
by referring to such sources, when there is comon ground
between the Qur'an and the other traditions. However, the

i nformati on taken from such sources nust be used with great
caution and cannot be considered sound according to the
standards of 'ilmal-hadith, unless traced back to the Prophet
hi rsel f and hi s Conpani ons. The Prophet has al ready cau-

ti oned Muslins against this source of know edge:

Narrated Abu Huraira: The people of the scripture

(Jews) used to recite the Torah in Hebrew and they used
to explain it in Arabic to the Muslins. On that Allah's
apostle said: 'Do not believe the people of the scripture

28 See bel ow.
29 I bnTaimya, op.cit., p.91.
30 See Ibn Taimya, op.cit., pp.S6-8.

or disbelieve them but say: "W believe in Allah and
what is revealed to us"' (2: 136).

Simlarly Ibn Mas'ud, the well-known Conpanion, is
reported to have said: 'Do not ask the ahl al-kitab about



anything (in tafsir), for they cannot guide you and are them
selves in error.[31]

Hence one di stinguishes three kinds of the so-called
isra" iliyat:

- Those known to be true because the revelation to the
Prophet Muhammad confirnms them

- Those known to be fal se, because the revelation to the
Prophet Muhammad rejects them

- Those not known to be true or false, and we do not say
they are true or false

Summary

A conci se but useful summary of the vast field of tafsir can
be found in the following words said to be fromlbn 'Abbas: 32

"Tafsir has four aspects:

the aspect the Arabs knew because of its |anguage, [33]
Tafsir, for ignorance of which no one will be excused, [34]
Tafsir, which the schol ars know,

tafsir, which no one knows except Allah'.

THE TAFSI R LI TERATURE
Some i nmportant Books of Tafsir

Nunmer ous books have been witten by Mislimscholars on

31 Ibn Taimya, op.cit., p.57

32 Ibn Taimya, p. 115, based on Tabari.
33 i.e. Linguistic matters.

34 i.e. concerning haram and hal al

t he subject of tafsir.35 The oldest text available is attributed to
| bn ' Abbas (d.68/687) although sone doubt its authenticity.

Ot her ol d books of tafsir, still available to us, include the

wor ks of Zaid bin "Ali (d.122/740) and Mijahid, the fanous

tdb'l (d.2104/722).36

However it is generally accepted that the nagnum opus
anong the early books of Tafsir, which have come down to us
is the tafsir al-Tabari.

Tafsir al-Tabari. This book was witten by Ilbn Jarir al-

Tabari (d-310/922) under the title jam al-bayan fi tafsir a
qur'an. It belongs to the nost famus books in tafsir and is
per haps the nost vol um nous work we have on the subject. It

bel ongs to the class of Tafsir bi'l-riwaya and is based on the
reports fromthe Prophet, the sahaba and the tabi'un, giving

t he various chains of transm ssion and eval uating them How-
ever, it also contains reports that are not sound, w thout
clearly indicating this, including so-called isra'iliyat. Tabar
al so says in sonme places that one cannot know about certain
things and that not to know about them does not do any harm
In spite of all this the book is neverthel ess one of the nost



i mportant works in tafsir referred to by al nost every subse-
quent scholar. It has been printed twice in Egypt (in 1903 and
1911) in 30 volumes, while a third edition begun in 1954 has
reached vol ume 15

O her Well - Known Books of Tafsir

Tafsir al Samarqgandi, by Abu al-Laith al-Samarqgand
(d.373/983) under the title bahr al 'ulumw th many
reports fromthe sahaba and tabi'un, but w thout sanad

Tafsir al Tha'labi, by Ahmad bin Ibrah. imal Tha'labi a
Ni saburi (d.383/993) under the title al kashf wa-I-bayan
"an tafsir al-qur'an with sone sanad and sonme unsound
tal es and stories.

Tafsir al -Baghaw , by Hasan bin Mas'ud al - Baghaw

35 For extracts fromthe cl assical books of tafsir translated into
English see

Gaetje. H: The Qur'an and its Exegesis, London. 1976.

36 See Sawwaf, op.cit., pp. |35 45.

(d.510/1116) under the title ma'alimal-tanzil being an
abridgenent of Thailabi with its weaknesses but with
nore enphasi s on soundness of hadith.

Tafsir Ibn Kathir, by Isma'il bin "Am bin Kathir a

Di mashqi (d.774/1372) under the title Tafsir al-qur'an

al -azim one of the better-known books on tafsir, perhaps
second to Tabari, with nore enphasis on soundness of
reports, in particular rejection of all foreign influences
such as isra'iliyat, discussing the sanad of various reports
often in detail, which makes it one of the nore val uabl e
books of tafsir. Makes nmuch use of tafsir al-qur'an bi'
gquran, referring a reader to other relevant ayat on the
topi ¢ di scussed. This book has been printed on various
occasions (in 8 volunes) and an abridged version

(mukht asar) has been edited by Sabuni. No English
transl ati on avail able. This book al though of greatest

i mportance to Muslins has been wi dely ignored by the
orientalists .[37]

Tafsir al-Suyuti, by Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti (d.911/1505)
under the title al-durr al-manthur fi-Il-Tafsir bi-I-mathur.

Sone i nmportant books fromthe class of tafsir bi'l-ra'y are
as follows:

- Al -kashshaf, by Abu'l-Qasi m Mahnmud | bn ' Unar al

Zamakhshari (d.539/1144), one of the well-known books

of tafsir based on a mu'tazila approach and considered to
be the standard work of mu'tazila tafsir, with much
enphasi s on Arabic grammar and | exicography as a

means of interpretation with less attention given to
sanad

Maf ati h al -ghai b, by Muhammad bin ' Anr al - Husai n

al - Razi (d.606/1209). One of the nost conprehensive

wor ks of Tafsir bi' |I-ra'y covering many areas often beyond
the actual field of exegesis, also known as the tafsir al-
kabi r.



37 See e.g. Gaetje, op.cit., who does not even nention Ibn Kathir's
name.

Al so Col dzi her, 1.: Die Richtungen der islam schen Koransl egung,

Lei den,

1970, is silent about him

- Anwar al-tanzil, by 'Abd Allah bin 'Umar al - Bai daw
(d.685/1286), a sumuary of Zamakhshari with addi-
tional material to counterbal ance the nu'tazila stance of
t he kashshaf.

- Ruh al ma'ani, by Shihab al-Din Muh. ammad al - Al us
al - Baghdadi (d.1270/1854), criticises unsound reports;
considered to be anpbng the best of tafsir bi'l-ray'.

- Tafsir al-Jalalain, by Jalal al-Din al Mahalli (d.864/1459)
and Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti (d.911/1505)? a handy book of
tafsir, containing only brief notes on various passages of
the Qur'an.

None of these inportant books have ever been transl ated
into any European | anguage. [ 35]

To conclude here is an exanple fromthe tafsir al-
Jal al ai n: [39]

' About the Hypocrites:

Anmong nen are those who say, we believe in God and in

the Last Day - (that is the Day of Resurrection, because
it is the last of days): but they are not believers. They
endeavour to deceive God and those who have believed,

by maki ng a show of the reverse of the infidelity that they
conceal ; but they deceive not any except thenselves; for
the puni shnent of their deceit shall cone upon them

and they shall be disgraced in this world, in consequence
of God's acquainting His Prophet with that which they
conceal , and shall be punished in the world to cone; and
t hey know not that they deceive thenselves. In their
hearts is a disease. Doubts and hypocrisy in this order

38 There are, however, a few extracts available in English, which
may help the reader gain sonme idea of this inportant field of study:
See Gaetje, op.cit.39 Lane, Edward WIlliam Selection fromthe Kuran
with an interwoven comentary, London, Madden, 1843. This is a nost

i nteresting though very rare book. Apart froma lengthy introduction
(96 pages) alnost wholly from Sale, it contains selections fromthe
Qur'an, translated into English with commentary taken fromthe tafsir
al -Jalalain. It therefore gives sone idea of what this tafsir is
like.

The selections reflecting the translator's cultural and historica
mllieu rather than the message of the Qur'an are on the follow ng
topics: God and His Wrks, Predestination, Angels and Jinn, Various
Prophets and Books, Messiah, Muhammad and the Qur'an, Believers and
Unbel i evers, Paradi se and Hel |

them and God has increased their disease by what he
has reveal ed in the Kuran, because they disbelieve it;
and for them (is ordai ned) a painful punishnment because
they have charged with fal sehood the Prophet of God



and when it is said to them corrupt not in the earth by
infidelity and hindering others fromenbracing the faith

- they reply, we are all only rectifiers - assuredly they are
the corrupters; but they are not sensible thereof and

when it is said unto them believe ye as other nen, the
Conpani ons of the Prophet, have believed- they say,

shall we believe as the fools have believed? - assuredly

they are the fools; but they know it not. And when they

nmeet those who have believed they say, we believe; - but

when they retire privately to their devils (that is, their
chiefs), they say, we agree with you in religion; we only
nmock at them by making a show of their faith - God will

nock at them He will requite themfor their nockery

and continue themin their exceedi ng wi ckedness,

wandering about in perplexity. These are they who have
purchased error in exchange for right direction, and their
traffic has not been profitable; on the contrary, they have
incurred loss; for their transit is to the external fire; and
t hey have not been rightly directed in that which they

have done' (2: 7-15).[40]

Contenmporary Tafsir Literature [41]

Anmong nuner ous books on Tafsir that have been written in

the twentieth century, three are outstanding. They have
greatly influenced the thinking of Muslins all over the world,
and are briefly introduced here. They are:

- Tafsir al-manar.
- Fi zilal al qur'an
- Tafhimal -qur' an.

40 Lane. pp.285-7.

41 For a survey of the nmodern tafsir literature as perceived by the
orientalists. See Baljon, J . M S.: Mdern Mislim Koran

I nterpretation.

Lei den. 1968 and Jansen. JG : The Interpretation of the Qur'dn in
Moder n

Egypt. Leiden. 1971.

Tafsir al-manar. The actual title of this book is tafsir al-
qur'an al-hakim It was conpiled by Mihammad Rashi d

Ri da (d.1354/1935), the well-known disciple of Mihammad

" Abduh (d.1323/1905), and published in Egypt. It is called
tafsir al-manar since some of its parts had been serialised in
the periodical al-nmanar. The tafsir covers the first 12 juz' of the
Qur'an. The influence of the 'Manar School of Thought' on
Muslinms all over the world since the turn of the century has
been tremendous, although today, after several decades,

some of the attenpts to harnoni se contenporary scientific as
wel | as social developnent with the teachings of the Qur'an
seem rat her inappropriate. For exanple, the comentary on
Sura 1: 276, where Jinns are explained as m crobes causing

di seases, or on 4:3 where polygany is 'prohibited according
to the tafsiral-nmanar, because justice cannot be done between
two or nmore wi ves. However the basic notion of the 'Manar
School of Thought' was that Islamis different and has to be
seen as different fromall Western phil osophi es and nust
regain its original position. This view, underlying the tafsir
al -mandr continues to be voiced by many | ater Muslim schol ars
and | eaders alike. [42]



Fi zilal al-qur'an. This book, covering the conplete

Qur'anic text in 4 volunmes, with the title In the Shade of the
Qur'an has greatly influenced numerous Muslins especially

t he younger generations, and particularly in the Mddle East.
It was witten by the well-known author Sayyid Qutb (d. 1386/
1966), nostly during his inprisonnment (1954-64), and com

pl eted before he was executed by the Egyptian governnment
because of his association with the ikhwan al-muslimun.

Qutb's aim with this conmentary on the Qur'an was to

explain the true nature of Islamto contenporary Mislinms, so
as to invite themto join the struggle for the establishnment of
I sl am both on the individual as well as the social |evel. He
enphasised in particular the differences that exist between
Islam and the non-Islamc systens, as well as the need for
Muslins to strive for the establishment of a nmovenent for

42 Also juz' 'ammm has been published. For a shon extract on Sura 4:
3, see
Gaetje, op. cit., pp.248-61.

Islam [43]

Tafhimal -qur'an. 44 Witten in Udu, and first published in
article form from 1943, in the journal tarjuman al-qur'an, this
tafsir, covering the conplete Qur'anic text was conpleted in
1973. It is of great inportance for contenporary Mislim

t hi nking, particularly in the Indian subcontinent (Pakistan

I ndi a, Bangl adesh, Ceylon), but has al so, by means of trans-

| ati on, reached a nuch wi der audi ence.45 This tafsir, entitled
Under standi ng of the Qur'an was witten by the well-known
founder of the Jama'at-i-Islam in Pakistan, Abul A la Maw

dudl (d.1400/1979). Addressed primarily to a non-Arabic

speaki ng audi ence this tafsir places great enphasis on the

t hor ough expl anation of basic Qur'anic concepts, such as il ah}
rabb, ibada and din, and the Qur'an as a 'book of guidance'

not | east containing guidance for a novenent of Islamic re-
construction and the Islamc way of |ife. Numerous notes add

to the usefulness of this aid to understanding the Qur'an. It is
particularly suitable for the young educated Muslimw th no
direct access to the Arabic original

Summary

There is a common factor in these three contenporary

books. Tafsir al-manar for the first tine in nodern history
attenpted to relate, to sone extent, the Qur'anic message to

the actual situation of the Miuslimumm in the contenporary
worl d, and here, for the first time for centuries, Tafsir is no
| onger restricted to purely acadenic exercise and intellectua
stimulus, but regains social and political significance. This is
uphel d and further elaborated in the two other books referred
to.

Apart fromthese three main books of tafsir, numerous
ot her attenpts have been made to interpret the Qur'an for the
contenporary age. All efforts of tafsir are however, apart

43 The last juz' of this book is now available in English: Qutb,
Sayyid. In the Shade of the Qur'an (Vol. 30), MM Publishers,



London, 1979.

44 See Ahmad, Khurshid: 'Sone thoughts on a new Urdu tafsir', in
Actes du XXLXE Congres International des Orientalistes, 1, 1, Paris,
1975, pp. 1-7.

45 English translation, so far nine volumes, up to Sura 26, published
under the title The Meaning of the Qur'an, Islamc Publications Ltd.
Lahore, 1967-79.

fromtheir varying degrees of utility and reliability, only
human efforts to present the Qur'anic nessage in accordance
with the needs and requirenents of the age, and therefore in
the final analysis can be only faint reflections of the Qur'an as
the word of God, against which all human efforts are inade-
guate, inconplete and of only Iimted validity. This basic
principle, which all nufassirun nake the starting point of
their work, should also be well renenbered by the readers of
t he books of tafsir, so as to remain aware of the actual book
from Al |l ah, the Qur'an, upon which all exegesis and expl an-
ation rests.

TRANSLATI ON OF THE QUR AN

By translation (tarjama) of the Qur'an is neant the expres-
sion of the neaning of its text in a | anguage different fromthe
| anguage of the Qur'an, in order that those not famliar with it
may know about it and understand Allah's guidance and will.

There is agreenent anong Muslim scholars that it is inpos-
sible to transfer the original Qur'an word by word in an

i dentical fashion into another |anguage. This is due to severa
reasons:

- Words of different |anguages do not express all the shades
of nmeanings of their counterparts, though they may
express specific concepts.

- The narrow ng down of the neaning of the Qur'an to
speci fic concepts in a foreign | anguage woul d mean mi ss-
ing out other inportant di nensions.

- The presentation of the Qur'an in a different |anguage
woul d therefore result in confusion and m sgui dance.

However, there is no doubt that translations of the meani ngs
of the Qur'an had already been made at the tine of the
Prophet Muhammad as a solution for those who did not
understand t he | anguage of the Qur'an

When Heraclius, the Byzantine enperor received the

message Muhammad had sent to hi m by nessenger, the

verses of the Qur'an therein, together with the nmessage, had

to be translated, and the report by Abu Sufyan on this

matter [46] states expressis verbis that translators were called for
the conversation between the enperor and Abu Sufyan and

that the nessage fromthe Prophet included a passage fromthe
Qur'an, nanely Sura 3: 64.

Simlarly, translation froma passage from Sura Maryam
(19), which was recited by the Muslins in front of the Negus of
Abyssinia [47] must have occurred. It mght even be taken as



indicating that the Muslins carried with themwitten extracts
fromthe Qur'an in case the Negas questioned them before

one of themrecited fromthe Qur'an: do you have sonething
with you fromwhat he brought from Al l ah? [48]

There is also sone reference to the Persian | anguage:

'Sonme |ranians- one is not certain whether they were from

Yenen or Bahrain, Oran or el sewhere - were converted to

I slam and applied for perm ssion to say their prayers

temporarily in their nmother tongue. The Persian Sal man a

Farisi translated the first chapter (Sura al-fatiha) and sent it to
one of them' [49]

Transl ati on of the Meanings

A word-by-word translation of the Qur'an into another

| anguage woul d not be adequate. Therefore good translators
have al ways ainmed at first determ ning the nmeaning of a
passage and then rendering it into the other |anguage. Hence
transl ations of the Qur'an are actually expressions of

meani ngs of the Qur'an in other |anguages. M Pickthall, one
of the well-known English Qur'an translators opened his
Foreword with the follow ng |ines:

46 Bukhari, VI, No. 75.

47 See |bn Hi sham p. 152.

48 hal mr'aka minma ja'a bihi 'an allahi mn shai': see |bn Hi sham
Arabic 1, p.224.

49 Ham dul I ah, Munabbi h, p. 19; also: Le Saint Coran, p.XXxvi; see
also: '"Is the Qur'an translatable? Early Muslim Opinion', in: Tibaw .
A L., Arabic and Islam c Thenmes, Luzac, London, 1974, pp.7245, here
p. 73.

"The aimof this work is to present to English readers
what Muslins the world over hold to be the nmeani ng of

the words of the Qur'an and the nature of that Book .

The Qur'an cannot be translated. That is the belief of old
fashi oned Shei khs and the view of the present witer.

The book is here rendered alnost literally and every
effort has been made to choose befitting | anguage. But
the result is not the glorious Qur'an, that ininmtable
synphony the very sounds of which nove nen to tears

and ecstasy. It is only an attenpt to present the neaning
of the Qur'an - and peradventure sonething of the

charm - in English.' [50]

Limtations of Transl ation

The Qur'an is the word of Allah. Scholars say that since the

Qur' an has been revealed in the Arabic | anguage any trans-

lation of it would not be the word of Allah. Furthernore, the
concept of the uniqueness and inimtability of the Qur'an (i'jaz
al-qur'an) is, in the mnd of these scholars, closely linked to its
expression in the Arabic |anguage. This would becone

immaterial in translation. Lastly, because of the different

meani ngs that words carry in different |anguages, the trans-

| ati on woul d never adequately express all the neanings of the
Qur'an carried by the original text.



| mportance of Translations and their Benefits

The transl ations of the meanings of the Qur'an are of great
i nportance for two reasons:

- To present the message of Islamto non-Mislins and
invite themto ponder over the Qur'an
- To point out to Muslins the reveal ed gui dance and will of
Al'l ah to be observed by them
Wthout translations of the Qur'an today there is no way of
effective da'wa either to non-Mislinms or to Muslins them

50 Pickthall, M M: The Meaning of the G orious Koran, New York,
1963.

sel ves since those famliar with the | anguage of the Qur'an are
few in nunber, and the vast mpjority of people have no
opportunity to become acquainted with the nmeani ng of the

Qur'an unless it be rendered into their nother tongue.

Transl ati ons of the neanings of the Qur'an therefore are

not only perm ssible but a duty and obligation upon Mislins, 5
and the practical basis for the extension of the Islanm c da'wa
to other peoples all over the world.

Translation in Salat? [52]

There is a difference of opinion as to whether the transl ated
meani ngs of the Qur'anic verse could be recited during prayer.
Some scholars (in particular some Hanafites) say that sonmeone
not famliar with the Qur'anic |anguage may recite short
passages in his nother tongue until he has learnt themin the
Qur'anic | anguage. [53] The nmmjority of scholars say that this
woul d render the prayer invalid and only recitation of the
Qur'an in its revealed formis perm ssible.

Whi ch transl ati on?

The first translation of the Qur'an, from Arabic into Latin,
made in Europe was done under the instructions of Peter the
Vener abl e, Abbot of Cluny, in 1143. It was an attenpt at the
dawn of crusades and to equip the 'reconquerors' for m ssion
anong Muslins and refutation of Islam and since then many
ot her translations have foll owed.

Here we are however only concerned with translations into

the English | anguage. Borrowing fromthe field of Tafsir (and
translation, as we have seen is certainly some kind of Tafsir
since the expression of its meaning in another |anguage require
tagsgr) the conditions which need to be fulfilled would be:

- The translation nust be done by someone with the correct
belief, i.e. by a Muslim

50 Sabuni, tibyan, p.232.
52 See Qattan, op.cit., pp..272b.
53 See also &dQ I, p. 106.

- The translation nust be done by someone with adequate
knowl edge of both the | anguage of the Qur'an and the
| anguage for the translation.



- The translation nust be done by sonmeone wel | acquainted
with the related sciences, such as hadith, tafsir, etc.

>From t he above principles it is obvious that all such transla-
tions by missionaries and their help-nates, the orientalists

(even if excellent with regard to their English idiom [54] should
be rejected. This also applies to all non-Muslimtranslators

and to those hol ding beliefs other than those based on the

Qur'an and sunna.

Aut hors well grounded in Islam but proposing explanations
not in conformty with the consensus should be read with
caution.

Transl ati ons by persons with insufficient know edge of

ei ther | anguage, or with insufficient educational background,
poor know edge of related sciences, etc., are of little use and
may confuse, if not m spresent, the neanings of the Qur'an.

There remain only a few translations into English which can
be recomended. Anong themthe followi ng two seem nost
useful :

- Abdul I ah Yusuf Ali: This is a book of m xed val ue, since
the translation in places is a little far fromthe text. The
numer ous footnotes provide hel pful explanations and
background i nformati on but sonme of them seem odd if
not unaccept abl e.

- Marmaduke Pickthall: This is a nmere translation with no
expl anation and footnotes which makes it perhaps nore
difficult for the beginner. The author took great care to
give as far as possible a literal translation.

54 Such as e.8. Arberry, A J.: The Koran Interpreted, London, 1964.



