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The Qur’an:
an Encyclopedia

The Qur’an is the source of inspiration
for one of the world’s major religions,
followed today by over a billion people.
It plays a central role in Islam and ever
since it appeared over fourteen centuries
ago has been the subject of intense
debate. Some of this has been carried out
by Muslims and some by those hostile
or indifferent to Islam, producing a very
wide range of views.

Authored by 43 international experts,
the objective of The Qui’an: An Ency-
clopedia is to present this diversity of
thought, approach and school in order
to give a strong appreciation of the range
of response that the text has provoked
throughout its history. It provides students
and researchers with a powerful one-
volume resource covering all aspects of
the text and its reception.

Islam and the Qur’an are much in the
news today and there is a public debate
going on in which things are said
about the Qur’an without much knowl-
edge or understanding of the book.

Every effort has been made to help the
reader use the encyclopedia as an inves-
tigative tool in Qur’anic studies. The
volume assumes no previous knowl-
edge of the Qur’an, Islam or Arabic.
Technical terms are explained in the text
itself and the style of each entry is
designed to be as self-contained as pos-
sible. Entries are cross-referenced and
many include a brief bibliography. At the
end of the work there is a substantial
annotated bibliography providing a
detailed guide to the most significant
books, journals and articles in Qur’anic
studies. Three comprehensive indexes
are included.

The readership will include those seek-
ing basic information on the Qur’an; in
addition, the substantial number of longer
entries means that it will also be used by
specialists.

Oliver Leaman is Professor, Department
of Philosophy, University of Kentucky,
USA.
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Introduction

I have for a long time felt that it would
be very helpful for there to be a refer-
ence work on the Qur’an which is not
enormous in size and written only for
the specialist, and yet which is more
substantial than some of the very short
introductory works on the topic. It is
the aim of this book to bridge that gap
between the highly scholarly and tech-
nical text and the rather skimpy ele-
mentary books. Even a cursory glimpse
at the contents will reveal that we have
not eschewed scholarship. Many of the
entries are substantial and deal at some
length with the intricacies of the subject
matter. Others are brief and explain rele-
vant terms and ideas in a concise manner.
This is not a dictionary of the Qur’an
and no attempt has been made to explain
every term that appears in the Book. Some
terms have been selected for discussion
because they are so crucial to under-
standing the Book, and others which are
less central have been included for discus-
sion because they are interesting. We also
wanted to give readers a taste of the
style of dictionaries and glossaries of
the Qur’an so that they could usefully
use these and know what to expect.
Contributors to this volume come
from a wide variety of backgrounds.
Some are Muslims, some are not, and
some have no religious beliefs whatso-
ever. They are united in being interested
in the Qur’an. The authors come from

all doctrinal backgrounds and readers
should expect to find a wide variety of
views in this book. We do not in any
way attempt to present the last word on
any of the topics raised, quite the reverse.
The editor has included accounts that
often go against each other in order to
illustrate to readers the contested nature
of interpretation that exists in the sub-
ject area. What this volume represents is
very much interpretation and commen-
tary, tafsir in Arabic, an attempt at
understanding the text of the Qur’an.

This is a collection of entries on the
Qur’an, not Islam, but it is of course
difficult to separate the two. There is a
good deal of discussion of Islam, and
not all of it relates apparently closely to
the Qur’an, but readers will find that it
does pertain to the Book in a more subtle
way. This is the problem of commen-
tary; one never knows how much extra-
neous material one is allowed to bring in
to help interpret the text. Readers will
find that this very topic was much dis-
cussed by commentators on the Qur’an,
and the different views on what might be
introduced, and what should be exclu-
ded, help define the different theological
and religious schools in Islam.

It is always difficult thinking of what
to put in and what to leave out of a
work of this kind, and we certainly have
not put in everything that is relevant to
the topic of the Qur’an, its commentators
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and those issues which are related to it.
On the other hand, we have tried to
present a reasonably comprehensive guide
to some of the most important concepts
and figures in the Book, together with its
commentators. Many important com-
mentators and thinkers have not been
discussed here, and not all the concepts

of the Qur’an have their own entry; it is
not our aim to produce a complete guide
to everything relevant. We have tried,
however, to include the most important
concepts and figures, and those thinkers
who are representative of different
schools of thought in the interpretation
of the Qur’an.



How to Use this Encyclopedia

Authors have used whichever transla-
tions they prefer, or have translated
themselves. References to the Qur’an
are given thus: sura.aya. So 2.24 refers
to chapter or sura 2 and verse or aya 24.
References to the Bible are given as
chapter: verse. References to the hadith
literature generally just give the itali-
cized name of the collection in which it
is to be found, so Bukhari indicates the
traditional saying is in the collection put
together by al-Bukhari. References are
not given to specific books of hadith,
they are so varied in nature and now
widely available on the web that this is
not necessary. Detailed bibliographic
information is provided in the specific
chapter at the end of the book that deals
with bibliography.

Arabic terms are transliterated with-
out the use of macrons and diacritics.
Place names have generally been given
their familiar spellings, and some Arabic
terms have not been transliterated entirely
uniformly if there is a fairly well-known
different version of it (e.g. basmala,
Allah, etc.). Similarly, the final hamza
has not always been reproduced in the
volume. We have selected the version of
the term that is most easily recognized.

Square brackets in a quotation indi-
cate supplementary material not in the
original quotation, while round brackets
mean the equivalent expression in a dif-
ferent language. On the whole, the hon-

orifics that tend to be applied by Muslims
to God, the Prophet and other sig-
nificant figures in Islam such as ‘peace on
him’ have been omitted, not out of dis-
respect but because this is an academic
and not a religious work. Similarly, the
practice of capitalizing the attributes of
God has been restricted, although not
done away with altogether. Dates have
been given sometimes using both Hijri
and Gregorian dates, thus: AH/CE.

Entries include cross-references to
other entries. Where these are obvious,
we have left it up to the reader to follow
them as he or she wishes. For example,
in the entry on Mary, there are of course
references to Jesus, and readers who
want to read more on Jesus should go to
that entry. We did not feel the need to
identify Jesus as a cross-reference in the
entry on Mary. At the end of each entry
we have indicated entries that are rele-
vant and where this may not always be
obvious to the reader. For example, the
entry on ‘oaths’ has ‘see also: fig” at the
end, to indicate that there is relevant
material in the entry on the fig.

Some entries deal with the same issues
as other entries, so a degree of repetition
is inevitable in a work of this nature.
Since readers are unlikely to read each
entry, it is important that the entries
should each be as self-contained as is
feasible. Readers should note that differ-
ent authors produce different arguments
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and analyses, and these have all been
included to reveal something of the
variety of views that exists in Qur’an
commentary.

There are many dummy references
that consist only of a term and point the
reader to the relevant entry. For exam-
ple, ‘Abraham’ is in the appropriate
alphabetical position and directs readers
to ‘Ibrahim’, where the entry actually is
to be found.

Some references to books are placed
after the relevant entry, but most are in
the bibliographic chapter to be found at
the end of the book. This has been
annotated and the references selected
for their relevance to the entries and
also for their bibliographical usefulness.
Many of them have substantial refer-
ence material of their own, so the reader
will find that it is not difficult to work
out which supplementary texts would be
worth reading. Many entries do not
have references following them since
they deal with concepts and terms that
appear in the Qur’an and these are dealt
with in the various dictionaries and
glossaries on the Qur’an, plus the com-
mentaries. Of particular value for the
ethical concepts in the Qur’an that are
briefly dealt with in this book is T.
Izutsu (Ethico-Religious Concepts in the
Quran, Montreal: McGill-Queens Uni-
versity Press, 2002), which is a mine of

xii

useful information on the links between
the moral vocabulary of the Qur’an.
The various glossaries and dictionaries
of the Qur’an are helpful in dealing with
specific terms.

The following reference works all
have useful things to say on each topic,
and they have in general not been cited
in the references, since they could have
been cited on every occasion:

Reference works

Brockelmann (1943-49) Geschichte der ara-
bischen Litteratur, Leiden: E.J. Brill.

Encyclopedia of Islam

Encyclopedia Iranica

Abbreviations

BSOAS  Bulletin of the School of Asian
and African Studies

EI Encyclopedia of Islam
EQ Encyclopedia of the Qur’an
HIP History of Islamic Philosophy,

Nasr and Leaman (eds)
Journal of Arabic Literature
Journal of the American
Oriental Society

Mélanges de I'Institut
Dominicain d’Etudes
Orientales

Zeitschrift der Deutschen
Morgenldndischen
Gesellschaft

JAL
JAOS

MIDEO

ZDMG
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AARON, see: Harun

‘ABD AL-RA’UF AL-SINGKILI,
see: al-Singkili, ‘Abd al-Ra’uf

‘ABDU, MUHAMMAD

Oliver Leaman

ABLUTION
Oliver Leaman

ABRAHAM, see: Ibrahim
ABRAHAM’S WIFE, see: Ibrahim’s wife

ABROGATION
Stefan Wild

ABU BAKR
Asma Afsaruddin

ABU HANIFA, NUMAN B. SABIT
Oliver Leaman

ABU LAHAB
Colin Turner

ABU LAHAB’S SIGNIFICANCE
Oliver Leaman

ABU’L HUDAYL AL-‘ALLAF, see: al-‘Allaf,
Abu’l Hudayl

‘AD
Brannon Wheeler

ADAM
Brannon Wheeler

‘ADHAB, see: punishment

‘ADL
Massimo Campanini

ADULTERY, see: zina

‘AHD / ‘AHADA
Ibrahim Sumer

AHL AL-BAYT
Oliver Leaman

AHL AL-DHIKR
Oliver Leaman

AHL AL-KITAB
Oliver Leaman

AHL AL-SUNNA, see: sunna
AHMAD, see: Injil; Muhammad

AHMAD B. HANBAL
Oliver Leaman

AHQAF
Rafik Berjak

‘A’ISHA

Oliver Leaman

AKHAR

Rafik Berjak

‘ALAQ

Harun Sahin

ALCOHOL, see: intoxication

‘ALl IBN ABI TALIB
Arzina R. Lalani

AL-‘ALLAF, ABU’L HUDAYL
Oliver Leaman

ALLAH
Zeki Saritoprak

AMARA / AMR, see: ulu’l-amr
ANGEL, see: malak
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ANNE, see: Mary’s mother
ANTICHRIST, see: Dajjal
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Bilal Gokkir

ARAB /ARABIA
Oliver Leaman

ARABIC LANGUAGE
Stefan Wild

ARGUMENTS AND THE QUR’AN
Oliver Leaman

ARKOUN, MOHAMMED
Neal Robinson

‘ARSH, see: heaven; miraculousness of the

Qur’an

ART AND THE QUR’AN
Oliver Leaman
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Tamara Sonn

ASBAT

Brannon Wheeler

AL-ASHARI
Oliver Leaman

ASH‘ARITES AND MU‘TAZILITES
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‘ASIYYA
Kecia Ali

AYA
Afnan H. Fatani

AYATULLAH AL-UZMA SAYYID
ABUL-QASIM AL-KHO’l, see: al-Kho’i,
Avyatullah al-Uzma Sayyid Abul-Qasim

AYYUB
Brannon Wheeler

‘AZIZ
Rafik Berjak

AZRA’IL
Colin Turner

BACKBITING
Rafik Berjak

BADR
Colin Turner
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AL-BAGHAWI
Peter G. Riddell

BAQA
Rafik Berjak

BARAKA
Oliver Leaman

BARZAKH
Oliver Leaman

BASHAR
Rafik Berjak

BASMALA
Stefan Wild

AL-BAYDAWI
Peter G. Riddell

BAYYANA / ABAN
Rafik Berjak

BEAUTY
Stefan Wild

BECCA / BAKKA
Oliver Leaman

BILQIS
Oliver Leaman

BOOK, see: kitab

BURHAN / BAYNA / SULTAN
Rafik Berjak

CAIN AND ABEL, see: Qabil and Habil;
murder; sacrifice

CALENDAR
Tamara Sonn

CALIPH, CALIPHATE
Oliver Leaman

CALLIGRAPHY AND THE QUR’AN
Oliver Leaman

CAMEL
Oliver Leaman

CANON
Stefan Wild

CHARACTER
Yasien Mohamed

CHRISTIANITY
Oliver Leaman
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COLOURS ELIJAH
Afnan H. Fatani Oliver Leaman
COMPANION, see: sahiba ELISHA
COMPANIONS OF THE CAVE Brannon Wheeler
Tamara Sonn ENOCH, see: Idris
CONVERSION ESCHATOLOGY
Ahmet Albayrak Zeki Saritoprak
COVENANT EZRA, see: Uzayr
Oliver Leaman

FADA’IL AL-QUR' AN
CREATION

Asma Afsaruddin

FADL
Ahmet Albayrak

FAKHR AL-DIN AL-RAZI, see: al-Razi,

Yasien Mohamed

CYBERSPACE AND THE QUR’AN
Andrew Rippin

DA‘A

Rafik Berjak Fakhr al-Din
DAJAL Radk beriak
Oliver Leaman 4 cra

DAR FASTING

Rafik Berjak Oliver Leaman
DARAJA FATE

Kiki Kennedy-Day Yasien Mohamed
DAVID, see: Dawud / Da’ud FEAR, see: taga
DAWUD / DA’UD FEAR GOD (TO), see: ittiga
Brannon Wheeler FEASTING

DAY, see: yawm Rafik Berjak
DEATH FIG

Oliver Leaman Oliver Leaman
DEVIL FITNA

Stefan Wild Oliver Leaman
DHAQA / ADHAQA FITRA

Rafik Berjak Nevad Kahteran
DHU AL-KIFL FOOD

Brannon Wheeler Oliver Leaman
DHU AL-QARNAYN FORGIVENESS

Brannon Wheeler Bahar Davary

DIVORCE GABRIEL, see: Jibril
Oliver Leaman

GARDEN, see: Paradise
DREAMS
Marianna Klar GENEROUS, see: karim
EDUCATION AND THE QUR’AN GHABA

Oliver Leaman Rafik Berjak
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GHADIR KHUMM
Asma Afsaruddin

GHAFARA / GHAFFAR / GHAFUR /
GHAFIR /| MAGHFIRA
Bahar Davary

AL-GHAYB
Redha Ameur

GHULUWW
Asma Afsaruddin

GHUSL, see: ablution

GOG AND MAGOG, see: Ya’juj wa Ma’juj

GOLIATH, see: Jalut
GOOD, see: khayr
GOSPEL, see: Injil

GRACE
Yasien Mohamed

HABB / HABBA
Yanis Eshots

HABL ALLAH
Rafik Berjak

HADID
Necmettin Gokkir

HADITH
Oliver Leaman

HAFIZ / TAHFIZ /| HIFZ /| MUHAFFIZ
Nevad Kahteran

HAJAR
Afnan H. Fatani

HAJJ
Oliver Leaman

HAKIM / HIKMA
Nevad Kahteran

HALAL / AHALLA
Andrew Rippin

HAMKA
Peter G. Riddell

HANIF
Nevad Kahteran

HANNA, see: Mary’s mother

HAPPINESS
Yasien Mohamed
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HAQQ / HAQIQA

Massimo Campanini

HARAM / HARRAMA
Andrew Rippin

HARUN
Brannon Wheeler

HASAN / HASUNA / AHSANA
Rafik Berjak

HASIBA / HASBUNA ALLAH
Rafik Berjak

HATE, see: gala

HAVA
Oliver Leaman

HAYYA / HAYAT / AHYA
Rafik Berjak

HEALTH
Oliver Leaman

HEAVEN
Stefan Wild

HELL
Stefan Wild

HIDAYA
Nevad Kahteran

HILAL
Oliver Leaman

HILM
Yasien Mohamed

HISTORICAL EVENTS AND THE QUR’AN

Abdin Chande

HIZB
Nevad Kahteran

HOLY
Oliver Leaman

HONOURABLE, see: karim
HOOPOE, see: hud-hud

HOURIS
Oliver Leaman

HUD
Brannon Wheeler

HUDAYBIYA
Irfan A. Omar



HUD-HUD
Oliver Leaman

HUJJAT
Rafik Berjak

HUKM
Massimo Campanini

HULUL
Rafik Berjak

HUMILITY
Oliver Leaman

AL-HUSAYN B. MUHAMMAD AL-NAJJAR,

see: al-Najjar, al-Husayn b. Muhammad
IBLIS, see: devil

IBN TAYMIYYA, TAQI AL-DIN
Oliver Leaman

IBN ‘ABD AL-WAHHAB
Oliver Leaman

IBRAHIM
Brannon Wheeler

IBRAHIM’S WIFE
Kecia Ali

IDRIS
Brannon Wheeler

IGNORANCE, see: knowledge

IHSAN / IHSANI
Nevad Kahteran

I'JAZ, see: inimitability
ILHAD
Colin Turner

ILTIFAT
Rafik Berjak

ILYAS, see: Elijah

IMAM AL-HARAMAYN JUWAYNI, see:
Juwayni, Imam aI—Haramayn

IMAM / IMAMA
Arzina R. Lalani

INIMITABILITY
Stefan Wild

INJIL
H. Chad Hillier
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INJURY
Rafik Berjak

INSAN / NAS
Ahmet Albayrak

INTEREST, see: riba

INTOXICATION
Oliver Leaman

INVOCATION OF GOD’S CURSE,
see: mubahala

IRADA
Oliver Leaman

‘ISA
Oliver Leaman

ISAAC

Oliver Leaman
ISHAQ), see: Isaac
ISHMAEL, see: Isma‘il
‘ISHQ

Yanis Eshots

ISLAM
Rifat Atay

ISLAMIC RENAISSANCE, see: Nahda

‘ISM / ‘ISMA
Marianna Klar

ISMA‘IL
Brannon Wheeler

ISRAFIL
Richard McGregor

ISRA’IL
Oliver Leaman

ISRA’ILIYYAT
Brannon Wheeler

ISTIFA

Rafik Berjak
ITTAQA
Rafik Berjak

‘IZRA’IL
Oliver Leaman

AL-JABBAR, QADI ‘ABD
Oliver Leaman

JACOB, see: Ya‘qub
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JAHILIYYA, see: knowledge

AL-JAHR BI AL-BASMALA
Abdul Ghafoor Raheem

JALUT
Brannon Wheeler

JAZA
Rafik Berjak

JERUSALEM
Oliver Leaman
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Richard McGregor
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Asma Afsaruddin

JINN
Oliver Leaman
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KARIM
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AL-KHIDR
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AL-KHO’l, AYATULLAH AL-UZMA SAYYID
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Oliver Leaman

KITAB
Stefan Wild
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Yasien Mohamed
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Rafik Berjak
LAGHW AND LAHW
Oliver Leaman

LA°NA
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LANGUAGE AND THE QUR’AN
Afnan H. Fatani

AL-LAWH AL-MAHFUZ, see: Preserved
Tablet
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Oliver Leaman
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Afnan H. Fatani

LOT, see: Lut
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Brannon Wheeler
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Rafik Berjak

MANUSCRIPTS AND THE QUR’AN
Adam Gacek

MARRIAGE
Kecia Ali
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MARYAM, see: Mary

MARY’S MOTHER
Kecia Ali

MATA
Rafik Berjak

MATHAL / MITHL / TAMATHIL
Rafik Berjak

MAWDUDI, SAYYID ABUL A’LA
Peter Cotterell

MECCA, see: Arab; Becca

MECCAN AND MEDINAN SURAS AND

THE QUR’AN
Oliver Leaman

MICHAEL / MIKHA’IL
Oliver Leaman

MIRACULOUSNESS OF THE QUR’AN
Oliver Leaman

MFRAJ
Oliver Leaman

MISHKAT
Afnan H. Fatani

MITHAQ
Rafik Berjak

MODESTY
Oliver Leaman

MOHAMMED ARKOUN, see: Arkoun,
Mohammed

MONEY
Oliver Leaman

MORALITY
Yasien Mohamed

MOSES, see: Musa

MOTHER OF THE BOOK
Stefan Wild

MOTHERS OF THE BELIEVERS, see:
ummuhat al-mu’minin

MUBAHALA
Rafik Berjak

MUHAMMAD
James A. Beverley
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MUHAMMAD ‘ABDU, see: ‘Abdu,
Muhammad

MUHAMMED B. IDRIS AL-SHAFII,
see: al-Shafi‘i, Muhammed b. Idris

MUHKAM, see: aya; ta‘til

MUQATIL B. SULAYMAN
A.H. Johns

MURDER
Rafik Berjak

MUSA
Brannon Wheeler

MUSA’S / MOSES’ MOTHER AND SISTER
Kecia Ali

MUSIC
Peter G. Riddell

MYRMIDONS, see: Zubaniyya

NADHIR / NUDHUR / ANDHARA
Rafik Berjak

NAFS
Oliver Leaman

NAHAR
Rafik Berjak

NAHDA
Oliver Leaman

AL-NAJJAR, AL-HUSAYN B. MUHAMMAD
Oliver Leaman

NAJWA
Rafik Berjak

NASKH, see: abrogation

NASS
Arzina R. Lalani

NATIQ
Rafik Berjak

NATURAL WORLD AND THE QUR’AN
Oliver Leaman

NICHE OF LIGHT, see: mishkat
NIGHT JOURNEY, see: Jerusalem; miraj
NIGHT OF POWER, see: laylat al-qadr

NI'MA
Rafik Berjak
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NINETY-NINE NAMES OF GOD POLYGYNY
Oliver Leaman Kecia Ali
NISA PRESERVED TABLET
Bahar Davary Richard McGregor
NO, see: la PROPHECY
NOAH, see: Nuh Oliver Leaman
NOISE PROVERB, see: mathal
Oliver Leaman PUNISHMENT
NUH Stefan Wild
Brannon Wheeler PUNISHMENT AND ORIGINAL SIN
NUMAN B. SABIT ABU HANIFA, see: Abu Oliver Leaman
Hanifa, Numan b. Sabit PURIFY
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see: Harun

‘ABD AL-RA’UF AL-SINGKILI
see: al-Singkili, ‘Abd al-Ra’uf

‘ABDU, MUHAMMAD

Muhammad ‘Abdu was born in 1849 in
lower Egypt and received a traditional
religious education at home, in Tanta
and finally at al-Azhar in Cairo, very
much the headquarters of Sunni legal
expertise. In his early years of higher
education he was attracted to mysticism,
but contact with al-Afghani changed his
direction radically, and he took on a
much more public and political role,
regarding Sufism as too individual and
too private an activity for modern times.
His nationalism led to his expulsion
from Egypt in 1882, after which he
worked in Beirut for some years until
his return in 1889. The year of his
expulsion he joined al-Afghani in Paris

from where they published the influen-
tial journal al-‘Urwa al-wuthqa (Strong
Grasp), which advocated resistance to
imperialism and the defence of Islamic
unity. He became a judge and then
returned to education, where he could
continue his reforming mission. Like al-
Tahtawi, another modernizer, he often
served in administrative roles in order to
try to reform Egyptian institutions, and
in particular the Arabic language, the
education of girls and the whole legal
and educational structure of the state,
thus combining a theoretical interest in
reform with a practical commitment to
change.

As with so many of the modernizers,
‘Abdu’s chief problem was finding a
path between taglid (blind obedience) to
tradition and abandoning Islam for a
Western form of modernity. This con-
flict runs throughout his writings. He
argued that there are plenty of indica-
tions in the Qur’an itself of the means of
adapting Islam to modern circumstances —
indeed, the Book itself insists on it — and



ABLUTION

so a reliance on the past way of doing
things is not acceptable. The Qur’an was
sent to the world in order to assist its
inhabitants, and it is full of invitations
that it be rationally interrogated and
interpreted. This suggests that it should
enable us to adapt to changing circum-
stances. This does not apply to every
aspect of the Book — some things may not
be challenged or even doubted — but to
rely on a traditional interpretation of every
aspect of Islam is a failure to accept the
plausibility of the Book’s relevance to
changing needs and circumstances.
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ABLUTION

The purpose of wudu’ or ablution is
referred to in 5.6: ‘O you who believe,
when you observe the contact prayers
(salat) you shall wash your faces, wash
your arms to the elbows, wipe your
heads and wash your feet to the ankles.’
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There are then four steps to ablution
and these involve washing the face, the
arms up to the elbows, wiping the head
and washing the feet to the ankles.

By contrast with this very clear com-
mand in the Qur’an, the majority of
Muslims carry out their ablutions in a
different way. They follow the sunna, the
way in which the Prophet carried out his
ablution, as it has been reported. To the
four steps prescribed in the Qur’an they
added washing the hands to the wrists,
the mouth, the nose (in particular the
nostrils), the ears, and the neck. The
reasoning for this is not only based on
the sunna but also the desirability of
cleanliness, especially before prayer. Yet
it must be said that there is no evidence
that the reason behind ablution is
cleanliness. Rather, it is a formulation
of God’s will. Were cleanliness to be the
issue, the requirement might be to clean
other more important parts of the body.
To back up this view there is the case of
dry ablution, which is to be carried out
when water is unavailable: ‘if you are ill
or travelling, or you had urinary or fae-
cal-related excretion, or physically con-
tacted women, and you cannot find
water, you shall observe tayammum (dry
ablution), by touching clean dry soil,
then wiping your faces and hands with
it’ (4.43); this does not seem to have
much to do with hygiene.

The word tahara (purification) does
not necessarily mean physical cleanli-
ness: ‘The angels said, “O Mary, God
has chosen you and tahharik (purified
you). He has chosen you from all
women’” (3.42) and ‘Take from their
money a charity to tuttaherahum (purify
them) and sanctify them’ (9.103). In the
case of Mary, surely it is not physical
purity that is at issue; this might even go
towards challenging the Qur’anic doc-
trine that Mary was chaste. The other
passage clearly does not refer to physical
cleanliness. ‘God does not wish to yotahir



qulubahum (purify their hearts). They
have incurred humiliation in this world,
and in the Hereafter, they will suffer a
terrible retribution’ (5.41). It seems clear
that what is at issue here is spiritual, not
physical, purity, and one aspect of this is
presumably following God’s original
command.

On the other hand, there is an
emphasis on the significance of cleanli-
ness and purity in both body and cloth-
ing: ‘And thy Lord do magnify, And thy
garments do purify, And uncleanness do
shun’ (74.3-5). ‘Attend to your adorn-
ment at every time of prayer’ (7.31). In
the aya ‘Surely God loves those who
turn to Him again and again, and He
loves those who purify themselves’
(2.222), the reference could be to physical
or spiritual purity, or both. However,
the hadith literature giving details of the
practice of the Prophet is enormously
detailed, and includes instructions for
using a toothbrush or stick, where and
how to go about one’s natural func-
tions, the etiquette of bathing, combin-
ing modesty with cleanliness, and so on.
The implication is that it is important to
follow this practice even where explicit
religious issues are not in question, since
following the sunmna of the Prophet is
invariably desirable and earns merit.

See also: purify; tayammum
OLIVER LEAMAN

ABRAHAM

see. Ibrahim

ABRAHAM’S WIFE

see. Ibrahim’s wife

ABROGATION
Some Qur’anic verses or passages are
regarded by Muslim exegetical tradition

ABROGATION

as cancelled wholly or in part by an
abrogating Qur’anic passage. In these
cases abrogation usually means not only
repeal but also substitution of a new
wording or ruling for an outdated one.
In line with Islamic dogma, the agent of
abrogation and substitution is always
God, never the Prophet. In the Qur’anic
text itself the concept is more opaque; it
was widely considered to mean the
internal, intra-Qur’anic abrogation of
Qur’anic verses and passages, but was
also taken to refer to the abrogation of
pre-Qur’anic, i.e. Jewish and Christian
revelations by Qur’anic verses. Only
later scholars such as al-Shafi‘i (d. 204/
820) discussed whether a Prophetic tra-
dition (hadith) could abrogate a Qur’a-
nic verse, or vice versa.

The Qur’an nowhere specifies which
Qur’anic verses are abrogated by which
other verses or which passages from
Jewish or Christian scriptures are
superseded by which Qur’anic verses.
Therefore, there was never any agree-
ment among exegetes on these matters.
Most of the discussions about abroga-
tion in the Qur’an concern legal issues.
Thus, abrogation became not only an
important concept of Qur’anic exegesis
but also one of Islamic law. Knowing
which verses were abrogating and which
were abrogated was as necessary a con-
dition for the competent exegetical
scholar and jurist as was the ability to
distinguish between Meccan and Medi-
nan verses.

The abrogating verse is called in
Muslim tradition nasikh, the abrogated
passage mansukh, and abrogation naskh.
Only the verb nasakh, however, occurs
twice in the Qur’an. In 2.106 the divine
speaker addresses the Prophet: ‘And for
whatever verse We abrogate or cast into
oblivion, We bring a better or the like of
it.” In 22.52-53 it is said: “We sent not
ever any messenger or prophet before
thee, but the Satan casts into his fancy,

3
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when he was fancying; but God annuls
what Satan casts, then God confirms
His signs — surely God is All-knowing,
All-wise — that He may make what
Satan casts a trial for those in whose
heart is sickness, and those whose hearts
are hard.” 2.106 states that revealed ver-
ses may have been forgotten and other
verses revealed in their place. Muslim
exegesis did not agree on whether this
referred to internal abrogation or whe-
ther it referred to the abrogation of pre-
Islamic scripture by Qur’anic verses. If
2.106 is taken to mean intra-Qur’anic
abrogation — and only then — it has
important consequences for the history
of the Qur’anic canon. 22.52 seemingly
only concerns pre-Islamic prophets. But
Muslim exegetical tradition explains
that at least in one instance the Prophet
Muhammad claimed that one of his
pronouncements was divinely revealed
and later disclaimed it as a result of
satanic temptation (Satanic Verses). The
text had later been set right by divine
intervention, i.e. by a second revelation.
The fact that the Prophet could ‘forget’
part of revelation is also mentioned in
87.6-7: ‘We shall make thee recite, to
forget not save what God wills; surely
He knows what is spoken aloud and
what is hidden.” Also in this case,
Muslim commentators were in doubt
whether the verse referred to the Pro-
phet’s forgetting Qur’anic verses or to
the Prophet’s ‘forgetting’ passages from
Jewish or Christian scripture which con-
tradicted Qur’anic verses. In both cases
the Prophet’s forgetfulness was explained
as being divinely guided.

In sura 16.101 the divine speaker says
‘And when We exchange a verse in the
place of another verse — and God knows
very well what He is sending down —
they say, “Thou art a mere forger”.’
This is another verse which might be
taken to prove that an ‘exchange’ of
verses did occur in the pre-canonical
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period, but again it is not clear whether
the exchange mentioned in this verse
refers to an internal change or to a dif-
ference between the Qur’an and earlier
scripture. God reserves the right to
remove from revelation what He wants:
‘God blots out, and He establishes
whatsoever He will. And with him is the
Mother of the Book’ (13.39). At any
rate, according to Muslim tradition this
phenomenon caused polemics between
the Prophet and his contemporaries,
because some accused the Prophet of
fabricating revelation. To these attacks,
the Qur’an answered that the Prophet
did not have the right to change any-
thing. In 10.15 God orders the Prophet
with regard to revelation: ‘Say: “It is not
for me to alter it of my own accord. I
follow nothing, except what is revealed
to me.”” In 17.86 the divine speaker tells
the Prophet: ‘If We willed, We could
take away that which We have revealed
to thee, then thou wouldst find none
thereover to guard thee against Us,
excepting by some mercy of thy Lord’, —
thus stressing the absolute sovereignty
of God even to annul all that was
revealed to the Prophet.

The ambiguity of the term ‘abroga-
tion’ in the Qur’an mirrors the ambi-
guity of other self-referential key-terms
such as ‘book’ (kitab), ‘Qur’an’ and
others in which the difference between
Islamic and pre-Islamic revelation is
often blurred or at least not easily dis-
cernible. The self-view of the Qur’anic
text changed during the process of its
revelation and its historical develop-
ment. Here, as in other cases, it seems
often difficult, if not impossible, to
achieve a complete and clear under-
standing of what a particular verse ‘really
means’.

The numerous Muslim treatises on
abrogation usually deal only with inter-
nal abrogation and list hundreds of
cases. Not infrequently one verse was



taken to abrogate several verses. In legal
matters, jurists and exegetes followed a
chronological principle: only a Qur’anic
verse revealed at a later time could
abrogate an ecarlier one. A Medinan
verse could therefore abrogate a Meccan
one, but not vice versa. The so-called
‘sword verse’ (9.5), a harsh verse
regarding the treatment of Jews and
Christians which had been revealed in
Medina, said: ‘“Then, when the sacred
months are drawn away, slay the idola-
tors wherever you find them, and take
them, and confine them and lie in wait
for them at every place or ambush.’ It
was taken by some commentators to
abrogate as many as 114 more con-
ciliatory verses, among them the Mec-
can 109.6, “To you your religion and to
me my religion.” Then 9.5, in its turn,
was considered by some to be partly
abrogated by the verse immediately fol-
lowing (9.6): ‘But if they repent, and
perform the prayer, and pay the alms,
then let them go their way.” Similarly,
2.180, ‘Prescribed for you, when any of
you is visited by death, and he leaves
behind some goods, is to make testa-
ment in favour of his parents and kins-
men honourably — an obligation on the
godfearing’, was declared by some as
abrogated. The abrogating verse was the
long ‘verse of inheritance’ (4.11) which
lays down exact shares of distribution
between the heirs and thus makes a tes-
tament superfluous.

Jurists who were the principal partici-
pants in these discussions developed
complicated and often mutually irre-
concilable theories on the issue of inter-
nal abrogation. An abrogated verse
could be omitted from the text and dis-
appear without leaving a trace, the
abrogated passage and the abrogating
passage could both be found in the
Qur’an (the normal case), and a verse
could be ‘withdrawn’ from the text while
its legal content remained valid. An

ABROGATION

example of this last rather bizarre pos-
sibility was a verse that was said to have
enjoined the punishment of stoning for
certain kinds of adultery. This verse is
not to be found in any extant version of
the Qur’an but some adherents of this
punishment claimed to be sure that for
some time there had been a Qur’anic
verse to support it. In their view, God
had withdrawn this verse — but the rul-
ing continued.

Abrogation served to explain and jus-
tify real or imagined internal contra-
dictions in the Qur’anic text and
strengthened the explanation of verses
and suras by linking verses to traditions
relating specific historical circumstances.
In many cases, abrogation reflected the
radical difference between the position
of the Prophet and his community in
Mecca before the Hijra, on the one
hand, and in Medina after the Hijra, on
the other. In other cases, the discussion
of abrogated verses was merely a battle-
field of exegetical ingenuity. Great com-
mentators viewed an exaggerated use of
abrogation-theory with distrust. Al-
Tabari (d. 310/923) only admitted abro-
gation when the outward sense of a
verse (zahir) could not be upheld with-
out recourse to this principle (Gold-
ziher, Richtungen 89, fn. 4). A slightly
different case was that the ‘Uthmanic
canonical form of the Qur’an was taken
to have ‘abrogated’ all other competing
versions.

The concepts of abrogation, exchange
and forgetting of a verse oscillate
between the intra-Qur’anic harmoniza-
tion of contradictory verses revealed at
different times and the explanation of
scriptural differences between Qur’anic
verses and rulings, on the one hand, and
pre-Islamic Christian and Jewish revela-
tion, on the other. The concept of abro-
gation also led to numerous theological
and exegetical disputes. How could the
concept of scripture as the eternal and
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perfect word of the omniscient God be
reconciled with abrogation, change and
withdrawal? How could the Prophet
‘forget’ or ‘be made to forget’ a revealed
verse (22.52)? Today the concept of
abrogation is sometimes invoked by
modernists in order to adapt the Qur’a-
nic text to the exigencies of modernity.

A far-reaching and unusual theory of
abrogation was developed by the Suda-
nese scholar Mahmud Muhammad
Taha (executed in 1985). He tried to
show that the Qur’an contained two
messages: the Meccan one, which was
the original and universal message for
all humankind, and the Medinan one,
which temporarily superseded the Mec-
can message and adapted it to the
demands and limitations of the early
Muslim community in Medina. Accord-
ing to Taha, in the fourteenth/twentieth
century the time had come to return to
the original Meccan message; the sec-
ondary Medinan compromises could be
abandoned. This radical exegesis was
based partly on a variant reading of
2.106. Practically, it meant the aban-
donment of traditional Islamic law. This
was strongly resisted by most Muslim
scholars and resulted in Taha’s execution
as an apostate.

Some modern commentators, such as
the Syrian Mohamad Shahrour (b.
1938), break with a long learned tradi-
tion and dismiss the concept of internal
abrogation within the Qur’an alto-
gether. According to him and others,
only Islamic revelation as a whole
should be described as ‘abrogating’ the
revelations of Judaism and Christianity.
The Ahmadiyya Movement and many
Sunni commentators, especially from
the Indian subcontinent, preceded him
in this. When so many Qur’anic verses
could be considered abrogated, the
authority of scripture itself seemed
endangered. Non-Muslim scholarship is
almost as divided about the origin and
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essence of the abrogation-issue as is tra-
ditional Muslim scholarship. Burton
(1977) sees in it the proof that in con-
trast to the traditional Muslim founda-
tion story there was no final redaction of
the Qur’anic consonantal text (mushaf)
by the third caliph ‘Uthman (d. 35/655).
Burton’s far-reaching conclusion of his
discussion of abrogation is that the
Qur’anic text we have today in our
hands is the mushaf of the Prophet
Muhammad.
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ABU BAKR
Abu Bakr b. Abi Quhafa, was from the
clan of Taym, part of the powerful tribe



of Quraysh. Born around 572 cE in
Mecca (he was roughly three years
younger than Muhammad), Abu Bakr
was a wealthy merchant before his con-
version to Islam and was renowned as a
nassab, that is, as a master genealogist
of the Arab tribes. In the course of his
life he had four wives and six children.
He became Muhammad’s father-in-law
when his youngest daughter ‘A’isha was
wed to the Prophet.

Abu Bakr is praised in Sunni sources
for his early conversion to Islam (the
sources variously report that he was the
first male ever or the first adult male to
do so) and for his unquestioning loyalty
to the Prophet and the cause of Islam.
This loyalty is best exemplified by his
sojourning in a cave with Muhammad
during their journey to Medina while
being stalked by hostile Meccans, an
event referred to in Qur’an 9.40 and
known as ayat al-Ghar (‘Verse of the
Cave’). Abu Bakr is said to have spent
40,000 dirhams (or dinars) before the
emigration to Medina in 1/622 in var-
ious acts of charity, especially in the
manumission of slaves persecuted by the
Meccans. He is most commonly called
al-Siddiq (‘the truthful’), a sobriquet
earned on account of his having believed
the Prophet when the latter related the
account of the isra’Atiq, referencing
Abu Bakr’s status as ‘freed [from hell-
fire]’. After the Hijra, Abu Bakr served
as a counsellor to Muhammad and took
part in all the major expeditions led by
the Prophet.

After Muhammad’s death in 632, Abu
Bakr was selected as the first of the four
Rightly-Guided caliphs at the portico
(Saqifa) of the Banu Sa‘ida in Medina
after being opposed in particular by the
Medinan Ansar. His impressive service
to the early community, which included
his appointment as the leader of the pil-
grimage in the ninth year of the Hijra
and his designation as the prayer-leader

ABU HANIFA, NUMAN B. SABIT

during the Prophet’s last illness, won
over many of his opponents, according
to Sunni sources. In Shi‘i sources, how-
ever, Abu Bakr continues to be regularly
vilified as the man who usurped ‘Ali’s
‘right’ to assume the caliphate after the
Prophet’s death.

Abu Bakr ruled only two years, dying
in 634. His major accomplishment for
which he is forever glorified in Sunni
sources is the preservation of the unity
of the Muslim polity by decisively put-
ting down the uprising of some of the
Arab tribes against the Medinan gov-
ernment in what has come to be known
as the ridda (‘apostasy’) wars.

Further reading

Afsaruddin, A. (2002) Excellence and Pre-
cedence: Medieval Islamic discourse on
legitimate leadership, Leiden: E.J. Brill.

Madelung, W. (1997) Succession to Muham-
mad: A study of the early caliphate, Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

al-Tabari (1990) The Crisis of the Early
Caliphate, trans. R. Humphreys, Albany,
NY: SUNY Press.

See also: fitna; ridda and the case for
decriminalization of apostasy
ASMA AFSARUDDIN

ABU HANIFA, NUMAN B.
SABIT

Numan b. Sabit b. Zuta b. Mah, known
as Imam al-A‘zam (the most Excellent
Imam) was born in Kufa in 80/699 and
died in Baghdad on Shaban 150/Sep-
tember 767. He was the founder of one
of the four mainstream legal schools in
Islam, which bears his name.

Abu Hanifa’s family was probably of
Persian or Turkish origin. His grand-
father Zuta, a silk manufacturer, is said
to have come to Kufa from Kabul dur-
ing the reign of the caliph ‘Ali. Abu
Hanifa’s interest in Islamic sciences
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started from an early age. Abu Hanifa
first memorized the Qur’an, then studied
gira’at with Imam Asim b. Bahdala, one
of the mainstream gira’at imams. Abu
Hanifa joined theological debates in
Kufa and Basra, the two intellectual
centres of the region, where a number of
theological groups, such as the Jah-
miyya, Qadariyya and the Mu‘tazila
were active. Abu Hanifa’s main theolo-
gical views are that reason is an impor-
tant source of human knowledge in
comprehending the existence of God.
He allowed the use of reason or perso-
nal opinion (ra’y) and analogy (giyas) in
legal reasoning. For this reason he was
severely criticized by his traditionalist
opponents. He argued that God’s names
and attributes are eternal. The nature of
God’s attributes, such as his face and
hand, cannot be known. For him, faith
consists of knowledge, acceptance and
outward expression. Although the sin-
ner is liable to punishment, he or she
remains a believer. According to him,
human actions are created by God but
willed and performed by us. His theolo-
gical views were further developed by
Abu Mansur al-Maturidi. Because of his
opinion on faith, Abu Hanifa was
labelled by some classical theologians
such as Abu al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari and
some traditionalists such as al-Bukhari
as a member of the Murji’a, the sect
who refused to rule out any Muslims as
unbelievers, leaving that decision to be
taken by God.

Abu Hanifa did much more work on
figh (jurisprudence) than on theology,
although the theology comes very much
into the legal discussions. He attended
the lectures of Hammad b. Abi Sulay-
man (d. 120/738), who was a prominent
religious faqih of Kufa, for eighteen
years. When his teacher died, Abu
Hanifa took over his post and started
teaching figh. His teacher had himself
learned figh from Ibrahim al-Nakha’i,
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Abu ‘Amr Sha‘bi, Masruk b. Ajda, Qadi
Shurayh, ‘Abdullah b. Masud, the
caliph “Ali and the caliph ‘Umar. This
chain (silsila) is important and establishes
his good grasp of some of the ideas of
the best thinkers on law at his time.

Abu Hanifa produced a number of
works, some of which are extant. In his
al-Figh al-akbar (The Great Book of
Jurisprudence), he summarized the
theological views of Sunni orthodoxy.
His al-Figh al-absat (General Jur-
isprudence) and al-Alim wa’l muta“allim
(The Scholar and the Educated) dealt
with theological issues. A/-Wasiyya (A
Written Will) deals with theology.
Musnad Abu Hanifa was a collection of
traditions which were reported by his
disciples. Although is a prominent foun-
der of the Hanafite school of law, Abu
Hanifa did not himself actually compose
any works on Islamic law. His legal
views were reported by Muhammad al-
Shaybani, and it is these that have had a
major impact on Islamic law.

Further reading

Abu Hanifa (2001a) al-“Alim wa’l muta‘allim
(The Scholar and the Educated), ed. M.
Zahid al-Kawthari, Cairo: al-Maktaba al-
azhariyya li al-turath.

(2001b) al-Figh al-akbar (The Great

Book of Jurisprudence), ed. M. Zahid al-

Kawthari, Cairo: al-Maktaba al-azhar-

iyya li al-turath.

(2001c) al-Figh al-absat (General Jur-
isprudence), ed. M. Zahid al-Kawthari,
Cairo: al-Maktaba al-azhariyya li al-turath.

——(2001d) al-Wasiyya (A Written Will),
ed. M. Zahid al-Kawthari, Cairo: al-
Maktaba al-azhariyya li al-turath.

Watt, W. Montgomery (1998) The Formative
Period of Islamic Thought, Oxford: One-
World.

Wensinck A.J. (1932) The Muslim Creed: Its
genesis and historical development, Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

See also: tafsir in early Islam
OLIVER LEAMAN



ABU LAHAB
‘Abd al-‘Uzza b. “‘Abd al-Muttalib, who
sported the nickname Abu Lahab (‘Father
of Flame’) reportedly on account of his
good looks, was Muhammad’s uncle
and staunch opponent during the early
years of the Prophetic mission in
Mecca. Upon the death of Abu Talib,
the head of the clan of Hashim, the
leadership went to Abu Lahab, who,
instead of offering his nephew support,
contrived to harangue and oppress
him at every turn; indeed, Abu Lahab’s
stubborn opposition was one of the
reasons Muhammad decided to migrate
to Medina. He is one of the few non-
Prophetic personalities to be men-
tioned by name in the Qur’an, with the
dubious honour of having a whole
sura (111) revealed with reference to
him.

CoLIN TURNER

ABU LAHAB’S

SIGNIFICANCE

During the time of the Prophet Muham-
mad, the authenticity and credibility of
Islam, the Qur’an and the Prophet him-
self were often questioned. When Abu
Lahab was still well and alive, according
to what we are told, a short sura of the
Qur’an was revealed to the Prophet.
The chapter (sura 111) said that Abu
Lahab would die in a state of unbelief
and so would go to hell for not believing
in the One God. We are told: ‘The
power of Abu Lahab will perish, and he
will perish. His wealth and gains will not
exempt him. He will be plunged in
flaming fire, And his wife, the wood-
carrier, will have upon her neck a palm-
fibre rope.’

Abu Lahab lived for many years after
this prophecy was revealed and this
means that he could have harmed the
early years of Islam and the Prophet’s
mission by pretending to convert and

ABU LAHAB’S SIGNIFICANCE

thus confounding the prophecy. The
sura named al-Lahab may have been
revealed in the period when the Quraysh
had boycotted the Prophet together with
the people of his clan and besieged
them. Abi Talib and Abu Lahab were
the only people to join the enemies
against their own relatives.

This was a major decision, given the
importance of tribal relationships in
the area at the time. Abu Lahab was the
Prophet’s uncle, or so it is said, and
public condemnation of the uncle by
the nephew would not be proper until
the older man had behaved so disgrace-
fully as to invite public rebuke. If the
sura had been revealed before this,
people would have regarded it as impo-
lite that the nephew should be so critical
of his uncle. Of course, it was safe for
God to reveal the sura later since he
knew that Abu Lahab was not going
to convert, or even pretend to convert;
it thus plays the role of a warning
message.

This is the only place in the Qur’an
where a person from among the enemies
of Islam has been condemned by name,
yet there were plenty of others who were
just as hostile to Islam as Abu Lahab.
The question is: why was he so deser-
ving of being attacked by name? To
understand, it is necessary to understand
Arabian society of that time and the role
that Abu Lahab played within it. In
those times clan loyalty was revered and
was indeed essential to survival, given
the vagaries of life within a hostile
environment and with many competing
tribes and individuals. When the Pro-
phet started preaching, the Quraysh
often opposed him but the Bani
Hashim and the Bani al-Muttalib not
only did not oppose him but continued
to support him openly, although most
of them had not yet accepted Islam nor
the veracity of the Prophet’s message.
The exception here was Abu Lahab, son
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of ‘Abd al-Muttalib, and the uncle of
the Prophet.

In Arabia an uncle represented the
father, his brother, especially when the
nephew was fatherless. The uncle was
expected to look upon his nephew as one
of his own children. Yet Abu Lahab
could not even preserve the social nic-
eties of the time, so great was his emnity
towards Islam. Traditionists have rela-
ted from Ibn ‘Abbas the tradition that
when the Prophet was commanded to
present the message of Islam openly and
instructed in the Qur’an to warn first of
all his nearest relations of the punish-
ment of God, he ascended Mount Safa
one morning and called out aloud: ‘Ya
sabaha’ (‘O disaster of the morning!’).
This alarm in Arabia was raised by the
person who noticed early at dawn an
enemy tribe advancing against his tribe.
When the Prophet made this call, the
people asked who had made it. They
were told that it was Muhammad, and
the people of all the clans of the Qur-
aysh rushed out to defend themselves.
The Prophet then addressed each clan
by name and said: ‘If I were to tell you
that behind the hill there was an enemy
host ready to fall upon you, would you
believe? The people responded with one
voice, saying that they never had so far
heard a lie from him. The Prophet said:
‘Then I warn you that you are heading
for disaster.” But before anyone else
could speak, Abu Lahab said: ‘May you
perish!” This extraordinary hostility to
his own nephew at such a crucial stage
in the Prophet’s mission is marked by
the naming of a sura after Abu Lahab

(111).

See also: Arab
OLIVER LEAMAN

ABU’L HUDAYL AL-‘ALLAF
see. al-‘Allaf, Abu’l Hudayl
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‘AD

The people of ‘Ad are mentioned
twenty-four times in the Qur’an, most
commonly in connection with the prophet
Hud (see, e.g., 7.65-72; 11.50-60; 26.123—
140; 41.15-16; 46.21-25). They are also
included in lists of the most notorious of
those people who rejected their prophet
and sinned against God (e.g. 9.70; 14.9;
22.42; 38.12; 40.31; 50.13; 65.38).

According to the Qur’an, the ‘Ad
were destroyed by a violent wind after a
long period of drought imposed upon
them by God for rejecting the calls of
their prophet Hud (see 51.41-42; 53.50—
52; 54.18-21; 69.6-8).

Muslim exegetes state that the ‘Ad are
descendants of Uz b. Aram b. Shem b.
Noah. The ‘Ad are grouped with the
Thamud, Jurhum, Tasm, Amin, Midian,
Amalek, Abil, Jasi, Qahtan and Banu
Yaqtan as the ‘Original Arabs’ (al-‘arab
al-‘ariba) as opposed to the ‘Arabicized
Arabs’ (al-‘arab  al-musta‘riba) des-
cended from Ishmael.

In the exegesis of 7.69, it is said that the
people of “‘Ad were giants, being 60—100
cubits tall, and had great strength. The
‘artifices’ mentioned in 26.129 are inter-
preted as references to great castles of gold
and silver and artificial water containers
constructed by the ‘Ad. The ‘Iram dhat
al-‘Imad’ of 89.6-14 is taken by Muslim
exegetes to be a reference to the great city
of ‘Ad, which is described in fantastic
terms and said to be located somewhere
near the Hadhramawt in Yemen.

Further reading

Clapp, Nicholas (1998) The Road to Ubar:
Finding the Atlantis of the Sands, New
York: Houghton Mifflin.

Hamblin, W.J. (1983) ‘Pre-Islamic Arabian
Prophets’, in S.J. Palmer (ed.) Mor-
mons and Muslims: Spiritual foundations
and modern manifestations, Provo, UT:
Brigham Young University Press, 85—
104.



Serjeant, R.B. (1954) ‘Hud and other Pre-
Islamic Prophets of Hadramawt’, Le
Muséon 6: 121-79.
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ADAM

The first man and prophet, mentioned
by name twenty-five times in the Qur’an.
33.7 refers to Adam along with Noah,
Abraham, Moses and Jesus as prophets
from whom God took a covenant.
Muslim exegetes also mention a saying
of the Prophet Muhammad that Adam
was one of four ‘Syrian’ prophets
including Seth, Idris and Noah. This
same saying also mentions a number of
‘scriptures’ (suhuf) which were revealed
to Adam, perhaps a reference to the
“first scriptures’ of 87.18.

The creation of Adam

The Qur’an and Muslim exegesis narrate
how God created Adam in opposition to
the advice of his angels. According to
the exegesis of 2.30-33, God taught
Adam the names by which people know
things in the world and this knowledge
was superior to that of the angels. In
15.26 God says that he created human
beings from dried clay and stinking
slime. Muslim exegetes explain that the
name ‘Adam’ is derived from the fact
that God took the clay with which he
made Adam from the ‘skin’ (adam) of
the earth, and that the different colours
of clay used account for the different
skin colours of later people.

The Qur’an does not refer specifically
to the creation of Eve, nor does it men-
tion her by name, but Muslim exegetes
relate that she was created from one of
the ribs of Adam. The Arabic name for
Eve (Hawa’) is said to be derived from
the word meaning life (haya) since Eve is
the mother of all humanity.

ADAM

The Garden of Eden

A number of passages in the Qur’an tell
of the expulsion of Iblis (see, e.g., 7.11—
18; 15.26-44; 17.61-65; 18.50-51; 38.67—
88) from Eden and his subsequent
temptation of Adam and Eve. In these
verses Iblis refuses to follow God’s
command that he bow down to Adam
and is thus transformed into Satan.

The test of Adam and Eve is described in
2.34-39 and 20.115-126. Unlike the
biblical account of Eden, the Qur’an
mentions only one special tree in Eden,
the Tree of Immortality, from which
Adam and Eve were prohibited. Accord-
ing to 20.120-121, Satan told Adam to eat
from the forbidden tree, and when both
Adam and Eve ate from the tree their
private parts were revealed to them.

Muslim exegetes report that Adam was
cast out of Eden to India or Sri Lanka,
Eve to Jeddah and the serpent, in which
Satan hid when he entered Eden, to
Isfahan. It is also reported that Adam was
so tall that he could stand on the highest
mountain in Sri Lanka and see into hea-
ven, so God reduced him in height to 60
cubits (about 30 metres). After com-
plaining to God about missing the sights
and sounds of Eden, Adam is sent on
the first pilgrimage to Mecca. Some exe-
getes claim that the first Ka‘ba was a tent
erected by Adam, and others report that
God sent down a special jewelled Ka‘ba
from heaven that was later raised during
the Flood in the time of Noah.

Muslim exegetes explain that Adam was
punished by having to grow his own
food, and Eve was punished with men-
struation and difficult childbirth. The
origins of civilization are also closely
associated with the fall of Adam and Eve
to earth. Tools and the technology
necessary for the growing of food, making
of clothing and shelter, language, law,
religion and sexual reproduction are
among the arts of civilization revealed
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to Adam and Eve by the archangel
Gabriel according to Muslim exegesis.

Adam’s repentance

2.37 makes reference to Adam’s asking
God’s forgiveness and permission to
return to the Garden of Eden. Accord-
ing to Muslim exegesis, Adam and Eve
both did penance on earth for forty
years after their fall, standing in water
up to their necks and abstaining from
sex. God’s promise to Adam that he
could return to Eden is taken to be the
basis for the revelation of religion, spe-
cifically the rituals instituted by the
prophets (e.g. prayer, fasting, alms-
giving, pilgrimage), by which Adam and
Eve’s descendants would be allowed
into Eden after the Day of Judgement.

Several verses also refer to a covenant
made between God and the descendants
of Adam before their birth (e.g. 7.172;
30.30; 33.7, 53.56). Muslim exegetes
explain that all humanity was taken
from Adam’s back or loins and caused
to acknowledge the existence of God.
Other reports state that God took all
humanity from Adam and divided them
into those destined for paradise and
those destined for hell.

Adam’s death

Muslim tradition states that Adam
volunteered forty years of his own life to
be added to the life of his descendant
David. According to some reports,
Adam was shown his descendants before
their birth and noticed that David’s
lifespan was shorter than the others, so
he took forty years and added it to the
sixty years already allotted to David. This
shortened the allotted 1,000-year lifespan
of Adam to 960 years, although some
exegetes claim that Adam lived the full
1,000 years.
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Although Seth is not mentioned by
name in the Qur’an, it is reported by
Muslim exegetes that the prophet Seth,
the son of Adam and Eve, was responsible
for preparing Adam’s body for burial, and
that he was taught how to do this by the
angels. It is also said that Adam did not die
until he saw the birth of four generations
of his offspring, some 1,400 people.

According to Muslim tradition, the
tomb of Adam is located in a cave, called
the ‘Cave of Treasure’, on Mount Abu
Qubays near Mecca. Some exegetes report
that the bodies of Adam and Eve were
taken on the Ark with Noah and reburied
in Jerusalem after the Flood, or that
Adam’s body was dismembered and
buried in different locations, including
Hebron.

Further reading

Abdel-Haleem, M. (1997) ‘Adam and Eve in
the Qur’an and the Bible’, Islamic Quar-
terly 41: 255-69.

Beck, E. (1976) ‘Iblis und Mensch, Satan
und Adam: Der Werdegang einer kor-
anische Erzdhlung’, Le Muséon 89: 195-244.

Kister, M.J. (1993) ‘Adam: A Study of Some
Legends in Tafsir and Hadith literature’,
Israel Oriental Studies 13: 113-74.

Schock, C. (1993) Adam im Islam: ein Bei-
trag zur Ideengeschichte der Sunna,
Islamkundliche  Untersuchungen 168,
Berlin: K. Schwarz.

Zwemer, S.M. (1937) ‘The Worship of Adam
by Angels’, Muslim World 27: 115-27.
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‘ADHAB

see. punishment

‘ADL

A word meaning justice, the meaning of
justice in the Qur’an is linked to the
concepts of balance and just measure
both in the action of God and humanity.
Two verses are particularly important



here: 5.8 for the foundation of justice in
juridical action; and 4.58-59 for the
political dimension of the issue of justice.

‘Adl is the common name with which
we translate the concept of justice and it
is found fourteen times in the Qur’an. In
some accounts, ‘adl is also one of the
beautiful names of God, because it
means the action of God as a just ruler
and judge, but it is not attributed to
God explicitly in the Qur’an as such,
and this explains the disagreement
among theologians regarding the name’s
attribution (Gimaret, 1988: 69ff.). The
Holy Book always uses ‘adl, but never
‘adala, which is another common term
used to express justice and of which
there are several declensions of the verb
‘adala, ‘to act with fairness’ or ‘to be
equal’. These terms are generally linked
with the concepts of equivalence, bal-
ance and just measure: obviously the
just measure involves equivalence. For
instance, twice in the sura al-An‘am, ‘adl
and the verbal form ya‘diluna point to
different kinds of equivalence: giving
God equals among the creatures, that is
to say, polytheism (6.1); or trying to
ransom sins for a just price on the Day
of the Last Judgement (6.70). These are
actions regarding men and their destiny,
but ‘adl is also an aspect and a pre-
supposition of God’s action. In 82.7 (a
chapter revealed early in the first Mec-
can period), God is said to be creator,
modeller and fashioner of man: God
‘adala man, namely, God gives him the
right measure and balance in shape and
form. In 16.90 God commands justice
and commands by justice (y&’muru
btadl) at the same time. He acts justly
and fairly and, at the same time, he
commands men to act accordingly. The
verse can support the Mu‘tazilite view
that God acts best for all creatures. In
6.115 the Word of God is established by
truth (sidg) and justice (‘adl). the decree
of God is inspired by justice and the

‘ADL

firmness of his decision implies that
there is no change and modification in
this decree. The rationality of the world
is grounded both in justice and truth
(haqq).

Verse 5.8 is important: ‘Ye who
believe, stand in front of God as wit-
nesses of equity (gist) and your hatred
for other men does not allow you to
turn away to act justly (ta‘dilu). Act
justly (a‘dilu), because this is the thing
nearer to piety.” Here we find the term
‘adl connected with gist, another key
term to express justice. Qist is the bal-
ance of equity, and the Qur’an resorts to
the metaphor of balance to indicate justice.
For instance, in 57.25 balance (mizan) is
revealed by the Book (kitab) in order to
observe equity (gist) on behalf of
humanity. The idea of equilibrium
employs the principle of ‘adl, and it
happens either from a juridical or from
a moral point of view. From a juridical
point of view, it is necessary to judge
(hakama) in compliance with the right
measure (gist) (5.42) and to judge
among men with justice (‘adl) (4.58; see
below).

The Holy Book does not stress expli-
citly the concept of judgement (hukm)
and its links with justice (‘adl) in legal
trials. However, men possessing the
attribute of justice (‘ad/) must judge
(vahkumu) in legal quarrels regarding
cattle, in order that a man, who killed
intentionally an animal in a state of
ritual consecration, brings to the Ka‘ba
an ‘equivalent’ from his flock or fasts in
an ‘equivalent” way (‘adl) (5.95). In legal
vocabulary, ‘adl means the integrity and
probity of a witness who must be just to
practise his function in the courts, or the
honesty of a judge. Integrity of the wit-
ness is hinted at also by gist in 4.135,
where men are warned to act justly even
though parents and relatives are
involved. From a moral point of view, the
great theologian al-Ghazali (1058-1111)
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emphasized that ‘the meaning of justice
(“adl) is to put all things in their right
place’ (al-Ghazali, 1970: 104-5). Justice is
the straightening (ta‘dil) of the heart
obtained when the body follows the just
rule (qanun al-“adl). There is a close rela-
tion between the lower world (mulk) and
the upper world (malakut), so that we
cannot be pure inside if we are not pure
outside. Al-Ghazali interpreted correctly
the Qur’anic aim to balance inner and
outward dimensions, so that — it is said
in 4.135 — we must not follow our pas-
sions lest we should swerve from justice.

Justice is the presupposition of the so-
called verse of the powerful rulers (ayat
al-Umara’): ‘God commands you to give
back the trusts to their rightful owners,
and if you judge (hakamtum) among the
people, to judge with justice (‘adl) ....
Believers, obey God and obey the Mes-
senger and those who have authority
among you, and if you disagree about
anything, refer it to God and the Mes-
senger if you are true believers’ (4.58—
59). This is one of the very few ‘political’
verses of the Qur’an, and it states the
norms for rulers and for the ruled. The
Hanbalite theologian Ibn Taymiyya
(1263-1328) took this as his base when
setting up the siyasa shariyya (politics
in accordance with the religious law).
He wrote that in the first part of the
verse the rulers are referred to, and their
duty is to act justly and to enforce justice
among their subjects. In the second part
of the verse, the ruled are mentioned
since their duty is to obey the rulers
until such time as they turn aside from
the way of God; obedience is not a duty
to evil rulers (Ibn Taymiyya, 1939: 2).
The ruler must have moral integrity
(“‘adl) to practise his office; and just
rulers (like the first four rashidun
caliphs) agree with God and the Prophet
in preferring justice (‘ad/) and in choos-
ing truth (haqq): this is how al-
Zamakhshari glosses the verse dealing
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with the powerful rulers in his commen-
tary (al-Zamakhshari, n.d., Vol. I: 275).
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see: zina

‘AHD | TAHADA

The word ‘ahd is mentioned forty-six
times in thirty-six verses of seventeen
chapters in the Qur’an. It means to
make a promise (2.124, 177; 9.75, 111;
23.8; 70.32), making an agreement (19.78,
87), making a covenant (2.177), swear-
ing (1691, 95; 17.34), commending
(2.125; 20.115).

Another term synonymous with ‘ahd
is mithaq, which is mentioned twenty-
three times in nine chapters. In verses of
the Qur’an, both terms were used together
with the same meaning (2.27; 13.20, 25).

It is usually accepted that there are
two types of covenant in the Qur’an.
The first is the implied primordial cove-
nant, which is supposed to have taken
place before the universe came into
existence when God asked the souls ‘Am
I not your Lord?, they said, ‘Yea! We
do testify’ (7.172). Even though neither
‘ahd nor mithag is mentioned in this



verse, owing to the context, this has
always been considered as the first
covenant. The background for this
understanding might be the verses
referring to the general covenant made
with the children of Adam (Banu Adam)
(36.60). The second and more general type
of covenant was made with different
communities through the prophets, start-
ing with Adam and ending with Muham-
mad. More specifically, the Qur’an
mentions covenants made with the chil-
dren of Adam (36.60-61), Adam, Abra-
ham and Ishmael, the Children of Israel
(Banu Israel), Moses and lastly Muham-
mad and his followers (7.102; 3.183).

It is well known that the subject of
covenant with Adam was not to eat
from the forbidden fruit (20.115-124).
God tested Abraham and his son Ish-
mael and when they succeeded, he pro-
mised to make them leaders of the
people and in return asked them to keep
his house (the Holy Ka‘ba) clean (2.124—
125). The covenants made with Banu
Israel and the People of the Book (ahl
al-kitab) have a significant place in the
Qur’an. Allah asked the Children of
Israel to believe in the Qur’an and to
accept that it is a holy book sent by
Allah, like the Torah, and that Muham-
mad was the messenger of Allah. They
were also asked to ‘be steadfast in
prayer, practise regular charity’, not to
cover ‘truth with falsehood’, to ‘enjoin
right conduct’ while ‘not forgetting to
practise it themselves’ and to ‘be patient
and guard themselves against a day
when one shall not avail another nor
shall intercession be accepted’ (2.40-48).
Nevertheless, the Qur’an also reports
that whenever the Children of Israel
made a promise to Allah, one group
among them always broke their promise
(7.102-103). They acted as though they
had never read the book of Allah
(2.100-101; 3.183-184).

‘AHD | “AHADA

The subjects of the covenant made
with Moses are various. During his stay
in Egypt, Allah asked Moses to make an
agreement with Pharaoh, who would let
the Children of Israel exit from Egypt,
provided that God removes plagues
from the Egyptians. However, whenever
God kept his promise by removing the
penalty, they broke their promise. Then,
more plagues were sent on them:
wholesale death, locusts, lice, frogs and
blood, successively. Eventually Pharoah
and his people were drowned in the sea
as punishment for failing to fulfil their
promise (7.133-136; 43.46-56).

Covenant is also used in the Qur’an
vis-a-vis Muhammad and his followers on
several issues. Among them are Muham-
mad’s asking his followers to swear alle-
giance to him by placing hand on hand
to fight with the enemy (48.10), not to
retreat when confronted with the enemy
(33.15, 22-23), to keep one’s promise on
all occasions whether it is made with
Allah, or the Prophet or among each
other, even with the unbelievers (16.91,
95;9.75-76; 70.32; 23.8; 17.34; 6.152).

Lastly, it should be noted that the
Qur’an employs covenant in the context
of life after death also. Two examples
illustrate this well. One is the declaration
that only those who were promised by
Allah shall have the power of intercession
on Judgement Day (Maryam 19.87). The
other example forms the bedrock of
religious conviction. According to that,
Allah made a covenant in the Torah, the
Gospel and the Qur’an that he would
reward the believers who fight in his Cause
with the Garden of Paradise. 9.111
reads: ‘Allah has purchased from the
believers their persons and their goods;
for their [return] is the Garden [of Para-
dise]. They fight in his cause, and slay
and are slain. A promise binding on him
in truth, through the Torah, the Gospel,
and the Qur’an. And who is more
faithful to his covenant than Allah?

15



AHL AL-BAYT

Then rejoice in the bargain which ye
have concluded. That is the achievement
supreme.’
See also. covenant; mithaq

IBRAHIM SUMER

AHL AL-BAYT

References to the Family of the House
occur in the Qur’an in interesting con-
texts. When Sara was told that she is
going to give birth to two prophets, she
laughed and remarked on how strange it
was at her advanced age for such a thing
to occur. ‘But the angels said: “Do You
wonder at Allah’s decree? The grace of
Allah and His blessings be upon you, O
People of the House! He is indeed wor-
thy of all praise full of all glory!”
(11.73). At 33.33 there is a reference to
the purity and the excellence of the ahl
al-bayt of Prophet Muhammad, and this
has led some commentators to extend
the term to the wives of the Prophet. But
Sara was only addressed as a member of
the ahl al-bayt after she was told of her
imminent motherhood of a prophet, so
perhaps the title is dependent not on
marriage but on offspring. ‘And We
ordained that he refuse to seek any fos-
ter mother before so she said: “Shall 1
point out to you a household who will
take care of him for you, and will be
kind to him?”” So We restored him to his
mother that she might be comforted and
not grieve, and that she might know that
the promise of Allah is true. But most of
them know not’ (28.12-13). The mother
of Moses is classed as a member of the
ahl al-bayt, not for being the wife of
‘Imran, but for being the mother of
Moses. Marriage cannot confer the title
since the wives of Noah and Lot were
not considered ahl al-bayt despite the
significance of their spouses. They
shared the fate of the rest of community
at that time.
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Noah actually tried to get God to
class his son as a member of the Family
of the House but to no avail: ‘And
Noabh cried unto his Lord and said: “My
Lord! Verily my son is of my family; and
verily Your promise is true, and You are
the most just of the judges.” He [God]
said: “O Noah! Verily he is not of your
family. In fact, he does not behave as a
righteous person; therefore do not ask
what you have no knowledge about; I
truly advise you not to behave like an
ignorant person’ (11.45-46). Noah
argued for his son, and the reply was
that he was not worthy to be his son.
Noah had three other sons who were
believers and who with their wives
entered the Ark and were saved and
Kanan was Noah’s son by his other
wife, who was a disbeliever and who
perished along with her son. Merit is a
criterion of membership. Ahl al-bayt are
only the individuals among the Prophet’s
descendants who also had close affinity
in character and spiritual attainment
with Prophet.

The term ahl signifies the members of
a household of a man, including his fel-
low tribesmen, kin, relatives, wife (or
wives), children, and all those who share
a family background, religion, housing,
city and country with him. Bayt refers to
habitation and dwelling, including tents
and buildings. The ahl al-bayt of any
person refers to his family members and
all those who live in his house. The term
ahl al-bayt (People of the House) is used
twice in the Qur’an: ‘the mercy of Allah
and his blessing are on you, O people of
the house’ (11.73). This verse refers to
the people of the House of Ibrahim.
‘Allah only desires to keep away
uncleanness from you, O people of the
House! And to purify you [with] a
[thorough] purifying’ (33.33). This verse
may refer to the members of the house-
hold of the Prophet. The Shi‘i consider
the ahl al-bayt to include exclusively



Muhammad, ‘Ali, Fatima, Hasan and
Husayn. They do not consider the Pro-
phet’s other offspring, wives, sons of
paternal uncles and dwellers in his house
as the Messenger’s ahl al-bayt. They
base their argument on the genuine and
authentic traditions narrated by the
companions of the Prophet recorded in
the Sunni and Shi‘i sources. However,
there are, as is often the case, a wide
variety of different rulings on this issue.
Different religious groups in the Islamic
world tend to value different personalities
as they appear in the Qur’an and so
membership of the ahl al-bayt varies
from one group to another.

See also: al-Qadi al-Nu‘man; punishment
and original sin; Shi‘a; zahir
OLIVER LEAMAN

AHL AL-DHIKR

It says in the Qur’an: ‘Ask the ahl al-
dhikr (those who know) if you do not
know’ (16.43; see also 21.7). Who are
the ahl al-dhikr? This verse instructs the
Muslims to refer to the people who
know in all things which perplex them
so that they may discern the path to the
truth, because God, having taught them,
has nominated them for that particular
purpose. Their knowledge is deeply
rooted and they know how to interpret
the Qur’an. This verse could have been
revealed to introduce the family of the
(Prophet’s) house, the ahl al-bayt. They
are the Prophet Muhammad, ‘Al
Fatima, Hasan and Husayn, and possi-
bly their successors. There are traditions
accepted within the Shi‘i school to that
effect. The meaning of the aya suggests
to some that the ah/ al-dhikr refers to the
people of the book, i.e. Jews and Chris-
tians. But the Qur’an has mentioned in a
number of verses that they altered the
Word of God (tahrif) and they wrote
their religious books themselves, claim-

AHL AL-DHIKR

ing that it was from God. It also refers
to their lies and turning the truth upside
down. Given this state of affairs, it is
unlikely that the Qur’an instructed the
Muslims to refer to them on issues
about which the Muslims themselves are
confused.

Al-Bukhari has reported in his Sahih
collection of traditions in ‘The Book of
Testimony’ under the heading ‘The ah/
al-shirk (polytheists) are not to be asked’
(Vol. 3: 163): ‘The Prophet said: “Do
not believe the people of the book and
do not consider them as liars but say:
‘We believe in God and what was
revealed.”” This means we should not
refer questions to them, rather, we
should abandon and ignore them
because the command not to believe
them or to consider them as liars would
remove the point of asking them, i.e.,
awaiting the right reply. Al-Bukhari has
reported in his Sahih in ‘The Book of
Unity’ (Vol. 8: 208) that Ibn ‘Abbas
said: ‘O Muslims! How come you ask
the people of the scriptures, although
your book which was revealed to his
Prophet has the most recent information
from Allah and you recite it, a book
which has not been distorted? Allah has
revealed to you that the people of the
scriptures have changed with their own
hands what was revealed to them and
they have said: “This is from Allah” in
order to get some worldly benefit
thereby.” Ibn ‘Abbas added: ‘Isn’t the
knowledge revealed to you sufficient to
prevent you from asking them? By
Allah, I have never seen any one of them
asking [Muslims] about what has been
revealed to you.’

Among the People of the Book, the
Christians claim that Jesus is God while
the Jews will not accept him even as a
prophet. Both of them criticize Islam
and the Prophet and call him a liar.
Bearing this in mind, it is highly unlikely
that God would command us to ask
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them if we accept that the ahl al-dhikr
from the apparent meaning of the verse
refers to the People of the Book, i.e. the
Jews and Christians. More plausible is
that God granted knowledge of the
Book on those spiritual and intellectual
leaders whom he has chosen so that
people can refer to them in trying to
understand those points of the Qur’an
that are less clear than others. From a
Shii point of view, the experts here are
the imams. God wished the people to
submit to this elite group, and so he
chose them and taught them the knowl-
edge of the book. As a result the lea-
dership of the community was improved
and the affairs of the people organized
efficiently. Whether this interpretation of
the verse is satisfactory or not, it is cer-
tainly true that the idea that the Jews
and Christians would be asked to decide
on difficult issues in a religious book not
their own seems highly improbable. There
is also a plausible Sunni interpretation in
terms of the ahl al-dhikr being the leading
‘ulama’ (scholars) and legal authorities
(fugaha’), or any other group in which they
placed confidence in religious matters.

See also: ahl al-bayt; ahl al-kitab
OLIVER LEAMAN

AHL AL-KITAB

There are varying attitudes in the
Qur’an to those called the People of the
Book, who are sometimes regarded in a
friendly way as allies and at other times
with rather more suspicion and hostility.
During the Meccan period, the believers
were few, disorganized, and in danger.
Revelations dealt with the existence and
identity of the One God, the signs of his
existence, and the coming of the Last
Judgement. Believers in Islam were in
the process of learning the nature of
piety and virtue, forming their char-
acters accordingly and recognizing these
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virtues in others, perhaps especially
those recipients of earlier books such as
the Jews and Christians. In the Medinan
period, the community was organized
and cohesive but was, at first, impover-
ished and threatened politically and
militarily. Still, revelations continued to
praise the virtuous Jews and Christians:
‘Not all of them are alike: of the People
of the Book are a portion that stand [for
the right]; they rehearse the signs of God
all night long, and they prostrate them-
selves in adoration. They believe in God
and the Last Day; they are involved in
what is right and forbid what is wrong;
and they hasten to carry out good
works: they are in the ranks of the
righteous. Of the good that they do,
nothing will be rejected of them; for
God knows well those that do right’
(3.113-115).

But in other places the text is far
harsher about the People of the Book,
especially the Jews. In an interesting
passage Muslims are told to ‘Say to the
People of the Book and the Gentiles
“Do you also surrender yourselves to
God?” If they surrender (aslama) they
are rightly guided” (3.20). This could
mean they need to carry out their normal
religious obligations according to the
rites of their own faiths, and the Qur’an
is particularly favourably inclined to the
Jews observing the Sabbath, for example.
On the other hand, it could mean they
are rightly guided only if they actually
become Muslims. Yet we are told that
all the creatures in heaven and earth have
submitted to him, using the same word,
and presumably this does not mean that
they have all become Muslims.

The Sabeans are referred to as People
of the Book in 2.62 and 5.69, so it is not
exclusively a category reserved for Jews
and Christians. At 22.17 everyone is
divided up into three groups: those who
believe in the Qur’an; the Jews, Chris-
tians, Sabeans and Magians; and the



polytheists. As a sort of middle cate-
gory, the People of the Book are not
promised salvation unless they behave
well and have faith in God. Some verses
are critical of them in these respects, and
link them more with the polytheists.
Thus we are told that the Christians
often claim that Jesus is a divine being,
committing the sin of shirk or associat-
ing partners with God, while the Jews
often do not obey their own Torah, even
the falsified version that they say is the
Word of God. A particular complaint
against them is that they may seek to
mislead Muslims, and the latter are
instructed to be careful of them in this
respect. In any case Muslims are called
the best people and the People of the
Book are mainly evildoers thoroughly
set in their ways (3.110). Further on in
this sura we are told that only those
People of the Book who accept all the
divine revelations, including those of the
Prophet himself, deserve an eventual
reward (3.198-199).

In 5.51 Muslims are instructed not to
be friends with Jews or Christians, and
3.118 advises Muslims to only have fel-
low Muslims as friends. There are also
references to the need to fight non-
Muslims, and sometimes the People of
the Book are put into the same category
here as the polytheists. Perhaps this is a
reflection of the growing disappoint-
ment at the obduracy of the Jews in
particular as the Prophet’s mission con-
tinued and the groups whom he earlier
hoped to convert proved less welcoming
than he had expected. Perhaps the
change of direction of the gibla reflected
this change of attitude, since praying
initially in the direction of Jerusalem
might be regarded as a gesture designed
to win the allegiance of the Jews. Clearly
they would not be attracted by the idea
of praying in the direction of Mecca.
The Jews tend to be regarded with more
hostility than the Christians, perhaps

AHMAD B. HANBAL

because as a political group in Arabia
they were a more present danger; the
Christians were generally more distant
in the foreign empire of Byzantium and
not an immediate obstacle. ‘You will
find that the most implacable of men in
their hostility to the faithful are the Jews
and the pagans, and that the nearest in
affection to them are those who say “we
are Christians’” (5.82), and the sura
continues with accounts of Christians
appreciating the truth of the Qur’an.

Further reading

Geiger, A. (1970) Judaism and Islam, ed. M.
Perlmann, New York: Ktav.

Ridgeon, L. (2000) Islamic Interpretations of
Christianity, New York: St Martin’s
Press.

See also. hanif; Judaism; kitab; Qur’anic
Studies; wali
OLIVER LEAMAN

AHL AL-SUNNA

See. sunna

AHMAD

see: Injil; Muhammad

AHMAD B. HANBAL
Abu ‘Abdullah Ahmad b. Muhammad
b. Hanbal al-Shaybani al-Marwazi was
born in Baghdad in 164/780 and died in
the same city on 12 Rabi al-Awwal 241/
31 July 855. He was the founder of one
of the four Sunni legal schools in Islam.
Ahmad b. Hanbal belonged to an Arab
family known as Banu Shayban. His
family moved from Marw to Baghdad.
His genealogy stretches back to one of
the grandfathers of the Prophet, Nizar.
His own grandfather, Hanbal b. Hilal,
was a governor of Sarakhs during the
reign of the Umayyads, who supported
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the ‘Abbasid revolution and then served
in the ‘Abbasid army.

Ahmad b. Hanbal was initially educated
in Baghdad where he memorized the
Qur’an and then studied Arabic gram-
mar, Islamic law (figh) and prophetic
tradition (hadith). He continued his
education with eminent teachers such as
Hushaym b. Bashir, ‘Abd al-Rahman b.
Mahdi, Sufyan b. ‘Uyayna, Yahya b.
Sa‘id al-Kattan and Imam Shafi‘i. He
learned Islamic law (figh) and Islamic legal
methodology (usul al-figh) from Shafi‘i.
Ahmad b. Hanbal taught a number of
students such as the famous traditionalists
al-Bukhari, Muslim, Tirmidhi and Nasa’i.

Under the influence of Mu‘tazilite
scholars, the ‘Abbasid caliph al-Ma’mun
(813-833) had pressured Ibn Hanbal
into accepting the Mu‘tazilite dogma of
the createdness of the Qur’an. Ibn Hanbal
refused to accept this principle, which he
considered to be contrary to orthodox
belief. Because of his refusal, he was per-
secuted and imprisoned. The caliph
al-Mu‘tasim (r. 833-842) adopted the
same policy and Ibn Hanbal remained
in prison where he was severely tor-
tured. Fortunately for him, al-Muta-
wakkil (r. 847-861) took control and re-
established a more orthodox approach,
and as a result Ibn Hanbal was able to
continue his teaching activity.

Ibn Hanbal was one of the leading
defenders of the Salafi position. His
main theological views can be summar-
ized as follows: one must believe in God
as described in the Qur’an. For him, the
nature of God’s attributes cannot be
known rationally. We cannot under-
stand how we can ascribe attributes to
God rationally. In this respect, he rejects
negative theology (tanzih) and anthro-
pomorphism (tashbih). For Ibn Hanbal,
the attributes and the names of God are
eternal. Considering the issue of human
action he adopted a middle approach
between the doctrine of the Mu‘tazila
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and the Jabriyya. On his view the
Qur’an is the eternal speech of God and
it is uncreated. He bitterly criticized the
Mu‘tazilite dogma of the createdness of
the Qur’an. For him, faith consists of
acceptance by heart, outward expression
and action. Although the sinner is liable to
punishment, he or she remains a believer.
Faith can increase through virtuous
behaviour and decrease with the opposite.
His theological views were developed and
defended by scholars of later generations
such as Abu Sa‘id al-Darimi, Ibn Abi
Ya‘la, Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim.
A number of works were attributed to
Ibn Hanbal. Among them only the
Musnad, which is a collection of around
30,000 traditions, was written by him.
Other works were collected and written
by his son ‘Abdullah b. Ahmad b. Hanbal
and by his other students upon his
death. Ibn Hanbal gave traditions (hadith)
a key role in Islamic law and theology. His
legal approach was centred on revealed
texts, i.e. the Qur’an and the traditions
and on the sayings of the Companions.
He opposed using personal opinion
(ra@’y) and analogical reasoning (giyas) in
his legal theory. On the methodological
level, he took a literal approach to the
text of the Qur’an and the traditions.

Further reading

Bell, J.N. (1979) Love Theory in Later Han-
balite Islam, Albany, NY: SUNY Press.
Ibn Hanbal (1985) Kitab al-sunna (Book of
Tradition), ed. Muhammad Said Basyuni,

Beirut: Dar al-kutub al-‘ilmiyya.

—— (1987) Kitab al-‘ilal wa ma‘arifat al-rijal
(Book of the Deficiencies and the Knowl-
edge of Narrators’ Biographies), ed. Talat
Kogyigit and Ismail Cerrahoglu, Istanbul:
al-Maktaba al-islamiyya.

(n.d.) al-Rad ‘ala al-jahmiyya wa’l-

zanadiqa (The Refutation of the Jahmites

and the Heretics), ed. ‘Abdurrahman

Umayra, Riyadh: Adwa al-shari‘a.

See also: al-Ash‘ari; tafsir — Salafi views
OLIVER LEAMAN



AHQAF

Ahgaf is the plural of higf, meaning a
long and curved body of sand. Al-Ahgaf
is the name of long tracts of sand in the
region of Esh—Shihr, the country of the
‘Ad.

Al Ahgaf is the title of the Meccan
sura 46 in the Qur’an. It was revealed to
Prophet Muhammad during his struggle
with the polytheist Quraysh. The Qur’an
tells the story of the tribe of ‘Ad who
fought their prophet Hud as the Mec-
cans fought him. It reports that because
of their vehement rejection of him, the
people of ‘Ad were totally destroyed by
the command of Allah, but their dwell-
ings remain as a warning.

See also: “‘Ad
RAFIK BERJIAK

‘A’ISHA

‘A’isha was the third wife of the Pro-
phet, and the only virgin he married.
His first and only wife for twenty-four
years was Khadija bint al-Khuwaylid,
who was about nineteen years older
than him. He married Khadija when she
was 40 and he was 21 and stayed mar-
ried only to her until her death. Just
after Khadija’s death, when he was
around 46 years old, the Prophet mar-
ried his second wife, Sawda bint Abi
Zam’a. It was after this second marriage
that the Prophet became betrothed to
‘A’isha. She was the daughter of Abu
Bakr, one of the Prophet’s closest
friends and devoted followers. Abu
Bakr was one of the earliest converts to
Islam and hoped to solidify the deep
love that existed between himself and
the Prophet by uniting their families in
marriage.

The betrothal of Abu Bakr’s daughter
‘A’isha took place in the eleventh year
of Muhammad’s Prophethood, which
was about a year after he had married

‘A’ISHA

Sawda bint Zam’a and before he made
his hijra (migration) to Medina. There
are four ahadith in the Sahih of al-
Bukhari and three ahadith in Sahih
Muslim that clearly state that ‘A’isha
was ‘nine years old’ at the time that her
marriage was consummated by the Pro-
phet. These ahadith are very much the
same and they read as follows: ‘A’isha
narrated that the Prophet was betrothed
(zawaj) to her when she was six years
old and he consummated (nika) his
marriage when she was nine years old,
and then she remained with him for nine
years (Bukhari, Vol. 7, Bk 62, No. 64).
Of the four ahadith in Bukhari, two were
narrated by ‘A’isha herself (7, 64 and 7,
65), one by Abu Hisham (5, 236) and
one via ‘Ursa (7, 88). All three of the
ahadith in Muslim have ‘A’isha as a
narrator. Additionally, all of the ahadith
in both books agree that the marriage
betrothal contract took place when
‘A’isha was ‘six years old’, but was not
consummated until she was ‘nine years
old’. Additionally, a hadith with the
same text (matn) is reported in Sunan
Abu Dawud. This evidence is very strong
from an Islamic point of view. So there
is really no room for debate about
‘A’isha’s age, although some have
argued that in fact she was a lot older
when she married. But until someone
proves that in the Arabic language the
words meaning ‘nine years old’ mean
something other than ‘nine years old’,
then we need to accept that she was
‘nine years old’. Nonetheless, some con-
tinue to argue that she was really a
lot older when the marriage was con-
summated.

From the accounts we have, the mar-
riage with ‘A’isha was consummated in
Shawwal, seven months after the Pro-
phet’s hijra from Mecca to Medina. At
the time of his marriage to “A’isha, the
Prophet was over 50 years old. It should
be noted that the Prophet’s marriage to
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‘A’isha was apparently a very happy one
for both parties, as the hadith litera-
ture attests. ‘A’isha was his favourite
wife and the only virgin that he ever
married.

After migrating to Medina, Muham-
mad married numerous other wives,
eventually totalling fifteen in his life-
time. Each of these marriages was done
either for political reasons, to strengthen
the ties of kinship or to help a woman in
need. Quite a few of the wives were
widows, older women or had been
abandoned and thus were in need of a
home and protection. Additionally, it
should be mentioned that the same
collection of Muslim hadith literature
that tells us that “A’isha was only nine
years old at the time of the marriage
tells us that the marriage was divinely
ordained: “A’isha is reported to have
said that “The Messenger of God said
(to me): ‘“You have been shown to me
twice in (my) dreams. A man was carry-
ing you in a silken cloth and said to me,
“This is your wife.” I uncovered it; and
behold, it was you.”” He continued: ‘I
said to myself, “If this dream is from
God, He will cause it to come true’”
(Bukhari, Vol. 7, Bk 62, No. 15). The
Prophet also told her Jibril came to him
and showed him a picture of her on a
piece of green silk and said, ‘She is
your wife in this world and in the next
world.’

Just before her wedding, ‘A’isha related
that shortly before she was to leave her
parents’ house, she slipped out into the
courtyard to play with a friend. The
stories that were produced by ‘A’isha are
worth repeating in that they give a good
indication of the light and easy style of
her prose, which must have played an
important role in presenting a less ser-
ious side to Islam. ‘I was playing on a
seesaw and my long streaming hair
became dishevelled’, she said. “They came
and took me from my play and made
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me ready.” They dressed her in a wedding
dress made from fine, red striped cloth
from Bahrain and then her mother took
her to the newly built house where some
women of the Ansar were waiting outside
the door. They greeted her with the
words, ‘For good and for happiness, may
all be well.” Then, in the presence of the
smiling Prophet a bowl of milk was
brought. The Prophet drank from it
himself and then offered it to ‘A’isha.
She modestly declined it, but he insisted
she drink as well and then offered the
bowl to her sister Asma’ who was sitting
beside her. The others who were present
also drank from it, and that was all there
was to the simple and solemn occasion
of their wedding.

Her marriage to the Prophet did not
change ‘A’isha’s playful ways, and her
young friends continued to regularly
come to visit her in her own room. ‘I
would be playing with my dolls’, she
once said, ‘with the girls who were my
friends, and the Prophet would come in
and they would slip out of the house
and he would go out after them and
bring them back, for he was pleased for
my sake to have them there.” Sometimes
he would say, ‘Stay, where you are’,
before they had time to leave, and
would also join in their games. ‘One
day’, ‘A’isha said, ‘the Prophet came in
when I was playing with my dolls and
said, ““A’isha, whatever game is this?”
“It is Solomon’s horses,” I replied, and
he laughed.” On another occasion, dur-
ing the days of the Eid al-Adha, two
young girls were with ‘A’isha in her
room, singing a song about a famous
battle and beating a tambourine. ‘The
Messenger of Allah came in’, said
‘A’isha, ‘and lay down with his face
turned away. Then Abu Bakr came, and
scolded me, saying, “What is this musi-
cal instrument of Shaytan doing in the
house of the Messenger of Allah?”
The Messenger of Allah turned towards



him and said, “Leave them alone, for
these are the days of the Eid.”” This
report was used subsequently as reli-
gious authority for music, albeit of a
limited kind.

After a while, ‘A’isha asked the girls
to leave, and the Prophet asked ‘A’isha
whether she would like to watch the
Abyssinians who were giving a fighting
display with their weapons in the mos-
que and she said yes. ‘By Allah’, said
‘A’isha, ‘I remember the Messenger of
Allah standing at the door of my room,
screening me with his cloak, so that I
could see the sport of the Abyssinians as
they played with their spears in the
mosque of the Messenger of Allah. He
kept standing for my sake until I had
enough and then I went back in, so you
can well imagine how a young girl
enjoyed watching this display.’

A’isha seems to have been an intelligent
and observant young girl with a very
good memory. Her reports do a great
deal to lighten the narratives describing
the Prophet’s life, and her contribution
to the image of the Prophet is sig-
nificant. “A’isha spent the next nine
years of her life with the Prophet and she
is usually held to have remembered all that
she saw and heard with considerable
accuracy. Whereas Khadija was already
a mature woman when she married the
Prophet, “A’isha was a lively young girl
who still had much to learn, and she was
very quick to do so; nor was she afraid
to talk back in order to find out the
truth or make it known to others.
Whenever she beat someone else in
argument, it is said that the Prophet
would smile and say, ‘She is the daughter
of Abu Bakr!” Musa ibn Talha once
said, ‘I have not seen anyone more elo-
quent than ‘A’isha.” ‘A’isha became so
profound in her comments that one of
her contemporaries used to say that if
the knowledge of ‘A’isha were placed on
one side of the scales and that of all other
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women on the other, ‘A’isha’s side
would outweigh the other. Abu Musa
once said, “‘Whenever a report appeared
doubtful to us, the Companions of the
Prophet, and we asked ‘A’isha about it, we
always learned something from her
about it.’

When she first came to live in the
Prophet’s household as a young girl, we
are told that a strong and lasting
friendship grew up between her and the
Prophet’s second wife Sawda, and
Sawda took care of her along with the
rest of the household. When ‘A’isha
grew up, Sawda, who was by then an
old woman, gave up her share of the
Prophet’s time in favour of ‘A’isha and
was content to manage his household
and be umm al-muw’minin (‘The Mother
of the Believers), a title of respect that
was given to all of the wives of the Pro-
phet. Their special status is reflected in
that the Qur’an clearly states that no
man could marry any of them after they
had been married to the Prophet, for:
‘The Prophet is closer to the believers
than their ownselves, and his wives are
as their mothers’ (33.6). Also, we read:

O you wives of the Prophet, if any of you
is openly indecent, the punishment for
her will be doubled — and that is easy for
Allah. And whoever of you submits to
Allah and His Messenger and does right,
We shall give her a reward twice over
and We have prepared a generous provi-
sion for her. O you wives of the Prophet,
you are not like any other women. If you
are fearful of Allah, then do not be soft in
your speech, lest someone whose heart is
sick is attracted to you, but speak words
that are wise. And stay quietly in your
houses, do not make a dazzling display
like that of the earlier time of ignorance,
and establish prayer and give money to
charity and obey Allah and His Messen-
ger. Surely Allah wishes to remove
impurity far from you, O People of the
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House, and to purify you completely.
(33.30-33)

It was because of the Prophet Muham-
mad’s unique station with God that his
wives and his Companions were expec-
ted by Allah to behave with such respect
towards the Prophet that his wives
could not possibly marry anyone else
after having been married to him:
‘When you ask his wives for something,
ask them from behind a screen. That is
purer for your hearts and for their
hearts. It is not for you to cause injury
to the Messenger of Allah, or ever
marry his wives after him. To do that
would be something dreadful in the
sight of Allah’ (33.53).

It is not difficult to grasp the role that
‘A’isha played in softening the image of
the Prophet and linking him more clo-
sely to the lifestyles of his followers.
During the nine years that ‘A’isha was
married to the Prophet she witnessed
many of the significant events that
shaped the destiny of the first Muslim
community of Medina, and she pre-
sented a view of them which was both
highly personal and compelling. It was
during the course of their marriage that
the direction of the gibla was changed
from Jerusalem to Mecca, thereby more
clearly distinguishing the Muslims from
the Jews and the Christians, and it was
when they were married that she must
have listened to many of the Jews and
the Christians and the idol worshippers
who came to argue with the Prophet in
the hope that they could find a plausible
excuse to justify their rejection of him,
which is certainly how °‘A’isha repre-
sented them. It was also during the
course of their marriage that drinking
alcohol was finally forbidden, that it
was made clear what food was halal and
what food was haram, that many
thought it became necessary for women
to wear the hijab in public and when
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praying, that the guidance as to how to
fast was revealed, that paying zakat
(alms) became obligatory for all Muslims,
and that all the rites of the hajj were
established and regularized.

In fact, every aspect of life, from birth
to death and everything that happens in
between, was illuminated by the way in
which the Prophet behaved — and it was
this way of behaviour, the sunna, that
‘A’isha helped to preserve and protect,
not only by embodying it herself but
also by teaching it to others. ‘A’isha was
once asked to describe the Prophet and
she replied that he was ‘the Qur’an
walking’, meaning that his behaviour
was the Qur’an translated into action.
She did all that she could to do likewise.
Thus she not only knew and embodied
the sunna, but also she memorized the
Qur’an by heart and understood it. It
was during the course of their marriage
that, among other things, the battles of
Badr, and Uhud, and al-Khandaq (the
Ditch) were fought. These were the three
major battles against the Quraysh, that
shifted the balance of power out of the
hands of the kafirun (unbelievers) and
into the hands of the Muslims.
Although she was still very young,
‘A’isha participated in them all, bring-
ing water for the Muslims and helping
to look after the wounded. She certainly
seems to have been loath to stay at
home passive.

It was when they were married that
the Jews are said to have plotted and
tried to kill the Prophet on more than
one occasion, without success, and were
punished for this. First, Jewish tribes
such as the Banu Qayunqa and the
Banu Nadhir were expelled from Med-
ina; and then the Banu Qurayza — who,
we are told, had broken their agreement
with the Muslims during the battle of al-
Khandaq and conspired to destroy
them — were subjected to the punish-
ment that was decided by the man



whom they themselves had chosen to
judge their actions, Sa‘id ibn Mu‘adh. In
accordance with the commands con-
tained in their own book, the Torah
(although it is not clear where in the
Torah this law is to be found), all the
men were killed — with the exception of
four who accepted Islam; all the women
and children were taken as slaves. It was
after this event that another tribe, the
Banu al-Mustaliq began to prepare to
fight the Muslims, and accordingly the
Prophet led an army against them. This
campaign led to an interesting con-
troversy that arose in relation to the
conduct of ‘A’isha.

Often when the Prophet went to war,
he took one of his wives with him. He
did not choose anyone in particular, but
simply drew lots and took the wife
whose name came out. When he went to
fight the Banu al-Mustaliq, the lot fell to
‘A’isha. ‘A’isha, who was then 13 years
old, was small, slim and graceful, so that
it was difficult for the men who carried
her litter to know for certain whether or
not she was actually inside it when they
lifted it up, or so it has been said. On the
way back to Medina, after the Banu al-
Mustaliq had been subdued, the Muslim
army stopped for a rest, but then the
Prophet unexpectedly ordered the army
to continue the march back. Unknown
to everyone else, ‘A’isha had stepped
out of her litter for a few minutes and
had left the camp, seeking some privacy.
On her way back she had noticed that
her onyx necklace was missing and so
she retraced her steps to try and find it.
When at last she found it and returned
to the camp, it was to find that everyone
had gone. The men who had been car-
rying her litter had thought she was still
in it and had picked it up, strapped it to
the camel and marched on. ‘A’isha, who
trusted completely in Allah, sat down
and waited, hoping that someone would
notice her absence and come back for
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her. Fortunately she did not have long to
wait, for a young Muslim man named
Safwan, who had fallen behind the army
after taking a rest, reached the camp
during the night and found her lying fast
asleep.

Safwan immediately recognized her,
because he had seen her in the early days
before God was interpreted as having
instructed women to wear the hijab.
‘Inna lillahi wa inna ilayhi raji‘un!
(Surely we come from Allah and surely
to Him we return!)’, he is said to have
exclaimed in surprise, waking ‘A’isha up
with the loudness of his voice. He did
not say anything else, and ‘A’isha put
back on the scarf that had fallen off her
head while she was asleep. Safwan made
his camel kneel down close to her so
that she could climb up on to it, then,
leading the camel by hand, he set off on
foot after the army, hoping that they
would soon catch up with it, which they
eventually did later the next morning,
since the army had halted for a rest
during the hottest part of the day.
Unfortunately, some slanderers who
had seen Safwan and °‘A’isha arrive
alone together began to gossip and
spread lies about them. Eventually the
story reached the Prophet himself, and
by then the whole community was talk-
ing about what might or might now
have happened between the two young
Muslims. Naturally the faithful were
certain that nothing bad had happened,
but the munafiqun (hypocrites) thought
otherwise and were happy to make
insinuations as to the honour of the wife
of Muhammad.

When Safwan was confronted with
the allegations that had been made, he
replied, ‘Glory be to Allah! By Allah, I
have never removed the veil of any
woman!’, and ‘A’isha also proclaimed her
innocence by apparently quoting the
verse ‘Patience is beautiful, and Allah is
my protection against what you describe’
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(12.18). Just after she finished speaking,
the Prophet received a direct revelation
of some more ayas of the Qur’an, and
when it was over, he smiled and said, ‘Do
not worry, ‘A’isha, for Allah has revealed
proof of your innocence.” Then the Pro-
phet went to the mosque and recited
what had just been sent down. He
denounced slanderers (24.11-19) and the
implication is that the stories about his
wife were lies and false accusations. This
account gives an excellent description of
the complex ways in which the Qur’an, the
hadith and historical events of the time
are taken to play against each other. It
also builds up a rich picture of the sunna
of the Prophet, his activities and man-
ner, which was to become such a potent
source of material appropriate for emu-
lation by future generations of Muslims.

See also: backbiting; dreams; Judaism;
music
OLIVER LEAMAN

AKHAR

Akhar means another, the other, or a
thing or a person other than the former
or the first. This word appears in the
Qur’an thirty-eight times. It appears in
the singular and indefinite form, and
without the definite article a/- eleven
times. It appears with a/- in the singular
form three times. Akhar, by itself, was
mainly used in the description of the
process of polytheism and the associ-
ation of a partner with God. So this
process as a broad issue has been
described in the Qur’an in general terms
as in ‘Those who adopt, with Allah,
another god’ (15.96). Also, the Qur’an
uses akhar in the position of forbidding
the attribution of an associate to God:
‘So call not on any other god with
Allah, or thou wilt be among those under
the Penalty’ (26.213). In these verses akhar
is used as an adjective referring to an
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alleged god with Allah. And the Qur’an
warned those polytheists about claiming
there is another god with Allah (ilah
akhar). The Qur’an describes another
universal topic — the creation of the
human being. After the mention of the
stages of human creation from a drop of
water to a complete body with flesh and
blood, the Qur’an says ‘then We devel-
oped out of it another creature’ (23.14).
Once again, the word akhar, describing
the new nature of the living person,
appears without the definite article.
Al-akhar (the other) was used twice in
the sura of Yusuf in verses 36, ‘... Said
the other: “I see myself”’ (in a dream)
.. and in 41, °... as for the other, he
will hang from the cross ...". Al-akhar, in
these examples, describes a specific person,
in this case Yusuf’s prison companions.

Akhir

Akhir (last one; later) is mentioned in
the Qur’an twenty-eight times. The
Qur’an describes God as the First and
the Last. The Prophet praised God by
saying, ‘“You are the first one and there
is nothing before You, and You are the
last and there is nothing after You.” The
Muslim theologians described Allah as
the first with no beginning, and the last
without an end. However, this term
akhir is mentioned in the Qur’an at
length referring to the Day of Judge-
ment (al-yawm al-akhir). This extensive
use of the term indicates the importance
of the belief in the Day of Judgement in
Islam. The Day of Judgement is called
The Last Day because there is no day
after it. The term al-yawm (the daytime)
was so called in Arabic in relation to the
night that follows it. The Last Day is
also referred to as The Barren Day
because it will no longer bear a new
night. The Muslims are addressed in the
Qur’an as those who believe in Allah
and the Day of Judgement. There has



always been a strong connection between
believing in God and the Day of Judge-
ment in the Qur’an. The word akhir has
a crucial use in the Qur’an pertaining to
a fundamental pillar of faith. On that
day Allah will exchange this familiar
universe pertaining to his earthly tem-
porary life with the unseen, permanent,
everlasting world. The destiny of every
soul will begin with the resurrection
when Allah raises all the dead from their
graves and makes them alive again to
face his trial.

Al-akhira

Al-akhira (hereafter; Last Abode; next
life) is mentioned in the Qur’an 116
times. It appears in almost every chap-
ter. It is one of the most important
terms in the Qur’an because it represents
the foundation on which the Islamic
faith was built. The faith of a Muslim is
tested by belief in the hereafter. One
cannot be genuinely Muslim until one
believes in the unseen and still to be
experienced next life. The Qur’anic
message is intended for the entire uni-
verse, yet it will only be a guide for
those “... who believe in the Revelation
sent to you (Muhammad), and sent
before you, and in their hearts they have
the assurance of the hereafter’ (2.4).

The hereafter has been vividly depic-
ted in the Qur’an. It is the true life that
every soul should strive to reach safely.
It begins with the Day of Judgement
and continues perpetually. All creatures
will be divided into two major groups:
the righteous believers will be welcomed
to janna (paradise) while the disbelievers
and evildoers will be sentenced to reside
in jahannam (hellfire). So the hereafter is
a life of happiness and joy for those who
believed in Allah, his angels, books and
his messengers, and those who did good
deeds in their lives, while the disbelievers
will be severely punished.

‘ALAQ

Al-akhira is very valuable. All the
prophets conducted their lives and
practised their religious rituals and
taught their followers to pursue the
hereafter. This earthly life is too short
and worthless, and it is no more than a
passage to real life in the hereafter.
Islam insists that this temporary life is a
testing period for every soul and the
hereafter is the prize to be won or lost.

See also: eschatology; heaven; hell;
yawn;, zuhd
RAFIK BERJAK

‘ALAQ
The linguistic definition of ‘alag (sin-
gular ‘alaga) is ‘leech’, ‘medicinal leech’,
‘(coagulated) blood’, ‘blood clot’, or ‘the
early stage of the embryo’. The name of
the ninety-sixth sura in the Qur’an is the
surat al-*Alaq. In classical commentaries
the word ‘alag is taken to be blood and
identified with al-dam al-jamid (mud-like
blood), in accordance with the science of
the time. Now the interpretation of the
word has changed and the latest meaning
that is given to it is ‘the early stage of
the embryo’.

According to Sikandar Hussain
(1980), verses 1-5 of this sura (al-“Alaq)
are the first of the Qur’an and mention
the origin of humanity from ‘alaq,
relating it to reading, learning and writ-
ing. He suggests that ‘alaga is the third
stage of embryogenesis as described by
the Qur’an (23.14). The embryologist
Keith Moore (1986) claims in his essay
that the Qur’an brings to light aspects of
embryology that are only now being
understood, and there are several pas-
sages in which the developmental order
shows the pattern of human develop-
ment from the beginning (viz. 39.6;
23.13; 23.14; 32.9; and 22.5).

Bucaille (1979) also rejects the classical
translation of ‘alag as ‘blood clot’, and
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‘adhesion’. He says that ‘something which
clings’ is the translation of the word
‘alag, by which he meant ‘egg’. He
claims that it is the original meaning of
the word. A meaning derived from it —
‘blood clot” — often figures in transla-
tion; it is a mistake against which one
should guard: humanity has never passed
through the stage of being a ‘blood clot’.
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‘ALI IBN ABI TALIB

‘Ali’s name is inextricably linked with
the Qur’an, but despite much that has
been written on him, his pride of place
with regard to his unique, profound
knowledge of the Qur’an is yet to be
explored. He was not only one of the
finest reciters of the Qur’an, he was also,
as sources reveal, exceptionally skilful
and adept with regards to its contents.
His extraordinary knowledge of the
Qur’an as well as his influence on later
generations is well documented in the
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earliest surviving sources — Shi‘i, Sunni
and Sufi. Traditions are replete with
examples of his wisdom and deep
understanding of the Book as well as his
distinction and judiciousness in passing
legal judgments based on his knowledge
of the Qur’an. These have come down to
us in the form of gadaya, or legal decisions
that he gave during the Prophet’s life-
time as well as during the reigns of the
early caliphs including his own cali-
phate. The title al-Dayyan meaning ‘the
Judge’ is usually reserved for God but
according to the Lisan al-*Arab people
applied it to ‘Ali b. Abi Talib as the sage
of the community.

Among the many companions of the
Prophet who claim a special place in the
general exegeses of the Qur’an, a few
names stand out including those of ‘Abd
Allah ibn “‘Abbas, ‘Abd Allah ibn Mas‘ud,
‘Ubayy ibn Ka‘b and “Ali ibn Abi Talib.
Early reports by al-Dhahabi suggest that
Ibn ‘Abbas credited all his interpretation
of the Qur’an to ‘Ali while Ibn Mas‘ud
reports that ‘Ali possessed both the outer
and the inner Qur’an. This statement is
significant when we take into considera-
tion that “Ali referred to himself as natig
al-Qurran at Siffin when the opponents
tried to hurriedly end the conflict by
raising leaves of the Qur’an on spearheads.

‘Ali’s crucial role in history is
acknowledged by all Muslims. He is
held as a great champion of Islam in its
early struggle to survive, and as one of
the Rightly Guided caliphs who features
as the fountainhead of esoteric knowl-
edge. “Ali figures at the head of most of
the initiatory chains (silsilas) of Sufi
orders and he is also credited with lay-
ing down the first rules of Arabic gram-
mar. The Shi‘a, however, see in ‘Ali a
unique spiritual function alongside that of
the Prophet that gave him pre-eminence
and endowed him with the right to the
leadership or Imamate. The Prophet
Muhammad’s affection and regard for



‘Ali were evident to all. They had the
same grandfather, being first cousins,
and besides that °‘Ali later married
Fatima, the Prophet’s daughter. In
addition, Ibn Ishaq notes that the
youthful ‘Ali had been brought up in
Muhammad’s care, and was the first
male to believe in him and accept the
message of Islam. Muhammad himself
had been brought up in the household
of ‘Ali’s father, Abu Talib, who at the
time was the chief of the Banu Hashim
clan of the Quraysh. He died in 40/661.

References in the Qur’an

The close kin (ahl al-bayt) of the Pro-
phet enjoyed an exclusive status during
his lifetime, recognized by the Qur’an.
‘Ali had a special rapport with the Pro-
phet which did not remain unnoticed
within the community. ‘Ali was, as is
known, singled out by the Prophet for
many important tasks that involved
many far-reaching decisions, either pre-
ceded or followed by Qur’anic injunc-
tions. When aged only 13, “Ali
responded to the Prophet’s earliest
request for help when the injunction was
revealed: ‘And warn thy clan, thy near-
est of kin’ (26.214). The task of com-
municating the sura al-Bara‘a to the
people of Mecca, following a Qur’anic
revelation was eventually given to “Ali.
In the episode of mubahala (mutual cur-
sing) connected with the Qur’anic verse
3.61, revealed when the Christian dele-
gation from Najran visited the Prophet
in the year 10/631-2, the Prophet deci-
ded to take his family — “Ali, Fatima,
Hasan and Husayn. The Qur’an pro-
vides numerous instances where the
family (ahl al-bayt, aal, ahl, dhurriya,
qurba and itrat) are given more honour
and privileges than other believers. The
narratives in the Qur’an regarding the
preceding prophets and their descen-
dants are also quite explicit about their
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status, rank and unique position. In
Shi‘i literature, ‘Ali and the imams in the
Qur’an are therefore these descendants
of the Prophet referred to also as the signs
of God, the way, the straight path, the
light of God, the inheritors of the Book,
the people of knowledge, the holders of
authority and other such designations.

‘Ali and the exegeses of the Qur’an —
tafsir and ta’wil

‘Ali has a distinct place in the genesis of
the Qur’anic exegesis. His profound and
extraordinary knowledge of the Qur’an
is well attested in early and medieval
sources, although not evidently so in
modern scholarship. Muhammad envi-
saged that “Ali would have to fight for
the ta’wil — interpretation of the Qur’an —
just as he fought for its tanzil (the reve-
lation). Early traditional literature such
as the Sahih al-Bukhari record that “Ali
b. Abi Talib possessed both the inner
and the outer aspects of the Qur’an. His
exceptional wisdom and influence are
attested to in various historical, exege-
tical, biographical, traditional, mystical,
poetical and legal works. Traditions such
as “Ali is with the Qur’an and the
Qur’an is with ‘Ali’ and ‘I am the city of
knowledge and “Ali is its gate’ are indi-
cations of his exclusive erudition
regarding the Book of God. Sunni and
Shi‘i commentators concur that the
Qur’anic verse 2.269 on wisdom refers
to “Ali who was graced with this unique
gift. Tradition maintains that wisdom is
divided into ten parts, nine of which
were with ‘Ali while the remaining is
disseminated among other people.

In esoteric Islam the revelations of the
Qur’an are regarded as symbolic
expressions in human language of inner
spiritual realities. It thus contains more
profound depth and understanding than
what is apparent, and this deep, inner
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meaning is extracted through ta@’wil —
causing something to return to its origin.
In Abu Ya‘qub al-Sijistani’s Kitab al-
Iftikhar, for instance, Muhammad is the
natiq (proclaimer) receiving the revela-
tion (tanzil) and giving the shari‘a, while
‘Ali as his associate (wasi) explains the
inner meaning (batin) through the
science of ta’wil. He is therefore the
master of ta’wil and haqa’iq, explaining
the true meaning of the Qur’an and the
inner truths of religion.

‘Ali is also portrayed as one of the
four wellsprings: namely, intellect (‘ag/),
soul (nafs), proclaimer (natig) and
executor (wasi). The other term used for
‘Ali is asas (founder or foundation), as
he not only founded the historical line
of the Imamate but also his successors’
knowledge of the divine mysteries derived
from him. The inner and the outer aspects
are not independent but interdependent
and complementary to each other; they
are intertwined like the body and the
soul according to the Shawahid wa’l-
bayan of Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman.
Neither can be functional without the
other, just as a body without the soul is
unfit for life and the soul’s existence is
impossible to prove without the body.
Al-Sijistani explains this succinctly in his
Kitab al-Magqalid, referring to the tanzil
as the raw material and the ta’wil as the
manufactured goods. The function of
the ta’wil comes after the tanzil just as a
craftsman is unable to operate without
raw materials.

‘Ali’s role as an Imam was also
accomplished through the za’wil of the
Qur’an by unfolding layers of meanings
within the verses for those capable of
understanding. The knowledge that he
imparted to some specific individuals,
including Salman al-Farisi and Kumayl
b. Ziyad, was special, allowing them to
comprehend the Qur’an experientially.
His unique gift and miraculous ability
lay in enabling people to understand
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and emulate Muhammad’s inexplicable
spiritual phenomenon. Many recognize
this pre-eminent role of his as the
supreme wali whose love for God — losing
oneself in the essence of God — is epito-
mized in the tradition ‘he who knows his
self, knows his Lord’. When “Ali referred
to his intimate disciples as his Shi‘a — his
followers during the lifetime of the
Prophet — as attested in early historical
sources such as the Kitab al-zina of Abu
Hatim al-Razi, it is in the sense of initi-
ating them into their own inner reality.

‘Ali and the compilation of the
Qur’an

Scholars are unanimous regarding the
fact that ‘Ali possessed his own tran-
script of the text of the Qur’an that he
had collected himself, and his version,
although not available, is therefore the
first compilation ever of the Qur’an.
This is recorded in numerous traditions
reported in both Sunni and Shi‘i sour-
ces. The unique aspect about this ver-
sion was that it had been collected in the
order it was sent and Companions such
as Ibn Sirin, among others, have regretted
the loss of this text. Evidence of this is
to be found in sources such as Ibn Sa‘d’s
Tabagat, al-Baladhuri’s Ansab and al-
Suyuti’s /tgan. Frequently, ‘Ali is known
to have reminded people to ‘ask me
before you lose me ... there is not a
single verse of which I do not know
whether it was sent down at night or
during the day, or whether it was
revealed on a plain or in a mountain’.
Alongside this is the belief that the
versions compiled by ‘Ali and those by
‘Abd Allah b. Mas‘ud, ‘Ubayy b. Ka‘b
and others were not the same as those
collected by Zayd b. Thabit’s group. It
is true that it was some time before this
version later became the official one
under ‘Uthman. This is well attested in



the early historical, biographical and
exegetical sources but it was not until
the early nineteenth century that mod-
ern scholarship first raised these issues,
with Garcin de Tassy publishing in 1842
the additional chapter of the two lights.
This received a critical review from
Mirza Kazem Beg, who doubted the
first of the two chapters. Saint Clair
Tisdall (1913) accepted its possible
authenticity and also discovered the sura
al-Walaya, in which ‘Ali’s name is
explicitly mentioned. The explicit men-
tion of “‘Ali’s name is found also in Kitab
al-Qira’a by Abu ‘Abd Allah al-Sayyari
(ninth century), which, however, does
not include the sura al-Walaya (see
Amir-Moezzi, 1994). Schwally considers
the appearance of this sura late,
although outlines several suras that were
abbreviated. Examples of this include
sura al-Nur, sura al-Hijr and sura al-
Ahzab (N6ldeke and Schwally, 1909).
The basic premise in early Shi‘ Ith-
na‘ashari literature is that certain chan-
ges in the order of verses and suras did
take place and that there are variant
readings, tabdil, exchange of words such
as umma to @’imma, rearrangement of
words and deletion of words such as fi
‘Ali, Al-Muhammad, fi walayat “Ali in
the extant text. A list of variant readings
and additions found in early Shi‘i Ith-
na‘ashari literature is described by Meir
M. Bar-Asher, who outlines the clear
distinction between scholars of the
Buwayhid period (334/945-447/1055)
who display a tolerant attitude exemplified
by al-Tusi and al-Tibrisi, and the early
exegetes such as Furat al-Kufi, al-
Qummi and al-‘Ayyashi who had con-
cerns with the existing text. Generally,
Shii Ismai‘ili works highlighting the
ta’wil remain silent on aspects of
change, substitution or alteration. But
in Ibn al-Haytham’s Kitab al-Muna-
zarat, there is a record of not only
numerous verses revealed in relation to
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‘Ali and his Imamate but also specific
mention of the words ‘aliyyan, ‘aliyyun
and ‘alayya in the extant text, referring
actually to “Ali according to grammatical
rules. Examples of these are: ‘In the
mother of the Book which is with Us, he is
“Ali, full of wisdom’ (43.4); “We appointed
for them “Ali as a voice of truth’ (19.50);
and ‘This is the straight path of ‘Al
(15.41).

Additional research on early manu-
scripts of the Qur’an in San‘a by G.R.
Puin (1996) proposes that even more
varied arrangements of the Qur’an exis-
ted besides those of Ibn Mas‘ud and
‘Ubayy b. Ka‘b. Evidence of this in their
respective  Mushafs as well as in the
Sana‘ni manuscripts would, however,
invalidate the assertion that all suras
were put in their definitive form during
Muhammad’s lifetime. It would seem
fair to suggest that the compilation of
the Qur’an took place after the Pro-
phet’s death and that ‘Ali was the first
to do so from the version that he himself
had collected over the years that he had
known the Prophet intimately. ‘Ali’s
version, although regrettably not avail-
able, did become dispersed through his
family’s teachings, especially those of
al-Baqir and al-Sadiq, both of whom
were well-known authorities on the
Qur’an.
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AL-‘ALLAF, ABU’L HUDAYL
Abuw’l Hudayl Muhammad b. al-Hudayl
b. Abd Allah al-“Allaf al-Basri was born
in Basra around 135/752 and died in
Samarra around 235/850. He was a sig-
nificant thinker in early Islam and a
founder of the Basran branch of the
Mu‘tazilite school of thought.

Probably of Persian descent, Abu’l
Hudayl spent a great part of his life at
Basra, where he studied with Uthman b.
Khalid al-Tawil, Bishr b. Sa‘id and Abu
‘Uthman Zafarani, all students of Wasil
b. Ata. From an early age, Abu’l
Hudayl joined scholarly debates and also
studied philosophy through the Arabic
translations which were available to
him. Later when he moved to Baghdad,
Abu’l Hudayl was admitted to the court
circle during the time of Harun Rashid
and al-Ma’mun, and there he met with a
number of scholars and had lively dis-
cussions with them. He spent the last
years of his life in Samarra where he
died at the grand age of a hundred years.

Abu’l Hudayl, together with Wasil b.
‘Ata and Amr b. ‘Ubayd, was an
important figure in the formation of the
Mu‘tazilite school of thought. He taught
a number of students, among whom
were Nazzam, Shahham, Thumama b.
Ashras, Ja‘far b. Harb. Abu’l Hudayl
was also a prolific writer; he wrote a
number of works related to different



theological issues and polemical works
against different religious and philoso-
phical groups. None of his works is
extant, hence the only way to determine
his views is to look at the works of fig-
ures such as al-Ash‘ari, al-Baghdadi, al-
Shahrastani, Khayyat and ‘Abd al-Jabbar.

For Abu’l Hudayl, apart from the
senses, reason and true reports are the
sources of human knowledge. Any reli-
gious report can be accepted only if it is
reported by at least one of the candi-
dates for paradise, in other words, by a
true believer. The world consists of
atoms. Bodies are agglomerates of atoms
held together through the accidents of
composition, juxtaposition, contiguity
and conjunction. There are basic accidents
inherent in every single atom, such as
movement or rest, contiguity or isola-
tion, and being. Some of the accidents
may endure over a succession of moments,
some of them are instantaneous. Since
atoms are finite and hence created, the
world is also finite and created.

Abu’l Hudayl defines man as this
visible body that eats and drinks.
Although he uses the terms soul (nafs),
spirit (ruh) and life, their relation to the
body is not clear. Our power of acting is
the permanent accident that char-
acterizes us as fundamentally moral.
Only voluntary actions belong to us.
Will presupposes knowledge, which is
either innate or acquired. Abu’l Hudayl
considers sense perception, natural
knowledge of God, perception of good
and evil and that good may be pursued
and evil avoided as all innate. Hence,
every human being has an innate
knowledge of God’s existence. Although
he affirms in God a number of attri-
butes, he does not consider God’s
essence different from his attributes.
God created humanity for their well-
being. Hence, although he is able, God’s
doing evil to them is inconceivable.
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Again, God always does what is most
salutary for mankind.

Abu’l Hudayl considers the Qur’an as
the greatest miracle. For him there will
always be some saints in the world,
protected from committing any sin.
There will be reward and punishment in
the life to come. However, since the
world has a beginning and an end, at a
certain moment all movement in heaven
and hell will cease and will be converted
into a state of eternal consummation.
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ALLAH
The concept of God in the Qur’an

All Muslims across the world believe
that there is only one God, who has
created ‘the heavens, the earth and what
is between’. The expression of this faith
takes place in the first part of the sha-
hada, or the statement of faith: ‘there is
no deity but God and Muhammad is
His Messenger’. The statement is repe-
ated by Muslims in their five daily
prayers, in the call for prayer and in
their daily lives. To believe in one God
constitutes the central issue in Islam.
The Qur’an presents the Arabic name of
God as Allah. Unlike the ancient Greek
god Zeus, or the Hindu god Vishnu,
Allah, who has ninety-nine beautiful
names, is the same God of Christianity
and Judaism.
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Etymology

According to Muslim theologians, the
name Allah can be defined as ‘The
proper name of the One who is necessa-
rily existent in himself and deserves all
praises’. Indicating the oneness of God,
the word has no plural form and no one
can be named with it except God. Crea-
tures can be related to it as ‘abd or ser-
vant, such as ‘Abd-Allah or the servant
of God. The root of the name is al-ilah,
meaning ‘the God’. The word ilah (pl.
‘aliha) in Arabic is used as a generic
term for deities. In order to ease the
usage, Arabs frequently contract the
words based on certain grammatical
rules. Therefore, the two words, a/ and
ilah, were contracted into one and
became Allah. The name °Allah’ is
referred to in the Qur’an 2,697 times.

Despite their polytheistic traditions,
Arabs before Islam were also familiar
with the name Allah as the name of the
Supreme Being in heaven, which is evi-
dent in the Prophet’s father’s name,
‘Abdullah, the servant of Allah. The
Qur’an refers to their familiarity with
Allah in the following verse: ‘If you ask
them who has created the heavens and
the earth, they will say Allah’. Accord-
ingly, the Holy Book speaks of false
gods of Meccans, who were considered
mediators between human beings and
Allah. The Holy Book ridicules them for
worshipping powerless stones and
wood.

Although scholars link the name
Allah with El or Elohim, terms for God
in Hebrew, most Muslim theologians
and linguists believe that the origin of
the name is Arabic. Regardless of the
origin of the name, Muslims believe
that Allah is the same God as that of
Christianity and Judaism. It is he who
sent the Torah to Moses and the Gospel
to Jesus. He is the true God of all
creation.
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Existence of God

Scholastic Muslim theologians have
developed many arguments to prove the
existence of God. Two of them are well
known in Islamic theology: huduth
(creation) and imkan (contingency)
arguments. The first argument proves
that the universe existed and cannot
come into being without the One who
originates it. Therefore it cannot be cre-
ated by itself. Unlike the Aristotelian
argument, which operates on the princi-
ple of causality, in this argument the
world is not eternal. The Qur’an uses
the huduth argument in various verses
without referring to the term itself.
Therefore, the world is originated and
needs an originator. In other words,
whatever exists must have a sufficient
cause for its existence. The latter argu-
ment is based on the view that what
exists is divided into two categories. The
first category is one whose existence is
necessary in itself. The other category is
one whose existence depends on others.
The goal of this argument is to prove
that there is only one thing that neces-
sarily exists. It argues that the world’s
creation is contingent (mumkin), and a
contingent thing cannot be created by
another contingent thing. Otherwise it
would lead to an infinite series of con-
tingent causes. Consequently, it needs
the One who is necessarily existent in
himself. All other causes found in the
universe are contingent, thus there must
be an uncaused cause or the Cause of
Causes (musabbib al-asbab) to create them.

Through a sustained examination of
the Qur’anic verses, one finds a variety
of arguments to prove the existence of
God. Besides the above-mentioned two
arguments, the argument from universal
consent and teleological argument are
among those arguments found in the
Qur’an under various names. The won-
derful design of the universe, which is



the basis of the teleological argument, is
frequently referred to as a point of con-
templation in the Qur’an. This marvel-
lous and interrelated system of order
cannot have been brought about by
chance. As thinkers such as Nursi point
out, whoever created the eye of the
mosquito is the same person who cre-
ated the solar system. That is because
they are interrelated; the eyes of a mos-
quito are designed in accordance with
the level of the sunlight. ‘It is He who
has created seven heavens in harmony.
You cannot see any fault in the Bene-
ficent One’s creation; then look again:
Can you see any flaw?’ (67.3)

The Holy Book invites human beings
to contemplate the ways of God. The
Qur’an calls it ‘signs’ or ayat. Various
verses condemn those who do not use
their minds and reason to understand
the signs of God in the universe and in
their own creation. The Qur’an
encourages people to appreciate God’s
signs, since they are intelligent creatures.
The verse says: ‘We have sent down
upon you signs, clear indications, and
none denies their truth save the trans-
gressors’ (2.99). The word ‘sign’ is repe-
ated many times in the Qur’an.
Everything in the heavens and the earth
gives news of God, and they are signs of
God. Everything that happens tells us
something about God. Therefore, in the
heavens, in the natural world, in histor-
ical events, and inside us, are signs of
God. ‘We [God] have appointed the
night and the day as two signs’ (17.12).
‘A sign for them is the dead earth which
we brought to life, and from which we
brought forth grain that they eat’
(36.33). “‘And of His signs is the creation
of the heavens and earth, and the variety
of your tongues and colours’ (30.22).
‘Of His signs are the ships that run on
the sea like landmarks’ (42.32). ‘In the
earth are signs for those having cer-
tainty, and in yourselves’ (51.20-21). In
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short, everything is a sign because all
things are God’s creatures. Referring to
the verse ‘For people who think intelli-
gently there are signs in the creation of
the heavens and earth and in the altera-
tion of night and day’ (3.190), the Pro-
phet of Islam says, “‘Woe to those who
read this and do not contemplate’. The
Qur’anic text provides another sig-
nificant reference to the signs of God:

Your God is one God: There is no God
but He. He is the most Merciful, the Most
Compassionate. For a people who think
intelligently, there are signs in the crea-
tion of the heavens and earth, in the
alteration of night and day, in ships
which voyage on the seas to benefit peo-
ple, in the waters God sends down from
heaven giving life to the earth after it was
dead, in the populating of the earth with
every kind of living creature, in the hither
and thither of winds and clouds har-
nessed to His purposes between sky and
land. (2.163-4).

Muslim theologians such as Abu Man-
sur al-Maturidi (d. 944 cE), Sayf al-Din
al-‘Amidi (d. 1233 cg), Nasr al-Din al-
Tusi (d. 1274 cg), Adud al-Din al-Tji (d.
1355 cE) refer to the Qur’anic verses
relating to the creation of heavens and
earth as well as the creation of human
beings in their arguments designed to
prove the existence of God. The Qur’an
contains many verses that refer to the
amazing design and order in all crea-
tion. Abu Hanifa (d. 767 cE), founder of
the Hanafi school of Islamic law, offers
the parable of a ship in the ocean. Such
a ship needs to have a captain who will
guide it in the right direction.

The Qur’an also refers to aesthetic
arguments on various occasions. On the
creation of heavens and earth the Book
says that God has ornamented
(zayanna) the sky for you with stars
(67.5), and that He has made your water
pure (ma‘in) (67.30). Furthermore it
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eloquently refers to the beautiful crea-
tion of the human being and rebukes the
heedless: ‘man! What has seduced you
from your gracious Lord? He who cre-
ated you, and fashioned you, who pro-
portioned you suitably, and in the form
He wished He contrived you’ (82.6-8).
‘Surely We have created human beings
in the best fashion’ (95.4). The Qur’an
emphatically refers to God’s attribute of
creation (al-khalig): ‘Have they not
beheld the heaven above them, how We
established and adorned it in its unbro-
ken reach? The earth We stretched out,
setting there on the mighty hills, where
We made every kind of joyous thing to
grow; a vision and a reminder for every
penitent servant’” (50.6-8). With refer-
ence to the creation of the human being,
the Qur’an repeats again the beauty of
its form. ‘He created the heavens and
the earth with the real, formed you and
made your form beautiful, and to Him
is your return’ (64.3).

The nature of God

Muslim theologians believe that the first
thing to learn is knowledge about God.
Al-Razi (d. 1209) says that the knowl-
edge which is compulsory for every
Muslim is the knowledge of God. There
have been many attempts to elaborate
on God’s essence. It is often assumed
that the question of God’s nature has
occupied the minds of early Muslims,
and as such the Prophet forbade them
from thinking about it. ‘Think about
God’s bounties, but do not think about
God’s essence (dhat). Otherwise, you
will vanish.” God’s essence (dhat) cannot
be understood by the limited human
capacity. A famous statement with
regard to the nature of God has domi-
nated Islamic theology for centuries:
‘Whatever comes to your mind about
His nature, God is different than that’.
He is unique, is unlike all creation, and
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nothing is like Him’ (see 42.11). He is
immeasurably distinct from every crea-
ture. According to the teachings of
Islam, we, as human beings, are distant
from God while he is closer to us than
our jugular vein. A contemporary Isla-
mic thinker, Bediuzzaman Said Nursi
(d. 1960), elaborates on this by employ-
ing the parable of the sun and its light.
We are distant from the sun, but it is
close to us through its heat, light and
reflections, as the whole sun can be
reflected in the eyes of an individual.
Consequently, human beings are unable
to comprehend the essence of God, but
they are able to manifest his attributes
and his names, and to conceive these
manifestations in themselves as well as
in other creatures. The concept of the
creation of humans in God’s image has
no reference in the Qur’an; however, the
hadith refers to the notion of his image.
The Prophet says, ‘God has created
humans in the image of al-rahman.’
According to some theologians, the
Prophet indicates that a human being
constitutes the most reflective mirror of
al-Rahman’s name, as far as the mani-
festation of God’s names is concerned.
Yet the subtle question of the know-
ability of God remains. First of all, we
cannot understand God’s nature, but
can comprehend and attain the knowl-
edge of him according to our level
through reflection on God’s names. For
instance, one of God’s beautiful names
is al-‘alim (‘the Most Knowledgeable’).
Intuitively, humans know that their
knowledge is limited, but at the same
time they are fully aware of the concept
of knowledge and the meaning of being
knowledgeable about certain objects.
This limited knowledge becomes a
measure for human beings to imagine,
although in a limited way, the unlimited
knowledge of God. His essence is
beyond knowledge, we know in a lim-
ited way, through his attributes. All his



attributes are absolute, because nothing
can be compared to him. Even the Pro-
phet Muhammad, the most knowledge-
able man about God in Islam, in one of
his invocations confesses his limitation:
‘Lord, we have not known you as you
deserve.” The only one who knows
God’s essence is God himself. Accord-
ingly, prophets, saints and the righteous
know God, yet they know him through
his attributes and names, not his
essence. And even this knowledge is not
an easy task. Sufis, the mystics of Islam,
believe that over seventy veils remain as
obstacles in the way of attaining knowl-
edge of God. To remove each veil
requires an enormous amount of spiri-
tual effort. One might try to reach God
through removing all these veils. Para-
doxically, the Prophet narrates a state-
ment from God (hadith qudsi) in which
he says: ‘The heavens and the earth
cannot encompass Me, but I dwell in the
heart of My believers.” Students of the
mystical path in Islam have made
attempts to experience the knowledge of
God. They developed a three-stage pat-
tern: belief in God (iman billah); knowl-
edge of God (ma‘rifatullah); and love of
God (muhabetullah). The highest of
these stages seems to be love of God.
According to the Qur’an, God has
revealed himself through his messengers
in general and through Muhammad, the
seal of the prophets, in particular.
Muhammad received divine revelation
from God over a period of twenty-three
years, and the total of this revelation
constitutes the Holy Book of Islam, the
Qur’an. Muhammad’s first experience of
the divine presence and heavenly revela-
tion represent a remarkable event in the
history of Islam. In this very first
experience, the archangel Gabriel (Jibril)
becomes visible to Muhammad and
reveals several short verses in which
God describes himself as the One who
has created humans (khalag al-insan)
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and has taught them (‘allama) what they
knew not. The active particle of both
verbs has been repeatedly stated in the
Qur’an among God’s most beautiful
names. Therefore, two points can be
derived from these early verses. The first
point is the concept of tawhid, the one-
ness of God: ‘Your God is one God’
(41.6). The opposite of tawhid is shirk,
that is to claim a partnership with God,
or to worship someone along with God:
‘Worship God, and do not associate any
others with Him’ (4.36). Another verse
says, ‘Do not associate others with God.
To associate others is a mighty wrong’
(31.13). The central message of the
Qur’an is the avoidance of associating
others with God: ‘God forgives not that
any others should be associated with
him, but less than that He forgives to
whomsoever He will’ (4.48). The
Qur’an, by emphasizing the concept of
tawhid, ultimately challenges the main
religious traditions of the time, in parti-
cular the Meccan idol worshippers who
had been housing 360 idols in the Holy
Shrine, the Ka‘ba, for centuries. The
Qur’an also challenges the Christian
Trinity as well as the claim of attribut-
ing a son to God. ‘And the Jews say:
Ezra is the son of Allah and the Chris-
tians say: the Messiah is the son of
Allah. That is their saying with their
mouths. They imitate the saying of
those who disbelieved of old’ (9.30). One
of the short chapters of the Qur’an,
which is considered one-third of the
Holy Book in value as far as recitation
is concerned, puts this challenge very
eloquently: ‘He is God, One, and God,
the Everlasting Refuge, who has not
begotten, and has not been begotten,
and equal to Him is not any one’
(112.1-4). He is exalted from being
physically involved in any act of crea-
tion. His command for creation is ‘Be!
And it is’ (2.117). Nothing can be seen
as too hard to him; for him there is no
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difference between the creation of a fly
and an elephant.

One of the most controversial issues in
relation to the divine nature is the ques-
tion of God’s visibility (ru’yatullah). The
Qur’anic verse says: ‘The eyes cannot
see him, but He can see eyes’ (6.103).
The majority of Muslim theologians
accept that God can be seen, but not
through our naked eyes. When a Com-
panion asks the Prophet ‘Have you seen
your Lord?’, the Prophet replies, ‘Yes,
with my heart.” Islamic scholars refer to
the Qur’anic verses related to the story
of Moses when he asks God to show
himself to him. If it was impossible, a
prominent messenger of God such as
Moses would not ask such a question as
this would imply ignorance about his
Lord. Consequently, according to the
Qur’an, God did not reject his request
and asks him to look at the mountain.
One of the Qur’anic verses represents a
significant reference for the view of the
majority, which suggests that on the
Day of Judgement some of us will look
joyfully at our Lord (75.22-23). Indeed,
in the body of hadith one can find refer-
ences to divine visibility in the afterlife
when the Prophet says, ‘You will see
your Lord on the Day of Judgement, as
you see the moon.’

Attributes and names of God

The Qur’an uses various names related
to God. All chapters of the Qur’an with
one exception, start with one of the
most known phrases in the Islamic tra-
dition: ‘In the name of God the Most
Compassionate (al-Rahman), the Most
Merciful (al-Rahim)’. The term used in
the Qur’an for name is “i-s-m (pl. ‘asma’)
and the Qur’an employs both singular
and plural forms of the word in various
verses. For God’s attributes, Muslim
theologians use the term sifa (pl. sifat).
This term is not used in the Holy Book,
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yet as a topic it comprises a great com-
ponent of the Qur’an. Before examining
the names of God, it is significant to
give some examples of his attributes,
which are divided into two groups. The
first group are those related to God’s
essence:

1. wujud (Existence). This attribute
designates that God is necessarily
existent in himself (Wajib al-
Wujud). In other words, God’s
existence is not preceded by non-
existence. All other creatures are
hadith or created in time. To come
into the realm of existence, they
need someone whose existence is
necessary in himself.

2. gidam (Divine Eternity). God is
eternal, and has no beginning and
no end.

3. baga (Divine Permanence). Every-
thing in the universe eventually
will vanish except God.

4. mukhalafa [I7’l-hawadith (Divine
Dissimilarity to Created Things).
Nothing is like God. He is different
to everything that one can imagine.

5. giyam bi nafsih (Divine Self Sub-
sistence). In order to continue his
existence, God does not need sup-
port from anyone or anywhere.

The second group of attributes are those
related to God’s actions:

1. qudra (Divine Power). God has
power over everything; nothing
can be out of his control or his
power.

2. irada (Divine Will). Nothing can
happen without God’s will. His
divine will encompasses everything
in the universe. He has given
human beings a limited will so they
become responsible for their actions.

3. ‘ilm (Divine Knowledge). God is
omniscient. He has infinite knowl-
edge of all things both actual and



possible. A leaf cannot fall down
without his knowledge.

. hayat (Divine Life). God has an
infinitely perfect life which is the
source of all lives in the universe.
Every living creature takes its life
from the divine life.

. kalam (Divine Speech). Allah
speaks to his messengers from
behind a veil. The divine scriptures
such as the Torah, the Psalms, the
Gospels and the Qur’an are his
speeches at the level of humans. If
they were at his level no one would
be able to hear it. Muslim theolo-
gians refer to the story of Moses.
On the Mount of Sinai he endured
to hear only a few words of God’s
speech and then fainted. When
Moses asked God if this was the
way of his speech, God said,
‘Moses, I have the power of all
languages.” All speeches on the
face of the earth are reflections of
this divine speech.

. sam (Divine Hearing). God hears
everything from the lowest to the
highest sounds. Theologians state
that he hears the sound of the feet
of an ant moving around in the
darkness of the night. He hears the
cry of all his servants, the suppli-
cations of all his righteous people,
the prayer of all his creatures. ‘Call
on Me; I shall answer you’ (40.60).
. basar (Divine Sight). Nothing can
be hidden from God’s sight. He
sees everything in the universe
every moment. All eyes of crea-
tures are the reflections of this
divine attribute. Only the one who
sees everything perfectly can give
sight to God’s creatures. The
Qur’an refers to all these attributes
virtually in every page. It would
not be an exaggeration to state
that one quarter of the Qur’an is
about God.

ALLAH

In reference to God’s names, the Qur’an
employs the term al-‘asma’ al-husna (the
Most Beautiful Names), which is refer-
red to four times in the Qur’an on var-
ious occasions. ‘Say Muhammad! Call
upon God or call upon the Merciful (al-
Rahman); whichsoever you call upon, to
Him belongs the names, Most Beautiful’
(17.110). The Qur’an portrays about fif-
teen names of God together in the fol-
lowing verses:

He is Allah, than whom there is no other
God, the Knower of the invisible and the
visible. He is the Beneficent, the Merci-
ful. He is Allah, than whom there is no
other God, the Sovereign Lord, the Holy
One, Peace, the Keeper of Faith, the
Guardian, the Majestic, the Compeller,
and the Superb. Glorified be Allah from
all that they ascribe as partner (unto
Him). He is Allah, the Creator, the Shaper
out of naught, the Fashioner. To Him
belong the most beautiful names. All that
is in the heavens and the earth glorifies
Him, and He is the Mighty, the Wise'.
(59.22-24)

The Qur’an does not present any refer-
ence to the number of God’s beautiful
names. Traditionally Muslim theolo-
gians speak of the ninety-nine names of
God. The number can increase to 313, if
the names related to God’s actions are
included. The number ninety-nine
derives, in fact, from a tradition nar-
rated by Abu Hurayra in which the
Prophet says: ‘There are ninety-nine
names of God. Whosoever memorizes
and accepts these names will enter
paradise.” In another version of the
same hadith all names are listed. Scho-
lars of Islamic theology have come to a
consensus that the above-mentioned
tradition is not meant to limit the number
of God’s names, but to give an idea of
his many names. In fact, there are some
names, such as al-nasir (the Helper), al-
mawla (the Friend) and al-ghalib (the
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Defeater) cited in the Qur’an, but not
found in the list provided by the afore-
mentioned hadith. Furthermore, if one
calculates the names mentioned in the
two versions of the hadith, the number
will rise to 124. The Prophet himself
supplicates God with his known and
his unknown names as well: ‘I pray to
You by the names that you have pre-
served for Yourself in the realm of the
unseen.’

Muslim theologians have developed
various categories of divine names. One
might go on to elaborate on each cate-
gorization. Bekir Topaloglu, a promi-
nent theologian in modern Turkey,
provides a comprehensive categorization.
According to his categorization, the
divine names are divided into four
groups: those related to God’s essence,
to the Universe, to the natural world,
and to the human being.

1. The names such as Allah, al-haqq
(the True), al-awwal (the First), al-
akhir (the Last), al-bagi (the Per-
manent), al-warith (the Inheritor),
al-samad (the Refuge of All) con-
stitute examples of the first group
of this category. All of these
names define God’s essence, to
make the unknowable, knowable
and understandable by our mind.

2. The following names represent
examples of the second group: al-
khalig (the Creator), al-bari (the
Originator), al-mubdi (the Starter),
al-mu‘id (the Resurrector), al-
muhyi (the Giver of Life) and al-
mumit (the Giver of Death).

3. The names such as malik al-mulk
(the Owner of the Kingdom), al-
malik (the Owner), al-qayyum (the
Sustainer), al-wali (the Ruler), al-
muhaymin (the Sovereign) and al-
hafiz  (the Guardian) comprise
examples of the third group of this
categorization.
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4. The names related to human beings
seem to be many. The following
names represent some of those
which involve the examples of the
fourth group: al-‘adl (Justice), al-
hakam (the Keeper of Balance), al-
fattah (the Opener), al-afuww (the
Forgiver of Mistakes), al-ghafur
(the Forgiver of Sins), al-tawwab
(the One who Accepts Repen-
tance), al-halim (the Kind), al-
mujib (the One who Answers all
Calls), al-hasib (the One who
Reckons the Deeds of his Servants),
al-wahhab (the One who Gives)
and al-wadud (the Lover and
Beloved).

The names of God represented in the
Islamic teaching are for the practical
purposes of human understanding.
There are some names restricted to God,
which cannot be used for any other
being, for example Allah and al-Rah-
man. However, we relate some attributes
such as living, knowing, desiring, power,
hearing and seeing to humans as well as
to God, albeit with an evident differ-
ence. Human attributes are transient
and a pale reflection of reality, while
God’s attributes are eternal.
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‘AQIDA
‘Agida (pl. aqa’id) is a technical term
used for the Muslim creed. The earliest
and simplest ‘agida (creed) of Islam
appears in the shahada formula and it is
generally believed that most of the later
creedal formulas are expansions of it.
The shahada is as follows:

| witness that there is no god but Allah and
that Muhammad is the messenger of Allah.

The shahada is frequently used liturgi-
cally as ‘a confession of faith’. In prac-
tice, when anyone is converted to Islam,
he or she is required to pronounce the
shahada formula, and it is also required
of every Muslim that it shall be pro-
nounced at least once in a lifetime and
also confessed by heart. It occurs in the
adhan, which is an invitation to a Mus-
lim to prayer five times a day. It is also
regularly uttered by Muslims in the
course of daily praying as it arises in
every prayer as a recitation in tahiyyat
(in prayers).

‘AQIDA

In terms of articles of faith, shahada
contains two basic articles, namely:
unity of God (deity) and the prophecy
of Muhammad (prophecy). These two
fundamental articles of faith presented
in the shahada have always been stressed
in the Qur’an, and as a creedal formula.
The shahada has been declared in a
hadith from al-Bukhari to be the first of
the ‘five Pillars of Islam’ ‘Islam has
been built on five (pillars); testifying that
there is no god but Allah and that
Muhammad is the messenger of Allah.’

As another creedal formula amantu
exists only in the Maturidi school of
Islam. The term literally means ‘I
believed’. It arises first in Imam ‘Azam’s
al-Figh al-Akbar, then in Hakim es-
Samarkandi’s al-Sawad al-A‘zam and
Abuw’l-Layth ~ Samarkandi’s  Bayanu
‘Agidati’l-usul. The formula takes its
name amantu from the first word of the
formula and the word is used in the
Qur’an in the same meaning and context
and in hadith (Tirmidhi, Fitan: 63).

However, the etymological analysis of
the Christian Credo and Muslim amantu
leads to an interesting comparison
between the Christian and Muslim tra-
ditions. This resemblance between the
Christian credo and amantu formulation
depends on the fact that both formulas
start with ‘I believe(d) = Credo =
amantu. It is likely that the amantu for-
mula has come to Islamic literature as a
contribution from Samarkand ‘ulama
and from a broader Maturidi central
Asian contribution which later spread
with their migration to Asia Minor and
India. Socio-religious and political
motivations behind the formulation are
well worth considering here also. As
happened in Christian creedal formula-
tions, the Muslim polemical and reli-
gious interaction with surrounding
religions and faiths is very likely the
origin of the amantu formula. It must be
noted that this is just after the time of
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the Islamization of Central Asia. It is
highly likely that the formula was intro-
duced to protect Muslim believers from
being attacked as unbelievers. It must
have functioned as a declaration of faith
expected to lead to security.

In the amantu formula, six articles of
faith are declared:

God;

. angels;

books;
messengers;

. life after death;
. destiny.

o s W —

As a creedal formula, amantu survived
until modern times and is still in use. In
most Turkish mosques today, for exam-
ple, the imam recites the formula every
Friday night with the congregation.
Also, every child who receives an Isla-
mic education and learns the Qur’an
and basic Islamic teachings is taught to
recite this formula and also expected to
memorize it, and so is capable of recit-
ing it by heart. This applies also in
countries such as India, Pakistan,
Afghanistan and other Central Asian
Muslim countries where the Muslim
population largely follows the Maturidi/
Hanafi school of Islam.

There are numerous treatises entitled
‘aqida belonging to various scholars,
schools and sects. These ‘agidas are not
official formulations of the doctrinal
beliefs of the main body of believers, but
merely statements of the tenets of a
particular theologian or school, often
set out for the purpose of ‘defining the
position of an individual, school or sect
on some disputed point’. Hence there
have even been cases of disputed legal
and political problems in relation to
these creeds, such as that of the Ima-
mate. It is interesting to note that the
content of ‘agidas is influenced not only
by theological discussions among Muslims
but also by philosophical, political and
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even legal discussions, to the extent that
some philosophical terms were intro-
duced into theologians’ creeds — terms
such as substance (madda) and accident
(jawhar). Similarly, there are certain
political-legal preferences in the reli-
gious dogma. In this context, it is an
interesting fact that Imam ‘Azam’s book
al-Figh al-Akbar claims (by definition or
by virtue of its actual title) to be figh
(jurisprudence). This offers a clue about
the mind of people who did not pre-
cisely distinguish ‘agida from practice,
with the result that it was absolutely
acceptable to discuss legal and political
matters in ‘agida treatises.

The earlier instances of ‘agidas are
brief but some of the later ones are very
lengthy so that it is difficult to draw a
firm line between the creed (‘agida) and
the theological (kalam) treatises. In
Sunni tradition Najm al-din ‘Umar al-
Nasafi (d. 537/1142-1143), commentaries
written by Sa‘d al-Din al-Taftazani
(d.791-792/1389-1390), al-Tahawi (d.
321/933), al-Samarkandi (d. 342/953-
954) and Imam al-Haramayn (d. 478/
1085-1086) are renowned for their ‘agi-
das. It is also noteworthy that in Arabic,
Persian and Turkish a number of poe-
tical creeds were written such as Usi’s
Amali, Laknawi’s Jawharatu't-Tawhid
and Hizir Beg’s Kasidatu’n-Nuniyya.
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ARAB /ARABIA
Arabia as an entity during the period of
the jahiliyya (period of ignorance) just
prior to the start of Islam was very
much a marginal area in the region. In
contrast with the rest of the Middle
East, it was largely pastoral as opposed
to agricultural, and had no very large
cities and fixed population centres. The
Arabian peninsula was certainly not
isolated; it was frequented by traders
and also people passing through to get
to other places. In particular, its posi-
tion between the Byzantine and Sassa-
nian empires made it of frequent interest
to these competing powers. It was not
only trade that became important, but
undoubtedly preachers from the neigh-
bouring monotheistic faiths sought fol-
lowers among the largely pagan Arabs,
at the same time as the Arabs them-
selves learned from their neighbours
about the very different lifestyles of
people in the major centres of civilization.
Within the Arab world clashes and
less severe conflicts often took place
between the different clans and family
groups that traversed the area looking
for pasture and habitable resting places,
perhaps an inevitable aspect of nomadic
and pastoral life. The solidarity of these
clans was an important survival mechan-
ism in a region where both the climate
and the people could be hostile. The
groupings were patriarchal and familial
links within them were significant sour-
ces of prestige and wealth. But not all
the peninsula was pastoral in nature;
two important regions — Yemen in the
south and the Nabatean kingdom in the
north-west — were more settled, and they
tried to exercise influence over the
wilder parts of the area. One of the
interesting features of this situation was
that the kingdoms and empires that
surrounded Arabia were always fragile
and their influence transitory. For one
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thing the Nabateans and their centres at
Petra and Palmyra were destroyed by
the Romans and incorporated into the
Roman Empire, while Yemen seems to
have lost control of much of the trade
that used to travel through its territory.
The Sassanians in the east did not show
much interest in the region and it is not
difficult to understand their lack of
enthusiasm. There were hardly sig-
nificant assets to be gained from mas-
tery of a difficult terrain with fractitious
inhabitants, as it was presented in the
literature of the time.

Mecca

Mecca was traditionally a place of pil-
grimage and also a place where disputes
were settled and where a community
that spent its time largely on the move
could gather together with other famil-
ies and clans and settle whatever differ-
ences they had, and make whatever
deals they were interested in, albeit
usually temporary, within an environ-
ment that fostered conditions appro-
priate to a truce. The Arabs were
enthusiastic about their language but
even this proved to be more a source of
conflict than harmony, since they met at
Mecca to compete poetically. The local
worship at Mecca was of idols, and
there were also significant Jewish and
Christian tribes and communities there,
and doubtless other representative reli-
gions also. The Quraysh was the tribe in
control of Mecca, its rites and rules, and
so acquired a strong influence, insofar as
any group had influence at all over the
region as a whole.

The historical role of Mecca is a con-
troversial topic. For a long time it was
accepted that Mecca was an ancient city
that had been on the route of important
caravan traffic across the Hijaz.
Research by Patricia Crone (1987) quite
brilliantly suggests this is not the case at
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all, or at least that there is no evidence
that this is the case. Whatever the truth
of the matter, there can be little doubt
about the status of Mecca at the time of
the Prophet and the message of Islam.
The relative decline of the surrounding
empires had created a power vacuum in
the region, and Mecca and its rulers, the
Quraysh, became important in estab-
lishing a place and a structure for
society to regulate its disputes, celebrate
its achievements and carry out its religious
duties. These latter were largely in the
form of worshipping local and highly
personalized deities, and Mecca had
long been associated with such rituals.
The pastoral lifestyle of most of the
transient clans and tribes probably did
not produce much in the way of surplus
wealth, and we know from accounts of
tribal life that a good deal of expense
was involved merely in protecting each
community from hostile competitors, or
common thieves and marauders. What
wealth was created, however, would
naturally find its outlet in Mecca, where
goods would be stored for the eventual
arrival of Arab groups with the resour-
ces in money or barter for exchange to
take place. While rudimentary jewellery
and clothes would be produced in the
region, more sophisticated products
were available as imports from more
settled regions on the periphery. Grain,
dates and weapons in particular were
bought, and in return the migratory
Arabs could offer some livestock, in
particular camels, and the funds they
had acquired through working with
caravans, breeding and selling camels,
and providing protection for travellers
across the desert and wild places of
Arabia. Since cash is highly portable, it
was probably an important part of the
purchasing power of the Arabs and
played a large part in making Mecca
such an important marketing centre.
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The city is located on the sandy, nar-
row valley of the Wadi Ibrahim and is
surrounded by hills ranging in height
from 200 to 500 ft. The 3,000-ft Jabal
Khandama is located nearby.

Although Mecca is often represented
in Islamic iconography, it is not an
important political or economic site in
Saudi Arabia, its status being largely
limited to its religious role. Mecca is
defined by its physical difficulties. It is in
a barren region and can produce no
food of its own. This led to an early
dependence on imports, initially from
Egypt, and on water from the Zamzam
well outside the city and elsewhere.
Water has been a continual problem,
and many large projects have been car-
ried out to solve this problem, all
usually failures. Even when adequate
supplies were established, the local bed-
ouin often interfered with the supply for
financial reasons. During the hajj water
often became a crucial issue, and some-
times was sold to the hajjis at exorbitant
rates. The Meccans provided food,
drink and accommodation to the pil-
grims, they provided animals to be
sacrificed, barbers to shave them and all
the facilities that were required for the
visitors to perform the necessary rites in
accordance with Islamic law. It is hardly
surprising that in the Islamic world the
Meccans are sometimes regarded as
having as their main motive fleecing the
pilgrims, and there is a long tradition of
their purchasing goods and services for
eventual resale to the pilgrims at a sub-
stantial profit. On the other hand, it has
to be said that they have a short period
of only a few weeks a year to earn what
is in effect their annual income, so they
do need to be shrewd in their treatment
of the visitors. It has become something
of a theme of many hajjis that they are
shocked by the rapacity of the Meccans,
who are after all their co-religionists and



who are fortunate to live permanently in
the holy city.

The origin of the city

Mecca is a very ancient city, and its ori-
gins are surrounded by historical con-
troversy. It lies in a sort of corridor
between two ranges of hills, and has
been prone to flooding when the infre-
quent rain falls. According to many his-
torians, its position was initially
favourable for trade, a good deal of
traffic going north to Syria as did mer-
chandise for the Red Sea port of Jed-
dah, Iraq in the north-east and Yemen
in the south. There is taken to be evidence
that Mecca attracted much of the trade
passing through Syria and the Medi-
terranean, and between South Arabia
and the Indian Ocean, especially when
there was conflict between the Persians
and the Byzantines in the pre-Islamic
period, and there often were such conflicts.
The climate is extremely dry, with
very occasional but heavy rain (hence
the floods) and the area is incapable of
any significant agriculture. The wells
were very important for the city’s water
supply, and one of the roles of the early
political groups in the area was to over-
see and safeguard those supplies. The
lack of physical resources in Mecca was
compensated for by an apparent
sophistication of the city as a service
centre, a role that continues up to this
day. In particular, Mecca was a com-
mercial force in the region, both finan-
cing and investing in enterprises along
the trade routes through the town. This
standard view has recently been chal-
lenged by historians, who point to the
absence of any solid evidence to support
such a view of the city (Crone, 1987).
Of great significance is the fact that
the Prophet Muhammad was born in
Mecca in about 570 ce. The Qur’an is
scathing about the merchant culture of
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Mecca, and calls on its inhabitants to
embrace the One God and abandon
their overwhelming materialism. Their
polytheism was linked to their desire for
wealth, since they made money out of
the visitors who came to worship the
gods then based in the main shrine, the
Ka‘ba. Initially the message fell on stony
ground, and Muhammad left for Yathrib
(Medina) in 622, a far more sympathetic
environment for him, and over the next
few years there was continual struggle
between the Muslim forces of Medina
and the Meccan authorities. In the end
the Muslims overcame the Meccans, and
the Ka‘ba, the central religious shrine in
Mecca, was cleansed of its association
with idols, eventually becoming the gibla
or direction of prayer for Muslims. Of
particular importance was the area around
the Ka‘ba, which was soon surrounded
by a mosque, the masjid al-haram, thus
formalizing the territory as holy space.
Over the next few centuries Mecca
frequently suffered invasion and
destruction by different religious and
tribal groups. The pilgrimage was often
disrupted or rendered impossible, and
the Meccans sometimes flirted with a
degree of independence under the Sharif
(literally ‘noble’ and linked with being a
descendant of the Prophet) clan, which
came to a head in the twentieth century
when the Ottoman Empire was embroiled
in World War I and could not defend
the Holy Places properly. But another
local ruler, from the family of Sa‘ud
who came from the Nejd to the east of
the Mecca and Medina region, over-
came the Hussayns of the Sharif clan
and brought Mecca and Medina under
Sa‘udi authority. They brought a Wah-
habi orientation to the city, and this has
had a long-lasting effect on its cultural
and physical life. The previously high
status of the Sharifs has now dis-
appeared, with business people, mutaw-
wifun (guides) and religious teachers
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(‘ulama) becoming the dominant force
in town.

The Ka‘ba

The Ka‘ba is said to have been built by
God for Adam, and to be modelled on
the divine residence itself. Abraham is
taken to have rebuilt it after its destruction
during the Flood, and today it is con-
siderably larger than it was originally,
when it was said to be made up of loose
stones and not that much taller than an
average human being. It is made of
black meteoric stone and is covered with
a large cloth, and is quite simply deco-
rated with writing and embroidery. The
Ka‘ba today stands in the midst of an
open courtyard, the masjid al-haram, or
‘sanctuary’. It is a cubical flat-roofed
building, 50 ft in height, from a narrow
marble base on mortared bases of a
local blue-grey stone. The entire Ka‘ba
structure is draped with a black silk
covering, called a kiswa, upon which
passages from the Qur’an are embroi-
dered in gold. Opposite the north-
western wall of the Ka‘ba is an area of
special sanctity called the Hijr, which
Muslim tradition identifies as the
burial place of Hagar and Ishmael. In
Muhammad’s time, the Hijr was a place
used for discussion, prayer and, sig-
nificantly, for sleep and visions. The
Ka‘ba, the Zamzam well, the Hijr and
the hills of Safa and Marwa are now all
enclosed in a vast structure called the
haram al-sharif or ‘Noble Sanctuary’.
Ringed by seven towering minarets and
sixty-four gates, this truly monumental
building has 160,000 yards of floor
space and is capable of holding more
than 1.2 million pilgrims at the same time.

The hajj

In Islam the hajj pilgrimage is a funda-
mental obligation to be performed at
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least once by all male and female adults
whose health and finances permit. The
pilgrimage takes place each year
between the 8th and 13th days of Dhu
al-Hijja, the 12th month of the Islamic
lunar calendar. When the pilgrim is
about seven miles from Mecca, he or she
enters the state of holiness and purity
known as ihram and dons special gar-
ments consisting of two white seamless
sheets that are wrapped around the
body. Entering the great Mosque in
Mecca, the pilgrim first walks seven
times around the ka'ba shrine in a
counterclockwise direction; this ritual is
called turning, or tawaf.

Next, entering the shrine, the pilgrim
kisses the sacred stone. The stone is
mounted in a silver frame in the wall, 4
ft above the ground, in the south-east
corner. It is of an oval shape about 12
inches in diameter and is composed of
seven small stones (possibly basalt) of
different sizes and shapes joined toge-
ther with cement. During the next few
days the pilgrim walks a ritualized route
to other sacred places in the Mecca
vicinity (Mina, Muzdalifah, Arafat, the
Mount of Mercy and Mount Namira)
and returns to the Ka‘ba on the final
day. Once a believer has made the pil-
grimage to Mecca they may add the title
al-hajji to their name. Pilgrims use a
variety of signs to indicate they have
made the hgjj, including painting pic-
tures of the Ka‘ba upon the walls of
their homes, and there is a good deal of
iconography involving the Ka‘ba and the
mosque surrounding it in Muslim homes.

Mecca’s physical structure

The history of Mecca has been tempes-
tuous. The different factions in the Isla-
mic world fought each other for control
of Mecca, often in Mecca itself, and the
city and its population have suffered at
the hands of the invaders. On the other



hand, Mecca was generally a long way
away from the main centres of power
and authority, and so perhaps was not as
affected by political and military upheaval
as the other important cities such as
Damascus, Cairo and Baghdad. Muslim
politicians would often seck influence in
Mecca by financing supporters within
the city, as a means of religious legit-
imation of their policies in general, a
policy which not unnaturally greatly
increased the wealth of the leading famil-
ies. Since the different political group-
ings would each have their own
representatives, a good deal of wealth
circulated.

At some stage around the tenth cen-
tury walls were constructed around the
city, and lasted for a few centuries. The
city is said to have been around 40 acres
in 661, 350 acres in 1924 and is well over
2,000 acres today. The intimate nature
of the old city has certainly become ser-
iously diminished, and serious attention
to other buildings such as the houses of
Khadija, the Prophet’s first wife, or his
Companions, is discouraged and cer-
tainly not made a focal point. There has
also been a certain amount of destruc-
tion of ancient buildings associated with
those close to the Prophet. This marks
an attempt to discourage visits to them
by Muslims such as the Shi‘ites who
may regard them as holy sites, some-
thing which goes very much against the
Wahhabi interpretation of such places
as merely buildings and inappropriate
places for worship for monotheists. In
response, in recent years there has been
something of a local campaign to safe-
guard and preserve ancient buildings.

Economic life

Mecca, and indeed the Hejaz as a whole,
was declared open only to Muslims ever
since the caliphate of ‘Umar (63444 cE).
Jeddah was and is open to non-Muslims,
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and was an important commercial cen-
tre, but the exclusion from Mecca did
presumably leave the commerce in the
hands of the local Muslims. On the
other hand, it also limited the scope of
Mecca to diversify outside its sacred
role, since any large commercial under-
taking might involve those of other
faiths. This was a significant issue even
before globalization. As a sacred city
Mecca suffered several serious pro-
blems. The religious endowments (wagf)
on which the colleges and mosques
relied for their regular running expenses
frequently collapsed due to the distance
of the city from the centres of power,
and hence the facility with which such
funding could be curtailed. In any case,
wagf finance is always rather uncertain,
relying as it does on using the income
produced by one enterprise to finance
another, and the records suggest that
although often considerable funds were
officially directed to Mecca, far less
seems to have actually arrived. The
expenditure was often on prestige pro-
jects, those with religious relevance, and
so did not add to the ability of Mecca to
generate income by itself. The distance
between donor and beneficiary also
meant that there was little control as to
how the money was spent, and the
returns in Mecca itself were often feeble.

The physical position of the city
resulted in frequent floods, and the
flimsy construction of the original
buildings did not survive such regular
periods of destruction. The religious
significance of the city meant that it was
often attacked by those seeking to
impose their views on the Islamic world,
and the pilgrimage trains to and from
the city were far from secure. Finally,
the various rulers of the city have sought
to copy the Prophet in restoring what
they took to be the appropriate rituals.
In Islamic tradition, Abraham initially
set up the Ka‘ha to worship God but it
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was subsequently used by polytheists
to worship false gods. Meanwhile
Muhammad instituted pilgrimages, the
hajj, which only takes place once a year,
and the minor ‘wmra, which can take
place at any time, to replace pagan pil-
grimages. Subsequent rulers have all
altered the city physically in order to
make it fit in better with their concep-
tion of its sacred role. Few were as
radical as the Qarmatians, who in 929
massacred many of the inhabitants and
removed the Ka‘ba stone to Bahrain.

Throughout all the changes in policy,
however, there do not appear to have
been any radical changes to the Ka‘ha
itself, which is now much as it was when
the Prophet’s tribe, the Quraysh, con-
structed the building in 605. On the
other hand, the buildings around the
Ka'ba have been continually altered,
and often have simply fallen down. Dif-
ferent rulers put up palaces near the
shrine and financed religious institutions
as ways of projecting their authority.
Changes in regime would frequently
lead to change in the buildings and what
went on in them, and the new projects
must have injected considerable funds
into the city. They also must have put a
lot of strain on communications, since
virtually all building materials had to be
imported over difficult and lengthy dis-
tances. Again, one can only assume that
this boosted the local economy, renewing
the nature of Mecca as a dynamic ser-
vice centre well able to absorb and benefit
from large-scale public and private
works.

Mecca in modern times

The great oil wealth has radically chan-
ged the city in the period since World
War II. The mosque at the centre of the
city itself has been greatly enlarged. One
of the major influences of the Saudi regime
on Mecca has been on the secondary
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sites, those associated with the life of the
Prophet Muhammad, rather than the
Ka‘ba itself. From pre-Islamic times
there had apparently been many holy
sites in the vicinity of Mecca, and the
Prophet’s tribe, the Quraysh, had con-
trol over some of these and the provi-
sion of water. One of their motivations
for hostility to Muhammad was their
fear of losing this valuable monopoly,
since they thought that the pilgrimage
trade might be destroyed by the new
religion of Islam. As it turns out, the
pilgrimages were only strengthened by
Islam, and the various groups and
families who controlled different parts
of the holy city and its environs bene-
fited greatly over the centuries, although
of course the groups who actually
enjoyed this power also changed over
time. The secondary sites were parti-
cular popular with Muslims, who stayed
on in Mecca after either the hajj or
‘umra pilgrimage, captivated as they
were by the holiness of the environment.
There have been less of these kinds of
inhabitants recently due to the Saudi
hostility to the secondary sites and their
increased policing of those visiting the
country on pilgrimage visas.

As the guardians of the two holy
cities, Mecca and Medina, the Saudis
have a difficult task in facilitating the
safe arrival and departure of so many
pilgrims over such a comparatively brief
period. In recent decades the majority of
pilgrims have arrived by air, further
changing the nature of the /ajj from its
previous status as an activity that was
physically strenuous even prior to arri-
val in the city. Although the /ajj brings
in considerable funds, it also requires
considerable expenditure, yet the chan-
ging of money, the provision of animals
for sacrifice and just the incursion of up
to 2 million people from every corner of
the Islamic world have an effect on
Mecca which is difficult to quantify.



Undoubtedly much of the city lives for the
hajj, surviving through the rest of the
year on the income which it earns in this
relatively brief period. Some of the
facilities, such as hospitals, lie idle for
most of the year, only really being used
during the Aajj.

Many plazas have been constructed
near the central mosque, roads built and
widened, and a lot of attention has been
paid to parking and other forms of
transport, such as tunnels for pedes-
trians between the different areas which
are part of the hajj itinerary. The build-
ings have often been demolished and
rebuilt on a grander scale, inevitably with
a certain loss of charm, and the wide-
spread introduction of electricity has
made the city yet one more modern site.

There is a considerable foreign pre-
sence in the exclusively Muslim city due
to the large number of educational
institutions that have been set up and
which flourish there. For believers this
would obviously be an excellent place to
study and live, and many of the resi-
dents come from the variety of Islamic
communities that exist all over the
world. This multicultural domestic
influx gives the city a cosmopolitan
atmosphere all year round, not only
during the pilgrimages.

There have until recently been no elec-
tions in Saudi Arabia, and the city gov-
ernment was appointed centrally.
However, at the time of writing (2005), the
first election of a local nature has taken
place, albeit limited to a male electorate.
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ARABIC LANGUAGE
Arabic belongs to the South West
Semitic languages, but is sometimes also
described as an offshoot of the group of
Central Semitic languages. ‘Arabs’ as
inhabitants of the Arabian peninsula are
already mentioned in Assyrian sources,
but we know little about their language
(or languages?). Epigraphic South Ara-
bian and its modern dialects belong to a
different cluster of Semitic languages.
To differentiate South Arabian from
Arabic, the latter is sometimes called
‘North-Arabic’, as is the language of
some pre-Islamic inscriptions. One of
the oldest documents of this Arabic
proper is a funeral inscription in five
lines, found in Namara (120 km south
east of Damascus), in honour of the
‘king of the Arabs Imra’al-qays’ (dated
328 cE), written in Nabatean (i.e. in
Aramaic) letters. It is generally assumed
that part of what was centuries later
codified as pre-Islamic bedouin poetry
goes back to the sixth or possibly even
the fifth century ce. The most important
event for Arabic and its linguistic history,
however, was the advent of the Qur’an
in the first third of the seventh century ck.
Our knowledge of what came to be
known as Classical Arabic (al-lugha al-
‘arabiyya al-fusha) rests: (1) on the
Qur’an as a recited and codified text; (2)
on what was transmitted orally as pre-
Islamic poetry, proverbial sayings and
stories of bedouin intertribal warfare; and
(3) on what the Arab grammarians and
lexicographers in the second/eighth and
third/ninth centuries said they picked up
as linguistic information from bedouins on
the Arab peninsula. These three strands
were interwoven and systematically
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described by Arab scholars in Basra and
Kufa to form the corpus of Arabic
grammatical and lexicographical works
that enshrine Classical Arabic. The lin-
guistic data available seem to show that
this Arabic was ‘a supra-tribal unity, a
language that served as a binding factor
for all those who lived in the Arabian
peninsula’ (Versteegh, 2001: 37). Scho-
lars are mainly divided on two inter-
linked questions: (1) was the Arabic as
codified by Arabic scholarship identical
with everyday spoken Arabic at the time
or was there a poetic koiné which dif-
fered markedly from the spoken lan-
guage?; and (2) does the language and/
or the orthography of the Qur’an reflect
the variant of Arabic spoken in Mecca
or in the larger region of Hijaz?

Arabic and the Qur’an

The Qur’an is the first Arabic document
which mentions the Arabic language as
such (lisanun ‘arabiyyun, 16.103). It
stresses repeatedly that it was revealed
in Arabic. 43.2-3 states: ‘By the clear
book, behold, We have made it an Ara-
bic Qur’an, haply you [pl.] will under-
stand.” The text which was revealed to
the Prophet was ‘made easy’, because it
was in Arabic: ‘Now We have made it
[the Qur’an] easy by thy tongue that
thou mayest bear good tidings thereby
to the godfearing, and warn a stubborn
people’ (19.97). The fact that this reve-
lation was in Arabic was for the Qur’an
the major difference between Muslim
revelation and all previous revelation:
‘We have sent no messenger save with
the tongue of his people that he might
make all clear to them’ (14.4). Enemies
of the Prophet accused him of taking
over revealed material from others:
‘And We know very well that they say:
“Only a mortal is teaching him (i.e. the
Prophet).” But the speech of him at
whom they hint is barbarous (a‘jami);
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and this is speech Arabic, manifest
(‘arabiyyun mubin)’ (16.103). It follows
that the Qur’anic revelation was at first
directed at speakers of Arabic only. Not all
speakers of Arabic were Muslims at that
time, but all Muslims at the time of the
Qur’anic revelation were speakers of
Arabic.

The Qur’an was for Arab grammar-
ians, lexicographers and scholars of
rhetoric the paradigmatic example of
Arabic; its form and content were con-
sidered ‘inimitable’. Islamic dogma saw
in the Qur’an divine speech. Qur’anic
Arabic was held to surpass not only all
other utterings in Arabic but all that
could be expressed in all other human
languages. The Qur’an could only be
recited in Arabic, it could not be trans-
lated; translations were and are con-
sidered a kind of commentary. Ritual
prayer (salat) had to be performed in
Arabic. Because of the Qur’an, al-Shafii
(d. 204/820) claimed that Arabic was the
most perfect of all languages, which
nobody but a prophet could master
completely. Thus the Qur’an became an
immensely powerful linguistic matrix.
However, there were and are numerous
features of Qur’anic language and style
that were never taken up as productive
models in Classical Arabic.

Arabic was also the language of the
words of the Prophet Muhammad, col-
lected in hadith. 1t was the language of
the sermon (khutba), and became the
language of religious discourse and jur-
isdiction. Under the Umayyad ‘Abdal-
malik (r. 65/685-86/705)  Arabic
superseded Greek as the language of
administration. Under the influence of
Islam in the conquered territories Ara-
bic became the language of political
power. It also became the language of a
flourishing literature in prose and
poetry.



Development of Arabic in the
shadow of the Qur’an and diglossia

The main motive behind the codification
of the Arabic language by lexico-
graphers and grammarians was to
defend the pure Arabic language against
linguistic corruption and to teach non-
Arab-speakers correct Arabic. Standar-
dising, codifying, developing ortho-
graphic and orthoepic symbols were
based on the absolute necessity to pre-
serve the correct form and pronuncia-
tion of the Qur’an. The Qur’an, but with
it also Classical Arabic as a whole, had
to be protected against influences of
Arabic dialects and against the influ-
ences of languages of subjected peoples
in the new Arabo-Islamic empire, for
example, Persian, Aramaic, Coptic or
Greek. Soon urban forms of spoken
Arabic were felt to be more open to
‘corruption’ than the language of bed-
ouin tribes. The rift between the lan-
guage of the city-dwellers and Arab
nomadic or semi-nomadic tribes was to
make a lasting imprint on the history of
Arabic dialects. To this day these are
often subdivided into urban, rural and
tribal dialects. For large parts of the
Near and Middle East, Classical Arabic
became a religious and cultural lingua
franca. It became the scholarly medium
of Muslims all over the world. Arabic
deeply influenced other languages spo-
ken and written by Muslims. In the case
of Persian, Ottoman Turkish, Pashto,
Urdu and Haussa even the Arabic writing
system was adopted. The Islamic voca-
bulary which has penetrated most lan-
guages spoken by Muslims to some
degree is Arabic. It starts with religious
formulas used in the ritual prayer and
does not end with Muslim proper
names.

The model of Classical Arabic was so
powerful mainly because it was inspired
by the Qur’an. In morphology and syntax
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the rules had been laid down once and
forever by Arab grammarians. Strict
linguistic norms assured linguistic unity
over time and space, but on the other
hand they blocked development and
flexibility. This led in the course of cen-
turies to a diglossia which is until today
one of the most important features of
the linguistic space of Arabic.

Diglossia in Arabic has often been
described as a split between a written
formal language which is also used for
speech on formal occasions, on the one
hand, and informal language, which is
not written, on the other. The formal
language is Classical Arabic; the spoken
language is one of numerous different
Arabic dialects. While we can be sure
that such a situation characterized the
choice of any speaker or writer of Ara-
bic from °‘Abbasid times onwards at
least, modern research has shown for
the linguistic situation of modern Arab
speakers that the term ‘diglossia’, which
implies the existence of two different
layers of language, is too simplistic. In
reality, today one has to distinguish at
least five socio-linguistic levels of Mod-
ern Arabic: the classical heritage; con-
temporary classical; the colloquial of the
cultured; the colloquial of the enligh-
tened; and the colloquial of the illiterate.
Real speech moves inside this con-
tinuum, involves frequent code switching
and moves freely between these regis-
ters. We can assume that this situation
prevailed in Arabic in premodern times
also.

The language of Classical Arabic was
and is a language of the highest cultural
prestige, but nobody speaks it as his or
her mother tongue. It has to be
acquired. The language spoken at home
and in the market was and is one of the
Arabic dialects; such a dialect is the first
language of each Arab. As the means of
informal communication it carries no
prestige whatsoever. The gulf separating
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the formal and the informal mode of
expression became historically wider
and wider until the formal and the
informal levels became mutually almost
or totally incomprehensible. At the same
time the differences between the Arabic
dialects which were spread over a wide
geographic area developed centrifugally
even further. A speaker of a Moroccan
dialect today cannot make himself
understood to the speaker of an Iraqi
dialect. They can communicate only if
both have learned Classical Arabic.
Whether modern means of communi-
cation, which are dominated by Modern
Standard Arabic, will influence this pat-
tern remains to be seen.

Middle Arabic

While the situation of diglossia accom-
panied Classical Arabic almost from the
beginning, not all written communi-
cation in Arabic conformed to the
norms of Classical Arabic grammar and
lexicography as developed by Arab phi-
lology. As can be already seen from the
earliest Arabic papyri from the middle
of the seventh century, written Arabic
could deviate in some or many aspects
from these rules. In personal correspon-
dence, in non-religious and non-literary
writing, in works concerning geography
or medicine, mathematics or botany,
Arab philologists distinguished a ‘low
style’ from an ‘elevated style’ — the latter
showing vernacular or otherwise incor-
rect, i.e. ‘faulty’, forms, words and syn-
tax. It seems that Jews and Christian
were often more tolerant in this respect
than Muslim scholars. ‘Christian Ara-
bic’ and ‘Jewish Arabic’ were special
cases of a sub-standard Classical Ara-
bic. Their distance from Classical Ara-
bic grew when Arabic was written in
non-Arabic letters; many Jews, for
instance, wrote Arabic in Hebrew letters.
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The term ‘Middle Arabic’ was coined
by Western scholarship to designate this
genre of written Arabic which would not
or could not comply completely with the
norms of Classical Arabic. ‘Middle
Arabic’ does not mean a linguistic stage
in a chronology between ‘Old Arabic’
and ‘Modern Arabic’, but an intended
or unintended breach between a norma-
tive, often almost unattainable ideal of
written formal Classical Arabic, on the
one hand, and a lower, ‘incorrect’ style
characterized by interference of the spo-
ken informal language, on the other.
Usually Middle Arabic is the con-
sequence of inadequate mastering of or
deliberate neglect of norms of Classical
Arabic. This Middle Arabic is also
characterized by pseudo-correct forms,
which as such do not belong to either
one of the two levels.

Factors of change in Classical
Arabic

The normative pressure of Classical
Arabic was lightest in the vocabulary. In
areas outside the strictly legal and reli-
gious field, scholarly Arabic from the
second/eighth century onwards under-
went a massive influx of foreign words,
loanwords and loan translations. Greek
medicine, alchemy, botany, geography,
astronomy, philosophy and other sci-
ences were introduced into Arabic cul-
ture, Classical Greek and Hellenistic
works were translated into Arabic. The
centre of this activity was Baghdad in
the third/ninth century. The translators,
usually  Syriac-speaking  Christians,
translated from Greek into Syriac and
from Syriac into Arabic and were
encouraged by the Muslim rulers in the
‘Abbasid court. Aristotle and Plato,
Galen and Hippocrates became part of
Arabic culture.



Toward the end of the fourth/tenth
century Arabic had to compete with
other languages in the disintegrating
Islamic empire. Under the Seljuks, Arabic
as a language of court and diplomacy
was gradually superseded by New-Per-
sian, and with the fall of Granada (897/
1492) Arabic ceased to be used in the
Iberian peninsula. The Ottoman con-
quest of wide areas of the Near East
(and Eastern Europe) in the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries included most
regions in which Arabic was spoken.
Ottoman Turkish was established as the
language of administration and the lan-
guage of the court. Arabic was still
spoken widely and Classical Arabic did
not disappear. But it receded, and lost
much of its prestige as a culturally
dominant language. For Muslims it
never lost its strictly religious importance.

Renaissance of Arabic

In the second half of the nineteenth
century and under the onslaught of
European colonialism, most Arabic-
speaking intellectuals inside and outside
the Ottoman Empire saw Arabic lan-
guage and literature, Arabic culture and
Arabic political life in a stage of deplorable
decline and decadence. The counter-
movement to overcome this decadence
was called ‘renaissance’ (Nahda). A very
important element in this project was
linguistic reform. The new ‘modern’
Arabic language was supposed to
become a medium of natural sciences
and political progress. At the same time
it was also to be developed to compete
with European literatures, poetry, prose
and drama. The pioneers of the Nahda,
therefore, encouraged and supported the
translation of European books, techni-
cal and scientific, political and literary,
into Arabic — mainly from French and
English. This was the second systematic
movement of translation into Arabic
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and became even more momentous than
its predecessor in ‘Abbassid times.

The project was concerned with
creating a new technical and scientific
vocabulary, with introducing new lit-
erary genres such as drama and the
novel, and with adopting new means of
communication such as newspapers and
journals. In all these areas the Nahda
was successful. While the ideal of one
Arabic written language was strenu-
ously kept up, the Qur’anic model as
such faded. Many Arab Christians were
active in the Nahda movement. They
were often as much pro-Arab as anti-
Ottoman and played a leading role in
the development of Arab nationalism.
Arabic was at that time often seen less
as the language of the Qur’an, but
rather as the language of all Arabs
regardless of their creed. Classical Ara-
bic became the only common bond for
the emerging Arab national states. The
linguistic unity of Classical Arabic
turned into a symbol of Arab cultural
and political unity (Pan-Arabism).
Many discussions dealt with the question
of whether a foreign word should be
taken over and possibly be Arabi-
cized or whether a purely Arabic
word or root should be given a new or
extended meaning. Right up until
today Arab academies propose lists of
Arabic words recommended as transla-
tions for specialized English or French
terms.

The discussion of how much linguistic
and cultural reform was necessary and
admissible led towards the end of the
twentieth century to the widely debated
question of how modernity (‘asriyya)
and authenticity (asala) could be recon-
ciled. While morphologically and syn-
tactically the modern form of Classical
Arabic, which is called Modern Standard
Arabic (al-lugha al-‘arabiyya al-mu‘a-
sira), has much in common with Classi-
cal Arabic, both vocabulary and
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idiomatic use have changed drastically.
Arabic is today the official language
of Algeria, Bahrain, Djibouti, Egypt,
Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya,
Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Syria,
Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates
and Yemen, and in the territories
administered by the Palestinian Author-
ity. Arabic became in 1973 one of
the official languages of the United
Nations.

Arabic dialects

In the period of Arab conquests after
the Prophet’s death (11/632) many
newly conquered regions were Arabi-
cized. Arabicization in some cases pre-
ceded Islamization, and in many cases
was faster than Islamization. In Iraq
and in Egypt, for example, after the
Muslim conquest, numerous Jews and
Christians did not convert to Islam but
took over Arabic as their language.
While Classical Arabic became the one
language of formal discourse, the spoken
language was not unified but was split
instead into different regional verna-
culars. The main factors that con-
tributed to the development of a new
type of colloquial Arabic (‘New Arabic’)
were: (1) the variants of Arabic spoken
by the conquering Arab tribes; and (2)
the different sorts of diglossia that
developed in different situations of
linguistic interference with a variety
of languages. There is no agreement
among Arabists about exactly how this
situation developed. Are all modern
dialects to be traced back to one kind of
spoken Arabic? It is generally admitted
that long periods of diglossia between
Arabic, on the one hand, and Berber,
Coptic, Aramaic, Persian, etc., on the
other, must have played a role. It seems
probable also that the highly prestigious
Classical Arabic always influenced in
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some way the different vernaculars. In
the present time (2003), an Arabic dialect
is spoken by an estimated 170 million
Arabs.

Some important differences between
most of the Arabic dialects of today and
Classical Arabic are:

1. phonological: the absence of the
glottal stop (except as a reflex of
classical /g/); merger of the classical
phonemes d and d; disappearance
of final short vowels and short-
ening of final long vowels.

2. morphological: disappearance of
the dual in verbs and pronouns;
disappearance of the internal
passive of the type fu‘ila; dis-
appearance of the verb-pattern
fa‘ula; disappearance of the nom-
inal case-endings; levelling of the
three verbal imperfect moods;
replacement of the inflected rela-
tive pronoun with an uninflected
form.

3. syntactical: the classical genitive is
replaced by a construction with a
possessive marker; the verbal sys-
tem developed aspectual or tem-
poral markers for the prefix
conjugation.
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ARGUMENTS AND THE
QUR’AN

Many different kinds of argument are
found in the Qur’an, as in all religious
texts. One of the interesting features of
the book is that it often refers to argu-
ments and reasonings that are to be
taken to indicate the truth of the book.
There is frequent observation in the
Book that the verses of the chapters, the
suras, are called ayat, and an aya (sing.)
is a sign. The verses are called signs
because they are taken to be indications
of the truth of the book, by contrast,
say, with verses of the Torah that are on
occasion historical accounts or family
genealogy, or a poetic invocation of the
greatness of God. Of course, these verses
also may be regarded as parts of an
argument, but they do seem to be more
distantly related to argumentation than
much of the Qur’an that constantly calls
on its readers and hearers to reflect,
ponder and consider what they are
hearing or reading.

Critics of the Qur’an have taken ser-
iously its claim to constitute itself the
proofs of its veracity, and have tried to
pull these proofs to pieces. One very
strong claim that the Book makes is that
it is itself miraculous in structure. This
claim is actually very complex and could
mean a host of different things, but one
interpretation that Muslims sometimes
adopt is that if we examine the text then
we will have to conclude, if we are fair-
minded, that it could only have come
about miraculously. This is a plausible
account of the miraculousness claim,
especially as many converts to Islam
become Muslim after hearing the Book
recited or after coming across it in some
other way. They hear the Book, or read
it perhaps in a non-Arabic version, and
it strikes them as true. It has this effect
on them because it appears to them that
the language is peerless and could come
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only from God, or perhaps they are
impressed with the arguments in the
Book. Many Muslims, it has to be said,
are perplexed at people who have access
to the Book, who seem not to be
obviously evil or stupid, and yet who
fail to embrace Islam. Visitors to Islamic
countries will find themselves taken to
mosques or invited to listen to the words
of the adhan, the call to prayer, and then
see that their hosts are a bit confused as
to why they do not become Muslims.
Whereas Judaism is strongly linked with
ethnicity, and Christianity with a leap of
faith, Islam has successfully grown by
contrast with these religions by stressing
its rationality and evidentiality. It is
hardly surprising then that Muslims are
sometimes surprised that individuals
who appear to be rational, and quite
good-hearted nonetheless do not accept
that the Book is more than just one
book among many others, with many
positive qualities no doubt but its very
existence is hardly a compelling argument
in the competition for adherents.

Where the argument on the inimitable
style of the Book gets going is in its
opposition to the thesis that the Qur’an
is a confused and confusing text. There is
a line of approach to the Book that
counters the miraculousness claim with
the suggestion that, on the contrary, the
text is replete with errors. This is linked
with the thesis, unacceptable to many
Muslims, that there is no final version of
the Qur’an that represents the teaching
committed to the Prophet, and so it has
changed and developed over time before
a final version was generally, although
not universally, agreed upon. The other
general claim is that the text of the
Qur’an is not especially well constructed,
and that if we examine it impartially we
will not be impressed with it, since there
is little impressive about much of it. The
defenders of this thesis use evidence in
just the same way as do their opponents.
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Many people read the text and are
unimpressed with it, even though they
do their best to approach it in a sympa-
thetic and interested manner.

This form of attack against the Book
has produced a particular kind of
response that is very interesting. What
this response does is appeal to the
structure of Arabic grammar to point to
the careful and logical structure of the
very suras that are criticized from a stylistic
point of view. This is appropriate; after
all if a text is criticized as muddled and
confused, then showing that it is
semantically coherent and logically
structured goes a long way towards
defeating the sceptic.

So the way to resolve the conflict is
presumably to examine a particular sura
or aya, look at how it is criticized from a
stylistic point of view, and then examine
the defence. We should be able to assess
the arguments for and against the style
and come to some conclusion about
what the most reasonable view is.
Defenders of the Qur’an tend to vouch
for the perfection and coherence of the
style; those uncommitted to it interpret
particular suras otherwise, or even per-
haps the whole text. There is then a
dialogue very much of the deaf, with
one side proclaiming the style to be
wonderful and the other side criticizing
it, with it being very unclear what, if
anything, would settle the issue. Muslims
may regard critics of the texts as stub-
born orientalists, intent on finding a
non-transcendental explanation for the
text. In that way the latter seek to defeat
Islam by attacking its main source of
written authority. The critics often see
the defenders of the text as uncritical
and unscholarly in their approach. They
are so blinded by faith and advocacy of
their spiritual cause that they cannot
understand the text objectively and sci-
entifically. Qur’anic Studies, they will
say, are a long way behind Biblical
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Studies in this respect, since Biblical
Studies has for many centuries taken
seriously the idea that there are infeli-
cities in the text. Some Biblical scholars
identify what they regard as significant
problems in the text of the Bible without
seeing this as a challenge to their faith,
and are annoyed when Qur’anic scho-
lars fail to follow their approach. The
Islamic response is that, in contrast with
the Bible, the Qur’an is the direct Word
of God as transmitted to the Prophet
only works if one believes it, and even if
one believes it, there is still scope to
wonder whether the text available now
is the correct text. It is worth pointing
out also that many Jews believe that the
Pentateuch was received directly from
God, that Moses was the direct recipient
and that the Israelites were the indirect
recipients.

The attacks on the text take a variety
of forms, but the most interesting are
based on the accusation that the Qur’an
is not very successful from a literary
perspective. Verbose, confused, dis-
organized, these are all labels applied by
those hostile to the style of the text. The
Qur’an is certainly very different from
either Bible. For one thing it is not that
interested in history, unlike the Jewish
and Christian bibles. Defenders of the
style of the text try to show that the style
is in fact excellent. They point out that
in a typical sura there is a clear theme, a
topic that the sura is about. The theme
is shown to have consequences for
human beings, and so we should learn
from it. The content of the sura will
often consist of rhyming or assonant
verses, and these involve grammatical or
stylistic development of rhyming or
assonant phrases. There is certainly
repetition, but the different series of
verses work together, so there is a theme
in the sura that is unified by this variety
of different phrases all built around a
common idea. The structure, the tone



and the content, then, all work together
to expand a particular concept, endow-
ing the whole with an underlying unity
and coherence.

Word order

Let us take as an example word order.
The Qur’an may appear to have a word
order that is haphazard. Often parti-
cular phrases will be repeated with slight
differences, and it is far from clear why.
Defenders of the text find a rationale for
the word order and for seeing order in
what is apparently arbitrary. For exam-
ple, we have two very similar sentences
at 2.62:

Those who believed and those who were
Jews or Christians or Sabeans,

and at 6.59 and 22.17 we find:

Those who believed and those who were
Jews or Sabeans or Christians.

What is the point of the variation? It
could be the context. At 2.62 the
emphasis is on the People of the Book,
the Jews and the Christians, so they are
linked and the Sabeans come afterwards.
But in the other passages the emphasis is
on history, and since the Sabeans came
before the Christians in time, they come
before them in the sentence. There is a
good way of deciding how plausible this
sort of argument is, and that depends on
how far we can find similar arguments
for an alternative word order. For
example, if the Sabeans comes at the
end of the phrase at 2.62 because the
context is a discussion of polytheism
and they are polytheists unlike the other
two religions, why do Jews come first in
the phrase? Is this because they are less
polytheist than Christians, who are
themselves less polytheist than the
Sabeans? But both Jews and Christians
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are People of the Book, and if anything
the Qur’an tends to be more critical of
the Jews than the Christians. It is diffi-
cult to see significance in word order
when disjunctives are in operation, since
logically ‘a or b or ¢’ could just as easily
be expressed as ‘c or b or «’.

Take the familiar expression ‘al-‘aziz
al-hakim’ (the Excellent, the Wise). This
occurs forty-seven times in the text and
always in this order. It is sometimes
argued that the order is significant since
there is no point in having wisdom if
you do not have the power to use that
wisdom, and the excellence that is refer-
red to here is linked with power. Then
there is the phrase ‘sami‘a basir’, used to
describe God, the All-Hearing, the All-
Seeing, which occurs twenty-six times, in
that precise order. One reason for the
order is that hearing is regarded in Islam
as more significant than sight. For
instance, at 20.46 God says ‘I hear and
see everything’, clearly prioritizing hear-
ing, and at 16.78 ‘He gave you hearing,
sight’. On the other hand, the order is
reversed when God compares the blind
and the deaf, the seeing and the hearing
(11.24). But for complete consistency
there is no reason for this order not
being reversed to cohere with the other
formulations of this phrase. On the
other hand, it does make for a more
attractive text if there is occasional var-
iation of familiar phrases. There is cer-
tainly a point to repetition, but
occasional variation does emphasize the
repetition and produce a more lively text.

While we are dealing with sound, let
us look at the phrase ‘al-jinn wa’l-insan’
(the jinn and humanity), that occurs in
that order at 6.130; 7.38, 179; 27.17;
41.25, 29; 46.18; 51.56; 55.33. Both
words end with an alveolar nasal sound,
and clearly the combination of these two
endings produces a pleasant aural tone.
Of course the tone is just as pleasant if
the words are reversed, as they are at
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6.112; 17.88; and 72.5. Yet in the latter
cases the jinn are taken to refer only to
unbelieving beings, and so come after
human beings. In the former cases the
Jjinn refers both to unbelieving beings
and to angels, and so come before
human beings. It is worth pointing out
that this explanation appears to place
angels above human beings, a strange
occurrence given that God orders the
angels to bow to Adam. A more plau-
sible explanation for the variation is
that occasional variation in some phra-
ses produces a more interesting sound
quality in the text, and we must never
forget that the Qur’an is meant to be
heard — reading it lags well behind in
terms of impact. As we have seen, hear-
ing is stressed in Islam over sight, and
the sound of the recited text is highly
significant in the effect that it produces
in the listener. Obviously that effect is
itself to a degree a function of the lexical
meanings of the text, but these may
resonate against the sounds of the words
and phrases themselves and help the lis-
tener concentrate on particular phrases
by observing slight variations in them.

Is the Qur’an a code?

Let us examine the logic of this kind of
hermeneutic strategy. There is a long
tradition in religious thought to see the
main text of the faith as a code. Often
this is presented as the text having two
main messages, one for everyone and
one for a limited group of people. This
is not a doctrine in any way disparaging
to the understanding of the majority of
the believing community, it is simply
that they are happy with the apparent
meaning of the text, as they should be
since that meaning is clear, true and
divinely inspired. They find within the
book a guide to their lives, a system of
rules of behaviour and a discussion of
the doctrines that they are to accept,
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and they are perfectly satisfied with
what they find.

Another group of believers accepts
everything that the main body of
believers accepts, at least nominally, but
think that the words of the text contain
within them hidden meanings. For
example, a word in the text may need to
be linked with a different word because
it has the same numerical value as that
word, while reading the text itself would
never reveal the point of that comparison.
This only works for languages whose
letters have numerical equivalences, of
course, but even languages without such
equivalences may be studied numeri-
cally, in the sense that one can link every
tenth letter, or fiftieth letter, or every
twentieth chapter, and so on. The
notion of the text being a code is
important here. A code gives us the rules
for transforming one sort of text into
something else, into what it really means.

It will be said that this account of
religion fails to capture something that
the code idea does capture — the mystery
involved in religion. There certainly is a
notion of mystery in many religions, but
this can be overdone. Many religious
believers treat their faith as just another
aspect of their lives, like their nation-
ality or the place in which they live; it is
not something that they have spent
agonized days, weeks or months pon-
dering over. One of the aspects of reli-
gion that many Muslim theologians
stress is its naturalness, and the clarity
of the Qur’an as a text is something it
reminds us of quite often (44.58; 54.17,
21, 32, 40).

The naturalness of belief

The idea that religious belief is natural
tends to support the ideas of the Qur’an
as a code. The Sufis often compare nat-
ural objects with the letters of the
Qur’an, and just as an education in



Arabic can lead a reader to understand
the text, so seeing the world in the right
sort of way can help us understand what
it really means. When Adam is in the
Garden of Eden, God teaches him the
names of things, implying that the nat-
ural world is something to be under-
stood by us. Without knowing how to
put the various individual items of the
world together in the right way, one
cannot understand their meaning, since
like the letters in a word, their individual
meaning is very much part of their
potential combination in something larger.

Religions often want to go in two
directions at once. They want to
emphasize their accessibility and to
assert that anyone can understand the
main propositions and principles of the
faith. This is equivalent to saying that
the religion is natural and acceptance of
it just as smooth and fitting. On the
other hand, they want to point to levels
of understanding that require special
training or thought, and that are not
available to every believer. This tension
is often misinterpreted as a battle
between faith and reason, but of course
it is something else entirely. It is not in
fact a battle at all, but a way of seeing
the same thing in two different yet com-
patible ways, to express it in Averroist
language. The philosopher Ibn Rushd
(Averroes, 1126-1198) argued that reli-
gion and philosophy were two different
ways of coming to the same conclusion.

There has been a long discussion in
Islam about the significance of taqlid or
imitation. Who should be followed or
imitated when it comes to religious
practice and doctrine? Clearly any reli-
gion requires interpretation, and there
are some people who are skilled in
interpretation. They are the people to
follow when it comes to seeking an
understanding of what the religion
means or requires us to do. In any area
we follow the expert, since if we knew
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what to do, we would not need to ask an
expert in the first place. But two issues
arise here. One is familiar to people who
need work to be done on their houses,
and that is how to recognize precisely
who is an expert. The other is the inad-
visability of blindly following the expert.
There is merit in working things out for
oneself, and these are not solely based
on the personal satisfaction of doing so
(although this is indeed very pleasing).
The Qur’an is full of injunctions to its
hearers and readers to consider, think,
reason, and that is because Muslims are
supposed to use their rational faculties
to work out what the text means and
indeed what everything means, insofar
as they can.

Taglid can be appropriate in that
there are people who can help us under-
stand a text and its contemporary rele-
vance while we are unable to grasp this,
given our lack of knowledge of the
whole book and other appropriate
sources of information. It is rational to
follow such authorities, but this is not
blind obedience. This is submitting one-
self to the authority of another when
one has good grounds for so doing.
Those good grounds are established
rationally.

This brings out a problem in the
notion of religious government. Who
better can govern the state than those
who are in tune with higher metaphysi-
cal realities? This point was made as
early as Plato, and he makes a direct
comparison between learning a skill and
political ability. But even those who are
broadly in favour of such a strategy
often advise caution. To take a fairly
recent case, Ayatollah Taleqani and
Murtaza Mutahhari in Iran discussed
the necessity for collective leadership to
meet the very complex problems of
modernity. Ayatollah Khomeini com-
mented that the religious leadership in
contemporary society needs to reflect
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the complexity of that society if it is
really going to establish a religious state.
What is this complexity? It is not the
complexity of new problems arising due
to the changing structure of society and
the problems it brings with it. These can
be dealt with entirely successfully using
traditional legal techniques. Rather, the
idea that religious and legal theses
should be the ruling principles of the
state itself in every particular does call
for radical steps in interpretation, since
it is often not clear how to use religious
law to resolve modern problems. That
they can be so used is not problematic,
but precisely how to use them may be.
Hence the advisability of a number of
legal authorities conferring and discuss-
ing the appropriate way forwards rather
than just one outstanding authority
prescribing the way that things will be.
Another point made by Mutahhari is
that religious belief is natural, in his
view, while atheism is unnatural. The
Qur’an itself considers the idea that the
world is merely a material place, and
rejects it. Belief is natural because it is so
obviously part of a worthwhile lifestyle,
according to Mutaharri, and rejecting
belief as a valuable set of ideas is akin to
rejecting health as a desirable state to
enjoy. So there is something clear and
evident in the legal judgements of the
religious leader; they key into basic
human needs and interests, albeit not
necessarily present human desires.
Again, we may talk about a logic there,
in that the realm of law follows a rea-
soning process that fits in with human
beings, and by this is not necessarily
meant a legal school that employs the
principle of istihsan or human welfare in
coming to its conclusions. Even legal
theories that do not apply such a prin-
ciple will see themselves and the law
itself as fitting in with the world and its
creatures, since that very law was estab-
lished by the creator of that world and
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everything in it, and one would be right
to expect that everything would cohere
with what is in the best interests of
creation.

The Qur’an is full of arguments, and
many of them have at their basis the
idea that God, the ultimate creator,
knows the nature of everything in the
world, and especially his human crea-
tures, and that he has brought about a
type of creation that is very much in the
interests of his creation. As one might
expect, the Creator then establishes
rules that he expects people to obey if
they are to get the best out of the world.
The text constantly provides reasons for
believing what it asserts, and these rea-
sons owe their plausibility to the idea
that God wishes to communicate with
his creation. He does this through mes-
sengers, and although God has the best
interests of his creation in mind, his
creatures often reject what he has to say.
This is not because of any doctrine of
original sin, but because God has made
everyone differently and so is not sur-
prised at the differences in their respon-
ses to him. He could have made
everyone the same, and thus avoided
this sort of diversity of opinion (11.118;
10.19; 16.93) but he chose not to do so.

Does the text really argue for the
existence of God? Not very seriously;
this is taken to be an obvious fact, based
on the facts of life, and nature, like the
verses of the Qur’an, is full of ‘signs
(ayat) for people who understand’
(2.164). There is quite a bit of argument
about why we should believe in the
existence of one God as opposed to
many gods, and why associating part-
ners with God, shirk, is to be rejected
totally. There are also plenty of arguments
for the fact of resurrection, a basic doc-
trine given the importance of rejecting
materialism and the idea that our deaths
are followed by nothing more than the
collapse and decay of our bodies. There



is sometimes the suggestion that the
opponents of Islam in their hearts know
it is right (‘and they rejected [our signs]
while their souls were convinced of
them’ (27.14)). There are also many
arguments for the prophethood of the
Prophet himself, and much of this
clearly replicates the sort of to and fro
of debate that took place in Mecca and
Medina when Islam was becoming
established in the face of fierce opposition.

A whole variety of argument types are
employed here. The Peripatetic philoso-
phers, falasifa like Ibn Rushd and his
predecessors such as al-Farabi used the
Organon of Aristotle as an example of
how such arguments may vary in form
and in particular in the universality of
their conclusion. So we have a hierarchy
of argumentative strength, with demon-
stration at the summit, where we oper-
ate with true premises and use them to
arrive at valid and entirely general con-
clusions. Then comes dialectic, where
the premises we use are those supplied
by the side with which we are debating,
and so we have no reason to think they
are true. After this a number of other
argument types follow, rhetoric and
poetry, for example, where the point is
to change people’s mind by the use of
imagination and appeals to the emotions,
and where the validity of the conclusion
may be quite limited, limited to a parti-
cular audience within a particular con-
text. This does not mean that there is
anything wrong with the argument — it is
a perfectly acceptable argument of its
type— but not up to the rigour of
demonstration, nor even dialectic. The
Qur’an advises Muslims to speak with
others in a ‘beautiful preaching’ (16.125;
29.46) and this refers to stimulating an
audience by stressing what it would be
interested in and avoiding the more
technical and less obviously attractive
aspects of the religion.

ARGUMENTS AND THE QUR’AN

The Qur’an is full of arguments that
appeal to our understanding of what is
in our interests and how we should live
our lives. These are indeed arguments,
but we should bear in mind the warn-
ings of the falasifa who acknowledged
that they were only as strong as their
premises are true. If it is not the case
that Tony the Tiger really knows what I
should eat for breakfast in the morning,
then my being persuaded by him may be
based on a degree of rationality, but
ultimately it is based on something that
is not true, his incorrect claims about a
particular series of facts about diet,
health, taste, and so on.

This makes it look like the logic of the
Qur’an is weak, if it can be likened to
using figurative language to try to per-
suade an audience of the truth. We do
not normally regard that sort of
communication as particularly impress-
ive. Yet it is worth bearing in mind how
much that is important in our lives is
decided through reasoning that on the
face of it is far from demonstrative in
the Aristotelian sense. So while the rea-
sons we give for action may explain the
action in the sense of showing that it
was carried out for certain purposes and
within a particular context, it does not
explain it in the sense of showing that it
had to happen. The falasifa were quite
clear on this, and in their analysis of
different sorts of writing and speech they
sharply distinguished between different
levels of logical strength in the variety of
language forms that are available to us,
and they argued that each type of argu-
ment form was appropriate to different
kinds of human activity.

The use of reasons

The fact that reasons may explain but
not determine subsequent actions was
not properly grasped by al-Ghazali,
advocate though he was of the use of
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logic in theology and of its incor-
poration as a natural part of Islamic
thought. Al-Ghazali criticized thinkers
such as Miskawayh for believing that
God had reasons to establish certain
rituals which link up with human nat-
ure. Miskawayh suggests that many of
the rites of Islam have the aim of
strengthening the links between believers,
so that religion uses social norms to
encourage and increase religious obser-
vance. Al-Ghazali is horrified by this
suggestion, arguing that God institutes
rules just because he wants to; there is
no necessity for him to bow to our social
instincts, nor even to employ them.
Where al-Ghazali goes awry here is
thinking that because God may have
had reasons for what he did, those rea-
sons would make his actions inevitable.
He would be forced by the reasons to
act in a particular way. The Mu‘tazilites
did in fact argue in this way that God
has to follow certain principles of mor-
ality in his behaviour; he has to have
justice in mind when he acts. Al-Ghazali
rejected that theory, arguing plausibly
that it is an error to think that God
must have a particular purpose in mind
when he does something. But he went
too far in suggesting that God could
have nothing in mind when he does
something; that all he wants to do in
telling us how to act is to demonstrate
his power and the necessity on our part
to obey him. Having reasons for action
only constrains us if they inevitably
result in particular actions, but this is
not the case for God and it is not the
case for us.

One might think that the case for God
would be different here than it is for us.
After all, our action is always rather
haphazard; we lack a firm wunder-
standing often of the situation we are in
or how we ought to act. We are finite
creatures with a partial view of the
world and ourselves. None of this is true
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of God, who is perfect, infinite and
understands everything. Yet for him
also reasons do not determine. There are
many things he can do and might wish
to do, given the same set of facts. This
comes out in a very nice story by al-
Juwayni designed to show the shallow-
ness of the Mu‘tazilite theory. The tale
involves three people who die. One is
evil and goes to hell; one is going to
become evil, so God kills him and as a
child he goes to the barzakh, so avoiding
hell; while another who has lived well
goes to heaven. The child complains
that he missed the opportunity of going
to heaven by dying early, although God
informs him that had he lived he would
have been evil and gone to hell. The
sinner in hell complains that God
should have killed him while a child so
that at least he would have avoided hell
and earned the barzakh. Al-Juwayni
quite rightly took this example to show
that the idea that there is just one con-
cept of justice, that expounded by the
Mu‘tazilites, and that this represents the
general principle according to which
God has to operate, is vacuous. God
could decide to intervene directly in our
lives to prevent us from developing in
the ways in which we otherwise would
do, but he also might not. That is true of
us also; we can often intervene to help
or hinder others, and we sometimes do
and sometimes do not. There are rea-
sons for what we do, but those reasons
do not determine the action.

When the angels are told by God to
bow down to Adam, and they complain
saying that Adam and his descendants
will wreck the earth if they gain power
over it, the angels have a point. But God
replies that he understands this and will
send human beings a guide. The notion
of a guide is important here: a guide
guides, indicates the right direction and
the appropriate sources of information
for determining the right direction. The



guide does not force people to obey him
nor even to accept him. The guide
brings a message, but messages get dis-
torted and twisted, or are just honestly
misunderstood. God provides general
advice and instructions to his creation,
but within that context there is a great
deal of freedom for believers to make
their own decisions and take their own
risks. The reasons they accept as sig-
nificant in controlling their actions do
not point to a set of clear and distinct
propositions, since if they did, there
would be no variety of understandings
of religion, or even of Islam. Since the
Qur’an tells us sometimes to respect
diversity in humanity and forbids us
from compelling religious allegiance, the
idea that reasons are not followed
inevitably by particular actions and
beliefs is presumably well taken.

Reasons and the logic of the Qur’an

There are two worrying aspects of this
rather relaxed atmosphere towards the
role of reasons in explaining our actions
and beliefs. One is that it looks like the
Qur’an is not using the gold standard of
argument —i.e. demonstrative argument —
as its main argument form. On the con-
trary, it is using a whole variety of what
from a logical point of view has to be
called weaker forms of argument. The
other problem follows from this. The
putative link between reasons and
action is the only basis upon which we
can talk about Qur’anic logic in the first
place. If this link starts to look very
weak, or even non-existent, then the
description of the Book as containing a
logic will have to be reconsidered. The
first objection can be resolved if we
point out that different audiences and
different situations call for different
sorts of argument. One of the ways in
which tafsir or commentary often operates
is to discuss the particular situation in
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which a sura was revealed. So if it
occurred at a certain time and place,
perhaps in Medina after a particular
event, then we can understand what the
text was designed to do. The audience of
the time would have had certain experi-
ences of the religion and its followers at
that point, and so they would be
addressed in a certain way. Although
commentators argue about the precise
dating of the suras, it does seem broadly
clear which are Meccan and which are
Medinan, and which a mixture, and
what the order of revelation is. We
could also here refer to the famous
Aristotelian principle that degrees of
exactitude are never themselves exact.
Precision is relative to the situation in
which we find ourselves. Someone in the
street who asks me the time should be
happy with the report of my wristwatch.
She is not asking me to discover what an
atomic clock says the time is.

The other objection looks stronger,
and it suggests that the whole concept of
a Qur’anic logic falls down because the
link between the argument for the state-
ments in the text and our logical need to
accept the conclusions of those argu-
ments is quite weak. Some hearers and
readers will accept them, and some will
not. Although the Qur’an sometimes
suggests that people will wilfully deny
the truth (‘and they rejected [our signs]
while their souls were convinced of them
(27.14)’), this does not seem to be a very
sensible policy, since the penalties for
such behaviour are pretty severe. We
have already seen that reasons for belief
are not the same as the premises in a
syllogism that compel acceptance of a
conclusion if one is to be rational. Then
how can we refer to the reasoning itself
as logical? The answer here is that the
logic of the argument lies in the pro-
duction of reasons that make a parti-
cular conclusion plausible, albeit perhaps
not compelling.
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For al-Farabi, the prophet is someone
of sterling moral character chosen by
God to transmit a message. From a
philosophical point of view he is someone
of sterling moral character whose mind
is in line with the active intellect and so
who knows how to persuade an audi-
ence of a particular point of view. The
philosopher and the believer both see
the same thing, the Prophet, but analyse
what they see differently; nonetheless
both judgements are true. It would even
be wrong to see one of the judgements
as primarily intellectual and abstract
and the other as ‘popular’, since the sort
of language that surrounds religious
description is hardly simple and per-
spicuous. Often theology is more complex
than philosophy, and the views of the
ordinary believer are more complicated
than those of the thinker who can orga-
nize his or her thought into clear and
distinct categories. This was very much
the point of the falasifa, the Islamic phi-
losophers in the Peripatetic tradition,
namely, that each way of talking was
valid.

There is clearly a Qur’anic logic in the
sense of many arguments in the text,
very different kinds of argument that are
designed to meet particular objections
and establish basic points. Whether the
style is really unique is an aesthetic
claim that is rather dangerous, since it is
of the nature of such claims that they
may be challenged by those with oppo-
site reactions. It is worth adding here
that of course for Islam the Qur’an itself
is not the only significant source of
information: the sunna or practice of the
Prophet, the Traditions (sayings attrib-
uted to the Prophet and those close to
him — ahadith) and other authorities,
depending upon one’s school of
thought, are also crucial. But it is only
the Qur’an that has been claimed as
inimitable, and as the main repository of
detailed arguments both for and against
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particular propositions. We can talk of
such a logic if by that we mean different
kinds of arguments that are designed to
help us see the world in a particular
way. Since many people are Muslims and
become Muslims after examining the
Qur’an, presumably those arguments
are effective in helping their audience see
the world in the appropriate way.

But can we say that the text contains a
logic that is unique in its strength or
persuasiveness? If by strength, we mean
logical rigour, then the answer is cer-
tainly no. If by persuasiveness, we mean
actual success in persuading people that
this looks more plausible, it would also
require some proof that it was the logic
of the text that did the persuading,
rather than something else like marrying
someone or wishing to annoy someone
else. This is always a problem in reli-
gion, of course, that of working out
what it is that motivates a believer, and
it would surely be wrong to insist that
the argument was never experienced as
persuasive. On the other hand, it would
also be wrong to insist that claims to
have been persuaded by the text are
always accurate, since we often do not
really understand why we adopt a parti-
cular propositional attitude.

One aspect of the Qur’an that is very
important and that has hardly been
mentioned so far is its beauty. This is
often taken to be a decisive proof of its
divine status, since the challenge
(tahaddi) is made to produce anything as
beautiful. A difficulty with this argu-
ment is based on the difficulty of any
argument that has as its main factor an
aesthetic attitude. As we know all too
well, what one person calls beautiful,
another person may find very different,
so it seems a rather slim foundation for
an important claim about the divine
origin of the text. Even if we see aes-
thetic judgment as being based on logic,
as the falasifa certainly did, we are still



left with a rather vague proposition as a
conclusion, either dealing with the eli-
citing of an emotion or the sharing of an
attitude. Here again we can talk about a
Qur’anic logic in the sense of a reason-
ing process in which reasons and argu-
ment have an important but not
compelling role. The Qur’an does indeed
display an unusual commitment to
argument and logic in its self-explanation.
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Mohammed Arkoun (b. 1928) is an
internationally acclaimed Franco-Alger-
ian historian and philosopher who spent
most of his working life in Paris where
he held the post of Emeritus Professor
at the Sorbonne. He has persistently
sought to recover the breadth and
diversity of classical Arab thought and
to rethink Islam and Islamic studies in
the light of the social sciences and mod-
ern philosophy. His principal contribu-
tion specifically to the study of the
Qur’an comprises seven articles written
between 1970 and 1980 which were
republished as Lectures du Coran (Read-
ings of the Qur’an) in 1982. The book
also included an introduction in which
Arkoun assessed the current state of
Qur’anic Studies and indicated avenues
for future research. He returned to this
theme almost twenty years later in an
equally thought-provoking essay on
‘Contemporary Critical Practices and
the Qur’an’.

A bio-bibliographical sketch

Mohammed Arkoun is at the time of
writing (2004) Emeritus Professor of the
History of Islamic Thought at the Sor-
bonne, Senior Research Fellow and
member of the Board of Governors of
The Institute of Ismaili Studies in Lon-
don, and Editor of the journal Arabica.
He was born in Algeria in 1928.
Although his mother tongue is Berber,
he studied Arabic at the University of
Algiers and then moved to France where
he gained the coveted agrégation in
Arabic language and literature in 1956.
Apart from brief periods in Strasbourg
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(1956-59) and Lyons (1969-72), and
sabbaticals in the USA, the Netherlands
and Germany, he spent most of his aca-
demic career in Paris. On retiring in
1992, he took up a one-year fellowship
at the Institute of Advanced Studies in
Princeton. He was decorated as an Offi-
cer of the French Légion d’honneur in
1996. He was also awarded the Georgio
Levi Della Vida Award for his lifelong
contribution to the field of Islamic
Studies in 2002 and the Ibn Rushd Prize
for Freedom of Thought in 2003.

Arkoun usually writes in French,
although many of his works have been
translated into Arabic and a few have
appeared in English. We cannot here
offer an exhaustive account of his wide-
ranging scholarly output but in this and
the next section we will attempt to situ-
ate his contribution to Qur’anic Studies
in relation to his other research interests.
In his doctoral thesis, which was pub-
lished in 1970, he wrote on the tenth-
century philosopher Miskawayh, arguing
that he was the product of an incipient
Arab humanism that fostered the pur-
suit of knowledge in the interests of
society, unhampered by a priori theolo-
gical considerations. The same might be
said of Arkoun himself, although in his
case it would be more accurate to speak
of him as the product of an incipient
Franco-Arab humanism.

In 1975 he published La Pensée Arabe
(Arab thought), an analytical sketch
that covers the whole 1,400-year history
of Islam. The first chapter focuses on
the event of the Qur’an. There are brief
sections on ‘Revelation’, ‘The Qur’an’
and ‘Exegesis’ in Rethinking Islam
(1989; English translation, 1994), and
the first two chapters of The Unthought
in Contemporary Islamic Thought (2002)
set the parameters for a comparative
approach to the study of revelation in
Judaism, Christianity and Islam. How-
ever, Arkoun’s principal contribution



specifically to Qur’anic Studies is in
seven articles that were re-issued in a
single volume in 1982 as Lectures du
Coran (Readings of the Qur’an). An
English rendering of the chapter headings
is given below. The dates of the articles
are indicated in brackets.

1. How to Read the Qur’an (1970)
2. The Problem of the Divine
Authenticity of the Qur’an (1977)

. A Reading of the al-Fatiha (1974)

. A Reading of sura 18 (1980)

5. Can We Speak of Marvels in the
Qur’an? (1974)

6. Introduction to the Study of the
Connections between Islam and
Politics (1979)

7. The Hajj in Islamic Thought
1977).

W

The book has a valuable introductory
essay which is now available in English
as ‘Introduction: An assessment of and
perspective on the study of the Qur’an’.
Arkoun returned to this theme almost
twenty years later in an equally thought-
provoking article on ‘Contemporary
Critical Practices and the Qur’an’,
which was commissioned for the first
volume of The Encyclopaedia of the
Qur’an.

Arkoun’s critical philosophy and
epistemology

Lectures du Coran is not the only col-
lection of articles that Arkoun had con-
tributed to academic journals in the
course of the 1960s and 1970s. It was
preceded in 1973 by Essais sur la pensée
islamique (Essays on Islamic thought)
and followed in 1984 by Pour une cri-
tiqgue de la raison islamique (For a cri-
tique of Islamic reason). The three
volumes constitute a trilogy insofar as
they are all concerned with the method
or grounds of knowledge in Islamic
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studies as practised in the Arab-Muslim
cultural system and in its non-Muslim
Western counterpart. Arkoun’s resear-
ches on the Qur’an are thus part of a
larger long-term project and cannot be
understood in isolation.

The title of the third volume gives
some indication of the aim and scope of
the project as a whole. Like the eight-
eenth-century philosopher Immanuel
Kant, author of the seminal Critique of
Pure Reason, Arkoun seeks to ‘critique’
or come to grips with the limitations of
our mental capacities by showing that
we are constrained to perceive and think
about the world in certain ways. How-
ever, whereas Kant attributed the con-
straints on our perceptions and thoughts
to the innate structures of the human
mind which he assumed were more or
less identical in all societies and all ages,
Arkoun rejects the notion of a ‘pure’
transcendent reason and maintains that
consciousness has a history that should
be studied in its own right. He argues
that for an author who lives at a given
time and place, and belongs to a specific
linguistic community, some things are
‘thinkable’, insofar as it is possible to
think and express them with the help of
the available mental equipment, whereas
others are ‘unthinkable’, because of the
cognitive limits of the social-cultural
system, or simply remain ‘unthought’,
because the author has internalized the
constraints imposed by the dominant
ideology.

Arkoun’s views on the history of con-
sciousness and the relationship between
power and knowledge were influenced
by the writings of his near con-
temporary Michel Foucault (d. 1984),
who occupied the chair in the History of
Systems of Thought at the College de
France. Foucault coined the term ‘epis-
teme’ to denote the mass of assumptions
that we tend to take for granted, the
invisible boundaries of our thought. He
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held that the historical succession of
epistemes is arbitrary; there is no neces-
sary connection between them. Conse-
quently we should not assume that
concepts and ideas can be easily and
accurately understood and translated
through the ages. Our impression that
history is a linear progression and that
there are continuities between successive
worldviews is an illusion created by the
dominant discourses that have tri-
umphed over other forms of knowledge
and projected their own origins into the
past. What people take as truth in a
given historical situation is thus produced
by the operations of power. Taking his
cue from Foucault, Arkoun has exposed
the ideological dimensions of the princi-
pal Islamic epistemes. He has also begun
the task of thinking the ‘unthought’ in
the field of Qur’anic Studies.

The Qur’an in the Arab—Muslim
cultural system

Arkoun identifies the years 632 ce and
936 cE as major turning points when the
borders between the thinkable, the
unthinkable and the unthought shifted
decisively. The first date is that of the
Prophet’s death, which brought the
twenty-three year period of revelation to
a close. The second is that of the reform
instigated by Abu Bakr ibn Mujahid,
which ended the rivalries between scho-
lars of Qur’an recitation by proscribing
the variant readings attributed to the
Prophet’s companions ‘Ubayy, Ibn
Mas‘ud and ‘Ali b. Abi Talib, some of
which differed considerably from the
‘Uthmanic text. This event marked the
final step in the protracted process of
collecting the revelations and fixing
them in writing. It also inaugurated ‘the
time of orthodoxy’, which extends from
936 cE to the present and is dominated
by a vision of Islam as a complete all-
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embracing system established by the
Prophet on the basis of the Qur’an.
Those who share this vision revere the
Qur’an in its entirety as the Word of
God and hold that it has been trans-
mitted reliably from generation to gen-
eration by an unbroken succession of
impeccable guarantors who have like-
wise handed down its authoritative
interpretation. Sunnis and Shi‘ites differ
over the routes of transmission, the
ethico-religious status of the transmitters
and the details of the interpretation, but
not over the divine origin of the revela-
tions and the manner in which they were
preserved. They are thus bound by the
same basic episteme.

When investigating the secondary lit-
erature on the Qur’an produced by
orthodox scholars, Arkoun has focused
primarily on the Sunni classics. Apart
from the major commentaries, which
will be mentioned later, the single most
important work is the 1,500-page Itqan

fi ‘ulum al-Qur’an (Quest for certainty in

the Qur’anic sciences) compiled by the
mediaeval Egyptian scholar al-Suyuti
(d. 1505). This scholastic encyclopedist
reproduced the information that had
accumulated over the previous 900
years, arranging it under eighty headings
or ‘categories’ of knowledge. Arkoun
makes a number of observations about
the subjects that al-Suyuti covers and
how he deals with them. He notes for
instance the extensive treatment of pro-
sody and textual units (thirteen cate-
gories), which he attributes to their
relevance to the memorization and reci-
tation of the Qur’an. He also notes that
because rhetoric and logico-semantic
analysis are needed for deducing the
requirements of the shari‘a, al-Suyuti
allots far more space to them (twenty-
three categories) than he does to syntax
and vocabulary (six categories). As
regards chronology and the modes of
revelation (sixteen categories), here too



the relevance of the information for
establishing Islamic law is paramount.
Hence, instead of offering his readers
historically based discussions of these
topics, al-Suyuti merely gives them brief
summaries of the ‘orthodox’ position.
Arkoun concludes that the Irgan and
other books of this genre do not yield
many genuine insights concerning the
Qur’an. Their aim is to furnish Muslims
with indispensable practical information
and nourish their belief in the divine
basis of the Law, the supernatural char-
acter of the revelation, and the utterly
reliable conditions under which it was
transmitted and reproduced.

Arkoun is equally sceptical about the
contribution of the classical commen-
taries to our understanding the Qur’an.
In the course of Chapter 4 of his Lectures,
where he focuses on sura 18, he dis-
cusses the 30-volume commentary of al-
Tabari (d. 923), which became the basis
for almost all subsequent exegesis.
Because it comprises a wealth of reports,
each supported by one or more chains
of guarantors tracing it back to a named
Companion, Successor or other early
authority, this commentary is often
viewed as the work of an objective com-
piler who made an exhaustive collection of
the available traditions. Arkoun insists,
however, that al-Tabari selected and
arranged his material in view of his
political and religious convictions, seek-
ing to legitimize the ‘Abbasids and dis-
qualify the Umayyads and political
Shi‘ism. That is why he attempted to
harmonize variant readings, gave a clear
paraphrase of the verses and tackled
controversial points with calculated
prudence. Arkoun also draws attention
to the importance that al-Tabari and his
fellow commentators attached to real or
imaginary episodes in the life of the
Prophet which allegedly constituted the
spatio-temporal framework for the
revelation of individual verses, longer
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sections or, in some cases, whole suras.
These framing narratives, as he calls
them, assure the Qur’anic datum a con-
crete historical basis that is absent from
folk tales and works of fiction. In the
process, however, they tend to make the
highly allusive symbolic text appear
excessively banal because they transcribe
it into a realist commentary.

Napoleon Bonaparte’s expedition to
Egypt in 1798-1801 brought the Arab
world face to face with modernity.
However, although Arkoun recognizes
that extensive contact with Europeans
over the past two centuries has altered
the conditions in which Arab Muslims
engage in thinking, he denies that it has
led to a radically new episteme in the
Arab-Muslim cultural system. On the
contrary, he laments that Muslim scholars
remain imprisoned in the same dogmatic
enclosure and have not contributed to
the contemporary debate on revelation,
truth and history. Modern Qur’an
scholarship is inferior to classical: the
textbooks on Qur’anic Studies used in
traditional Islamic institutions are little
more than digests of the Itgan of al-
Suyuti, and the great classical commen-
taries continue to function as orthodox
corpora of interpretation. The reasons
for this state of affairs are complex. They
include the relative neglect of the
humanities and social sciences in Arab
universities, and the continued ideological
importance of Islam both to the gov-
erning elites and their political opponents.
In addition, Arkoun suggests that the
framing narratives in the classical com-
mentaries receive from the Qur’anic dis-
course a special value that places them
above all profane narratives: they are
‘contaminated by transcendence’, which
explains why believers remain attached
to classical exegesis and distrust modern
intellectualist analyses.
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Orientalist and social-science
approaches to Qur’anic Studies

Arkoun’s attitude to orientalist scholar-
ship is ambivalent. He acknowledges
that during the colonial period advo-
cates of the historical-critical method
performed a valuable task by opening
up fields of enquiry considered taboo by
most Muslims. These included textual
criticism and the chronological ranking
of the suras, both of which are of vital
importance to the historian. However,
he laments that European Qur’an spe-
cialists have tended to restrict them-
selves to the philological restoration of
the text and the historical reconstruction
of simple facts, and have largely neglected
methodological issues and questions of
an epistemological nature. Similarly,
those concerned with the history of
exegesis have usually focused on the
works of ‘orthodox’ writers and con-
centrated on translating them or sum-
marizing them for the benefit of non-
Arabists. What is needed, and what
Arkoun urges, is a full-scale rethinking
and revitalization of the discipline in
light of the social sciences.

It is relatively easy to grasp what this
might entail as regards the history of
interpretation. Instead of majoring in
the key works of scholars who are con-
sidered orthodox or who stand out
because of their intellectual stature,
researchers would seek to situate exeg-
esis within the history of Islamic con-
sciousness of a given society by drawing
on every scrap of available evidence
concerning people’s beliefs and prac-
tices. They would not neglect writers
who belonged to marginalized groups or
run-of-the-mill orthodox scholars. On
the contrary, the works of such indivi-
duals are invaluable for charting shifts
in the boundaries between the thinkable,
the unthinkable and the unthought.
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Arkoun’s approach to the Qur’an
itself is more difficult to summarize. He
considers that the collection of the reve-
lations and the production of a closed
written corpus paved the way for succes-
sive generations of Muslim rulers to
monopolize the sacred text. They did
this, and still do, by patronizing religious
scholars willing to legitimize their claim
to power by linking it with the Qur’an’s
transcendent authority. Therefore, while
recognizing that our knowledge of the
period of the Prophet will inevitably
remain incomplete, we should strive to
recapture the spirit of the revelations as
a living Word that enunciates what is
ultimately significant, rather than as a
closed corpus of Scripture standardized
by the state and expounded by accre-
dited interpreters in accordance with the
ideology of their political masters.
Arkoun has issued lists of programmatic
statements concerning how this is to be
done but in many instances the details
remain to be fleshed out. In broad terms
what he proposes is an exhaustive ana-
lysis of sixth- and seventh-century Mid-
dle Eastern culture followed by an
equally exhaustive investigation of how
the Qur’an transforms the religious
consciousness of those who listen to it
receptively. Both entail using the methods
of cultural anthropology, political
science, religious psychology, structural
linguistics and semiotics. In the first
chapter of his Lectures, for example, he
outlines the symbolic universe or
‘mythical structure’ of the Qur’an and
analyses several of the semantic fields of
Qur’anic Arabic.

Although some Muslims view Arkoun
with suspicion, scholars of all hues who
are committed to the cognitive project
of understanding religious phenomena
cannot fail to find his writings stimulat-
ing. Despite his lifelong quest for a uni-
versal perspective on Islam, his approach
nevertheless  appears  unmistakably



French. There is also an unresolved ten-
sion in his work. At times he writes as a
self-confident modernist who is convinced
that the secularization of knowledge has
led to genuine progress and that the
social sciences have at long last furnished
the keys for unlocking many of the mys-
teries of the Qur’an and the history of its
interpretation. At others, he seems more
attracted to a postmodernist relativism.
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ART AND THE QUR’AN
There are four strong arguments in the
Qur’an against art.

First, art through its emotional
impact can easily overcome our ration-
ality. The Qur’an emphasizes the sig-
nificance of wusing reason, calmly
considering the evidence, pondering
over what one is told, and this is very
different from the sort of impact that art
may have on us. Its miraculousness lies
in the way in which it combines orality,
writing, sound and subsequent beha-
viour. Yet this emphasis on balance is
negated by anything that directly affects
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our senses in a way likely to unbalance
them.

Then there is the issue of how far we
should act on the basis of what we
experience. The Qur’an accepts that
much of its message goes against
experience and relies on a deeper under-
standing of that experience. For example,
the materialists say plausibly that there
is no evidence of life after death, but we
are supposed to consider the words of
the text and work out that such a future
life is likely given the nature of God and
his creation. Yet art encourages us to
take what we see and hear as real, since
it encourages us to regard visual and
auditory representations as important
and appropriate objects of admiration.
King Solomon is referred to several
times in the Qur’an as having made
things; he got the jinn to make things for
him, and some of these things seem to
have had an aesthetic purpose (34.12;
34.13). In order to test the Queen of
Sheba, he built a sarh covered with glass
(27.45), and from the description of it
this seems to have been a screen built
into the floor in such a way as to
resemble water. The queen was sup-
posed to think it was water, different
from what it really is, and it succeeded
in its purpose, since she was fooled by it.
So it could hardly be argued that there
is a basic Qur’anic prohibition on using
human imagination and skill to con-
struct illusory images. The wisest of men
delighted in his ability to commission
art, and there is no criticism of him in
the text for having done so. On the
other hand, the point of this exercise
was to reveal to the queen that the level
of experiential knowledge upon which
she had up to that point relied was
unsatisfactory. It was precisely because
she was fooled by the visual that she was
encouraged to look beyond the visual at
what lies deeper. She did this, and so art
had a useful religious purpose.
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There is a good deal of evidence that
the Prophet was critical of idolatry, and
the hadith literature refer to this quite
often. Of course, the Qur’an itself is
particularly critical of idolatry. What is
the relevance of this to art, and in par-
ticular representative art? There is a
famous hadith comparing owning pic-
tures to having a dog in the house, both
of which are said to prevent the visits of
angels. It is not clear what the criticism
of pictures, means however. It might
mean that he advocates simplicity in
interior design, and indeed simplicity in
general. Contact with dogs does bring
about ritual impurity, but it is difficult
to put contact with pictures in the same
category unless we link pictures with
idolatry. The Prophet may well have
had in mind the use of pictures by
Christians and others for religious pur-
poses, including as that did an image of
their deity and those close to the deity.
The local beliefs of those living in Ara-
bia, including the belief in many gods,
were often represented in terms of images,
and the Qur’anic sura al-Ikhlas (Purity
of Faith) criticizes the ideas that God
could have had a creator and that there
are other gods like him. So a general
ban on images and representative art
might be justified on Qur’anic grounds.

On the other hand, there is no short-
age of anthropomorphic language in the
Qur’an, and there was a long debate on
how this language is to be understood.
There is no intent to represent God in a
picture, but there were many pictures of
major religious characters, the prophets
and even the Prophet himself, pictures
of paradise and other significant reli-
gious ideas. Representations of the Pro-
phet often show him with a veil over his
face, especially prevalent in the image of
his flight on Buraq from Mecca to Jer-
usalem and back again, and when lead-
ing his army. In some paintings of the
miraculous journey the Prophet’s face is
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visible on the first stage of the journey,
and veiled on the return. The implica-
tion is that during this journey he was
transformed in such a way as to make
his appearance no longer of significance.
On the other hand, there are pictures
that show the Prophet’s face quite
clearly. It might be argued that just as
the language of the Qur’an itself is fre-
quently representational, painting and
sculpture can share in this mode. Why
should the Prophet not be represented in
a picture? He was after all a human
being, and to suggest that he is too holy
to be represented visually suggests that
he shares in God’s divine status, which
is directly in opposition to the central
principles of Islam. There is no doubt
according to the Qur’an that he is a man
and only a man, albeit an unusually
perfect sort of person.

One of the most determined enemies
of shirk or idolatry are the neo-Hanbali
thinkers, and in particular Ibn ‘Abd al-
Wahhab, the spiritual source of the
recent governments in Saudi Arabia. He
argues that there is a close connection
between shirk and kufr (unbelief). Al-
Wahhab sees the Christians and Jews,
although People of the Book, as essen-
tially unbelievers, pointing out that the
Prophet did make a clear distinction
between them and Muslims. One of his
targets was Sufism. Sufism portrays
itself as representing the inner and hid-
den side of Islam, whereby followers on
the path (tarigat) to God require the
guidance of a shaykh or pir. One of the
main symbols in Sufism is wine, as a
symbol of intoxication, but not the
physical intoxication that results from
drinking real wine. Loving God is like
being drunk; one’s ordinary senses are
in disarray and it is as though one has
been transported from the ordinary
world to the divine realm. Wine repre-
sents the means to move from one world
to the next and the spiritual guide is the



cupbearer, the one who presents us with
the wine. Music and poetry are important
methods for inculcating the right spirit
in the seeker after truth.

Sufism and art

There is also a lot of emphasis in the
Qur’an on being in the right place and
having the appropriate atmosphere. Quite
often groups of Sufis would meet in pri-
vate homes or tea houses, at saints’
tombs or in gardens, and those hostile
to such gatherings often claim that they
are characterized by drunkenness, drugs
and perhaps the illicit meeting of men
and women. More importantly, perhaps,
is that such gatherings always have the
potential for being subversive, for
opposing the rules of official Islam and
for allowing interpretations of religion
that can go in any direction. After all,
under the influence of poetry and music,
one may acquire all sorts of emotional
ideas that have no relevance at all to
Islam. Poetry and music affect our
emotions and may overturn reason and
religious bounds, and lead us to accept a
version of how we should act or what
we should believe that is at variance
with Islam.

Calligraphy

Some have suggested that calligraphy is
the essential Islamic art. Reading calli-
graphy can be difficult, requiring pre-
paration and application, and the
consequent pleasure of the achievement
is a reflection of our success in under-
standing God more profoundly, moving
in his direction and developing a con-
ception of the deity. The project of end-
lessly constructing a concept of God
through calligraphy is because the
appearance of Arabic writing itself is of
something without an end, where the
letters are linked with many shapes and
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keep on moving across the page and the
manuscript. We acquire in this way
experience of dealing with continuity
and infinity, and since these are aspects
of the deity, this helps us conceive of
him. Similar remarks are often made
about the arabesque, the unbroken
wavering and curling line that, initially
at least, is derived from the intricate
patterns made by the vine tendril. This
is sometimes said to mimic the idea of
eternal movement and the existence of a
variety of forms, both of which can
serve as ideas of the eternal God. The
fact that the central motif is a plant —
the vine — serves as an indication of the
holiness of everyday creation, of the
natural, and of the fact that God has
provided us with such objects so that we
may enjoy looking at them and learn
from them if we think about them.

Geometry

It is often argued that geometric forms
come closest to presenting an abstract
concept of God, as their shapes suggest
the unlimited nature of God and
because one is presented with symbols
that need to be explored and considered
for what is behind them before one can
really grasp them. Perhaps the reliance
of Islamic art upon ornamentation
brings out the fact that for Muslims
there is no contrast between the temporal
and the spiritual, that all acceptable art
has a religious meaning and is designed
to help us reflect on the deity. Some
have suggested that there can be no
secular art for Muslims because every-
thing for Muslims is holy: ‘An essential
difference between Islam and Chris-
tianity is that the former does not divide
life into the temporal and the spiritual’
(Piotrovsky and Vrieze, 1999: 26).
Muslims may see calligraphy as pro-
viding a reminder of the eternal power of
God, because it has a shape and continuity
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that seems to be endless. At the same
time they may accept that not everyone
needs to see it in this way. It could be
argued in opposition to this and similar
views that there are different levels of
meaning in images and not everyone
needs to follow the meaning all the way
down to its most basic level. So, if
someone takes a drink out of a glass
flask that has a religious inscription on
it and does not reflect on the Light
Verse from the Qur’an while doing so,
that person is not necessarily at fault.
How is writing an indication of the
endless, or the arabesque and geometric
patterning a symbol of the infinite?
Writing does come to an end, as does
the arabesque and geometric designs,
and the fact that they could all be
extended does not mean they are endless.
For one thing, unless space is infinite,
whatever goes on in that space will have
to come to an end at some point. Many
have commented on what is taken to be
a horror vacui in Islamic ornamentation,
a dislike of the empty, and this accounts
for the ways in which space is filled up
so comprehensively in Islamic art. Yet
space cannot be filled up entirely, for if
it was there would be no ornamentation.
In arabesques the line is unbroken, but
that does not mean it goes on forever.
The line finishes somewhere and then
the design is complete, not an excellent
depiction of the infinite — or one that is
no more excellent than anything else.

The meaning of ornamentation

Geometric patterns are often said to be
empty of content, and so to stimulate
the mind to think of a deity existing
without companions. But it could also
get the mind to think of all sorts of
things. How are geometric shapes infi-
nite? There is nothing infinite about a
square or a triangle; on the contrary,
such a specific shape is precisely finite,
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with recognizable and visible limits that
define it. That is not to suggest that in
Islamic art these forms of ornamenta-
tion are not used effectively to produce
beautiful designs, and consequently
objects, but whether they are really sup-
posed to produce particular ideas in us,
their viewers, is questionable. There is
no reason to think that we have to see
geometrical design as having any religious
meaning whatsoever.

One of the characteristic features of
the sort of geometrical illustration that
is so common in Islamic art is its bal-
ance. The shapes and their quantity that
are produced seem to be just the right
number. Too many shapes would have
produced a fragmented effect, and too
few would have made us concentrate on
particular areas of space too much. In
some designs the use of a grid provides a
tight formal structure that gives the
impression of being endlessly and infi-
nitely repeatable. Larger areas cohere by
colour and shape rather than by subject
matter, since the whole notion of subject
matter does not make sense in this sort
of design. Repetition within a specific
section, or rephrasing of a section within
the whole, produces a subtle rhythmic
and harmonious pattern of sameness
and difference, and this is vital if the
work is to escape from both tedious
monotony and a gradual loss of aesthetic
identity. The work itself defies an
obvious interpretation; it sometimes
seems to exude a sensual exuberance and
sometimes to be imbued with pathos.
Sometimes it looks as though the flow of
time has been arrested, and sometimes
as though it has not been constrained at
all, because the patterning is so excessive
that it makes the attempt to restrict it,
or render it coherent, futile. Any attempt
at decoding or categorizing the combi-
nation of shapes is questionable, and
perhaps that is the point of the intricate
patterning, an attempt to overwhelm the



viewer with its intricate nature. But a
result of this is that it is difficult to see
how any particular religious meaning
can be given to the ornamentation.

This brings us to another difficulty
with the religious interpretation of
ornamentation. It insists on a single
reading or meaning as acceptable for a
huge variety of aesthetic material. The
entire genre of calligraphy, and of the
arabesque, not to mention geometric
design, is said to have just one meaning,
a meaning that refers to God. But if
everything in the universe reminds us of
God, then so does art. This would work
for any form of art and also for anything
that is not art. There is nothing then
specifically about Islamic art that
reminds us of God, yet the claim is that
Islamic art is specifically devised to
carry out that purpose. It is too narrow
because we have to find something in
these artistic styles that makes us think
of God, and unless everything makes us
think of God, we cannot easily find
anything that performs the task. Despite
the claims of those who write on this
topic, there is nothing infinite about
writing or geometric and arabesque
design. There is, then, no obvious route
from these designs to thinking about an
endless and infinite being. They could
stimulate us into thinking about God,
but they also could stimulate us to think
of anything at all. Perhaps the main
problem here is the idea that signs are
natural, that they only point in one
direction and have one meaning.

Music

Music became an important issue in
Islamic thought right from the start of
Islam. The Prophet made several refer-
ences to it in his conversations with
others, and quite soon a controversy
arose as to the role, if any, of music
within the religion. Before we examine
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some details of that controversy, let us
look at the main theories of music that
arose within Islamic philosophy.

There are two main theories of music:
on one side are al-Farabi and Ibn Sina,
and on the other the Brethren of Purity
(Ikhwan, al-safa’) and al-Kindi. It is
worth examining this conflict because it
is very revealing of similar conflicts that
lie at the heart of Islamic aesthetics
itself. Ibn Sina and al-Farabi did not
take the Neoplatonic line on music,
unlike al-Kindi and the Ikhwan. For the
latter, music is linked with arithmetical
and celestial facts, in a very Pythagorean
sort of way, so that music has an affinity
to something real and objective, from
which it derives its power. For the Ikh-
wan music is a mirror of the music of
the spheres, and represents a route of
spiritual advancement to that higher
realm of existence. For al-Kindi, more
prosaically, music as a system of harmony
connects with physical and emotional
balance, and can be used therapeutically
in that way. But this is also to suggest
that music is linked with something that
is really there in the external world, and
which can be assessed in terms of accu-
racy or otherwise.

By contrast, both al-Farabi and Ibn
Sina treat music as independent of any-
thing else, in terms of sound itself and
the ways in which the organization of
that sound can produce pleasure in the
hearer. What is important about music
is the way in which it can lead to our
enjoyment of sound — and that is all.
The contrast between these two views
cannot be exaggerated. For al-Kindi
and the Ikhwan, what is important
about music is what it reflects; for al-
Farabi and Ibn Sina, what is important
about music is what it does for us.

Al-Farabi is actually a very significant
musical theorist, not to mention compo-
ser, and there is music said to be by him
still played today in the Middle East.
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What is even more interesting is that he
is largely responsible for what is known
as the Arabian tone system, which
divides the octave into twenty-four
equivalent intervals. This is still the basis
of traditional Arabian music, while a
slightly different system based on the
Pythagorean analysis of music produced
the Turkish and Persian tone systems.
From the number of books written on
music in the first few centuries of Islam
we can tell that this was an area of great
theoretical interest, and much music was
obviously played. The Pythagorean the-
ory became the reasoning behind Sufi
music, which sees itself as doing far
more than simply producing pleasure in
its listeners. The notes and movements
in Sufi dance and music are designed to
replicate the basis of reality and to wor-
ship God by using our body in ways
that are not customarily parts of prayer.
Our concern here is not with issues of
musicology but with those of aesthetics,
and it is worth looking at some of the
issues arising within the Islamic world
that are related to music.

Following the line established by al-
Farabi, Arabic music places a lot of
stress on tarab, or the enjoyment one
derives from listening to music. There is
a saying ‘al-fann ihsas’ (‘art is feeling’).
One of the words in Arabic for music —
sama‘ — means both listening and hear-
ing, presenting music as a holistic
experience and placing it within a spiri-
tual category. The Tarab player must
play the neutral Arab intervals properly
and accurately and feel their musical
effect, in particular by responding to the
cadential formulae at the end of each
melodic phrase, especially in modal
improvisations. He must have ihsas or
feeling, i.e. correct intonation, rhythmic
accuracy, good judgement about modal
progressions and tonal emphases. These
are assumed to be more than merely
technical skills. He also should have an

76

intuitive ability to find the right delicate
musical balance between renditions that
are too static and too repetitive to be
emotionally engaging, and those that
are too excessive and wild to generate
and maintain a true sense of musical
achievement. The Tarab culture attri-
butes creativity to the interactive circle
of communication between the performer
and the audience. In ideal circumstances
there should be a dynamic nexus
between a talented performer who is
ecstatically transformed and a similarly
talented and emotionally transformed
audience. For this there must by ambience
(jaww). It often takes a long time to start
the performance because the artist is
trying to establish the right sort of
ambience. This is both a matter of his
trying to get himself into the right state
of mind, but also of the audience trying
to do the same thing, and the performer
trying to help the audience achieve this.
This synchronization process may come
about, but it may not, and may have to
be simulated or just abandoned. Music
can be seen as an essentially spiritual
activity, although not necessarily
directly religious.

One of the greatest singers of Arabic
music of all time was Umm Khulthum
(1903-75), and she exemplifies many of
the structural aspects of Arabic music.
When Umm Khulthum came to learn a
piece, she would first leave it to her
ganun player to approve it and then
work with the composer on adapting it
to her particular approach. She would
memorize it and work with the orchestra
on it, and then change it all the time to
make it fit better with her feelings and
voice. When she sang it in public, she
again changed it in line with the reac-
tions of her public. One of the unusual
features of Arabic music is that the
reaction of the audience is important.
The singer and musicians know what
they are going to sing and play, but they



have scope to vary it, and the parameters
of that variation lie to a degree in the
reaction of the audience. It has to be the
right kind of audience, an audience who
genuinely understands the music and
responds in an intelligent and sensitive
way. One should not necessarily think
here of a small group of connoisseurs
listening to music in refined surround-
ings. The audience can be an enormous
number of people, as often occurred in
the concerts of Umm Khulthum, for
instance; she would give them the
opportunity to respond to the music and
on the basis of that response she would
vary not what she sang but how she
sang, to a degree at least. Actually, in
the case of Umm Khulthum this
response was often rather phony, since
she was so famous and held in such awe
by her audience that she had a tendency
to manipulate them into producing the
response which fitted how she wanted to
sing anyway. This is not an essentially
critical comment, it was not, after all,
her fault that she had such a justifiably
high reputation, and nor was it her fault
that as a result she was obliged to sing
to very large audiences. There was
sometimes criticism of her style as
heavy. Such criticisms are unfortunate,
since her public performances had to be
ponderous to an extent in order for her
to be heard. But this is an issue that will
be taken up again.

The reactions of the audience are
often very noisy, sometimes too noisy.
They can interfere with the music itself,
and they can sometimes be a performance
in themselves, a self-indulgent and
uncreative performance. To a degree the
audience reacts as it has seen Sufis react,
and this is often in a rather wild and free
way. Yet in many of the leading writings
on the topic, the Sufis stressed the sig-
nificance of remaining quiet and con-
templative when listening to music, and
if the music and dance throws one into
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ecstasy, then obviously we might act
wildly, but when that stage is over we
should be quiet and still, both physically
and mentally. As al-Ghazali puts it, in
the Thya ‘ulum al-din (Vol. 2: on Sama®),
it is often the quietest person who
achieves the highest degree of ecstasy
(wajd). Sufi thinkers often point out that
silence is an effective means of relating
to God. In some old customs in the
Middle East, when a marriage proposal
was made, if the answer was silence then
this signified acceptance, and a silent
acceptance of the presence of God might
be thought far more sincere than many
loud declarations of faith. Music con-
sists after all of connected silences, and
the periods of silence both before, dur-
ing and after music may form a very
potent space for contemplation. That is
perhaps one of the criticisms that can be
made of the Tarab culture; it does not
give much scope for silence and the
reflection it can encourage.

Some forms of music, recitation and
song are clearly religious in nature. For
example, the call to prayer (adhan) can
be a very beautiful sound and is not
purely functional, or at least it does not
have to be. The adhan is characterized
by contrast, providing an individual
musical profile to teach repetition of a
phrase as well as to different phrases.
During the first appearance of a phrase
the melodic line generally comes out
short and simple, with a limited tonal
range, but the repetition may be exten-
ded, becoming far more complex and
with a tonal range extending over an
octave. On special occasions there may
be two muw’adhdhinin in operation
(mw’adhdhinayn) to produce an anti-
phonal adhan of considerable charm and
complexity. In the main Umayyad mosque
in Damascus every tower has a
mu’adhdhan reciting the adhan in a slightly
different way, producing an extra-
ordinary impression. It might be argued
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that the point of the adhan is merely to
call people to prayer, and that an over-
elaboration is to turn into an aesthetic
event what should be basic and simple.
On the other hand, it is worth pointing
out that even the minarets themselves
from which the adhan is produced are
nowadays entirely redundant, given the
existence of microphones, and yet they
are still used. They are used because
they are beautiful, and their beauty is
surely intended to be an encouragement
to prayer, as is the musicality of the
caller to prayer himself.

Similarly the imam or leader of pray-
ers will often be respected because of the
way in which he pronounces the lan-
guage of prayer and of Arabic, and the
recitation of the Qur’an itself (zajwid) is
rightly often called a science. There are
a variety of styles, each popular in par-
ticular areas of the Islamic world, which
makes the competitions for excellence in
this skill difficult to judge when they are
international. Some audiences will find a
simpler form of expression more com-
pelling, while others favour something
more florid. At the competitions, fre-
quently very interesting arguments
emerge, with some suggesting that the
point of reciting the Qur’an is to pro-
duce in the simplest and purest manner
possible the words themselves, which are
after all taken to be the actual words of
God. This approach to recitation argues
that the words are so radiant themselves
with beauty that all one has to do to
produce a beautiful rendition of the text
is to say it clearly. Some of the leading
reciters deny that they have any musical
ability or training at all, and claim that
the beauty of their expression comes
directly from God. Certainly the idea
that the verses are sung would be
entirely rejected. The rules about how to
read the Book are said to have been laid
down since the time of the Prophet
himself. They regulate pronunciation,
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intonation and breaks, but within those
rules there is considerable scope for
development, extending even into what
sounds like a magam or musical perfor-
mance, There is nonetheless a great deal
less freedom of expression that is
involved with secular music. One is lim-
ited by the text itself and the necessity to
stop at particular places, although it is
possible to start at various places, and
before coming to the end of the whole
sura. In all cases the stress is on each
consonant and vowel, so that each word
is pronounced clearly and with regard to
the syntactic structure of the sentence in
which it occurs.

The other school, and there are many
variations between these two extremes,
supports the idea that since the words
are so beautiful, they have to be pro-
nounced in an especially beautiful way.
This follows the principle behind the
transformation of the written Qur’an
into a very beautiful object through cal-
ligraphy and painting, something which
we have seen is so important in Islamic
culture. The argument could have been
that since the text is already so beautiful
it does not need further beautification,
as it were. Yet much effort went into the
celebration of the text in art, and we can
understand why. We can also think of
equally strong arguments against any
decoration of the text at all, returning us
to the prolonged arguments that took
place in Arabic literature between those
who advocated simplicity and naturalness,
and those who see literature as essentially
artificial anyway, and so as ripe for the
application of elaborate exaggeration.

Reciting the Book

There is little instruction in the Qur’an
itself as to how the Qur’an ought to be
recited, although the very name of the
book, which means ‘recitation’, suggests
that this is a question which needs



answering. We are told at 72.4 to rattil
il-Qui’ana tartilan (‘repeat the recitation
in a collected distinct way’). This has
been the principle used in Qur’anic reci-
tation, which is produced at a steady
rate, is calm, rhythmic but not melodic,
and has the emphasis throughout upon
the clarity and distinctness of the dic-
tion. The significance of not rushing is
that the reader and the listeners can then
concentrate on the meaning of each
individual word and phrase, as is surely
appropriate for such a text. Tajwid or
the techniques of recitation is then to a
degree assessed in terms of a clear cri-
terion, that of how accessible the recita-
tion is to those intent on concentrating
on the words.

The place where many comments on
recitation can be found is the ahadith,
but since this is a text which is now
written, not much of the information is
of direct value to this topic. Clearly the
Prophet appreciated the beauty of reci-
tation when performed by some talented
individuals, but on the other hand he
was critical of those who used the melo-
dies from love poetry and extravagant
singing. Clarity is always important, but
there are several ways of being clear:
seven, in fact, following a tradition
which mentions seven ways of reading
(al-gira’at al-sab”). Skilled readers will
often be expected to know more than
one style. It is difficult to over-empha-
size the significance of the oral nature of
the Qur’an, and the consequent sig-
nificance of how it is pronounced.
Reciting the text is more than just
reproducing the words, because it is
done to evoke an emotional as well as
an intellectual response. The hafiz, or
memorizer of the Qur’an, is more than
someone who simply remembers how
the text goes and can reproduce it at
will. For the superstitious the words
themselves have a baraka which is only
increased by their oral delivery. Putting
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that aside, the oral reading or recitation
of the text in a sense reproduces what
God did originally when he transmitted
the message to the Prophet, and so the
reciter is imitating God, insofar as one can.

Recitation and music

Although the recitation of the Qur’an is
not supposed to be musical, it often
does incorporate musical principles. It is
not difficult to identify different styles
when listening to a variety of reciters. In
particular, there are large differences in
the speed of recitation. But the differ-
ences are not only in speed. Some reci-
tation can be emotional and display
considerable virtuosity, and such reci-
ters are often criticized for making a
performance out of something that is
too serious for such a form of expres-
sion. It is the task of the mugri’ to pro-
duce a correct recitation, not necessarily
one that draws the attention to the reci-
ter rather than the recitation. This is
perhaps the greatest problem with the
incorporation of too much musicality
into recitation; it treats the text as just a
means to produce aesthetic beauty,
whereas the attention should be on the
text itself, not on how it is recited.
Similar reasoning leads to problems in
incorporating Qur’anic passages in
secular and political songs.

In 1999 the Lebanese singer Marcel
Khalife was tried for offending Islam.
His alleged crime was to have used a
short aya or verse from the sura Yusuf'in
the Qur’an in a song. In fact, the song
was a poem by the Palestinian poet
Mahmud Darwish which incorporated
the line ‘I saw eleven stars and the sun
and the moon. I saw them kneeling in
prayer before me’. Darwish was com-
paring the suffering of Yusuf at his
brothers’ hands with the suffering of the
Palestinians at the hands of the Israelis.
Khalife turned this into a song in an
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attempt to support the Palestinian
movement. In his defence he claimed
that only the Qur’an could really pro-
vide the inspiration for human creativ-
ity, at least for Muslims. But the
complaint was not that he had used the
quotation inappropriately, nor that
there was anything objectionable about
the song as a whole. The complaint was
that he had used a part of the Qur’an in
a secular context, that he had actually
sung it and set it to music as part of a
melody. The argument was that this was
far beneath the dignity appropriate to
anything which comes from the Qur’an
and should be punished.

The confrontation offers an interest-
ing perspective on the role of music in
the Qur’an. Some would argue that a
beautiful text is appropriately com-
plemented by beautiful music, while
others would suggest that to use music
to illustrate a text implies that it needs
supplementing in some way. For the
Qur’an this implication is a direct attack
on its nature as a religious authority,
and so setting it to music is forbidden.

This may seem a narrow and repellent
view. After all, if someone with a genu-
ine love of God in his heart seeks to use
his skill at music to portray that love,
and wishes to use the central book of his
religion with that music in some way,
what more appropriate religious activity
could one find? In the case of Marcel
Khalife, he actually claimed that the
Qur’an inspired him to write the song,
and this seems an honourable motive,
from a religious point of view. We can
understand why the Prophet may not
have wished the Qur’an to be recited in
the sorts of tunes that the People of the
Book used, since it was important to
distinguish Islam from the two older
religions, but today that differentiation
has been well established, and there seems
no good reason to exclude the Qur’an
from use in artistic expression. In fact,

80

the calligraphy that exists for the text is
often very beautiful, and sometimes one
gets the impression that the style oper-
ates in opposition to its readability. It
might at least be said that in many of
the most beautiful Qur’ans that clarity
of expression is not the most significant
issue, but the beauty of the script is. If it
is acceptable to use writing to illustrate
the beauty of the words, why it is not
similarly acceptable to wuse musical
notation?

It is not clear why there should be a
distinction between writing and music
here, but the whole discussion reveals an
interesting view of art itself, as having
largely the function of concealing and
confusing. That is perhaps why the Qur’an
often insists that it is not poetry,
although at the same time it demands
that we regard it as miraculous in its
perfection, and part of that perfection is
its aesthetic quality. We can see why
there might be an injunction not to pro-
duce anything like it, because such an
attempt would imply that one thought
one could, and that would suggest that
one did not think it was unique and
miraculous. But that does not show why
one should not use art, or in this case
music, to bring out the essence of the
text in ways which make them easily
transmittable to the widest possible public.

Umm Khulthum

Umm Khulthum was a most extra-
ordinary musical figure of the twentieth
century, someone whose skill and virtu-
osity place her in the very first rank of
singers in the world. A lot of emphasis is
placed in accounts of her on the influ-
ence of her father, a religious figure, and
her participation in the recitation of the
Qur’an, but we should not take this too
seriously. This is an attempt to put her
femininity and the sensual nature of
much of her music within an acceptable



cultural context. The fact that she was
born in an obscure village to an equally
obscure family is sufficient to establish
her baladi credentials, and the stories
that she had to dress up as a boy to
perform initially are quite probably
true, given the dubious status of female
singers at that time. A contemporary
‘Ud player and singer of great skill,
Farid al-Atrash, suggested that only he
and Umm Khulthum knew how to
enunciate Arabic properly since only
they among major performers of the
time had received a training in rajwid.
Again, we should not necessarily accept
this at face value. He is symbolically
linking what it is that they do with Islam
itself, when, as he knew, there was and
continues to be significant religious dis-
quiet about secular music, and indeed
about music in general in the Islamic
world.
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ASBAB AL-NUZUL

Meaning ‘circumstances’ or ‘occasions
of revelation’ the term refers to infor-
mation describing the historical contexts
in which Qur’anic verses were delivered.
Generally transmitted in verbal reports
(ahadith; sing.: hadith) codified in the
second and third centuries of Islam, they
are consulted by scholars of Qur’anic
interpretation (zafsir) to determine the
legal and moral impact of verses. The
Qur’an is considered the literal Word of
God, providing guidance for humanity
(hudan [[-nas) for all time. However, it
was revealed over a period of some

ASBAT

twenty-two years, during which time
conditions changed significantly. The
circumstances in which verses were
delivered help explain whether they
should be considered descriptions of
current conditions, general principles,
prescriptions for specific circumstances,
prescriptions for all circumstances,
ideals to be achieved, etc.

ee also: Qu i udi
See al. r’anic Studies
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ASBAT

The ‘tribes’ mentioned five times in the
Qur’an (2.136; 2.140; 3.84; 4.163; 7.160).
Muslim exegetes usually interpret the
term to be a reference to the ‘tribes’ of
the Israelites, based on 7.160, in which
God states that he divided the Israelites
into twelve tribes (asbar). The other
references in the Qur’an include Asbat
in a list of Israelite prophets including
Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac and Jacob
(which appear before), and Moses and
Jesus (coming afterwards). The epon-
ymous ancestors of the tribes appear in
the Joseph story (sura 12) but are not
identified by name in the Qur’an. Mus-
lim exegetes provide the same names as
the biblical account but sometimes
assign the births to different mothers. In
this context, the Arabic term asbat is
said to signify a ‘twisted tree’ with many
branches, just as the tribes of the sons of
Jacob were plentiful. Muslim travellers
and geographers describe the shrines
and tombs of the ashat as being places
of pilgrimage for Muslims as well as
Jews and Christians. Some exegetes
claim that Asbat is the name of a parti-
cular prophet, for example, Wahb b.
Munabbih argues that Asbat is another
name given in the Qur’an to Elisha.
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BRANNON WHEELER

AL-ASH ARI

Abu’l Hasan Ali b. Isma‘il al-Ash‘ari
was born in Basra around 260/873 and
died in Baghdad in 324/935. He was the
founder of one of the main theological
schools within Islam which bears his
name, the Ash‘ariyya or Ash‘arites.

He was a descendant of Abu Musa al-
Ash‘ari, a well-known companion of the
Prophet. When his mother married Abu
‘Ali al-Jubba’i, a well-known Mu‘tazilite
theologian and head of the school at
Basra, Ash‘ari was raised by Jubba’i,
who introduced him to Mu‘tazilite
theology, which initially he enthusiasti-
cally adopted. He subsequently left the
Mu‘tazilite school and joined the ‘Peo-
ple of Tradition’, as they described
themselves (ah/ al-sunna) and accepted
the line of the salaf (ancestors) repre-
sented by such figures as Ahmad b.
Hanbal and other scholars of the pro-
phetic traditions.

There are several reasons suggested
for this conversion. According to one
report, the Prophet appeared to him
several times during the month of
Ramadan and commanded him to fol-
low the prophetic traditions and defend
the doctrines related in the traditions,
thus abandoning Mu‘tazilite hermeneu-
tics that were based more on ‘ag/ than
on nagl. According to other stories, his
discussion with al-Jubba’i about the fate
of three brothers, of whom one died as a
pious man, the other as a wicked man
and the last as a child, is the reason for
his abandonment of the Mu‘tazila. In
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this story the one who dies young com-
plains that he missed out on the chance
of heaven since he did not live long
enough to merit heaven, and he is told
that had he lived longer he would have
become evil and deserved hell. So his
early death and future in the barzakh
were beneficial to him. This leads the
man in hell to complain that had he only
died earlier, he too would have avoided
hell, and this sort of comparison of dif-
ferent fates is taken to provide a critique
of the Mu‘tazilite doctrine that we can
grasp the principles of justice which
determine our paths through this and
the next world. After his conversion, al-
Ash‘ari went to Baghdad, where he
spent the rest of his life, playing a lively
part in debates both within Islam and
with other faith groups.

Although he opposed the rationalism
of the Mu‘tazila, replacing it with the
fideism of Ahmad b. Hanbal, he then
tried to support his beliefs with rational
arguments. The Qur’an, which is God’s
eternal speech, is uncreated. Attributes
of action such as creating and sustaining
are not eternal, otherwise the eternity of
the world must be accepted, which is
impossible. The nature of God’s face, of
his hand or of his sitting on the throne
cannot be known. He does not offer an
interpretation of these expressions, but
thinks that they cannot be taken lit-
erally, for God is not a corporeal being.
God will be seen in the world to come,
but since he is not corporeal, the exact
nature of this vision cannot be known.
Human actions are willed and created
by God through a power created in us
before each act. As a result of this
power, the human being is responsible
for his or her actions. Actions are good
or bad not in themselves but because of
the will of God. There does not have to
be a kind and just purpose behind these
actions, for nothing can necessitate
God’s acting in any way.



Al-Ash‘ari adopts the atomism of the
Muc‘tazilite school. Atoms can come
together and produce bodies only
through the will and power of God. As
a result of God’s grace, he can choose
any human being as a prophet. Miracles
are the most important indication of the
truthfulness of a prophet. Eschatologi-
cal issues can only be known through
revelation, and their reality cannot be
rejected rationally. Faith consists of
acceptance and does not include out-
ward expression. This means that a sin-
ner is liable to punishment, but he or she
remains a believer. Human beings do
not receive rewards as a result of good
action but because of the grace of God.

His Magalat al-islamiyyin (Accounts
of the Muslims) is his chief work. In
this, he provides an objective account of
the views of the different Muslim sects,
non-Muslim sects and of the philoso-
phers. It was probably written during
his Mu‘tazilite period and then slightly
modified. This work became a model for
similar works produced afterwards. It
symbolizes his break with the Mu‘tazi-
lites, in that he incorporated a good deal
of their conceptual machinery and in
particular the commitment to rationality
and argument, while rejecting their par-
ticular conclusions. In the al-Luma’
(The Lights), he discusses such theolo-
gical issues as God’s attributes, deter-
mination (gadar) and other dogmatic
issues. In the al-Ibana an usul al-diyana
(The Elucidation of the principles of
religion), he again discusses theological
issues. In the Risala fi istihsan al-hawd fi
‘ilm al-kalam (Treatise on the advisi-
bility of discussing the science of the
Kalam), he defends the use of kalam
and its rational methods. In the Risala
ila ahl al-saghr (Treatise to the people of
Saghr), he gives a list of basic principles
that he argues were accepted by the salaf
(the original Muslims).
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ASH'ARITES AND
MU‘TAZILITES

Two of the most significant theological
schools in the study of the Qur’an are
the Mu‘tazilites and the Ash‘arites, and
it is fitting to treat them together since
so much of their respective doctrine was
established in opposition to the other.
The Mu‘tazilites or Mu‘tazila derive
their names from the expression ‘those
who withdraw themselves’ and origi-
nated with Wasil ibn ‘Ata’ in the sec-
ond/eighth century in Basra. It had in
the next century a brief period of great
success when it became the official doc-
trine of the caliphate in Baghdad. One
of its doctrines was that the Qur’an is
the created Word of God and civil ser-
vants had to state this in public until
238/848 when al-Mutawakkil reversed
the edict of al-Ma’mun. The Mu‘tazi-
lites carried on, however, and lasted for
a few more centuries, surviving in the
Shi‘i world, especially in Persia, although
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they became largely irrelevant in the
Sunni world.

Al-Ash‘ari (d. 324/935) was a pupil of
Abu “Ali al-Jubba’i (d. 303/915), the
head of the Basran Mu‘tazilite School.
He came to reject the teaching of the
Mu‘tazilites, however, and became their
chief opponent, his followers being
named after him. Some of the most sig-
nificant Islamic thinkers came to adopt
Ash‘arism, including al-Ghazali and
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi. The differences
between the two schools on a range of
issues is not great; they were in agree-
ment on the atomic nature of the world
and also in giving a high status to
human reason in working out how to
understand that world. Between them
they formulated the idea of an Islamic
theology, a discussion of the basic con-
cepts of Islam as an acceptable and
appropriate activity for Muslims.

The distinctive doctrine of the Mu‘ta-
zilites is based on a number of princi-
ples. They emphasize the unity of God
to such an extent that they deny that the
descriptions of him as having hands
(38.75), eyes (54.14) and a face (55.27)
should be taken literally. The idea of
God sitting on a throne (20.5) should
not be understood as his having a body.
While the Ash‘arites agree that God
does not have a body, they did not want
to rule out seeing him, nor did they want
to say that these terms are used alle-
gorically. We should just accept that
God has these qualities in a way we do
not grasp (bi la kayfa). But the Mu‘ta-
zilites rejected the idea that one can
apply attributes to God at all as though
they were separate from him, for this is
to import plurality into the divine unity.
For God these qualities are merely
expressions of his essence, and indis-
tinguishable from it.

The desire to emphasize divine unity
led to problems in describing the
Qur’an. The Mu‘tazilites argued that it
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could not be part of God since there is
no plurality in God, and so it must be
separate from him, a created thing cre-
ated initially in the Preserved Tablet
(85.22). By contrast, the Ash‘arites held
that the Qur’an must be eternal, since it
represents God’s speech, and that
speech is eternal.

Another locus of argument was based
on the notion of divine justice. For the
Mu‘tazilites God had to be just, he had
to act in accordance with the moral law,
and so reward the good and punish the
evil at least in the next world. This view
is based on the idea of free will, and
God cannot dominate our moral voca-
bulary if we are to be free to act. It
seems to follow that God has to act in
our best interests if he is to be just. Al-
Ash‘ari famously is said to have asked
al-Jubba’i about the likely fate of three
dead brothers: a believer, an unbeliever
and one who died as a child. Al-Jubba’i
answered that the first would be rewar-
ded, the second punished and the third
neither rewarded nor punished; instead
he would be sent to the barzakh. Would
it not have been better for God to have
allowed the child to live longer so that
he also might be rewarded with para-
dise? The Mu‘tazilite response is that
God knew that had the child lived he
would have become an unbeliever and
so ended up with the worst fate of hell.
Al-Ash‘ari is supposed to have refuted
his teacher by asking him why in that
case God did not make the second
brother die as a child in order to save
him from hellfire. What this is taken to
show is that God does not have to
accede to general principles of justice,
and alleging that he does results in all
manner of implausible positions. Justice
ends up meaning what God wants us to
do, and the only source of guidance is
revelation. We are not free to decide
how to act; we can acquire the action
from God and think of it as our own but



we should not think that we can act
without any connection with God. God
is in charge of our actions and of our
way of seeing those actions, and we are
entirely dependent on him for everything.

It is often said that the Ash‘arites
resemble the forces of religious ortho-
doxy and the Mu‘tazilites the philoso-
phical radicals, but this is far from the
truth. Both groups shared several beliefs
and especially the belief in the sig-
nificance of argument and rationality.
This led the Ash‘arites to be opposed by
those in the Islamic world who saw
them as rationalists intent on providing
an over-intellectual account of faith.

Further reading
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‘ASIYYA

Pharoah’s wife, known as ‘Asiyya or
‘Asya in Muslim tradition, was a
woman of virtue and faith, whose actions
were instrumental in fulfilling God’s
plans for the prophet Moses. After Moses
was rescued, by a member of Pharoah’s
household, from the river where, under
divine inspiration, Moses’ mother had
set him afloat, “‘Asiyya convinced Phar-
oah not to slay the infant, arguing that
he might be useful or that they could
adopt him as a son (28.9). She was kind
to Moses as he grew and rejected her
husband’s evil deeds. According to
numerous exegetes, she was martyred for
her opposition to Pharoah. ‘Asiyya’s
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rejection of Pharoah’s oppression and
her sincere appeals to God made her ‘an
example for those who believe’, an hon-
our that she shared with Mary, mother
of Jesus (66.11-12). Modern interpreters
use ‘Asiyya’s example to stress a
woman’s individual moral accountability
before God.

Along with Mary, the Prophet’s wife
Khadija, and his daughter Fatima,
‘Asiyya is one of four perfect women. In
paradise, according to Tradition, she
will be one of Muhammad’s consorts,
along with the Virgin Mary and his
earthly wives.

KEcIA ALl

AYA

In the Qur’an, the word aya (pl. ayat)
has four interrelated meanings: ‘sign’,
‘token’, ‘miracle’, or ‘verse of the
Qur’an’. The original meaning in pre-
Islamic poetry, like the related Hebrew
oth and Aramaic atha, is ‘sign’, in the
sense of token of God’s power and will.
It occurs in the Qur’an around 480
times, most frequently premodified by
the definite article a/- or postmodified by
the words ‘God’ (ayat Allah), ‘the Mer-
ciful’ (ayat al-Rahman), ‘the Qur’an’
(ayat al-Qu’ran), ‘the Book’ (ayat al-
kitab), or collocated with the adjective
bayyinat meaning ‘clear’ or ‘manifest’
(ayatin bayyinat). As such, the word aya
points simultaneously to both God and
the verses of the Qur’an within which
his signs are conveyed. Although it does
occur as a free morpheme, i.e. without
modifications, such as in the schematic
ending ‘Indeed, in this there is a sign’ (in
fi thalika l-ayalayat), it is most often
attached to possessive pronouns per-
taining to God or to the Qur’an, such as
‘His signs’ (ayatahu/ayatihi| ayatuhu), ‘My
signs’ (ayati), ‘Our signs’ (ayatinalaya-
tuna). The various contextual meanings
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of the word aya are discussed in more
detail below.

Technical definition

It is important to note that the word aya
in the sense of ‘verse of the Qur’an’ has
technical signification in the Qur’an
since it is used to refer to the Qur’anic
unit of revelation. Muslim scholars pro-
vide us with the following technical
definition: a term referring to the smal-
lest division of the Qur’an, separate
from preceding or following material,
and included within the larger unit of
the sura (chapter). The boundaries of an
aya are marked by breaks or separation-
markers called fawasil (sing. fassila),
which are an integral part of an aya
since they function as important punc-
tuation marks without which disrup-
tions of meaning might occur. It is
important to note that these fawasil
were there from the very first moment of
revelation, i.e. from the first five verses
revealed to the Prophet on Mount Hira
(96.1-5):

1. Read in the name of your Lord
who has created

2. He has created man from a clot

3. Read and thy Lord is the Most-
generous

4. Who has taught by the pen

5. He has taught man that which he
knew not

to the last five verses (2.278-282)
revealed just nine days before his
demise. Contrary to popular opinion
among Western commentators (cf.
Paret, 1965: 411), these separation mar-
kers were present in the earliest manu-
scripts of the Qur’an, for example, in the
famous slanted script fragments dis-
covered in Yemen, where they are
clearly represented by four small dots or
small superimposed lines drawn in the
same ink as the text. However, within
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individual ayas, these pauses or breaks
are left unmarked; hence the variation in
verse numbering and verse divisions in
some modern editions of the Qur’an. In
some Indian editions, for example, 6.73
of the ‘Uthmanic codex (which is fol-
lowed closely by the Egyptian Con-
cordance Fath al-rahman) is divided into
two verses. It is perhaps significant that
the earliest group of suras revealed in
Mecca were also called al-mufassal,
which translates as the sectioned suras
or those which contain many fawasil. In
essence, these fawasil are iconically
indicative of the fragmented and piece-
meal, aya-by-aya, manner of revelation
of the Qur’an. The ayas of the Qur’an
were revealed to the Prophet Muham-
mad in fragmented form over a period
of twenty-three years (roughly from 610
to 632 cE) either individually or in suc-
cessive combinations of threes and fives,
for example, or in their entirety, as with
sura 6 which comprises 165 verses.

This complex fragmentation is many
times referred to in the Qur’an and is
meant to be viewed as a miracle in its
own right: ‘And (by) those dividers that
divide (fa al-farigati farqa) and those
that deliver the revelation’ (77.4-5).
Reliable Tradition has it that the Pro-
phet was instructed by the archangel
Gabriel to place each individual aya in
its predetermined slot within the suras.
At the time of inspiration, or shortly
afterwards, each aya was recited by
Muhammad to his followers, then
memorized and committed to writing in
fragment form by appointed scribes
(twenty-nine in the Medinan era with
the most well-known being Zayd Bin
Thabit) upon leather or palm-leaf
scrolls. Western commentators of the
Qur’an have now accepted the conclu-
sions put forward by scholars that ayas
from different dates were put together to
form the present suras, that written
documents were involved, and that this



fragmented compilation was carried out
under Muhammad’s supervision. How-
ever, it is important to note that this
fragmentation does not mean that the
arrangement of the ayas is disjointed or
‘chaotic’ as many Western scholars have
suggested. On the contrary, the close
connection between ayas is obvious to
any speaker of Arabic, basically because
of the striking density of conjunctions
such as ‘and’ (wa), ‘or’ (aw), ‘so’ (fa),
and ‘then’ (thum); in addition to the
sheer number of substitute and co-refer-
ential pro-forms, i.e. items in a sentence
that substitute for or replace other
items, such as pronouns (which sub-
stitute for noun phrases), demonstra-
tives (that, those, these), adverbs of
time, place and process (then, here,
there, so, thus), synonyms, repetitions
and syntactic ellipsis. This aspect of the
Qur’an as a cohesive and well-structured
text is mentioned many times in the
Qur’an itself: ‘And thus do We explain
in various ways (nusarif) the verses
(ayat) so that they may say: “You have
studied” and that We may make it clear
to people who have knowledge’ (6.105).
Undoubtedly, the most explicit refer-
ences to the fragmented-cohesive man-
ner of compilation can be found in
17.106: ‘A Qur’an which we have divi-
ded-into-parts (faragnahu) so that you
might recite it to people, gradually. And
we have sent it down in stages.” Muslim
scholars often cite a passage in the Bible
(Isaiah 28: 10-11) which they contend
foreshadows this piecemeal and verse-
by-verse manner of revelation: ‘For pre-
cept must be upon precept, precept
upon precept; line upon line, line upon
line; here a little, and there a little. For
with stammering lips and another ton-
gue will he speak to his people.’

AYA

Contextual meanings

In the Qur’an, the word aya is used in
four interrelated senses which can be
categorized as follows:

1. Tokens or remarkable events indi-
cating the will of God: for example
3.41: ‘He [Zakariah] said: “O my
Lord. Make me an aya (sign).”
Said (the angel): “Your aya (sign)
is that you shall not speak unto men
for three days except by gestures”.’

2. Natural signs of God’s creation
(i.e. miracles): for example 2.73:
‘Thus God brings the dead to life
and shows you his ayat (miracles)
so that you may understand.’
Other miracles referred to in the
Qur’an include the creation of the
heavens and the earth, the forma-
tion of mountains, the striking of
lightning, the descent of rain, the
movement of wind and the sailing
of ships, and the diversity of lan-
guages and skin colour. Also
included among natural signs are
the devastating destruction of sin-
ful towns and communities (i.e.
Noah, ‘Ad, Thamud and Lot) in
punishment for their refusal to
believe in God’s messengers and
prophets. These verses have been
technically termed sign-verses by
Western scholars and classified
according to their schematic open-
ings and closings. The majority of
ayas, for example, start with the
schematic sentence — ‘And of his
signs X’ — and end with — ‘Surely
in that are signs for those who X’.

3. Verbal signs of God, i.e. the ver-
batim words or ‘verses’ of God as
revealed in the Qur’an: for exam-
ple, 11.1: ‘a/l/m/ A book whose
ayat (verses) have been made deci-
sive and then explained from One
who is All-wise, All-informed’;
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12.1-2: ‘These are the ayat (verses)
of the clear Book/Verily, We have
sent it down as an Arabic Qur’an
so that you may understand.’

4. Verbal signs of God as revealed in
other scriptures: for example, 19.58:
‘These were the prophets upon
whom God bestowed his blessing
from the offspring of Adam, and
of those whom we carried with
Noah, and from the offspring of
Abraham and Israel and from
among those whom We guided and
chose. When the ayat (verses) of
the Most-Gracious were recited to
them, they fell down prostrating
themselves and weeping.” Another
more explicit example occurs in 3.3—
4: ‘And He sent down the Torah
and the Gospels/before as guidance
for the people and he sent down
the furgan. Indeed those who dis-
believe in the ayat (verses) of God,
for them there is severe torment.’
This juxtaposition of Qur’anic verses
and the verses of the Torah is further
accentuated by the fact that both
the Qur’an and the Torah (Tawrat)
are explicitly referred to as al-
furgan — ‘the criterion’, i.e. that
which differentiates right from
wrong (see, e.g. 2.53). In addition,
there are various references in the
Qur’an to the presence of actual
word-for-word quotations from
the Torah, as in 6.152 which begins
with the words: ‘Say: Come I will
recite what your Lord has pro-
hibited you from’.

It is perhaps noteworthy that the dis-
tinction between verbal and natural
signs is quite often blurred or neu-
tralized in the Qur’an. For example in
17.101, ‘And Indeed we gave Moses nine
manifest signs (ayatin bayaninatin)’, the
context is made neutral and hence the
word aya can refer simultaneously to
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both the verses (commandments) given
to Moses as well as to the miracles.
What seems to augment this convergence
of the verbal and the physical is the fact
that both types of signs are frequently
collocated with the same adjective,
namely bayinat (ayatin bayinat). In some
instances the word ayat is deleted and
substituted by the definite form al-
bayyinat (the clear-ones), as in 3.184:
‘Then if they reject, so were Messengers
rejected before you who came with al-
bayyinat.” This again blurs the distinc-
tion between the verbal and the physical
because al-bayyinat can simultaneously
apply to both. Further evidence of this
deliberate convergence of signs is their
repetitive co-occurrence with the same
verbs, namely sarrafa (‘to diversify or
move in various directions’) and dabbara
(‘to arrange or plan’). For example,
there appears to be no apparent differ-
ence between God’s directing of the
winds and clouds (natural ayas) and his
diversification of verses; both activities
are expressed by the same verbal root s/
r/f]: ‘the directing (tasrif) of the winds
and the clouds controlled between the
heaven and the earth are signs for a
people who use reason’ (2.164); ‘And
thus we have writ it down as an Arabic
Qur’an and we have diversified (sarafna)
therein the warnings that perhaps they
will fear God or it may cause them
remembrance’ (20.113). The same can
be said of the verb dabbara. In 13.2, for
example, it is used to refer to God’s
arrangement of all affairs: ‘He arranges
all affairs (yudabir al-amr); he details the
ayat that you may of the meeting with
your Lord be certain.” But the root verb
d/b/r is also used to refer to man’s
attempt to discern God’s divine
arrangement of the Qur’an: ‘Then do
they not yatadabarun (ponder-the-
arrangement-of) the Qur’an. If it had
been from other than God, they would



have found within many discrepancies’
(4.82).

Aya numbering

The total number of ayas in the Qur’an
has been the subject of debate among
Muslim scholars. According to al-Suyuti
in his famous encyclopedia of the
Qur’anic sciences, the unanimous agree-
ment among Muslim scholars is that the
number of ayas in the Qur’an is 6,000;
anything beyond this number is dis-
puted depending upon whether the fol-
lowing are regarded as separate ayas:
the basmala or idiomatic opening
phrase — bism illah al-rahman al-rahim
(‘In the name of God the Most-merciful,
the Compassionate’) found in all suras
except sura 9; the fawatih or abbreviated
letters found at the beginning of some
chapters (e.g. a.l.m. and a.l.r.); and con-
troversial pauses or breaks within some
ayas such as mentioned above.

All 6,000 ayas are divided among the
114 suras of the Qur’an, which range in
length from 3 to 286 ayas. Authentic
traditions suggest that the suras were
known not only by their titles but also
by the number of ayas they contained.
For example, sura 46 (al-Ahqaf) was
referred to as the ‘thirtieth of the /h.m.
collection’ (i.e. it begins with the abbre-
viated letters /#.m. and has a total of 30
ayas). The ayas themselves, however,
were never numbered by the Prophet,
although their sequential order was
known and often singled out by him.
For example, the last ten ayas of sura al-
Kahf (‘The Companions of the Cave’),
and the last two ayas of sura 2 (al-
Bagara), were deemed to be especially
blessed. The ayas were normally refer-
red to by their names rather than their
numbers, e.g. aya al-Kursi (the Throne
Verse) and aya al-Nur (the Light Verse).
Most of these names were established
during the Prophet’s lifetime and
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usually indicated the subject matter or
key word used in the aya.

Aya length

The length of each aya varies, ranging
from one word, phrase or clause to a
number of coordinated sentences. The
longest aya in the Qur’an, commonly
referred to as aya al-dayn (‘the debt
aya’ — 2.282) is a whole paragraph long
and consists of eleven sentences coordi-
nated by wa (‘and’) and fa (‘then’), and
calculated to be 128 ‘words’ and 540
‘letters’ long. The shortest is aya 64 in
sura 55 which consists only of one
adjective in the dual form, madhamatan
or ‘dark-green’. As is apparent from the
above examples, not all ayas are end-
stopped or independent sentences; many
are run-on verses that are syntactically
joined to the following or preceding
ayas. For example, in the above-men-
tioned adjectival aya, the word madha-
matan is a postmodifier of the noun
Jjannatan (‘two-gardens’), which is men-
tioned in the proceeding aya. In many
suras one finds sentences that spread out
across ten or more ayas. For example, in
25.63-74 a series of seven ayas compris-
ing complex relative clauses beginning
with the words ‘and those who ...” (wa
aladhina) are syntactically fronted to the
beginning of the sentence whereas the
aya containing the matrix clause (aya
75) is postponed until the very end of
the sentence.

Major classifications

According to al-Suyuti in his encyclope-
dic work, al-Itgan fi ‘ulum al-Qur’an,
there are twenty-five different classifica-
tions of ayas. One of the more common
of these, listed in all major editions of
the Qur’an, is the Meccan/Medinan
classification, based primarily on whe-
ther the ayas were revealed before or
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after the Prophet’s emigration (hijra) to
Medina. In general, many of the ayas
placed at the end of the Qur’an are from
the Meccan era, whereas those in the
long suras placed at the beginning of the
Qur’an belong to the Medinan era.
Attempts have also been made to iden-
tify the stylistic features of Meccan and
Medinan ayas. For example, all ayas
that begin with the word kala (‘nay’) or
that include a sajda (prostration) are
designated Meccan. Other classifications
include specific times of revelation (i.e.
whether revealed at night or during the
day, in winter or summer); occasions or
reasons of revelation (asbab al-nuzul),
the first to be revealed and the last to be
revealed (i.e. chronology of revelation);
the muhkam and mutashabih (see below);
those revealed whole (such as suras 6
and 77) and those revealed fragmented
(most of the Qur’an); those revealed to
other prophets and those revealed only
to the Prophet Muhammad; the abro-
gator and the abrogated (nasikh and
mansukh).

Thematic and stylistic classifications
have also been identified by many mod-
ern commentators and include cate-
gories such as sign-ayas (see below), say-
ayas (i.e. ayas that begin with the
imperative verb qul) and ayas containing
parables, sacred history of the prophets,
oaths, dialogue, supplications, dietary
prohibitions and prostrations. Perhaps
one of the most interesting categoriza-
tions is that pertaining to ayas ‘revealed
to other Prophets’ and those revealed
‘only to the Prophet Muhammad’.
Examples of the former type include ten
verses of sura 6 (from aya 151-160) and
all the ayas of sura 87 in which there is a
specific reference to the correspondences
between the Abrahamic/Mosaic scrip-
tures and the verses of the Qur’an:
‘Indeed, this is in the former scriptures/
The scriptures of Abraham and Moses’.
Al-Suyuti lists a number of verses said
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to have been revealed only to the Prophet,
among them the famous ‘Throne Verse’
(aya al-Kursi, 2.256) and the last two
verses of sura 2. It is perhaps interesting
to note the stylistic resemblances
between the Throne Verse and Psalm
121:4; in both, for example, reference is
made to how God shall ‘neither slumber
nor sleep’. There are a number of tradi-
tions that record the Prophet’s allusions
to the similarities between some of the
verses he had been given and the verses
of the Torah and the Gospels. This is
particularly illustrated in a famous
hadith recorded by Wathila b. al-Asqa
(quoted in al-Tabari: 44) in which the
Prophet names the four basic divisions
of the Qur’an and classifies them in terms
of their relationship to other scriptures:

The Prophet, may God bless him and
grant him peace, said: ‘| was given alsab’
altul (the seven long (suras)) in place of
the Torah, and | was given al-miun (the
hundreds) in place of the Psalms, and |
was given al-mathani (the duplicated) in
place of the Gospels, and | was privileged
with al-mufassal (the sectioned).

Indeed, the striking similarities between
the Qur’an and the Gospels have
brought about a number of contrastive
studies by Western scholars. For exam-
ple, the opening sura of the Qur’an (al-
Fatiha) has been compared with the
Lord’s Prayer, and the whole of sura 55
(al-Rahman) to Psalm 136. It has even
been suggested that the whole of sura 55
was a direct imitation or duplication of
the Psalm (for a thorough examination
of Western views about this sura, sce
Abdel Haleem, 2001: 158, 183). This
allegation is of course anachronistic
given the fact that there had never exis-
ted an Arabic version of the Psalms for
the Prophet to imitate, just as there
never was an Arabic Bible. It is note-
worthy that this accusation of forgery is



not a modern-day development brought
about by extensive scrutiny. In fact, a
thousand years before, the Prophet’s
own pagan contemporaries in Mecca
had concluded that the powerful verses
he was reciting must have been dictated
to him, word-for-word, by some Jewish
or Christian informants. In several ayas
of the Qur’an this error is explicitly
referred to and refuted: ‘And indeed We
know that they say: Only a mortal tea-
ches him. The tongue of him they hint at
is foreign, and this is clear Arabic lan-
guage’ (16.103). It is important to
remember at this stage that the Qur’an
was never meant to be received as a new
religion but simply as a confirmation of
revelations that went before it: ‘This
Qur’an is not such as can be produced
by other than God; rather it is a con-
firmation of [revelation] that went
before it, and a fuller explanation of the
book — wherein there is no doubt — from
the lord of the worlds’ (10.37).

Content and subject matter

The verses of the Qur’an introduce
hundreds of different types of issues. As
the Qur’an itself tells us, the ayas pro-
vide details about almost everything:
‘We have neglected nothing in the Book’
(6.38); “We have sent down upon you
the Book, an explanation of all things’
(16.89). According to recent quantita-
tive studies, the larger part of the
Qur’an deals with beliefs; this is fol-
lowed by morals, rituals, and lastly legal
provisions. Of the 6,200 verses of the
Qur’an, it is calculated that one hundred
deal with ritual practices, seventy with
personal affairs, seventy with civil laws,
thirty with penal laws and twenty with
judicial matters and testimony. Many of
the ayas are direct answers to questions
asked of the Prophet by his followers or
opponents, or even direct complaints to
the Prophet, such as sura 58 (‘The Dis-
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puter’) which starts with the aya:
‘Indeed God has heard the statement of
she who argues with you concerning her
husband and complains to God; and
God hears your dialogue; God is indeed
All-Hearing and All-Seeing.” Some ayas
are also comments on the numerous
historical events and circumstances that
arose during the twenty-three years of
Muhammad’s prophetic ministry, albeit
devoid of all references to dates, or
names, or other indications as to exactly
when these events occurred. They
remain throughout distant and far
removed from the personal life of the
Prophet himself. His joys and his
moments of grief and suffering, such as
the death of his children or friends, or
the loss of his wife and uncle, are never
recorded. The ayas speak to Muham-
mad but he is never allowed to explain
his own thoughts. It is always God who
dictates, relates and warns. It is perhaps
important to note that the Arabic term
Allah is not a proper name like Zeus or
Mars; it is simply the Arabic way of
saying God and corresponds closely to
Aramaic Alaha and Hebrew Eloha (pl.
Elohim). In general, the ayas contain
little that is local and much that is cos-
mic. As one Western scholar has poin-
ted out, the Qur’an does not furnish any
usable details that would help in the
description of the climate or weather of
its country, while it goes into ecstasies
over the stars, the mountains, the clouds
and other phenomena whose marvels it
points out. There is no attempt to trace
Muhammad’s own genealogy or that of
his Quraysh tribe to Abraham and Ish-
mael; instead we are given a general
account of the genealogy of God’s mes-
sengers beginning with Adam and end-
ing with Muhammad. In general, only
the prophets are ever mentioned by
name in the ayas; general and more
universal statements such as ‘those who’
and ‘he who’ are used instead, although
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there are two exceptions, namely the
mention of Muhammad’s fiercest oppo-
nent Abu Lahab in 111.1 and the name
of his freed slave and scribe Zayd in 33.37.

Structure and parallelism

Perhaps the most striking structural
feature of the Qur’an is the prevalence
of symmetrically parallel verses that
seem to explicate and complete each
other; in more modern terms, what is
striking is its intertextuality. Muslim
exegetes often mobilize this parallelism
to explicate a difficult word or concept
by juxtaposing parallel ayas, an exege-
tical method referred to as tafsir al-
Qurian bi-al-Quran (interpreting the
Qur’an by the Qur’an) or as al-Qur’an
yufassir ba*duhu ba‘da (the segments of
the Qur’an explicate each other). Western
scholars have labelled this type of func-
tional parallelism, now a distinctive fea-
ture of Arabic prose style, as ‘synthetic
parallelism’. To locate these binary ayas
one merely searches the text for repetitive
material or structural similarities between
two ayas. Take, for example, the opening
segment of aya 118 in sura 16 — al-Nahl):

And unto those who are Jews, We have
forbidden such things as We have men-
tioned to you. The ambiguous phrase
‘such things’ can only be explained when
juxtaposed with aya 146 in sura 6 where
we are given a listing of prohibited dietary
items:

And unto those who are Jews, We have
forbidden every [animal]l with undivided
hoof, and we have forbidden them the fat
of ox and the sheep except what adheres
to their hinds or their entrails.

Another oft-quoted example is the elu-
cidation of 2.37:
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Then learnt Adam from his Lord’s words,
and his Lord accepted his repentance;
Indeed, He is the one who accepts
repentance, the Most Merciful

by 7.23, where we are given the verbatim
words of repentance that God taught
Adam:

Our Lord! We [Adam and Eve] have
wronged ourselves. If Thou forgive us not,
and bestow not upon us Thy mercy, we
shall certainly be among the losers.

It must be noted that this binary method
of juxtaposing counterparts was often
used by the Prophet himself when eluci-
dating to his followers the meaning of
difficult ayas. For example, one tradition
records how he juxtaposed 6.82 to
31.13. The statement in the former

Those who believe and do not mix their
belief with injustice (zulm)

appeared confusing and ambiguous
(mubham) to the Prophet’s followers, for
how could one mix true belief and
injustice, or how could one be a true
believer and yet be unjust? This ambi-
guity was explained by reference to the
Sage Lugman’s advice to his son in
31.13:

O my son: Do not worship idols along
with God. Indeed, worshiping idols along
with God is a great injustice (zulm).

The Prophet thus explained that zulm
here simply meant polytheism or wor-
shipping idols along with God. Another
oft-quoted example is 40.32:

O my people. | fear for you the Day of
Mutual Calling (tanad)

which can only properly be explained
with reference to 7.44:



And the dwellers of Paradise will call out
to the dwellers of Hell: We have indeed
found true what our Lord had promised
us; have you also found true what your
Lord promised? They shall say: ‘Yes'.

Here the juxtaposition reveals that the
‘Day of Mutual Calling’ is in fact the Day
of Judgement, not at the moment of
reckoning but a time after when every
man has been placed either in Heaven or
Hell.

A more modern way of describing this
exegetical method used by the Prophet is
to say that meaning is elucidated
through the use of anaphoric or cata-
phoric reference, i.e. material mentioned
earlier or later in the text. Perhaps the
phrase that best describes this structure
is the oft-quoted and controversial
phrase mutashabihan mathani in 39.23
(also 15.87): ‘God has sent down the
best of discourse, a book mutashabihan
and mathani’. These two terms have
puzzled Muslim and Western scholars
alike and have given rise to several the-
ories. Mathani, for example, was inter-
preted as referring to the whole of the
Qur’an, the seven verses of the opening
fatiha, the seven long chapters, or the
so-called seven prominent punishment-
stories. Although most Muslim scholars
now accept the view that the phrase
refers to the ‘repetitive’ and ‘consistent’
structure of the Holy Book, it is sig-
nificant to note that within the Arabic
language-system the words have differ-
ent, albeit related, meanings. Muta-
shabihun derives from the consonantal
root sh/b/h and means to ‘be similar to’
or ‘to resemble’; and mathani is derived
from the adjective mathna which means
‘double’, by twos, or in pairs, i.e. a
numerical meaning equivalent to the
Latin ‘binus’ (see Lane, 1955-56). In
light of the above definition, it is thus
plausible to interpret this phrase as
referring not to any specific sura or col-
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lection of suras or narratives but rather
to the binary principle of parallelism
inherent in the text, i.e. it gives us a clue
as to the whole method of reading the
Qur’an.

Muhkamat and mutashabihat

Muhkamat and mutashabihat present a
major and problematic dichotomy used
in the classification of ayas first men-
tioned in aya 7 of sura 3, a long chapter
of the Medina period entitled ‘The
Family of ‘Imran’ which owes it name
to the mention of the Virgin Mary,
Christ, Zachariah and John. Various
definitions of these two contrastive
terms have been offered by scholars,
among the more common being clear/
decisive for muhkamat and similar/alle-
gorical/ambiguous for mutashabihat.
The muhkamat/mutashabihat dichot-
omy was widely debated by medieval
Arab scholars such as al-Tabari, al-
Razi, al-Zamakshari and al-Suyuti.
Individual treatises were also written on
the subject by prominent theologians,
the first being by the famed Qur’an
reciter ‘Ali ibn Hamza al-Kisa’i entitled
‘Mutashbihat al-Qur’an (second century
of the Hijra; manuscript Paris 665/4);
others include al-Karamani’s A/-burhan

fi mutashabih al-Quran and al-Razi’s

Dura al-tanzil fi al-mutashabih. 1t has
presented commentators with two main
questions: one concerns the meaning of
the terms muhkamat and mutashabihat;
the other touches on identifying these
ayas in the Qur’an. The literature of
exegesis is full of a great variety of defi-
nitions of these terms. In most cases
they are found in the commentaries to
3.7 where the two terms are first con-
trasted. However, it is important to note
from the outset that the word muta-
shabihat was not perceived by early
Muslim commentators of the Qur’an as
a controversial term. As is evident from
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the works of Kisa’i and al-Karamani,
the word simply meant ‘resemblances’
and was correlated with ‘repetition’.
Obviously the controversy around the
two words only occurred at a much later
date. Here is the aya in its entirety:

It is He who has sent down to you the
Book. In it are verses that are muhkamat.
They are the foundation of the Book
(umm al-kitab); and others that are muta-
shabihat. As for those in whose hearts
there is perversity, they follow those that
are similar/allegorical/ambiguous  (ma
tashabah minhu), seeking discord, and
seeking to interpret it, but none knows its
interpretation save God. And those who
are firmly grounded in knowledge say:
‘We believe in it; all of it is from our Lord.
And none will grasp the message except
those who possess an understanding
mind.’

Punctuation of the verse

Even more problematic than the lexical
meaning of muhkamat and mutashabihat
is the punctuation of the text. Since the
original text provides no indication of
where stops and pauses occur within
individual ayas, it was thus possible to
read the latter part of this verse in two
different ways. The controversy centres
around whether the and functions as a
coordinator or as a transition. If it is
perceived to be coordinated to the pre-
vious noun phrase then the verse reads:
‘Only God and those grounded in
knowledge know its interpretation.
[They] say ..." If, on the other hand, it is
perceived to be a transition, then it sig-
nals the beginning of a new sentence and
the verse reads: ‘Only God knows its
interpretation. And those grounded in
knowledge say The theological
implications of the first reading are
obvious; that certain scholars can know
the interpretations of difficult ayas and
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thus hold the secrets of the Qur’an. This
interpretation is viewed as invalid by the
majority of Muslim scholars, who cite
the fact that within the verse there is an
explicit criticism of those who strive to
interpret the mutashabihat, reference to
them as those whose hearts are ‘deviant’
and an explicit praise of those who refer
all knowledge to God and refuse to
become preoccupied with minute resem-
blances between the verses of the Qur’an
or to rationalize on matters of faith.

Preferred interpretations of the
verse

Two traditions or occasions of revela-
tion (asbab al-nuzul) recorded by al-
Tabari going back to al-Rabi’ are often
quoted to explicate this aya and to ulti-
mately define for us the meanings of the
contrastive pair  muhkamat/muta-
shabihat. The first tradition suggests
that the mutashabihat are the abbre-
viated letters a///m/ which begin the
sura. Although Western scholars have
viewed this interpretation as being too
simplistic, one must not lose sight of
fact that these letters were the object of
much controversy especially among the
hypocrites and Jews of Medina.
According to this tradition, the verse
was revealed in response to a particular
incident in which a group of Medinans,
led by Yasir and Huyaiy b. Akhtab, tell
the Prophet that the letters a/l/m/ refer-
red to their numerical values and that
they were meant to indicate the duration
of his authority. Thus they counted the
A (alif) as 1, the L. (lam) as 30 and the
M. (mim) as 40, making 71 years. “Will
you enter a religion of a prophet whose
duration of authority is only seventy-
one years?’, they asked the people of
Medina. However, once they realized
that there were other letters (a/l/m/s/
totalling 160 years, a/l/r/ totalling 231



years, a/l/m/r/ 271 years, etc), they
become confused as to how much time
Muhammad was given and wonder
whether or not these letters should all be
added up to make a total of 734 years.
The tradition explicitly mentions the
verb tashabah used in the aya in ques-
tion: ‘His affair confuses us (tashabah
‘alayna).” Obviously, this tradition gives
us more definite contexts and implies
that the mutashabihat are not just the
abbreviated letters but all resemblances
among suras that are deliberately twis-
ted and distorted out of their true con-
texts. The word ta’wil in the later half of
the aya could consequently mean mis-
interpretations or the imposition of a
literal interpretation upon something
which is essentially of a more spiritual
nature.

The second tradition also suggests
that the mutashabihat are similarities or
resemblances between verses, but this
time the similarity is not an internal one
between various verses of Qur’an but
rather resemblances between verses of
the Qur’an and of the Gospels. Accord-
ing to this tradition, the expression
‘those who follow the mutashabihat’ is
an allusion to the Christian delegates
from Najran, who disputed with the
Prophet concerning the question of
Christ being a messenger and servant
(‘abd) of God rather than his ‘Son’
(mentioned in verses 59—63 of the same
sura and occurring in the tenth year of
the Hijra). The delegates insisted on
accepting only the verses of the Qur’an
that referred to Christ being ‘the Word
and Spirit of God’ and refused to
believe in any verses concerning Christ.
The tradition explicitly mentions the
Prophet as saying: ‘“There is no son but
resembles his father (yashba aba)’. Aya
59, which likens Christ to Adam, both
of whom were created out of dust, is said
to be a direct response to the question

AYA

put forth by the delegates concerning
who Christ ‘resembles’.

General interpretations

There are two other verses in the Qur’an
that mention these two divisions sepa-
rately, namely sura 11.1 and sura 39.23.
According to 11.1 (‘A book whose ver-
ses have been made decisive and then
explained in detail’ — kitabun uhkimat
ayatuhu thuma fussilat) all the verses of
the Qur’an are characterized as muhka-
mat while 39.23 (‘A book consistent and
repetitive’ —  kitaban  mutashabihan
mathani) implies that all the verses of
the Qur’an are mutashabihat. To resolve
the issue, commentators usually deal
with all three verses together, saying
that there is general muhkam/muta-
shabih and a particular muhkam/muta-
shabih. The first has to do with verses
11.1 and 39.23 in which the muhkam and
mutashabih are taken to mean ‘per-
fected/decisive’ and ‘consistent’ respec-
tively. The second has to do with verse
3.7 and all the various interpretations of
muhkamat/mutashabihat that this gen-
erates. Obviously, it is clear from all
three examples that these binary terms
are not meant to be regarded as oppo-
sites but rather as complementary terms.
It is perhaps significant that the oppo-
site of the word mutashabih is ghayr
mutashabih and not muhkam; this is
quite explicitly referred and reiterated in
6.114 and 6.99. It must also be noted
that although the muwhkamat are pre-
sented as fundamental and as the
essence of the book (umm al-kitab), that
does not mean that the mutashabihat
should in any way be considered less
important. An alternative interpretation
is to view them as a having a part-whole
relationship where the muhkamat are the
source ayas that are capable of generat-
ing all the mutashabihat. The notion of
similarity encapsulated in the word
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mutashabihat would seem to strengthen
this idea that they are somehow derived
from the muhkamat, hence their stated
similarity or resemblance. In addition,
the use of the phrase umm al-kitab (the
source or origin of the book) would
seem to further reinforce the notion of
the muhkamat as the primordial source,
akin to the al-lawh al-mahfuz (Preserved
Tablet), out of which all ayas in the
Qur’an and other scriptures are derived.
It is also significant to note that,
according to 11.1, the revelation of the
Qur’an is a two-stage process, as sug-
gested by the conjunction thumma which
denotes a sequence in time. (Although
some commentators have preferred to
view thumma here as a coordinating
conjunction, it is more commonly used
and generally understood in the language
to mean sequence.) The first stage involves
the establishing of fundamental principles
and commandments; the second stage
involves generating a multitude of ayas
detailing and explicating these principles
and injunctions. There thus appears to
be two categories: one fixed for all time,
reserved for fundamental discourse, and
another for those that reiterate,
expound and comment. There is no
question of the two terms being oppo-
sites. And because it is never made
explicit what the mutashabihat are sup-
posed to ‘resemble’, the word can desig-
nate either the subdivision of the Qur’an
into similar-looking ayas or the subdivi-
sion of the muhkamat into ayas that
resemble it but are yet different from it.
The implication of this two-stage process
is that the muhkamat and the mutashbi-
hat cannot be considered separately;
they must be viewed in combination as
components in a system of inter-
dependent verses in which, on the one
hand, the verses that are mutashbihat are
the counterparts of the muhkamat verses,
and on the other hand, they themselves
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are in turn the counterparts of each
other.

Contextual meanings of
mutashabihat

In addition to the two occurrences,
mutashibihat and tashabah, in 3.7, the
root form sh/b/h occurs in ten other
instances in the Qur’an. In eight of
these, the meaning is clearly that of
similarity, resemblances and sameness
between two objects (cf. 2.25, 70, 118;
4.157; 6.99, 141; 13.16; 39.23). In six
instances, it is used in its adjectival form
mutashabih/mushtabih, as in sura 6
where the word appears four times and
denotes how the fruits of heaven, speci-
fically pomegranates and olives, are
similar (mutashabihan/mushtabihan) and
yet dissimilar (ghayr mutashabihin). In
all these examples, the word has positive
connotations derived mainly from the
positiveness of the items being compared,
i.e. olives, pomegranates. It is only when
it is used as a verb, i.e. in derivatives
such as shubbih, tashabahat, tashabah,
that negative connotations of prevarica-
tion, distortion and false or pretended
confusion set in. In 4.157, for example,
the verb shubbih is used to indicate that
it was not Christ who was killed and
crucified but that it ‘appeared to be so’
to some people (shubbih laham). In
13.16, the polytheists are ridiculed for
seeming to be confused between what
God has created and what their idols
have allegedly created. Perhaps the
more famous and oft-quoted example of
false resemblances is 2.70, where the
Israelites three times ask Moses to pray
God to identify for them which heifer
they were supposed to slaughter in
expiation for a murder (compare Deut.
21: 1-19). The verb tashaba (‘to become
similar’) is here used by the Israclites:
‘Pray thy Lord to show us what she [the



heifer] is to be: for the heifers have
become similar to us (tashaba ‘alayna).
It is made clear here by the repetitive
form of questions that the confusion of
the Israelites is not accidental, i.e. due to
genuine resemblances between heifers,
but more of a deliberate or contrived
confusion which arises from the very
nature of their deviant hearts. It is per-
haps for this reason that Palmer in his
translation (see Palmer, 1880) renders
the term tashabah as ‘confusingly simi-
lar’. In the final analysis, as all these
examples illustrate, the notion of simi-
larity or resemblance is an essential
component of the word mutashabih,
which cannot be eliminated without
ultimately distorting the very essence of
the word. Contrary to the views of some
Western lexicographers (for example,
Lane, 1955-56) who maintain that any-
thing which is confused can be called
mutashabih or mushtabih, the verb
tashabah does not mean being confused
for any other reason beside resemblances.

English equivalents of mutashabihat

Because the meaning of muhkam is so
clear-cut, there has not been much con-
troversy over the topic. The word muh-
kamat derives from the root h/k/m/
which means to decide between two
things. As a verbal noun it denotes
judgments, decisions. When collocated
with speech, the meaning is to perfect by
making the words more decisive, precise
and clear-cut. Ahmad von Denffer
(1983: 79) in his Introduction to the sci-
ences of the Qurran, p. 99 al-‘Uzza Abu
Muslim al-Isfahani, defines the muhkamat
as verses that ‘decide between legal
matters as well as between truth and
falsehood by giving clear definitions’.
The word occurs in numerous other
places in the Qur’an with the explicit
meaning of being decisive or perfected —
it refers to anything made or rendered
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firm, stable, strong or solid. The meaning
of mutashbihat, on the other hand, has
aroused countless speculations and a
wide variety of translations, ranging from
similar and allegorical to ambiguous
and confusing. In his (1952) translation,
Pickthall renders the terms as ‘clear reve-
lations’ and ‘allegorical’ respectively,
which is in accordance with the exposition
of the two prominent Muslim commen-
tators al-Baydawi and al-Zamakhshari.
Sale, in his (1900) interpretation of this
aya, points out the judicial aspect of
these terms and, following Pickthall,
renders the muhkamat as ‘clear to be
understood’ and the mutashabihat as
‘parabolical’. It is perhaps significant that
the word tashbih is also the technical
word for simile and metaphor in Arabic,
a fact that accentuates the appropriateness
of the English translation ‘allegorical/
metaphorical’. Both Bell and Arberry,
on the other hand, render the term
muhkamat as ‘clearly formulated verses’
and mutashbihat as ‘ambiguous’. In
general, Muslim scholars tend to interpret
the term mutashbihat as either similar or
allegorical, but never as ambiguous.
Western scholars, on the other hand,
following the lead of Bell and Arberry,
prefer the word ‘ambiguous’. The basic
problem with the use of the word
‘ambiguous’ as an English equivalent is
that it negates the presence of corre-
spondences and emphasizes difference,
multiplicity and imprecision of thought.
This is far from the core meaning of the
Arabic root sh/b/h which emphasizes
sameness and similitude. Even more
important is the fact that mutashabih is
a neutral term that can be used to refer
to both positive and negative resem-
blances, depending on the items being
compared, whereas in ambiguity there
are only negatives without positives.
What further increases this semantic non-
equivalence of ambiguity is the fact that
the one-to-one equivalent of ambiguous
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is mubham; it is never mutashabih. The
use of the term ambiguous has therefore
been rejected by many Muslim scholars
who see it as a biased misinterpretation
of the Arabic original since it is linguis-
tically evident, even a priori, that muta-
shabihat can never in the final analysis
be said to denote multiplicity.

At first glance, therefore, muta-
shabihat would seem to constitute the
very reverse of ambiguity. It comes then
somewhat as a surprise to see the extent
to which this less orthodox interpreta-
tion has come to be assimilated to
mutashabih/mutashabihat in the recently
published Encyclopedia of the Qur’an,
where the Arabic term can only be
accessed through a seven-page entry
entitled ‘ambiguous’ and devoted almost
entirely to the active participle mutashabih
or mutashabihat interpreted as such.
Although reference is made to the sense
of similarity, it is stated that the reading
mutashabihat, meaning ambiguous, is a
common way to treat the term and has
‘wider implications’ since it bears upon
some of the most prominent Qur’anic
issues. Even more striking is the fact
that the familiar variant ‘allegorical’ is
never even mentioned, although it has
been used by three prominent translators
of the Qur’an, namely, Pickthall, Ali and
Asad.

Types of contrasts

Six basic types of contrasts are offered
by medieval Muslim commentators.
They can be summarized as follows:

1. The muhkamat are ayas whose
meanings are capable of being
known or grasped by people. In
contrast, the mutashabihat are ayas
whose meanings are known only
to God. The examples given of
mutashabihat are the Day of Res-
urrection, conditions in the After-
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world, rewards and punishments
in the Afterworld, the appearance
of Gog and Magog, the rising of
the sun from the West, and in
general anything that pertains to
‘ilm al-ghayb (‘knowledge of the
Unseen’ as summarized in 31.34).
Two of the more controversial of
these mutashabihat are the abbre-
viated letters and God’s attributes
(sifat Allah), i.e. his face, his hand,
his throne. Since any interpreta-
tion of the above would be absurd
or a matter of conjecture, Muslim
commentators and exegetes were
strongly opposed to any kind of
interpretation of the mutashabihat.
In a sense, this definition not only
imposes a restriction on esoteric or
symbolic interpretations of words,
it also bans the attempt to rationa-
lize basic articles of faith.

. The muhkamat are ayas that can

have only one distinct meaning. In
contrast, the mutashabihat are ayas
whose lexical and syntactic struc-
tures allow more than one mean-
ing.  Injunctions, = commands,
prohibitions, all are viewed as
muhkam items. The mutashabihat
are subdivided into two kinds: (a)
verbal (lafz) — such as difficult words
or difficult syntax involving ellip-
sis, fronting or embedding; and (b)
semantic (ma‘na) — such as those
verses that need to be explicated by
extra-linguistic knowledge of the
occasion of revelation or con-
temporary customs of pre-Islamic
times. One explicit example often
cited is 43.17: ‘And when one of
them is given glad tidings of that
which he attributes to the Most-
Merciful, his face turns dark and
grief-stricken’, which can only be
explicated by reference to 16.58:
“And when one of them is given
glad tidings of [the birth of] a



female, his face turns dark and
grief-stricken’. What is needed to
explicate the text is historical
knowledge that the three pagan
idols or goddesses of Mecca, al-
Lat, al-“Uzza, and Manat, were
believed to be the daughters of God.
. The muhkamat are ayas that are
decisive and clear in and by them-
selves (i.e. self-explanatory) and
hence are independent since they
do not need additional explana-
tions. In contrast, the muta-
shabihat are ayas that are
dependent or interdependent and
need illustration by means of
reference to other ayas or other
sources of interpretation. This
definition also implies that the
mutashabihat have to be examined
or checked against the muhkamat.
According to al-Razi, the muhkam
are ‘the source from which every-
thing stems’ (al-asl minhu yakunu
al-shay) — hence the dependency of
the mutashabihat on the muhkamat
as a basis of interpretation. One of
the examples given is 17.17: ‘And
when we decide to destroy a city,
we command the opulent ones
thereof: and they transgress
therein; and thus the word is justi-
fied. Then do we destroy it a com-
plete destruction.” The outward
meaning of the verse is that the
opulent are commanded to trans-
gress while the muhkam on the
same subject, found in 7.27,
strictly forbids transgression and
rebukes those who suggest that
they were simply following God’s
commandments: ‘And when they
commit an evil deed, they say: We
found our fathers doing it, and
God commanded it upon us. Say:
Nay, God never commands trans-
gression. Do you say of God what
you know not.’

AYA

4. The muhkamat are ayas whose

meanings cannot be distorted or
perverted (tahrif). In contrast, the
mutashabihat are liable to be dis-
torted or to be given a false inter-
pretation (ta’wil) by people with
malicious intentions. This view is
expounded by al-Tabari and Ibn
Kathir who support their argu-
ments by the fact that the verse in
question identifies those who fol-
low the mutashabihat with those
whose hearts are full of deviance
(zaygh) and bent on schism (fitna).
The list of mutashabihat cited by
Abu Muslim Al-Isfahani and quo-
ted by al-Razi all pertain to how
people with deviant hearts try to
impose a certain interpretation
depending on their particular
ideologies, thus perverting the true
meanings of the text. One example
of such distortions occurs in the
interpretation of 27.4: ‘Verily,
those who believe not in the Here-
after, We have adorned for them
their works, and they shall wander
blindly on.” According to Abu
Muslim, this aya has been mis-
interpreted to mean that God has
adorned or made seeming the act
of wandering blindly or being
astray, although it clearly contra-
dicts with 49.7 where it is made
clear that God has made faith
beloved and seemly to man: ‘God
has made faith beloved to you;
and He has adored it in your
hearts, and has made disbelief,
wickedness, and rebellion hateful
to you.” The deliberate attempt to
misconstrue the words of God by
not juxtaposing the mutashabihat
and the muhkamat is offered as an
example of those who follow the
mutashabihat. What seems to
strengthen this argument are the
various allusions in sura 2 to the
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lexical distortions and derisive
punning practiced by the hypo-
crites and Jews of Medina who
were bent on distorting every sin-
gle verse revealed by the Prophet
and twisting them out of context
(see especially 4.46). One well-
known historical example is how
they used to distort the traditional
Arabic greeting — “Peace be upon
you’ when encountering the Pro-
phet. Instead of saying salam
(‘peace’ in Arabic), they used to
mumble it in such as a way as to
make it indistinguishable from a
word with a similar sound mean-
ing ‘death’ in Hebrew. In a sense,
then, this classification implies that
the mutashabihat are not ambig-
uous in and of themselves but are
portrayed as such by those hostile
to the whole of the Qur’an, both
the muhkam and the mutashabih.

. The muhkamat are ayas that are

accurate and free of contradiction.
The mutashabihat, on the other
hand, are ayas that are similar or
bear resemblances either to each
other or to the muhkamat, or to
verses of other scriptures. This
definition is advocated by al-
Tabari, who states that the muta-
shabihat are verses, the words of
which resemble one another when
repeated in other Qur’anic chap-
ters. Consequently, repetition is
presented as one of the character-
istic features of the mutashabihat.
Other commentators see the
resemblances in more figurative
terms, e.g. as a resemblance in
beauty and eloquence, or rightness
and truth. Undoubtedly, this
represents the most classical
explanation of the word muta-
shabihat, first expounded by al-
Kisa’i in his book on the muta-
shabihat of the Qur’an, where the

word is clearly taken in its literal
sense of ‘resemblances’ and ‘repe-
titions’. This second-century Hijra
treatise, described by John Wans-
brough (1977: 212) as a ‘distribu-
tional analysis of Qur’anic
diction’, is ordered by the number
of occurrences of a given phrase —
once, twice, three to ten times, fifteen
times and twenty times; it also
deals with unique phraseologies. A
similar listing of material can be
found in al-Zarkashi’s more sys-
tematic treatise, al-Burhan fi ‘ulum
al-Qur’an, which covers unique
expressions and expressions that
occur from two to twenty-three
times. Evidently, this genre of
enumeration provides evidence
that the mutashabihat were origin-
ally regarded as being similar or
repetitive verses of the Qur’an.

. The muhkamat are ayas of injunc-

tions and commandments, i.e.
those that deal with what is
allowed (halal) and what is pro-
hibited (haram), that define pun-
ishments (hudud) and obligatory
duties  (fara’id) and dogma
(‘agida), i.e. ayas that are decisive
as regards Islamic law. In contrast,
the mutashabihat are ayas that deal
with God’s attributes and divine
epithets mentioned in the Qur’an,
the abbreviated letters, parables,
oaths and metaphors. It is sig-
nificant to note that there exists a
series of early texts which contain
the term al-mushtabihat or al-
mutashabihat in their title and
which treat the mutashabihat of
the Qur’an as equivalent to meta-
phorical expressions (see the
description of the Paris manuscript
in Islamica, Vol. 1: 241; see also
Brockelmann, Vol. 1: 416). A
related definition describes the
muhkamat as those ayas that contain



ordinances and injunctions which
can never be abrogated by any later
ordinance, and the mutashbihat as
those ayas that can be abrogated.
The examples most often cited of
muhkamat are 6.152 and 17.24 as
well as all the ayas that begin with
‘say’ (qul) or ‘command them’.
Obviously, this definition has
implications for jurisprudence and
is more of a judicial classification
than a theological one.

Ayat al-sajda

The sajda is an aya of the Qur’an con-
taining the root verb s/j/d/ (to pros-
trate), in which voluntary prostration is
offered by anyone who recites it or hears
it, in adoration of God and as an
expression of deep faith and humility.
According to scholars, sajdas occur only
in the early Meccan ayas which can be
found embedded in many of the later
suras of Medina. Tradition has it that
the Prophet Muhammad consistently
prostrated during the recitation of these
ayas, even while performing his ritual
prayers (salat), in which case he would
stop at the end of the aya, prostrate
himself, recite a number of supplica-
tions, and then rise to continue his
prayers. In all, there are fourteen ayas of
prostration agreed upon by all Muslim
scholars, with one extra aya advocated
by al-Shafii citing a reliable Tradition.
These ayas are scattered in fourteen dif-
ferent suras of the Qur’an, with no spe-
cific order of occurrence being followed:
7.206; 13.15; 16.50; 17.107; 19.58; 22.18;
25.60; 27.26; 32.5; 38.24; 41.38; 53.62;
84.21; 96.19. The extra sajda suggested
by al-Shafi‘i occurs in sura 17 (al-hajj),
aya 77, which thus inadvertently high-
lights sura al-Hajj as being the only
chapter of the Qur’an that contains two
sajdas.

AYA

There seems to be no specific Tradi-
tion recording the reasons why these
particulars ayas containing a form of
the verb s/j/d/ were singled out by the
Prophet. Although the root verb s/j/d/ is
integral to the sajda, it is not the case
that all occurrences of the verb signal a
prostration; in fact, the verb occurs over
sixty times in the Qur’an. What we do
know from Tradition is that according
to the Prophet, the closest one can be to
God is during moments of prostration,
and hence he urged the faithful to pros-
trate long and to offer heartfelt suppli-
cations, especially after midnight in the
small hours of the morning. The most
preferred supplication during prostra-
tion is the one recited by the Prophet
himself during the five obligatory pray-
ers: ‘I prostrate my face to the One who
has created it and fashioned it and cleft
its hearing and its vision. Blessed is
God, the best of Creators’ (Sajada waj-
hiya lilladhi khalagahu wa sawwarahu,
wa shaqqa sam‘ahu wa basarahu, tabarak
Allahu ahsan al-khaligin). All Arabic
editions of the Qur’an clearly demarcate
sajdas, usually by placing a line above
the root verb s/j/d/ and some form of
icon before the verse-number so as to
clearly signal the end of the sajda. It is
significant to note that there is also a
whole sura devoted to the notion of
prostration (sura 32, al-Sajda) which
takes its name from aya 15 in which the
adjectival form sujadan occurs: ‘Those
who believe in our ayat are those who,
when reminded of them fall down pros-
trate (sujadan) and glorify the praises of
their Lord, and they are not proud.’

Perhaps the most famous of prostra-
tion-ayas is the one that occurs at the
end of sura 53 (al-Najm), because this is
the first aya in which the Prophet
offered a prostration. The occasion of its
revelation is well known. According to
Tradition, the Prophet recited the sura
beside the Ka‘ha in front of a group of
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Meccan chieftains who had assembled
there. Although the words of the sura
contained much mockery of the poly-
theists of Mecca and a strong con-
demnation of their three main idols, al-
Lat, al-‘Uzza and Manat, yet when the
Prophet recited the sajda, which clearly
called for the polytheists to prostrate
themselves — ‘So prostate (fa-asjudu) to
God and worship Him’ — the whole
assembly spontaneously and involunta-
rily prostrated themselves with one
accord on the ground and worshipped.
Once the chieftains realized what they
had done, they quickly made up the
allegation that the Prophet had actually
praised their idols rather than demeaned
them and accused him of suppressing his
supposed words of praise.

Although this was the first sajda
revealed to the Prophet, one must not
confuse it with the first sajda to appear
in the Qur’an in its present arrangement,
namely the last aya of sura 7 (al-A‘raf):
‘Surely, those who are with your Lord
(i.e. the angels) are never too proud to
worship Him, and they glorify Him and
to Him they prostate (yasjudun).” Nor
must we confuse it with the sajda that
appears at the end of the famous sura 96
(al-*Alaq), which is credited to be the
first complete sura: ‘Nay! Do not obey
him [Abu Jahl]. But fall prostrate (asjud)
and draw near [to God].’

It would appear then that although
there seems to be no systematic order of
occurrence, these sajdas are somehow
meant to mark important landmarks of
the Qur’an, such as the first sura to be
revealed or the first in which the sajda
occurs. Thematically, they seem to enu-
merate all things that worship God, the
Creator; the list is cosmic and includes
not only the angels and the prophets,
but everything in the heavens and on
earth: ‘See you not that unto God doth
prostrate (yasjudu) whatever is in the
heaven and whatever is on the earth,
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and the sun and the moon and the stars,
and the mountains and the trees and all
creatures and many of the people’
(22.18). This is again reiterated in 13.15,
but this time even their very shadows
seem to worship the Lord: ‘And unto
God doth prostrate (yasjuda) whatever
is in the heavens and the earth, willingly
or unwillingly, and so do their shadows
in the mornings and in the afternoons’.
Quite striking in this sajda is the refer-
ence not only to how all non-human
things must ultimately obey God, but
also to the fact that even their very sha-
dows prostrate in worship. The time
reference to the mornings and after-
noons would seem to suggest that the
movement of shadows in relation to the
sun is itself a form of continuous pros-
tration and prayer. It is perhaps sig-
nificant to note that before the
ordaining of obligatory prayers, it was
customary to pray twice, once in the
mornings and once at nightfall. This
imagery of shadows in prostration to
God is again reiterated in 16.48-49, but
this time it is explicitly spelled out:
‘Have they not observed the things that
God has created; how their shadows
incline to the right and to the left, pros-
trating (sujjadan) unto God in a most
humble manner/And to God prostrate
(vasjudu) all that is in the heavens and
all that is in the earth, of living creatures
and the angels and they are not proud.’
There is also explicit reference to the
fact that people of all religions since the
time of Adam were required to prostrate
in worship: ‘Those are the Prophets
whom God bestowed His grace upon
from among the offspring of Adam, and
from those We carried with Noah, and
from the offspring of Abraham and
Israel, and from among those whom We
guided and chose. When the verses of
the Most Gracious were recited to them,
they fell down prostrate (sujjadan) and
weeping’ (19.58). Certain prophets are



AYATULLAH AL-UZMA SAYYID ABUL-QASIM AL-KHO’I

also singled out, most notably David,
who, according to Tradition, was con-
tinually praised by the Prophet Muham-
mad as being the most passionate of the
prophets in prayers and exultation. In
38.24 there is a recounting of the Old
Testament story of David and Uriah (II
Samuel 11:4-5), bar the biblical allega-
tion that David committed adultery
with Uriah’s wife. The sajda occurs at
the point where two angels are sent to
bring home to him his sin: ‘And David
guessed that We had tried him and he
sought forgiveness of his Lord, and he
fell down in prostration and repented’.
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The prophet Job is mentioned by name
in the Qur’an four times. Job’s descent
from Abraham is indicated in 6.84
where he is listed along with David,
Solomon, Joseph, Moses and Aaron.
Some Muslim genealogists state that
Job was Roman or an Israelite living
among the Romans, being a descendant
of Esau who is considered to be the
forefather of all the Roman people.
There is disagreement among Muslim
exegetes concerning the time when Job
lived, some saying that he was a grand-
son of Lot and others saying that he
lived after the time of Solomon.

21.83-84 and 38.41-44 relate the story
of Job, stating that he was afflicted with
‘distress’ and then restored by God after
calling out to him in prayer. Muslim
exegetes add that Job was a rich man
with a large family but all of this was
taken away from him, including his
health. Job remained steadfast through
his affliction although all of the people
around him abandoned and loathed him
because of it. It is reported that the
Prophet Muhammad stated that Job
was the most afflicted of all the pro-
phets, and because all people are tried
according to the strength of their reli-
gion, this means that Job was the most
steadfast of all the prophets. Muslim
exegetes say that the trial of Job lasted
anywhere from three to eighteen years,
and they acknowledge that the Bible
contains many stories about the details
of this trial.

Of Job’s sickness, Muslim exegetes
claim that it afflicted all of his body
except for his heart and his tongue, with
which he continued to praise God. Oth-
ers claim that his sickness was smallpox,
and that his body became only bones
and sinews.

Muslim exegetes also relate stories
about Job’s family. According to some,
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Job’s wife remained faithful to her hus-
band, serving other people for wages
and selling her hair in order to provide
Job with sustenance. Some exegetes
claim that it was the sight of his wife’s
cut hair that finally made Job call out to
God for help (21.73). Job is also said to
have had brothers who came and debated
with Job about the cause of his distress.

38.42—-44 refers to God’s alleviation of
Job’s affliction with cold water and to
the restoration of his family. Medieval
Muslim illustrations of the story of Job
often feature Job bathing in the spring
of water provided by God. Muslim exe-
getes add that God clothed Job with
clothing from heaven, caused locusts of
gold to rain down upon him and
allowed him to live for another seventy
years in the land of Rome.

Some exegetes maintain that Job pas-
sed the mantle of prophethood to one or
more of his sons, one of which is usually
identified as the prophet Dhu al-Kifl
who is also mentioned in the Qur’an. A
hadith report states that on the Day of
Judgement, Job will intercede on behalf
of people who suffered persecution.
Numerous tombs attributed to Job exist
throughout the Middle East, India and
Central Asia.
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‘AZIZ

‘Aziz signifies mighty, potent or strong.
In the Qur’an ‘aziz is one of the names
of God. It signifies ‘the Mighty who



overcomes everything’ or ‘He who
resists or withstands so that nothing
ever overcomes Him’. It also means ‘the
incomparable, or unparalleled’.

It usually comes at the end of the sura,
as a closing phrase expressing and
indeed summarizing the total power,
strength and glory of God. Its presence
at the end signifies that in the end
everything belongs to God alone; he
possesses the final authority, and the
ultimate power. Everything is dependent
on God, and all return to him at the
end. All his servants are created by him,
and he brings them back on the Day of
Judgement and determines their ultimate
fate.

‘Aziz generally ends a description of
struggle between the prophets of God
and their enemies. The word is used to
emphasize the claim that God is victor-
ious and that he grants victory to his
prophets and their followers against the
unbelievers. The Qur’an describes the
unbelievers as plotters and their decep-
tion as so powerful that it almost shakes
the mountains. God responds to their
evil and apparent strength, and the
powerful nature of their means of
deception, by saying ‘never think that
God would fail his apostles in His pro-
mise, for God is exalted in power the
Lord of Retribution’ (58.21).

‘Aziz is also used to indicate support
for the Prophet Muhammad. During his

AZRA’IL

struggle against the idolaters, and while
he was in a state of sadness and distress
because of their evil actions, God gave
him strength and support, indicating
that he was on the right path and would
eventually succeed.

‘The Mighty Book’ (al-‘Aziz), is a title
often given to the Qur’an. It suggests
both that the text is powerful and that
its creator is strong and capable of fol-
lowing up its words with actions.

RAFIK BERJAK

AZRA’IL
Of the four recognised archangels in
Islam, the Qur’an names only two: Jib-
ra’il (Gabriel), the angel of revelation;
and Mika’il (Michael), the angel of rain
and fertility. It is left to Prophetic Tra-
dition (hadith) to name the other two:
Israfil, the angel who will blow the
trumpet to announce the Resurrection
at the end of time; and Azra’il, the angel
who separates the soul from the body at
death. Known also as malak al-mawt
(32.11) or the angel of death, Azra’il is
traditionally depicted as being of cosmic
size: he has 4,000 wings and a body
formed by as many eyes and tongues as
there are living human beings, and he
stands with one foot in the seventh heaven,
the other on the razor-sharp bridge that
divides paradise and hell.

CoLIN TURNER
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BACKBITING

Backbiting, slander or calumny is criticiz-
ing or mocking others in their absence.
Normally the intention of backbiting is
to put someone down by commenting
on a negative characteristic of that person.
Backbiting is one of the social illnesses
that the Qur’an strongly denounces: *. ..
nor speak ill of each other behind their
backs. Would any of you like to eat the
flesh of his dead brother? Nay, ye would
abhor it. But fear Allah: for Allah is
Oft-Returning, Most-Merciful’ (49.12).
This verse clearly declares the rejection
by revelation of backbiting.

To understand the nature of back-
biting we need to consult the Tradition
of the Prophet Muhammad about this
phenomenon. He had many sayings that
have been reported on this issue,
denouncing this behaviour and dis-
couraging the Muslims from getting
involved in it. When he was asked about
backbiting, he explained that mentioning
a fault of an absent person is considered
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backbiting. Falsely attributing a fault to
an absent person is considered defama-
tion. The Prophet discouraged Muslims
from backbiting along with other illicit
actions: ‘Do not envy, abominate, or
shun each other, nor should you back-
bite each other.’

There are different ways of back-
biting. Speaking of someone’s fault or
mocking a certain person with a gesture
are the obvious ways. Backbiting could
also comprise writing derogatory state-
ments, thus insulting a person is another
method of backbiting. Listening to
someone who is slandering another per-
son and supporting that action by smil-
ing or expressing agreement in any form
is considered another way of backbiting.
Slandering people with physical dis-
abilities, poor manners or discriminat-
ing against them because of their race,
skin colour or place of origin are con-
sidered different kinds of backbiting.
The Qur’an gives a very graphic image
to backbiters. Slander is portrayed as a
human beast or a cannibal creature that



feeds on the flesh of his brother’s corpse.
This image is so vivid that it brings
home hard the unpleasant aspect of this
ugly inhuman action: God created
humans with a pure nature that enjoys
the beauty of its humanity, nature and
the universe, and simultaneously abhors
the images of blood, death and the
corpse. The use of this image in the
Qur’an has very strong significance for
many reasons. First, people are dis-
gusted by cannibalism. Second, people
do not feel comfortable coming into
direct contact with a dead body. Third,
according to Islam the dead human
body should be respected and treated
with dignity. Islamic tradition honours
the dead by washing the corpse,
shrouding it with clean, white winding
sheets and giving it a speedy burial. The
pure, righteous believers and God-fear-
ing Muslims with pure conscience will
naturally be disturbed by the image of
cannibalism and will therefore avoid
becoming involved in backbiting. This
sickening image of eating a dead body
gives the human imagination an unlim-
ited space to stretch and try to grasp the
ugly image of such an action. If some-
one would hate to eat the rotten and
wormy flesh of a dead human body,
then one should control one’s mouth
and refrain from backbiting.

The backbiter may have strong feel-
ings of hatred, jealousy or envy towards
another person, which gives the former
the motivation to insult the latter behind
his or her back. But when the Qur’an
drew this image of cannibalism as simi-
lar to backbiting, it created a deterrent.

This revelation did not come down to
the Prophet simply for theoretical
preaching, but as something to be rein-
forced in this life. Islam creates in the
Muslim’s conscience the fear of God
and of his punishment and also the hope
of his reward on the Day of Judgement
as a process that obliges the Muslim to
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abide by the orders and commands of
God. After all, the main objective of the
revelation is to establish the representa-
tion of God on earth. Its aim is to build
an exemplary society and the ideal indi-
vidual, based on the principle that Mus-
lim society as a whole is one integral
structure and the individual is its build-
ing block. In order to establish a strong
and healthy nation in which individuals
form its overall shape, each individual
as a basic unit needs to be healthy and
strong. In order to achieve this strong,
just and healthy nation, Islam intro-
duces to its followers a very strict
scheme of discipline, which has been
very powerful and influential in enforcing
a firm code of behaviour. This system of
discipline speaks to the conscience of the
Muslim; it speaks to the heart and the
mind at the same time. For this reason
Islam was able to guide its followers to
obey its rules and code of conduct, as
this will apparently result in the found-
ing of the ideal nation that can truly
represent God’s will on earth and
implement his law. Following this dis-
ciplinary programme, backbiting is con-
sidered a major sin and violation that
believers should avoid, as a vicious disease
that threatens the unity and the healthy
ties that hold the nation together. Islam
is deeply concerned about social justice
and fairness because God is fair and he
hates unfairness. His orders are aligned
with this principle. He clearly prohibited
such actions that may do someone
injustice, stating: ‘O my servants, I
declared that injustice is prohibited
upon myself, so you do not do injustice
on each other.” Backbiting is a form of
injustice and as such is prohibited.

See also: “A’isha; character; miraculous-
ness of the Qur’an; rumour
RAFIK BERJIAK
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BADR

BADR
More correctly, Badr Hunayn, a small
town to the south-west of Medina, and
at the junction of the old caravan route
from Mecca to Syria. At the time of
Muhammad it was a small market cen-
tre, situated in a plain, encircled by steep
hills and sand dunes. It was the site of
the first great battle between Muham-
mad and the pagan Meccans in the
middle of Ramadan 2/March 624. The
battle of Badr was a huge psychological
victory for the nascent Muslim commu-
nity, with 300 of the devout of Medina
overcoming 1,000 well-equipped Quray-
shis, of whom over seventy were slain,
including their leader, Abu Jahl. There
are various references to the battle in the
Qur’an, although it is to the hadith and
the sira (historical stories) that one must
turn for details.

CoLIN TURNER

AL-BAGHAWI
Al-Husayn b. Mas‘ud b. Muhammad al-
‘Allama Abu Muhammad al-Farra® al-
Baghawi was born in Bagh, or Baghshur,
near Herat. Arab sources often identify
him by the nickname al-Farra’. He was
known for temperance and piety,
renouncing sumptuous foods and sur-
viving on bread and olive oil. He died an
octogenarian in Marw al-Rudh some
time between 510/1117 and 516/1122.
Al-Suyuti describes him as a Shafi‘ite
authority on exegesis, traditions and
jurisprudence.  Al-Baghawi’s  works
include Masabih al-sunna (Lights of the
way of the Prophet) and Sharh al-sunna
(Making the Prophets’ way known),
both studies of the traditions; al-Tahd-
hib (The Expurgation), a study of jur-
isprudence; and Ma‘alim al-tanzil (The
signposts of the Revelation), a com-
mentary on the Qur’an. All his writing
draws on narrative in illustrating doctrine
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and interpreting scripture. In this he
followed the model of al-Tha‘labi (d.
427/1035).

In Masabih al-sunna, al-Baghawi pre-
sents traditions in a set order and hier-
archy, according to authority, namely:
reliable, good, unusual and weak tradi-
tions. In the introduction, al-Baghawi
states his aim as to address topics on
which the Qur’an is silent. He omits the
chains of authority for the traditions
cited, but names the Companion
through whom each of the hadith could
be traced.

The extant version of Ma‘alim al-tan-
zil represents three stages of composi-
tion. First, al-Baghawi drew on al-
Tha‘labi’s commentary for the core of
his own work. He then added supple-
mentary material from other sources,
identified in the introduction. Finally,
the work underwent an editing process
at the hand of Taj al-Din Abu Nasri
‘Abd al-Wahhab b. Muhammad al-
Husayni (d. 875/1471).

Al-Baghawi undertakes a verse-by-
verse treatment of the Qur’anic text.
Debates from earlier commentators are
reported, often without an indication of
al-Baghawi’s preferred interpretation.
As stated, he avoids lengthy chains of
authority, resulting in a relatively fluid
prose style that helps the reader focus
on the text and its stories, rather than
on philological minutiae. Ma‘alim al-
tanzil also includes information on var-
iant readings of the Qur’anic text, with
occasional discussion of grammatical
detail.

Al-Baghawi draws the narratives for
his commentary from Jewish, Christian
and Islamic materials, although non-
Islamic sources are not identified.
Examples are the account of David and
Bathsheba from Jewish tradition pre-
sented in sura Sad, and the lengthy
account of the Seven Sleepers of Ephe-
sus from Christian tradition presented



in sura al-Kahf. The length of the stories
often seems out of proportion to the
small theological point being made in
individual Qur’anic verses.

Ma‘alim al-tanzil has an ambiguous
reputation. Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328)
wrote that al-Baghawi had safeguarded
his commentary from inferior traditions
and heretical opinions. However, some
later scholars criticized it for the inclusion
of weak traditions and stories derived
from Jewish and Christian sources.
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BAOA
Baga is the root of a verb meaning
‘remained, continued, lasted” and was or
became ‘perpetual’. The noun is verbal
and signifies a thing’s remaining, con-
tinuing, lasting, or enduring in its first
state, for a period determined by the will
of God. In the Qur’an this term indi-
cates the eternity of Allah Almighty:
‘And Allah is better and more lasting’
(20.73). It also signifies the everlasting
face of God: ‘And the Face of your
Lord Full of Majesty and Honour will

BARAKA

remain forever’ (55.27). Baga describes
the hereafter, and dar al-baga is the
abode of everlasting existence.

RAFIK BERJAK

BARAKA

The expression at-tabarruk means to
seek blessings (baraka) in something. It
is derived from al-baraka, which means,
or is often translated as, ‘blessing’, ‘hon-
oured’ and ‘respected’. Al-baraka is
measured in terms of ziyada (increase).
Hence someone who performs tabarruk
is seeking an increase or growth in
something that is regarded as positive,
such as property, wealth, health, chil-
dren and so on: ‘And We have placed
mountains on top of it and we have
placed blessings (baraka) there’ (41.10),
where the reference is to the earth, and
the ways in which God has created it in
such a way as to make life easy for his
creatures. ‘And then We made to inherit
those who were weak and oppressed the
eastern and western parts of the earth,
in which We had placed blessing (bar-
aka)’ (7.137), where the Jews are given
land and allowed to defeat the apparent
might of Pharaoh. Yet these blessings
are dependent upon the behaviour of
the recipients: ‘“We would have opened
blessings (barakat) for them from the
heavens and the earth had they only
behaved well, but they did not so they
suffered the ultimate fate of dis-
obedience and evil’ (7.96). We read:
‘And We blessed him and Ishaq, and
from their offspring are those who do
right and those who wrong themselves’
(37.113). Also: ‘O Nuh, come down
from the ship with peace from Us and
blessings on you and the people who are
with you’ (11.48). It is clear that the
blessing which pertains to Abraham,
Isaac and Noah does not extend to
everyone in the Ark or to the families of
the messengers, since some will no
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BARAKA

doubt act in dubious ways and so not
merit blessing.

Baraka can be found frequently as a
descriptive term: ‘But when you enter
the houses, greet one another with the
greeting from Allah (as-salamu alay-
kum), blessed and good’ (2.61); ‘And
this is a Blessed Reminder which We
have sent down. Will you then deny it?’
(2.50). We are encouraged to greet each
other by repeating God’s greeting,
which is itself a reflection of the bles-
sings he applies to his creation. When
one reflects upon the Qur’an one finds
that it indicates that baraka is from
God, and that perhaps it should be
thought of as coming only from God:

Blessed be Allah, Lord of the worlds.
(7.54)

Blessed be He in whose hand is the
dominion. (67.1)

Blessed be He who sent down the criter-
ion upon His slave. (25.1)

Blessed be He who has placed in the
heaven big stars. (25.61)

So blessed be Allah, the best of all crea-
tors. (23.14)

Blessed be the Name of your Lord, the
owner of majesty and honour. (55.78)

The word tabaraka occurs in the
Qur’an only in reference to God. This
suggests that all baraka belongs to God,
that it all originates from him and that
he gives baraka to various things in his
creation. For example, rain is blessed
because an increase in agriculture and
life in general is obtained by it and there
is considerable growth on account of it:
‘And We sent down blessed rain from
the sky and produced from it gardens
and grain that are reaped’ (50.9). There
are other examples similar to these in
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which there is a type of baraka from
which one obtains benefit, goodness,
growth and increase. However, it is not
always the case that everything which
comes from the heavens and earth
always brings baraka. This is dependent
upon other things, which, if found, pro-
vide baraka, and which, if not found,
mean baraka will end. There is not
absolute baraka and things do not on
their own or in and of themselves pro-
duce baraka. The rain might come
down, but if it is not followed up by
some sunshine, and if the soil is not
right, and if there is too much rain, then
the crops will not flourish. By contrast,
some things always exhibit baraka.
‘Glorified and exalted is He who took
His slave [Muhammad] for a journey by
night from masjid al-haram to masjid al-
agsa, the neighbourhood of which we
have blessed” (17.1). We also read:
‘Verily the first House [of worship]
appointed for mankind was that at
Bakka [Mecca], full of blessing and gui-
dance for the world [men and jinn]’
(3.96).

Blessing applies to whatever God has
sent down by way of guidance and
revelation: ‘And this is a blessed book
which We have sent down’ (6.155); and
“This is a Book which we have sent
down to you, full of blessings, that they
may ponder over its verses’ (38.29; see
also 21.50). The Qur’an itself is often
seen as a blessed reminder and reflection
upon its verses as a blessed action. Fol-
lowing the Qur’an and the sunna (the
way of the Prophet) is blessed. By
extension, all the Islamic sciences are
blessed. So the reciter of the Qur’an, the
lawyer who deals with religious issues,
the muhaddith (transmitter of Tradi-
tions), all perform actions that are bles-
sed. The specific type of baraka in the
places of worship such as masjid
al-haram and masjid al-agsa is generally
regarded as not to be found in the



physical parts of the masjid, such as the
walls, the floor or the ceiling. These
are blessed places only insofar as they are
sites appropriate for the growth in a
person’s iman (belief) and general state
of morality. As a result of this, it is
sometimes said that the reward for
prayer in a masjid is much more than
elsewhere, and the more significant the
masjid, the greater the reward.

The messengers and prophets also
have baraka attached to them, as a
result of their righteous action. Anyone
who follows them will increase his or her
reward for the very reason that the right
person was followed and emulated. The
baraka in the Book and the sunna is of
two types. First, there is a baraka stem-
ming from the dhat (physical essence)
and whatever remains of it from some
outstanding individuals. This is true of
the prophets and the messengers,
although some argue that no one else is
included among them. This view
excludes even the best of the Compa-
nions of God’s Messenger, such as Abu
Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman and “Ali. No one
can obtain the baraka of the prophe