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In the Name of Allah, Most Gracious, Most Merciful

PREFACE

This work comprises a short introduction to the history of the Qur’an, its
recording and its collection. The reader may therefore be puzzled as to
why one third of the material in this book tackles the Old Testament (OT)
and the New Testament (N'T), wondering what significance this has on
the Qur’an’s history. This significance shall, I hope, be made clear as the
chapters progress, since I have attempted to present only those details which
have a direct bearing on the current subject matter.

The idea of authoring a book about the Qur’an, about its collection and
immaculate preservation, had long germinated in my mind, and approx-
imately three and half years ago I finally began working on this book along
side another entitled Islamic Studies: What Methodology? It was journalist Toby
Lester’s article in The Atlantic Monthly (January 1999) however, and the chaos
it had the potential to sow among Muslims, which prompted a greater
concentration on this work. His article suggested that Muslims, despite
believing in the Qur’an as the unadulterated Book of Allah, were thoroughly
incapable of defending this view in any scholarly fashion. The gauntlet was
thrown, and I felt it necessary to take on this challenge and explain the
stringent methodology used by early Muslim scholars in accepting a text
as genuine, or rejecting it as fake. This has lead to the unavoidable repetition
of some material in both books. As most of the scholars that Lester quotes
are either Jews or Christians, I also considered it fitting to cover the histories
of the Old and New Testaments by way of comparison. This should help
the reader to regard the disparity of opinions between Muslim and Ori-
entalist scholars with a fair measure of insight.

With their insistence on a purely oral transmission, most Orientalists
reject all reports that cite recording and compilation of the Qur’an during
the Prophet Muhammad’s lifetime. Many of them even deny that any final
compilation occurred during Abt Bakr’s reign, while some accept the role
of the third caliph ‘Uthman in this regard. Only fiffeen years lapsed between
the Prophet’s death and ‘Uthman’s distribution of written copies of the
Qur’an to different provinces of the Muslim world. Viewing this interval
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with serious misgivings, Orientalists have often focused on the possibility of
deep-seated corruptions crawling into the text within this time span. Stran-
gely, many Biblical scholars deem the text of the Old Testament to be
historically viable even though some of the OT" books were maintained
purely as an oral tradition for up to eight centuries.!

The Orientalist spotlight has also been cast on the Arabic script with
discussions of its shortcornings, though it took only half a century from the
Prophet’s death for the script to evolve and extinguish its initial ambiguities.
They blame this period again for triggering textual distortions, though in
doing so they contradict themselves and negate their earlier emphasis on
oral transmission (which is a fact, in that people were memorising the Qur’an
even while they possessed it in written form). Hence the ‘defective script’
should not have had any impact within a span of fifty years. By contrast the
Hebrew script, transforming with the return of Jews from their captivity
in Babylon to Palestine, was thoroughly devoid of vowels and in fact
remained so for two thousand years, until contact with the Muslim Arabs
spurred them on in this regard. To suppose that the lapse of fifty years
proved damaging to the Qur’anic text whilst the OT, suffering from a
severely disjointed oral tradition and a vowel-less text for two millennia,
deserves a more hearty benefit of the doubt is totally unscientific.

Along similar lines, there exist Mushafs in the Hejazi script from the early
first century of Hijra (late 7th-early 8th C.E.)? as well as dated manuscripts
of portions of the Qur’an belonging to the first century. Discarding the
value of these specimens, Orientalists claim that they are still too late to
prove that the text is untainted by corruption; some choose to simply regard
them as fakes.* By comparison the oldest complete and dated manuscript
of the Hebrew Bible belongs to the beginning of the 11th century C.E.,* and

1 Even the existence of this oral transmission is highly questionable; see Chapter 15.

2 Whenever possible T will use C.E. (common era) as a substitute for A.D. (anno
Domini), the latter of which means ‘year of the Lord.’

3 M. Minovi in his article “Outline History of Arabic Writing,” claimed that the
extant early Qur'anic specimens are all either forgeries or suspect. [A. Grohmann,
“The Problem of Dating Early Qur’ans™, Der Islam, Band 33, Heft 3, Sep. 1958, p.
217].

4 In the words of A.B. Beck in his introduction to the Leningrad Codex, “The
Leningrad Codex is the world’s oldest complete manuscript of the Hebrew Bible ...
The only other extant manuscript of the ‘complete’ Hebrew Bible from this scribal
tradition is the Aleppo Codex, which is about a century older ... However, the
Aleppo Codex is now fragmentary and undated, while the Leningrad Codex is
complete and dated 1008 or 1009 c.E.” [“Introduction to the Leningrad Codex”, in
The Leningrad Codex: A Facsimile Edition, WB. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1998, pp. ix-
x.]. For further detail see this work pp. 238-40.
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the earliest dated Greek manuscripts of the Gospels were written ¢. the
10th century G.E.,® yet these same concerns do not seem to apply here.
This discrepancy in the attitudes towards the Qur’an on the one hand,
and the OT and N1 on the other, must be addressed if we are to fully
assess the Qur’an’s integrity.

The established practice at the dawn of Islamic literary history was that
any religious text (hadith, tafsir, figh etc.) had to be transmitted by those who
had learned the work directly from its authors, they in turn teaching it to
the next generation. Full records of these transmissions were kept, allowing
us to peer into the pedigree of every book regarding sharz'a,® at least in its
early stages — a method of authentication unsurpassed in the world even
now.’ If we were to apply the tenets of Muslim literary transmission to any
random book at the local bookstall, proving its authenticity and authorship
would in all ikelihood be impossible. Despite all the books of the OT and
NT having been penned anonymously, however, Western scholarship finds
it easier to grant them historical legitimacy than to the Muslim transmission
chains, which are often cast under suspicion or found altogether inadequate.
After delving into both the Muslim and Western methodologies, I will let
the reader decide which of the two is the most reliable.

Judaism and Christianity are undoubtedly religions in history, but where
the doubt does arise is on the authorship of the Old and New Testaments.
The answer cannot in fact be established. The OT was initially considered
a work of revelation, but was later deemed the work of Moses; the latest
theory is that multiple sources (extending over approximately one thousand
years) contributed to the authorship of the five books of Moses.? Who
were these shadow writers? How honest and accurate were they? How
reliable was their knowledge of the incidents involved? Did they ever
participate in any of these incidents? And how did these books eventually
reach us? The only known facts are that the OT books appeared on the
scene only to disappear promptly for a few hundred years, before abruptly
resurfacing® Again they disappeared without trace for many centuries,

3 According to B.M. Metzger, “... one of the earliest dated Greek manuscripts of
the Gospels ... was written by a monk named Michael in the year of the world 6457
{= A.D. 949). It is now in the Vatican Library (no. 354).” [The Text of the New Iestament:
Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, 3rd enlarged edition, Oxford Univ. Press,
1992, p. 56]. For more detail see this work pp. 285-6.

6 Islamic law.

7 See Chapter 12.

8 Muslims believe that the Torah and the Zabiir were revealed but were subsequently
lost or corrupted. A very small percentage of the current Old Testament may contain
the original revelations, but it is scattered throughout the text. Recognising it is difficult;
the only criterion is that it must agree with the teachings of the Qur'an and sunna.

9 See 2 Kings 14-16.
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and were once again suddenly recovered. Compare this history with that
of a few thousand honest souls living alongside the Prophet and actively
participating with him in war and peace, in jest and misfortune, in hunger
and ease, meticulously documenting every verse and every kadith. Their
biographies form a poignant chronicle though Orientalists dismiss much
of it as fiction; for the Wansbrough school it is purely an example of a
‘salvation history’, with no bearing on what really happened.

Meanwhile other scholars are actively engaged in expunging their own
religious narratives in favour of something new, which I can illustrate briefly
here by referring to the tale of Jesus’ crucifixion. The Orthodox Jewish
viewpoint states that,

According to the Talmud, Jesus was executed by a proper rabbinical
court for idolatry, inciting other Jews to idolatry and contempt of
rabbinical authority. All classical Jewish sources which mention his
execution are quite happy to take responsibility for it: in the Talmudic
account the Romans are not even mentioned.'?

In addition to a serics of scurrilous sexual allegations against Jesus,
the Talmud states that his punishment in hell is to be immersed in
boiling excrement ...!!

Ironically, the New Testament and modern Christianity are being cleansed
of all such references even though they exist in the Talmud. What is the
definition of sacredness if deliberate shifts in wording and tone are being
wrought within the Scriptures in this day and age?'? And with such
goings-on as a backdrop, how can some intellectuals accept Judaism and
Christianity as historical religions while denying the same to Islam?’3

Atissue here is not what Islam is or what Islamic sources say, but rather
how Muslims perceive their own faith and how Orientalist research wants
them to perceive it. Several years ago Professor C.E. Bosworth, one of the
editors of Brill's Encyclopaedia of Islam, delivered a lecture at the University
of Colorado. When asked why Muslim scholars, even those trained in
Western institutions, were not invited to contribute to the Encyclopaedia’s
essential articles (such as Qur'an, hadith, ythad, etc.), he responded that this

10 Israel Shahak, Jewish History, Jewish Religion, Pluto Press, London, 1977, pp. 97-
98. While the Qur’an categorically denies the crucifixion [Qur’an 4:157], it does record
the Jewish claim of crucifying Jesus.

11 3bid, pp. 20-21.

12 TFor details refer to this work pp. 291-2.

13 Andrew Rippen, “Literary analysis of Qur'an, Tafsir, and Sira: The Metho-
dologies of John Wansbrough”, in R.C. Martin (ed.), Approackes to Islam in Religious
Studies, Univ. of Arizona Press, Tuscon, 1985, pp. 151-52.



work was by the Western pen for Western people. His answer though was
only half correct: this work is not intended solely for Western consumption.
To quote something which Edward Said uses in his work, Orientalism:

“They cannot represent themselves; they must be represented.” — Karl
Marx. !¢

Here Marx is discussing the French peasantry, but the idea of muting
great swathes of people with a single sentence and casting the burden of
representation wholly upon outsiders is by no means a novel one.

One last point before ending this preface. When a certain amount of
research finally yields a theory, academia dictates that this theory must
face rigorous testing. If it fails then it must be either modified and retested
or abandoned altogether. But studies of Islam are unfortunately littered
with ill-conceived theories that have ascended to the point of almost
becoming hard fact, even when they fail on several counts. The next two
examples will clarify.

Professor Wensinck comments on the famous hadith regarding the five
pillars of Islam:

ploc y BUS  slafy (3Dall plaly call V) )Y OF B3l thes e oDV 2
ol [P whias
Islam has been built on five pillars: testifying that there 1s no god but

Allah, performing the prayers, paying the zakat, fasting Ramadan, and
making the pilgrimage to the House.!

He views this as spurious since it contains the kalima shahada (5>
bearing testimony that there is no god but Allah). According to his view,
the Companions of Prophet Muhammad introduced the kafima only after
coming across some Christians in Syria who employed a declaration of
faith, thus thieving this idea from the Christians to develop one of the core
pillars of Islam. Confronted with the problem that the kalima shahada is also
part of the tashahhud (+4£5) in the daily prayers, Wensinck put forward another
theory instead of modifying his earlier one: the prayer was standardised
after the Prophet’s death.'® Perhaps a further theory is required, since
Wensinck has not explained the existence of the kalima in the adhan (o13)
and the igama (3.61),'” nor when these two were introduced into Islam.

14 Edward Said, Orientalism, Vintage Books, New York, 1979, p. xiii.

15 Muslim, $apik, al-Iman:22. The ‘House’ refers to the Holy Mosque in Makkah.

16 A J. Wensinck, Musfim Creed, Cambridge, 1932, pp. 19-32.

17 These are the two calls to the Muslims five daily prayers. The adhan is the first
call while #ama is the second call (just prior to the initiation of the prayer).
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My second example is Goldziher, who theorised that the differences in
the qird’'at (=) j3: readings) of the Qur’an are due to the consonantal text
used in early copies. Bringing forth a few examples to show the validity
of his idea, he avoids alluding to the hundreds of instances where his theory
fails — though that has not stopped it from acquiring great popularity in
certain circles.'3

Considerable effort has been invested in making this work, while worthy
of the scholar, accessible to the layman as well. If there are any passages
which the former may find repetitious, or the latter esoteric, it is because
maintaining a happy medium has not always been possible.

Regarding the rendition of verses into English, no single English trans-
lation of the Qur'an was used uniformly throughout this book, though
most of the verse renderings are based either on the efforts of Yasuf ‘Ali
or Mohammad Asad. These translations were occasionally modified, and
sometimes even rewritten, depending on how clear I found the original
rendition to be. This does not constitute tampering since the Qur'an is in
Arabic, and the translator’s duty is to distil some of the shades of meaning
in the text; the end product is not Qur’an but simply a translation (just as
a shadow is merely a shadow), and so long as nothing is misquoted or
taken out of context, there is no need to follow one particular translation
or another.

The reader may perceive that I have generally dispensed with the phrases
of glorification or invocation that follow certain names, such as 3 (illustrious
be His Majesty) after Allah, # (peace and blessings of Allah be upon him)
after the Prophet Muhammad, %8 (peace be upon him) after the names
of other prophets and messengers (e.¢. Abraham, Ishmael, Moses, Jesus
etc.), or & (may Allah be pleased with him) after any of the Companions.
My purpose was to maintain the text’s flow as much as possible, with the
hope that the Muslim reader will mentally insert these phrases into the text
as appropriate. Some of Islam’s greatest scholars adhered to this same
practice in fact, including no less a figurc than Imam Ahmad b. Hanbal,
and though subsequent writers saw fit to add all such phrases explicitly
into the text, the eye is just as capable of slotting them in by instinct.

And a note of caution. A Muslim’s faith requircs firm belief in the purity
and righteous conduct of all of Allzh’s prophets. I will be quoting from non-
Muslim sources however, some of whom feel no hesitation in referring to
their own Lord Jesus Christ as an adulterer or a homosexual, to David as
an adulterous schemer, or to Solomon as an idolater (O Allah, how unjust
are such words.) As it is very cumbersome to insert a note whenever 1

18 For a detailed discussion, see Chapter 11.
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quote such low ideas, 1 will suffice for the most part by explaining the
Muslim position here, that these words in no way reflect the veneration
which Muslims hold unconditionally for all of Allah’s prophets. Finally,
In composing this book I have often chosen the single best representative
view to llustrate a few cases, and have avoided a detailed discussion of
all existing views, as this would hold little interest for the common reader.
The reader will, I hope, continue through the coming pages in light of
this overture.

I feel obliged, with pleasure, to mention a few names from Yemen. Without
their tremendous help, cooperation, and permission, it would have been
almost impossible to obtain photocopies of the early Qur’anic manuscripts
from San‘@’. They include Sheikh ‘Abdulldh b. Husain al-Ahmar, Sheikh
al-Qadi Isma‘T al-Akwa (who treats me with a father’s affection), Dr. Yaisuf
Mohammad ‘Abdullzh, al-Ustadh ‘Abdul-Malik al-Maqhafl, and Nasir
al-‘Absi (who kindly photographed the manuscripts). May Allah reward
them, here and in the hereafter. I must also acknowledge the Khuda Bukhsh
Library, Patna, and the Salar Jung Museum, Hyderabad (and especially Dr.
Rahmat ‘Ali) for permitting me to utilise their extensive material, and Dr.
Wigar Husain and Abii Sa‘d Islahi of Raza Library, Rampur for providing
the colour slides of certain Qur’anic manuscripts.

And there are still others who deserve special recognition: the King
Faisal Foundation for nominating me as their visiting professor to Princeton
University, the Princeton Seminary for providing a kaleidoscope of rich
materials for this book, and the people behind the Madina Mushaf for printing
the most accurate Qur’anic text in the world. Thanks are also due to M.
Madani Iqbai Azmi and Tim Bowes for their assistance in typesetting this
text, to Muhammad Ansa for his work on indexing, to Ibrahim ag-Sulaifih
for being a paragon of neighbourly help during the composition of this
book, and to Prof. Muhammad Qutb, Dr. ‘Adil Salzhi, Br. Daud Matthews,
Dr. ‘Umar Chapra, Sheikh Jamal Zarabozo, Br. Hashir Faraqi, Sheikh
Iqbal Azmi, ‘Abdul-Basit Kazmi, ‘Abdul-Haq Muhammad, Sheikh Nizam
Ya‘quibi, Dr. ‘Abdullah Subayh, Haroon Shirwani, and the many others
who participated in proofreading the text and providing valuable feedback.

I'must also extend tremendous gratitude to my family for their unwavering
assistance throughout the many stages of this effort: to my elder son ‘Aqil
for his continuous help with manuscript preparation, transliteration and
compiling bibliography, to my daughter Fatima for extensive photocopying,
and to my younger son Anas who receives complete credit for making the
manuscript’s English sound and lucid. And a particular tribute to my wife
for tolerating me through fifty years of marriage and suffering through
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the many sacrifices she has had to bear with extraordinary patience and a
loving smile. May Allah reward all of them for their kindness and generosity:.

Finally, my deepest gratitude to Almighty Allah for providing me with
the opportunity and privilege of embarking on this topic; whatever faults
are present in this book arc entirely my own,'° and whatever pleases Him
is for His Glory alone. I pray that He will accept this work as a sincere effort
on His behalf.

This book was initially completed in Riyad, Saudi Arabia in Safar 1420
AH./May 1999. Subsequent years witnessed its revision in various cities
and countries throughout the Middle East and Europe, including once in
al-Haram ash-Sharifin Makkah during Ramadan 1420 AH./December 1999,
and culminating in a final revision in Riyad, Dhul-Qi’'dah 1423 AH./
January 2003.

M.M. al-A‘zami

19 1 can only recall the saying of an early scholar: 4l né QST aeaall Al . [AL
Shakir {ed.), ar-Risalah of ash-Shafi%, p. 73 footnote no. 8].
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

PRRTERRINER NEPS e

D sl W LS
“O you who believe! Stand out firmly for Allah, as witnesses to_fair dealmgj
and let not the hatred of others to you make you swerve towards inequity and
depart from justice. Be just: that is closer to Piety: and fear Allah. For Allah
is well-acquainted with all that you do.”

Guidance, comfort and beauty. For the believing Muslim the Holy Qur’an
1s all this and much more: the heartbeat of faith, a remembrance in times
of joy and anguish, a fountain of precise scientific reality and the most
exquisite lyricism, a treasury of wisdom and supplications. Its verses hang
from the walls of shops and living rooms, lie etched in the minds of young
and old, and reverberate through the night from minarets across the globe.
Even so, Sir William Muir (1819-1905) adamantly declared it one of “the
most stubborn enemies of Civilisation, Liberty, and the Truth which the
World has yet known”.2 Others have been no more charitable, seeing fit
to heap abuse or cast suspicion upon it throughout the centuries and up
to our present day, among them scholars, missionaries, and now even the
occasional politician. Such a dichotomy is aggravating to Muslims and
certainly perplexing to the non-Muslim, who would be well justified in
supposing that each group was alluding to a different book altogether.
What are the facts and what is the evidence? Faced with such an immense
and sensitive topic brimming with ideas to consider, I could have begun
my explorations anywhere; the starting point, as it finally turned out, was
to be an article by someone I had never heard of before.

“What is the Koran?”, the lead article of the January 1999 issue of 7he
Atlantic Monthly, raised many issues concerning the origins and integrity
of the Qur’an.® The author’s credentials, a certain Toby Lester, are given

1 Qur'an 5:8.

2 Quoted in M. Broomhall, Islam in China, New Impression, London, 1987, p. 2.

3 Cited thereafter as Lester. Also, though his article spells the Qur'an as ‘Koran’,
this is technically incorrect and I will utilise the proper spelling whenever I am not
directly quoting,
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in the magazine and suggest that he does not have any knowledge of Islam
aside from having lived in Yemen and Palestine for a few years, though
this hardly seems to hinder him for he delves headlong into controversy.
He mentions that:

Western Koranic scholarship has traditionally taken place in the context
of an openly declared hostility between Christianity and Islam.... The
Koran has seemed, for Christian and Jewish scholars particularly, to
possess an aura of heresy...*

After citing William Muir’s denunciation of the Qur’an he states that
even carly Soviet scholars subjected Islam to their ideological biases: N.A.
Morozov for instance flamboyantly argued that “until the Crusades Islam
was indistinguishable from Judaism and ... only then did it receive its
independent character, while Muhammad and the first Caliphs are mythical
figures”.

Such passages may suggest to some that Lester’s approach is purely
academic: a curious reporter filing an objective report. In an interview with
the ash-Sharq al-Awsat Daily® he denies any bad intentions, hard feelings,
or wrongdoing towards Muslims, insisting that he sought only the truth.
But there is no doubt that he has taken pains to collect his information
strictly from the anti-traditionalist camp, heralding the arrival of secular
reinterpretations of the Muslim Holy Book. He extensively quotes Dr. Gerd
R. Joseph Puin, associated with the restoration of old Qur’anic fragments
in San‘@, Yemen (which I have seen recently, and for which he and his team
deserve due gratitude). Now, a bookbinder who completes a magnificent
binding of a complex mathematical text will not automatically ascend to
the rank of mathematician, but because of his restoration of the pages of
old manuscripts, Puin is fashioned into a world-authority on the Qur’an’s
entire history.

“So many Muslims have this belief that everything between the two
covers of the Koran is just God’s unaltered word,” [Dr. Puin] says.
“They like to quote the textual work that shows that the Bible has a
history and did not fall straight out of the sky, but until now the Koran
has been out of this discussion. The only way to break through this
wall is to prove that the Koran has a istory too. The San‘a’ fragments will help
us to do this.””

% Lester, p. 46.
5 ibid, pp. 46-7.
$ London, 18 February 1999.

_ T Leserp 4h Italicsadded
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Lester’s next point of reference is Andrew Rippin, Professor of Religious
Studies at the University of Calgary, who states that:

“Variant readings and verse orders are all very significant. Everybody
agrees on that. These manuscripts say that the early history of the Koranic
text is much more of an open question than many have suspected: the
text was less stable, and therefore had less authority, than has always been claimed.”®

Personally I find Prof. Rippin’s comments baffling; on the one hand
variant readings (or rather, multiple readings) have been recognised and
commented on by Muslim scholars since the time of the Prophet. By no
means are they a new discovery. On the other hand not even Puin (as far
as I am aware) claims to have uncovered differences in the order of verses
in his manuscripts, though his views on the Qur’an are in line with modern
revisionism.

“My idea is that the Koran is a kind of cocktail of texts that were not
all understood even at the time of Muhammad,” [Puin] says. “Many
of them may even be a hundred years older than Islam itself. Even
within the Islamic traditions there is a huge body of contradictory
information, including a significant Christian substrate; one can derive
a whole Islamic anti-history from them if one wants.” Patricia Crone
defends the goals of this sort of thinking. “The Koran is a scripture
with a history like any other — except that we don’t know this history
and tend to provoke howls of protest when we study it.”*

Arabic speakers have long held the Qur’an as a Book of unique beauty;
even the idol-worshippers of Makkah were spellbound by its lyricism and
failed to produce anything resembling it.!® Such qualities do not deter
Puin from speaking disdainfully about it.

“The Koran claims for itself that it is ‘mubeen’, or ‘clear™ he says. “But
if you look at it, you will notice that every fifth sentence or so simply
doesn’t make sense. Many Muslims — and Orientalists — will tell you
otherwise, of course, but the fact is that a fifth of the Koranic text is
Just incomprehensible.”!

8 ibid, p. 45. Ttalics added. It must be noted that all these damaging judgements have
been passed even before anyone has thoroughly studied these manuscripts. Such is often
the nature of Orientalist scholarship.

9 ibid, p. 46.

10 See this work pp. 48-50.
11 Lester, p. 54.
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G.R. Puin strings many words together but provides no examples, which
is unfortunate because I have absolutely no idea where this incomprehensible
fifth of the Qur’an happens to be. Lester then states that the unwillingness
to accept the conventional understanding of the Qur’an only began in
earnest in the 20th century;'? he references Patricia Crone, quotes R.S.
Humphreys," and ends up at Wansbrough. The main thrust of Wansbrough’s
work is to establish two major points: firstly, that the Qur’an and hadith
were generated by various communities over the course of two centuries;
and second, that Islamic doctrine was modelled on Rabbinical Jewish
prototypes. Puin is apparently re-reading his works now, for his theories
have been germinating slowly in certain circles even though “many Muslims
understandably find them deeply offensive.”!* Readers have known Cook,
Crone and Wansbrough for a quarter of a century, but the new face to
emerge from this piece is Dr. Puin, whose findings form the backbone of
Lester’s lengthy article. Some of the Yemeni parchments, dating back to
the first two centuries of Islam,

[reveal] small but intriguing aberrations from the standard Koranic
text. Such aberrations, though not surprising to textual historians, are
troublingly at odds with the orthodox Muslim belief that the Koran as
it has reached us today is quite simply the perfect, timeless, and unchanging
Word of God. The mainly secular effors to reinterpret the Koran — in part based
on textual evidence such as that provided by the Yemeni fragments!s -
is disturbing and offensive to many Muslims, just as attempts to reinterpret
the Bible and the life of Jesus are disturbing and offensive to many
conservative Christians. ... [Such secular reinterpretation] can be none-
theless very powerful and - as the histories of the Renaissance and the
Reformation demonstrate — can lead to major social change. The Koran,
after all, is currently the world’s most ideologically influential text.!®

So the entire matter lies before us:

+ The Qur'an is currently the world’s most ideologically influential
text.

*  Many Muslims look to the Qur’an as the Christians once did to
the Bible, as God’s unaltered Word.

12 ibid, p. 54.

13 7bid, p. 55.

14 4hid, p. 55.

15 Just for the record: in my assessment the Tiirk ve Islam Eserleri Miizest (Museumn of
Islamic Art) in Istanbul may house an even greater collection than that in Yemen.
Unfortunately I was denied access to this collection, so this notion must remain
speculative, though according to F. Déroche it houses about 210,000 folios [“The
Qur'an of Amagir”, Manuscripts of the Middle East, Leiden, 1990-91, vol. 5, p. 59].

16 Lester, p. 44. Italics added.
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» The Yemeni fragments will help secular efforts to reinterpret the
Qur’an.

+ Though offensive to countless Muslims, this reinterpretation can
provide the impetus for major social changes that mirror what Christianity
experienced centuries ago.

* These changes may be brought about by ‘showing’ that the Qur’an
was initiaily a fluid text, one which the Mushim community contributed
to and freely rearranged over several centuries, implying that the
Qur’an was not as sacred then as it has now misguidedly become.

The majority of Lester’s references, those quoted or mentioned in his
piece, are non-Muslim: Gerd-R. Joseph Puin, Bothmer, Rippin, R. Stephen
Humphreys, Gunter Luling, Yehuda D. Nevo, Patricia Crone, Michael
Cook, James Bellamy, William Muir, Lambton, Tolstov, Morozov and
Wansbrough. He also spreads the glad tiding that, within the Islamic world,
revisionism is on the move. In this category he names Nasr Aba Zaid,
Taha Husain, ‘Ali Dushti, Muhammad Abdu, Ahmad Amin, Fazlur-
Rahman, and finally Muhammad Arkoun and his fervent advice to battle
orthodoxy from within.'” Scholars from the traditional school of Islamic
thought are largely cast aside and ignored, with only Muhammad Abdu’s
controversial name being included.

But what is the revisionist school? Lester fails to define it clearly, so I
will allow Yehuda Nevo, one of the authorities he quotes, to supply the
definition:

The ‘revisionist’ approach is by no means monolithic... [but they] are
united in denying historical validity to accounts based purely on ‘facts’
derived from the Muslim literary sources... The information they
provide must be corroborated by the ‘hard facts’ of material remains...
[The written sources] should always be checked against external evidence,
and where the two conflict, the latter should be preferred.'®

Because external evidence must necessarily be found to verify every
Muslim account, absence of such corroboration helps to negate the account
and implies that the event never took place.

That there is no evidence for it cutside of the ‘traditional account’ thus
becomes positive evidence in support of the hypothesis that it did not
happen. A striking example is the lack of evidence, outside the Muslim
literature, for the view that the Arabs were Muslim at the time of the
Conquest.'?

17 ibid, p. 56.

18 J. Koren and Y.D. Nevo, “Methodological Approaches to Islamic Studies”, Der
Islam, Band 68, Heft 1, 1991, pp. 89-90.

19 ibid, pp. 92.
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The outcome of this revisionist approach is a complete erasure of Islamic
history, and the fabrication of another in which such events as the pre-
Islamic presence of paganism in Makkah, the Jewish settlements near
Madinah, and the Muslim victory over the Byzantine Empire in Syria
are absolutely denied. In fact, revisionistn argues that the paganism which
afflicted Makkah prior to Islam is simply a fictitious back-projection of a
pagan culture that thrived in southern Palestine.?

The central point, which must be made clear, is that there is a definite
motive behind all these ‘discoveries’. Such findings do not exist in a vacuum
or fall unexpectedly into the scholar’s lap; they are the brainchild of a
particular ideological and political arena, served up in the guise of break-
through academic research.?

Attempts to distort Islam and its sacred texts are in fact as old as the
religion itself; though the strategy behind these efforts has fluctuated
according to the intended goal. Beginning with the rise of Islam and up
until the 13th century A.H. (7th-18th century C.E.), the first objective was
to establish a protective fence around Christians to counteract the rapid
advance of the new faith in Iraq, Syria, Palestine, Egypt, Libya et. Among
the notables of this period were John of Damascus (35-133 A.H./675-750
C.E.), Peter the Venerable (1084-1156 C.E.), Robert of Ketton, Raymond
Lull (1235-1316 c.E.), Martin Luther (1483-1546 C.E.) and Ludovico
Marraci (1612-1700 c.E.), their pens dipped in unsophisticated yet wilful
ignorance and falsehood. Spurred by the change in political fortunes and
the start of colonialism from the 18th century onwards, the second phase
of attack witnessed a shift in posture from defensive to offensive, aspiring
to the mass conversion of Muslims or, at the least, of shattering any pride
and resistance that emanated from their belief in Allah.

Abraham Geiger (1810-1874) belongs squarely to this second period;
his 1833 dissertation, Was hat Mohammed aus den Judentum aufgenommen?
(“What did Mohammed take from Judaism?”), inaugurated the search
for ulterior influences on the Qur’an and lead to innumerable books and
articles aimed at branding it a poor Biblical counterfeit, replete with
mistakes.

Future chapters will bring to light other names which have spearheaded
this second phase, including Noldeke (1836-1930), Goldziher (1850-1921),
Hurgronje (1857-1936), Bergstrisser (1886-1933), Tisdall (1859-1928),
Jeffery (d. 1952) and Schacht (1902-1969). A third phase, beginning in
the mid 20th century on the heels of the founding of Israel, has actively

20 ibed, pp. 100-102. See also this work pp.337-8.
21 For more on this essential topic, refer to Chapter 19.
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sought to purge all verses that cast an unfavourable light on Jews. Among
the followers of this school are Rippin, Crone, Power, Calder and not
least of all Wansbrough, whose theory, that the Qur’an and hadith are a
community product spanning two centuries which were then fictitiously
attributed to an Arabian prophet based on Jewish prototypes, is doubtlessly
the most radical approach to ousting the Qur’an from its hallowed status.

The previous decades have witnessed a quickened maturation of these
last two phases, swelling in multi-faceted ways; a fairly recent scheme for
assailing the Qur’an has been its reduction to a cultural text, one which
is a by-product of a particular era and is therefore obsolete, rather than
a Book that is meant for all nations at all times.

Traditional Islam had not been resistant to the notion that the revelation
reflected the milieu in which it was revealed... But traditional Islam
could never have made the leap from the idea of a scripture which
engages the society in which it was revealed to the notion of one which
is a product of it. For most Muslims in the modern world any significant
move in this direction is still hardly an option, and it is unlikely to

become one in the near foreseeable future.?

This was the inspiration for Nasr Abti Zaid (declared an apostate by
Egypt’s highest court and according to Cook, a ‘Muslim secularist’?),
whose central belief about the Qur'an was that,

If the text was a message sent to the Arabs of the seventh century, then
of necessity it was formulated in a manner which took for granted
historically specific aspects of their language and culture. The Koran
thus took shape in a human setting, It was a ‘cultural product’ — a phrase
Abu Zayd used several times, and which was highlighted by the Court
of Cassation when it determined him to be an unbeliever.?*

Approaching the Qur’an from a textual viewpoint appears benign enough
to the uninitiated; how insidious could concepts such as ‘semantics’ and ‘textual
linguistics’ be? But the focus is not a study of the text itself so much as it
is a study of the evolution of the text, of how forms and structures within
the Qur’an can be derived from 7th/8th century Arabic literature.” This
essentially leads to a thorough secularisation and desanctification of the text.

22 Michael Cook, The Koran: A Very Skort Introduction, Oxford Univ. Press, 2000, p. 44.

23 ibid, p. 46.

2% ibid, p. 46. Ttalics added.

25 For details, refer to Stefan Wild’s (ed.) Preface to The Quran as Text, EJ. Brill,
Leiden, 1996, p. vii-xi.
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Speaking of the Biblical scholar Van Buren, Professor E.L. Mascall states
that “[he] finds the guiding principle of the secularization of Christianity
in the philosophical school which is commonly known as linguistic analysis.”?
If such is the aim of linguistic analysis in Biblical studies, what other motive
can there be in applying it to the Qur'an?

This being outside the realm of what is tolerable to Muslims, an alternate
strategy 1s to substitute the holy text with vernacular translations, then
inflate their status such that they are held on a par with the original Arabic.
In this way Muslim societies, three-quarters of which are non-Arab, can
be severed from the actual revelations of Allah.

There is necessarily a mismatch between the Arabic of the Koran and
the local language of primary education... The tension is exacerbated by
the fact that modernity brings an enhanced concern for the intelligibilzty
of scriptures among the believers at large. As the Turkish nationalist Ziya
Gokalp (4. 1924) put it: “A country in whose schools the Koran is read
in Turkish 1s one in which everyone, child and adult, knows God’s

commands”.?’

After describing the futile Turkish efforts to displace the actual Qur’an
with a Turkish translation, Michael Cook concludes,

To date, the non-Arab Muslim world shows little sign of adopting the idea
of a vernacular scripture in the manmer of sixteenth-century Protestantism
or twentieth-century Catholicism.?

If all other stratagems are left in tatters, one last resort remains. As
described by Gook:

In a modern Western society it is more or less axiomatic that other
people’s religious beliefs (though not, of course, all forms of religiously
motivated behaviour) are to be tolerated, and perhaps even respected.
Indeed it would be considered ill mannered and parochial to refer to
the religious views of others as false and one’s own as Zrue... the very
notion of absolute truth in matters of religion sounds hopelessly out of date. Tt
is, however, a notion that was central to traditional Islam, as it was to
traditional Christianity; and n recent centuries it has survived better
in Islam.?

26 E.L. Mascall, The Secularization of Christianity, Darton, Longman & Todd Ltd.,
London, 1965, p. 41. Dr. Paul M. Van Buren is the author of “The Secular Meaning
of the Gospel”, which is based on the analysis of Biblical language [0, p. 41.]

27 M. Cook, The Koran: A Very Short Introduction, p. 26. Interestingly Ziya Gokalp was
a Donma Jew who converted to Islam [M. Qutb, al-Mustashrigin wa al-Islam, p. 198].

28 M. Cook, The Koran: A Very Short Introduction, p. 27.

2% ibid, p. 33, emphasis added. Gook’s words, ‘that was central to traditional Islam’,
seem to imply that it is no longer appropriate for modern Islam.
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Cook writes this under the heading “Tolerating the beliefs of others”,
but what he expounds instead is unzversalism. Imbued with tolerance, Islam
maintains clear and firm injunctions governing the rights of non-Muslims;
this is well known. Cook’s thrust here is instead about doubt and relativism:
the notion that all religions are equally valid because to think otherwise
is to betray oneself as provincial and ignorant. This, sadly, is an easier
pitfall for many contemporary, ill-educated Muslims. And as a corollary
to this idea, “There [is] a nearly unanimous rejection of any attempt to
distinguish between a non-Muslim and a Muslim scholarship in present-
day Qur’anic studies.”*

A rising chorus of Western scholars now come forward to assail the
traditional tafsir literature,®! demanding something altogether new. Arguing
for the exclusive right to interpret the holy text, many Orientalists dismiss
earlier Muslim writings on this topic “on the grounds that Muslims —
being dupes, as it were, of the notion that [the Qur'an] was Scripture —
of course could not understand the text so well as could a Western
scholar free from that limitation”.?? Basetti-Sani and Youakim Moubarac
both insist that #afs#r be made compatible with ‘Christian truth’, a sentiment
endorsed by W.C. Smith and Kenneth Cragg.® This last, an Anglican
bishop, urges Muslims to scrap the verses revealed in Madinah (with their
emphasis on the political and legal aspects of Islam) in favour of their
Makkan counterparts, which are generally more involved with basic issues
of monotheism, leaving precious little of the religion intact aside from the
verbal pronouncement that there is no god except Allah.%

All these concepts are meant to shake the already-slender faith of wary
Muslims, arming them with Orientalist barbs and setting them out to
question and dismiss the very Book which they have inherited, in the
process becoming more susceptible to Western ideology. Toby Lester’s
article is just another card in this deck, and the tales behind the Yemeni
fragments simply another bait. Dr. Puin himself has in fact denied all the
findings that Lester ascribes to him, with the exception of occasional
differences in the spelling of some words. Here is a part of Puin’s original

30 Stefan Wild (ed.), The Quran as Text, p. x. The original contains ‘was’ instead of
fis’, but changing the tense seems valid given that nothing else has changed. In fact,
Muslim scholarship concerning the Qur’an is generally relegated to second-class
status in Western circles, since the former espouses traditionalism while the latter
seeks revisionism. '

31 Exegesis of the Qur'an.

32 W.C. Smith, “The True Meaning of Scripture”, [fMES, vol. 11 (1980), p. 498.

33 Peter Ford, “The Qur'an as Sacred Scripture”, Muslim World, vol. Lxxxiii, no. 2,
April 1993, pp. 151-53.

3t A Saeed, “Rethinking ‘Revelation’ as a Precondition for Reinterpreting the Qur’an:
A Qur’anic Perspective”, 705, 1:93-114.
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letter — which he wrote to al-Qadi Isma‘ll al-Akwa' shortly after Lester’s
article — with its translation.
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Figure 1.1 Part of Dr. Puin's original letter to al-Qadi al-Akwa’

The important thing, thank God, is that these Yemeni Qur'anic fragments
do not differ from those found in museums and libraries elsewhere,
with the exception of details that do not touch the Qur’an itself, but are
rather differences in the way words are spelled. This phenomenon is
well-known, even in the Qur’an published in Cairo in which is written:
Ibrhitm (e» 1) next to Torhm (p» 2))

Quran (O 2) next to Qrn (O_3)

Stmahum (p-#lopw ) DEXL 10 SThm (ogoss ) eic.

In the oldest Yerneni Qur’anic fragments, for example, the phenomenon
of not writing the vowel afjf’is rather common.

This deflates the entire controversy, dusting away the webs of intrigue
that were spun around Puin’s discoveries and making them a topic unworthy
of further speculation.®® But let us suppose for the sake of argument that
the findings are indeed true; what then is our response? Here we face three
questions:

a) What is the Qur'an?

by If any complete or partial manuscripts are uncovered at present or

in the future, claiming to be Qur’an but differing from what we now
have in our hands, what impact would this have on the Qur’anic
text?

¢) Finally, who is entitled to be an authority on the Qur'an? Or in

general terms, to write about Islam and all its religious and historical
facets?

35 For the Arabic text of his complete letter, see the Yemeni newspaper, ath- Thawra,
issue 24.11.1419 A.H./11.3.1999.

36 1 will cover Puin’s discoveries and claims in pp. 314-8.
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These will be pondered over the course of this work, to reveal not only

the following answers but also the logic which stipulates them:

a) The Qur’an is the very Word of Allah, His final message to all
humanity, revealed to His final messenger Muhammad and trans-
cending all limitations of time and space. It is preserved in its original
tongue without any amendments, additions or deletions.

b) There will never be a discovery of a Qur’an, fragmented or whole,
which differs from the consensus text circulating throughout the
world. If it does differ then it cannot be regarded as Qur’an, because
one of the foremost conditions for accepting anything as such is
that it conform to the text used in ‘Uthman’s Mushaf.

c) Certainly anyone can write on Islam, but only a devout Muslim
has the legitimate prerogative to write on Islamic and its related
subjects. Some may consider this biased, but then who is not? Non-
followers cannot claim neutrality, for their writings swerve depending
on whether Islam’s tenets agree or disagree with their personal
beliefs, and so any attempts at interpretation from Christians, Jews,
atheists, or non-practicing Muslims must be unequivocally discarded.
I may add that if any proffered viewpoint clashes with the Prophet’s
own guidelines, either explicitly or otherwise, it becomes objec-
tionable; in this light even the writings of a devout Muslim may be
rejected if they lack merit. This selectivity lies at the very heart of
Ibn Sirin’s golden rule (d. 110 A.H./728 C.E.):

€ @S5 09056 e 1 Jailh > odall Vi O] »
This knowledge constitutes your deen (religion), so be wary of
whom you take your religion from.%

Some may argue that Muslims do not have any sound arguments with
which to counteract non-Muslim scholarship, that for them the case is
based entirely on faith and not on reason. I will therefore bring forward
my arguments against their findings in future chapters, though I will first
begin by recounting some passages from early Islamic history as a prelude
to an in-depth look at the Qur’an.

37 .. the skeleton of the text which may show some variations in vowel writing, see
further Chapters 9, 10 and 11. We must nevertheless take into consideraton that there
are over 250,000 manuscripts of the Qur’an scattered all over the globe [see p. 316
note 38]. When comparing them it is always possible to find copying mistakes here
and there; this is an example of human fallibility, and has been recognised as such by
authors who have written extensively on the subject of “unintentional errors.” Such
occurrences cannot be used to prove any corruption (i _£) within the Qur'an.

38 In fact Ibn Hibban has credited this saying to other scholars as well, eg Aba
Huraira (4. 58 A.H.), Ibrahim an-Nakha‘ (4. 96 A.H.), ad-Dahhak b. al-Muzahim (4.
circa 100 A1), al-Hasan al-Basri (d. 110 A.H.) and Zaid b. Aslam (4. 136 A.H.). [Ibn
Hibban, al-Majrifim, 1:21-23].
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CHAPTER TwoO

EARLY HISTORY OF ISLAM: A BRIEF LOOK

1. Pre-Islamic Arabia
1. The Geo-Political Condition

Arabia. Situated near the crossroads of three continents, at the heart of the
Old World, the Arabian Peninsula juts out into one of the most recognisable
features on the globe. Bordered by the Red Sea to its west, the Persian Gulf
to its east, the Indian Ocean to the south and Syria and Mesopotamia to
the north, it is famously arid but for the vegetation of the Sarawat Mountains,
which anchor the western coastline. Despite the scarcity of liquid there
are a few sources of underground water available, and these have produced
oases which have long served as the backbone for human settlements and
caravans.

The Arabian Peninsula has been populated since the earliest days of
recorded history, the inhabitants of the Persian Gulf actually establishing
city-states prior to the third millennium ¢.E.! Many scholars consider this
region to be the cradle of all Semitic races, though there is by no means a
full consensus. Theories on this cradle include: Babylonia (the opinion of
Von Kremer, Guide and Hommel);? the Arabian Peninsula (Sprenger, Sayce,
DeGoeje, Brockelmann, and others);® Africa (N6ldeke and others);* Amuru
(A'T. Clay);> Armenia ( John Peaters);® the southern part of the Arabian
Peninsula ( John Philby);” and Europe (Ungnand).?

Phillip Hitti, in his work, History of the Arabs, says:

“Though the term ‘semitic’ has of late come to be used in the West
more generally with reference to the Jews because of their concentration
in America, it is more appropriately applicable to the inhabitants of

! Jawad ‘Ali, al-Mufassal fi Tarikh al-Arab Qabl al-Isiam, i:569.
2 ibid, 1:230-31.

3 hid, 1:231-232.

4 1bid, 1:235.

hid, 1:238.

6 ibid, 1:238.

7 ibid, 1:232-233.

8 ibid, 1:238.

w
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Arabia who, more than any other group of people, have retained the
Semitic characteristics in their physical features, manners, customs,
habit of thought and language. The people of Arabia have remained
virtually the same throughout all the recorded ages.”®

Most hypotheses regarding racial origins emanate {rom linguistic research
(and occasionally the information supplied by the OT),!° and much of this
is neither scientific nor historically accurate. For example, the OT includes
among nations of Semitic stock many who are not Semites, such as the
Elamite and Ludim, whilst discarding many which are Semitic, such as
the Phoenicians and Cannanites.!! Given the myriad viewpoints, I subscribe
to the notion that the Semitic races emerged from within Arabia. As to the
question of who is or is not Semitic, Arabs and Israelites share a common
ancestry through Abraham.!?

#. Ibrahim and Makkah

At a fixed time in history Allah bestowed on Ibrahim (Abraham) a son in
his old age, Isma‘ll (Ishmael), whose mother Hajar (Hagar) — supposedly
a slave — was a gift tendered by Pharos to Sarah. Isma‘il’s birth stirred
great jealousy in Sarah’s heart, and she demanded that Ibrahim cast out
this ‘bondwoman’ and her son.!® Faced with this domestic squabble, he
brought Hajar and Isma‘l to the barren land of Makkah, to a harsh sun-
beaten valley bereft of inhabitants, food, and even water. As he began the
trek home, Hijar gazed at the emptiness around her in bewilderment,
and asked him thrice whether he was deserting them. He made no reply.
Then she asked whether this was the command of Allzh, and he replied:
yes. Hearing this she said, “Then He will not abandon us.” And indeed
He did not abandon them, causing the waters of Zamzam to eventually
gush out of the sand at the infant Isma‘il’s feet; this spring made possible
the first settlements in the area, with Jurhum being the earliest tribe to
settle there.!

9 M. Mohar Ali, Sirat an-Nabz, vol. 1A, pp. 30-31, quoting PX. Hitti, History of the

Arabs, pp. 8-9.

10 Jawad ‘Ali, al-Mufassal, 1:223.

1 dbid, 1:224.

12 ibid, 1:630. The OT declares that both Arabs and Jews are descendants of Shem,
son of Noah.

13 King Fames Version, Genesis 21:10.

14 Al-Bukhari, Sehih, al-Anbiya’, hadith nos. 3364-65 (with Ibn Hajar’s commentary).
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Several years later Ibrahim, on a visit to his son, informed him of a
vision:
f e . gTeE o B .
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“Then, when (the son) reached (the age of serious) work with him, (Ibrahim)
said: ‘O my son! I see in a dream that I offer you in sacrifice: now see what
15 your view!” (The son) said: ‘O my father! Do as you are commanded. you

will find me, if Allah so wills, one practicing Patience and Constancy! ... And
We ransomed him with a momentous sacrifice.”

On the heels of this incident, Ibrahim and Isma‘dl received a divine
commission to establish the first sanctuary on earth dedicated for the sole
worship of Allah.

P

llﬁx;—‘%&.ﬁ.\_’.ﬂ Lg.ua; K)L..e &._. LsAU wuj co)w J)‘U‘ }

The first House (of worship) appointed for people was that at Bakka; full
of blessing and of guidance for all kinds of beings”

Bakka is another name for Makkah, and in that rocky vale both father
and son concerted their efforts towards the construction of the sacred
Ka‘ba, with the piety of one whose gruelling ordeal had just been resolved
by the Almighty Himself. Upon its completion Ibrahim made the following
supplication:

L:JJ (ﬂ)';ﬂw M@_) Lng\.D J‘}) G’«)Juﬁ""'s'w. dll’ﬁj%»

,,,,,

ﬁf‘fdjji-"’)éj*j

“O our Lord! I have made some of my offspring to dwell in a valley without
cultivation, by Your Sacred House; in order; O our Lord, that they may establish
regular Prayer: So fill the hearts of some among men with love toward them,
and feed them with Fruits: So that they may give thanks.”

15 Qur’'an 37:102-107.

16 The translation of verses 103-6 has been dropped for brevity.
17 Qur’an 3:96.

18 Qur'an 14:37.
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Soon the roots of this supplication had visibly blossomed and Makkah
was no longer desolate, gaining life in the presence of Allah’s noble sanctuary,
the waters of Zamzam, and a burgeoning population. It eventually becarne
a central junction on the trade routes to Syria, Yemen, Ta'if and Nejd,'®
which is why “from the time of Aellius Gallus down to Nero all the emperors
cherished the desire of extending their influence to the important station
of Mecca and made tentative efforts in this direction.”?

There were naturally other population movernents within the Arabian
Peninsula. Of note were the Jewish refugees who, many centuries later,
introduced Judaism to Arabia during the Babylonian Exile, settling in Yathrib
(present-day Madinah), Khaibar, Taima’ and Fadak in 587 B.C.E. and 70
C.E2' Nomadic Arab tribes were also in flux. Bant Tha'liba (the tribe of
Thafiba) from the Qahtanite stock also settled in Madinah; among their
descendants were the tribes of Aws and Khazraj, later dually known as
al-Ansar® (Supporters of the Prophet). Bant Haritha, later known as Banii
Khuza‘a, settled in Hejaz and displaced the earlier inhabitants, Bang Jurhum,?
becoming the custodians of the House in Makkah. They were subsequently
responsible for introducing idol worship.? Banii Lakhm, another clan of
Qahtanite origin, settled in Hira (present-day Kifa in Iraq) where they
founded a buffer state between Arabia and Persia (c. 200-602 C.E.).* Band
Ghassan settled in lower Syria and founded the Ghassanid Kingdom, a
buffer state between Byzantine and Arabia, which lasted till 614 c.E.?®
Bani Tayy occupied the Tayy Mountains while Bant Kinda settled in
central Arabia.” The common feature of all these tribes was their lineage
to Ibrahim through Isma‘l.?

This section is not meant to serve as a history of Makkah prior to
Islam, but as a starting point for the closest ancestral family member of
the Prophet who had a direct bearing on his life. For the sake of brevity

19 M. Hamidullah, “The City State of Mecca”, Islamic Culture, vol. 12 (1938), p. 258.
Cited thereafter as The City State of Mecca.

20 ihid, p. 256, quoting Lammens, La Mecque & La Vielle de L'Hegire (pp. 234, 239) and
others.

21 Jawad ‘All, al-Mufassal fi Tarikh al-‘Arab Qabl al-Islam, 1:658; ibid, 1:614-18 contain
very important information on Jewish settlements in Yathrib and Khaibar.

22 M. Mohar Ali, Sirat an-Nabi, vol. 1A, p. 32.

23 ihid, vol. 1A, p. 32.

24 Tbn Qutaiba, al-Maarif, p. 640.

25> M. Mohar AL, Sirat an-Nabi, vol. 1A, p. 32.

26 ibid, vol. IA, p. 32.

27 ibid, vol. 1A, p. 32.

28 ibid, vol. 1A, p. 32.
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I will pass over numerous details and pick up the trail with Qusayy, the
great-great-great grandfather of the Prophet.

2. Qusayy Gains Full Control of Makkah

Some two hundred years prior to the Prophet’s birth, Qusayy, a keenly
intelligent, powerful and highly administrative chieftain, ascended within
the ranks of Makkah’s political scene. Taking advantage of the Byzantine
interest in Makkah, he acquired their help in securing full control of the city
while successfully remaining outside Byzantine influence and neglecting
their regional interests.?

Qusayy
(ornc. 365 CE)

!——F——Frﬂﬁ

‘Abdul-Dar ‘Abd Manaf ‘Abd ‘Abdul-Uzza
(born ¢. 430 CE)

- |

— 1 - -

: Hashim ¢
Naufal Muttalib (born ¢ #2 GE) ‘Abd Shams

|
[ 1 m| —
‘Abdul .
Asad Muttalib Abt Saifi Nadla

{born 6. ‘497 CE)

|
|
T

T 1

|
|
.

Hajla
Harith

Dirar
Al-

Hamza
Aba Lahab —

Aba Talib

(barn ¢. 545 C.E)

‘Abbas
Zubair
‘Abdullah
Mugawwim

}

con . Muhammad (3
Al Jafar (bon\‘c,570C4E~) ( )

Fogure 2.1: A brief genealogy of Qusayy.

Qusayy married Hubba bint Hulail, the daughter of the Khuza'ite
chieftain of Makkah; this chiefiain’s death allowed him to assume further

29 Ibn Qutaiba, al-Ma‘arf, pp. 640-41. The Byzantine Empire had a new prospect
of extending their influence on Makkah a few generations later when a Makkan, ‘Uthman
ibn al-Huwairith of the Asad clan, embraced Christianity. The Emperor placed a crown
on his head and sent him to Makkah with Ukase, ordering the Makkans to accept
him as their king. But even his own tribe refused to accept him. [ The City State of Mecca,
pp- 256-7, quoting as-Suhaili (Raudu! unf, 1:146) and others].
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power and pass custody of the House into the hands of his descendants.®

The tribe of Quraish, scatiered throughout the region, was finally brought

together in Makkah and forged into a single unity under his leadership.'
Figure 2.1 (above) shows Qusayy’s genealogy in brief.%

w. Makkah: A Tribal Society

Though developed as a city-state, Makkah remained a tribal society up until
its conquest by the Prophet Muhammad. The mainstay of Arab society
around which all social organisation revolved, the tribe was based on the
concept that the sons of any one clan were brothers and shared the same
blood. An Arab would not have understood the idea of nation-statehood
unless it was within the context of the nation-state of the tribe,

“which was a nation-state of relationship binding the family to the tribe,
a state based on flesh and bones, on flesh and blood, i.e. a nation-state
based on lineage. It was family connections that bound together the
individuals in the state and gathered them into one unit. This was for
them the religion of the statc and its agreed and acknowledged law.”*?

Every tribal member constituted an asset for the entire tribe, so that
the presence of an accomplished poet, an intrepid warrior, or someone of
farmed hospitality within the tribe, generated honour and credit for all those
of his lineage. Among the prime duties of every stalwart clan was defence,
not only of its own members but also those who temporarily came under
its umbrella as guests, and in protecting the latter there was always much
honour to be gained. Thus Makkah, the city-state, welcomed people who
either sought to attend fairs, or perform pilgrimage,* or pass through with
their caravans. Serving this demand required security and the appropriate

30 Tbn Hisham, Swa, ed. by M. Saqqa, 1. al-Ibyari and ‘A. Shalabi, 2nd edition,
Mustafi al-Babi al-Halabi, publishers, Cairo, 1375 (1955), vol. 1-2, pp. 117-8. This
book has been printed into two parts, part one covers volumes 1-2, while part two
covers volumes 3-4. The page numbering of each part runs continuously.

3% Tbn Qutaiba, al-Ma'anf, pp. 640-41.

32 Tbn Hisham, Sira, vol. 1-2, pp. 105-108. For the dates in the chart, see Nabia
Abbott, The Rise of the North Arabic Script and its Kuranic Development, with a full Description
of the Kuran Manuscripts in the Oriental Institute, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago,
1938, pp. 10-11. Abbott has mentioned some disagreement among Orientalists about
the dates.

33 Ibn Hisham, Swa, vol. 3-4, p. 315.

3% By this time the Ka‘ba was surrounded and housed with hundreds of idols.
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facilities, and so the following institutions were set up in Makkah (some of
them by Qusayy himself):* Nadwa (city council), Mashira (advice council),
(iyada (leadership), Sadana (administration of the sanctuary), Hzjaba (gate-
keeper of the Ka‘ba), Sigaya (supplying water to the pilgrims), Tmaratui-bait
(ensuring that the sanctity of the Ka‘ba was not violated), Ifada (those who
permitted the first departure in a ceremony), faza, Nas?’ (the institution of
adjusting the calendar), Qudba (pitching a tent to collect donations for some
public emergency), Anna (reins of the horse), Rafada (tax for feeding the
poor pilgrims), Amwal muhagjara (offerings to the Sanctuary), Aysar, Ashnag
(assessing the value of pecuniary liabilities), Hukiima, Sifarah (ambassador-
ship), ‘Ugab (standard-bearer), Lizea’ (banner) and Hulwan-un-nafr (mobilisation
gratuity).

o From Qusayy to Muhammad #

These sundry duties became the responsibility of Qusayy’s sons. Descendants
of ‘Abdul-Dar for example retained the custody of the Ka'ba, the council-
hall and the right of mounting the banner on its staff in case of war.* ‘Abd-
Manaf managed the foreign relations “with the Roman authorities, and the
Ghassanide prince. Hashim [son of ‘Abd-Manaf] himself concluded a treaty,
and he is said to have received from the Emperor a rescriph authorizing the
Quraish to travel through Syria in security. ¥ Hashim and his party maintained
the office of providing food and water to the pilgrims; his wealth allowed
him to entertain pilgrims with princely magnificence.*®

While trading in Madinah, Hashim met and became enamoured of a
Khazarite noblewoman, Salma bint ‘Amr. He married her and returned
with her to Makkah, but with the onset of pregnancy she chose to journey
back to Madinah and there gave birth to a son, Shaiba. Hashim died in
Gaza on one of his trade journeys,* entrusting his brother Muttalib to take
care of his son*® who was still with his mother. Travelling to Madinah for
this purpose, Muttalib found himself embroiled in a fight with Hashim’s
widow over the custody of young Shaiba, which he eventually won. With

35 The City State of Mecca, pp. 261-276.

36 William Muir, The Life of Mahomet, 3rd edition, Smith, Elder, & Co., London,
1894, p. xcvi.

37 ibid, p. xcvii.

38 ibid, p. xcvi.

39 Tbn Hisham, Stra, vol. 1-2, p. 137.

40 ibid, vol. 1-2, p. 137.
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uncle and nephew returning to Makkah, people mistook the little boy to
be the slave (4s: ‘Abd) of Muttalib. Hence Shaiba’s nickname: ‘Abdul-
Muttalib.*!

The death of his uncle meant that ‘Abdul-Muttalib inherited the duties
of Sigaya and Rafada.** And having rediscovered Zamzam, whose waters
had been buried and forgotten beneath the weight of sand and neglect for
many years, he gained such prominence and dignity that he effectively
became the chief of Makkah. In earlier years he had made a vow that if
granted ten sons, he would sacrifice one of them to an idol. Now, having
been blessed with this number, ‘Abdul-Muttalib sought to fulfil his pledge
by consulting with the Azlam* to find out whom to sacrifice. The name of
his youngest (and favorite) son ‘Abdullah appeared. Human sacrifices being
distasteful to Quraish, they conferred with a soothsayer who revealed that
‘Abdullah could be ransomed with camels. The Azlam were consulted
again, and the boy’s life was spared for the price of one hundred camels.

Delighted with this turn of events, ‘Abdul-Muttalib took his son ‘Abdullah
to Madinah to visit some relatives. There ‘Abdullih married Amina, the niece
of Wuhaib who was their host and of the same ancestral tribe (Qusayy’s
brother founded Bandi Zuhra, Wuhaib’s clan). ‘Abdullah enjoyed the
domestic comforts of home life for some time before embarking on a trade
route to Syria. Along the way he fell ill, returned to Madinah and died.
By then Amina had already conceived Muhammad.

zi. The Religious Conditions in Arabia

In the time preceding Muhammad’s prophethood, Arabia was thoroughly
antagonistic to any religious reformation. For centuries the cult of pagan
worship had withstood both the presence of Jewish settlements and foreign
attempts at evangelisation from Syria and Egypt. William Muir, in his The
Life of Mahomet, argues that this Jewish presence helped to neutralise the
spread of the gospel in two ways; first, by establishing itself in the northern
frontiers of Arabia, and thus forming a barrier between the Christian
expanses to the north and the pagan stronghold to the south. His second
argument is that Arabian idolatry had formed a sort of compromise with
Judaism, incorporating enough of its legends to diminish the exotic appeal
of Christianity.* I do not concur at all with his theory. What the Arabs

41 ibid, vol. 1-2, p. 137.

42 {hid, vol. 1-2, p. 142.

+3 A procedure for picking a candidate randomly, using divining arrows that were
kept under the protection of a certain deity.

4 William Muir, The Life of Mahomet, pp. xxxii-lxxxiil.
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professed in fact was a distorted remnant of Ibrahim and Isma‘il’s mono-
theistic faith, corrupted by centuries of superstition and ignorance. The
legends which the Jews and Arabs held in common were, therefore, a
result of their common ancestry.

The Christianity of the 7th century was itself mired in corruption and
myth, caught in a state of complete stagnation. Formally submitting Arabia
to Christianity would have required, not religious persuasion, but the political
coercion of a superior Christian power.*® No such power bore down upon
the pagan Arabs, and idolatry held Arabia in the tightest of grips. Five
centuries of Christian evangelism had produced meagre results: converts
were limited to the Bania Harith of Najran, the Bant Hanifa of Yamama,
and some of the Banii Tayy at Tayma’.*® In these five centuries, historical
records do not show any incidence involving the persecution of Christian
missionaries. This is vastly different from the fate which awaited Muhammad
and his earliest followers in Makkah, revealing perhaps that while Christianity
was viewed as a tolerable nuisance, Islam was deemed overtly dangerous
to the institutional fabric of pagan Arabia.

2. Prophet Muhammad % (53B.H.-114.H./571-632C.E)*"

Covering the life of the Prophet of Islam is an immense undertaking, one
that can easily fill volumes; copious literature is readily available on this
topic for every interested reader. The aim of this section is somewhat
different. In upcoming chapters we will discuss some of the prophets of
Israel, including Jesus, and witness both their hostile reception by the
Israelites and the rapid corruption of their divine teachings. Here, in lieu
of retracing paths already carved out by other writers, I will simply offer
a brief synopsis to complement such future references to Moses and Jesus.

5 ipid, p. baxxiv. This also holds true for more recent times, when Christianity was
often advanced by dint of Colonialist coercion.

46 3bid, pp. booxiv-loxy.

47 The Christian date is approximate. Invented using the model of the Islamic
Calendar, it did not come into official public use until at least ten centuries after Jesus
(most likely more), passing through several modifications. The Gregorian calendar as
presently used goes back only to 1582 C.E./990 A.H. when it was adopted by the then-
Catholic countries on the decree of Pope Gregory X111, in a Papal Bull on 24 February
1582. [See Khalid Baig, “The Millennium Bug”, Impact International, London, vol. 30,
no. 1, January 2000, p. 5]. Modern writers project back the dates fictitiously, thus creating
many problems in the dating of events.
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i. The Birth of Muhammad #

As mentioned earlier ‘Abdullah, Muhammad’s father, died while Amina
was in pregnancy. Muhammad was therefore born into precarious circum-
stances, a member of a poor but very noble family. Soon bereft of his mother
as well, he became an orphan at the age of six and took to working as a
shepherd in Makkah’s barren landscape.*® Following in the footsteps of
Quraishi fashion he began engaging in trade, and here his integrity and
success as a merchant attracted the attention of an older and particularly
intelligent rich widow, KhadTja, who eventually married him.* Muhammad
was renowned throughout the city for this honesty and integrity in all
matters; quoting Ibn Ishaq: “Prior to the revelations, Quraish labelled the
Prophet as ‘the trustworthy one’ (cxaYi: amin)” 20

. Muhammad #, the Amin

There came a time when Quraish concurred on the necessity of rebuilding
the Ka'‘ba; allocating the work among themselves, cach sub-clan gathering
stones and built a portion of the structure by itself. As the construction
reached the Black Stone (3 sY! ~41) a controversy ignited. Every sub-clan
quarrelled for the sole honour of depositing the Black Stone into its appro-
priate corner, to the point where alliances were quickly formed and hostilities
appeared inevitable. AbG Umayya, who at the time was the oldest man in
Quraish, urged them to consent to the judgment of the first man entering
the gate of the Holy Sanctuary, and they approved. It so happened that
the first to enter was none other than Muhammad. Seeing him Quraish
exclaimed, “Here comes the amin, we are pleased with him [as a judge].
Here comes Muhammad.” When he was informed of the dispute he asked
for a cloak. He then took the Black Stone, placed it on the cloak, and told
each sub-clan to clutch a side of the garment and lift it collectively. "This
they did, and once they were at the designated spot he raised the Black
Stone and set it in with his own hands. With the controversy dissipated
to everyone's satisfaction, the construction continued without incident.>

48 Al-Bukhari, Sabzh, Tjara:2.

49 Tbn Hisham, Sira, vol. 1-2, pp. 187-189
50 ibid, vol. 1-2, p. 197.

51 4bid, vol. 1-2, pp. 196-7.
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#z. Muhammad % the Messenger of Allah

Blessed with an ideal nature and a hatred of idolatry, Muhammad never
prostrated before Quraish’s idols nor took part in any of their polytheistic
rituals. Instead he worshipped one God, in whatever manner he thought
best, his complete illiteracy precluding any knowledge of Jewish or Christian
practices. Soon the time was ripe for his commission as Prophet and Messenger,
and Allah prepared him for this task gradually. First he started beholding
true visions.*? He noticed a rock saluting him;> he also observed the Archangel
Jibril (Gabriel) calling him from the sky by his name,>* and observed a
light.®

‘A’isha reports that the prelude of prophethood for Muhammad were
his perfect dreams: for six months he witnessed visions so accurate that they
seemed to materialise from the very fabric of reality. Then suddenly the first
revelation descended upon him while he was secluded in the cave of Hird’;
Jibril appeared before him and repeatedly asked him to read, countering
Muhammad’s insistence that he was illiterate by continuing the same
demand, till at last he divulged to him the first verses of Sira al-Alag: ;%6

r;‘yuw 531 L,prw,éyudl,@dx, ‘5,\nqv,“u iy

g fei 0 G T o 0 e il
“Read in the name of your Lord and Cherisher, who created. Created man,
out of a leech-like clot. Proclaum! And your Lord is Most Bountyful. He Who
taught (the use of) the Pen. Taught man that which he knew not.”

This was the first descent of the waly (s : revelation), the very beginning
of the Qur’an.

And so, unexpectedly at the age of forty, Allah summoned Muhammad
with a simple message, sharply outlined and crystal clear: .oz ai Vi &) Y
i J sw, (“There is no god except Allah, and Muhammad is His Messenger’).
And with this he was given a living eternal miracle, something to satisfy
the intellect, capture the heart, and give rebirth to stifled souls: the Holy

Qur’an.

52 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bari, i:19; al-Bukhari, Seh#h, Bad’ al-Wahy:2.

53 Muslim, Sahih, Fada’il:2, p. 1782.

5% “‘Urwah b. az-Zubair, al-Maghaz?, compiled by M.M. al-A‘zami, Maktab at-Tarbiya
al-‘Arabia Liduwal al-Khalij, 1st edition, Riyad, 1401 (1981), p. 100.

55 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bari, 1:23.

56 Siira 96, see al-Bukhari, Sahth, Bad® al-Wahy,

57 Qur’an 96:1-5.
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. Abt Bakr and his Acceptance of Islam

The first man to embrace Islam outside the Prophet’s family was Aba
Bakr ibn Quhafa (later nicknamed as-Siddiq), an experienced and well-
respected merchant, and a devoted friend of the Prophet. He asked him
one day, “Is it true what Quraish claims regarding you, O Muhammad?
That you have forsaken our gods, belittled our minds and disbelieved in
the ways of our forefathers?” “Aba Baks,” he replied, “I am the Prophet of
Allah and His Messenger, I was sent to convey His message.... I call you
to Allah with the Truth, and it is for the Truth that I am calling you to Allzh,
to the One Who has no associates. To worship none but Him, and to be
supportive of those who obey Him.” He then recited to Abtu Bakr some
verses from the Qur’an, which so captivated him that he forthwith announced
his conversion to Islam.%®

Besides being a highly respected merchant, Aba Bakr was also greatly
regarded within Quraish. Taking it on himself to further the message, he
began inviting to Islam all those he trusted among the people who frequented
his quarters, and many embraced it, including az-Zubair b. al-‘Awwam,
‘Uthman b. ‘Affan, Talha b. ‘Ubaidullzh, Sa‘d b. Abi Waqqas and ‘Abdul-
Rahman b. ‘Auf. Abt Bakr became the Prophet’s staunchest supporter, his
faith standing him in good stead in every difticulty. In the case of the Prophet’s
nocturnal journey to Bait al-Maqdis ( Jerusalem), some early followers could
not rationally accept this occurrence and deserted Islam. Makkah’s poly-
theists, keen to seize this opportunity and divert Abti Bakr, goaded him
as to whether he believed that Muhammad journeyed to Jerusalem by night,
returning to Makkah before dawn. He replied, “Yes, I believe it. I believed
an even stranger thing when he informed me that he was receiving revelations
from Heaven.”

2. The Prophet Preaches Openly

After three years of preaching in secret, the Prophet was ordered by Allah
to spread the word openly.
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58 Thn Ishag, as-Seyr wa al-Maghaz?, the version of Ibn Bukair, p. 139. Here Abi Bakr’s
questions do not mean that the Prophet once followed the way of the polytheists. It
simply means, ‘Did you denounce openly?’

59 Ash-Shami, Subul al-Huda, iii:133.

60 Qur'an 15:94-95.
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“Therefore expound openly what you are commanded, and turn away from
those who join false gods with Allah. We are sufficient unto you against those
who scoff”

At the outset the Prophet enjoyed some success, as the powerful chief-
tains were absent from Makkah. But upon their return they assessed the
situation and, realising the danger of this new faith, brought pressure upon
the newly born Muslim community; some weaker people were made to
revert to their old ways, while others stuck to their new beliefs. Cruelty and
harassment mounted daily and the Prophet, after nearly two years under
its crushing weight, advised those who could not bear any more persecution
to migrate to Ethiopia.®! Occurring in the fifth year of the prophethood,
those accepting this offer totalled less than twenty Muslims.?? A second
migration to Ethiopia commenced not long afterwards, spurred by the
polytheists’ increasingly desperate bid to raise the level of hardships and
uproot Islam.%® Observing the failure of their strategy, the polytheists
decided on a different approach.

vt Quraish Offers Muhammad # Great Temptations

"The conversion of Hamza (one of the Prophet’s uncles) was noted by Quraish
with considerable alarm. ‘Utba bin Rabi'‘a, a chieftain, observed the Prophet
prayimng in the Holy Sanctuary alone and informed the Quraishi assembly,
“I will go to Muhammad with some proposals which he might accept. We
will offer him whatever he seeks, and then he will leave us in peace.” So
‘Utba went to the Prophet and said, “O my nephew, you are one of us, of
the noblest of the tribe and of admirable ancestry. You have come to your
people with a great matter that has divided their society and mocked their
way of life, have insulted their gods and their religion, and stated that their
forefathers were disbelievers, so pay attention to me and I will make you
offers, and perhaps you will consent to one of them.” The Prophet approved,
and ‘Utba continued, “O my nephew, if you seek — with what you have
brought — money, we will gather from our wealth so that you will be the
richest among us; if you seek honour, we will make you our leader so that
no decision can be made without you; if you wish sovereignty, we will make
you king; and if this thing that comes to you is a bad spirit that you can
see but cannot get rid of, we will find you a physician, and will use our

61 ‘Urwah, al-Maghazz, p. 104.
62 Tbn Hisham, S#a, vol. 1-2, pp. 322-323; Ibn Sayyid an-Nas, ‘Uyin al-Athar, 1:115.
63 ‘Urwah, al-Maghazi, p. 111.
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riches in having you cured, for often a spirit possesses a man till he can
be cured of it.” Having listened patiently, the Prophet then replied, “Now
listen to me:
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“In the Name of Allah, Most Gracious, Most Merciful. Ha Mum. A revelation
Jfrom (Allah) the Most Gracious, Most Merciful. A Book, whereof the verses
are explmned in detail — a Qur'an in Arabic, for people who comprehend.
Bestowing glad tidings and admonition: yet most of them turn away, and so
they hear not. They say: “Our hearts are under verls, (concealed) from that to
which you invite us, and wn our ears is a deafness, and between us and you
is a screen: so do what you will; and we shall do what we will?>”
And the Prophet continued reciting while ‘Utba listened attentively till
he reached a verse that required prostration, and prostrated himself. He
then said, “You have heard what you have heard, it is up to you.”®

vit. Quraish Boycotts Muhammad # and his Clans

Stinging from their failure to tempt Muhammad, the Quraish went to Abt
Talib, a highly respected elder who was the Prophet’s uncle and tribal
protector, and demanded that he put an end to Muhammad’s behaviour,
whom they accused of cursing their gods, denouncing their forefathers and
insulting their religion. Abt T4lib sent for his nephew and conveyed to him
Quraish’s message. Anticipating that his uncle had forsaken him and that he
was about to lose his support, he replied, “O my uncle, by Allah, if they were
to place the sun in my right hand and the moon in my left, to force me to
abandon this thing, I would not, till Allzh let it come forth or I perished
therein.” And he turned his back and wept. Touched by his words, Aba
Talib assured him that he would not turn him away. Soon afterwards the
sub-~clans of Hashim and al-Muttalib, unwilling to desert one of their own,
decided against giving up Muhammad even though they were idolaters

6% Qur'an 41:1-5.
65 Tbn Hisham, $wa, vol. 1-2, pp. 293-94. In the translation, here and in other places,
Guillaume’s work has been consulted.
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like the rest of Quraish. Failing to subdue him once again, Quraish wrote a
decree instating a boycott of the Hashim and al-Muttalib sub-clans: marriage,
and all forms of buying and selling, between the rest of Quraish and the
two sub-clans was completely suspended, such that not even basic provisions
could be secured. This ruthless and devastating embargo carried on for three
years, during which the Prophet and his clans suffered immeasurably; carving
out a precarious existence with nothing to eat but the tough leaves of the
sparse desert vegetation.5

viii. The Pledge of ‘Agaba

A decade of preaching and the Prophet had earned a few hundred steadfast
followers, all enduring every conceivable form of persecution. During this
time the new faith had also touched the ears and hearts of some people
in Madinah, an oasis territory about 450 kilometres north of Makkah.
These Muslims would journey to visit him during each pilgrimage season;
their numbers steadily grew until they finally met with the Prophet in
secrecy at ‘Agaba, in nearby Mina under cover of night, to make the
following pledge:®

Figure 2.2: The site where the ‘Aqaba pledge was made
(an old Mosque adorns the place). Photo by Anas al-A‘zamd.

66 Tbn Hisham, Sira, vol. 1-2, pp. 350-51; Ibn Ishaq, as-Seyr wa al-Maghazi, the version
of Ibn Bukair, pp. 154-167.
67 Tbn Hisham, Swra, vol. 1-2, p. 433.
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(1) Not to associate any partners with the one true God, Allah; (2) To
obey the Prophet in all righteous matters; (3) To refrain from stealing; (4)
And adultery; (5) And infanticide; (6) And slander.

In the following year a larger delegation (over seventy, including two
women) again met with him during the pilgrimage season and invited
him to migrate to Madinah. On that night they proclaimed the second
pledge of ‘Aqaba, with a new added clause:® (7) To protect the Messenger
in the same manner as they would protect their own women and children.

With this invitation the persecuted Muslim community finally found
an outlet, a land they could journey to where they would be welcomed.

ix. The Plot to Assassinate the Prophet

After the torment of the three-year boycott, much of the Muslim community
took heed of this offer and began migrating. Realising that any rmove by
the Prophet northwards to Madinah would only delay an inevitable con-
frontation and serve to strengthen his cause, Quraish knew that the time
had come to purge their bitter enemy: in their assembly they finally reached
a consensus on how to assassinate the Prophet.

Informing him of this plot, Allah ordered him to hasten his preparations
and migrate to Madinah with the greatest possible stealth. No one was aware
of this except ‘AlT and Aba Bakr and the latter’s family. The Prophet asked
‘Ali to stay behind briefly in Makkah, for two reasons. First as a diversion:
‘Ali was to sleep in the same bed and in the same manner as the Prophet,
with the bedcovers pulled over him, to trick those who were lying in wait
with their daggers. Second, to return the valuables that men had deposited
with the Prophet (for despite these trying times, people still entrusted him
with their goods; his status as Makkah’s amin had remained untouched).®®

x. Muhammad # in Madinah

Escaping from the assassination attempt by the grace of Allah the Prophet
commenced his migration, with the companionship of his most sincere
follower and friend Aba Bakr, hiding for three days in the darkness of a
mountain cave at Thaur.”® Madinah rang with an air of jubilation at his

58 ibid, vol. 1-2, p. 442.
69 ibid, vol. 1-2, p. 485.
70 ihid, vol. 1-2, p. 486.
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arrival, in the third Islamic calendar month of Rabi‘ I, the streets resonating
with excitement and poetry. With the incessant persecution lifted he set
to work immediately, building a simple mosque that was nevertheless spacious
enough to accommodate students, guests and worshippers for the daily
and ITtiday prayers. Before long a constitution was drafted, outlining the
responsibilities of the emigrants from Makkah and the inhabitants of Madinah
towards each other, and towards the new Islamic state; and the Jews, their
position and their responsibility towards the community and the state.
This was, in fact, the first written constitution in the history of the world.”

Madinah was composed partly of some Jewish tribes, and to a much
larger extent of two Arab tribes, the Aus and Khazraj. Both tribes were
linked to each other through blood-ties but were constantly at odds,
occasionally taking up arms. The Jews regularly shifted their allegiance
from one faction to the other, further exacerbating the situation. The
Prophet’s arrival in Madinah heralded the entry of the new religion into
nearly every house of the Aus and Khazraj, such that a new political situation
became apparent; with the drafting of the constitution the Prophet became
the supreme authority and leader of all the Muslims, as well as the Jews.
Those who were not favourably inclined towards the Prophet deemed it
unwise to oppose him openly, and for them two-facedness soon became
a daily routine. These hypocrites (c+#U) attempted to harm the Prophet
and his followers through diverse means, with a zeal that continued unabated
throughout most of his life.

The clear enmity between the Muslims and Arabia’s polytheists, in addition
to the neighbouring Jews and their wayward allegiances, resulted over the
years in several ghazawat (battles) and a few more modest raids. The most
prominent battles were: Battle of Badr, Ramadan, 2 A.H.”%; Battle of Uhud,
Shawwal, 3 A.H.; Battle of the Ditch (3444), Shawwal, 5 AH.; Battle of Bani
Quraiza, 5 A.H.; Battle of Khaibar, Rabi‘ I, 7 A.H.; Battle of Mii'ta, Jumad I,
8 A.H.; Conquest of Makkah, Ramadan, 8 A.H.; Hunain and T2'if, Shawwal,
8 A.H.; The Year of Deputations’®; and Tabik, Rajab, 9 A.H.

71 M. Hamidullah, The First Written Constitution in the Warld, Lahore, 1975.

72 AH. (After Hijra) is the Muslim lunar calendar. Initiated during the reign of the
2nd caliph, ‘Umar (and most likely earlier), it begins with the Prophet’s migration to
Madinah (the Hijra).

73 Though not a battle, I have included this because it signifies pagan Arabia’s growing
warmth and receptiveness towards Islam. Ghazwa (35;¢) means to expend energy in
the spread of Islam, and the Year of Deputations is a lovely example of Arab tribes
coming to the Prophet, sans compulsion, and contributing to the spread of the religion
by embracing it voluntarily.
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Though the Prophet’s adversaries in these battles were generally idolaters,
they did on occasion include Jews and Christians who had allied themselves
with Quraish against the Muslims. I will mention a few incidents from some
of these ghazawit, not for the sake of detail but rather to facilitate a comparison
of Islam’s rapid spread under the Prophet’s leadership with the disarray of
the Israclites’ desert wanderings at the time of Moses, and the struggles of
the twelve Apostles during the time of Jesus.”

xt. Prelude to the Battle of Badr

News came to the Prophet that a huge caravan was passing by a route
near to Madinah under the leadership of Abtu Sufyan. The Prophet sought
to intercept the caravan, but Abd Sufyan learned of this and altered his
route, dispatching a messenger to Makkah to request reinforcements. Con-
sequently an army of one thousand men with seven hundred camels and
horses was readied under Ab@ Jahl’s command, an imposing display of
steel and strength marching northwards for an assault on Madinah.

Receiving intelligence concerning both the caravan’s new route and
Abu Jahl’s army, Muhammad informed the people of the circumstances
before them and sought their advice. AbG Bakr stood up and spoke nobly,
and ‘Umar followed suit. Then al-Migdad bin ‘Amr rose and said, “O
Prophet of Allah, go where Allah tells you to go and you will find us with
you. By Allah, we will not say to you what Bani-Isra'l" said to Moses, ‘Go,
you with your Lord, and fight while we sit here (and watch),”® but ‘Go, you
with your Lord, and fight for we will fight with you.” By the One Who
has sent you with the Truth, if you were to take us to Bark al-Ghimad”’
we would fight resolutely with you against its defenders until you conquered
it.” His intrepid words fell gratefully on the Prophet’s ears, and he thanked
him and prayed for him.

Then he exclaimed, “Advise me, O people,” by which he meant the
Ansar. There were two reasons behind this: (a) they formed the majority;
and (b) when the Ansar gave their pledge to him in ‘Agaba, they made it
clear that they were not liable for his safety till he entered their boundaries.
Once there they would protect him as they would their own wives and
children. Hence the Prophet’s concern that they might view with reluctance

74 See Chapters 14 and 16.

75 Children of Israel.

76 Qur’an 5:24.

77 A place in Yemen, others say the farthest stone. Regardless, it means, “as far as
you would go”.
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any attack on Abii Jahl’s daunting army, so long as it remained outside
the boundaries of Madinah. When the Prophet had uttered these words,
Sa‘d bin Mu‘adh said, “By Allah, as if you meant us?” He replied, “Yes,
no doubt.” Sa‘d said, “We believe in you, we affirm your Truth, we bear
witness that what you have brought is the Truth, and we have given you
our pledge to hear and obey. So go wherever you want and we are with
you; by the One Who has sent you with the Truth, if you were to cross this
sea and wade through it, we would wade through it with you, not a single
man lingering behind. We do not abhor meeting our enemy tomorrow. We
are skilled in warfare, dependable in battle. It may well be that Allah will et
us show you something which will delight you, so take us along with His
blessing.””® The Prophet, assured and encouraged by Sa‘d’s words, pressed
on to Badr with an army of 319 men, two horses and seventy camels. There
they encountered the Quraishi forces: one thousand men (six hundred
wearing chain mail), one hundred horses, and hundreds of camels.” By
the day’s end the grace of Allah had shined brightly upon the Muslims;
the polytheists suffered a catastrophic defeat, and the Islamic state ascended
to maturity and became a renowned power in the Arabian Peninsula.

xu. The Execution of Khubaib bin ‘Adi al-Ansari

Khubaib, a Muslim captive, was procured by Safwan b. Umayya with the
sole aim of having him publicly executed, as vengeance for his father who
was killed at Badr. A mob gathered eagerly to witness the event. Among
them was Abi Sufyan, who taunted Khubaib as they brought him out for
execution, “I swear to you by God, Khubaib, do you not wish that Muhammad
was here in your place so that we might behead him instead, and leave
you with your family?” Khubaib replied, “By Allah, I would not like to see
Muhammad in the place he is in now with even a thorn in his side, while
I sit with my family.” Aba Sufyan growled, “I have never seen a man so
loved as Muhammad is by his companions.” Then Khubaib was brutally
dismembered, limb after limb, and was ridiculed as beads of sweat and
streams of blood gushed from every corner of his body, before he was
beheaded.®

78 Ibn Hisham, Sira, vol. 1-2, pp. 614-5.

79 Mahdi Rizqallah, as-Sia, pp. 337-9.

80 “‘Urwah, al-Maghazi, p. 177. Khubaib and Zaid were captured in the same incident
and both were martyred at Tan‘Im, a short time apart. In the work of Ibn Ishaq [Ibn
Hisham, Sera, vol. 3-4, p. 172] this reply is attributed to Zaid.



34 THE HISTORY OF THE QUR’ANIC TEXT
xiii. The Conquest of Makkah

According to the conditions of the udaibiya peace treaty (6 A.H.), Arab
tribes were given the option of joining whichever faction {the Prophet or
Quraish) they desired an alliance with. As a result Khuza‘a joined the Prophet
while Bant Bakr joined Quraish. Then Banii Baky, acting against the con-
ditions of the treaty and with the assistance of Quraish, attacked Khuza'‘a;
the Khuza‘a tribesmen scurried towards the sanctuary of the Holy Ka‘ba
but contrary to the accepted custom their lives were not spared. Khuza‘a
brought their grievances to Muhammad and asked for justice. The Prophet
offered both Quraish and Bani Bakr three options, the last of which was
to consider the Hudaibiyya truce as null and void. With an arrogant air
Quraish picked the third option. Realising afterwards how unwise this was,
Abu Sufyan went to Madinah to renew the truce, but returned fruitlessly.

"The Prophet prepared for an attack on Makkah, and all the neighbouring
tribes bearing allegiance to the Muslims were invited to join forces. For twenty-
one years QQuraish had perpetrated every conceivable form of hardship,
persecution and atrocity on the Muslims, and now that the wheels had
turned they were fully aware of what these preparations really meant. Dread
and fear spread rampantly in every alley and every house. Leading an
army of ten thousand, the Prophet proceeded to Makkah on the 10th of
Ramadan, 8 A.H. The Muslims camped at Marr az-Zahran and Quraish
were completely ignorant of this fact. The Prophet did not seek to take the
Makkans by surprise nor was he anxious for bloodshed; he wanted Quraish
to fully assess the situation before opting for a hopeless battle. In the mean-
while Abti Sufyan and Hakim b. Hizam had ventured out on a spying mission
when they encountered ‘Abbas, the Prophet’s uncle. ‘Abbas discussed the
situation with Abti Sufyan and advised him to accept Islam. With Abt Sufyan’s
conversion the road was paved for a ‘bloodless conquest’.

Abiu Sufyan hurried to Makkah and cried at the top of his voice, “O
Quraish, this is Muhammad who has come to you with a force you cannot
resist. He who takes refuge in the house of Abwi Sufyan is safe, he who shuts
his door upon himself is safe, and he who enters the Holy Sanctuary is
safe.” And so the Prophet returned to his birthplace, the very city which
had menaced him a few years before with brutish cruelty and assassination,
now heading an army that marched bloodlessly through the veins of
Makkah. The resistance was minor at best, and the Prophet soon stood
at the door of the Kaha and delivered a speech, concluding with, “O
Quraish, what do you think I am about to do to you?”” They replied, “O
noble brother and son of a noble brother! We expect nothing but kindness
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from you.” And he said, “Go, for you are free.”! Thus was the clemency
he granted the Makkans, to those who had persisted in the torture of Muslims
for twenty years.%

In ten years’ time all of Arabia, from Oman to the Red Sea, and from
southern Syria to Yemen, had come under Muslim control. A mere decade
after his arrival in Madinah as an emigrant, Muhammad had become not
only a Prophet implementing the Divine Order of Islam, but also the supreme
and uncontested ruler of the entire Arabian Peninsula — uniting it for the
first time in history.

3. Death of the Prophet and Accession of Abi Bakr
i. Ab Bakr Handles Widespread Apostasies

Prophet Muhammad’s death in 11 A.H. led to Ab@i Bakr’s unanimous nom-
ination as his heir to the burgeoning Muslim state. During the Prophet’s
twilight days some of the hypocrites, among them Musailama al-Kadhdhab
(‘Musailama the Liar’),®® had claimed prophethood for themselves. Now,
spurred by the Prophet’s passing, wholesale apostasy?®* flared across most
of the region.®® Some of the tribal leaders who had lost their seats during
the Prophet’s lifetime followed Musailama’s example, giving rise to new
‘prophets’ such as Tulaiha bin Khuwailid and the prophetess Sajah bint
al-Harith bin Suwaid, a stalwart Christian.%

The situation was so acute that even ‘Umar suggested to Abii Bakr a
temporary compromise with those who refused to pay Zakat. He rebuked
any such idea, insisting, “By Allah, T will definitely fight anyone who severs
prayer from Zakat, for it is an obligation upon the rich. By Allah, if there
1s even a single cord {used for hobbling the feet of camels) which they once
proffered to the Messenger of Allah as Zakat, but have now withheld it,

81 Thn Hisham, Sta, vol. 3-4, pp. 389-412.

82 Bosworth Smith says, “If he had worn a mask at all, he would now at all events
had thrown it off; ... now would have been the moment to gratify his ambition, to
satiate his lust, to glut his revenge. Is there anything of the kind? Read the account of
the entry of Mohammed into Mecca side by side with that of Marius of Sulla into
Rome.... We shall then be in a position better to appreciate the magnanimity and
moderation of the Prophet of Arabia.” [In Mok d and Mok danism, London,
1876, p. 142, quoted by A.-H. Siddiqui, T%e Life of Mohammad, Islamic Research Academy,
Karachi, 1969, p. 313.]

83 In the Yamama region, a plateau in the central north-east region of the Arabian
peninsula.

84 Generally, apostasy is the desertion of one’s religious faith.

85 Some refused to pay the Zakat (mandatory alms) to the central government.
86 At-Tabari, Tark, iii:272.
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I would fight them over it.”% Abid Bakr stood alone in his resolve, like an
unshakable mountain, till every sincere person sided with him.

To combat these heretics Ab@t Bakr hurried to Dhul-Qassa, six miles
from Madinah.® He summoned all the available forces of the Muslim army
and, distributing them into eleven regiments, appointed a distinguished
commander for each, along with a banner and a specific target: Khalid bin
al-Walid to Tulaiha bin Khuwailid; ‘Tkrima son of Aba Jahl, with Shurahbil,
to Musailama; Muhzjir son of Ab@i Umayya to the remnants of al-Aswad
al-‘Ansi, then to Hadramout; Khalid bin Sa‘id bin al-‘As to al-Hamgatain,
near the Syrian border; ‘Amr bin al-‘As to Quzu‘ah and others; Hudhaifa
bin Mihsin al-Ghalafani to Daba, on the Gulf of Oman,; ‘Arfaja bin Harthama
to Mahara; Turaifa bin H3jiz to Bani Sulaim; Suwaid bin Mugqarrin to
Tahama of Yemen; Al-‘Ala’ bin al-Hadrami to Bahrain; and Shurahbil b.
Hasana to Yamama and Qud3i‘a.*

Of these, perhaps the largest and fiercest battle was waged in Yamama
against Musailama, whose forces exceeded forty thousand and enjoyed
very strong tribal ties in the area. ‘Tkrima was initially sent to finish him,
but because of his limited success he was dispatched to some other region.
Shurahbil, who had been sent to assist ‘Tkrima, was now told to wait for
the arrival of a new commander, Khalid bin al-Walid, who by the grace
of Allah successfully vanquished Musailama’s imposing army.

Following the suppression of these rebellions and the return of the Arabian
Peninsula to Muslim control, Aba Bakr next ordered Khalid bin al-Walid
to march towards Iraq.*® There he encountered and defeated the Persians
at Ubulla, Lady’s Gastle, Mazar, Ullais (Safar 12 a.1./May 633 C.E.), Walajah
the river of blood (in the same month), Amghisia, and Hira (Dhul Qi‘da
12 A.H./January 634 C.E.),”! where he established his headquarters.? After
Hira he advanced to Anbar (12 A.H./Autumn 633 C.E.) and discovered a
fortified city with protective ditches. His terms for peace being accepted
however, he proceeded to ‘Ain at-Tamr, a town straddling the desert three
days west of Anbar.% Here the enemy was a potent mixture of Persians
and Arab Christians, some belonging to the Christian prophetess Sajah;™

87 Muslim, $ah#, Iman:32.

88 A(-Tabari, Tarikh, iii:248.

89 Ar-Tabari, Tarikh, iii:249; see also W, Muir, Annals of the Early Caliphate, pp. 17-18.

90 According to the historian Khalifa bin Khayyat this was in 12 A.H. [ Tarkh, i:100.]

91 H. Mones, Atlas of the History of Islam, az-Zahra’ for Arab Mass Media, Cairo,
1987, p. 128.

92 'W. Muir, Annals of the Early Caliphate, p. 81.

9 ibid, p. 85.

 ibid, p. 85.
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in the ensuing battle the Christians fought more fiercely than the Persians.
Both were defeated and the city fell to the Muslims.

#. Military Advances in Syria

Regaining the Peninsula at the end of 12 A H. (633 C.E.), Abt Bakr formulated
a plan to conquer Syria. His first two choices of commander, Khalid bin
Sa‘id bin al-‘As followed by ‘Tkrima bin Abf Jahl, met with limited success.
So he divided the region into four zones and appointed a commander to
each: Abii ‘Ubaidah bin al-Jarrah to Hims (in the western part of present
day Syria); Yazid bin Abi Sufyan to Damascus; ‘Amr bin al-‘As to Palestine;
and Shurahbil bin Hasana to Jordan.

The Romans had acted accordingly, setting up four regiments of their
own. Abii Bakr then amended his strategy and ordered his four generals
to join together, in the process directing Khalid bin al-Walid to race swiftly
to Syria with half his army to assume the position of commander-in-chief.
There he was blessed with tremendous success, while elsewhere Muslim
armies advanced swiftly against various other adversaries.

4. The Countries and Provinces Conquered During
the Reigns of ‘Umar and ‘Uthman

*  Yarmik or Wacusa, 5 Rajab, 13 A.H. (Sept. 634 C.E.);

+ Battle of Qadisiya, Ramadan, 14 A.H. (Nov. 635 C.E.);

» Ba‘albak, 25 Rabi‘I, 15 A.H. (636 C.E.);

* Hims and Qinnasrin, captured in 15 AH. (636 C.E.);

* Palestine and Quds (Jerusalem) in Rabi I, 16 A.H. (637 C.E.);

* Capture of Madian, 15-16 A.H. (636-7 C.E.);

* Jazira (Ruha, Raqqa, Nasibain, Harran, Mardien), mostly inhabited
by Christians, in 18-20 A.H. (639-40 C.E.);

» Conquest of Persia: Nehavand, 19-20 A.H. (640 C.E.);

* Egypt (excluding Alexandria) in 20 A.H. (640 C.E.);

» Alexandria in 21 A.H. (641 C.E.);

* Barqa (Libya) in 22 A.H. (642 C.E.);

» Tripoli (Libya) in 23 A.H. (643 C.E.);

* Cyprus in 27 AH. (647 C.E.);

* Armenia in 29 A.H. (649 C.E.);

* Dhat as-Sawari, naval war in 31 A.H. (651 C.E.);

* Azerbaijan, Deulaw, Marw (Merv), and Sarakhs in 31 A.H. (651 C.E.);

* Kirman, Sijistan, Khurasan and Balkh, also in 31 A.H. (651 C.E.).
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And so, after ruling 395 years, the curtains fell for the Sassanid (Persian)
Dynasty at the hands of a newly born nation of three decades, which could
not boast of either administrative experience nor war expertise. This could
not have occurred save for the Muslims’ unshakeable faith in Allah, His
Messenger, and the supremacy of Islam.

According to Prof. Hamidullah,* the territories conquered by 35 A.H.
(the conclusion of ‘Uthman’s reign) can be divided as follows:

Territories annexed during the

Prophet’s lifetime til 11 A.H. 1,000,000 Sq. miles
Abii Bakr as-Siddiq 11-13 A.H. 200,000 Sq. miles
‘Umar b. al-Khattab 13-25 AH. 1,500,000 Sq. miles
‘Uthman b. ‘Affan 25-35 AH. 800,000 Sq. miles
Total 3,500,000 8q. miles

rder of the Islamic
state by the thwe Prophet
Mubammad (PBUH; pased
away (LU AR/632Ck),

% Border of the ldumic
state at the end of the reign

of the third Caliph ‘Uthmiin
(83 AH./655 C.E).

Soum:H.mAﬂaTﬂlhal am, AlZahraa for Arab

Figure 2.3: Border of the Islamic state at the end of the third Caliph’s reign (35 A.H.
/655 C.E.); the boundaries at the time of the Prophet’s death are provided in green

Moses and the twelve tribes of Israel had wandered the Sinai desert — no
more than one hundred miles in radius — for forty years as punishment for

95 M. Hamidullah, al-Watha’iq as-Siyasiyya, pp. 498-99.
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discarding the orders of Allah; in less time than that the Muslims successfully
acquired three and a half million square miles of what is now the Middle
East.

5. Conclusion

Aside from the vast territory which had come under Muslim control, either
through battles or deputations, the Prophet at his death left Muslims with
the two greatest assets of all: the Holy Qur’an and the sunna.® His cause was
taken over by thousands of Gompanions who had personally known him,
lived alongside him, shared food and starvation with him, and unsheathed
their blades at his side. These Companions had literally pledged their lives
in every hour of need without trepidation. We can only guess at their sheer
number, but given that Musailama’s force of forty-thousand was only one
of a dozen apostate armies that were successfully engaged and defeated
simultaneously, the number must indeed be staggering, It is unlikely that they
approached the 600,000 ‘men of fighting strength’ who crossed the sea with
Moses (according to Exodus),” but whilst that multitude wandered aimlessly
in the desert sun, the Companions were blessed with one colossal military
triumph after another. And all the while the new religion was scrupulously
guarded, the entire realm’s management based on the foundations of the
Qur’an and sunna such that heresies were never given reign to germinate or
flourish. Such an environment proved extremely receptive to the preservation
and propagation of the Mushm texts in their intact forms, as we shall see next.

96 The sunna constitutes the authenticated traditions of the Prophet, z.¢. all his properly
verified words and deeds (along with the actions of others which met with his consent).
Hundreds of thousands of these traditions exist; a single tradition is termed hadzh.

97 See p. 216.
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CHAPTER THREE

REVELATIONS AND THE PROPHET MUHAMMAD #

Trom early Islamic history we now turn to face Prophet Muhammad’s
message itself, to its nature as well as to its link with the teachings of earlier
prophets. Allah created humanity for the singular purpose of worshipping
Him, though He is in no need of anyone’s worship as it adds nothing to His
supremacy. The manner of worship was not left to the dictates of individuals
or communities, but was explicitly delineated through the dispatching of
prophets and messengers. As all messengers received their commission from
the same Creator, so the core message remained essentially the same; only
some of the practical details were altered. Nah (Noah), Ibrahim (Abraham),
Isma‘il (Ishmael), Ya'qab (Jacob), Ishaq (Isaac), Yasuf (Joseph), Dawiid (David),
Sulaiman (Solomon), ‘Isa ( Jesus) and the countless others He sent forth
each bore a message of finite scope, intended for a particular community
at a particular time. These were all invariably corrupted or lost, nullifying
the message and leaving its followers in the throes of idolatry, superstition,
or fabrication. With Muhammad however, the time was ripe for a message
that would not be hedged in by national boundaries or a particular epoch,
a faith that could never be nullified because it was intended for all people
and for all time.

Islam refers to the Jews and Christians as ‘people of the Book’. These three
religions have a common patriarch in Ibrahim, and hypothetically worship
the same God that was worshipped by Ibrahim and his sons Isma‘il and
Ishadq. In discussing these religions we inevitably encounter some common
terms, but though the words appear similar to the eyes the underlying
implications often are not. For example, the Qur’an states explicitly that
everything in the universe has been created for the sole purpose of worshipping
Allah, while in Jewish mythology the entire universe was created for the merit
of the children of Israel.! In addition the Israelite prophets supposedly
indulged in fashioning images of false gods (Aaron) or committed adultery
(David), while Islam insists on the virtuous character of all the prophets.
Meanwhile, the Christian concept of a trinity — with Jesus being the sole
member of the Godhead visible within church confines — thoroughly con-
tradicts the precise Oneness of Allah in Islam. We will therefore briefly cover

1 See the quotes at the beginning of Chapters 14 and 15.
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the nature of prophethood in the light of Islam; this will lay the groundwork
for the fundamental differences between Islam and the two preceding corrupted
monotheistic religions, and define some of the ideals that Allah conveyed
to the world at large in His final revelation.

1. The Creator and some of Hus Attributes

Clearly we did not create ourselves, as no creature has the power to create
itself out of nothingness. Allah asks in the Holy Qur an:
74 (3) Tooshbs T a3l 03 2B D 1,al 3Ty

“Were they created of nothing, or were they themselves the creators?”

All creation therefore emanates from a Creator

L% aseer
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“That is Allah, your Lord! There is no god but He, the Creator of all
things, so worshyp Him; He has the power to dispose of all affaws”
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“We have indeed created man in the best of moulds.”

The Creator is unique, nothing has been fashioned into His Image. He
is also without kin, the one and only God.

3 . £ gge 4 2
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“Say: He 1s Allah, The One; Allan, the Eternal, Absolute; He did not
beget, nor 1s He begotien; and there is none like unto Him.”

He is gracious, merciful and loving. He rewards good deeds most generously
if done with sincerity, and accepts repentance from the truly penitent. He
forgives as He pleases, but does not forgive those who ascribe other gods
besides Him and die unrepentant.

2 Qur’an 52:35.

3 Qur'an 6:102.

* Qur'an 95:4.

5 Qur'an 112:1-4.
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“Say: O my servants who have transgressed against their souls! despair not
of the mercy of Allah: for Allah forgives all sins: for He is ofi-forgiving, Most
Mercﬂl ?
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“Allah forgives not that partners should be set up with Him; but He forgwes
anything else to whom He pleases; whoever sets up partners with Allah has
committed a most heinous sin indeed.”

t. The Purpose Behind Mankind’s Creation

Allah created humans solely that they may worsh1p Him.
84 Lﬁ)uj-u-! \H WYUUJ—IVJJ;- Gy »
“I have created jinns and men, only that they may serve Me.”

Given that food, water, shelter, reproduction and thousands of other
matters are inextricably tied to human survival, Islam has transformed all
of these into acts of worship, so long as the intention behind them is to
better serve Allah.

iz. The Message of the Prophets -

Within mankind, Allah instilled a nature that leads instinctively to His
worship alone, provided there is no external interference.® To compensate
for such interferences He dispatched messengers from time to time, to
displace the webs of idolatry and superstition and guide people to the
proper way of worship.

6 Qur'an 39:53.

7 Qur'an 4:48.

8 Qur'an 51:56.

9 This is clear from the fadith of the Prophet, “There is none born but is created
to his true nature [Islam)]. It is his parents who make him a Jew or a Christian or a

Magian ...” [Muslim, Sk, rendered into English by Abdul-Hamid Siddigi, Sh. M.
Ashraf, Kashmiri Bazar — Lahore, Pakistan, hadith no. 6423].
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“Nor would We send down Our wmth until We had sent a messenger (fo
giwe warning).”

The Creator purged His messengers, paragons of virtue and piety
without exception, from all evil. They were model examples of human
behaviour, and instructed their respective communities to follow their
lead in the worship of Allah. Their core message throughout history was
ageless.
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“Never did We dispatch a messenger before you without revealing fo him
this: that there is no god but I; therefore worship and serve Me.”

And the message of all the prophets was

4 (2 0pmebl BT 1,350
“So be mindful of Allah (proclaimed the messengers), ‘and obey me.”

The concise phrase «U ¥ 4} ¥ (there is no god but Allah) is the core
belief uniting all the prophets from Adam to Muhammad; the Qur’an
approaches this theme time and again, particularly calling the attention
of Jews and Christians to this point.

2. The Final Messenger

In the arid heat of Makkah, Prophet Ibrahim thought of the nomads who
would come to settle in that barren valley and entreated his Creator:

RS GNP T R AT AN e 0
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“Our Lord! send amongst them a Messenger of their own, who shall rehearse
Your Signs to them and instruct them in the Book and Wisdom, and purify
them: for You are the Exalted in Might, the Wise.”

And at a fixed time, in the same barren land, Allah planted the fruit of
Ibrahim’s supplication in the form of His Jast messenger to all humanity.

10 Qur'an 17:15.
11 Qur’an 21:25.

12 Qur'an 26:108. See also the same Stira verses: 110, 126, 131, 144, 150, 163 and
179. This indicates that all the prophets have asked the same from their community.

13 Qur’an 2:129.
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“Mu}zammad is not the father of any of your men, but [he is] the Messenger
of Allah, and the Seal of the Prophets.”
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“We have not sent you but [as a messenger] to all mankind, giving t/zem

glad tidings and warning them [against sin]; but most j)eople are not aware.”

164 73 s N ,’]f "’J’ }'J /l_'.14~)\ GCy»
“We have not sent you but as a mercy Jor all worlds.”

As Allah Willed it, so it came to be, that an unlettered shepherd should
carry the burden of receiving, teaching and disseminating a revelation that
was intended to last till the end of history: a heavier responsibility than that
~ shouldered by all previous messengers combined.

3. Receiving the Revelations

Concerning the revelation of the Qur’an we find verse 2:185,
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“The month of Ramadin in whach the Qur'an was [first] bestowed from on
High as a guidance unto man and a self-evident proof of that guidance...”

And in verse 97:1,
“Behold, from on High We bestowed this [divine wm‘] on ﬂwNzght of Desmyz.

Over a span of twenty-three years the Qur’an came to be revealed bit-
by-bit according to the impending circumstances. Ibn ‘Abbas (d. 68 A.H.),
one of the greatest scholars among the Companions, explains that the Quran
was sent in its entirety to the lowest heaven of the world (Bait al-1zza) in
one night, arriving from there to the earth in stages as necessary.!’

The reception of revelation (wafy) is outside the realm of the common
person’s experiences. For the previous fourteen centuries no true messenger

14 Qur’'an 33:40.

15 Qur’an 34:28.

16 Qur'an 21:107.

17" As-Suynti, al-Tigan, 1:117.
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has existed, nor will there be another, so to understand the phenomenon
of wafy we have to depend solely on the reports that come authentically
from the Prophet, and from those trustworthy individuals who witnessed
him.!® These narrations may perhaps mirror what other prophets experienced
as well, in the throes of divine communication.

» Al-Harith bin Hisham inquired, “O Messenger of Allah, how does
the revelation come to you?” He replied, “Sometimes it comes like
the ringing of a bell, and that is the hardest on me, then it leaves me
and I retain what it said. And sometimes the angel approaches me
in human form and speaks to me, and I retain what he said.”* ‘A’isha
related, “Verily 1 saw the Prophet when the revelation descended
upon him on a day severe with cold, before leaving him. And behold,
his brow was streaming with sweat.”?

* Ya'la once told ‘Umar of his desire to observe the Prophet while he
was receiving waly. At the next opportunity ‘Umar called out to him,
and he witnessed the Prophet “with his face red, breathing with a
snore. Then the Prophet appeared relieved [of that burden].”?!

* Zaid b. Thabit stated, “Thn Um-Maktiim came to the Prophet while
he was dictating to me the verse, e s e .

P oeaell p Opnall 6223 Y B

‘Not equal are those believers who sit ...” On hearing the verse Ibn Um-

Makttim said, ‘O Prophet of Allah, had I the means I would most

certainly have participated in Jihad.’ He was a blind man. So Allah

revealed [the remainder of the verse] to the Prophet while his thigh

was on mine and it became so heavy that I feared my thigh would
break.”?

Clear physiological changes enmeshed the Prophet during the reception

of wa#ky, but at all other times his manner and speech were normal. He never

18 There are many events that can be described to, but not fully comprehended by,
someone whose limited range of experiences gets in the way. An easy example is
describing a landscape (let alone its colours!) to a blind person, or chirping of birds
to someone who is deaf. They may be able to appreciate some of the description, but
not to the full extent of someone blessed with hearing and eyesight. In the same sense,
the descriptions of the wafy and how the Prophet felt during its reception are, to the
rest of us, matters beyond our full comprehension.

19 Al-Bukhari, Sahth, Bad’ al-Wahy:1.
20 {bid, Bad’ al-Wahy:1.

21 Muslim, Sahih, Manasik:6.

22 Qur’an 4:95.

23 Al-Bukhari, Sakih, Jihad:30.
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possessed any control as to when, where, and what the revelations would
say, as is evident from numerous incidents. I have chosen the following two
examples arbitrarily:

» In the case of some people slandering his wife ‘A’isha, and accusing
her of mischief with a Companion, the Prophet received no im-
mediate revelation. In fact he suffered for an entire month because
of these rumours before Allah declared her innocence:

itk s 1, 7 T B U 5,250 Y S5
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“And why did you not (O people), when you heard (the rumour), say, It is not
right of us to speak of this: glory to You (our Lord) this is a most serious slander!™

*  Meanwhile, in the case of Ibn Um-Maktiim’s objection on account
of his blindness, the Prophet received the revelation instantly:
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“Not equal are those belicvers who sit (at home)—excepting those who are
disabled—and those who strive and fight in the cause of Allah with their goods
and their lives.”

t. The Beginning of Wahy and the Miracle of Qur’an?

Preparing the future prophet for his role was a gradual process, a time in
which puzzling occurrences and visions seemed to percipitate about him,
and in which the Archangel Jibril repeatedly let his presence be known.?
Appearing before Muhammad suddenly one day while he was secluded
in a cave, Jibril commanded him to read; he replied that he did not know
how to read. The angel repeated his demand thrice, and received the same
confused and frightened answer thrice, before revealing to this unsuspecting
Prophet the very first verses he was to hear of the Qur’an:

24 Qur’an 24:16.
25 Qur'an 4:95.
26 In the following pages I will backtrack a little, relating some incidents from

Muhammad’s first few years as Prophet. These differ from the biographical overview
of the previous chapter in that the focus here is explicitly on the Qur’an.

27 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bar, viii:716.
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“Read! in the name of your Lord and Cherisher, Who created. Created
man, out of a leech-bike clot. Proclaim! And your Lord 1s Most Bountiful.
He Who taught [the use of ] the Pen, Taught man that which he knew not.”

Shaken from this unexpected encounter and carrying this greatest of
burdens, Muhammad returned trembling to his wife Khadija and implored
her to conceal him, till some measure of calmness had returned to him.
As an Arab he was familiar with all sorts of Arabic expressions, with poetry
and prose, but nothing bore resemblance to these verses; he had heard
something the likes of which he had never heard before. These ineffable
Words, this Qur’an, became the first and greatest miracle bestowed upon
him. In another time and place Moses had been granted his own miracles
— light emanating from his hands, the transformation of his stick into a
slithering snake — as signs of his prophethood. Compare that to the subtlety
of Muhammad’s case: in the solitude of a mountain cave an angel beckons
an unlettered man to read. His miracles included no snakes, no plagues,
no curing of lepers or raising of the dead, but Words unlike anything that
had ever fallen on human ears.

#. The Impact of the Prophet’s Recitation on the Polytheists

The passage of time helped to settle the Prophet into his new role, and
as he busied himself expounding Islam to his closest companions by day,
so Allah encouraged him to recite the Qur’an during the stillness of night.
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“O enwrapped one! Keep awake [in prayer] at mght, all but a small part
of one-half thereof — or make it a little less than that, or add to it [at
will]; and [during that time] recite the Qur'an calmly and distinctly, with
your mind attuned to its meaning.”

Let us chronicle the effect of these recitations on the idolaters. Ibn Ishaq
writes:

28 Qur'an 96:1-5.
2 Qur'an 73:1-4.
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Muhammad b. Muslim b. Shihab az-Zuhri told me that he was informed
that Abi Sufyan b. Harb, Aba Jahl b. Hisham, and al-Akhnas b. Shariq
b. ‘Amr b. Wahb ath-Thaqafi (an ally of Bani Zuhra), had ventured out
by night to eavesdrop on the Prophet as he recited in his house. Each of
the three chose an appropriate place, and none knew the exact where-
abouts of his comrades. So they passed the night listening to hum. At dawn
they dispersed and, meeting one another on the way back, each of them
chided his companions, “Do not repeat this again, lest one of the simpletons
spots you and becomes suspicious”. Then they left, only to return on the
second night, eavesdrop again, and chide each other at dawn. When this
recurred on the third night, they confronted each other the next morning
and said, “We will not leave until we take a solemn oath never to return”.
After this oath they dispersed. A few hours later al-Akhnas took his
walking stick and, approaching the house of Abu Sufyan, inquired his
opinion as to what they had heard from the Prophet. He replied, “By
God, I heard things whose meanings I cannot comprehend, nor what
is intended by them”. Al-Akhnas said, “Such is also the case with me”.
Then he proceeded to Ab Jahl’s house and asked the same question. He
answered, “What, indeed, did I hear! We and the tribe of ‘Abd Manaf
have always rivalled each other in honour. They have fed the poor, and
so have we; they have assumed other people’s troubles, and so have we;
they have shown generosity, and so have we. We have matched each other
like two stallions of equal speed. Then they proclaimed, “We have a prophet
who receives revelations from the heavens’. When will we acquire anything
like that? By God, we will never believe him or call him truthful.”*

Despite the severity of their hatred the Prophet continued reciting, and
the eavesdroppers continued to increase till they constituted a sizeable portion
of Quraish, each of them wary of having his secret exposed.® The Prophet
was not asked to argue with his antagonists about Allah’s Oneness because
the Qur’an, clearly not the work of a man, contained within itself the logical
proof of the existence and Oneness of Allah. Yet as his recitations spilled
from the stillness of night into the bustle of day and became public, Makkah’s
anxieties were quickly brought to the boil.

With a popular fair fast approaching, some people from amongst Quraish
approached al-Walid bin al-Mughira, a man of some standing. He addressed
them, “The time of the fair has come round again and representatives of
the Arabs will come to you. They will have heard about this fellow of yours,
so agree upon one opinion without dispute so that none will give the lie
to the other.” They said, “Give us your opinion about him,” and he replied,

30 Ibn Hisham, Sira, vol. 1-2, pp. 315-16.
31 Tbn Ishaq, as-Seyr wa al-Maghazi, pp. 205-6.
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“No, you speak and I will listen.” So they said, “He is a kahin (»S: clair-
voyant).” al-Walid responded, “By God, he is not that, for he has not the
unintelligent murmuring and rhymed speech of the kahin”. “Then he is
possessed.” “No, he is not that. We have seen possessed ones, and here there
is no choking, no spasmodic movements or whispering.” “Then he is a poet.”
“No, he is no poet, for we know poetry in all its forms and meters.” “Then
he is a sorcerer.” “No, we have seen sorcerers and their sorcery, and here
there is no spitting and no knots.” “Then what are we to say, O Abii ‘Abd
Shams?” He replied, “By God, his speech is sweet, his root is as a palm-
tree whose branches are fruitful, and everything you have said would be
known as false. The nearest thing to the truth is your saying that he is a
sahir (>l sorcerer), who has brought a message by which he separates
a man from his father, or from his brother, or from his wife, or from his
family.”#?

We find the same phenomenon in the case of Abii Bakr, who built a
mosque in Makkah next to his own house and devoted himself to regular
prayer and recitation of the Holy Qur’an. The polytheists approached Ibn
Addaghinna, who was responsible for protecting Abii Bakr, and asked him
to prevent Ab Bakr from reading the Qur’an because, among other things,
women and children were known to eavesdrop on his recitations, and were
naturally more susceptible to such an influence.®

4. The Prophet’s Roles Regarding the Qur'an

The Qur’an consistently employs derivations of talz (Y: recited): yutla,
atlii, tatli, yatlii etc. (5=, 55, 55, Ju). We read this in verses 2:129, 2:151,
3:164, 22:30, 29:45 and 62:2, among many others; all of them allude to the
Prophet’s role of disseminating the revelations throughout the community.
But recitation alone is insufficient if it is unaccompanied by instruction. The
Prophet’s responsibilities towards the Word of Allah are easily discerned
in the following verses, the first being from Prophet Ibrahim’s supplication:

“Our Lord! Send amongst them a messenger of their own, who shall rehearse
Your Signs to them and instruct them in the Book and Wisdom, and purify
them.”%*

32 Tbn Ishaq, as-Seyr wa al-Maghizi, edited by Suhail Zakkar, p. 151; Ibn Hisham,
Sra, vol. 1-2, pp. 270-71.

33 Ibn Hisham, Sira, vol. 1-2, p. 373; al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 1:206.

3 Qur'an 2:129.
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“Allah has conferred a great favour on the Believers indeed, sending among
them a messenger from amongst themselves who rehearses unto them the Signs
of Allah, and purifies them, and instructs them in the Book and Wisdom.”
nemdhy Gadis WKk L rems G405 pems ullsf w;p

3¢ andadly LIl emtlsly
“A similar [favour you have already received] in that We have sent among
_you a messenger of your own, rehearsing to you Our Signs, and purifying
_you, and instructing you in the Book and Wisdom.”

And in Sura al- dema’ o
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“Do not move your tongue concerning [the Qur'an] to make haste therewith.
1t is for Us to collect it [in your heart] so you may recite [and compile it].
But when We have recited it, follow its recital [as promulgated]: Nay more,
it ws for Us to explain it [through your tongue].”

The above verse concerns the Prophet’s eagerness to memorise the
Qur’an whilst it was still being revealed. In his haste to commit verses to
memory before they slipped away, he would move his tongue in anticipation
of the coming words. By assuring him that there was no need for haste,
that all verses would etch themselves unerringly into his heart, Allah was
taking full responsibility for the timeless preservation of the Qur’an.

35 Qur'an 3:164.

36 Qur'an 2:151.

37 Qur’an 75:16-19. These verses should be read while keeping in mind at-Tabar’s
commentary in his 7afs, vol. 29, p. 189. The Arabic word Fam‘ahu (a~e>) has different
meanings. Jam'a (o) means memorisation, and also to collect and compile. At-Tabari
quotes Qatada (d. 117 A.H.) as saying: “In this verse, Fam@hu means compilation.”
Ma‘mar b. al-Muthanna at-Tamimi (110-210 A.H.) explained the meaning of the
verse 4135 anex Lile 0f as: “It is on Us to compile by means of connecting one piece to
another” (a~ | «an U 1) [AbT ‘Ubaidah, Majaz al-Quran, p. 18, see also p. 2].
When al-Qifti (4. 646 A.H./1248 C.E.) compiled his work Inbah ar-Ruwat, he wrote: &
4xe>n oo in the sense ‘compiled by’ [Quoted by Fuat Sezgin (ed.), Majaz al-Qur'an, Intro-
duction, p. 31].
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5. Recutation of the Qur'an in Turns with Jibril

To continually refresh the Prophet’s memory, the Archangel Jibril would
visit him particularly for that purpose every year. Quoting a few hadiths in
this regard:

* Fatima said, ““The Prophet informed me secretly, ‘Jibril used to recite
the Qur’an to me and I to him once a year, but this year he has recited
the entire Qur’an with me twice. I do not think but that my death
is approaching,”38

+ Ibn ‘Abbas reported that the Prophet would meet with Jibril every
night during the month of Ramadin, till the end of the month,
each reciting to the other.®

* Abii Huraira said that the Prophet and Jibril would recite the Qur’an
to each other once every year, during Ramadan, but that in the year
of his death they recited it twice.*

+ Ibn Mas‘ad gave a similar report to the above, adding, “Whenever
the Prophet and Jibril finished reciting to each other I would recite
to the Prophet as well, and he would inform me that my recitation
was eloquent.”#!

* The Prophet, Zaid b. Thabit, and Ubayy b. Ka‘b recited to one another
after his last session with Jibril.*? The Prophet also recited twice to
Ubayy in the year he passed away.*®

Each of the above hadiths describes these recitations between Archangel
and Prophet using the term Muy‘arada.**

The Prophet’s duties towards the wafy were myriad: he was the instrument
of divine reception, the one who supervised proper compilation, provided
the necessary explanations, encouraged community-wide dissemination, and
taught to his Companions. Naturally, Allah did not descend to earth to
explain the meaning of this verse or that; by stating that “it is for Us to

38 Al-Bukhari, Sahif, Fada'il al-Qur'an:7.

39 Al-Bukhari, Sah#h, Saum:7.

40 Al-Bukhari, Safih, Fada'll al-Qur’an:7.

' At-Tabari, at-Tafsir, 1:28. The isnad is very weak.

42 A, Jeflery (ed.), Muqaddimatan, p. 227.

43 ibid, p. 74; also Tahir al-Jaza'iri, at-Tibyan, p. 126.

4 MuGrada (3> jx) is from Muf3‘ala (delis), meaning that two people are engaged
in the same action. For example mugatala (154 ): to fight each other. Thus Mu‘arada indicates
that Jibril would read once while the Prophet listened, then vice versa. This general
practice continues to this day. A few of the Companions were in fact privy to this
Mu@rada between the Prophet and Jibril, such as ‘Uthman [Ibn Kathir, Fada/, vii:440],
Zaid b. Thabit, and ‘Abdullzh b. Mas‘ad.



REVELATIONS AND THE PROPHET MUHAMMAD 53

explain it” mstead of “it is for you (Muhammad) to explain it”, Allah was
conferring full legitimacy on the Prophet’s elucidation of all verses — not
as guesswork on his part, but rather as divine inspiration from Allah Himself,
The same holds true regarding the compilation of the Qur’an.

And so after memorisation, the responsibilities of recitation, compilation,
education and explanation coalesced into the Prophet’s prime objectives
throughout his prophethood, duties he discharged with tremendous resolve,
sanctioned in his efforts by Allah. The focus of the forthcoming chapters
will involve primarily the first three among these; as for explanation of the
waly, the literature of the Prophet’s sunna as a whole constitutes his elucidation
of the Qur’an, his incorporation of its teachings into practical cveryday life.

6. A Few Remarks on Orentalist Claims

Some Orientalist writers have put forward strange theories regarding the
Qur’an’s revelation. Néldeke for instance claims that Muhammad forgot the
carliest revelations, while Rev. Mingana states that neither the Prophet nor
the Muslim community held the Qur’an in high esteem till long afterwards
when, with the rapid expansion of the Muslim state, they at last thought it
perhaps worthwhile to preserve these verses for future generations. Approaching
the issue from a logical viewpoint is sufficient to dispel these claims.

In fact this logical approach works regardless of whether one believes in
Muhammad as a prophet or not, because etther way he would have done
his utmost to preserve what he was claiming to be the Word of Allah. If he
truly was Allah’s mcssenger then the case is obvious: preserving the Book
was his sacred duty. As discussed earlier, the Qur’an was the first and greatest
miracle ever bestowed upon him, its very nature a testimony that no man
had penned it. To casually neglect this miracle, the sole proof that he was
indeed Allah’s Prophet, would have been abysmally stupid.

But what if Muhammad was, for the sake of argument, an imposter?
Supposing that the Qur’an was his own creation, could he afford indifference
towards it? Certainly not: he would have to keep up appearances, and shower
it with regard and concern, because to do otherwise would be to openly
admit his fraud. No leader of any stature could afford such a costly blunder.

Whether one consigns Muhammad to the category of Prophet or impostor,
his behaviour towards the Qur’an would have been zealous in either case.
Any theory claiming even an iota of indifference is entirely irrational. If a
theorist proffers no satisfactory explanation as to why the Prophet would
act so grievously against his own interests (let alone the commands of Allah),
then the theory is quite simply a throwaway statement with no basis in fact.
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7. Conclusion

Memorising, teaching, recording, compiling, and explaining: these, as we
have stated, were the prime objectives of the Prophet Muhammad, and such
was the magnetism of the Qur’an that even the polytheists found themselves
inclined to lend it their attentive ears. In subsequent chapters we will deal
in some depth with the precautions taken by the Prophet and the early
Muslim community; to ensure that the Qur’an circulated i its pure, unadul-
terated form. Before ending this chapter let us turn our attention to the
present, and gauge how successfully the Qur’an has been taught in our
times. Muslims across the globe are passing through one of their bleakest
periods in history, an era where hope and faith seem to hang precariously
in the balance everyday. Yet there are countless Muslims — numbering in
the hundreds of thousands and covering every age group, gender, and
continent — who have committed the entire Qur’an to memory. Compare
this with the Bible, translated (wholly or partially) into two thousand languages
and dialects, printed and distributed on a massive scale with funds that
would place the budgets of third-world countries to shame. For all this effort,
the Bible remains a bestseller that many are eager to purchase but few care
to read.* And the extent of this neglect runs far deeper than one could
possibly imagine. On January 26th, 1997, The Sunday Times published the
results of a survey by its correspondents Rajeev Syal and Cherry Norton
regarding the Ten Commandments. A random poll of two hundred members
of the Anglican clergy revealed that fwo-thirds of Britain’s vicars could not
recall all Ten Commandments. These were not even lay Christians but vicars.
This basic code of morality for Jews and Christians is a mere handful of lines;
the Qur’an on the other hand, fully memorised by hundreds of thousands,
translates into roughly 9000 lines.* A clearer picture of the Qur'an’s esteemed
influence and the Prophet’s educational success cannot be imagined.

45 Refer to Manfred Barthel’s quote in p. 295 note 65.

46 In the first three or four centuries of Christianity, ordination to the deaconate or
priesthood required that the applicants memorise a certain portion of the Scriptures,
though the exact requirement differed from bishop to bishop. Some insisted on John’s
Gospel, others offered a choice between twenty Psalms or two Epistles of Paul; the more
demanding may have even wanted twenty Psalms and two Epistles. [Bruce Metzger, The
Text of the New Testament, p. 87, footnote no.1] This requirement for hopeful deacons
and priests is paltry at best; how can memorising the Gospel according to John or twenty-
five Psalms by a clergyman compare with the complete memorisation of the Qur’an
by Muslim children?



CHAPTER FOUR

TEACHING THE QUR’AN

The first verse revealed to the Prophet was: . ..
et willatg LT
“Read! . the name of your Lord and Chertsher, Who created.”

There are no indications that the Prophet ever studied the art of the pen,
and it is generally believed that he remained unlettered throughout his life.
This first verse, then, provides a clue, not about 4is own literacy, but about
the importance of establishing a robust educational policy for the masses
that were to come. Indeed, he employed every possible measure to spread
the spirit of education, describing the merits and rewards for learning as
well as the punishment for withholding knowledge. Aba Huraira reports
that the Prophet said,

“If anyone pursues a path in search of knowledge, Allah will thereby
make easy for him a path to paradise.”?

Conversely he warned,

“He who is asked about something he knows and conceals it will have
a bridle of fire placed around him on the Day of Resurrection.”

He ordered the literate and illiterate to cooperate with one another and
admonished those who did not learn from, or teach, their neighbours.* A
special significance was given to the skill of writing, which in one hadith is
described as the duty of a father towards his son.® He also championed free
education; when ‘Ubada bin as-Samit accepted a bow from a student as a
gift (which he intended to use in the cause of Islam), the Prophet rebuked
him,

1 Qur'an 96:1.

2 Abn Khaithama, al-Tim, hadith no. 25.

3 At-Tirmidhi, Sunan, al-Tim:3.

4 Al-Haithami, Mama' az-Zawa'id, i:164.

5 Al-Kattani, at-Taratib al-Idariya, 1i:239, quoting ad-Durr al-Manthiir, Abii Nu‘aim
and ad-Dailami.
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“If it would please you to place a bridle of fire around your neck then

accept that gift.”®

Even non-Muslims were employed in teaching literacy.

“Ransoms for the prisoners of Badr varied. Some of them were told
to instruct children on how to write.”’

1. Incentives for Learning, Teaching and Reciting the Holy Qur'an

The Prophet spared no effort in piquing the community’s eagerness to
learn the Word of Allzh:

a. ‘Uthman bin ‘Affan reports that the Prophet said, “The best among
you is the one who learns the Qur’an and teaches it.”® The same
statement is reported by ‘Ali bin Abi Talib.?

b. According to Ibn Masad the Prophet remarked, “If anyone recites
aletter from the Book of Allah then he will be credited with a good
deed, and a good deed attains a tenfold reward. I do not say that
Alf Lam Mim are one letter; but Afifis a letter; Lam is a letter and
Mim is a letter.”!°

c. Among the immediate rewards for learning the Qur’an was the
privilege of leading fellow Muslims in prayer as Imam, a crucial post
especially in the early days of Islam. ‘A’isha and Abt Mas‘ad al-
Angari both report that the Prophet said, “The person who has
memorised, or learned, the Qur'an the most will lead the others
in prayer.”'! ‘Amr b. Salima al-Jarmi recounts that the people of
his tribe came to the Prophet, intending to embrace Islam. As they
turned to depart they asked him, “Who will lead us in prayer?”,
and he replied, “The person who has memorised the Qur’an, or
learned it, the most.”’? During the Prophet’s last days it was Abti

6 Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, vi:315.

7 Tbn Sa'd, Tabagat, ii:14. Also Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, :247.

8 Al-Bukhari, ix:74, no. 5027-8; Abi Dawiid, Sunan, hadith no. 1452; Abfi ‘Ubaid,
Fada’il, pp. 120-124.

9 Aba ‘Ubaid, Fada’il, p. 126.

10 At-Tirmidhi, Sunan, Fada'il al-Qur'an: 16; see also Aba ‘Ubaid, Fada’il, p. 61.

11 Abti ‘Ubaid, Fada’d, p. 92; at-Tirmidhi, Sunan, hadith no. 235; Aba Dawud,
Sunan, hadith no. 582-584.

12 Aba ‘Ubaid, Fada'il, p. 91; al-Bukhari, Sepih, no. 8:18; Aba Dawud, Sunan, no.
585, 587.
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Bakr’s privilege to lead the daily prayers, and this proved to be his
greatest credential when the time came to appoint a caliph for the
Muslim nation.

d. Another benefit was the electrifying possibility of observing the angels.
Usaid bin Hudair was reciting the Qur’an in his enclosure one night
when his horse began jumping about frantically. Repeatedly he would
stop till the horse was calm, and begin reciting only to have the horse
jump wildly again. Eventually he stopped altogether for fear of having
his son trampled; while standing near the horse he observed some-
thing like an overhanging canopy above him, illuminated with lamps
and ascending through the sky till it disappeared. The next day he
approached the Prophet and informed him of the night’s occurrences.
The Prophet told him that he should have continued reciting, and
Usaid bin Hudair replied that he had only stopped on account of
his son Yahya. The Prophet then said, “Those were the angels listening
to you, and had you continued reciting, the people would have seen
them in the morning for they would not have concealed themselves
from them.”!

e. Ibn ‘Umar narrates from the Prophet, “Envy is justified in only two
cases: a man who, having received knowledge of the Qur’an from
Allzh, stays awake reciting it night and day; and a man who, having
reccived wealth from Allah, spends on others night and day.”!*

f. ‘Umar bin al-Khattab states that the Prophet said, “With this Book
Allah exalts some people and lowers others.”!3

g Several illiterate elders found memorising the Qur’an to be arduous,
their minds and their bodies being frail. They were not denied its
blessings however, for great rewards were promised to those who
listened to the Qur’an as it was recited. Ibn ‘Abbas said that whoever
listens to a verse from the Book of Allah will be granted light on
the Day of Judgment.'®

h. It was quite possible that a person, not having memorised well enough
to read from memory, may feel an inkling of laziness in searching
for a written copy. So the Prophet stated, “A person’s recitation

13 Muslim, Sah#h, English translation by Siddiqi, hadith no. 1742. See also hadith
nos. 1739-1740.

14 Abi ‘Ubaid, Fad@'il, p. 126; al-Bukhari, Saizh, Tawhid:46; Muslim, Sakik, Salat
al-Musafirin, no. 266; at-Tirmidhi, Sunan, no. 1937.

15 Muslim, Sajih, Salat al-Musafirin, no. 269; Aba ‘Ubaid, Fad@'il, p. 94. Sce also
Muslim, Sahih, Salat al-Musafirin, no. 270, the same incident but narrated through
‘Amir b. Wathila al-Laithi.

18 Abti ‘Ubaid, Fada'il, p. 62; al-Faryabi, Fada’il, p. 170.
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without the aid of a Mushaf [written copy] elicits a reward of one
thousand degrees, but his recitation using a Mushaf doubles that
reward to two thousand.”"’

In expounding on the excellence of the huffaz (Lu;- who have
committed the entire Qur’'an to memory), ‘Abdullzh bin ‘Amr reports
that the Prophet said, “The one who was devoted to the Qur’an
will be told [on the Day of Judgment] to recite and ascend, and to
recite with the same care he practised while he was in this world,
for he will reach his abode [in Heaven| with the last verse he
recites.”!®

And for that lethargic slice of society which favours idleness over
these benefits, the Prophet confronted them with warnings. Ibn ‘Abbas
narrates that the Prophet said, “A person who has nothing of the
Qur’an within him is like a ruined house.”!® He also condemned the
forgetting of verses after having memorised them as a grievous sin,
and advised people to go through the Qur’an regularly. Abt Masa
al-Ash‘ari reports that the Prophet said, “Keep refreshing your
knowledge of the Qur’an, for I swear by Him in Whose Hand is
the life of Muhammad that it is more liable to escape than hobbled
camels.”?

Al-Harith bin al-A‘war relates a story that occurred after the Prophet’s
death.

“While passing by the Mosque I encountered people indulging
in [insidious] talk, so I visited ‘Ali and told him this. He asked
me if this was true and I confirmed it. Then he said, ‘I heard the
Prophet declare, “Dissension will certainly come”. I asked the
Prophet how it could be avoided, and he replied, “Kuzbullah (S
alll: Book of Allahyj is the way, for it contains information of what
happened before you, news of what will come after you and a
decision regarding matters that will occur among you. It is the
Distinguisher and is not jesting, i any overweening person abandons
it, Allah will break him, and if anyone seeks guidance elsewhere
Allzh will lead him astray. It is Allah’s stalwart rope, the wise
reminder, the straight path; it is that by which desires do not
swerve nor the tongue becomes confused, and the learned cannot

17 As-Suytiti, al-figan, 1:304, quoting at-Tabar and al-Baihaqi in Shu‘ab al-Iman.
Narrated by Aus ath-Thaqafi.

18" Abit Dawtd, Sunan, hadith no. 1464; at-Tirmidhi, Sunan, no. 2914; al-Faryabi,
Fada’il, hadith nos. 60-1.

19° At-Tirmidhi, Sunan, Chapter Fada’il al-Qur’an, hadith no. 2913.

20 Muslim, Safik, English translation by Siddigl, no. 1727. See also no. 1725.
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grasp it completely. It is not worn out by repetition nor do its
wonders ever cease. It is that of which the jinn did not hesitate
to remark when they heard it: “We have heard a wonderful
recitation which guides to what is right, and we believe in it’;
he who utters it speaks the truth, he who acts according to it is
rewarded, he who pronounces judgement according to it is just,
and he who invites people to it guides them to the straight
path,”>”2!

The next point to ponder is, how did the Prophet achieve the momentous
aim of teaching the Qur’an to each and every Muslim? This can best be
answered if we divide the subject into two main periods: Makkah and
Madinah.

2. The Makkan Period

t. The Prophet as Teacher

Most of the Qur’an was revealed in Makkah; as-Suytiti provides a lengthy
list of the siiras revealed there.?? The Qur’an served as a tool of guidance
for the distraught souls that found a life of idol worship unsatisfactory; its
dissemination throughout the infant, persecuted Muslim community neces-
sitated direct contact with the Prophet.

L.

The first man to embrace Islam outside the Prophet’s family was
Abi Bakr. The Prophet invited him to Islam by reading some verses
from the Qur'an.?

Abt Bakr subsequently brought some of his friends to the Prophet,
including ‘Uthman bin ‘Affan, ‘Abdur-Rahman bin ‘Auf, az-Zubair
bin al-‘Awwam, Talha, and Sa‘d bin Abi Waqqas. Again the Prophet
presented the new faith to them by reading verses from the Qur’an
and they all embraced Islam.?*

Abii ‘Ubaidah, Abt Salama, ‘Abdullah bin al-Arqam and ‘Uthman
bin Maz'@in visited the Prophet, enquiring about Islam. The Prophet
explained it to them and then recited the Qur’an. All of them
accepted Islam.»

-2l At-Tirmidhi, Sunan, Fada’il al-Qur’an:14, hadith no. 2906.

22 As-Suyiiti, al-Irgan, 1:22-50.

23 Tbn Ishaq, as-Seyar wa al-Maghazi, edited by Suhail Zakkar, p. 139.
2 ibid, p. 140,

25 bid, p. 143.
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4. When ‘Utba b. Rabi‘a went to the Prophet with his proposal, on
behalf of Quraish, offering him every conceivable temptation in
exchange for abandoning his mission, the Prophet waited patiently
before replying, “Now listen to me,” and then reciting a few verses
as his response to the offer.®

5. Some twenty Christians from Ethiopia visited the Prophet in Makkah
enquiring about Islam. He explained it to them and recited the
Qur’an, and they all became Muslim.?

6. As‘ad bin Zurara and Dhakwan travelled from Madinah to Makkah
to see ‘Utba bin Rabi‘a regarding a contention of nobility (mundfara),
when they heard news of the Prophet. They visited him and, hearing
a recitation of the Qur’an, they too accepted Islam.?®

7. During one of the pilgrimage seasons the Prophet met with a dele-
gation from Madinah. He explained the tenants of Islam and recited
a few verses. They all embraced Islam.?

8. Inthesecond pledge of ‘Aqaba, the Prophet again recited the Qur'an.*

9. He recited to Stiwaid bin Samit in Makkah.?!

10. Tyas bin Mu‘adh came to Makkah, seeking an alliance with Quraish.
The Prophet visited him and recited the Qur’an.

11. Rafi bin Malik al-Ansari was the first to bring Sira Yiisufto Madinah.*

12. The Prophet taught three of his Companions Suras Yinus, Taha,
and Hal-ata respectively.3

13. Ibn Um Maktim came to the Prophet asking him to recite the
Quran®

2. The Companions as Teachers

» Ibn Mas‘td was the first Companion to teach the Qur’an in Makkah
26 Tbn Hisham, Sza, vol. 1-2, pp. 293-94.
27 Tbn Ishaq, as-Seyar wa al-Maghazi, ed. by Zakkar, p. 218.
28 Tbn Sa'd, Tabagat, 1ii/2:138-39.
29 Tbn Hisham, Swa, vol. 1-2, p. 428.
30 4bid, vol. 1-2, p. 427.
31 gbid, vol. 1-2, p. 427.
32 ibid, vol. 1-2, p. 427.
33 Al-Kattani, at- Taratib al-Idarya, 1:43-4.
34 Tbn Wahb, al-Fami‘ fi ‘ulam al-Qur'an, p. 271. These are saras no. 10, 20 and 76

respectively.

35 Tbn Hisham, Sea, vol. 1-2, p. 369.
36 Tbn Sa‘d, Tabagat, iii/ 1:107; Ibn Ishidq, as-Seyar wa al-Maghizz, ed. by Zakkar, p.
186.
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» Khabbab taught the Qur’an to both Fatima (‘Umar bin al-Khattab’s
sister), and her husband Sa‘id bin Zaid.*

*  Mus‘ab bin ‘Umair was dispatched by the Prophet to Madinah, as
a teacher.®® '

. The Outcome of this Educational Policy in the Makkan Period

This flurry of educational activity in Makkah continued unabated despite
the boycotting, harassment and torture which the community forcibly
endured; this stalwart attitude was the most convincing proof of their
attachment to and reverence for the Book of Allah. The Companions
often imparted verses to their tribes beyond the valley of Makkah, helping
to secure firm roots in Madinah prior to their migration. For example:

* Upon the Prophet’s arrival in Madinah he was presented with Zaid
bin Thabit, a boy of eleven who had already memorised sixteen
siiras.®

» Bara’ states that he was familiar with the entire Mufassal{ j=il: from
Sara Qgf till the end of the Qur’an) before the Prophet’s arrival in
Madinah.*

These roots soon blossomed in various mosques, whose walls echoed
with the sound of the Qur’an being taught and read before the Prophet had
set foot in Madinah. According to al-Waqidi, the first mosque honoured
by recitation of the Qur'an was the Masjid of Bani Zuraiq.*

3. The Madan? FPeriod
i. The Prophet as Teacher

* Arriving in Madinah, the Prophet set up the Suffa, a school dedicated
to instructing its attendees in the skills of literacy, providing them with
food and a place to sleep as well. Approximately 900 Companions
took up this offer.*? While the Prophet imparted the Qur’an, others

37 Ibn Ishaq, as-Seyar wa al-Maghiz, ed. by Zakkar, pp. 181-84.

38 Ibn Hisham, Swa, vol. 1-2, p. 434.

39 Al-Hakim, al-Mustadrak, iii:476.

40 Tbn Sa‘d, Tabagat, iv/2:82.

41 An-Nuwairi, Mihayatul Arab, xvi:312.

42 Al-Kattani, at-Taratth al-Idariya, i:476-80. According to Qatada (61-117 A.H.) the
number of pupils reached nine hundred, while other scholars mention four hundred.
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such as ‘Abdullzh bin Sa‘d bin al-‘As, ‘Ubada bin as-Samit, and
Ubayy bin Ka‘b taught the essentials of reading and writing.*3

* Ibn ‘Umar once remarked, “The Prophet would recite to us, and
if he read a verse containing a sgjda (s-4>=~: prostration), he would say
‘Allahu Akbar’ [and prostrate].”*

»  Numerous Companions stated that the Prophet recited such and
such stras to them personally, including renowned personalities like
Ubayy bin Ka‘b, ‘Abdullah bin Salam, Hisham bin Hakim, ‘Umar
bin al-Khattab, and Ibn Mas‘ud.*

¢+ Deputations arriving from outlying areas were given into Madinite
custody, not only for the provisions of food and lodging but also for
education. The Prophet would subsequently question them to discover
the extent of their learning.*

»  Upon receiving any wahy, the Prophet observed a habit of immediately
reciting the latest verses to all the men in his company, proceeding
afterwards to recite them to the women in a separate gathering.*

» ‘Uthman bin Abi al-‘As regularly sought to learn the Qur’an from
the Prophet, and if he could not find him, he would resort to Abai
Bakr.*

#. Dialects used by the Prophet for Teaching in Madinah

Itis a well-established fact that the dialects of different people speaking the
same language can vary drastically from one area to the next. Two people,
both living in New York but coming from different cultural and socio-
economic backgrounds, will each possess a distinct and recognisable accent.
The same is true of people living in London versus those residing in Glasgow
or Dublin. Then there are the differences between standardised American
and British spellings, and quite often (as in ‘schedule’) a similarity in spelling
but a difference in pronunciation.

Let us examine the situation in present-day Arab countries, using the
word qultu (<J3: I said) as a test case. Egyptians will pronounce this as u/t,
substituting the « for the initial ¢. And a Yemeni speaker will say gultu, though
in writing the word all Arabs will spell it identically. Another example: a
man named Qasim will, in the Persian Gulf, be called Fasim; these same
people convert j into y, so that rjal (men) becomes raiyyal.

43 Al-Baihaqi, Sunan, vi:125-126.

4 Muslim, Sahih, Masajid:104.

45 See at-Tabari, at- Tafsir, 1:24; and other references besides.
46 Tbn Hanbal, Musnad, iv:206.

47 Tbn Tshaq, as-Seyar wa al-Maghazi, ed. by Zakkar, p. 147.

48 Al-Bagillani, al-Jntisdr, abridged version, p. 69.
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While in Makkah the majority of the Muslims were from a homogenous
background. As Islam extended its fingers beyond tribal localities to include
the entire Arabian Peninsula, disparate accents came into contact with each
other. Teaching the Qur’an to these various tribesmen was a necessity, and
yet asking them (and often the elderly among them) to abandon their native
dialects completely and follow the pure Arabian dialect of Quraish, in
which the Qur’an was revealed, proved to be a difficult proposition. To
facilitate greater ease, the Prophet taught them in their own dialects. On
occasion two or more people from different tribes may have jointly learned
the Qur’an in another tribe’s dialect, if they so wished.

w. The Companions as Teachers

‘Abdullah bin Mughaffal al-Muzani said that when someone of Arab
stock migrated to Madinah, the Prophet would assign (') someone from
the Ansar to that individual saying: let him understand Islam and teach
him the Qur’an. “The same was true with me,” he continued, “as I was
entrusted to one of the Ansar who made me understand the religion and
taught me the Qur'an.”*® A plethora of evidence demonstrates that the
Companions actively took part in this policy during the Madani period.
The following narrations represent, as usual, only a fraction of the evidence
at our disposal.
* ‘Ubada bin ag-$Samit taught the Qur’an during the Prophet’s lifetime.5
* Ubayy also taught during the Prophet’s lifetime, in Madinah ' even
trekking regularly to teach a blind man in his house.’?
* Abi Sa‘d al-Khudari states that he sat with a group of immigrants
(i.e. from Makkah) while a gar’ (reciter) read for them.
* Sahl bin Sa‘d al-Ansari said, “The Prophet came to us while we
were reciting to each other ...”.%*
+ ‘Ugbabin ‘Amir remarked, “The Prophet came to us while we were
in the mosque, teaching each other the Qur’an.”%
+ Jabir bin ‘Abdullah said, “The Prophet came to us while we were
reading the Qur’an, our gathering consisting of both Arabs and
non-Arabs...”.5

48 Al-Bagillani, a/-Intisar, abridged version, p. 69.

49 Tbn Shabba, Tarikh al-Madina, p. 487.

50 Al-Baihaqfi, Sunan, vi:125; Abii ‘Ubaid, Fada’il, pp. 206-7.
51 Ab@ ‘Ubaid, Fada’il, p. 207

52 bid, p. 208.

53 Al-Rhatib, al-Fagih, ii:122.

3% Abi ‘Ubaid, Fad@’il, p. 68; al-Faryabi, Fad@’i/, p. 246.

55 Abi ‘Ubaid, Fadail, pp. 69-70.

56 Al-Faryabi, Fuda'il, p. 244.
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* Anas bin Malik commented, ““The Prophet came to us while we were
reciting, among us Arabs and non-Arabs, blacks and whites...”.%
Additional evidence shows that Companions travelled beyond Madinah
to serve as instructors:
*  Mu‘adh bin Jabal was dispatched to Yemen.>®
*  On their way to Bi'r Ma‘ina, at least forty Companions known for
teaching the Qur’an were ambushed and killed.*
* Abi ‘Ubaidah was sent to Najran.®
*  Wabra bin Yuhannas taught the Qur’an in $an‘d’ (Yemen) to Um-
Sa‘id bint Buzrug during the Prophet’s lifetime.5!

4. The Outcome of the Educational Activities: Huffaz

The sea of incentives and opportunities for learning the Holy Book,
coupled with the waves of people involved in disseminating it, soon yielded
a prodigious number of Companions who had thoroughly memorised it
by heart (the huffaz). Many were subsequently martyred on the fields of
Yamama and Bi’r Ma‘dina, and the full details of their names have, in
most cases, been lost to history. What the references do show are the names
of those who lived on, who continued to teach either in Madinah or in
the newly conquered lands of the growing Muslim realms. They include:
Tbn Mas‘ad,®? Aba Ayyiib,*® Aba Bakr as-Siddiq,** Abi ad-Darda’,%® Abd
Zaid, AbG Masa al-Ash‘ari,% Aba Huraira,® Ubayy b. Ka'h,% Um-

57 Tbn Hanbal, Musnad, 1ii:146; also al- Faryabi, Fadz’il, pp. 244-45.

58 Al-Khalifa, T@ikh, :72; ad-Dalabi, al-Kind, i:19.

59 Al-Baladhuri, Ansab, i:375.

60 Tbn Sa‘d, Tabaqdt, iii/2:299.

61 Ar-Razi, Tartkh Madinat San@, p. 131.

62 Adh-Dhahabi, Seyar al-‘Alam an-Nubal@, 11:245; Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bart, ix:52.

63 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:53.

6¢ Ton Hajar, Fathul Bart, ix:52; al-Kattani, ai-Tarasth al-Idariya, 1:45-6.

65 Tbn Habib, al-Muhabbar, p. 286; an-Nadim, al-Fihrist, p. 27; ad-Dulabi, al-Kuna,
1:31-2; al-Kattani, ai-Tardfih al-Idariya, 1:46.

66 Tbn Sa‘d, Tabagat, 1/2:112.

67 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:52.

68 Al-Kattani, at-Taratsb al-Idariya, 1:45; Ton Hajar, Fathul Bary, ix:52.

69 Al-Bukhari, Safik, hadith nos. 5003, 5004; Ibn Habib, al-Muhabbar, p. 86; an-
Nadim, al-Fihrist, p. 27; adh-Dhahabi, Tabagat al-Qurrd@’, p. 9.
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Salama,” Tamim ad-Dari,”' Hudhaifa,”? Hafsa,” Zaid b. Thabit,” Salim
client of Hudhaifa,”® Sa‘d b. ‘Ubada,” Sa‘d b. ‘Ubaid al-Qari,” Sa‘d b.
Mundhir,’® Shihab al-Qurashi,”® Talha,® ‘A’isha,®' ‘Ubada b. as-Samit,
‘Abdullah b. $2’ib,** Ibn ‘Abbas,* ‘Abdullah b. ‘Umar,® ‘Abdullah b. ‘Amr,*®
‘Uthman b. ‘Affan,% ‘AtZ’ b. Markayid (a Persian, living in Yemen),®®
‘Ugba b. ‘Amir?® ‘Ali b. Abi Talib,* ‘Umar b. al-Khattah,®! ‘Amr b. al-
‘As,” Fudala b. ‘Ubaid,* Qays b. Abl Sa‘sa‘a, Mujamma‘ b. Jariya,”

70 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bart, ix:52, quoting Abt ‘Ubaid.

71 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bars, ix:52.

72 Al-Kattani, at-Taratih al-Idarya, 1:45; Ton Hajar, Fathul Bart, ix:52.

73 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:52; as-Suyiti, al-ltgan, 1:202.

74 Tbn Sa'd, Tabagat, ii/2:112; al-Bukhari, Sek#, hadith no. 5003, 5004; Ibn
Habib, al-Muhabbar, p. 86; an-Nadim, al-Fihrist, p. 27; adh-Dhahabi, Seyar al-‘Alam an-
Nubalz’, 1:245, 318.

75> Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bary, ix:52; al-Kattani, at-Taratib al-Idariya, 1:45.

76 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bar, ix:52.

77 Tbn Habib, al-Muhabbar, p. 286; al-Hakim, Mustadrak, ii:260; an-Nadim, al-
Fihrist, p. 27; adh-Dhahabi, Tabaqat al-Qurrd’, p. 15; Ton Hajar, Fathul Ban, ix:52; as-
Suytti, al-Itqan, 1:202.

78 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:53.

79 Tbn Hajar, al-Isaba, 1i:159; al-Kattani, at-Tardtib al-Idariya, i:46.

80 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Barz, ix:52; al-Kattani, at-Taritib al-Idariya, i:45.

81 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:52; as-Suytiti, al-Iigan, i:202.

82 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bar, ix:52-53.

83 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bar, ix:52; al-Kattani, at-Taratih al-Idarya, 1:45.

8% Tbn Kathir, Fad@’il al-Qur'an, pp. 7, 471; Ton Hajar, Fathul Bart, ix:52.

85 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:52; as-Suyati, al-Itgan, i:202; adh-Dhahabi, Tabagat al-
Qurra’, p. 19.

86 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bar, ix:52.

87 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bart, ix:52; adh-Dhahabi, Tabagat al-Qurr@, p. 5.

88 Ibn Hibban, Thigat, p. 286; ar-Razi, Tarikh Madiat San'@, p. 337.

8% Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:52; as-Suyiti, al-ltgan, :203; adh-Dhahabi, Tabaqat al-
Qurr@’, p. 19.

9 An-Nadim, al-Fikrist, p. 27; Tbn Hajar, Fathul Barn, ix:13, 52; adh-Dhahabi,
Tabaqgat al-Qurr@’, p. 7; al-Kattani, at-Taratih al-Idarjya, 1:45; as-Suyit, al-Iigan, 1:202.

9 Al-Kattani, at-Taratib al-Idariya, 1:45; Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:52; as-Suyfiti, al-
ltqan, 1:202; See also Ibn Wahb, al-Jami* fi ‘ulim al-Qur'an, p. 280.

92 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:52.

93 As-Suyiti, al-ftgan, :202; Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bart, ix:52.

9 As-Suyati, al-Figan, i:203; Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:52.

95 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:52; al-Kattani, at-Taratib al-Idariya, i:46.
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Maslama b. Makhlad,* Mu‘adh b. Jabal,”” Mu‘adh Aba Halima,*® Um-
Wargah bint ‘Abdullah b. al-Harith,* and ‘Abdul Wahid.!%

5. Conclusion

History has not always dealt kindly with Scriptures. Jesus’ original Gospel,
as we shall see later on, was irretrievably lost in its infancy and replaced
by the biographical works of anonymous writers lacking any first-hand
knowledge of their subject; likewise the OT suffered heavily under chronic
idolatry and neglect. There can be no sharper contrast than the Qur’an,
blessed as it was with rapid diffusion throughout the Arabian Peninsula
during the Prophet’s lifetime, carried forth by Companions who had
learned its verses, and received their teaching commissions, directly from
the Prophet himself. The vast number of juffaz stands testament to his
success. But was this dissemination purely verbal? We have noted that
compiling the Qur’an i written form was one of the Prophet’s primary
concerns; how then did he accomplish this task? These questions are the
focus of our next chapter.

96 Tbn Hajar, Fathu! Bari, ix:52; as-Suyitl, al-Itgan, 1:202.

97 Al-Bukhari, Sakik, hadith nos. 5003, 5004; Ibn Habib, al-Muhabbar, p. 286; adh-
Dhahabi, Tabagat al-Qurrd’, p. 19; an-Nadim, al-Fihrist, p. 27; Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bari,
x:53.

98 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:52.

99 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bary, ix:52; as-Suyiti, al-Itgan, 1:203-4; al-Kattani, at- Taratib al-
Idarya, 1:47.

100 Thn Wahb, al-Fami'fi ‘ulitm al-Qur'an, p. 263. He disputed with Ibn Mas‘ad in reciting

certain words.



CHAPTER FIVE

THE RECORDING AND
ARRANGEMENT OF THE QUR’AN

1. During the Makkan Period

Though revealed verbally, the Qur’an consistently refers to itself as kitab
(<5: Book), as something written, indicating that it must be placed into
written form. In fact verses were recorded from the earliest stages of
Islam, even as the fledgling community suffered innumerable hardships
under the wrath of Quraish. The following narration concerning ‘Umar
bin al-Khattab, taken just prior to his conversion to Islam, helps illustrate
this point:

One day ‘Umar came out, his sword unsheathed, intending to make for
the Prophet and some of his Companions who (he had been told) were
gathered in a house at as-Safd. The congregation numbered forty, in-
cluding women; also present were the Prophet’s uncle Hamza, Abt Bakr,
‘Ali, and others who had not migrated to Ethiopia. Nu‘aim encountered
‘Umar and asked him where he was going. “I am making for Muhammad,
the apostate who has split Quraish asunder and mocked their ways, who
has insulted their beliefs and their gods, to kill him.” “You only deceive
yourself, ‘Umar,” he replied, “if you suppose that Bani ‘Abd Manaf will
allow you to continue treading the earth if’ you dispose of Muhammad.
Is it not better that you return to your family and resolve their affairs?”
‘Umar was taken aback and asked what was the matter with his family.
Nu‘aim said, “Your brother-in-law, your nephew Sa‘id, and your sister
Fatima have followed Muhammad in his new religion, and it is best
that you go and deal with them.” ‘Umar hurried to his brother-in-law’s
house, where Khabbab was reciting sira TaHa to them from a parch-
ment. At the sound of ‘Umar’s voice Khabbab hid in a small room,
while Fatima took the parchment and placed it under her thigh....!

‘Umar’s angry quest that day culminated in his embrace of Islam; his
stature and reputation proved a tremendous boon to those who, just a few
hours before, he had meant to kill. The point of this tale is the parchment.
According to Ibn ‘Abbas verses revealed in Makkah were recorded in Makkah,?

1 Tbn Hisham, Sira, vol. 1-2, pp. 343-46.
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a statement echoed by az-Zuhri.® ‘Abdullah b. Sa‘d b. Abi as-Sarh, the one
scribe officially engaged in recording the Qur’an during this period,* is
accused by some of fabricating a few verses in the Qur'an — accusations
which I have exposed elsewhere as baseless.” Another candidate for official
scribe is Khalid b. Sa‘id b. al-‘As, who states, “I was the first to write down
‘Bismullah ar-Rahman ar-Rahim’ (o o ) oyt In the Name of Allah,
Most Compassionate, Most Merciful).”®

Al-Kattani cites this incident: when Rafi‘ b. Malik al-Ansari attended
al-‘Aqaba, the Prophet handed him all the verses that had been revealed
during the previous decade. Once back in Madinah, Rafi* gathered his
tribe together and read these pages to them.”

2. During the Madant Period

7. Scribes of the Prophet

Regarding the Madani period we have a wealth of information including,
at present, the names of approximately sixty-five Companions who functioned
as scribes for the Prophet at one time or another:

Aban b. Sa‘id, AbG Umama, Aba Ayyub al-Ansari, Abt Bakr as-Siddiq,
Abt Hudhaifa, Abti Sufyan, Abi Salama, Abi ‘Abas, Ubayy b. Ka‘b, al-
Argam, Usaid b. al-Hudair, Aus, Buraida, Bashir, Thabit b. Qais, Ja‘far
b. Abi Tilib, Jahm b. Sa‘d, Juhaim, Hatib, Hudhaifa, Husain, Hanzala,
Huwaitib, Khalid b. Sa‘id, Khalid b. al-Walid, az-Zubair b. al-‘Awwam,
Zubair b. Arqam, Zaid b. Thabit, Sa‘d b. ar-Rabi’, Sa‘d b. ‘Ubada, Sa‘id
b. Sa‘id, Shurahbil b. Hasna, Talha, ‘Amir b. Fuhaira, ‘Abbas, ‘Abdullzh b.
al-Argam, ‘Abdullah b. Abi Bakr, ‘Abdullah b. Rawaha, ‘Abdullah b. Zaid,
‘Abdullah b. Sa‘d, ‘Abdullah b. ‘Abdullah, ‘Abdullah b. ‘Amz, ‘Uthman b.
‘Affan, ‘Ugba, al-‘Ala’ al-Hadrami, al-‘Ala’ b. ‘Ugba, ‘Ali b. Abi Tilib,
‘Umar b. al-Khattab, ‘Amr b. al-‘As, Muhammad b. Maslama, Mu‘adh
b. Jabal, Mu‘awiya, Ma‘n b. ‘Adi, Mu‘aigib, Mughira, Mundhir, Muhajir
and Yazid b. Abi Sufyan ®

2 Tbn Durais, Fada’il al-Quran, p. 33.

3 Az-Zuhri, Tangil al-Quran, 32; Ibn Kathir, al-Bidaya, v:340; Ibn Hajar, Fathul
Bart, ix:22.

4 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:22.

5 For details see M.M. al-A‘zami, Kutiab an-Nab?, 3rd edition, Riyad, 1401 (1981),
pp- 83-89.

6 As-Suyiti, ad-Durr al-Menthar, 1:11. The printed text gives his name as Khalid b.
Khalid b. Sa‘id, likely the mistake of a previous copyist.

7 Al-Kattani, a- Taratib al-Idariya, 1:44, quoting Zubair b. Bakkar, Akkbar al-Madina.

8 Yor a detailed study, see, M.M. al-A'zami, Kuttab an-Nabi.
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#. The Prophet’s Dictation of the Qur’an

Upon the descent of wafy, the Prophet routinely called for one of his
scribes to write down the latest verses.? Zaid b. Thabit narrates that, because
of his proximity to the Prophet’s Mosque, he was often summoned as scribe
whenever the wahy commenced.!” When the verse pertaining to jihad (sl-:)
was revealed, the Prophet called on Zaid b. Thabit with inkpot and writing
material (board or scapula bone) and began dictating; ‘Amr b. Um-Maktam
al-A‘ma3, sitting nearby, inquired of the Prophet, “What about me? for I
am blind.” And so came, «, 2} Ly 2»!! (“for those who are not among
the disabled”).!? There is also evidence of proofreading after dictation;
once the task of recording the verses was complete, Zaid would read
them back to the Prophet to ensure that no scribal errors had crept in.!3

ui. Recording the Qur’an was Very Common Among Companions

The prevalence of this practice among the Companions spurred the
Prophet to declare that no one should record anything from him save for
the Qur’an, “and whoever has written anything from me other than the
Qur’an should erase it”,'"* by which he meant that Qur’anic and non-
Qur’anic (e.g hadith) materials must not be written on the same sheet, so
as to avoid any confusion. In fact those who were unable to write often
appeared in the Mosque, vellum and parchment in hand, requesting
volunteers who might record for them.!® Based on the total number of
scribes, and the Prophet’s custom of summoning them to record all new
verses, we can safely assume that in his own lifetime the entire Qur’an
was available in written form.

9 Abu ‘Ubaid, Fad@’i, p. 280; See also Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:22, quoting
‘Uthman, referring to Sunan of at-Tirmidhi, an-Nasa’i, Abii Dawiid, and al-Hakim
in his al-Mustadrak.

10 Tbn Abi Dawad, al-Masahif, p. 3; see also al-Bukhari, Sapih, Fada’il al-Qur’an:4.

11 Qur’an 4:95.

12 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bars, ix:22; as-Sa‘atl, Minhat al-Mabiid, i:17.

13 As-Stili, Adab al-Kuttab, p. 165; al-Haithami, Majma® az-Qawd’id, i:152.

14 Muslim, Sakzh, az-Zuhd:72; also Ibn Abl Dawad, al-Masahif, p. 4. For a detailed
discussion sce M.M. al-A'zami, Siudies in Early Hadith Literature, American Trust
Publications, Indiana, 1978, pp. 22-24.

15 See al-Baihaqi, Sunan al-Kubra, vi:16.
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3. The Arrangement of the Qur'an
. The Arrangement of Verses Within Siiras

It is commonly acknowledged that the arrangement of ayat (verses) and
sitras (chapters) in the Qur’an is unique. The layout does not follow the
chronological order of revelation, nor does it follow subject matter. What
secret lies behind this arrangement is best known to Allah, for it is His
Book. Now if 1 play the unscrupulous editor and re-arrange the words of
someone else’s book, changing the sequence of the sentences ef., then
altering the entire meaning of the work becomes tremendously easy. This
end product can no longer be attributed to the original author, since only
the author himself is entitled to change the wording and the material if
the rightful claim of authorship is to be preserved.

So it is with the Book of Allzh, for He is the sole Author and He alone
has the right to arrange the material within His Book. The Qur’an is very
clear about this:
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“It s for Us to collect it [in your heart] so you may recite [and compile it].
But when We have recited it, follow its recital [as promulgated]: Nay more,
it us_for Us to explain 1t [through your tongue].”

In lieu of descending to earth to explain His verses, Allah entrusted
the Prophet as His viceroy. The Qur’an states:
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“...and We have sent down unio you the Message [O Muhammad]; that
you may explain clearly to people what s sent for them.”

In granting him this privilege, Allah was sanctioning the Prophet’s explan-
ations as authoritative.!® Only the Prophet, through divine privilege and
revelation, was qualified to arrange verses into the unique fashion of the
Qur’an, being the only privy to the Will of Allah. Neither the Muslim
community at large nor anyone else had any legitimate say in organising
the Book of Allah.

The Qur’an consists of stiras of uneven length; the shortest contain three
verses while the longest has 286. Various reports show that the Prophet
actively instructed his scribes about the placement of verses within siiras.

16 Qur'an 75:17-19.

17 Qur'an 16:44.

18 As mentioned previously, in this light the Prophet’s sunna — which is in fact a
working explanation of the Qur’an — has also been practically and verbally sanctioned
by Allah, with no one possessing the authority to deny it its rightful place.
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‘Uthman states that whether the revelation consisted of lengthy,
successive verses, or a single verse in isolation, the Prophet would
summon one of his scribes and say, “Place this verse [or these verses] in
the stira where such-and-such is mentioned.”'® Zaid bin Thabit remarks,
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“We would compile the Qur’an in the presence of the Prophet.”? And
according to ‘Uthman bin Abi al-‘As, the Archangel Jibril came to the
Prophet once expressly to instruct him about the placement of a certain
verse.?!

‘Uthman bin Abi al-‘As reports that he was sitting with the Prophet
when the latter fixed his gaze at a definite point, then said, “The
Archangel Jibril has just come to me and expressly asked me to
place the verse:
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in a certain position within a particular stira.”?
Al-Kalbi narrates from Aba Salih on Ibn ‘Abbas’ authority regarding
the verse:
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He states, “This was the last verse revealed to the Prophet. The
Archangel Jibril descended on him and instructed him to place it
after verse two hundred and eighty in Sira al-Bagara.”?
Ubayy bin Ka‘b states, “Sometimes the beginning of a siira is revealed
to the Prophet, so I write it down, then another revelation descends
upon him so he says, ‘Ubayy! write this down in the siira where such-
and-such is mentioned.’ At other times a revelation descends upon
him and I await his instructions, till he informs me of its rightful
place.”?
Zaid bin Thabit remarks, “While we were with the Prophet compiling
the Qur’an from parchments, he said, ‘Blessed be the Sham.’?” He
was asked, ‘Why so, O Prophet of Allah?’ He replied, ‘Because the
angels of the Most Compassionate (> J1) have spread their wings

19 See at-Tirmidhi, Sunan, no. 3086; also al-Baihaq, ii:42; Ton Hanbal, Musnad,
:69; Abt Dawad, Sunan, 1:290; al-Hakim, al-Mustadrak, 1:221; Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bar,
ix:22; see also Abti ‘Ubaid, Fada’il, p. 280.

20 See at-Tirmidhi, Sunan, Manaqib:141, no. 3954; Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, v:185; al-
Hakim, al-Mustadrak, 1i:229.

21 As-Suynti, al-Igan, i:173.

22 Qur’an 16:90.

23 Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, iv:218, no. 17947; see also as-Suyiiti, al-ligan, i:173.

2¢ Qur’an 2:281.

25 Al-Bagqillani, al-Intisar, p. 176.

% ibid, p. 176.

27 Sham is the name given to present-day Syria, Jordan and Lebanon.
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upon it.”? In this hadith we again note that the Prophet was super-
vising the compilation and arrangement of verses.

* Finally we have the clearest evidence of all, that of reciting suras
in the five daily prayers. No public recital can occur if the sequence
of verses has not been universally agreed upon, and there is no
known incident of a congregation disagreeing with its imam on
his sequence of verses, whether in the Prophet’s era or our own.
In fact, the Prophet would occasionally recite entire stiras during
the Jumu‘a (Friday) sermon as well.?

Further support is given by numerous hadiths which demonstrate that
the Companions were familiar with the beginning and end points of stiras.

« The Prophet remarked to ‘Umar, “The concluding verses of Sira
an-Nisa’ would alone be sufficient for you [in resolving certain cases
of inheritance].”%?

* Abu Mas‘ud al-Badri reports that the Prophet said, “The final two
verses from Sira al-Bagara will suffice for whoever recites them at
night.”%!

 Ibn ‘Abbas recalls, “Spending the night in my aunt Maimiina’s house
[wife of the Prophet], I heard the Prophet stirring up from his sleep
and reciting the final ten verses from Sira Ali-Tmrin.”%?

. The Arrangement of Siras

Some references allege that the Mushafs (i~ Las: compiled copies of the
Qur’an)* used by Ubayy bin Ka‘b and Ihn Mas‘id exhibited discrepancies
in their arrangement of siiras, based on the universal norm. But nowhere
do we find any reference to a disagreement in the ordering of verses within
a particular sura. The Qur’an’s unique format allows each stira to function
as an independent unit; no chronology or narrative carries over from one
to the next, and therefore any change in the sequence of siras is purely
superficial. Such were these discrepancies, if indeed they did exist, that
the message of the Qur’an remained inviolate. Variations in word order or
the sequence of verses would be a different matter altogether —a profound
alteration that thankfully not even the best-known variant Mushafs can
make claims to.

28 Al-Baqillani, al-Intisar, pp. 176-7.

29 Muslim, Sahih, Jumu'‘a:52.

30 Muslim, Sahth, al-Fara’id:9.

31 Al-Bukhari, Safih, Fada'il al-Qur’an:10.

32 Al-Bukhari, Sakih, al-Wudii':37; Muslim, Sakif, Musafirin, no. 182. For details
see Muslim, Kitab at-Tamy?z, edited by M.M. al-A‘zami, pp. 183-5.

33 Literally a collection of sheets, here meaning sheets of parchment containing
the Qur’an. See pp. 84-85.
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Scholars unanimously agree that to follow the siira order in the Qur’an
is not compulsory, whether in prayer, recitation, learning, teaching or mem-
orisation.?* Each sira stands alone, and the latter ones do not necessarily
possess greater legal bearing than their earlier counter-parts; sometimes
an abrogated (z~+: naskh) verse appears in a siira that is subsequent to
the stira containing the verse that replaces it. Most Muslims begin mem-
orising the Qur’an from the end, starting from the shortest stras (Nos.
114, 113, ...) and working backwards. The Prophet once recited the Saras
of al-Bagara, an-Nis@’ then Al-Tmran (suras No. 2, 4 and 3, respectively)
within a single rak‘a (i5,),% contrary to their order of appearance in the
Qur’an.

As far as | am aware, there are no fadiths in which the Prophet delineates
the order of all the stiras. Opinions differ, and can be summarised as follows:

1. The arrangement of all the siiras, as it stands, harkens back to the
Prophet himself:3 This is the opinion that I subscribe to. The counter-
view disagrees with this, citing that the Mushafs of certain Com-
panions (such as Ibn Mas‘td and Ubayy b. Ka‘b) supposedly differ
in siira order from the Mughaf presently in our hands.”

2. Some believe that the entire Qur’an was arranged by the Prophet
except for siira no. 9, which was placed by ‘Uthman.*

3. Another view credits the arrangement of all siiras to Zaid b. Thabit,
Caliph ‘Uthmian and the Prophet’s Companions. Al-Baqillani adheres
to this notion.*

4. Ibn ‘Atiyya supports the view that the Prophet arranged some of
the stras while the rest were arranged by the Companions.?

ui. The Arrangement of Siras in Some Partial Mushafs

Muslim scholarly opinion unanimously holds that the present arrangement
of siiras is identical to that of ‘Uthman’s Mushaf.*! Anyone desiring to
copy the Qur’an in its entirety has to follow that sequence, but for those
who seek to copy only particular stiras, following the arrangement outlined
in ‘Uthman’s Mushaf is no longer necessary. An analogous situation occurs
when | travel by air: I like to take my work with me but, not wanting to

34 Al-Baqillani, al-Intisar, p. 167.

35 Muslim, Sahzh, Musafirin, no. 203.

36 See as-Suyiti, al-ligan, i:176-77; see also Abi Dawiid, Sunan, no. 786.

37 See Chapter 13, which is specially devoted to Mushaf of Tbn Mas‘ad.

38 As-Suyati, al-figan, i:177, quoting al-Baihaqi, Madkkal; see also Abi Dawiid,
Sunan, no. 786.

39 Al-Baqillani, al-Intisar, p. 166.

40 Tbn ‘Attyya, al-Muharrar al-Wajiz, i:34-35.

4l See Chapter 7.



74 THE HISTORY OF THE QUR’ANIC TEXT

carry bulky volumes in my suitcase, I simply photocopy those portions
that I need during my trip.

In the early days Mushafs were scribed on parchment of course, usually
much heavier than paper, so that a full Mushaf may have weighed a few
kilograms. And we have many examples (for instance the Yemeni collection;
see Figures 5.1-5.2) where the Qur’an is written in such large calligraphy
that an entire Mushaf’s thickness would easily exceed one metre.

Figure 5.1: A parchment from the Yemeni collection. Dimensions are ~
18cm x 13cm. Courtesy: National Archive Museum of Yemen.

Figure 5.2: Another parchment from the Yement collection. Dimensions are
~ 13cm x 8em. Courtesy: National Archive Museum of Yemen
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Taking the Mushaf that is printed by the King Fahd complex in Madinah
as a standard, we find that it contains some six hundred pages (approx-
imately 9,000 lines). Interestingly, the entire text of the parchment in Figure
5.2 is half a line in the Mushaf printed at Madinah, meaning that an
entire Mushaf written on that scale would require 18,000 pages. Voluminous
calligraphy is by no means rare, but it does generally indicate that the
Mushaf consisted of no more than a handful of siiras. Library shelves
throughout the world are filled with partially written Qur’ans; listed
below are a few dozen examples from just a single library, the Salar Jung
Museum*? in Hyderabad, India.

| : —
Mm;\l;sm‘b t| No. of Order of suras Date
b. suras
244 29 36, 48, 55, 56, 62, 67, 75, 76, 78, 93, | ¢. Early 11th
94, 72,97 and 99-114
246 16 62 (first 8 ayahs only), 110, 1, 57, 113, | ¢. An early 10th,
56, 94, 114, 64, 48, 47,89, 112, 36, | and late 11th
78 and 67 century copy
947 10 1,36,48,56,67,78, 109 and 112-114
248 9 73,51, 67, 55,62, 109 and 112-114 1076 AH.
(=1666 C.E.)
249 9 17,18, 37, 44, 50, 69, 51, 89 and 38 | 1181 AH.
(=1767 C.E.)
250 9 20, 21, 22, 63 and 24-28 ¢. Early 12th
251 8 6, 36, 48, 56, 62, 67, 76 and 78 ¢. Farly 11th
j 252 8 1,6, 18, 34, 35, 56, 67 and 78 ¢. Early 11th
255 8 1, 36, 48, 55, 67, 73, 56 and 78 c. Barly 14th
253 8 36, 48, 56, 62,67, 71, 73 and 78 c. Late 11th
254 7 1, 55, 56, 62, 68, 73 and 88 c. Late 12th
256 7 36, 48, 78, 56, 67, 55 and 73 ¢. Early 11th
257 7 36, 48, 78, 67, 56, 73 and 62 ¢. Mid 11th
258 7 18, 32, 36, 48, 56, 67 and 78 ¢. Late 11th
‘ 259 7 18, 36, 37, 48, 56, 67 and 78 c. Late 11th
260 7 36, 48, 56, 67, 78, 55 and 62 ¢. Late 12th
261 7 36, 48, 78, 56, 67, 55 and 73 ¢. Late 13th
262 6 1, 36, 48, 56, 67 and 78 1115 AH.
) (=1704 C.E.)

42 Muhammad Ashraf, 4 Catalogue of Arabic Manuscripts in Salar Jung Museum &
Library, pp. 166-234.
43 Some Mushafs had the scribing date written on them, while others are undated.

For the latter, I copied the approximate date (A.H.) as per the catalogue and preceded
it with the circa symbol.
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Ma%;mp ! ]u:szra(,)sf Order of suras Date |

263 6 |36, 48, 55, 56, 67 and 63 1278 A1 (<1862 C.E) |

264 6* 11,36,48,56, 78 and 67 ¢. Early 10th ‘

265 6% |18,36,71,78, 56 and 67 ¢. Late 13th

266 6 36, 55, 56, 62, 63 and 78 989 AH. (=1581 G.E) |

267 5 36, 48, 56, 67 and 78 1075 AH. (=1664 C.E.)

268 5 36, 48, 56, 67 and 78 1104 A.H. (=1692 C.E)

270 5 36, 48, 56, 67 and 78 1106 A.H. (=1694 C.E)

271 5 36, 48, 67, 72 and 78 1198 AH. (=1783 C.E)

272 5 36, 48, 56, 67 and 78 1200 A.H. (=1786 C.E.)

273 5 36, 48, 55, 56 and 67 1237 A.H.

275 5 36, 78, 48, 56 and 67 626 A.H. (1228 C.E.).

279 5 36, 48, 56, 67 and 78 Copied by Yaqut al- |
Musta‘sirni

280 5 1,6, 18, 34 and 35 1084 A.H. (1673 C.E)

| 281 5 36, 48, 56, 59 and 62 c. Early 10th

282 5 1,6, 18, 34 and 35 ¢. Early 10th

284 5 6, 36, 48, 56 and 67 ¢. Late 10th

296 5 18, 36, 44, 67 and 78 ¢. Early 12th

| 308 4 6, 18, 34 and 35 ¢. Early 9th

1310 4 169 ¢. Barly 12th

We can conclude that anyone desiring to scribe a partial Mushaf
would have felt at liberty to place the siiras in whichever order he saw fit.

4. Conclusion

By understanding the need to document every verse, the Muslim community
(already swelling with the ranks of the fuffaz) was setting up both an aid
to memorisation, and a barrier to shield the text from corruptive influences.
Even the grind of Makkan oppression could not dampen this resolve, and
when the Muslims at last enjoyed the prosperity of Madinah the entire
nation, literate and illiterate alike, took this task to heart. At the centre of
this nation resided its energising focal point, the final Messenger, dictating,
explaining, and arranging every verse through the divine inspiration which
was his privilege alone, till all the pieces were in place and the Book was
complete. How the sacred text fared after the Prophet’s death, and how
the nation shunned complacency and exerted renewed efforts to ensure

the Qur

Jem Y

an’s integrity, are the focuses of our next chapter.

4+ Six soras with some supplications in accordance with the Shiite creed.

45 In addition to some supplications in accordance with the Shiite creed.



CHAPTER SI1X

THE WRITTEN COMPILATION OF THE QUR’AN

Though the Prophet enlisted all possible measures to preserve the Quran,
he did not bind all the siiras together into one master volume, as evidenced
by Zaid bin Thabit’s statement that,

Legh b paom OB Sy ) ad
“The Prophet was taken [from this life] whilst the Qur’an had not yet
been gathered into a book.”

Note the usage of the word ‘gathered’ rather than ‘written’. Commenting
on this, al-Khattabi says, “This quote refers to [the lack of] a specific book
with specific traits. The Qur’an had indeed been written down in its entirety
during the Prophet’s lifetime, but had not been collected together nor were
the stras arranged.”?

Setting up a master volume might have proved challenging; any divine
naskh (=-i: abrogation) revealed subsequently; affecting the legal provisions
or wordings of certain verses, would have required proper inclusion. And a
loose page format greatly simplified the insertion of new verses and new
stiras, for the revelations did not cease until a short time before the Prophet’s
death. But with his death the wafy ended forever: there would be no more
verses, abrogations or rearrangements, so that the situation lent itself perfectly
for the compilation of the Qur’an into a single, unified volume. No hesitation
was felt in arriving at this decision; prudence compelled the community
to hasten in this task, and Allah guided the Companions to serve the Qur’an
in such fashion as to fulfil His promise of forever preserving His Book,

e B AT EiT S A
i ohad A1 B3 TS 2 0
“We have, without doubt, sent down the message; and We will assuredly
guard it (from corruption).”

! Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:12; see also al-Bukhari, Sakzh, Jam'i al-Qur'an, hadith
no. 4986.

2 As-Suyiiti, al-Tigan, i:164.

3 Qur'an 15:9.
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1. Comprlation of the Quran During Abu Bakr’s Reign
i. Appointment of Zaid bin Thabit as Compiler of the Qur’an
Zaid reports,

Abt Bakr sent for me at a ime when the Yamama battles had witnessed
the martyrdom of numerous Companions. I found ‘Umar bin al-Khattab
with him. Aba Bakr began, “‘Umar has just come to me and said, ‘In
the Yamama battles death has dealt most severely with the qurra’,* and
I fear it will deal with them with equal severity in other theatres of war.
As a result much of the Qur’an will be gone (07,3 ad;). T am therefore
of the opinion that you should command the Qur’an be collected.”
Abi Bakr continued, “I said to ‘Umar, ‘How can we embark on what
the Prophet never did?” ‘Umar replied that it was a good deed regardless,
and he did not cease replying to my scruples until Allah reconciled me
to the undertaking, and I became of the same mind as him. Zaid, you
are young and intelligent, you used to record the revelations for the
Prophet, and we know nothing to your discredit. So pursue the Qur’an
and collect it together.” By Allah, had they asked me to move a mountain
it could not have been weightier than what they requested of me now.
I asked them how they could undertake what the Prophet had never
done, but AbTi Bakr and ‘Umar insisted that it was permissible and good.
They did not cease replying to my scruples until Allah reconciled me
to the undertaking, the way Allah had already reconciled Abt Bakr and
‘Umar.’

On being convened Zaid accepted the momentous task of supervising
the committee and ‘Umar, who had proposed the project, agreed to lend
his full assistance.®

u. Zaid bin Thabit’s Credentials

In his early twenties at the time, Zaid had been privileged enough to live
in the Prophet’s neighbourhood and serve as one of his most visible scribes.
He was also among the fuffdz, and the breadth of these credentials made
him an outstanding choice for this task. Abfi Bakr as-Siddiq listed his quali-
fications in the narration above:

1. Zaid’s youth (indicating vitality and energy).

4 Qurra’ [literally: reciters] is another term for the fuffaz, those who had completely
memorised the Qur'an. The qurra’, in their piety, always fought in the front lines during
combat and hence suffered greater losses than other soldiers.

5 Al-Bukhari, $ahif, Jam al-Qur’an, hadith no. 4986; see also Tbn Abi Dawiad,
al-Masahif, pp. 6-9.

6 See Ibn Abi Dawid, al-Masahif, p. 6.
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2. His irreproachable morals. Aba Bakr specifically said «hegsi¥»: “We
do not accuse you of any wrongdoing.”

3. His intelligence (indicating the necessary competence and awareness).

His prior experience with recording the wahy.”

5. I'may add one more point to his credit: Zaid was one of the fortunate
few who attended the Archangel Jibril’s recitations with the Prophet
during Ramadan.?

e

71, Abit Bakr’s Instructions to Zaid bin Thabit

Let me quote a brief case brought before Abd Bakr while he was Caliph.
An elderly woman approached him asking for her share in the inheritance
of her deceased grandson. He replied that the amount of a grandmother’s
share was not mentioned in the Qur’an, nor did he recall the Prophet
making any statements regarding this. Inquiring of those in attendance,
he received an answer from al-Mughira who, standing up, said he had been
present when the Prophet stated that a grandmother’s share was one-sixth.
Abi Bakr asked if any others could corroborate al-Mughira, to which
Mubammad bin Maslama testified in the affirmative. Carrying the matter
beyond the realm of doubt meant that Abl Bakr had to request verification
before acting on al-Mughira’s statement.” In this regard Aba Bakr (and
subsequently ‘Uthman, as we shall see) were simply following the Qur’an’s
edict concerning witnesses:

> e /,/
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“O_you who have attained to_faith! Whenever you give or take credit for a
stated term, set it down in writing. ... And call upon two of your men to
act as witnesses; and if two men are not available, then a man and two
women _from among such as are acceptable to you as witnesses, so that if

7 See al-Bukhari, Sahih, Jam‘i al-Qur’an, hadith no. 4986; also Ibn Abi Dawiid,
al-Masahif, p. 8.

8 ‘Tahir al-Jaza'ir, at-Zibyan, p. 126; see also A. Jeffery (ed.), al-Mabani, p. 25.

9 Malik, al- Muwate’, al-Fra’id:4, p. 513.
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one of them should make a mistake, the other could remind her. And the
wilnesses must not refuse [to give evidence] whenever they are called upon.™°

This law of witness played an essential role in the Qur’an’s compilation
(as well as in hadith methodology), and constituted the very core of Abti
Bakr’s instructions to Zaid. Ibn Hajar relates:

i el JB SO Ol el e Gy e alim b e Ll 5 gl T ol ey
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Abi Bakr told ‘Umar and Zaid, “Sit at the entrance to the [Prophet’s]
Mosque. If anyone brings you a verse from the Book of Allah along
with two witnesses, then record it.”!1

Ibn Hajar comments on what Abii Bakr may have meant by ‘witness’:
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As if what was meant by two witnesses were memory [backed by] the
written word. Or, two witnesses to testify that the verse was written
verbatim in the Prophet’s presence. Or, meaning they would testify
that it was one of the forms in which the Qur'an was revealed. The
intention was to accept only what had been written in the Prophet’s
presence, not relying on one’s memory alone.

The second opinion finds the most favour with me: acceptance of only
those materials which, according to the sworn testimony of two others, had
been written in the Prophet’s very presence. Ibn Hajar’s statement affirms
this view, that “Zaid was unwilling to accept any written material for con-
sideration unless two Gompanions bore witness that the man received his
dictation from the Prophet himself.”!3 .

Welow olal 5 an gl o»

According to Professor Shauqi Daif] Bilal bin Rabah paced the streets
of Madinah requesting the attendance of any Companion who possessed
verses rccorded by the Prophet’s own dictation.'

10 Qur'an 2:282. The decree of substituting two women for one man may be due
to the former’s lesser fluency with general business procedures. See Muhammad Asad’s
translation of the Qur’an, Sira 2 footnote 273.

11 Tbn Abi Dawad, al-Masakif, p. 6; see also Ion Hajar, Fathul Bas, ix:14.

12 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:14-15.

13 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:14. For the sources of collecting materials, see al-Bukhari,
Sahik, hadith no. 4986.

1% Shauqi Daif, Kitab as-Sab‘a of Ibn Mujakid, Introduction, p. 6.
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1. How Zaid bin Thabit Utilised the Written Materials

The normal procedure in collating manuscripts is for the editor to compare
different copies of the same work, though naturally not all copies will be of
equal value. In outlining manuscript gradations, which are most dependable
and which are worthless, Bergstrisser set out a few rules among the most
important of which are:

1. Older copies are generally more reliable than newer ones.

2. Copies that were revised and corrected by the scribe, through com-
parison with the mother manuscript, are superior to those which
lack this.!®

3. If the original is extant, any copy scribed from this loses all signif-
icance.!6

Blachére and Sauvaget reiterate this third point: should the author’s

original autograph exist, or a copy revised by the author, then the value
of all other copies is negated.!” Likewise, in the absence of the author’s
original, any duplicate whose mother copy is available is discarded.

<Autographed CopD

Figure 6.1: The lineage tree for an author’s autographed text

Suppose that a manuscript’s lineage follows the tree above. Consider

these two scenarios:

* Assume that the original author only produced a single edition of
his book. There were no second editions, or emendations to the first.
Three manuscripts of this work are uncovered: (1) the autographed
original (an entire copy written in the author’s hand); (2) a single
manuscript which was scribed from the author’s original (4 for
example); and (3) another manuscript which is very late (L perhaps).
Obviously the second and third manuscripts are worthless and
cannot be taken into consideration when editing the work, since
neither of them is of equal status to the original author’s hand-
written copy.

15 Bergstrasser, Usill Nagd an-Nusiis wa Nashr al-Kutub (in Arabic), Cairo, 1969, p. 14.

16 ibid, p. 20.

17 R. Blachére et J. Sauvaget, Régles pour editions et traductions de textes arabes. Arabic
translation by al-Miqdad, p. 47.
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* Again, assume a single edition of the book. Failing to locate the
autographed copy however, the editor is forced to rely on three
other manuscripts. Two manuscripts, written by the original author’s
students, we designate as 4 and B. The third manuscript X'is copied
from B. Here X has no value. The editor must depend entirely on
A4 and B, and cannot discard either of them since both have equal
bearing.

Such are the underpinnings of textual criticism and editing as established
by Orientalists in the 20th century. Fourteen centuries ago, however, Zaid
did precisely this. The Prophet’s sojourn in Madinah had been a time of
intense scribal activity: many Companions possessed verses which they
had copied from the parchments of friends and neighbours. By limiting
himself to the verses transcribed under the Prophet’s supervision, Zaid
ensured that all of the material he was examining was of equal status, thereby
guaranteeing the highest attainable accuracy. Having memorised the Qur’an
and scribed much of it while seated before the Prophet, his memory and
his writings could only be compared with material of the same standing,
not with second- or third-hand copies.'® Hence the insistence of Abii Bakr,
‘Umar and Zaid on first-hand material only, with two witnesses to back
this claim and assure ‘equal status’.

Spurred on by the zeal of its organisers, this project blossomed into a
true community effort:

» Caliph Abi Bakr issued a general invitation (or one may say, a

decree) for every eligible person to participate.

* The project was carried out in the Prophet’s Mosque, a central
gathering place.

» Following the Caliph’s instructions, “‘Umar stood at the gates of
the Mosque and announced that anyone possessing written verses
dictated from the Prophet must bring them. Bilal announced the
same thing throughout the streets of Madinah.

v Zaid bin Thabit and the Use of Oral Sources

[t appears that while the focus lay on the written word, once the primary
written source was found — whether parchment, wooden planks, or palm
leaves («—ll} efc. — the writings were verified not only against each other
but also against the memories of Companions who had learned directly
from the Prophet. By placing the same stringent requirements for accep-
tance of both the written and memorised verse, equal status was preserved.

18 In establishing any text, it is academically unacceptable to compare between
different grades of manuscripts.
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In any case Zaid alludes to people’s memories: “So 1 gathered the Qur’an
from various parchments and pieces of bone, and from the chests of men
(Jbx Y 4 sa5) [i.e. their memories].” Az-Zarakhshi comments,

This statement has lead a few to suppose that no one had memorised
the Qur’an in its entirety during the Prophet’s lifetime, and that claims
of Zaid and Ubayy bin Ka‘b having done so are unfounded. But this is
erroneous. What Zaid means in fact is that he sought out verses from
scattered sources, to collate them against the recollections of the huffaz.
In this way everyone participated in the collection process. No one
possessing any portion of it was left out, and so no one had reason for
expressing concern about the verses collected, nor could anyone complain
that the text had been gathered from only a select few.'?

Ibn Hajar draws special attention to Zaid’s statement, “I found the last
two verses of Sirra at-Bard’a with Abti Khuzaima al-Ansari,” as demonstrating
that Zaid’s own writings and memorisation were not deemed sufficient.
Everything required verification.? Ibn Hajar further comments,
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Abi Bakr had not authorised him to record except what was already
available [on parchment]. That is why Zaid refrained from including
the final ayah of Sira Bar@’a until he came upon it in written form,
even though he and his fellow Companions could recall it perfectly
well from memory.

vi. Authentication of the Qur’an: The Case of
the Last Two Verses from Siira Bara’a

Tawatur (3 5) is a common word in the Islamic lexicon; for example, that
the Qur’an has been transmitted by tawatur or that a certain text has be-
come established through tawatur. It refers to gathering information from
multiple channels and comparing them, so that if’ the overwhelming majority
agrees on one reading than that gives us assurance and the reading itself
acquires authenticity. While no scholarly consensus exists on the number
of channels or individuals needed to attain tawatur, the gist is to achieve
absolute certainty and the prerequisites for this may differ based on time,

19 Az-Zarakhshi, Burhan, 1:238-239.
20 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:13.
21 bid ix:13.
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place, and the circumstances at hand. Scholars generally insist on at least
half a dozen channels while preferring that this figure be much higher,
since greater numbers make falsification less likely and more difficult.

So we return to Sira Bard'a, where the two concluding verses were verified
and entered into the Sufuf based solely on Abii Khuzaima’s parchment
(and the obligatory witnesses), backed by the memories of Zaid and some
other Auffaz. But in a matter as weighty as the Qur’an how can we accept
one scrap of parchment and a few Companions’ memories as sufficient
grounds for tawatur? Suppose that in a small class of two or three students
a professor recites a short, memorable poem and we, directly after the
lecture, individually quiz every student about it; if’ they all recite the same
thing then we have our absolute certainty that this is what the professor
taught. The same can be extended to the written word or any combination
of written and oral sources, provided of course that no collusion has occurred
between the players, and this is a concept that I myself have demonstrated
in classrooms empirically. Such was the case with Siga BarZ'a in that the
unanimity of the sources on hand, relatively meagre though they were,
provided enough grounds for certainty. And to counter any fears of collusion
there is a logical argument: these two verses do not hold anything new
theologically, do not speak praise of a particular tribe or family, do not
provide information that is not available elsewhere within the Qur'an. A
conspiracy to invent such verses is irrational because no conceivable benefit
could have arisen from fabricating them.” Under these circumstances
and given that Allah personally vouches for the Companions’ honesty in
His Book, we can infer that there was indeed sufficient tawatur to sanction
these verses.

vit. Placement of the Suhuf into the State Archives

Once complete, the compiled Qur’an was placed in the ‘state archives’
under the custodianship of Abt Bakr.?®* His contribution, we can sum-
marise, was to collect all first-hand Qur’anic fragments, then scattered
about Madinah, and arrange for their transcription into a master volume.
This compilation was termed Sufuf. It is a plural word (i literally,
sheets of parchment), and I believe it bears a different connotation from the
singular Mugshaf ( i=a~: which now designates a written copy of the Qur’an).
At the conclusion of Zaid’s efforts all siiras and all verses therein were
properly arranged, most likely penned using the prevalent Madanite script

22 See pp. 290-1 for an instance of fabrication where the passage has tremendous
theological importance.

23 Al-Bukhari, Sahth, Fada'il al-Qur'an:3; Aba ‘Ubaid, Fad@d, p. 281; at-Tirmidhi,
Sunan, hadith no. 3102.
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and spelling conventions ( j4l! 3 o)) as he was a native son of Madinah.
But it seems that sheets of unequal size were used for this task, resulting
in what may have been a disorderly heap of parchments. Thus the plural
appellation Sufuf. A mere fifteen years later, when Caliph ‘Uthman sought
to dispatch copies to the far corners of the expanding Muslim realms, the
revenues from military conquests had greatly enhanced the availability of
quality parchments and he was able to adopt books of equal sheet sizes.
These came to be known as Mushafs.

2. ‘Umar’s Role in the Spread of the Qur'an

Appointing ‘Umar as the next Caliph on his deathbed, Aba Bakr entrusted
his successor with the Sufuf?* Aside from decisive victories on the battlefield,
‘Umar’s reign was marked by the Qur’an’s rapid spread beyond the confines
of the Arabian Peninsula. He dispatched at least ten Companions to Basra
for the purpose of teaching the Qur’an,? and likewise sent Ibn Mas‘ad
to Kiifa.?® When a man subsequently informed ‘Umar that there was a
person in Kiifa dictating the Holy Qur’an to them solely by heart, ‘Umar
became furious to the point of madness. But discovering the culprit to be
none other than Ibn Mas‘id, and recalling his competence and abilities,
he calmed down and regained his composure.

Significant information also exists about the spread of the Qur’an in
Syria. Yazid bin Abti Sufyan, Syria’s governor, complained to ‘Umar about
the masses of Muslims requiring education in Qur’an and Islamic matters,
and urgently requesting him for teachers. Selecting three Companions for
this mission — Mu‘4adh, ‘Ubada, and Abii ad-Darda’ — ‘Umar instructed
them to proceed to Hims where, after achieving their objectives, one of
them would journey on to Damascus and another to Palestine. When this
triumvirate was satisfied with its work in Hims, Abt ad-Darda’ continued
on to Damascus and Mu‘adh to Palestine, leaving ‘Ubada behind. Mu‘adh
died soon afterwards, but Abt ad-Darda’ lived in Damascus for a long time
and established a highly reputable circle, the students under his tutelage
exceeding 1600.%” Dividing his pupils into groups of ten, he assigned a
separate instructor for each and made his rounds to check on their progress.
Those passing this elementary level then came under his direct instruction,
so that the more advanced students enjoyed the dual privileges of studying
with Abii ad-Darda’ and functioning as intermediary teachers.?

2t Aba ‘Ubaid, Fadz’il, p. 281.

25 See ad-Darimi, Sunan, i:135, edited by Dahman.
26 Tbn Sa'd, Tabagat, vi:3.

27 Adh-Dhahabi, Seyar al-Alam an-Nubald’, 1i:344-46.
28 ibid, i1:346.
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The same method was applied elsewhere. Abti Raja’ al-‘Ataradi states
that Abti Misa al-Ash‘ari separated his students into groups within the
Basra Masjid,? supervising nearly three hundred.*

In the capital, ‘Umar sent Yazid b. ‘Abdullzh b. Qusait to teach the Qur’an
to the outlying Bedouins,?! and designated Abti Sufyan as an inspector, to
proceed to their tribes and discover the extent to which they had learned.?
He also appointed three Companions in Madinah to teach the children,
each with a monthly salary of fifteen dirhams,* and advised that everyone
(including adults) be taught in easy sets of five verses.®*

Stabbed by Aba Lo’'lt’a (a Christian slave from Persia)® towards the
end of 23 A H., ‘Umar refused to nominate a caliph, leaving the decision
to the people and in the meantime entrusting the Sufuf to Hafsa, the
Prophet’s widow.

3. Conclusion

In serving the Qur’an Abt Bakr acquitted himself most admirably, heeding
its mandate of two witnesses for establishing authenticity,* and applying
this rule to the Qur’an’s own compilation. The result, though written on
rudimentary parchments of varying size, constituted as sincere an effort
as possible to preserve the Words of Allzh. Decisive victories beyond Arabia’s
desert boundaries pushed the frontiers of Islamic education to Palestine
and Syria; ‘Umar’s reign witnessed the blossoming of schools for the
memorisation of the Qur’an in both the parched sands of Arabia and the
rich soils of the fertile crescent. But a new concern clouded the horizon
during the ‘Uthmani Caliphate, and Zaid bin Thabit’s endeavours, as it
turned out, were not to end with the passing of Abt Bakr.

29 Al-Baladhuri, Ansab al-Ashraf, 1:110; Ibn Durais, Fada’s, p. 36; al-Hakim, al-
Mustadrak, 11:220.

30 Al-Faryabi, Fada’il al-Qur'an, p. 129.

31 Ibn al-Kalbi, Jamhrat an-Nasab, p. 143; Ibn Hazm, Jamhrat al-Ansab, p. 182.

32 Tbn Hajar, al-Isaba, 1:83, no. 332.

33 Al-Baihaqfi, Sunan al-Kubra, vi:124.

34 Ibn Kathir, Fad@’il, vii:495.

35 William Muir, Annals of the Early Caliphate, p. 278.

36 Qur’an 2:282.



CHAPTER SEVEN

‘UTHMAN’S MUSHAF

During the reign of ‘Uthman, selected by popular pledge (&) as the third
Caliph, Muslims engaged in jihad to the reaches of Azerbaijan and Armenia
in the north. Hailing from various tribes and provinces, these fighting forces
possessed sundry dialects and the Prophet, out of necessity, had taught
them to recite the Qur'an in their own dialects, given the difficulty of having
them abandon their native tongues so suddenly. But the resultant differ-
ences in pronunciation now began producing breaches and conflict within
the community.

1. Disputes in Recitation and ‘Uthman’s Response

Hudhaifa bin al-Yaman went to ‘Uthman directly from the Azerbaijani
and Armenian frontier where, having united forces from Iraq with others
from Syria, he had observed regional differences over the pronunciation
of the Qur’an — differences which had caused friction. “O Caliph”, he
advised, “take this umma [community] in hand before they differ about
their Book like the Christians and Jews.”!

Such disagreements were not altogether new, for ‘Umar had anticipated
this danger during his caliphate. Having sent Ibn Mas‘ad to Iraq, and
discovered him teaching in the dialect of Hudhail? (as Ibn Mas‘ad had
originally learned it), ‘Umar rebuked him:
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The Qur’an was revealed in the dialect of Quraish (), so teach

according to the dialect of Quraish and not that of Hudhail.

Ibn Hajar’s comments are valuable in this regard. “For a non-Arab
Muslim who desires to read the Qur’an”, he says, “the most propitious
choice is to read according to the Quraishi ( ;- 3) dialect. That is indeed
best for him [as all Arabic dialects for him will be of equal difficulty].”*

U Al-Bukharf, Safif, hadith no. 4987; AbG ‘Ubaid, Fuda's, p. 282. There are many
other reports concerning this problem.

2 One of the major tribes in the Arabian Peninsula at the time.

3 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bar, ix:9, quoting Ab@ Dawtd.

4 9bid, 1x:27.
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Hudhaifa bin al-Yaman’s warning to the Caliph came in 25 A.H., and
that very year ‘Uthman resolved to end these disputes. Assembling the
people, he explained the problem and sought their opinion on recital in
different dialects, keeping in mind that sore might claim a particular
dialect as superior based on their tribal affihations.” When asked for his
own opinion he replied (as narrated by ‘Ali bin Ab1 T4lib),
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“I see that we bring the people on a single Mushaf {with a single
dialect] so that there is neither division nor discord.” And we said, “An

excellent proposal”.

There are two narrations on how “‘Uthman proceeded with this task.
In the first of these (which is the more famous) he made copies relying
exclusively on the Sufuf kept in Hafsa’s custody, who was the Prophet’s
widow. A lesser-known narration suggests that he first authorised the com-
pilation of an independent Mushaf, using primary sources, before comparing
this with the Suhw/ Both versions concur that the Sufuy of Hafsa played a
critical role in the making of ‘Uthman’s Mushalf.

2. ‘Uthman Prepares a Mushaf Directly from the Subuf

According to the first report ‘Uthman concluded his deliberations and
retrieved the Sufyf from Hafsa, arranging immediately for the scribing of
duplicate copies. Al-Bara’ narrates,

So ‘Uthmin sent Hafsa a message stating, “Send us the Sufufso that
we may make perfect copies and then return the Sufuf back to you.”
Hafsa sent it to ‘Uthman, who ordered Zaid bin Thabit, ‘Abdullah bin
az-Zubair, Sa‘id bin al-‘As and ‘Abdur-Rahman bin al-Harith bin
Hisham to make duplicate copies. He told the three Quraishi men,
“Should you disagree with Zaid bin Thabit on any point regarding the
Qur'an, write it in the dialect of Quraish as the Qur'an was revealed
in their tongue.” They did so, and when they had prepared several
copies ‘Uthman returned the Suhufto Hafsa ...7

> See Tbn Abi Dawad, al-Magahif; p. 22. Different dates have been given for this
incident, ranging from 25-30 A.H. I have adopted Ibn Hajar’s stance. See as-Suyifi,
al-Ttgan, 1:170.

6 Tbn Abi Dawid, al-Masahif; p. 22. See also Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bari, x:402.

7 Tbn Hajar, Faifu! Bar, ix:11, hadith no. 4987; Ibn Abi Dawud, al-Masakif, pp.

19-20; Abd ‘Ubaid, Fada’il, p. 282.
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3. ‘Uthman Makes an Independent Copy of the Mushaf

i. Appointing a Committee of Twelve to Oversee the Task

The second account is somewhat more complex. Ibn Sirin (4. 110 A.H.)
reports,
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When “‘Uthman decided to collect (=) the Qur’an, he assembled a

commiittee of twelve from both the Quraish and the Ansar. Among
them were Ubayy bin Ka‘h and Zaid bin Thabit.

The identities of these twelve can be pieced together from various sources.
Al-Mu‘arrij as-Sadiisi states, “The newly-prepared Mushaf was shown to
(1) Sa‘id b. al-‘As b. Sa‘id b. al-‘As for proofreading;”® he further adds (2)
Nafi' b. Zuraib b. ‘Amr b. Naufal.’® Others include (3) Zaid b. Thabit, (4)
Ubayy b. Ka'b, (5) ‘Abdullah b. az-Zubair, (6) ‘Abdur-Rahman b. Hisham,
and (7) Kathir b. Aflah.!! Ibn Hajar lists a few more: (8) Anas b. Malik, (9)
‘Abdullah b. ‘Abbas, and (10) Malik b. Abi ‘Amir.'? And al-Bagillani com-
pletes the set: (11) ‘Abdullah b. ‘Umar, and (12) ‘Abdullah b. ‘Armr b. al-‘As.!3

. Arranging for an Autonomous Copy

‘Uthman commissioned these twelve to manage this task by collecting and
tabulating all the Qur’anic parchments written in the Prophet’s presence.!*
The great historian Ibn ‘Asakir (4. 571 A.H.) reports in his History of Damascus:

‘Uthman delivered a sermon and said, “The people have diverged in
their recitations, and I am determined that whoever holds any verses
dictated by the Prophet himself must bring them to me.” So the people
brought their verses, written on parchment and bones and leaves, and
anyone contributing to this pile was first questioned by ‘Uthman, “Did
you learn these verses [i.e. take this dictation] directly from the Prophet

8 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagat, iii/2:62. Note here that Ibn Sirin used the word s> (to collect).

9 Al-Mu'‘arrij as-Sadiisi, Kitzh Hadhfin min Nasab Quraish, p. 35.

10 4bid, p. 42.

11 Thn Abi Dawid, al-Masakif, pp. 20, 25-26.

12 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:19.

13 Al-Baqillani, al-Infisar (abridged), p. 358.

14 A detailed study of one of the personal Mushafs (see pp. 100-2) reveals that these
twelve were subdivided into more than one group, each engaged in dictation and
working independently.
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himself?” All contributors answered under oath, ' and all the collected
material was individually labelled and then handed to Zaid bin Thabit. ¢

Milik bin AbT ‘Amir relates,

I was among those upon whom the Mushaf was dictated [from the
written sources], and if any controversies arose concerning a particular
verse they would say, “Where is the scriber [of this parchment]? Precisely
how did the Prophet teach him this verse? And they would resume
scribing, leaving that portion blank and sending for the man in question
1o clarify his scribing.!’

Thus an independent copy gradually emerged, with the twelve setting
aside all uncertainties in spelling conventions so that ‘Uthman might attend
to these personally.'® Abii ‘Ubaid lists a few such cases. One uncertainty
for example lay mn the spelling of at-#abiit, whether to use an open ‘t’ (& )
or a closed one (5 »t). Hani” al-Barbari, a client of ‘Uthman, reports:
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I was with ‘Uthman when the committee was comparing the Mushaf.
He sent me to Ubayy bin Ka‘b with a sheep’s shoulder bone containing
three different words from three different siiras [a word each from 2:259,
30:30, and 86:17], asking him to revise the spellings. So Ubayy wrote
them down [with the revised spellings].

#i. ‘Uthman Retrieves the Suhuf from ‘A’isha for Comparison
‘Umar bin Shabba, narrating through Sawwar bin Shabib, reports:

Going in to see Tbn az-Zubair in a small group, | asked him why ‘Uthman
destroyed all the old copies of the Qur’an. ... He replied, “During ‘Umar’s

15 Thn Manzir, Mukhtasar Tarikh Dimashq, xvi:171-2; see also Ibn Abi Dawtid, al-
Masatif, pp. 23-24.

16 A, Jeffery (ed.), Mugaddimatan, p. 22. Labelling (e.g name of the scriber) may be
deduced from the statermnent of Malik in the next quotation.

17 Thn Abi Dawid, al-Masalidf, pp. 21-22.

18 Thn Abi Dawiid, al-Magakif, pp. 19, 25.

13 Qur'an 2:259.

20 Quran 30:30.

2L Qur’an 86:17.

2 Abu ‘Ubaid, Fuda'il, pp. 286-7.
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reign, an excessively talkative man approached the Caliph and told him
that the people were differing in their pronunciation of the Qur'an.
‘Umar resolved therefore to collect all copies of the Qur’an and stand-
ardise their pronunciation, but he suffered that fatal stabbing before he
could carry the matter any further. During ‘Uthman’s reign this same
man came to remind him of the issue, so ‘Uthman commissioned [his
independent] Mushaf. Then he sent me to [the Prophet’s widow] ‘A’isha
to retrieve the parchments upon which the Prophet had dictated the
Qur’an in its entirety. The independently-prepared Mushaf was then
checked against these parchments, and after the correction of all errors
he ordered that all other copies of the Qur'an be destroyed.” **

There are some useful details in this narration regarding the acquisition
of parchments from ‘A’isha’s custody, though by traditionist standards the
narrative chain is weak.?* The following report however lends strength to
the previous one. Ibn Shabba narrates on the authority of Hartn bin ‘Umar,
who relates that,

When ‘Uthman wanted to make an official copy, he asked ‘A’isha to
send him those parchments which were dictated by the Prophet and
which she kept in her house. He then ordered Zaid bin Thabit to correct
accordingly, as he himself was not free since he wanted to devote his

time to governing the people and judging among them.?

Similarly Ibn Ushta (4. 360 A.H./971 C.E.) reports in al-Magahif that
‘Uthman, resolving on an autonomous copy using primary sources, sent
to ‘A’isha’s house for the Suhuf. In this account a few differences were
found, with ‘Uthman’s copy being corrected as necessary.?6

Gathering these narratives together gives us the following: “‘Uthman pre-
pared an independent copy relying entirely on primary sources, which

included the Companions’ parchments along with additional material
held by ‘A’isha.?’

23 Tbn Shabba, Tarikh al-Madina, pp. 990-991; Also as-Suyiiti, al-ligan, 11:272, quoting
Ibn Ushtah’s al-Masakif-
24 One of the narrators is of very low repute (£ 2 : matruk).
25 Ibn Shabba, Tarkk al-Madina, p. 997.
26 As-Suyiti, al-Tigan, 1:272
27 This can also be concluded from the following fadiths in Sakil of al-Bukhari:
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Zaid bin Thabit reports that when he was compiling the Qur’an during the
reign of Abt Bakr, he could not locate two ayahs from the end of Siara Bard'a
till he found them with Abti Khuzaima al-Ansari, with no one else possessing
a first-hand copy. The completed Suluf were kept in Abii Bakr’s custody till
he passed away ... [al-Bukhari, Sahif, hadith no. 4986]. — cont.
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to. ‘Uthman Retrieves the Suhuf from Hafsa for Verification

Ibn Shabba reports,
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Kharija bin Zaid bin Thabit transmitted from his father, Zaid bin Thabit,
“While we were copying the Mushaf I missed an ayah (No. 23 from Sara al-
Ahzab) which 1 used to hear the Prophet reciting. We sought it until it was
found with Khuzaima bin Thabit al-Ansdri, and then inserted it into its
proper siira within the Mushaf.” [al-Bukhari, Sehzh, hadith no. 4988].

These two hadiths have caused confusion among some scholars, mainly due to
the proximity of the two names. Note that the two are distinct: Khuzaima and Abii
Khuzaima. Now if we read the hadiths carefully we see that Zaid used the word Sufuf
for the collection during Abiu Bakr’s reign, and the word Mushaf or Masahif (pl. of
Mushaf) for the work he did under ‘Uthman’s supervision. Thus we may safely
conclude that these are two different instances of compilation. (Note that in the
Sahih, kadith no. 4986 falls into the section concerning the Qur’an’s collection during
Abfi Bakr’s time, and no. 4988 during ‘Uthman’s.) If we consider the second
compilation to be Zaid’s work on an #ndependent copy of the Mushaf, then everything
becomes clear. On the other hand, if we assume that Zaid was simply making a
duplicate copy for ‘Uthman based on Abli Bakr’s Suhuf, not an autonomous copy,
then we must confront the awkward question of why Zaid was unable to locate verse
No. 23 from Sira al-Ahzab — since all the verses should have been right in front of him.
Of mterest also is that Zaid uses the first person singular pronoun in the first
narration and the plural ‘we’, indicating group activity, in the second. All of this
strongly bolsters the view that the second compilation was indeed an independent
endeavour.

28 Tbn Shabba, Tarikh al-Madma, pp. 1001-2.
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Zaid bin Thabit said, “When I was revising [ Uthman’s independent]
Mushaf I discovered that it lacked the dyah {... Jl, osesl) e}, s0 1
searched among the Muhajirin and the Angéar [for someone who had
written it in the Prophet’s presence], till I found it with Khuzaima bin
Thabit al-Angari. So I wrote it down. ... Then I revised once more, and
did not find anything [questionable]. ‘Uthman then sent to Hafsa and
asked to borrow the Sufiuyf which had been entrusted to her; she gave it
to him only after he vowed to return it. In comparing these two, I
found no discrepancies. So I gave it back to ‘Uthman and he, with an
elated spirit, ordered the people to make duplicate copies of the Mushaf.”

So this time the independent copy was rechecked against the official
Suhuf which resided with Hafsa.

One may wonder why Caliph “‘Uthman took the trouble to compile an
autonomous copy when the end product was to be compared with the Suhuf
anyway. The likeliest reason is a symbolic one. A decade earlier thousands
of Companions, engaged in the battles against apostasy in Yamama and
elsewhere, were unable to participate in the Sufuf’s compilation. In drawing
from a larger pool of written materials, ‘Uthman’s independent copy pro-
vided these surviving Companions with an opportunity to partake of this
momentous endeavour.

In the above account no inconsistencies were found between the Sufuf
and the independent Mushaf, and from this two broad conclusions emerge:
first, the Qur'anic text was thoroughly stable from the earliest days and
not (as some allege) fluid and volatile until the third century; and second,
the methods involved in compilation during both reigns were meticulous
and accurate.

4. The Sanctioning and Distribution of ‘Uthman’s Mushaf
i. The Final Copy Read to the Companions

This definitive copy, once verified against the Sulyf, was
«Olete (5 U el Jo 3 3 S
“read to the Companions in “‘Uthman’s presence.”?® With the final
recitation over, he dispatched duplicate copies for distribution throughout
the many provinces of the Islamic nation. His general injunction that
people “write down the Mushafs” suggests that he wanted the Companions
to make duplicate copies of the Mushaf for their own personal use.

29 Ibn Kathir, Fada’il, vii:450.
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. The Number of Certified Copies Made

How many copies did ‘Uthman distribute? According to some reports,
four: Kiifa, Basra, and Syria, with the last one being kept in Madinah;
another account adds Makkah, Yemen and Bahrain. Ad-Dani favours the
first report.?0 Prof. Shauqi Daif believes however that eight were made,
because ‘Uthman retained one for himself:*! In support of this, we know
that Khalid bin Iyas made a comparison between the Mushaf kept by
‘Uthman and the one prepared for Madinah,*? and so the premise of eight
copies seems the most logical. Al-Ya‘qabi, a Shiite historian, says that
‘Uthman sent Mushafs to Kafa, Basra, Madinah, Makkah, Egypt, Syria,
Bahrain, Yemen and al-Jazirah, for a total of nine.*® There is also evidence
that during the process of preparing these copies, some people scribed
additional ones for their own personal use. A study of one of these unofficial
copies is given in pp. 100-2.

2. ‘Uthman Burns All Other Manuscripts

With the task complete, the ink on the final copy dry, and duplicate copies
dispatched, there was no need for the numerous fragments of the Qur’an
circulating in people’s hands. So all such fragments were burned. Mus‘ab
bin Sa‘d asserts that the people were pleased with ‘Uthman’s decision; at
the very least no one voiced any objections.* Other reports confirm this
unanimous approval, including ‘Ali bin Abi Talib who says,
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By Allah, he did what he did with these fragments in the presence of
us all [z.e. and none of us objected].

. ‘Uthman Sends Reciters Along with Mushafs

No copy was sent forth without a gare’ ( ¢, reciter). These included Zaid
b. Thabit to Madinah, ‘Abdullah b. as-S2’ib to Makkah, al-Mughira b.
Shihab to Syria, ‘Amir b. ‘Abd Qais to Basra and Aba ‘Abdur-Rahman
as-Sulami to Kfifa. ‘Abdul-Fattah al-Qadi says:

30 Ad-Dani, al-Mugni, p. 19; see also Tbn Kathir (who favours seven), Fada’il, vii:445.
31 Shauqi Daif, Kitab as-Saba of Ibn Mujahid, introduction, p. 7.

32 See pp. 97-99.

33 Al-Ya'qabi, Zarikh, 1i:170.

34 Abii ‘Ubaid, Fada’il, p. 284; ad-Dan, al-Mugni', p. 18.

35 Tbn Abi Dawid, al-Masahif, p. 22; see also pp. 12, 23.
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“Each of these scholars recited to the people of his respective city in
the manner he had learned it through authenticated, multiple channels
going back to the Prophet, insofar as these channels lay in complete
agreement with each other and fit the Mushaf’s consonantal skeleton.
Any mode of recitation arriving through a single channel (or containing
verses that had been abrogated during the Prophet’s lifetime) was dis-
carded. Dispatching reciters with the Mushafs meant limiting the possi-
bilities that were compatible with the consonantal script to only those
that enjoyed authenticated and multiple backing.... Sending a scholar
with every Mushaf was, therefore, elucidating that proper recitation was
dependent on the learning through direct contact with teachers whose
transmission channels reached to the Prophet, not simply a product of
script or spelling conventions.”%

Early copies of ‘Uthman’s Mushaf were largely consonantal, frequently
dropping vowels and containing no dots,*® much like the image in Figure
7.1 which is taken from a Mushaf in the Hejazi script.®

These copies could be read erroneously in many different ways.* In
undertaking this second compilation, ‘Uthman’s main purpose was to elim-
inate all occasion for disputes in recitation; sending a Mushaf by itself, or
with a reciter at hiberty to devise any reading, was contrary to the unity
‘Uthman sought to establish within the populace. The existence of total
unity in the Qur’anic texts throughout the world for fourteen centuries,
between all countries and all divergent Muslim sects, is proof enough of
‘Uthman’s unparalleled success in gathering all Muslims upon a single text.

36 ‘Abdul-Fattah al-Qadi, “al-Qjra’at fi Nazar al-Mustashrigin wa al-Mulhidin”,
Majallat al-Azhar, vol. 43/2, 1391 (1971), p. 175.

37 The English rendering is not verbatim but is only meant to convey the narration’s
gist.

38 For a detail discussion on dots, see pp. 135-41.

39 Some of the first official ‘Uthmani Mushafs were most likely written in the Hejazi
script. There are a handful of Mushafs attributed to ‘Uthman worldwide [see pp.
315-8]. While it is impossible to confirm or deny such claims, given that the copies
themselves are mute on this point, such attributions may imply that they were actually
copied from one of the Mushafs dispatched by ‘Uthman.

40 One of the allegations is that the ‘Uthmani Mushaf being void of dots caused
divergences in the readings of the Qur'an. See Chapter 11 for a thorough analysis of
this subject.
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Figure 7.1: Example of a very early Mushaf written in the Hgazi script. Note the
lack of skeletal dots. Courtesy of the National Archive Museum of Yemen.

2. ‘Uthmin’s Instructions with the Mushafs He Sent

1. “‘Uthman decreed that all personal Mushafs differing from his own
should be burned, as failure to eliminate these would engender further
strife. Anas bin Malik reports,
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Sending each Muslim army its own Mushaf, ‘Uthman instructed
them to burn all other copies which differed from his.

Anas’ statement represents only one possible scenario out of many.
According to other narratives, ‘Uthman ordained that all earlier
copies were to be torn or burned.** In another account, by erasing
away the ink. Abd Qjlaba states, “‘Uthman wrote to every centre,
‘I...have erased what was in my possession, now erase what is in
yours’.”*? Once, a delegation travelled from Iraq to Madinah and
visited Ubayy’s son, informing him that they had journeyed with
great hardship solely to see Ubayy’s Mushaf. He replied that ‘Uthman
had taken it away. Perhaps thinking that he was simply reluctant,
they repeated their request and he repeated his answer.**

Ibn Hajar says that despite most reports incorporating the word
at-tahrig ( 5.~3\: burning), every possibility must be considered. The

41 Thn Abi Dawid, al-Maséfif, pp. 19-20; see also al-Bukhirt, Sahih, Bab Jam'i al-
Qur’an, hadith no. 4987; Ibn Kathir, Fada'tl, vii:442.

42 Tbn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:20.

3 b, ix:21.

44 Ibn Abi Dawtd, al-Masahif, p. 25.
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fate of each fragment rested with the individual possessing it: whether
to erase, tear, or burn.*® I believe one more possibility exists. Some
people may have chosen to compare their personal Mushafs with
‘Uthmin’s and, where differences appeared, to amend them. ‘Abdul-
Ala bin Hakam al-Kilabi’s statement bears this out:

“Entering the house of Aboi Msi al-Ash‘ari, I discovered him
in the company of Hudhaifa bin al-Yaman and ‘Abdullah bin
Mas‘0d on the top floor.... They were gathered around a Mushaf
sent by ‘Uthman, accompanied by an order to correct their own
copies in accordance with his. Abti Misa told them, ‘Whatever
you find in my Mushaf that is additional [to ‘Uthman’s], do not
remove it, and whatever you find missing, write it down.”*

2. ‘Uthman’s second injunction was not to recite against the script of
the Musghaf. The unanimous agreement to dispose of (or amend) all
earlier copies made ‘Uthman’s script and spelling the new standard,
from then on every Muslim learning the Qur’an had to conform with
the ‘Uthmani text. Where a person’s previous schooling was at odds
with this text, he was not granted leave to recite or teach in that di-
vergent manner.*” So what could such a person do? Attending an
official reciter’s circle was the simplest solution, to learn the Book in
accordance with the conditions laid and thereby regain the privileges
of teaching and recitation. ‘Uthman’s unparalleled success in this
regard is proof positive that his actions echoed the voice of the
community.

5. Studies on ‘Uthman’s Mushaf

Assurance in the Qur’an as the Word of Allah, and as the supreme source
of legislation and guidance for all entities, is a cornerstone of every Muslim’s
beliefs. This veneration impelled ‘Uthman’s contemporaries to quickly begin
scrutinising his Mushaf, trekking to the various locales which had received
copies and undertaking a word-by-word (in fact a letter-by-letter) inspection,
to uncover any disparities between the copies he had dispatched. Many
books were penned on this subject, but I will confine myself to just one.

Khalid b. Iyas b. Sakhr b. Abi al-Jahm, examining the Mushaf in ‘Uth-
man’s personal possession, noticed that this particular copy differed from

45 Ihn Hajar, Fathul Biri, ix:21.
46 Tbn Abi Dawid, al-Masahif; p. 35.
47 This concept will be clarified in a subsequent discussion (Chapter 12).
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the Mushat of Madinah in twelve places.®® To illustrate the nature of
these differences, I have listed them all in the table below.*?

j‘;;‘i Mushaf of Madinah | “Ig’g a‘z; gzza”’ Present-Day Mushaf ™
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Clearly, ‘Uthman’s personal copy is perfectly congruent with the present
Mushaf circulating in our hands,? while the Mushaf of Madinah contains
minor deviations that can be summed up as follows: (1) an extra { in .z is;

48 The fact is that the Mushaf of Madinah was lost (or destroyed) during the civil
strife which ensued the day ‘Uthman was assassinated. [Ibn Shabba, Tarikk al-Madma,
pp. 7-8.] How then were various scholars able to examine the Mushaf reserved for
Madinah? The answer is two-fold. Firstly, Abi ad-Darda’, a highly renowned Com-
panion who died the same year as ‘Uthmin, carried out extensive studies on the
Mushafs dispatched by ‘Uthman including the one kept in Madinah. His findings,
tabulated before the Mushaf of Madinah had disappeared, served as a template for
subsequent scholars. [See for example Abii ‘Ubaid, Fad@’il. pp. 330-2.] Secondly (and
perhaps more importantly) these scholars, who could no longer analyse the Mushaf
of Madinah per se, often state mn their writings that they examined “the Mushafs of the
people of Hejaz [western Arabia].” Meaning, that what they examined were authen-
ticated duplicates of the Mushaf of Madinah, made by well-known Companions or
scholars for their own personal use prior to the Mushaf’s disappearance (see this
work, the text following the table p. 101). In this way they were able to sidestep the
actual Mushaf’s loss, and carry out detailed analysis of its text anyway.

49 Tbn Abi Dawitd, al-Masahif, pp. 37-38, 41. The same information but through a
different isnad; see also Abi “‘Ubaid, Fada'il, pp. 328-9.

50 Based on the narrative of Hafs from ‘Asim (representing one of the seven unani-
mously accepted authoritative reciter’s of the Qur’an).

51 See Tbn Mujahid, Kitab as-Saba, p. 390. Tbn Kathir, Nafi‘, and Ibn ‘Amir read:
(Lags () as found in the Mughafs of Makkah, Madinah and Syria. While Abii ‘Amr,
‘Asim, Hamza and al-Kasa’i read: (L. i) as found in the Mushafs of Basra and Kiifa.

32 In this entry there is an error, in that the first two columns appear to be swapped.
I have tried to correct this; Allah knows best.

53 By which I mean the narrative of Hafs from ‘Asim.
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(2) 2 missing initial y in }s¢,lv; (3) a missing initial 4 in Js&; (4) a double »
in % »; (5) a missing initial 4 in .z4; (6) an extra ¢ in Lg; (7) 5 instead of
<3 ... efc. Totalling a mere thirteen letters in 9000 lines, these variations
are inconsequential to the meaning of each verse and bear no alteration
to the semantics whatsoever. But they cannot be attributed to carelessness.
Zaid bin Thabit, in each case finding both readings to be authentic and
of equal status, retained them in different copies.** The inclusion of both
side by side would only have wrought confusion; alternatively, placing one
of them in the margin would imply a lesser degree of authenticity. By
placing them in different copies he accommodated them on equal terms.

The modern approach to textual criticism requires that, when variations
arise between two manuscripts of equal status, the editor cites one of the
two in the core text while the deviations are consigned to footnotes. This
method is unjust however, as it demotes the value of the second copy. Zaid’s
scheme 1s much the fairer; by preparing multiple copies he sidesteps any
implications that this or that reading is superior, giving each variant its
just due.®

Many other scholars expended their time and fatigue in comparing ‘Uth-
man’s Mushafs, reporting what they found with sincerity and attempting
to hide nothing; Abi ad-Darda’, a noted Companion, worked extensively
on this subject before passing away within a decade of their dispatch-
ment, leaving his widow to transmit his findings.* For simplicity’s sake 1
have decided to forego any additional lists.>” But their findings, when taken
together, are startling, All differences in the Mushafs of Makkah, Madinah,
Kifa, Basra, Syria, and ‘Uthman’s master copy involve single letters, such
as: 3, <2, |, ... efc, the only exception being the exclusion of s» (‘he’) in
one verse where the meaning is in no way affected. These variations amount
to no more than forty characters scattered throughout six Mushafs.

A final word of clarification: these early scholars based their studies only
on the official copies of the Mushaf, as sent by ‘Uthman himself, or on
duplicate copies made and kept by well-known Companions and Qur’anic
scholars. Theirs was not a research into the private copies kept by the
public at large (which must have numbered in the thousands), because
the official Mushafs were the standard and not the other way around.

54 Aba ‘Ubaid, Fad@’il, p. 333; see also ad-Dani, al-Mugni’, pp. 118-9.

55 This is also the methodology of the early muhaddithin. In comparing different copies
of the same fadith manuscript, they either mention one copy’s text without reference
to variations, or cite all the variations inside the core text itself instead of placing notes
in the margins. In the Sakih of Muslim for instance, the hadith on salit no. 245 indicates
only Ibn Numair’s narration; three fadiths earlier (salat no. 242), he provides a full
account of the different narrations while keeping them inside the core text.

56 See Abii ‘Ubaid, Fad@’il, p. 330.

57 See for example Aba ‘Ubaid, Fada’il, pp. 328-333; also ad-Dani, al-Mugni', pp.
112-4.
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i. Studies on the Mushaf of Malik bin Abi ‘Amir al-Asbahi

Here we delve into a comparison between ‘Uthman’s Mushaf and another,
personal copy kept by a well-known scholar. Malik bin Anas (94-179 A.H.
/712-795 C.E.) once handed this Mushaf to his students® and recounted
its history: it belonged to his grandfather, Malik bin Abi ‘Amir al-Asbahi
(d. 74 AH./693 C.L.), a student of Caliph ‘Umar,* who had written it down
during ‘Uthman’s preparation of the Mushafs.®® Malik bin Anas’ students
quickly noted some of its features:

» It was decorated with silver.

* It contained siira separators in black ink along an ornamental band,

like a chain running along the entire line.

+ It had ayah (verse) separators in the form of a dot.5!

Intrigued by this find, the students compared Malik’s Mushaf on the one
hand, and the Mushafs of Madinah, Kafa, Basra, and ‘Uthman’s master
copy on the other. Malik’s Mushaf, they found, differed from the Mushafs
of Kiifa and Basra (and ‘Uthman’s master copy) in eight characters, and
from the Mushaf of Madinah in only four. These variations are summarised
below:#?

| Mushafiof | I
S| pn, Kafa | ML s Mushar | P ’m”t'%? |

verse Madinah Mushg
and Basra |
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58 These included Ibn al-Qgsim, Ashhab, Tbn Wahb, Tbn ‘Abdul-Hakam, and others.

59 Tbn Hajar, Tagrib at-Tahzib, p. 517, entry no. 6443.

60 Ad-Dani, al-Muhkam, p. 17.

61 Examples of siira and ayah separators from numerous Mushafs are provided in
the next chapter. As an aside, I came across this statement by A. Grohmann: “I have
suggested, as far as sura separators are concerned, they were taken over from Greek or
Syriac manuscripts, in which they marked the beginning ...” [A. Grohmann, “The
Problem of Dating Early Qur’ans”, Der Islam, Band 33, Heft 3, pp. 228-9]. It is both
aggravating and amusing how determined Orientalists are to credit other cultures with
seemingly every single Muslim achievement — even something as simple as separating
one verse from the next with a dot!

62 Ad-Dani, in his book al-Mugni‘ [p. 116] mentions the four discrepancies between
the Mushafs of Malik and Madinah, continuing that “the rest of Malik’s Mushaf is
according to the Mughaf of Madinah as described by Isma‘d bin Ja‘far al-Madani.”
Thus in preparing the chart I have taken advantage of al-Madant’s work. [See Aba
“Ubaid, Fad@’il, pp. 328-9; ad-Dani, al-Mugn:', pp. 112-4.]

63 Based on the narrative of Hafs from ‘Asim.
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From this chart we note that Malik’s Mushaf remains identical to the
Mushaf of Madinah until siira 41; from stira 42 onwards, his Mushaf is in
perfect harmony with the Mushafs of ‘Uthman, Kiifa and Bagra. While acting
as one of the twelve committee members who scribed ‘Uthman’s Mushaf,
Malik was simultaneously writing this Mushaf for his own personal use.
Judging from the above list we can infer that he was first put to work with
the group that eventually prepared the Mushaf of Madinah. Having finished
five-sixth of that Mushaf, he then switched to the group which was preparing
the Mushafs for Kafa and Bagra; thus the final one-sixth agrees with the
latter.

This provides us with a measure of insight into the preparation of the
official copies: it was a team effort where some dictated, and others wrote.
The more exciting point, in my opinion, is the initiative and resourcefulness
of individuals who penned their own copies. We do not know exactly how

6% See Ibn Mujahid, Xitdh as-Sab‘a, p. 390. Ibn Kathir, Nafi', and Ibn ‘Amir read:
(Legs 15 as found in the Mushafs of Makkah, Madinah and Syria. While Abt ‘Amr,
‘Asim, Hamza and al-Kasa’i read: (L |  »5) as found in the Mushafs of Basra and Kafa.

65 In this entry there seems to be an error. The list (as originally provided by ad-
Dini to show the differences between the Mushafs of Mailik and Madinah) includes
this verse as well, but does not show any discrepancy between the two. Having kept
the text as printed, I must conclude nevertheless that the wording in Malik’s Mushaf
should be 425,
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many of these private copies were scribed; in the statement recorded by
Ibn Shabba,

Bcalall | o5y OF il alx
““Uthman ordered the people to write down the Mushafs.” This can

be taken to mean that people were encouraged to pen copies for their
own use.

The Mushaf of Malik bin Abi ‘Amir al-Asbahi contained both ayah and
siira separators, while ‘Uthman’s official copies contained neither. This lack
may have been a deliberate tactic on the Caliph’s part, perhaps to ensure
that the text could handle more than one arrangement of verse separation,
or as an added obstacle in the face of anyone attempting to read on his own
without the supervision of a certified teacher. Many scholars assume that
any old Mushaf bearing ayah and siira separators must have been written
subsequent to ‘Uthman’s Mushaf, but given this example we can see that
that is not necessarily true.

6. Al-Hajyaj and His Contribution to the Mushaf

From Caliph ‘Uthman we now turn our gaze to al-Hajjaj bin Yasuf ath-
Thagqafi (d. 95 A.H.), governor of Iraq during the Umayyad Caliphate and
a man of considerable notoriety. His unflinching, iron-fisted rule won him
many unflattering remarks in the annals of Iraq’s history. Ironically he also
played a role in serving the Qur’an, though even in this regard he had no
shortage of enemies. Ibn Abi Dawiid quotes ‘Auf bin Abi Jamila (60-146
AH.), alleging that al-Hajj3j altered the ‘Uthmani Mushaf in eleven places.’
Closer examination reveals that ‘Auf] though a trustworthy person, had Shiite
tendencies as well as being anti-Umayyad.® Al-H ajjaj, one of the strongest
towers in the Umayyad garrison, would have been a natural target for him;
any reportissuing from the opposite camp must be approached with extreme
caution. Additionally Mu‘awiya (the first Umayyad ruler) fought ‘Ali on
the pretext of ‘Uthman’s blood, and this makes al-Hajjaj’s supposed changcs
in the ‘Uthmani Mushaf particularly implausible, as it would harm the
Umayyad cause.

Whatever the truth, the following is the list of words al-Hajjaj is accused
of altering:®®

66 Thn Shabba, Tarikk al-Madina, p. 1002.

67 Tbn Abi Dawud, al-Magahif, p. 117

68 Thn Hajar, Tagrib at-Tahzib, p. 433, entry no. 5215.
69 Tbn Abi Dawad, al-Masahif, pp. 117-8.
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Long before ‘Auf bin Abi Jamila cast his accusation against al-Hayjjaj,
scholars poured over all of “Uthman’s official copies and meticulously com-
pared them letter-by-letter; the variants mentioned by these early scholars
do not tally with the variants mentioned by ‘Auf. The Mushafs commissioned
by ‘Uthman did not incorporate dots,’® and even by al-Hajjaj’s era the use
of dots was by no means ubiquitous. There are several words in the above
table which, with the removal of dots, becorne identical.”* So then, how could
he have modified these words when the dots were absent and the skeletons
were precisely the same?”? None of the alleged alterations bear any weight
on the meanings of these verses, and the accusation itself (in light of the
above) seems baseless.” The following case, mentioned by Ibn Qutaiba,
may provide a clue to an alternative interpretation.

Based on ‘Asim al-Jahdar’s report, al-Hajjaj appointed him, Najiya b.
Rumh and ‘Ali b. Agma‘ to scrutinise Mushafs with the aim of tearing
up any that deviated from the Mushaf of ‘Uthman. The owner of any
such Mughaf was to be compensated sixty dirhams.”

70 Refer to Chapters 9 and 10 for a discussion on possibly why ‘Uthman chose not
to incorporate dots.

7l Such as p42eas and p422e. The same may be said about examples 3 and 4.

72 As for example 1 in the table, earlier we mentioned that the spelling ‘Uthman
decided upon for this phrase was: <z {.

73 It may be that he carried out the changes in his own personal copy, as was the
case with ‘Ubaidullah b. Ziyad, who standardised the orthography (spelling) in his own
copy [see this work p. 133]. Had al-Hajjaj made any changes to the actual ‘Uthmani
Mushaf, neither the Muslim community nor those in power would have kept silent.
Moreover the Abbasids, successors to the Umayyad dynasty, would have exploited any
such action for its full potential.

74 Tbn Qutaiba, Ta’wdl Mushkil al-Qur'an, p. 51.
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A few such Mushafs may have escaped destruction, being corrected in-
stead by erasure of the ink and a fresh coating with the scribe’s pen. Some
might have erroneously interpreted this act as al-Hajjaj’s attempt to alter
the Qur’an.

Following ‘Uthman’s lead, al-Hajjaj also distributed copies of the Qur’an
to various cities. ‘Ubaidullah b. ‘Abdullah b. ‘Utba states that the Mushaf of
Madinah was kept in the Prophet’s Mosque and read from every morning;”
in the civil strife surrounding ‘Uthman’s assassination someone absconded
with it. Muhriz b. Thabit reports from his father (who was among al-Hajjaj’s
guards) that al-Hajjaj commissioned several Mushafs,”® and sent one of
them to Madinah. ‘Uthman’s family found this distasteful, but when they
were asked to bring forth the original, that it may be recited from again,
they declared that the Mushaf had been destroyed (<-2!) on the day of
‘Uthman’s assassination. Muhriz was informed that ‘Uthman’s master copy
still survived in the possession of his grandson, Khalid b. ‘Amr b. ‘Uthman,
but we can assume that the Mushaf sent by al-Hajjaj was adopted for public
recitation in the Prophet’s Mosque, in lieu of the original. According to as-
Samhiidi, who quotes Ibn Zabala,
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al-Hajj3j sent the Qur’an to major cities, including a large one to Mad-
inah, and was the first to dispatch the Mushaf to towns.

Ibn Shabba says,

And when [the Abbasid ruler] al-Mahdi became Caliph he sent another
Mushaf to Madinah, which is being read from even now. The Mushaf
of al-Hajjaj was removed and kept inside a box next to the pulpit.”

Al-Hajjaj’s role as regards the Qur’an was not confined to commissioning
further Mushafs. Abu Muhammad al-Himmani reports that al-Hajjaj once
called for a gathering of the Auffzz and those who recited the Holy Book
professionally. Taking his seat among them, for he was of the former group,
he asked them to count the number of characters in the Qur’an. Once

75 Tbn Shabba, Tarikh al-Madina, p. 7; also, Ibn Qutaiba, Ta’wil Mushkil al-Qur'an,
p. 5l

76 He did this to accommodate the increase in the Muslim population which had
occurred between ‘Uthman’s time and his own (over half a century), which had invar-
iably resulted in an increased demand for Mushafs. We have no account however as
to their number or where they were dispatched to.

77 As-Samhidi, Waf@’ al-Wafz, 1:668, as quoted by al-Munaggid, Etudes de Falesgraphie
Arabe, Beirut, 1972, p. 46.

78 Tbn Shabba, Tarikk al-Madina, pp. 7-8.
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finished, they unanimously agreed on the round figure of 340,750 char-
acters. His curiosity being far from expended, he then sought to discover
at which character lay half of the Qur’an, and the answer was found to
be in Stira 18 verse 19, at the character » in _alalz s, Then he asked where
each one seventh was in the Qur’an, and the tally was: the first seventh
in Stira 4 verse 55 at » in 4.; the second in Stira 7 verse 147 at & in <l.»;
the third in Stra 13 verse 35; the fourth in Sira 22 verse 34; the fifth in
Sitira 33 verse 36; the sixth in Soira 48 verse 6 and the final seventh in the
remaining part. His next aim was to uncover the location of each third and
fourth of the Qur'an.” Al-Himmani mentions that al-Hajjzj would follow-up
the progress of the committee every night; the entire undertaking required
four months.®

Al-Munaggid writes that he came across a Mughaf in Topkapi Sarayi
(Istanbul), No. 44, where the notes indicated that it was penned by Hudaij
b. Mu‘awiya b. Maslama al-Angari for ‘Ugba b. Nafi® al-Fihii in the year
49 A H. He casts doubt on the date, partly because of folio 3b which contains
a statistical count of every letter of the alphabet within the entire Qur’an.
Statistical analysis was too advanced a concern for Muslims of the first
century A.-H., he argues.® Given al-Hajjaj’s initiative in this regard, al-
Munaggid’s doubts are ill-founded in my opinion.

Our computer contains a plain-text copy of the Qur’an without diacritical
marks; with the aid of a small program we counted 332,795 characters. Al-
Hajjaj’s methodology is unknown to us: was shadda considered a character?
What about an afif that is read but not written (e.g <ls)? Despite lacking
these particulars, the proximity of our computer figure with that obtained
by al-Hajjaj’s committee well over thirteen centuries ago, indicates that
those four intensive months of counting really did take place.

7. Mushafs in the Marketplace

In the early days, according to Ibn Mas‘ad, a person desiring a copy of
the Mushaf would simply approach this or that volunteer and request his
assistance;* this s seconded by Ali bin Husain (4. 93 A.H.) who recounts
that Mushafs were not bought or sold, and that a man would fetch his
own parchments to the pulpit and ask for volunteering scribes. A string
of volunteers would then be engaged, one after another, till the task was
complete.?* When Mubhil once quarrelled with Ibrahim an-NakhaT that

79 Tbn Abi Dawad, al-Magdhif, pp. 119-120.

80 ibid, p. 120,

81 S, al-Munaggid, Etudes De Paleographie Arabe, pp. 82-83.
82 Tbn Abi Dawid, al-Masalf, p. 160.

8 ibid, p. 166.
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people needed Mushafs to recite, Ibrahim replied, “Buy the parchment
and ink and have the help of volunteers” .8 But with the Muslim population
swelling beyond the frontiers of the Arabian Peninsula, the rise in demand
for copies of the Qur’an placed tremendous strain on volunteer scribes and
triggered a new phenomenon: the paid copyist.

This new profession brought in its wake a theological dilemma, about
the legitimacy of paying someone to serve the Word of Allah. A person may
only sell items that belong to him or her, many reasoned, so on what basis
could the Qur’an be sold when it was not the property of an individual, but
of the Creator? The majority of scholars disliked the idea of paid copying
and of introducing Mushafs as a marketplace commodity, among them Ibn
Ma‘ad (d. 32 A.1.), ‘Alqama (d. after 60 A.H.), Masriq (4. 63 A.H.), Shuraih
(d. 80 A.H.), Ibrahim an-Nakha'1 (d. 96 A.H.), Aba Mijlaz (d. 106 A.H.) and
others,® while Ibn al-Musayyib (d. after 90 A.H.) spoke staunchly against
it.% There were others, however, who sought to temper their colleagues’
criticism by pointing out that the payment was not for the Word of Allzh,
but rather for the ink, parchment and labour; taking the acute shortage
of volunteers into account, such scholars as Ibn ‘Abbas (d. 68 A.H.), Sa‘id
b. Jubair (d. 95 A.H.) and Ibn al-Hanafiyya (d. 100 A.H.) did not find the
sale or purchase of Mushafs distasteful #” The same debate extended to the
revision of Mushafs and the amendment of any scribing mistakes therein
which, initially the volunteer’s task, soon passed into the hands of the paid
proofreader. Sa‘id b. Jubair, once offering a Mushaf to Miisd al-Asadi, as-
serted that he had gone through, corrected the errors and that it was for
sale.®® Following their earlier argument Ibrahim an-NakhaT and others
disapproved of paying for revision, though Ibrahim in particular altered
his stance afterwards.®

‘Arar b. Murra (d. 118 A.H.) contends that it was the slaves who first
initiated the business of selling Mushafs.? Ibn ‘Abbas’ slave, for example,
would charge 100 dirhams for copying the Qur’an.’! The trade in Mushafs
appears to have originated during Mu ‘awiya’s reign, according to Abi
Mijlaz, which places this just ahead of the middle of the first century A.H.%
The growth of commerce soon brought about shops specialising in Mushafs;

8% ibid, p. 169.

85 Tbn Abi Dawtd, al-Masakif, pp. 160, 166, 169, 175; see also Ibn Abi Shaiba,
Musannaf, iv:292.

86 Tbn Abi Dawid, al-Masahif, p. 166.

87 Ibn Abi Shaiba, Musannaf, iv:293; see also Ibn Abi Dawid, al-Masakif, p. 175.

88 Tbn Abi Dawid, al-Masahif, pp. 175-76.

89 bid, pp. 157, 167, 169.

9 ibid, p. 171.

91 Al-Bukhari, Khalg Afal al-Tbad, p. 32.

92 Tbn Abi Dawid, al-Magsahif, p. 175.
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if’ they happened to pass by such a shop Ibn ‘Umar (4. 73 A.H.) and Salim
b. ‘Abdullah (4. 106 A.H.) would pronounce it “a dreadful trade”,” while Abit
al-‘Aliya (d. 90 A.H.) wished punishment for those who put the Qur'an up
for sale.”

A more altruistic trend was the public library. Mujahid (20-103 A.H.)
reports that Ibn Abl Laila (d. 83 A.1.) founded a library containing only
the Holy Qur’an, where people would gather for recitation.” ‘Abdul-Hakam
b. ‘Amr al-Jumahi established a different sort of library by the middle of
the first century A.H., housing Kurrasat (<L 3 booklets) on assorted subjects
in addition to various games, and here people freely used the facilities for
reading and amusement.* Sources mention another library belonging to
Khalid b. Yazid b. Mu‘awiya;*’ there may have been others whose details
are now lost to us.%

8. Conclusion

The efficacy of “Uthman’s endeavours is clear in at least two ways. First, no
Muslim province remained but that it absorbed this Mushaf into its blood-
stream; and second, that a span of fourteen centuries has not been able to
corrupt or dent the skeletal text of his Mushaf. Truly a manifestation of the
Holy Qur’an’s miraculous nature; any other explanation fails. Later caliphs,
perhaps seeking a foothold in the chronicles of posterity, commissioned and
dispatched further official copies, but nothing was ever sent forth which
contradicted ‘Uthman’s universal standard.

Over time surface alterations began to materialise in the Mushafs cir-
culating within the community, which bore no effect on the pronunciation
of words or the meaning of verses. ‘Uthman himself’ may have been familiar
with aspects of this phenomenon; his decision to minimise written vowels,
keep away from verse separators, and avoid the use of dots was most likely
meant as a deterrent to those who would memorise the Qur’'an by them-
selves without proper guidance. But with the passing of time (and no long
stretch at that) the inclusion of dots and verse separators become the norm,
so let us examine the full implications of this over the next few chapters.

93 ibid, pp. 159, 165; see also Ibn Abi Shaiba, Musannaf, iv:292.

9% Tbn Abi Dawid, al-Masahif, p. 169.

95 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagat, iv:75; see also Ibn Abi Dawud, al-Masahif, p. 151.

96 Al-Asfahani, al-Aghani, iv:253.

97 Contrary to Krenkow’s supposition [“Kitabkhana”, Encyclopaedia of Islam, first
edition, iv:1045], this library was probably founded after those of Ibn Abi Laila and
‘Abdul-Hakam b. ‘Amr al-Jumahi, and is therefore not the earliest of its kind.

98 M.M. al-‘Azami, Studies in Early Hadith Literature, pp. 16-17.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

THE EVOLUTION OF READING AIDS
WITHIN THE MUSHAF

Here we briefly explore some of the visual aids and aesthetic improvements
that scribes incorporated into Mushafs, before embarking on the more
complex topics of Arabic palacography and the dotting system in the next
chapter.

1. Sira Separators

While initial copies of ‘Uthman’s Mushaf lacked siira separators ( !
s, the beginning of each siira was readily discernible from the phrase:
o= A o= N alll o usually preceded by a small clearance. This we can see
in the example below.

Figure 8.1: A Mushaf from the furst century A.H. in Hejazl script.
Source: Masalif San'@, plate 4.

2

The numerous unoficial copies penned concurrently with ‘Uthman’s
Mushaf provide us with our first glimpse of siira separators, through the
introduction of a simple ornament. Naturally the phrase g o> J alll s
is still there. Malik bin Abi ‘Amir’s Mushaf is one such example.!

I For further details, see pp. 100-2,
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Figure 8.2: A Mushaf in Heazi script from the first century 4.H.
Source: Masalyf San'@’, plate 11.

This was soon followed by the introduction of the stra title, possibly in
a different colour, while still retaining the ornament and g 3 o> 3 alll .

Figure 8.3: A Mushaf from the late first or early second century A.H.
An ornament followed by the title (in gold ink) separates the siras.
Courtesy: National Archive Museum of Yemen.
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2. Ayah Separators
‘Uthman’s Mushaf was also devoid of ayah separators, as we can see from

the two figures below; both are attributed to him, meaning that they are
either originals or duplicate copies thereof.

Figure 8.4: The Mushaff of Tashkent. Source: al-Munaggid, Etudes, p. 51.
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Figure 8.5: The Mushaf of Samargand. Source: Masahif San‘@, p. 35.

Before long ayah separators trickled in. No fixed style was observed,
each scribe freely devising his own. The three examples I present are all
taken from Mushafs in the Hejazi script (first century A.H.). In the first
sample, the ayah separator consists of two columns of three dots each; in
the second, a row of four dots; in the third, a triangular arrangement.
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Figure 8.6: First century A.H. Mushaf with ayah separators in the form
of dotted columns. Source: Masalsf San'@, plate 3 (page 61).

Figure 8.7: A Mughaf from the first century A.H. with dyah separators in the
Sorm of four horizontal dots. Source: Masafuf San'@’, plate 3 (page 60).

Figure 8.8: Another Mushaf from the first century A.H. with ayah separators in
a triangular form. Courtesy of the Natwnal Archive Museum of Yemen.
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Additional refinements were subsequently devised, in the form of special
markers for every fifth and/or tenth ayah.

Figure 8.9: A Mushaf from the second century A.H. with a
special marker on every lenth ayah (second line from the top).
Courtesy of National Archave Museum of Yemen.

Figure 8.10: This Mushaf from the third century A.H. has a marker for every fifth
ayak (third line from the top, in the shape of a golden teardrop) and another for every
tenth ayah (third line from bottom). All other Gyahs are separated by a triangular
arrangement. By permission of the British Library, manuscript Or. 1397, f.15b.
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A Mushaf penned by the master calligrapher Ibn al-Bawwab, dated 391
A.H./1000 ¢.E., and preserved at Chester Beatty. In this Mushaf there are
special markers for every fifth and tenth ayah, and within the latter are
inscribed the words is, 0y 2e, 05, s.e. ten, twenty, thirty efc.

3. Conclusion

In the previous chapter we noted al-Hajjaj’s curious search for the where-
abouts of every third, fourth, and seventh portion of the Qur’an. Shortly
afterwards, perhaps at the close of the first century A.H., the Mughaf was
divided into seven parts known as manazil (J;). This was intended to
assist those who sought to finish the entire Mughaf in a week’s time. The
third century A.H. witnessed additional symbols, dividing the Book into
thirty parts (s - : juz’) for the reader who desired a full month. These div-
isions were the practical outgrowth of al-Hajjdj’s curiosity and have served,
ever since, as a useful tool for all who wish to pace themselves.

Intricate borders, the use of gold ink, and many other developments were
adopted according to each scribe’s tastes and abilities. But these were purely
aesthetic, unlike the stira and ayah separators which were genuine reading
aids as well, and so we will not discuss them here. There were other reading
aids besides, in the form of dots and diacritical marks, and these had an
immensely profound impact on the learning of the Qur’an for non-native
speakers throughout the Muslim realms. These aids, and the Orientalist
controversies surrounding them, are the focus of our next chapter.



CHAPTER NINE

THE HISTORY OF ARABIC PALAEOGRAPHY

The inquisitive reader might wonder why Arabic palacography and ortho-
graphy, seemingly unrelated to the topic at hand, have found their way
into this book, and the answer will make more sense if I first explain these
terms. Palaeography generally refers to the study of ancient documents,
though here I use it in a more confined sense: the study of a language’s script
(such as the shape of letters or the use of dots). This differs from orthography,
which focuses on spelling conventions. Most of the circulating theories about
Arabic palaeography, about its origins and development, are biblically
rooted; were they of esoteric interest only I would not have given them
space in this work, But these theories have a direct bearing on the Qur’an’s
integrity, since they allege that Arabic possessed no known alphabet during
the Prophet’s lifetime (Mingana), that divergences in the readings of certain
verses are due to faults in early Arabic palacography (Goldziher), and that
any copy of the Qur’an written in Kific script belongs to the second and
third century A.H., never to the first (Gruendler). Countering these arguments
is a necessity if’ we are to prove that the Holy Book remains untainted.

1. The Historical Background of Arabic Characters

The ancestry of Arabic characters remains speculative, and it is hardly
surprising that Orientalists have chimed in with their own theories in this
regard. Sadly, most of these cannot hold up to even cursive scrutiny. Beatrice
Gruendler, author of a study on the Arabic script’s development, states that
of all the scripts emanating from the Phoenician alphabet, Arabic seems
the most remote. The drastic alterations in spatial arrangement suggest that
either the Nabataean or Syriac scripts served as an interimediary. Theodor
Noldeke, in 1865, gave credit to the former for the development of the
Arabic Kific script; numerous others, among them M.A. Levy, M. de Vogiié,
J- Karabacek and J. Euting, jumped on the bandwagon soon thereafter.
But half a century later this consensus was shattered when J. Starcky theo-
rised that Arabic derived from the Syriac cursive.! On the other hand we

1 Beatrice Gruendler, The Development of the Arabic Script, Scholars Press, Atlanta,
Georgia, 1993, p. 1. Starcky’s arguments have been refuted in detail [#d, p. 2].
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have Y. Khalil an-Namfi’s theory that the “Hijaz was the home of the
birth and evolution of the North Arabic script to the exclusion of all other
localities, including Hirah.”? As to why Gruendler completely neglects this
third premise, I will leave to the reader.

Among the missionary Orientalists there are those who believe that
Arab Muslims did not have their own writing system during the Prophet’s
lifetime. In the words of Professor Mingana,

Our ignorance of the Arabic language in the early period of its evolution
is such that we can not even know with certainty whether it had any
[alphabet] of its own in Mecca and Madina. If a kind of writing existed
in these two localities, it must have been something very similar to
Estrangelo [i.e. Syriac] or the Hebrew characters.

Nabia Abbott has further partially championed this hypothesis.

A study of Christian Arabic manuscripts shows the interesting fact that
some of the earliest of these come the nearest to showing an estrangelo
influence, though indirectly through the Nestorian, in the general app-
earance of the script, which is firm and inclined to squareness. Others...
show the effect of Jacobite serto. Furthermore, a comparison of several
of these Christian manuscripts with largely contemporary Kufic Kurans
reveals a decided similarity of scripts.*

Allis not as it seems, however. According to Abbott, “The earliest dated
Christian Arabic manuscript [is from] 876,”° meaning 264 A.H. ‘Awwad
has mentioned an even earlier dated manuscript, written in 253 A.H./867
C.E.* The earliest dated Christian Arabic manuscripts therefore stem from
the second half of the third century A.H. There are literally hundreds if not
thousands of Qur’anic manuscripts belonging to this period; comparing
these hundreds with one or two estrangelo (Syriac) examples and claiming
that the latter influenced the former is very poor science indeed, if it can
be called a science at all. On top of this I would add that the Syriac script
¢. 250 AH. (angular and forward-slanted) does not correspond at all with
the general Arabic of that period, which is inclined to curves and unslanted

2 Nabia Abbott, The Rise of the North Arabic Script and its Kur'anic Development, with a
Sfull Description of the Kur'an Manuscripts in the Oriental Institute, The University of Chicago
Press, Chicago, 1938, p. 6, footnote 36.

3 Mingana, “Transmission of the Kuran”, The Moslem World, vol. 7 (1917), p. 412.

1 Nabia Abbott, The Rise of the North Arabic Script, p. 20.

5 ibid, p. 20, footmote 20.

6 K. ‘Awwad, Agdamul-Makhtitat al- Arab¥ye fi Makiahat al-‘Alam, Baghdad, 1982, p. 65.
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strokes. One wonders why Abbott shied away from using dated Arabic
documents and Qur’anic manuscripts from the first century A.H., which
rest on library shelves in relative abundance.

Leaving the Syriac aside, the other culture to be credited with providing
the impetus for Arabic palacography is the Nabataean. According to Dr.
Jum‘a, extensive research by authoritative scholars has proved that the
Arabs derived their writing from them; in this he quotes a multitude of
scholars such as Abbott and Wilfinson.” Analysing a set of the earliest
Muslim inscriptions, coins and manuscripts, against those from the pre-
Islamic Arabic and then comparing the entire group with the Nabataean,
Abbott concluded that the Arabic script in use at the dawn of Islam was
a natural development of pre-Islamic Arabic which in turn was a direct
development of the Aramaic Nabataean script of the first centuries of our
era.
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Figure 9.1: Probable routes of diffusion of the early north Arabic seript, according
lo Abbott. Source: Abbott, The Rise of the North Arabic Script, p. 3.

7 Tbrahim Jum'a, Diras@tun fi Tatawwur al-Kitabat al-Kiifiyya, 1969, p. 17
8 N. Abbott, The Rise of the North Arabic Seript, p. 16.
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Digesting these “facts’ is too much for the objective scholar’s stomach.
Whether consciously or otherwise, these theories appear to be based on a
highly subjective, antagonistic view of Arabic achievements. Muslim scholars
who hold fast to these ideas are simply acquiescing to Western scholarship
without any independent analysis of their own. To clarify my claims, Figure
9.1 shows a partial map as supplied by Abbott for relevant inscriptions.

Here are the sites of the five inscriptions in Plate I of Abbott’s work,
which form the basis for this Nabataean conclusion:

1. “Nabataean inscription on tombstone of Fihr. Umm al-Jimal,
A.D. 250
“Arabic inscription of Imru’ al-Kais, Namarah, A.D. 328”
“Arabic inscription from Zabad, a.D. 512”

“Arabic inscription at Harran, A.D. 568”
“Arabic inscription at Umm al-Jimal, 6th century”

Here we have only one so-called Nabataean inscription (from Umm al-
Jimal) while four are in Arabic, including another one at that same site. Of
the Arabic inscriptions one lies in Zabad, very close to Aleppo in northern
Syria; another is in Namarah, southeast of Damascus; the third and fourth
are from north of Ma‘an, once the Nabataean capital. So how did the Arabic
manage to stretch itself from northern Syria down into Arabia, carving
straight through the Nabataean homeland itself? I doubt there was any
language known to its speakers as ‘Nabataean’, as I will show next.

Or e

2. Studies in Early Arabic Documents and Inseriptrons
i. The Blurred Line Between Nabatacan and Arabic Inscriptions

Among scholars there is a general disagreement concerning what constitutes
a Nabatacan or Arabic inscription. Some scholars cited a few of the later
inscriptions as Nabataean only to see their colleagues revise them subse-
quently as Arabic, and the following examples will illustrate this.
1. A bilingual Nabataean-Greek inscription on the tombstone of Fihr,
Umm al-]Jimal, dated to ¢. 250 C.E. Cantineau, Abbott and Gruendler
all subscribe to Littmann’s view, who treats it as Nabataean.!”

9 Interestingly, in page 4 Abbott names the same inscription: “a Greek-Aramaic
nscription at Umm al-Jimal”.

10 J. Cantineau, L¢ Nabatéen, Otto Zeller, Osnabriick, 1978 , 11:25 (reprint of 1930
edition); N. Abbott, The Rise of the North Arabic Seript, Plate (I — 1); see also B. Gruendler,
The Development of the Arabic Seript, p. 10.
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Figure 9.2: A bilingual Nabataean-Greek inscription on the tombstone of
Fihr, Umm al-fimal, c. 250 C.E. Source: Cantineau, Le Nabatéen, :25.

2. The Raqiish tombstone in Mada'm Saleh, dated to the year 162 afier
Bosra (corresponding to 267 C.E.). Both Cantineau and Gruendler
catalogue it as a ‘Nabataean text’,"! though the latter mentions, “The
text is noteworthy for its many Arabisms. O’Conner describes it as
an eccentric mixture of Nabatean and Arabic ... Blau labels it a
border dialect and Diem assigns it to a Nabatean-Hijazi sub-
group.”!? In their 1989 paper, Healey and Smith hailed it as the
earliest dated Arabic document.!®

Ty o I PRI
P W\‘ﬂ T 1 S B
Nl 'ﬂhfm > oy 4l ssadee

N (wm%}?“ % ad g eSla

d é) ,'___‘,./ e g dla B
\J—J‘ilf); g;?, M RUBT I SN
| 66§/; Q, q/{]‘bﬂm - sty o Lo s e
TR T S P R [ 3] i oot o 1
wR(spes Foply Uﬁ + wn [ ] g pde oo 05 00

Figure 9.3: The recently re-interpreted Ragqiish tombstone, the oldest dated
Arabic inscription, corresponding to ¢. 267 C.E., along with the Healey and
Smuth reading (line for line). Note that there is a short Thamudic summary

written vertically to the right. Source: al-Atlal, vol. xi, Plate 46 and p. 105
’ (Arabic section).

One of their salient points is that this inscription contains skeletal
dots on the letters dhal, ra’ and shin.

11" Gantineau, Le Nabatéen, ii:38-39; Gruendler, The Development of the Arabic Seript, p. 10,

12 Gruendler, The Development of the Arabic Seript, p. 10.

13 See J.E Healey and G.R. Smith, “Jaussen-Savignac 17 — The Earliest Dated Arabic
Document (A.D. 276", al-Atlal (The Fournal of Saudi Arabian Archaeology), vol. xii, 1410
(1989), p. 77. The authors mention that this mscription has generally been classified as
an Aramaic text [tbid, p. 77].
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3. The inscription of Imru’ al-Kais at Namarah (100km southwest of
Damascus), dated to 223 years after Bosra (c. 328 C.E.). While
Gruendler regards it as Nabataean,'* others including Cantineau
and Abbott treat it as Arabic.!®
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Figure 9.4: Arabic inscription of Imri’ al-Kais, Namarah, corresponding to
¢. 328 C.E. Source: Cantineau, Le Nabatéen, 12:49.

From these examples we can ascertain that the dividing line between
Arabic and so-called Nabataean inscriptions is very hazy indeed; with the
Raqush now reinterpreted as an Arabic text, it has become the oldest
known dated Arabic inscription. The great resemblance among these
three inscriptions is due to their script. They are all Nabataean.

#. What Language Did the Nabataeans Speak?

Growing up in Makkah from his earliest childhood Isma‘, eldest son of
Ibrahim, was raised among the Jurhum tribe and married within them
twice. This tribe spoke Arabic,'® and so undoubtedly must have [sma‘il.
The Jurhum Arabic probably lacked the sophistication and polish of the
Quraishi Arabic, preceding it as it did by almost two thousand years; Ibn
Ushta records a statement from Ibn ‘Abbas, that the first person to initiate
set rules for the Arabic grammar and alphabet was none other than Isma‘l."”
Eventually Allah commissioned Isma‘dl as a messenger and prophet,'® to

Y4 Gruendler, The Development of the Arabic Script, pp. 11-12. The author claims that it
is “the earliest extant text in the Arabic language, though it still uses Nabatean characters.”
[ibid, p. 11].

15 Cantineau, Le Nabatéen, 11:49-50 (under the heading ‘Textes Arabes Archaiques’);
Abbott, The Rise of the North Arabic Script, Plate (I - 2). Quoting Healey and Smith, “...
from the time of its discovery almost, [the Namarah text] has been held up as the
earliest dated Arabic inscription.” [“Jaussen-Savignac 17 ~ The Earliest Dated Arabic
Document (A.D. 276)”, al-Aglal, xii:82].

16 See al-Bukhari, Sahih, al-Anbiya’, hadith no. 3364; see also Ibn Qutaiba, al-Maaryf,
p- 34.

17 As-Suyiitd, al-Iigan, iv:145, quoting Ibn Ushta.

I8 Qur'an 2:135; 3:84.
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call his people for the worship of the one true God Allah, to establish
prayers and pay alms to the poor.'® Since Allah sends every messenger in
the language of his own people,? Isma‘il must have preached in Arabic.
Genesis credits Isma‘Tl with twelve sons,?! among them Nebajoth/Nabat;
born and nurtured in these Arabian surroundings they must have adopted
Arabic as their mother tongue. These sons may have preserved their father’s
message by using the prevailing Arabic script; certainly they would not
have resorted to whatever script was then current in Palestine (Ibrahim’s
homeland), since two generations had already lived in Arabia. When Nabat
subsequently migrated northwards fe must have taken the Arabic language and
alphabet with him. It was his descendants who established the Nabatacan
Kingdom (600 B.C.E - 105 G.E.)?2

Commenting on the sounds of certain Arabic characters which are not
represented in Aramaic, Gruendler declares, “As the writers of Nabataean
texts spoke Arabic, and given the close relation between the two languages,
[these writers| could find Nabataean cognates to guide them in the ortho-
graphy of Arabic words with such unusual sounds.”? Or to put it more
directly, that the Nabataean language and script were in fact a form of
Arabic.

If the Nabatacans spoke Arabic, who named their language Nabatacan?
Is there any proof that they called their language this? Or does this stem
perhaps from the same tendency that labels Muslims as ‘Mohammedans’,
Islam as ‘Mohammedanism’, and the Qur’an as the “Turkish Bible™ If this
so-called Nabataean script had been properly named as ‘Arabic’ or ‘Naba-
tacan Arabic’ (just as we sometimes speak of ‘Egyptian Arabic” or ‘American
English’), then the whole research may have taken a different turn, and
hopefully a more correct one for that. The Arabic language and script,
in their primitive forms, gave birth to the Nabataean and most probably
predated the Syriac.

19 Qur’an 19:54-55.
20 Qur'an 14:40.
21 King James Version, Genesis 25:12-18.

22 There are different opinions regarding the origins of the Nabataeans. In Jawad
‘Alf’s view, the Nabataeans are Arabs who are even closer to Quraish and the Hejazi
tribes than are the tribes of Southern Arabia. Both had common deities and their script
bore a close resemblance to that which was used by the early scribes for recording the
Qur’an. (The Syrians and Nabataeans were different cultures, the latter residing not
in Syria but in present-day Jordan.) According to historians Nebajoth is Nebat or
Nabatian, the eldest son of Isma‘l. These are the facts which lead Jawad ‘All to his
conclusion. [Jawad ‘Ali, al-Mufassal fi Tarikh al-"Arab Qabl al-Islam, iii:14.)

23 Gruendler, The Development of the Arabic Seript, p. 125. Italics added.
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ii. The Early Arabic Language Possessed a Distinct Alphabet

Turning our attention to Dr. Mingana’s hypothesis that early Arabic lacked
an alphabet, I will present a few dated and highly developed inscriptions
which clearly show otherwise. There are many Arabic inscriptions from the
6th century C.E. which very nearly approach the Arabic palacography used
in the first century of A.H./seventh century C.E.; my examples will progress
from these into the Islamic era.

1. A pre-Islamic trilingual inscription in Arabic, Greek and Syriac at

Zabad, northern Syria, dated ¢. 512 C.E.2

23*“‘99v~=\qmpq\).w9; 1 o L0598 Lot 1 o\ d X /-
Y

A

Figure 9.5: A pre-Islamic trilingual (only the Arabic is shown) inscription
at Labad, ¢. 512 C.E. Source: al-Munaggid, Etudes, p. 21.

2. Another pre-Islamic Arabic inscription at Jabal Asis, 105km south-
east of Damascus. The date corresponds to ¢. 528 C.E.%

1f“"9></ ,ou >

W ,Llflﬁilfl” !

NTIINEC
FU-L oy

Figure 9.6: Another pre-Islamic Arabic inscription at jJabal Asis, ¢. 528
C.E. Source: Hamidullah, Six Originaux, p. 60.

3. Harran, a pre-Islamic Arabic inscription corresponding to ¢. 568 C.E.%

>94)A/CD D#LQ,O'BM,;AAA 934%:;
a3

Figure 9.7: A pre-Islamic Arabic inscription at Harran, c. 568 C.E. Source:
al-Munaggid, Etudes, p. 21.

2¢ S, al-Munaggid, Ftudes De Paleographic Arabe, p. 21; see also Gruendlex, The Development
of the Arabic Seript, pp. 13-14.

25 M. Hamidullah, Six Originaux des Lettres Diplomatiques du Prophete de L'lslam, Premiere
edition, Paris 1986/1406 A.H., p. 60.

26 S, al-Munaggid, Ftudes De Faleographie Arabe, p. 21.
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4. Islamic inscription on Jabal Sala‘, Madinah. According to Hamid-
ullah it was probably engraved during the Battle of the Ditch, ¢. 5
AH./626 C.EY

Figure 9.8: Early Islamic inscription on Jabal Sala’, c. 5 A.H. Source:
Hamidullah, Six Originaux, p. 64.

5. The Prophet’s letter to al-Mundhir bin Saw3,?® Governor of al-
Ahs?’, ¢. 8-9 A.H. See Figure 9.9.

6. The Prophet’s letter to Hiraql (Heraclius),? the Byzantine Emperor.
See Figure 9.10.

These sufficiently refute Rev. Mingana’s premise regarding the early

Arabic alphabet.

27 M. Hamidullah, Six Originaux des Letires Diplomatiques du Prophete de L'Islam, pp. 62-5.

28 Topkapi Sarayi, item no. 21/397. See also Hamidullah, Six Originaux des Lettres
Diplomatiques du Prophete de LIslam, p. 111. T accept the authenticity of this letter and
the one to Hirag}, along with others authenticated by Hamidullah, as a historian. On
the other hand Gruendler states, “Their authenticity is more than doubtful, as they
do not even display the same script.” [The Development of Arabic Script, p. 5, footnote
16]. This is utter nonsense. The Prophet had more than sixty scribes [see this work
p- 68], and to expect their handwritings to match one another is absurd.

29 M. Hamidullah, Six Originaux des Lettres Diplomatiques du Prophete de L'lslam, p. 149.
Observe the clear difference in handwriting between this letter and the previous one,
due to the use of a different scribe.
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Figure 9.9: Prophet’s letier to al-Mundhir (note the seal of the Prophet at
lower lefi). Reproduced with kind permission of Aksiyon newsmagazine of
Turkey.

Figure 9.10: Prophet Muhammad’s letter to Hiragl, the Emperor of
Byzantine. Source: Hamidullah, Six Originaux, f. 149.
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w. The Emergence of Various Scripts and
the Issue of Dating Kafic Mushafs

Stretching from Azerbaijan and Armenia in the north to Yermnen in the south,
to Libya and Egypt in the west and Iran in the east, the territories of the
Islamic state received communications from the central government in
Madinah in Arabic.*® A rapid evolution of the Arabic script followed, such
that we find angular and cursive (i.e. non-rectilinear) characters developing
alongside the Hejaziscript at a very early stage. For instance, the tombstone
of al-Hajri (Figure 9.11), dated 31 a.H., is classified by some as Kafic®!
(angular), and the papyrus dated 22 A.H. (preserved at the Austrian National
Library, Figure 10.3) is in cursive. The subject of Arabic scripts is rather
large and beyond the scope of this work, but as certain Orientalists have
created confusion regarding Kafic Qur’ans, I will present examples of this
particular script.

1. Tombstone from Aswan (southern Egypt) with an inscription dated 31
A.H.32 Prof. Ahmad considers it the earliest dated Kiific inscription.®®

30 See al-A‘zam, “Nash’at al-Kitaba al-Fightyya”, Dirasat, University of Riyad, 1398
(1978), ii/2:13-24.

31 Though I use the term ‘Kfic’ here and elsewhere, as employed in academic circles,
I personally have reservations about this label. However, I do agree with the following:
The earliest scholar to write in the field of Mushaf calligraphy, an-Nadim, lists more
than a dozen styles of script (rasm al-khaty of which Kiific is but one. Perhaps it is difficult
now to define the distinguishing characteristics of each of these calligraphic styles, but
it appears that modern academia, by lumping all these styles erroneously under the
‘Kiific’ umbrella, has achieved simplification but lost all accuracy [See A. al-Munif,
Dirasa Fanniya li Mushaf Mubakkir, Riyad, 1418 (1998), pp. 41-42]. In the opinion of
Yasuf Dhunnin, the term ‘Kific’ is currently used to denote (incorrectly) all angular
scripts that evolved from the base script al-Jalil [#bid, p. 42]. See also N. Abbott, The
Rise of the North Arabic Seript, p. 16.

32 ibid, p. 69; also S. al-Munaggid, Etudes De Paleographic Arabe, p. 40.

33 A. ‘Abdur-Razzaq Ahmad, “Nash’at al-Khat al-‘Arabi wa Tatawwurahu ‘Alz al-
Masahif”, Masahif San'@’, p. 32 (Arabic section). The script certainly looks angular but
I would rather not call it Kafic. The cities of Kiifa and Basra were founded in Iraq
quite early on in the history of Islam; Kafa itself was founded in 17 A.H./638 C.E. by
Sa‘d b. Abt Waqqgas. It seems unlikely that a city, which was built from scratch, could
have established a popular script named after 1t (i.e. Kiific), exported it as far as southern
Egypt and attracted followers such as the inscriber of this tombstone, within the span
of only 14 years!
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Figure 9.11: Tombstone in southern Egypt dated 31 A.H.
Source: Hamidullah, Six Originaux, p. 69.

2. Aninscription in Kafic script near T2'if (east of Makkah), containing
prayer. This one is dated 40 A.H.3*

Figure 9.12: Attractive Kific inscription dated 40 A.H., with a sketch of the
orgimal. Source: Al-Atlal, vol. 1, Plate 49. Reproduced with their kind
permission.

The inscription may be translated, “Mercy and blessings of Allah
upon ‘Abdur-Rahman bin Khalid bin al-‘As, written in the year
forty [AH]”

3. Dam of Mu‘awiya near T2’if, with an inscription in unadorned
Kufic,®® dated 58 A.H.%

34 A H. Sharafaddin, “Some Islamic inscriptions discovered on the Darb Zubayda”,
al-Adial, vol. 3, 1397 (1977), pp. 69-70.

35 Gruendler, The Development of the Arabic Script, pp. 15-16.

36 See Figure 10.5 and the accompanied text.
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4. A dated (80 A.H.) Qur’anic verse in Kafic script discovered near
Makkah.¥

Figure 9.13: A Qur'anic verse in Kific script, dated 80 A.H.
Source: ar-Rashud, Kitabat Islamiyya, p. 160.

5. An inscription near Makkah based on Qur’anic verses* in Kafic
script, dated 84 A.H.%

Figure 9.14: A beautsful Kific inscription dated 84 A.H.
Source: ar-Rashid, Kitabat Islamiyya, p. 26.

37 S. ar-Rashid, Kitabat Islamiyya min Makkat al-Mukarrama, Riyad, 1416 (1995), pp.
160-61.

38 This inscription is not a Qur’anic verse but is denived from two different Qur’anic
verses (2:21 and 4:1). It could be due to a slip in the writer’s memory. Quoting Bruce
Metzger, “The memory can play strange tricks when one quotes even the most familiar
passages. ... a remarkable instance of this in no less a person than Jeremy Taylor, who
quotes the text ‘Except a man be born again he cannot see the kingdom of God’ nine
times, yet only twice in the same form, and never once correctly.” [The Text of the New
Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, 3rd enlarged edition, Oxford Univ.
Press, 1992, pp. 88-89, footnote no. 3].

39 S. ar-Rashid, Kitabat Islamiyya min Makkat al-Mukarrama, pp. 26-29.
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The last five examples (Figures 9.11-9.14) along with many others®
confirm that even in the first century A.H. the Kiific script had achieved
considerable prominence throughout the Muslim lands (Egypt, Hejaz,
Syria, Iraq efc.). These inscriptions argue against Gruendler, who alleges
that all Kific Mushafs belong to the second and third century A.H.*
Well-known by the middle of the first century, this script came to be used
widely throughout the Islamic world, especially in coinage,* and there is
no plausible reason why it had to wait a century or more before being
adopted for Mushafs. In fact the Mushaf of Samarqand, attributed to
Caliph ‘Uthman (first half of the first century A.H.), is penned in Kafic
script.

3. Conclusion

Arabia’s rocks are adorned with numerous examples of Arabic script be-
ginning from the middle of the 3rd century ¢.E. Primitive in some respects,
early Arabic nevertheless provided the impetus for the Nabataeans’ own
form of Arabic while its historical roots, anchored in the epoch of Ibrahim
and Isma‘l, predated the Aramaic. Like any other language, Arabic pal-
acography and orthography were in a constant state of flux. The expansion
of Muslim territories led to the parallel evolution of different Arabic scripts,
e.g Hejazi, Kiific and cursive, each with its own characteristics. None of
the scripts dominated the others, and none was confined to a specific locale.
With multiple examples of Kiific script taken from first century inscriptions,
we have negated the theory that Kific Mushafs can only be dated to the
second or third century A.H.

40 There are many other dated examples of Kiific inscriptions which I did not re-
produce due to space considerations. Some of the more notable ones are: (1) Hafnat
al-Ubayyid inscription near Karbala, Iraq, dated 64 A.H. [al-Munaggid, Etudes De
Paleographie Arabe, pp. 104-5]; (2) Inscriptional band of the Dome of the Rock inlaid
in mosaic, Jerusalem, dated 72 A.H. [Gruendler, The Development of the Arabic Script, pp.
17-18, 155-56]; (3) Road milestone built during the reign of caliph ‘Abdul Malik
(65—86 A.H.) [al-Munaggid, Etudes, p. 108].

1 Gruendler, The Development of the Arabic Seript, pp. 134-35.

42 Caliph ‘Abdul Malik unified the coinage throughout the Islamic world in the year
77 AH./697 C.E. [Stephen Album, A Checklist of Islamic Coins, 2nd edition, 1998, p. 5].
These purely epigraphic coins in gold, silver and copper bore mottos from the Qur’an,
the year in which they were struck, and in the case of silver and copper coins the name
of the mint all in Kufic script. This practice continued even after the fall of the Ummayad
caliphate in 132 A.H. [“Islamic Coins — The Turath Collection Part I”, Spink, London,
25 May 1999, Sale No. 133].



CuaPTER TEN

ARABIC PALAEOGRAPHY AND ORTHOGRAPHY
IN THE QUR’AN

The lapse of years and wizening of new nations can cause dramatic changes
in spelling conventions, retaining certain peculiarities from the past while
others evolve or become obsolete. Back in 1965 while I was working to-
wards my Ph.D at Cambridge, I came across a young British student who
was studying Arabic to be an Orientalist by profession. He complained about
the absurdity of Arabic orthography and how difficult it was to master,
insisting that the Arabs ought to switch to Latin script — as was the case
in modern day Turkey — which made more ‘sense’. I countered him with
the absurdity of the a sound in father, fat, fate, shape, and  in put, but; not to
mention right and write, and the past and present tenses of read. A plethora
of examples were burning holes in my pockets from my sheer frustrations
while learning English as a third Janguage. He argued that these irregularities
were owing to individual words and their historical development, but he
seemed to overlook that if English had the unquestionable right to these
peculiarities then it was only fair that the same should be aftorded to Arabic.
Below I have provided the verbatim title of a randomly chosen (and typi-
cally verbose) English treatise from the 17th century C.E., to illustrate the
orthographic changes that have taken place in under four centuries.

The Boy of Bilson: or, A True Discovery of the late notorious Impos-
tures of certaine Romish Priests in their pretended Exorcisme, or expulsion
of the Divell out of a young boy, named William Perry, sonne of Thomas
Perry of Bilson, in the country of Stafford, Yeoman. Upon which occasion,
hereunto is permitted A brigfe Theological Discourse, by way of Caution,
for the more easie discerning of such Romish spirits; and zudging of
their false pretences, both in this and the like Practices.!

The spelling may seem laughable by our current criteria, but it is in
complete accordance with the established standards of 17th century England.

1 Peter Milward, Religious Controversies of the Facobean Age (A Survey of Printed Sources),
The Scolar Press, London, 1978, p. 197. This is the actual title of a book published in
1622 ¢.E. I have italicised the words that have different spellings than our current
standard. Notice that judging’ is written with an ¢’ instead of 5.
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In some languages certain characters enjoy dual functions; the letters
7 and » were used as both vowels and consonants in Latin,? with the con-
sonantal ¢ being pronounced as ‘y’ in yes. In some texts the consonantal ¢
is written as 7. Again in Latin, the letter  was pronounced ‘p’ if followed
by s (eg abstuli = apstuli), otherwise it was akin to the English ‘b’.?
Interestingly, the letter j came into existence only recently (c. 16th or 17th
century), long after the invention of the printing press.* In German we
have vowels which are modified by the umlaut sign, e.g 4, 6, {i, which
were originally spelled ae, oe, ue respectively.® The letter 4 is pronounced
either as ‘b’ in ball (when initial) or as ‘p’ in tap (when being last in a word
or syllable), while dis pronounced either as ‘d’ or ‘t’. The letter g can elicit
six different sounds according to the local dialect.

The same phenomenon exists in Arabic. Some tribes would pronounce
the word > (hatta) as = (‘attd), and b} - (seraf) as b - (sir@d), etc., and this
was the root cause of many of the known variants in recitation. Similarly
the letters !, s, ¢ have the dual function of consonant and vowel, as in
Latin. The question of how early Arab writers and copyists used these
three letters requires special attention. Their methods, though puzzling
to us now, were straightforward enough to them.

Yrom this brief introduction, let us delve into the system of Arabic
orthography during the early centuries of Islam.

L. Writing Styles During the Time of the Prophet

In Madinah the Prophet had an enormous number of scribes originating
from various tribes and localities, accustomed to different dialects and spelling
conventions. For example, Yahya says that he witnessed a letter dictated by
the Prophet to Khalid b. Sa‘id b. al-‘As which contained a few peculiarities:
O (kana) was written 0 S (kawana), and o~ (hatta) was spelled k.5 Another
document, handed by the Prophet to Razin bin Anas as-Sulami, also spelled
O as 055.7 The use of double y (), which has long since been contracted
into a single y, is evident in 4u® and ¢ (of course without skeletal dots)

2 EL. Moreland and R.M. Fleischer, Latin: An Intensive Course, p. 1.

3 ibid, p. 2.

4 “How Was Jesus Spelled?”, Biblical Archacology Review, May/June 2000, vol. 26,
no. 3, p. 66.

5 Harper’s Modern German Grammar, London, 1960, pp. ix-xvi.

6 For details see Ibn Abi Dawtd, al-Masahif, p. 104.

7 ibid, p. 105.

8 Qur'an 51:47.
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in the Prophet’s letters.® A document from the third century A.H. draws a
couple of letters in multiple ways.!” There is no shortage of evidence
regarding the variance in writing styles during the early days of Islam.

2. Studies on the Orthography of ‘Uthman’s Mushaf

Numerous books allude to the spelling peculiarities found in ‘Uthman’s
Mushaf, with some of the more detailed ones analysing all instances of
spelling anomalies. Among the chapters in al-Mugni’, for example, one

bears the heading, “Examination of Mushaf spellings where [vowels are]

dropped or listed. [Subheading:] Examination of words where alif (1) is

dropped for abbreviation.” Ad-Dani quoting Nafi‘ bin Abi Nu‘aim (. 70-

167 A.H.}, the original author, then produces a list of the verses where alif
1s pronounced but not written:

Siira: verse Tg;i;ﬁif%;ii; Actual pronunciation

2:9 O g8 Ly O 5eolsn by
2:51 (s ga ey 3y Y
20:80 FSSasy pSlidst y g

These three instances 1 chose arbitrarily, otherwise the examples in his
book occupy the length of twenty pages. Additionally, a/if in ‘Uthman’s
Mushaf is universally removed from < yodi and & s (2 total of 190 oc-
currences), except in verse 41:12 where it is spelled <11 Randomly
perusing the present-day Mushaf printed by the King Fahd Complex in
Madinah, I have verified this one instance of anomalous spelling, and so far
have found nothing in my cursory searches to contradict Nafi‘s tabulated
results.’? The two remaining vowels along with the Aamza (+) also display
a dynamic tendency for change, one which is not limited to ‘Uthman’s
Mushaf. Of the Companions who penned their own private copies many
incorporated additional peculiarities based, perhaps, on regional differences
in spelling. Here are two examples:

9 M. Hamidullah, Six Originaux Des Lettres Du Prophete De LIslam, pp. 127-133.

10 See the discussion on Gharib al-Hadith manuscript in this work, pp. 146-7.

1 Ad-Dani, al-Mugni', pp. 20, 27.

12 The copy I used, which is well known throughout the world, is without doubt
one of the most accurate printings of the Mushaf; for this the Center deserves our
due congratulations and gratitude.
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(a) ‘Abdul-Fattah ash-Shalabi discovered an old Qur’anic manuscript
in which the scribe used two different spellings of s (.. e and M)
on the same page.'?

(b) In the Raza Library Collection, Rampur, India, there is a Mushaf
written in Kific script attributed to ‘Ali bin Abi Talib. The word
# is again spelled as s, and 2 is spelled as . I have provided
a sample page below. '

Figure 10.1: The Kific Mushaf attributed to ‘Ali bin Abt Talib, where 2~
is spelled >~ (seventh line from the top) and e is spelled Y (fourth line
from the bottom). Courtesy Rampur Raza Library, India.

Malik bin Dinar reports that ‘Tkrima would recite verse 17:107 as jfas’al
(JL), though it is written f5/ ( }~). Malik reconciled this by saying that it

13 Ash-Shalabi, Rasm al-Mughaf, pp. 72-73. In a similar case, the Mushaf of ‘Alqama
(d. after 60 A.H./679 C.E.), brought to light by Ibrahim an-NakhaT (d. 96 A.H.), spelled
the letter alif both in the traditional form and in the form of the letter ya’ — meaning
that certain words with ¢fff had two interchangeable forms (e.g > and ). I also
came across another Mushaf folio from the first century A.H. where in the same page,
the same word has been written in two different ways.

1+ For another sample page of the same Mushaf, see Dr. WH. Siddiqui and A.S.
Islahi, Hindi-Urdu Catalogue of the exhibition held on the occasion of the celebration of the 50ih
Anniversary of India’s Independence and 200 years of Rampur Raza Library, 2000, Plate No. 1.
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was the same as reading ¢gal (%) when the word is spelled ¢/ ( 3),"* which
is 2 common abbreviation in the Hejazi Mushaf.!¢ Given that reading and
recitation were based on an oral learning tradition, such shorthand did not
threaten to corrupt the holy text. If a teacher recited ! )6 (read as ¢ald, the
alif at the end not being pronounced due a certain grammatical rule) and
the student scribed it as 45 (following his own standard) but read it back
correctly as )b, then the anomalous vowel spelling bore no ill consequences.
Ibn Abi Dawid narrates the following incident:

2Ll 3 il el 5ol alll e 5l 1 JB e i S 1 JB
Sl o) U85 5 o 10U (IS kly sy o o

Ll . e OF stV BTy ) el () o) sl s 4 S0 S 01J08
) wﬁ@.ﬁwxgp\pgwwuuzgu‘4;9;.15;
(B N3 6l I W eVl sl e s (U5
.gwﬁiéccfiv\.azdlj

aly oY OB lin Cameall 68U OIS Camall Al e ol s OIS
Jros el sty ey Al i «l iy Al e Lgaows (ghs 05 O « S»
7.l gy 05l GBS« gilS >

“Yazid al-Farsi said: “Ubaidullzh bin Ziyad added two thousand extra
letters (< ) in the Mughaf. When al-Hajj3j bin Yasuf came to Basra
and was informed of this, he inquired who had carried out this alter-
ation for ‘Ubaidullah; the reply was Yazid al-Farst. Al-Hajj3j therefore
summoned me; [ went to see him and had no doubt that he intended
to kill me. He asked why ‘Ubaidullzh had requested the addition of
these two thousand letters. [ replied, ‘May Allah keep you on the right
path; he was raised up in the lowly community of Basra [z.e. far from
the learned areas, in a region lacking literary taste and sophistication]’.
This spared me, for al-Hajjaj said that I spoke the truth and let me go.
What ‘Ubaidullah wanted was simply to standardise the spelling within
his Mushaf, re-writing «s8» as «!JJ6», and «s8» as «! $5».”

As the matter did not involve corrupting the text but rather reinstating
some vowels which had been dropped for abbreviation, al-Farsileft al-Hajjaj’s

15 See Ibn Abi Dawid, al-Masafif, p. 105 (the printed text has been corrected).
Teachers and students were bound to teach, learn and read orally according to the
isnads (which emanated directly from the Prophet) and within the boundaries of the
‘Uthmani Mushaf’s consonantal text. Malik bin Dinar’s reading was both true to the
consonantal text and to the hadiths on which he based his recitation.

16 See for example F Déroche and S.N. Noseda, Sources de la transmission manuscrite
du texte Coranique, Les manusertts de style higazi, Volume 2, tome 1. Le manuscrit Or. 2165 (f 1
@ 61) de la British Library, Lesa, 2001, p. 54a.

17 Thn Abi Dawid, al-Maséhif; p. 117. The printed text has been corrected.
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company unscathed. Referring to the concordance of the Qur’an we note
that V4 occurs 331 times, while ! 58" occurs 267 times: a combined total
of 598 words. Recall that ‘Ubaidullah added two extra alifs in each of these,
amounting to approximately 1,200 extra letters. The figure of two thousand
(as mentioned in the narration) was probably a rough guess.

Ibn Abi Dawiid’s narrative bears a defective and weak #snad,'® giving
scholars enough cause to reject it. But even if it were genuine, what ‘Ubaid-
ullzh was guilty of tampering with his own copy so as to bring it in accordance
with the prevalent spelling conventions, nothing more. For another example
we turn to the Mushaf copied by Ibn al-Bawwab in 391 A.H./1000 C.E.,
which I have compared against the Mushaf printed in Madinah in 1407
AH./1987 C.E.

Mushaf of Ibn
5 1, 1 19
al-Bawwab Mushaf of Madina |
i ol \
P b
P il
ol AT

The very beginning of Sira al-Bagara alone provides these four instances.
The custom for most printed Mushafs now is to adhere faithfully to the
‘Uthmani spelling system; the word Ul (malik) for instance is written ¢l
(malik) following the ‘Uthmani orthography, though a tiny a/ifis placed after
the mim to clarify the pronunciation for the contemporary reader. Similarly
a few verses still spell J6 as 5,2 indicating that this abbreviation was valid
in ‘Uthman’s time and that he allowed the inclusion of both.

Modern publishers, by basing their copies on the official ‘Uthmani ortho-
graphy, have provided us with a rich reference point for the spelling con-
ventions of Islam’s first century. And it is indeed the best option for every
publisher, given the benefits of mass printing and the (roughly) standardised
nature of modern education. The reluctance to deviate from ‘Uthman’s
orthography is nothing new however. Imam Malik (4. 179 A.H.) was solicited
over twelve centuries ago for his legal opinion (s 54) on whether one should
copy the Mushaf afresh by utilising the latest spelling conventions; he resisted
the idea, approving it only for school children. Elsewhere ad-Dani (4. 444

18 The chain of witnesses who were involved in transmitting the event; see Chapter
12 for a detailed discussion of the isndd system in general.

19 These words, in the printed Mushaf, all contain a tiny alff to aid the pronunciation.

20 See for example Qur'an 23:112, 23:114 and 43:24.
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A.H.) maintained that all scholars from Malik’s time to his unanimously
shared this same conviction.?’

15] imaall e il OF o 5T Gy 1 Jo O, 0 3 0,55 o g 4 e Sl 2

AUAS ad ot 8

NJde

BV g Bl B e gtall (o B S I IV o ) 1y er E B

B IS cagg w31 i Ll & IV g g caged g <h i L

2, a8 by« il L

Imam Malik was approached about certain vowels in the Mughaf which

are silent; he dismissed the idea of eliminating them. Abii ‘Amr (ad-Dani)

comments, “This refers to the extraneous and silent waw and alif, such as

waw i ... 1y, alif in ... a>w31Y 4 and also the ya’ in ... < -250.” This

indicates that Imam Mailik was against any institutionalised updating; while

scribes may have chosen to incorporate different conventions in their own

copies, in his mind such conventions were never to receive precedence or
sanction over ‘Uthman’s orthography.

3. The Nugat (Dotting) Scheme in Early Mushafs

From orthography we now switch our focus to palacography.® Just as in the
previous chapter we placed Arabic palaeography in a historical perspective,
so now we place it in the context of the Qur'an and examine its development.
Much of this discussion will revolve around nugaf (@ : dots), which in the
early days of Islam embodied a dual meaning:
. Skeletal dots:
These are dots placed either over or under a letter to differentiate
it from others sharing the same skeleton, such as 4 (), £ (#) and

21 Ad-Dani, al-Mugni, p. 19. Some scholars have suggested that the Mushaf be written
in accordance with their period’s prevailing conventions. One such scholar is Tzz bin
‘Abdus-Salam [az-Zarakhshi, Burhan, 1:379]. Others writing on this topic include: Ibn
Khaldiin, who favours change [Shalabi, Rasm al-Mugshaf, p. 119]; Hifni Nasif, who is
against any change [ibid, p. 118]; The Azhar’s fatwa board, which decided to stick to
the early orthographic system [#6id, p. 118]; The Saudi committee of major ‘ulema, who
also decided in 1979 to maintain the old system; and A similar consensus was reached
by the World Muslim League [al-Finaisan (ed.), al-Badi', Introduction, p. 41].

22 Ad-Dani, al-Mugni’, p. 36.

23 As a reminder: orthography refers to spelling conventions, while paleography (in
this context) deals with a language’s script, with the shape of its letters and the placement
of dots .
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J(¢)- Known as nugat al-ijam (pl=e¥) k&), this system was familiar to
Arabs prior to Islam or, at the latest, in Islam’s youth — preceding
“‘Uthman’s Mushaf as we will soon demonstrate.

2. Diacritical marks:
Known in Arabic as fashkil ( }525: i.e. damma, fatha, kasra) or nugat
al-irab (A Y 1i);** these can take the form of dots or more con-
ventional markings, and were invented by Abi al-Aswad ad-Du’ali
(¢. 10 BH. —69AH./61] — 688 C.E).D

We will cover both of these schemes at length.

i. Early Arabic Writings and the Skeletal Dots

The rasm al-khat (Lit: the drawing of the script) of the Qur’an in the ‘Uthmant
Mushaf does not contain dots to differentiate such characters as b (), ¢
(<), and so on, and neither does it possess diacritical marks such as fatha,
damma, and kasra. There is a good deal of evidence to show that the concept
of skeletal dots was not new to the Arabs, being familiar to them even prior
to Islam. These dots were nevertheless absent from the earliest Mushafs.
Whatever the philosophy behind this may have been, 1 will introduce some
examples to prove that early Arabic palaeography did indeed have dots
to accompany the skeleton of the characters.
1. The Raqgnsh tombstone, the oldest dated pre-Islamic Arabic inscrip-
tion, ¢. 267 C.E., contains dots on the letters dhal, rd’ and shin.?’
2. An inscription, most probably pre-Islamic, at Sakaka (northern
Arabia), written 1n a curious script:

Figure 10.2: A curious inscription found in Sakaka. Source: Winnet and
Reed, Ancient Records from North Arabia, Figure 8.
Reprinted with the publisher’s kind permission.

21 These are meant to represent short vowel sounds. Yet another name is al-haraka
(3 ,+), and in Urdu they are known as zair, zabar, paish ... efc.

25 Ad-Dani, al-Mupkam, p. 6. A renowned author, ad-Du’ali wrote his treatise on
grammar (and invented #skk7]) probably around 20 A.H./640 C.E.

26 See p. 95 for a discussion on the motive. Whether it caused divergences in the
readings of the Qur'an is subject of Chapter 11.

27 For more detail, see p. 119.
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The inscription (supposedly a combination of Nabataean and Arabic
characters)® contains dots associated with the following Arabic letters:
n(0), b (<) and ¢ ().

3. A bilingual document on papyrus, dated 22 AH.,* preserved at
Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek in Vienna:

Fagure 10.3: A dated bilingual document from Egypt. Source: Austrian
National Library, Papyrus Collection, P Vindob. & 39726.
Reprinted with their kind permission.

Fagure 10.4: The final line reads: Month of Jamad al-"Ula from
the year 22(4.H.) and written (by) Ibn Hudada.

This document hails from the reign of Caliph ‘Umar bin al-Khatizb.
The following Arabic characters have dots: n (0), ki (&), dh (3), sh
(u¥), and z (5).%

28 FV. Winnett and W.L. Reed, Ancient Records from North Arabia, University of Toronto
Press, 1970, p. 11.

29 M. Hamidullah, Six Originaux des Lettres Diplomatiques du Prophete de L’Islam, pp. 44-
45; See also S. al-Munaggid, Etudes De Paleographie Arabe, pp. 102-3.

30 Hamidullah in Six Originaux des Lettres Diplomatiques du Prophete de L’Islam, p. 47,
reports that Grohmann [From the World of Arabic Papyri, Cairo, 1952, pp. 62, 113-4]
committed numerous mistakes in reading the five lines of the Arabic text. In line 4,
he read & ies whereas it is § 448 o5 ; line 5, he read JsV suos, gt ) and aw
o3 whereas it is J s (subasr, 3pd> o and (xxl dw respectively.
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4. An inscription near Makkah, dated 46 A.H., contains a dot on the
letter 5 ().%

5. Mu'‘awiya dam near Madinah has an inscription that includes dots
on the letter £ (=).32

6. Another dam of Mu‘awiya. This one near T#’if, with an inscription
dated 58 A.H

Fagure 10.5: Inscription dated 58 A.H. on the dam of Mu'‘@wiya near Ta'tf.

The following characters bave dots: ya (), b (<), n (), th (&), Kk
(¢),/(<2) and t()3

In view of the above we can conclude that, up until 58 A H., the following
letters had been assigned dots to differentiate them from others bearing

31 A, Munif, Dirasa Fanniya li Mushaf Mubakkir, p. 139 quoting Grohmann, “Arabic
Inscriptions”, Louvain 1962, tome 1, pl. xxii, no. 2, p. 202.

32 4bid, p. 140 referring to a book by Dr. S. ar-Rashid on Islamic City.

33 . al-Munaggid, Etudes De Paleographie Arabe, pp. 101-103 quoting G.C. Miles,
“Early Islamic Inscriptions Near Taif, in the Hidjaz”, FNES, vol. vii (1948), pp. 236-
242.
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the same skeletal shape: n (0), & (¢), dh (3), sh(4), 2 (5), pa (), b (<), th
(&), f(<?) and ¢ (<). A total of ten characters. Concentrating on only the
first three inscriptions, which predate ‘Uthman’s Mushaf, we find that dots
were standardised into the same pattern that is in usage today.

Muhammad bin ‘Ubaid bin Aus al-Gassani, Mu‘awiya’s secretary, states
that Mu‘awiya asked him to carry out some fargish (=3 ) on a particular
document. Inquiring what was meant by targish, he was told, “To give
every character its due dots.” Mu‘awiya added that he had done the same
thing once for a document he had written on behalf of the Prophet.** Al-
Gassani is not well known in traditionist circles, and this weakens his nar-
rative,® but we cannot discount this incident in light of the irrefutable facts
proving the early use of dots (however sparingly).

#. The Invention of the Diacritical Markings

As mentioned earlier the diacritical marks, known in Arabic as tashkil
were invented by Aba al-Aswad ad-Du’ali (d. 69 A.H./688 C.E.). Ibn Abi
Mulaika reports that during ‘Umar’s reign, a Bedouin arrived asking for
an instructor to help him learn the Qur’an. Someone volunteered, but
began making such a string of mistakes while acting as tutor that ‘Umar
had to stop him, correct him, then order that only those with adequate
knowledge of Arabic should teach the Qur’an. With such an incident no
doubt haunting his mind, he eventually requested Abiu al-Aswad ad-
Du’ali to compose a treatise on Arabic grammar.3

Ad-Dv’ali took his assignment to heart, composing the treatise and
inventing four diacritical marks that could be posted on the concluding
letter of each word. These took the form of coloured dots (to differentiate
them from skeletal dots, which were black); initially they consisted of a
single colour (red in the example below), with each dot’s position signifying
its specific mark. A single dot placed after, on, or below the letter constituted
a damma, fatha or kasra, respectively. Similarly two dots placed after, on, or

3% Al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, al~Fam:', 1:269.

35 Refer to the chapter on Muslim methodology for greater details.

36 Ad-Dani, al-Mubkam, pp. 4-5, footnote 2, quoting Ibn al-Anbarl, al-Iddh, pp. 15a-
16a. An-Nadim gives a detailed description of the manuscript of ad-Du’alf’s treatise
on grammar. He discovered it in Ibn Abi Ba‘ra’s library, consisting of four folios and
copied by the famous Grammarian Yahya bin Ya‘mar (d. 90 A.H./708 C.E.). It contained
the signature of another Grammarian, ‘Allan an-Nahawi, and beneath it the signature
of an-Nadr bin Shumail. [an-Nadim, al-Fikrist, p. 46.] These signatures established the
legitimacy of Ab al-Aswad ad-Du’ali’s original authorship of the treatise.
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below the letter indicated damma tanween (double damma), fatha tanween or
kasra tanween, respectively®’ (this synopsis does little justice to his actual
conventions, which were quite elaborate). During Mu‘awiya’s reign (d. 60
A.H./679 C.E.) he accepted a commission to apply this dotting system to
a copy of the Mushaf, a task probably completed ¢. 50 A.H./670 C.E.

R s §

Figure 10.6: Example of a Mushaf written in the Kiific script, bearing ad-Du'ali’s
dotting scheme. Courtesy of the Nattonal Archive Museum of Yemen.

This scheme was transmitted from ad-Du’all to later generations through
the efforts of Yahya bin Ya‘mar (4. 90 A.H./708 c.E.), Nasr bin ‘Asim al-
Laithi (d. 100 A.H./718 C.E.), and Maimin al-Aqran, arriving at Khalil bin
Ahmad al-Fraheedi (d. 170 A.H./786 C.E.) who finally altered this pattern
by replacing the coloured dots with shapes that resembled certain char-
acters.”® Centuries lapsed, however, before al-Fraheedt’s scheme finally
superseded the earlier system.

Every centre appears to have practised a slightly different convention
at first. Ibn Ushta reports that the Mushaf of Isma‘l al-Qust, the Imam
of Makkah (100-170 A.H./718-786 C.E.), bore a dotting system dissimilar
to the one used by the Iraqis,*® while ad-Dani notes that the scholars of

37 Ad-Dani, al-Muhkam, pp. 6-7.
38 ibid, p. 7.
39 ibid, p. 9.
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San‘@’ followed yet another framework.* Likewise, the pattern used by
the Madinites differed from the Basarites; by the close of the first century
however, the Basarite conventions became ubiquitous to the extent that
even the Madinite scholars adopted them.* Later developments witnessed
the introduction of multi-coloured dots, each diacritical mark being assigned
a different colour.

Figure 10.7: Example of a Mushaf in the Kiific script. The diacritical dots are

multi-coloured (red, green, yellow, and a pale shade of blue). Note also the ayah

separators and the tenth ayah marker, as discussed in Chapter 8. Courlesy of the
National Archive Museum of Yemen

ui. Parallel Usage of Two Different Diacritical Marking Schemes

Khalil bin Ahmad al-Fraheedi’s diacritical scheme won rapid introduction
into non-Qur’anic texts, so for the sake of differentiation the script and dia-
critical marks reserved for masterly copies of the Qur’an were deliberately
kept different from those that were common to other books, though slowly
some calligraphers began to use the new diacritical system in the Qur’an,
however.#? T am fortunate to have a few colour pictures of the Qur’anic

40 ipid, p. 235.

4 gpid, p. 7.

42 Some of those calligraphers are: Tbn Mugla (4. 327 A.H.), Ibn al-Bawwiab (d.
circa 413 A.H.) ... etc. In fact Ibn al-Bawwib even shied away from ‘Uthman’s orth-
ography. The current trend is to fall back to the early orthography, e.g the Mushaf
printed by the King Fahd complex in Madinah [See p. 131].
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fragments from the San‘a’ Collection, through which the development of

such schemes can be demonstrated.
Figures 10.6 and 10.7 (above) probably date from the second century

A.H., while the next is an example of the Qur’anic script from the third

century A.H.®

Figure 10.8: Example of Qur'anic script from the third century A.H. Note again
the multi-colowred dots. Courtesy of the National Archive Museum of Yemen

The next figure is an example of non-Qur’anic script from the same
period; the difference is readily visible in the script and in the schemes
employed for skeletal dots and diacritical marks. For further examples,

see Figures 10.11 and 10.12.

Figure 10.9: Example of a non-Qur'anic script, end of the second century A.H.
Note the diacritical marks, in line with al-Fraheedis scheme. Source: A. Shakir
(ed.), ar-Risalah of ash-Shafii, Cairo, 1940, Plate 6.

43 Based on the description in the catalogue: Masalif San'@, Dar al-Athar al-Islarniyyah
(Kuwait National Museum), 19 March — 19 May 1985, Plate no. 53. In this regard I
have some reservations; for example, I believe that Figure 10.6 belongs to the late first

century.
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4. Sources of the Skeletal and Diacritical Dotting Systems

Father Yasuf Sa‘id, mentioned by al-Munaggid as an authority on the
history of alphabets, skeletal dotting systems and diacritical marks, contends
that the Syriacs may have been the first to develop the dotting system.*
The reference here is to skeletal dots, as seen in such charactersas: ¢, ¢,
¢ - His claim does not extend to the usage of diacritical markings. But Dr.
‘Izzat Hasan (ed.), in his introduction to al-Muhkam fi Nagtil Masahif, takes
the extra step and attributes the diacritical system to Syriac influence: as
the Syriacs were in the forefront of grammatical and dotting schemes, so
the Arabs borrowed freely from them.* For this argument he quotes the
Italian Orientalist Guidi, Archbishop Yasuf Dawad, Isra‘dl Wilfinson, and
‘Ali ‘Abdul-Wahid al-Wafi — this last simply repeating previous com-
mentators. Dr. Ibrahim Jum‘a has expressed the identical view of Arabs
borrowing the diacritical system from the Syriac language, where he cites
Wilfinson.* This is the conclusion of many others, including Rev. Mingana
who (never one for sugar-coating his words) remarks,

The first discoverer of the Arabic vowels is unknown to history. The
opinions of Arab authors, on this point, are too worthless to be quoted.*’

Asserting that Syriac universities, schools, and monasteries established
a system between 450-700 C.E., he says, “[the] foundation of the Arabic
vowels is based on the vowels of the Aramaeans. The names given to these
vowels is an irrefutable proof of the veracity of this assertion: such like Phath
and Phataha.”*® According to him, Arabs did not elaborate this system till
the latter half of the 8th century C.E.*® through the influence of the Baghdadi
school, which was under the direction of Nestorian scholars and where the
celebrated Hunain had written his treatise on Syriac grammar.>®

In the Syriac alphabet only two characters possess skeletal dots: dolath
(dal) and rish (ra). By comparison the Arabic alphabet contains a total of
fifteen dotted characters: <, o, &, ¢, &, 3, 5, 4, 2, b, §, <, &, 0 and
5. Imagining that the Arabs borrowed their multitudinous dots from the

4 §_al-Munaggid, Etudes de Paleographiec Arabe, p. 128. Al-Munaggid has shown some
reservation about attributing the skeletal dots to Syriac influence.

45 ‘Izzat Hasan (ed.), al-Muhkam fi Nagtil Masakif, pp. 28-29.

6 Thrahim Jum‘a, Dirdsdtun fi Tatawwur al-Kitabat al-Kafiyya, 1969, pp. 17, 27, 372.

47 A. Mingana and A.S. Lewis (eds.), Leaves from Three Ancient Quréns Possibly Pre-
‘Othménic: unth a list of their Variants, Cambridge Univ. Press, 1914, p. xxxi.

8 ibid, p. xxx. ’

49 This translates to 150 A.H. and onwards, because 700-799 C.E. = 81-184 A.H.

0 Mingana and Lewis (eds.), Leaves fiom Three Ancient Qurans, p. xoxi.
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Syriac becomes a difficult proposition; moreover we have clear pre-Islamic
evidence of the usage of skeletal dots, hailing from the early 7th century
and perhaps from as long ago as the 3rd century C.E3!

Now let us proceed to diacritical markings in Syriac, of which two sets
exist. According to Yasuf Dawiid Iglaimis, the Bishop of Damascus,

It 1s confirmed without doubt that in the life of Jacob of Raha, who
died in the beginning of the 8th century G.E. there did not appear any
diacritical marking method in Syriac, neither the Greek vowels, nor
the dotting system.*?

According to Davidson though,*® Jacob of Raha (4. 708 C.E.) invented
the first set of markings in the 7th century, while Theophilus invented the
second set (Greek vowels) in the 8th. Keeping in mind that the end of the
seventh century C.E. corresponds to 81 A.H., and the end of the eighth to
184 A.H., the question becomes: who borrowed from whom? In light of
what Davidson mentions the verdict could fall either way, so let us seek an
answer by examining the scripts. The figure below illustrates some Syriac
vowels.**

- a read ah
Dord e 4 ay
% ae

- i ., ee

=) o , 0k
QDor0D u , o0

Figure 10.10: Examples of Syrac vowels.

The signs used by Jacob of Raha bear some resemblance to the Qur’anic
diacritical system. Now recall that the inventor of the Arabic system, Abti
al-Aswad ad-Du’ali, died in 69 A H. (688 C.E.), and that he dotted the entire
Mushaf during Mu‘awiya’s reign ¢. 50 A.H./670 C.E. Suddenly the issue
of who borrowed from whom becomes crystal clear. For six hundred years
the Syriacs wrote their Bibles without any diacritical markings, though they
boasted a university in Nisibis and several colleges and monasteries, all in
operation since 450 C.E. Yet their diacritical marks were not conceived until

51 Refer back to the Raqish inscription, Chapter 9.

52 Yasuf Dawid Iqglaimis Bishop of Damascus, al-Lam‘a ash-Shahiyya fi Nahw al-
Lugha as-Siryaniyya, 2nd edition, Mosul, 1896, p. 169.

53 B. Davidson, Synac Reading Lessons, London, 1851.

5¢ B. Davidson, Syriac Reading Lessons, London, 1851.
_ °* B. Davidson, yriac Reading Lessons, London, 1851,
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the late 7th/early 8th century, while ad-Du’ali’s dotted Mushaf was finished
in the third quarter of the 7th century C.E. Logic clearly dictates that Jacob
copied the system from the Muslims. This is if we accept Davidson’s claim;
if we accept the verdict of the Bishop of Damascus however, then there is
no need for even this argument.

As regards Rev. Mingana’s allegation that the Arabs failed to elaborate
this system till the latter half of the 8th century, consider the following:

1. There is a report that Ibn Sirin (4. 110 A.H./728 C.E.) possessed a

Mushaf originally dotted by Yahya bin Ya'mar (4. 90 A.H./708 C.E.).%
2. Khalid al-Hadhdha’ used to follow the recitations of Ibn Sirin from
a dotted Mushaf.%

Both incidents are much earlier than the proposed borrowing scheme.

Syriac grammar gained its identity through the efforts of Hunain bin
Ishaq (194-260 A.H./810-873 C.E.);*” contrary to Mingana’s beliefs, Hunain’s
treatise on Syriac had no influence on Arabic grammar whatsoever because
Sibawaih (4. 180 A.H./796 C.E.),*® the greatest Arabic grammarian, died
betore Hunain was even born. Hunain himself was in fact a product of
the Islamic civilisation. He learned Arabic in Bagra, from a pupil of one
of the students of the famous Muslim lexicographer Khalil bin Ahmad
al-Fraheedi (100-170 AH./718-786 C.E.).*

5. Orthographic and Palaeographic Irregularities’ in Early Non-Qur'anic Script

Earlier we discussed how two different diacritical schemes were employed
in parallel, one for the Qur'an and another for all other works. We also
noted the difference in the Qur’anic and non-Qur’anic scripts, and the
scholars’ legal opinion against modernising the spelling conventions found
in ‘Uthman’s Mughaf. But what about the other books, how did they evolve
in response to changes in the palacography and orthography of the Arabic
script?

55 Ad-Dani, al-Nagt, p. 129.

56 Ad-Dani, al-Mubkam, p. 13.

57 Hunain b. Ishaq (194-260 a.H./810-873 C.E.): Born at Hira in a Christian (Syriac-
speaking) family. “On account of his attitude to iconoclasm he was suspected of blas-
phemy and excommunicated by Bishop Theodosius ...” [J. Ruska, “Hunain b. Ishak”,
Encyclopaedia of Islam, First edition, E.J. Brill, Leiden, 1927, p. 336].

58 Sibawaih (¢. 135-180 A.H./752-796 C.E.): One of the greatest authorities on Arabic
grammar, and the author of that famous tome, al-Kitab. [See Kahhala, Mufam al-
Muwallifin, ii:584.]

59 Kahhala, Mujam al-Muw’allifin, 1:662.
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P

Fugure 10.11: An example of non-Qur'anic script dated 227 A.H.
Source: R.G. Khoury, Wahb b. Munabbih, Plate PB 9.
Reprinted with the publisher’s kind permission.

Figure 10.11 1s a sample half page from Maghazt Wahb bin Munabbih,
from a manuscript dated 227 A.H. Khoury provides a fine list of peculiar
spellings that he encountered in this text,?’ a sample of which I have re-
produced below:

‘ Modern Modern Modern ’

‘ Wahb MS spelling Wk M5 spelling Waht MS spelling ‘
S4e! daef i clgdo HAY A

| $ A i 3 - ) o pH

| ; = s Lo P S|

Among the more interesting oddities are the word 4 spelled as - (i.e.
without —), and 1 3 spelled as s without any dots.

Figure 10.12 is a sample part page from Aba ‘Ubaid’s Gharib al-Hadith
preserved at Leiden University Library. This manuscript is flooded with
‘irregularities’ in the skeletal dotting system.5! The letter ¢af (3): void of

60 Raif G. Khoury, Wahb b. Munabbih, Otto Harrassowitz — Wiesbaden, 1972, Teil
1, pp. 22-27.

61 This list is not conclusive and is based on the portion shown. De Goeje has
studied this manuscript in detail and observed further irregularities [M.]. de Goeje,
“Beschreibung einer alten Handschrift von Abt ‘Obaida’s Garib-al-hadit”, ZDMG,
xvili:781-807 as quoted in Levinus Warner and His Legacy (Catalogue of the commemorative
exhibition held in the Bibliotheca Thysiana from April 27th #ll May 15th 1970}, E.J. Brill,
Leiden, 1970, pp. 75-76]. I thank Prof. J.J. Witkam for this reference and the colour

image.
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dots (red arrow: lines 1, 2 and 4); with a single dot underneath (green arrow:
lines 3 and 4); with two dots above the character (blue arrow: last line). The
isolated ya’ (s ):52 void of dots (light blue arrow: line 3); as before but in a
different form (violet arrow: last line); with two dots underneath (yellow
arrow: line 8).

Tagure 10.12: Another example of a non-Qur'anic script, dated 252 A.H.
Source: Leiden University Library, manuscript no. Or. 298, f 239b.
Reproduced with their kind permassion.

The interesting point is that all these ‘irregularities’ take place within a
single page. Surely a single copyist was involved, but his decision to script
these letters in multiple styles suggests that all were equally valid, and re-
inforces what we discussed earlier regarding the numerous permissible
forms given to the three vowels, ¢, s, I. ‘Irregularity” itself exists only in
our judgment since, if both styles were permissible at the time, we cannot
in good conscience label the scribe as inconsistent. Whatever reason we
conjure up for the liberal palacography of that era is actually unimportant.
Islamic methodology dictates that every student must learn directly from
a teacher and is never entitled to study any text on his own; so long as this
oral tradition remained, and the teacher was able to decipher the irregu-
larities in his own handwriting, there was no risk of corruption.

Hundreds of excellent references are devoted to the spelling and dotting
schemes used in Mushafs, and for further reading I suggest: (1) Kitab an-

62 Tn scripting isolated ya’, the scribe used two different skeletons. See for example
the third line (blue arrow) and the last line (violet arrow).
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Nagtby Abt ‘Amr ad-Dani (371-444 A.H.). Published by al-Azhar University,
Cairo; and (2) Al-Mubkam fi Nagt al-Masahif by ad-Dani, edited by Dr. ‘Tzzat
Hasan, Damascus, 1379 (1960).

Interested readers should also consult the introduction to al-Badr' fi Rasm
Masahyf ‘Uthman (pages 43-54), edited by al-Funaisan, where he cites eighty
works on this topic. The main purpose of these works is to educate the
reader on the ‘Uthmani conventions, and not to suggest that these were in
any way flawed or underdeveloped. We have already observed the discrep-
ancies between 17th century written English and that of modern times,
and if we view these changes as an evolutionary process (instead of pro-
claiming one or the other as flawed) then that is surely the attitude we
must extend to Arabic.

6. Conclusion

Skeletal dots (known to Arabs prior to Islam) and diacritical marks (a
Muslim invention) were both absent from ‘Uthman’s endeavours to inde-
pendently compile the Qur’an. By its consonant-heavy and dotless nature,
it was uniquely shielded from the guiles of anyone attempting to bypass
oral scholarship and learn the Qur’an on his own; such a person would
be readily detected if he ever dared to recite in public. In his reluctance
to incorporate extraneous material into the Mushaf, ‘Uthman was not
alone: Ibn Mas@d was of a similar mind. At a later date Ibrahim an-
Nakha'i (4. 96 A.H.), once noticing a Mushaf with added headings such
as “The Beginning of [such-and-such] Sare,” found it distasteful and
ordered that they be erased.®® Yahya bin Abi Kathir (4. 132 A.H.) notes,

Dots were the first thing incorporated by Muslims into the Mushaf, an
act which they said brought light to the text [ie clanified it].
Subsequently they added dots at the end of each verse to separate it
from the next, and after that, information showing the beginning and
end of each stra.®*

Recently I came across a harsh comment on Qur’anic orthography, which
insisted that we should follow the modern Arabic layout and discard the
conventions of those who scripted the ‘Uthmani Mushaf as the folly of
illiterates. I wholly disagree. It is sheer folly, on the part of this person and
such giants as Ibn Khaldin, to forget the inevitable evolution of language

63 Ad-Dani, al-Muhkam, p. 16.
64 See Ibn Kathir, Fadd’il, vii:467.
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over time; do they believe that, after the passing of a few centuries, others
would not step forward to denounce their efforts as the work of illiterates?
A Book that has resisted any universal alterations for fourteen centuries
is living proof that the text within belongs to Allih, Who has appointed
Himself as Guardian. The inviolability of the original, immaculately pre-
served for so long, is not to be suffered the tampering and adjustments
meted out to the Biblical Scriptures.5

65 The full scope of these tamperings will become evident in Chapters 15 and 17.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

CAUSES OF VARIANT READINGS

One of the gateways for an Orientalist assault on the Qur’an is distortion
of the text itself. In my estimate there are over 250,000 copies of the Qur'an
in manuscript form, complete or partial, from the first century of Hijra
onwards. Errors are classified in academic circles into the dual categories
of deliberate and unintentional, and in this vast collection of manuscripts
it is a certainty that many copyists must have committed unintentional
errors. Scholars who deal with this subject know very well what fatigue or
a momentary lapse of concentration can engender, as discussed at length
in the following works: (1) Ernst Wiirthwein, The Text of the Old Testament,
2nd edition revised and enlarged, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Com-
pany, Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1995; (2) Bart D. Ehrman, The Orthodox
Corruption of Seripture, Oxford Univ. Press, 1993; and (3) Bruce M. Metzger,
The Text of the New Testament, 3rd enlarged edition, Oxford Univ. Press,
1992.

The first of these relates to the OT and the others to the N'T. All three
meticulously categorise mistakes of this nature with terms like transposition,
haplography, and dittography, occasionally probing into the very mind of
the now-deceased scribe to show what distraction must have flashed through
his mind as he committed his silly mistake thousands of years ago.! But
this same treatment is not afforded the Qur’an, and in fact many errors
— obvious scribal blunders resulting from exhaustion — are treated as genuine
variants, as evidence of corruption in the Muslim Holy Book.

True that it is difficult to ascertain whether an error is intentional or
deliberate; let us therefore tackle the two possibilities together, as the end
result in both is textual corruption.

As we have seen, the ‘Uthmani Mughaf was thoroughly dotless. Goldziher
asserted that divergences in the readings of the Qur’an were due to faults
in early Arabic palacography, being dotless (i.. no skeletal dots) and with-
out diacritical markings. Thus a skeleton such as L5, when bereft of its dots
and diacritical marks, can possess several possible readings such as: cup ¢ b
J5 (5 ¢ J3 (3. These mean, respectively: he was killed, elephant, before,
front portion of the body, to kiss and it was said.? In this chapter I will try

1 Refer to pp. 243-4 and pp. 287-9.
2 For a discussion on when such a text, lacking dots, can cause corruption and when
it is harmless, refer to section 3 in this chapter.
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to negate the idea that dotless Arabic palaecography could have resulted
in any kind of corruption, distortion, or tampering within the Qur’an.

1. The Qu@at is Sunna

Knowledge of correct gir@at (the science of proper recitation) comes from
the Prophet himself, a sunna which dictates the manner of reciting each
verse. Aspects of this are intrinsically linked with the Qur’anic revelations:
the text was revealed verbally, and by promulgating it verbally the Prophet
simultaneously provided both text and pronunciation to his community.
Neither can be divorced from the other.

‘Umar and Hishim bin Hakim once differed in reading a verse from
Siira al-Furgan; having learned this passage directly from the Prophet, ‘Umar
asked Hisham who had taught him. He replied, “The Prophet.”? A similar
incident occurred with Ubayy bin Ka‘b.* None of these Companions were
innovating so much as a syllable: all minutiae of recitation had been in-
herited from the Prophet.

We also find a grammarian® who declared that reciting certain words in
this or that fashion was grammatically preferable in his opinion, through
alteration of diacritical marks which bore no weight on the meanings. Yet
scholars held steadfast to the manner of recitation that arrived through
authoritative channels, refusing his innovation and insisting that qird’at is
a sunna which no one has the authority to change.

We must note that people were not casually purchasing Mushafs from
the local bazaar, having finished their morning shopping at the greengrocers
or fishmongers, and taking them home to memorise saras by themselves.®
Verbal schooling from an authorised instructor was required, generally at

3 Al-Bukhari, Sakih, Fada’il al-Qur’an:5.

4 Muslim, Sahth, Musafirin, hadith no. 273.

5 Tbn Shanbidh (d. 328 AH.). See this work p. 205.

6 Asmentioned in pp. 105-7, the trade in Mushafs rose to prominence by the middle
of the first century A.H. The manuer of Islamic education was to instruct pupils in the
skills of literacy, followed immediately (or concurrently) with a reading of the Holy
Qur'an from cover to cover, under appropriate guidance. The Qur'an was thus the
first book they learned, and by its completion they were in a strong position to master
the Arabic language. Naturally they had a need for their own copies of the Mushaf
afterwards, whether to refresh the memory or to use for instructing others, and so the
purchaser of the Mushaf from the local bazaar was already well versed in the art of
gird’at from his or her early days of schooling, already familiar with the stras that lay
within. Only in reccnt times has this pattern of using the Qur'an as a teaching aid

~ omewhatrelaxed(dly).
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the rate of five verses a day. Such was the pace as late as the first quarter
of the 2nd century Hijra when Abt Bakr b. ‘Ayyash (4. 193 A.H.) went to
learn the Qur’an from Ibn AbI an-Najud (4. 127 A.H.) in his youth.” The
point is that no reading emanated from a vacuum or some innovator’s per-
sonal guesswork; where more than one authoritative reading existed, the
source of this multiplicity was traceable to the Prophet. During the life of
the Companions a book appeared on the subject of multiple readings,
envisaged on a small scale.® With time larger works evolved, comparing
the recitation of famous scholars from different centres and culminating

in the work of Tbn Mujahid.

2. The Need for Multiple Readings: Simplifying
Recitation for Unaccustomed Masses

The unity of dialect which the Prophet had been accustomed to in Makkah
vanished with his arrival in Madinah. Islam’s spread over the Arabian ex-
panses meant the incorporation of new tribes with new dialects, and for
some of them the purity of the Quraishi vernacular proved difficult. In his
Sahih, Muslim quotes the following hadith.

Ubayy bin Ka‘b reported that the Prophet was near the locale of Bani
Ghifar when Jibril came to him and said, “Allah has commanded you
to recite the Qur’an to your people in one dialect.” To this he said, “T
ask Allah’s pardon and forgiveness. My people are not capable of this.”
He then appeared for the second time and said, “Allah has commanded
that you should recite the Qur’an to your people in two dialects.” The
Prophet replied, “I seek pardon and forgiveness from Alldh, my people
would not be able to do s0.” Jibril came for the third time and said, “Allah
has commanded you to recite the Qur’an to your people in three dialects,”
and again he responded, “I ask pardon and forgiveness from Allah. My
people would not be able to do this.” He then came to him for the fourth
time and stated, “Allh has permitted you to recite the Qur’an to your
people in seven dialects, and in whichever dialect they recite, they will
be correct.”®

7 Tbn Mujahid, Kuab as-Sab‘a, p. 71.

8 See Arthur Jeffery (ed.), Mugaddimatin fi ‘ulim al-Quran (Two Mugaddimas to the
Qur anic Sciences), Cairo, 1954, p. 276. It is worth noting that prior to Ibn Mujahid
some forty four works had already been authored on the subject [Dr. ‘Abdul Hadi al-
Fadli, Qira’at Ibn Kathir wa Atharuha fi ad-Dirasat an-Nehawiyya (Ph.D. Thesis), University
of Cairo, 1975, pp. 60-65, as quoted by Ghanim Qaddtri, Rasm al-Mushaf, p. 659].

9 Muslim, Sahih, Kitab as-Salit, hadsth no. 1789, as translated into English by A.
Siddiqi (with some modifications).
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Ubayy (bin Ka‘b) also reported,
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The Prophet encountered Jibril at the mira’ stones [on the outskirts of
Madinah, near Quba’] and told him, “T have been sent to a nation of
illiterates, among therm is the prowling sheikh, the old woman and the

young.” Jibril replied, “So command them to recite the Qur’an in seven
ahryf (dialects).”

Over twenty Companions have narrated fadiths confirming that the Qur'an
was revealed in seven dialects (<2 ~f ax).!! To this we can add that forty
scholarly opinions exist as to the meaning of ajruf (literally: letters). Some
of these opinions are very far fetched, but most agree that the main objective
was to facilitate the Qur’an’s recitation for those who were unaccustomed
to the Quraishi dialect. Such a concession was granted through the grace
of Allah.

Earlier we saw how these variant dialects resulted in disputes a few de-
cades later; prompting ‘Uthman to prepare a Mushaf in the Quraishi dialect.
The end tally for all multiple readings found in the skeletons of five official
Mugshafs did not exceed forty characters, and all dispatched reciters were
obligated to follow this skeletal text and to reveal which authority they had
learned their recitations from. Zaid b. Thabit, so central to the collection
of the Qur’an, stated that, « &z 2w ) B 12 (“The girg’at is a sunna that is
strictly adhered to”). These are details which we covered in previous chapters.

The term ‘variants’ is one that I dislike using in such cases because a
variant results, by definition, from uncertainty. If the original author pens
a sentence one way, and the sentence is then corrupted due to scribal
errors, then we have introduced a principle of uncertainty; a subsequent
editor who is unable to distinguish the correct wording from the incorrect
will place what he believes to be the correct version in the text, whilst
citing the others in margins. Such is the variant reading. But the Qur’an’s
case differs distinctly because the Prophet Muhammad, Allah’s sole vice-
gerent for the wahy’ reception and transmission, himself taught certain
verses in multiple ways. There is no principle of doubt here, no fog or
confusion, and the word ‘variant’ fails to convey this. Multipleis a far more
accurate description, and so in that spirit I will refer to them here as multiple

10 Tbn Hanbal, Musnad, v:132, hadith no. 21242.
1l See as-Suyiti, al-figan, :131-141.
12 As-Suyfitt, al-ftgan, :211.
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readings. One reason behind this phenomenon was the divergence of accents
in Arabia and the need to accommodate them in the short term, as discussed
above. A second reason may have been an attempt to better elucidate the
various shades of meaning within a particular verse by supplying two
wordings, each one being sanctioned by Allah. A well-known example of
this is in Sira al-Fatiha, where the fourth verse can be recited as malik (Owner)
or malik (King) of the Day of Judgement. Both wordings were taught by the
Prophet and therefore constitute multiple, rather than variant, readings.
Not surprisingly, Orientalist scholars have rejected the Muslim explanation
and sought to cement theories of their own. As a natural extension to his
efforts towards a critical edition of the Qur’an, meant to highlight variations,
Arthur Jeffery agreed in 1926 to collaborate with Prof. Bergstrésser in pre-
paring an archive of materials from which it would some day be possible
to write a history of the development of the Qur’anic text.' In his quest
he examined roughly 170 volumes — some from reliable, but most from
unreliable, sources. His collection of variants takes up some 300 pages in
printed form, covering the personal Mushafs of approximately thirty scholars.
In this chapter I will imit myself to critical examination of this aspect of
Jeffery’s efforts, his work on variants. Other aspects will be tackled later.

3. Main Cause of Multiple Readings (Variants): the Orientalist View

According to Jeffery, the lack of dots in ‘Uthman’s Mushaf meant that the

reciter was at liberty to supply his own markings, in accordance with the

context and meaning of the @yah as he perceived it.'* If he came across a

dotless word which could be read: «us, «ds, adui or 4slx he had a choice of
characters, using whichever dots and marks were necessary to conform the

verse to his understanding of it. Prior to Jeffery’s time, Goldziher and others

also asserted that the use of the early dotless script had engendered vari-

ations. To bolster his claim, Goldziher provided a few potential examples

and divided them in two parts.!®

18 A Jefery, Materials for the History of the Text of the Qur'an, EJ. Brill, Leiden, 1937. 1
may add that Jeffrey uses a host of Judeo-Christian jargon in arranging this archive:
“Canonization by Ibn Mujahid”, p. 11; “Muslim Massora”, p. 3, 5 (footnote); and using
t for death nstead of d. (a cross so as to Christianise the poor soull), p. 14, et.

14 A Jeffery, “The Textual History of the Qur'an”, in A. Jeffery, The Qur'an as Scripture,
R.F. Moore Co., Inc., New York, 1952, p. 97.

15 “Abdul-Halim Najjar, Madhahib at-Tafsir al-Islami, Cairo, 1955, pp. 9-16. This is an
Arabic translation of Goldziher’s work.
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1. Variations due to lack of skeletal dots. Three examples will suflice:
a. 03805 035 Ly can be read: 0 i o8 Loy 16
b, g dll s 0z 5 Bl can be read: |y all o 30z 5 13010
co A e s pay can be read: |28 24 e s U1 pey 18

2. Variations due to lack of diacritical markings.

For those unfamiliar with the history of ¢ir@’az, such examples may seem
valid. But all theories must be tested before they can be deemed viable
however, and Islamic studies are unfortunately littered with ones that have
been drafted and pressed into service without the benefit of testing. So let
us evaluate their premises,

Jeffery and Goldziher completely ignored the tradition of oral scholar-
ship, the mandate that only through qualified instructors could knowledge
be gained. A great many Qur’anic phrases contextually allow the inclusion
of more than one sct of dots and diacritical marks, but in the lion’s share
of cases, scholars recite them in just one way. Where variations arisc {and
this is rare) the skeleton of both readings remains faithful o the ‘Uthmani
Mushaf, and each group can justify its reading based on a chain of authority
extending back to the Prophet.!® With this we can easily dismiss the notion
of each reciter whimsically supplying his own dots and marks. Had there
been even a semblance of fact in their theories, consider then the number
of reciters and the thousands of skeletons that can be read in four or five
ways; would not the list of variants run into hundreds of thousands or per-
haps millions? In the Mushaf’s entirety Ibn Mujahid (d. 324 A.11.) counted
roughly one thousand multiple readings only® To compare theory with
reality is to demonstrate the fallacy of their hypotheses.

A few concrete examples will help to cement my point.

(a) First example (in the first column, the word in question is marked

in different colour; the middle column is the sdra:verse reference):

16 Qur’an 7:48. This is a false example, see Ibn Mujahid, Kitab as-Saba, pp. 281-2.

17 Qur'an 4:94.

18 Qur'an 7:57.

19 The Muslim community at large did not trouble itself with isndds when memor-
ising the Qur’an, because this was impractical and unnecessary for the layman given
the Qur’an’s ubiquitous presence in every home and on every tongue. Professional
reciters and scholars did follow isnads however, as they were guardians entrusted with
making sure that the text reaching the public was accurate and free of corruptions.
Even I, writing in the 15th century A.H./21st century C.E. can provide an isnad for the
recitation of the Qur’an.

20 Scholars examining ‘Uthman’s official copies noted differences in forty characters;
these were based on divergences in the skeleton itself. Ibn Mujahid’s one thousand
multple readings are due Lo the varying placement of dots and marks on certain words,
in addition to the skeletal differences.



CAUSES OF VARIANT READINGS

157

1:4

Some recite $UL and some &ds .’

3:26

Unanimously read <t

ATy WO [ 114:2-3

Unanimously read <l

The colored word can be contextually read in all three verses as either

K35 ord)-l:‘.

() Second example:

A J'r; [} Qs | 7:146 | Some read s, others L,
s 6 J:f:,,. ] ,t;éj 18:10 | Unanimously read s
1’:@} fich ;,3 Qj'& 18:24 ! Unanimously read Iy,

W 18:66 | Some read L\.M‘J others 143,
< ” |

Al 1 Jj Couy | 72:2 Unanimously read 45,
60 ;..‘éj T ;|31E,.| 72:10 | Unanimously read s
iy «-’J-th 72:14 Enanimously read s,
EIR{ lj:‘;,’ij éll:f ¥ L72:21 ] Unanimously read I,

Lexicographically both forms are valid in each case.

(c) Third example:

(a3 S/fj i "‘.bj:’.l}.:.} NG |5:76 Unanimously read />
5o Y/j G G,:n-'-l J.u:fsf 7:188 | Unanimously read -
G5 gj o w::‘-'-l i«‘;‘:f"\f 10:49 | Unanimously read I

Gl Y5 152 ’ri *:—‘u-;-.: Y3 | 20:89 Unanimously read 1/
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1] A ., - [ v
Gas Y e gy ZO: N3 | 25:3 | Unanimously read (.

o Ny Lo yal-,‘ "8k il ¥ | 34:492! Unanimously read 1

) R - s
7o 35 3151 ) 48:11 ] Some read V& others 1,2

Again, lexicographically both forms are valid in each case.?!

I could spill much ink in citing more examples, but the above are sufficient
to prove my point. There are literally thousands of instances where two forms
of a word are both contextually valid but only one is collectively used; so
many instances in fact, that they cease to be coincidence and overwhelm
Jeffery and Goldziher’s theories.

Let us ask: in incorporating dots into a dotless text, when does a textual
error cause corruption and become harmful? When we do not have the
means for distinguishing what is correct from what is not, then this is cause
for alarm. Suppose that we have two manuscripts, each bearing one of the
following: « ,» o S J—-s “He kissed the woman, then ran away”, and
e 41 J=3 “He killed the woman, then ran away”. Now in the absence
of a context with which to extract a clue, deciding which is right becomes
impossible; clearly we have a textual problem confronting us. Assume next
that we have ten manuscripts with different transmission chains, nine of
them containing: « » ¢ 8,0 J-s “He kissed the woman, then ran away”,
while the tenth bears « o5 5 1l |3, that is, “Woman’s elephant then he
ran away.” Besides being absurd, this sentence is contrary to the other nine
manuscripts that unanimously agree on a sensible meaning, so that discarding
the ‘elephant’ reading becomes the only sensible answer. The same holds true
for Qur’anic manuscripts. If we select one hundred Mushafs, originating
from numerous locales and each bearing a different hand-writing and a
different date, and if all but one in this entire collection completely agree
—moreover, if the aberrant one makes no sense — then any rational person
will attribute the aberrancy to a scribal error.

Jeflery accuses Muslims of tampering with their Book.

When we come to the Qur’an, we find that our early manuscripts are
invariably without points or vowel signs, and are in Kific script very
different from the script used in our modern copies. The modernizing
of the script and the orthography, and supplying the text with points

2! For a detailed study of this topic, see ‘Abdul-Fattah al-Qadi, “al-Qira’at fi Nazar
al-Mustashrigin wa al-Mulhidin”, Maallat af-Azhar, Ramadan 1390/1970 onwards.
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and vowel signs, were it is true, well intentioned, but they did involve
a tampering with the text. That precisely is our problem.?

He commits a blunder by claiming that the earliest known Mushafs
were in the Kiific script, for in fact they were in the slanted Hejazi script
as reproduced in Figure 7.1.2 Moreover he considers the Kiific script very
different from what is used in modern times, and deems this updating of
script to be a form of tampering, Suppose I scribble an entire article by
hand and send it off to the publisher, should I then hold him guilty of
tampering when I see my article splashed out in Helvetica or Times New
Roman? Had Arabic been a dead language, such as Hieroglyphic, and
had the Qur’an been lost for a few hundred years, as with the Torah,
then textual tampering may have reared its head: for we would then be
attempting to decipher a long lost book in an unreadable script, imposing
our guesswork throughout. In reality though the Kafic script is still readable
today, and the oral nature of the Qur’an’s transmission is instilled in Muslims
to this day, making it abundantly clear that Jeffery has no case for his hue
and cry.?*

4. Secondary Cause of Multiple Readings (Variants)

In collecting research material, Jeffery has employed the Orientalists’ metho-
dology while rejecting the Muslim technique of critically evaluating isnads.”
He describes his criteria:

And those of the analytic camp, their method is to collect afl opinions,
speculations, conjectures, and inclinations so to conclude through scrutiny
and discovery which of it agrees with the place, time and conditions at
the time taking into consideration the text irrespective of the narration

22 A, Jeffery, “The Textual History of the Qur’an”, in A. Jeffery, The Qur'an as Scripture