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INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR’AN

Compilation of the Qur’an

Compilation of the Qur’an in its present form in terms of the 
arrangement of its verses and the order of its chapters, and similarly in 
terms of vowelling, the inclusion of dots and its division into parts and 
sections was not the product of a single worker and was not completed 
at the time of the original revelation. Many years passed between the 
time of the Message and the standardisation of the codices (masahif) 
in the time of ‘Uthman, followed by the perfection of the vowelling by 
al-Khalll ibn Ahmad (d. 173/789) the grammarian (al-Nahawi), and the 
resulting Qur’an as we know it.

This section is a treatment of the historical circumstances through 
which this eternal Holy Scripture passed. However, the immediate issue 
is the period of the collection and compilation of the Qur’an into a codex, 
and the elements which contributed to this important phase. Hence, we 
will look in detail at this first stage, which comprised no longer than half 
a century, and then talk briefly about the vicissitudes of the later stages. 
This study is in two basic stages:

Firstly, an examination of the arrangement of the verses within a 
chapter and the individual numbering of the verses in relation to other 
verses. This was established by the instruction of the Prophet at the time 
the Message was received, and is entirely unchanged:

Lo! It is We Who reveal the Remembrance, and We verily are its 
Guardian (15:9).

Secondly, the sequencing of the chapters as they appear in the codex 
as it is today. This was done after the Prophet’s death, because 
and chapters were expected to be revealed for as long as he was alive.

The Arrangement of the Verses
The vast majority of the work of putting the verses within each chapter 

together as we know them today was done in accordance with the order

verses
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THE HISTORY OF THE QUR'AN

of their revelation. A chapter would begin with ‘In the Name of God, 
the Merciful, the Compassionate,’ and the verses from the same chapter 
revealed thereafter would be gradually recorded one after the other 
in accordance with the revelation until another basmalah1 came down, 
making it known that one chapter had ended and another one had begun.

Imam al-Sadiq explains:

The end of a chapter would be known by the revelation of‘In the 
Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate’, the beginning 
of another.2

Ibn ‘Abbas said:

The Prophet would know chapter division by the revelation of‘In 
the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate’ - he would 
know that one chapter had ended and another had begun.3

After the basmalah indicating the order of revelation, the scribes 
recording the words were aware of the need to document the verses 
within a chapter one after another as they were revealed, without any 
need for an explicit instruction in relation to each verse.

Thence, the chapters’ verses were put in order in line with the order 
of their revelation during the Messenger’s time. This is what is known 
as the ‘natural order.’ It is the primary way in which the overwhelming 
majority of completed verses, with rare exceptions, were arranged.

It is well known that Ali’s codex followed this natural order of revelation 
accurately, which marked it out from all the other companions’ codices, 
as we shall allude to.

Jabir narrates on the authority of Abu Ja‘far al-Baqir:

When the Qd’im4 rises he will set up camps for those who teach 
people the Qur’an as God, Sublime is His Glory, revealed it. It

1A contracted form of Bismillah al-Rahman al-Rahim meaning ‘In the Name of God, the 
Merciful, the Compassionate.’ (Trans.)
2 Tafsir al-‘Ayyashi, vol. 1,19.
3 Naysaburl, al-Mustadrak ‘ala al-Saihayn, vol. 1,231; Ibn Wadih, Tarikh al-Yaqubi, vol. 2,27.
4 From the phrase al-Qa’im bi Amrillah, meaning the Executor of God’s Command i.e. 
the Twelth Imam. (Trans.)

13



INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR'AN

will be the most difficult thing for anyone who has memorised
it today, because its arrangement is different.5

This refers to the current arrangement with regard to the order of 
the chapters and some verses as we shall draw attention to.

There was another factor in the arrangement of verses, and that 
would have been if the Prophet had given a specific instruction in this 
regard. He would sometimes instruct that a verse be put in a particular 
place within an earlier chapter which had already been finished. There 
is no doubt that he would see a close link between the verse just revealed 
and the verses which had been revealed before, and instruct that they 
be put with them, with Almighty God’s permission.

This exceptional departure from the order of revelation needed an 
explicit instruction. Ahmad narrates in his Musnad on the authority of 
‘Uthman ibn AbT al-‘As:

We were sitting with the Messenger of God when all of a sudden 
he fixed his gaze, then righted it. He then said, ‘Gabriel came to 
me and told me to put this verse in this place in this chapter:

Lo! God enjoineth justice and kindness and giving to kinsfolk.. (16:90).’

So it was put in The Bee (al-Nahl) between the verses on raising witnesses 
(ayat al-istishhad) and the verses of covenant (ayat al-ahd). He narrates 
that the last verse to be revealed was the following:

And guard yourselves against a day in which ye will be brought back 
to God (2:281).

Gabriel indicated that it be put between the two verses on usury and 
debt in The Cow (al-Baqarah).6 It is narrated on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas 
and al-Sudd! that it was the last part of the Qur’an to be revealed. Gabriel 
said, ‘Put it after two hundred and eighty.’7 The close link between it and 
the two verses on usury and debt are obvious. The same applies to the 
previous verse from The Bee. It is also narrated on the authority of Ibn

5 Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwdr, vol. 52,339 and Sheikh Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn Nu'man 
al-Mufid, al-lrshdd fiManfati Hujajilldh ‘Aid al-‘Ibdd, (Qum: International Congress on 
Thousandth Anniversary of the Birth of Sheikh Mufid, 1413 q.), vol. 2,386.
6 Al-Suyuti, al-ltqan, vol. 1,173.
7 Tabrisi, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 2,394.
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THE HISTORY OF THE QUR'AN

‘Abbas that a time came when the longer chapters were revealed to the 
Messenger, and when this happened, he would summon one of those 
who acted as a scribe and say, ‘Put these verses in the chapter in which 
such-and-such is mentioned.’8

There is no dispute over this, as ‘Abdullah ibn al-Zubayr explicitly states:

The order of the verses in the chapters is as per his instruction 
and command, without any dispute over this among the Muslims.9

Some of a chapter may have been revealed and another begun before 
the first was completed. The latter might be completed before the former. 
This would also be according to the Prophet’s instruction, as with the 
additon to The Cow, which was in fact the first chapter whose revelation 
was to commence in Medina after the Migration. However, its revelation 
carried on for more than six years, one of the later verses being:

Indeed, Safa and Marwa are among the indications of God. It is therefore 
no sin for him who is on pilgrimage to the House (of God) or visiteth it, 
to go around them... (2:158).

This was revealed when the Muslims refrained from passing back and 
forth between Safa and Marwa because the idols of Isaf and Na’ilah were 
on top of them, and it was the pagan custom to go back and forth between 
them and touch them. The verse was revealed to refute the mistaken 
belief that it was forbidden, which indicates that it had to have been 
revealed after the treaty of Hudaybiyyah on the compensating ‘Umrah 
(‘umrataTqada),10 which was in the sixth year after the Migration. It may 
be that the Prophet instructed that the verse be put in this place in the 
chapter, but only God knows.

Similarly the verses on pilgrimage were revealed the same year and 
were put in this very same chapter.

Therefore, we find in certain chapters verses which were not necessarily 
revealed chronologically. This could either have been according to the 
Prophet’s instruction or for some other reason which remains unknown.

8 Al-TirmidhI states it via a good (hasan) chain, and al-Hakim via an authentic chain. 
See ZarkashI, al-Burhan, vol. 1, 241 and Ibn Wadih, Tarikh al-Ya‘qubi, vol. 2,36.
9 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 1,172.
10 Narrated on the authority of Imam al-Sadiq. See Tafsir al-'Ayydshi, vol. 1,70; Tabari, 
Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 2,123.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR’AN

One example is what we see in She Who is Tested (al-Mumtahanah). The 
chapter begins with verses 1-9 which were revealed in the eighth year 
after the Migration, are about Hatib ibn AbTBalta'ah, who had written to 
the Quraysh informing them of the Prophet’s preparations for attacking 
Mecca, a fact which the Prophet was trying to conceal.

Following these verses are two verses revealed in the sixth year after 
the Migration, and are about Subay'at al-Aslamiyyah, who had come to 
the Prophet as a Muslim migrant, abandoning her infidel husband, who 
thereafter came after her. She sought the Prophet’s protection, arriving 
at the same time as the Treaty of Hudaybiyyah, wherein the Prophet had 
made a pact with the Quraysh to return to them anyone who came to 
him from Mecca. Hence, the husband started arguing with the Prophet, 
saying, ‘Return my wife to me in accordance with the conditions you 
have made with us, the ink of which is not yet dry.’ The Prophet was put 
in a difficult position, but then the two verses were revealed.

After these two verses are verses concerning the women’s pledge 
of allegiance the year of the Conquest, which was the ninth year after 
the Migration.

However, the last verse in the chapter is completely connected to 
the verses at the beginning. Hence it is said that this chapter illustrates 
a departure from the natural order of the verses with no known reason.11

Another example is found in The Cow in the verses on provision and 
the period of waiting. The original ruling on women whose husbands die 
was that they had to wait an entire year without leaving their husbands’ 
houses, their only inheritance being provision for them for that year. 
The verse concerning this is the following:

And those ofyou who are about to die and leave behind them wives, 
they should bequeath unto their wives a provision for the year without 
turning them out.. (2:240).

This law was then abrogated by the verse on waiting periods - four 
months and ten nights - within the same chapter (2:234), and by the 
verse on inheritance (4:12).

Imam Sadiq says the verse on provision was abrogated by the verse:

11 MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 92,67.
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THE HISTORY OF THE QUR'AN

...they shall wait, keeping themselves apart, for four months and ten 
days (2:234),

and by the verse on inheritance.12 However, the nature of abrogation 
dictates that the verse which abrogates should come after the verse which 
is abrogated, but this one comes six verses before.

The same applies to the Almighty’s Words:

And guard yourselves against a day in which ye will be brought back 
to God... (2:281).

It is said that this was the last verse to be revealed to the Messenger, 
and that he only lived a few days or weeks thereafter. The verse has been 
placed in The Cow even though it was the first chapter to be revealed in 
Medina after the Migration, and twenty or so chapters were revealed 
after it. It is narrated that it was Gabriel who indicated to the Prophet 
where it should appear in The Cow as stated above.

Ibn ‘Abbas says about the verse of completion:

This day have I perfected your religion for you and completed My favour 
unto you, and have chosen for you as religion Islam (5:3).

No duty was revealed after that.

Al-SuddT, al-Jubba’i and al-Balkhl agree,13 and it is also narrated on 
the authority of the two Imams al-Sadiq and al-Baqir.14

Ibn ‘Asakir and al-Khatlb say:

They were revealed at GhadTr Khumm when he was returning from 
the Farewell Pilgrimage, after he had appointed Ali as Master. So 
Gabriel brought it down.

In al-Suddfs words, no ruling on what is or is not permissible was 
revealed after that.15

However, it is situated as the third verse of The Table (al-Maidah), and 
there are many verses containing rulings after it, such as the fourth verse,

12 BahranI, Tafsir al-Burhan, vol. 1, 232; Hajj Mirza Husayn Nuri TabrisI, Mustadrakal- 
Wasail (lithograph, Tehran, Islamlyyah Offset, 1382 q.), vol. 3,21.
13 Al-SuyutI, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 2,257-259; TabrisI, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 3,159.
14 TabrisI, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 3,159.
15 Al-Suyuti, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 2,259.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR AN

which mentions that all good things and hunting are lawful, verse 5 on the 
food of the People of the Book, verse 6 on ablution from minor impurity, 
verse 38 concerning thieves, verse 89 on oaths, verse 90 on wine,
95 on the unlawfulness of hunting while in pilgrim sanctity, verse 103 
forbidding what the pagans have made lawful, and verse 107 on having 
testaments witnessed. All of these are legislative rulings recorded after 
the verse of completion, even though they were without doubt revealed 
before it. There must be a reason for inserting a verse like this between 
others which forbid carrion, blood and meat of the swine, even if it is 
not apparent.

We should not be unaware of the aspect of‘the presumption of the 
style of the expression’ (asalat al-siyaq) with regard to the verses, that it 
is preserved in accordance with its original nature, meaning that the first 
principle is to assume that the order is the order of revelation unless there 
is evidence to prove otherwise - which is only rarely proven - and because 
exceptions to the natural order of revelation can only be established by 
the Prophet’s specific instruction, for which there would have been a 
palpable reason. Hence, for these two reasons, i.e., the presumption of 
the style of the expression and the prescriptive nature of the order of 
the verses, the order of revelation cannot be but the natural order.

verse

The Arrangement of the Chapters
Gathering the chapters together in order and putting them in the form 

of a bound book (mushaf) took place after the death of the Prophet. The 
prophetic era came to an end while the Qur’an was still scattered about 
on palm branches (a\-as\b),16 delicate white stones (al-likhaf), pieces of 
cloth and tanned leather, shoulder bones and ribs, silk, parchment and, 
of course, in men’s hearts.

The chapters were completed in his time, their verses put in order 
and they had names. However, collating them into a codex had not yet 
happened, because it was expected that Quranic revelations would continue 
throughout his lifetime, and since they had not stopped, it was not right 
that they should be made into a book until it was complete, and this

16 Al-‘asib is a palm branch with its leaves stripped off; al-lakhf is a delicate white 
stone, and al-adim is tanned leather.
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THE HISTORY OF THE QUR'AN

would only happen at the end of the prophetic era and the completion 
of the revelation.

Abu al-Husayn ibn Faris explains in al-Masail al-Khams:

There were two kinds of collation of the Qur’an: one was the 
collation of the chapters, such as putting the seven long ones first 
and following them with the miTn.17 The companions took charge 
of that. The other was the collection of the verses into chapters; 
this was prescriptive and was taken charge of by the Prophet.18

According to Jalal al-DTn al-Suyuti:

The whole of the Qur’an was written out during the time of God’s 
Messenger. However, it was not collated together in a single place 
or its chapters arranged in order.19

Similarly, Sayyid ‘Allamah Tabataba’Itakes the position that the Qur’an 
was not collated together during the Messenger’s lifetime. He says:

The collation of and the putting together of the Qur’an as a single 
book indubitably only took place after the Prophet was taken.

He stresses that the order of the chapters as it is today is something 
which happened at the hand of the companions and on the basis of their 
personal judgement. He disagrees with those who claim that the order 
of the chapters is prescriptive.20

The first to undertake the collecting together of the Qur’an immediately 
after the Prophet’s death, in accordance with his own instructions, was 
the Imam Ali ibn AbTTalib. According to Imam al-Sadiq:

The Messenger of God said to Ali, Ali, the Qur’an is behind my 
bed on scrolls, silk and parchment. Take it, collect it together 
and do not lose it.21

Thereafter, Zayd ibn Thabit undertook the collection of it under Abu 
Bakr’s instruction, as also did Ibn Mas‘ud, Ubayy ibn Ka‘b, Abu Musa al-

17 The chapters containing roughly 100 verses. (Trans.)
18 ZarkashI, al-Burhan, vol. 1,237.
19 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 1,164.
20 See Tabataba’I, al-Mizdn, vol. 12,124,131, and vol. 3,78-79.
21 MajlisI, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 92,48; Tafsir al-Qummi, vol. 2,451.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR'AN

Ash‘arT, Salim - Abu Hudhayfah’s freeman - and others until the time 
when ‘Uthman undertook the standardisation of the codices and the 
distribution of them far and wide. He charged people with reciting it 
and forsaking all other copies as we shall discuss.

Ali’s compilation was in line with the order of revelation, the Meccan 
before the Medinan, abrogated verses before those which abrogated, and 
with an indication of where they were revealed and the circumstances 
of the revelation. Al-Kalbl says:

When God’s Messenger died, Ali ibn AbTTalib sat in his house 
and gathered it together in the order it was revealed. If his codex 
could be found, there would be much knowledge in it.22

According to ‘Ikrimah:

If mankind and the jinn gathered together to compile it as Ali ibn 
AbTTalib compiled it they would not be able to.23

The compilations of the other companions were done differently, placing 
the long chapters before the short ones. They situated the seven long 
ones (al-sa b‘ al-tiwal) - The Cow, The Family of Imran, The Women, The Table, 
Cattle, The Heights and Jonah - before the ones containing approximately 
a hundred verses (al-miTn) - The Spoils of War,24 The Repentance, The Bee, 
Hud, Joseph, The Cave, The Night Journey, The Prophets, Ta Ha, The Believers, 
The Poets, Those Arrayed in Ranks. These were followed by the oft-recited 
ones (al-mathani) - approximately twenty chapters containing fewer 
than a hundred verses - followed by the chapters beginning with ha 
mfm (hawdmfm), and then the chapters with short verses (mufassalat), 
since there are so many breaks between them.25 The latter are the last 
chapters in the Qur’an.

As we shall see, this is more or less the order in which the chapters 
are arranged today.

i 22 Ibn Juzayy, al-Tas-hit Ii ‘Ulum al-Tanzil, vol. 1,4.
23 Al-Suyuti, al-ltqan, vol. 1,166.
24 This is as in Ubayy ibn Ka b s codex. However, it is one of the oft-repeated chapters 
in Ibn Mas'ud’s codex because it has fewer than a hundred verses, 75 in total. See 
the list below.
25 Many breaks because of the brevity of the chapters. (Trans.)
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THE HISTORY OF THE QUR'AN

Zayd’s compilation was not actually arranged and ordered as a codex. 
The only concern at the time was to gather together the Qur’an to prevent 
it from getting lost, and to make a record of the verses and chapters that 
had been memorised in order to avoid their loss with the death of those 
who had memorised them. Thus the material was written on scrolls, put 
in a jacket and deposited with Abu Bakr for the duration of his lifetime, 
and then with ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab until God took him. At that point it 
went to his daughter Hafsah, and this was the copy taken by ‘Uthman 
for the codices to be checked against. He then returned it to her and it 
remained in her possession until she died. Marwan seized it from her 
heirs when he was Mu'awiyah’s governor of Medina, and ordered it to 
be ripped apart. This will be examined below.

Examination of the Opposing View
What we have stated above is what has been commonly accepted 

by hadith narrators (ruwat al-athar) and Qur’anic researchers from 
the early times up until the present day. Biographers and historians 
agree almost unanimously on the matter. However, in spite of that, 
there are others who reject this account and believe that the present 
composition and arrangement of the Qur’an took place during the 
Messenger’s lifetime.

A number of scholars such as al-QadT Abu Bakr ibn al-Tayyib, Abu 
Bakr ibn al-Anbari, al-Kirmanl and al-Tayyibl26 have taken this position, 
and ‘Alam al-Huda al-Sayyid al-Murtada agrees with them. He claims:

The Qur’an was gathered and compiled together as it is now within 
his [the Prophet’s] lifetime.

26 See al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 1,176.
Imam Badr al-DIn Zarkashi tried to reconcile the two groups and maintain that the 
difference was semantic. This is in view of the fact that those who say that the order 
is prescriptive mean that that was indicated to them on the basis of their knowledge 
of the reasons for its revelation and the placing of its words (which is why Imam 
Malik states: ‘They only compiled it on the basis of what they remembered from the 
Prophet’) by saying: ‘The order of the chapters was on the basis of their own personal 
judgment, and so the source of the dispute is whether that is prescriptive or merely 
based on the evidence of what was actually done in order to allow scope for debate.’ 
See Zarkashi, al-Burhan, vol. 1,257.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR’AN

He seeks to prove his statement on the basis of the fact that the Qur’an 
was studied and memorised in its entirety during that time, so much so that 
a group of companions were appointed to do just that. It would be shown to 
the Prophet and recited back to him. Moreover, a number of the companions, 
such as ‘Abdullah ibn Mas'Qd, Ubayy ibn Ka‘b and others, completed a number 
of recitations of the Qur’an to the Prophet. All that proves, with the slightest 
reflection, is that it was gathered together and the verses arranged into 
chapters, rather than there being brief passages scattered about.27

However, the memorisation (hifz) of the Qur’an means the memorisation 
of all the chapters, the verses of which were complete, irrespective 
of whether the chapters had been arranged in order or not. Thus, a 
complete recitation of the Qur’an meant a recitation of all the chapters 
in no particular order. Alternatively, hifz. meant keeping hold of all the 
Qur’an revealed up to that point and protecting it from being lost and 
split up, something which does not prove that there was any particular 
ordering of the chapters as there is now.

However, our teacher Sayyid Imam KhoT took the following position:
1) The hadiths on the compilation of the Qur’an after the death of 

the Prophet both contradict and conflict with each other. Some of them 
specify that the compilation was in the time of Abu Bakr, others in the 
time of‘Umar, and a third group specify the time of ‘Uthman, while others 
indicate that the first person to gather the Qur’an together was Zayd ibn 
Thabit, others that it was Abu Bakr and a third group that it was ‘Umar. 
There are other such obvious contradictions.

2) There are hadiths that contradict others which indicate that the 
Qur’an was collected together in the Prophet’s lifetime, such as al-Sha‘bfs 
hadith, which states:

Those who collected the Qur’an together within his lifetime were 
six people: Ubayy ibn Ka‘b, Zayd ibn Thabit, Mu‘adh ibn Jabal,
Abu al-Darda, Sa‘d ibn ‘Ubayd and Abu Zayd.

Anas’ hadith says that there were four of them: Ubayy, Muadh, Zayd 
and Abu Zayd, and there are other similar narrations.

3) There are hadiths contradicting the verses which lay down a 
challenge and indicate that the chapters of the Qur’an were complete

27 Tabrisi, M ajma' al-Bayan, vol. 1,15.
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and distinct from each other. They also contradict the Qur’an’s being 
called a book in its own words, the literal meaning of which is that it was 
a book collected and compiled together.

A) There are items contradicting what reason dictates, i.e., that the 
Prophet had a duty to take the compilation and recording of the Qur’an 
seriously in order to prevent loss or neglect.

5) These matters contradict the consensus of the Muslims, since they 
consider narrations from many sources - on the authority of the Prophet 
himself- whereas others indicate that the compilers were content with 
the testimony of one or two men after the Messenger was gone.

6) This would inevitably mean that passages of the Scripture were 
corrupted, because a later compilation by its very nature would indicate 
that some of the Qur’an would be lost or added to. This contradicts one 
of the fundamental beliefs of the religion.28

Some narrators add that there is a proof in the distinctive way one 
chapter follows another, and that this order of arrangement was by the 
Messenger’s instruction, for no one else would know such unique connections.

However, it should be acknowledged that the matter of the compilation 
of the Qur’an is a historical matter,29 and not simply one of common sense 
which might be questionable. Thus, one has to consult sourced historical 
texts, with no scope for mental conjecture.

The consensus of historians and biographers endorsed by hadith 
collectors was referred to above: that the arrangement of the chapters was 
something which happened after the death of the Messenger, and were 
not arranged in the order in which the chapters were revealed to him.

28 See Ayatollah Sayyid Abu al-Qasim Khol, al-Bayan pTafsiral-Qur'an, (Qum: ‘Ilmiyyah, 
1394 q.), 257-278.
29 Hence, there has to be a historical record, especially for such an important event, 
and it needs to be confirmed. An historical fact has three aspects: the event itself, and 
where and when it took place. Whoever claims that the compilation of the Qur’an 
into a book took place within the Prophet’s lifetime and according to his instruction 
firstly has to identify who was charged by the Prophet with undertaking such an 
important task, then, whether it was before or after the Migration and in what year, 
and finally, whether it was in Mecca or Medina, or somewhere else. If these aspects 
are unknown with regard to such an important incident, it is better not to address 
the issue. Therefore, there is no proof for this claim, historically speaking.
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Having said that, we do not see any contradiction amongst the narrations 
on the compilation of the Qur’an, because there is no doubt that it was 
‘Umar who suggested the compilation to Abu Bakr, and it was Abu Bakr 
who had previously told Zayd to take charge of the matter. Therefore, 
it would be correct to attribute the original compilation to any of the 
three in some respect.

It is true that attributing the compilation to ‘Uthman concerns 
the standardisation of the text and the making of a codex. As for the 
standardisation of the codices by ‘Umar, this is undoubtedly confusion 
on the part of the narrator, because, according to the consensus of the 
historians, it was ‘Uthman who did so.

The hadith about six or eight people compiling the Qur’an in the 
Prophet’s lifetime means their learning by heart all the verses revealed up 
to that time. However, it does not prove that the chapters were arranged 
in any specific order.

As for what is said about the challenge (al-tahaddi), it concerns the 
verses and chapters themselves - since every verse or chapter is Qur’an 
- and does not concern the order in which the chapters were arranged, 
and therefore cannot be relied on as a proof. In addition, the challenge 
was also raised in Meccan chapters,30 and the Qur’an had definitely not 
been made into a compilation before the Migration.

The importance the Prophet gave to the Qur’an cannot be denied. 
He was keen for the verses to be placed in their appropriate chapters 
as soon as they were revealed, hence the arrangement of the verses 
within each chapter happened in his lifetime, but placing the chapters 
in a standardised codex would not have happened then, because of the 
expectation that the Qur’an would continue to be revealed to him. As 
long as the revelation had not ceased, it would not have been right to 
compile the Qur’an into a book. However, when he was dying, and he 
was sure that the revelations had stopped, he instructed Ali to do so.

What the tawdtur of the Qur’anic text means in this context is having 
certainty that it is the Qur’an, and this was done by comparisons and 
testimony, especially from the earliest companions, which Zayd adhered to 
in the original compilation, as will be discussed below. Tawdtur is not used 
here in the technical sense of the word as understood by later scholars.

30 10:38,11:13 and 17:88, which are all Meccan.
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There is no evidence that a later compilation inevitably led to a 
corruption of the Scripture, given our knowledge of those who recorded 
it, their being close to the time of the revelation of the verses, and the 
strict precautions taken to leave no room for the possibility of loss or 
for interpolations to creep in.

Finally, the claim by some people regarding the inherent link (munasabah) 
between each chapter and its preceding and subsequent chapters is 
nothing more than the empty fancy of certain pretentious exegetes. 
It is a false view, given the consensus of opinion that the chapters are, 
without a doubt, arranged in an order different from that in which they 
were revealed. The hadith on the camps set up to teach the Qur’an in a 
different order from that we are used to was referred to above.31

For some recent researchers it appears that the use of the word 
mushaf (codex) in some of the Messenger’s own words and hadiths 
suffices as evidence that the arrangement of the chapters took place 
at that time, since if there had been no compilation it would have been 
inappropriate to use the words mushaf (codex) or masahif (codices) to 
refer to the Qur’an.32 However, this cannot be regarded as evidence, 
since mushaf is a noun which means a collection of written pages. They 
might be bound with thread of some sort or placed within a jacket, 
satchel or something similiar to protect it, irrespective of the order of 
their arrangement.

Ibn Durayd explains:

Al-Suhuf (singular: sahlfah) means pieces of white skin or parchment 
which are written on. The plural is saha’if, or alternatively, sihaf 
- also, mishaf with a kasrah under the mlm in the dialect of 
TamTm. This is because they are pages (suhuf) put together, and 
so they use the mif al form to indicate something taken in the 
hand. The people of Najd say mushaf with a dammah above the 
mlm - as if they are saying it was put together (ushifa) - so it is 
mushaf when it is put together.33

31 Al-Mufid, al-Irshad, 386; MajlisI, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 52,339.
32 Al-Sayyid Ja'far Murtada al-‘AmilT, Haqaiq Hammah Hawl al-Qur’an al-Kanm (Beirut: 
Dar Al al-Safwah, 1992), 82.
33 Abu Bakr Muhammad ibn al-Hasan ibn Durayd, Jamharat al-Lughah (Hyderabadd: 
Majlis Da’irat al-Ma‘arif, 1345 q.) vol. 2,162.
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And al-Khahl says:

A mushaf is so-called because it was made into a storage place for 
pages which are written on and placed between two boards (ushifa).34

A Quranic chapter would be completed and its verses would be written 
down in the order in which they were revealed until another chapter 

sent down through the revelation of its basmalah. They would bewas
written on pages made out of paper, skin or parchment, and recorded 
immediately. The same applied to every chapter, and naturally these 
completed chapters would be kept together in something like a box or 
a sack. However, this was done without putting them into what we know 
as the current order, because the revelation of the Qur’an was regarded 
as unfinished for as long as the Messenger was alive.

Thus, all the revelations recorded on parchment were stored in
a container. There may have been many of them in the companions’ 
possession, each with various portions. Thus, it is correct - in this respect 
only - to use the word mushaf to refer to each of the portions.

Consequently, it can be understood why the words Qur’an and mushaf 
are used interchangeably. However, the former refers to the recitation 
and the latter to words written on parchment or suchlike. Just as the 
name ‘the Qur’an’ can be used to refer to apart or much of it, so too can 
the word mushaf.

Hence we find the word mushaf substituted by Qur’an in the same 
traditions relied on as evidence by those seeking to prove the point, as 
is acknowledged by them.35

This assumes that the attribution of the use of the word mushaf to 
the Prophet in the narrations containing it to be correct, as opposed to 
the words of the narrator conveying the meaning, in accordance with 
what was conventional later. What is more likely is that it conveyed the 
meaning as opposed to the exact words.

Thus, our opponents have no evidence to change our resolve regarding 
the explanations of the hadiths concerning the compilation which follow.

34 AbO ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Khalll ibn Ahmad al-Farahldl, Kitdb al-Ayn (Beirut: Dar al- 
Turath al-Arabi, 2001), vol. 3,120.
35 Ja'far Murtada, Haqa’iq Hammah, 85.
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Ali ibn Abi Talib’s Codex
The first to set about compiling the Qur’an directly after the Prophet’s 

passing, and according to his instruction, was Ali ibn AbiTalib.36 He 
remained in his house, busy compiling the Qur’an and putting it in the 
order in which it was revealed, along with explantions of what might 
be unclear, the reasons for revelation and where it happened, until the 
task was completed.

Ibn al-Nadlm narrates via a chain of narration which states that 
Ali saw people in a state of agitation at the death of the Prophet, so he 
swore that he would not put on his robe (rida’) until he had compiled 
the Qur’an. Thereupon, he sat in his house for three days37 until he had 
finished it. It was the first codex in which the Qur’an was put together 
from his memory.38 This codex was inja‘far’s family’s possession.

He says:

I saw in our time, in the possession of Abu Ya‘la Hamzah al-Hasanl, 
a codex in Ali ibn AbITalib’s handwriting from which pages had 
fallen out, and which the children of Hasan had passed down 
from generation to generation.39

Ahmad ibn Faris narrates the same on the authority of al-Suddl on 
the authority of‘Abd Khayr, on the authority of Ali.40

Muhammad ibn Sirin narrates on the authority of‘Ikrimah:

At the beginning of Abu Bakr’s caliphate, Ali ibn AbiTalib sat in 
his house compiling the Qur’an.

He goes on to say:

36 Tafsir al-Qummi, vol. 2, 451; MajlisI, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 92, 48 and 52.
37 This may be a slip on the narrator’s part, since he took six months to compile 
the Qur’an, during which time he would only put on his robe for prayer. See Ibn 
Shahrashub, Manaqib Al AbiTalib, vol. 2,40.

Ibn ‘Abbas says that God put the Qur’an together in Ali’s heart, and Ali finished 
putting it together six months after the Messenger of God’s death. See Ibn Shahrashub, 
Manaqib Al Abi Talib, vol. 2,40.
39 Ibn al-Nadlm, al-Fihrist, 47-48.
40 Abu al-Husayn Ahmad ibn Faris, al-Sahibi fi Fiqh al-Lughah (Cairo: al-Maktabat al- 
Salapyyah, 1910), 200.

38
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I asked ‘Ikrimah, ‘Was anyone else’s compilation as it was revealed, 
the first part first, and so on?’ He replied, ‘Were mankind and 
the jinn to join together to compile it like this they would not 
be able to.’

lbn STrln says:

So I sought that book and wrote off to Medina with regard to it, 
but I was not able to get it/1

According to lbn Juzayy al-Kalbl:

During the Prophet’s time, the Qur’an was scattered on pages 
and in the hearts of men. Thus, when he passed away, Ali ibn Ab! 
Talib put it together in the order in which it was revealed. If his 
codex had been found, there would have been great knowledge 
in it. However, it was not found/2

Imam al-Baqir states:

No one but a liar says that he put together the whole of the Qur’an 
the way God revealed it. No one put it together and kept it the 
way God revealed it apart from Ali ibn AbITalib/3

Sheikh MufTd says in al-Masail al-Sarawiyyah:

The Commander of the Faithful had compiled together the Qur’an 
as sent down from beginning to end, and arranged it as it should 
be arranged. He put Meccan before Medinan, what is abrogated 
before what abrogates, and put everything where it should be/4

According to ‘Allamah BalaghT:

What is known among the Shi‘a is that after the death of the 
Messenger of God, Ali, the Commander of the Faithful, did nothing 
but put on his robe for prayers before he had put the Qur’an

41 Ibn al-NacUm, al-Fihrist, 47-48.
al-Suyuti, al-ltqdn, vol. 1,166; see Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqdt, vol. 2,2:101.

42 Ibn Juzayy, al-Tas-hil Ii ‘Ulum al-Tanzil, vol. 1,4.
43 MajlisI, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 92,88.
44 MajlisI, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 92,74.
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together in the order in which it was revealed. He put that which 
is abrogated before what abrogated it.

Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr in al-IstTab and ibn Sa‘d state on the authority of 
Muhammad ibn al-Sirin:

I was told that Ali delayed in pledging allegiance to Abu Bakr 
and so he said, ‘Do you hate my being commander?’ He replied,
‘I swore by my right hand that I would not put on my robe for 
anything else but prayer until I have put the Qur’an together.

He continues:

They claim that he wrote it as it was revealed.

If I could get hold of that book there would be great knowledge in it/5 

Ibn Hajar explains:

Tradition says that Ali put the Qur’an together in the order in which 
it was revealed after the death of the Prophet. This is reported 
by Abu Dawud.46

According to Ibn Shahrashub:

What is amazing about him is that there was not a single field of 
knowledge whose experts did not make him their leader. What 
he said became a benchmark of the shariah, and the Qur’an was 
heard from him. Al-ShlrazI says on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas in 
Nuzul al-Qur’an, ‘God guaranteed to Muhammad that Ali ibn Abl 
Talib would put the Qur’an together after he was gone.’

He continues:

So God put the Qur’an together in Ali’s heart and Ali finished 
putting it together six months after the Messenger’s death.

Also:

According to Abu Rafi’s traditions, during the course of his illness 
from which he died, the Prophet said to Ali, ‘Ali, this is God’s Book.

45 Muhammad Jawad Balaghi, TafsirAla al-Rahman, 2nd ed. (Qum: Maktabah Wijdani, 
n.d.), vol. 1,18, ft. See Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqcit, vol. 2,101.
46 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 1, 202.
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Take it with you.’ So Ali gathered it up in a cloak and went off 
to his house. When the Prophet was taken, Ali sat and compiled 
what God had revealed. He had immense knowledge of it.

And also:

Abu al-‘Ala’ al-‘Attar and al-Muwaffaq, Khatlb KhawarizmT (the 
preacher in Khawarizm), narrated to me in their books, via a chain 
of narration on the authority of Ali ibn Ribah, that the Prophet told 
Ali to compile the Qur’an. So he compiled it and wrote it down.

Abu Nu'aym in al-Hilyah and al-Khatlb in al-Arbain narrate, via a 
chain of narration on the authority of al-SuddT, on the authority of‘Abd 
Khayr from Ali:

When the Messenger of God was taken, I swore that I would not 
put my robe on my back until I had assembled what is between 
the two boards, so I did not put on my robe until I had gathered 
together the Qur’an.

Also:

The traditions of the People of the Household say that he swore 
to himself that he would not put his robe over his shoulder for 
anything other than prayer until he had compiled the Qur’an and 
put it together. So he cut himself off from all for a while until 
he had put it together. Then he took it out to them, carrying it 
in a loincloth, when they were gathered in the mosque. They 
did not like him coming along after cutting himself off from 
the group, and they remarked, ‘Abu al-Hasan has surely come 
for a reason.’

When he was in the middle of them, he put the Book between 
them and then proclaimed: ‘God’s Messenger said, ‘Verily I 
am leaving amongst you that which if you cling fast to it, you 
will never go astray - God’s Book and my close relations, the 
People of my Household.’ This is the Book and I am the close 
relations.’

I
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The Second One47 rose and told him, ‘If you have a Qur’an, we 
have one like it, and we have no need of you.’

So he picked up the Book and took it back after having placed 
the proof before them.

A long narration on the authority of Imam al-Sadiq says that he 
picked it up and turned back towards his house saying:

But they flung it behind their backs and bought thereby a little 
gain. Verily evil is that which They have gained thereby (3:187).48

Description of Ali’s Codex
Five of the special features of Ali’s Codex were:

1) It was arranged in the order in which it was revealed, and done 
with outstanding accuracy.

2) The passages of the Book were recorded without changes or 
words or verses omitted.

3) The correct recitation was recorded, letter by letter, the way the 
Prophet had recited it.

4) In the margins, there were explanations of the circumstances 
which caused the verse to be revealed, the place and time it was 
revealed, and references to the people about whom it was revealed.

5) It had comments on the general applicability of the verses so as 
not to restrict them to a particular time, place or person, for they flow 
as the sun and moon flow. This is what is meant by ta’wll in his words:

I have brought you the Book with its tanzil and ta'wil.49

Tanzil refers to the situation at the time which caused the revelation, 
whereas taml explains how it applies universally.

Ali’s Codex contained all these fine points which he learned from 
God’s Messenger, without forgetting or becoming confused over anything. 

He said:

47 In Shi‘a traditions the Second One usually refers to the second de-facto ruler while 
the First One refers to Abu Bakr. [Editor].
48 See Ibn Shahrashub, ManaqibAl AbiTalib, vol. 2, 40-41; Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 
92, 51-52.
49 BalaghT, Ala’ al-Rahman, vol. 1,257.
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Not a single verse was revealed to God’s Messenger without his 
reading it to me and dictating it to me for me to write by my own 
hand. He taught me the ta’wll of it, the exegesis of it, which parts 
were abrogated by other parts, the clear verses and those capable 
of more than one interpretation. He prayed to God to teach me 
understanding of it and [for me] to memorise it, so I have not 
forgotten a single verse from God’s Book, nor any knowledge 
which he dictated to me. Thence I wrote it down from the time 
he prayed for what he prayed for me.50

It is narrated on the authority of al-Asbagh ibn Nubatah that:

The Commander of the Faithful came to Kufa, led them in prayer 
for forty mornings, reciting Magnify the Name of thy Lord the 
Most High [Surah al-A’la], and so the hypocrites said, ‘No, by God, 
Abu al-Hasan cannot recite the Qur’an well. If he could recite the 
Qur’an, he would recite something else besides this chapter for us.’

He continues:

This came to Ali’s attention, and so he said, ‘Woe is them. Verily I 
know the parts which are abrogated from those which abrogated 
them, that which is clear and that which is equivocal, the beginning 
of a chapter from the end of a chapter and its letters and its 
meanings. I swear by God, there is not a single letter revealed to 
Muhammad of which I do not know about whom it was revealed 
and on what day and in what place. Woe is them! Do they not 
read, Verily, this is in the ancient scrolls, the Books of Abraham and 
Moses (87:18-19)? I swear by God, they are with me. I inherited 
them from God’s Messenger and God’s Messenger inherited them 
from Abraham and Moses. Woe is them! I am he of whom God 
revealed ...and that heeding ear might remember (69:12). We would 
just be with God’s Messenger and he would tell us the revelation. 
I, along with whoever heeded it, would heed it, and then when 
we went away, they would ask, ‘What did he just say?’51

However, al-Ya‘qubT has a strange description of Ali’s codex:

50 BahranI, Tafsir al-Burhan, vol. 1,16.
51 Tafsir al-'Ayyashi.v ol. 1,14.
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He divided it into seven parts, each part containing fifteen or 
sixteen chapters, making a total of one hundred and eleven 
chapters. The verses in each part had to reach three hundred 
and eighty-six verses, making the total number of verses in the 
codex six thousand two hundred and two verses.

He made the beginning of the first part The Cow (al-Baqarah), followed 
by Joseph (Yusuf), then The Spider (‘Ankabiit), concluding with The 
Most High (al-A‘la) and The Clear Sign (al-Bayyinah). He called it the 
part containing The Cow (]uz al-Baqarah).

He made the beginning of the second part The Family of‘Imran 
(Al-i ‘Imran), followed by Hud, then The Pilgrimage (al-Hajj), and 
concluding with the The Elephant (al-Fil) and Quraysh. He called 
it the part containing The Family of'Imran (Juz'Al-i ‘Imran).

He made the beginning of the third part The Women (al-Nisa') 
and the end of it The Ant (al-Naml), calling it the part containing 
The Women (juz‘al-Nisa).

He made the beginning of the fourth part The Table (al-Maidah) 
and the end of it The Unbelievers (al-Kaprun), the beginning of 
the fifth part The Cattle (al-Anam) and the end of it The Rivalry 
(al-Takathur), the beginning of the sixth part The Heights (al-A'raf) 
and the end of it The Help (al-Nasr), the beginning of the seventh 
part The Spoils of War (al-Anfal) and the end of it Mankind (al-Nas).

Thus, the long chapters were spread out at the beginning of the 
seven parts, gradually progressing towards the short ones, and each 
part took the name of the chapter with which it began.52

This description completely contradicts that of the others - that it 
was arranged in the order in which it was revealed.

According to Jalal al-DIn:

Ali’s codex began with Read (iqra), then The Shrouded (al-Muddaththir), 
then Nun, then Enwrapped (al-Muzzammil), then Perish (Tabbat),

52 Ibn Wadih, Tarikhal-Yaqubi, vol. 2,125.
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then Rivalry (al-Takdthur) and so on to the end of the arrangement 
of the chapters in the order in which they were revealed.53

Hence this description also contradicts the consensus of biographers 
and historians.

It is strange that he made AlifLam Mtm Tanzil and Sajdah to be two 
chapters, Ha MTm and Mu’min two chapters, Ta Sin and Ankabut two chapters, 
and Ta Sin Mini and al-Shuara two chapters, when in each case they are 
two names for a single chapter. He refers to The Prophets (al-Anbiya) as 
Iqtarabat, when in fact it begins with Iqtaraba li al-nas hisabuhum.

This kind of a slip by someone like Ahmad ibn al-Wadih al-Katib al- 
AkhbarT is very unusual.

The Lifespan of Ali’s Codex
Sulaym ibn Qays al-Hilall narrates on the authority of Salman al-FarisI:

When the Commander of the Faithful (may God’s blessings be 
upon him) saw the people’s betrayal of him, he stayed in his house 
and devoted himself to the Qur’an, compiling it and putting it 
together. He did not leave his house until he had finished. It was 
on suhuf, shizaz, ashar and riqa'.54

The people sent for him to pledge allegiance, but he excused 
himself on account of his being busy compiling the Qur’an. They 
kept quiet about him for days until he had put it together in a 
single wrapping and sealed it. He then went out - according to 
al-Ya'qubfs narration, he carried it on a camel55 - to the people 
who were gathered around AbO Bakr in the mosque.

He addressed them, saying, ‘I have been busy since the Messenger 
was taken, washing and preparing him, then with the Qur’an 
until 1 had assembled it together within this single wrapping.
God did not reveal a single verse to His Prophet which I have not 
gathered up. There is not a single verse the explanation of which

53 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 1,176.
54 Suhuf is the plural of sahifah meaning a leaf of a book or sheet of paper. Shizaz 
sharpened wood, and the plural is ashizzah. Ashar means wood, leaf or flattened hinged 
bone. Riqa is the plural of ruqah, which is a piece of paper which is written
55 Ibn Wadih, Tarikh al-Ya'qubi, vol. 2,125.

means

on.
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God’s Messenger did not teach me, so that you would not be able 
to say tomorrow that we were not aware of this.’

And so one of the prominent people stood up before him,56 and 
said, ‘Ali, take it back, because we have no need for it. What we 
have of the Qur’an makes redundant what you are calling us to.’

Thereafter, Ali went home.57
Another narration states that Ali said:

I swear by God you will never see it again after this day. It was 
merely my duty to tell you when I had assembled it, so that you 
could read it.58

Ibn al-Nadlm’s opinion was referred to above:

...the children of Hasan had passed down Ali’s Codex from generation 
to generation.59

What we believe to be correct is that the Successors {awslya) and the 
Imams pass it on to each other, one after the other, without showing it 
to anyone else.60

During ‘Uthman’s reign when there were discrepancies between the 
codices, and there was an outcry among the Muslims. Talhah asked the 
Commander of the Faithful why he did not bring out his codex to the 
people - the one they had rejected:

What is stopping you, may God have mercy on you, from bringing 
God’s Book out to the people?

Ali initially refrained from answering him, and so Talhah repeated 
the question, saying to him:

I do not see you giving me an answer to what I asked you regarding 
the Qur’an. Why do you not show it to the people?

56 Abu Dharr’s narration says: ‘And So-and-So looked at it and lo, there were things 
in it.’ See Abu Mansur Ahmad ibn Ali ibn Abi Talib TabrisI, al-Ihtijaj (Najaf, 1386 q.), 
vol. 1, 225-228.
57 Al-Hilali, Kitab Sulaym ibn al-Qays, 81-82.
58 Fayd Kashani, al-Safi fi Tafsir al-Qur’an, vol. 1,25.
59 Ibn al-NadTm, al-Fihrist, 48.
60 Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 92,42.
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He replied:
Talhah, I intentionally refrained from answering you. Tell 
about what the people have written. Is it all Qur’an or is 
of it not Qur’an?

Talhah said:

Nay, it is all Qur’an.

He replied:
If you follow what is in it you will be saved from the Hellfire and 
go to Heaven.

Talhah said:

It is enough for me. If it is Qur’an, it is enough for me.61

Thus the Imam and his Successors were keen to preserve the nation’s 
unity, so that they would not disagree amongst themselves after having 
reached a consensus on what was the Qur’an.

me
some

Zayd ibn Thabit’s Codex
The cruel rejection of Ali’s codex caused people to think about 

undertaking the task of gathering the Qur’an together no matter what 
the cost. They felt it was necessary to collect the Qur’an together in one 
place, especially in view of their Prophet’s instruction to put it together 
so it would not be lost, the way the Jews had lost their Torah.62

Besides, the Qur’an was the primary source of Islamic legislation and 
the fundamental basis for building society at that time, so it was not right 
that it should remain scattered about on palm branches, white stones or 
in men’s hearts, especially in view of the fact that the slaying of many of 
those who had memorised the Qur’an had become a serious matter, and 
the Qur’an had almost been lost along with those who had memorised 
it, for seventy of them - or four hundred according to another narration 
- had been killed at the Battle of Yamamah.63

61 Al-Hilali, Kitab Sulaym ibn Qays, 124; MajlisI, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 92,42.
62 Tafsir al-Qummi, vol. 2,451; MajlisI, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 92,48.
63 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 7, 447; Tarikh al-Tabari, vol. 3,296 says: Three hundred 
and sixty of the Migrants (Muhajirun) and Helpers (Ansar) who lived in Medina were

i
I
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‘Umar expressed this to Abu Bakr - the leader of the Muslims at 
the time - and suggested that someone qualified to undertake such an 
important task should be appointed, so they chose Zayd ibn Thabit, a 
young man who had the pliancy of youth and a history of scribing the 
revelation. He had an inherent aptitude with none of the fear that the 
new caliphate had of other, more senior companions, who nonetheless 
had some power of resistance to following all the inclinations of the 
government of the time.

According to Zayd:

Abu Bakr summoned me after the people were killed at Yamamah, 
and ‘Umar was sitting with him.

He said, ‘This man [pointing to ‘Umar] came to me and said, ‘Many 
reciters of the Qur’an were killed at the Battle of Yamamah. I fear 
that many of them will be killed on other battlefields and much of 
the Qur’an will be lost.’ He suggested putting the Qur’an together, 
and so I said to ‘Umar, ‘How can we do what God’s Messenger did 
not do?’ He replied, ‘By God, it is good.’ ‘Umar kept reminding 
of this until God expanded my breast to the matter and I shared 
‘Umar’s opinion.’

Zayd continues:

Abu Bakr told me, ‘You are an intelligent young man. We have no 
charge against you. You used to scribe the revelation for God's 
Messenger, so seek out the Qur’an and assemble it.

He recalls:

I swear by God, if they had charged me with moving a mountain it 
would not have been more onerous than what they had asked me 
to do, so I said, ‘How can you do something which God’s Messenger 
did not do?’

killed, along with three hundred Migrants who did not live in Medina, as well as three 
hundred successors.
Abu Bakr’s letter to Khalid (vol. 3,300) said: ‘The blood of one thousand two hundred 
Muslim men is not yet dry.’
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Thereafter, Abu Bakr and ‘Umar kept pestering me until God 
expanded my breast as He had done with Abu Bakr and ‘Umar.

He continues:

So I began seeking out the Qur’an, gathering it together from 
palm branches, delicate white stones and men’s hearts.64

Zayd’s Method
Zayd embarked upon the project and collected together the Qur’an 

from palm branches, white stones, skin and paper. It was scattered amongst 
the companions and in their hearts, and a group of them came to his aid.

The first task he undertook was to direct a general call to everybody: 
‘Whosoever received any of the Qur’an from God’s Messenger should 
bring it.’

According to al-Ya‘qubfs narration,65 a committee of twenty-five 
members was set up, and ‘Umar supervised it personally.

They met at the door of the mosque every day, and people would bring 
them verses and chapters of the Qur’an, each according to what they had.

They would not accept anything from anyone until he brought two 
witnesses to testify to the authenticity of whatever he had of the Qur’an, 
except for Khuzaymah ibn Thabit. He brought the two verses at the end of 
The Repentance (al-Tawbah), and they accepted it from him without asking 
for witnesses, because God’s Messenger considered his uncorroborated 
testimony to be equivalent to that of two witnesses.66

Zayd explains:

I found the end of The Repentance with [Abu] Khuzaymah al- 
Ansari. 1 did not find it with anyone else.67

We shall come back to what is between square brackets.
It is strange that ‘Umar brought the verse on stoning and claimed it 

to be part of the Qur’an:

64 Sahfh al-Bukhari, vol. 6,225; SijistanT, al-Masdhif 6; Ibn al-Athir, al-Kdmil pal-Tdrikh, 
vol. 3, 56; vol. 2,247; Zarkashi, al-Burhan, vol. 1,233.
65 Ibn Wadih, Tarikh al-Ya‘qubi, vol. 2,125.
66 Ibn al-Athir, Usd al-Ghdbah, vol. 2,114 and SijistanT, al-Masdhif, 6-9.
67 fahih al-Bukhari, vol. 6,226.
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The old man and old woman, if they fornicate, stone them both 
as an exemplary punishment from God.

However he faced rejection, and it was not accepted from him because 
he could not get two witnesses to it.68 ‘Umar’s soul remained troubled 
by that, and he would say during his caliphate in reference to the verse 
on stoning:69

If it were not for the fact that people would say that ‘Umar has 
added to God’s Book I would write it with my own hand.

Zayd did not arrange the chapters of the Qur’an or put them in order 
as a codex. He only put the verses and chapters on pages and placed them 
in a jacket in order to keep them together and prevent them from being 
separated and lost. Hence, his compilation is not known as a mushaf.

According to al-Muhasibl:

The Qur’an was scattered on parchments, shoulder bones and 
delicate white stones. The truthful one (al-siddiq) [meaning Abu 
Bakr] only instructed [because the epithet is misappropriated] 
that it be copied from one place to another where it could all be 
kept together on pages, so he kept them all together and bound 
them with thread so that none of them would be lost.70

Ibn Hajar explains:

The difference between the pages (suhuf) [mentioned in the 
narration on Zayd’s compilation] and the mushaf is that the pages 
were just leaves on which the Qur’an was put together during Abu 
Bakr’s time. They were loose chapters, the verses of which had 
only been put in order, but which themselves were not arranged 
in order one after the other. Only when they were copied and 
arranged in order, one after the other, did they become a codex.71

Ahmad al-Amln says:

68 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,167-168.
69 Abu al-Fida’ Isma‘Tl ibn ‘Umar Ibn KathTr, TafsTr al-Qur’an al-‘AzTm, (Cairo: Dar Ihya 
al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyyah, n.d.), vol. 3, 261; ZarkashI, al-Burhan, vol. 2, 35; al-Suyutl, al- 
Itqan, vol. 2, 26.
70 Al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 1,168.
71 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 9,16.
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During Abu Bakr’s time, he ordered that the Qur’an be collected 
together, not in a single codex, but instead, the different pages 
which had verses and chapters of the Qur’an on them were collected 
together, and the many pages which had Qur’an on them 
deposited with Abu Bakr.72

Al-Zarqan! comments:

The verses, but not the chapters, were placed in order in Abu 
Bakr’s scrolls (suhuf).n

These pages were deposited with Abu Bakr and remained with him 
throughout his life. Then they were with ‘Umar, and after him, with his 
daughter Hafsah. During the days when the codices were standardised, 
‘Uthman borrowed it from her to check the copies against it and then 
gave it back to her. When she died, Marwan took it from her heirs when 
he was appointed governor of Medina by Mu'awiyah, and ordered that 
it be ripped up.74

The text of Bukhari says:

I found the end of The Repentance with Abu Khuzaymah...

However, some wonder who Abu Khuzaymah is.
According to al-QastalanT:

He is Ibn Aws ibn Yazld ibn Hizam, but known by his teknonym 
(kunyah) without his name being known.75

Ibn Hajar thinks it is possible that he is al-Harth ibn Khuzaymah, as 
Abu Dawud’s narration states.76

The correct answer is that it is an addition mistakenly made by the 
narrator or copier. It just means Khuzaymah without any ‘Abu,’ proven 
by the fact that Zayd accepted his testimony as equivalent to that of two 
people. There is no one else thus characterised among the companions.77

were

72 Ahmad Amin, Fajral-Islam (Cairo: Maktabat al-Nahdah al-Misriyyah, 1965), 195.
73 Al-Zarqani, Manahil al-‘Irfan, vol. 1,262.
74 Shihab al-Din Ahmad ibn Muhammad Qastalani, Irshad al-Sdri fi Shark al-Bukhari 
(Cairo: AmTriyyah, 1323 q.), vol. 7,449.
75 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 7,447.
76 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 9,12.
77 Ibn Sa‘d, al-fabaqat, vol. 4,90.
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So, too, was Imam Badr al-DTn al-Zarkashl sure that it meant Khuzaymah, 
whose testimony God’s Messenger made equivalent to two men’s.78 Hence, 
he incorporated it into the text without adding ‘Abu’.79

Alternatively, it could be said that Abu Khuzaymah is Khuzaymah 
ibn Thabit. He was also called Abu Khuzaymah, since Abu Ashtah’s text 
has his name as Abu Khuzaymah ibn Thabit.80

All the other narrations, except Bukhari's, have Khuzaymah ibn Thabit 
without ‘Abu.’81 Hence we believe that the most likely explanation is that 
it is a copyist’s error.

Another question is raised over the condition of having two witnesses 
before accepting a text as Qur’anic, according to Abu Dawud’s wording, 
via a reliable (mu'tabar) chain of narration.82

Ibn Hajar explains:

What is meant by two witnesses concerns memorisations 
and writing.

Al-SakhawT says:

...two witnesses to testify that that which was written was written 
before the Messenger of God. Alternatively, what is meant is that 
they testified to the authenticity of its recitation and that it was 
one of the officially revealed Qur’anic reciting styles (min al-wujuh 
allatl nazala biha al-Qur’ari).

According to Abu Shamah:

It was as if the intention behind that was that nothing but that 
which was actually written before God’s Messenger, not just 
memorised, should be written down.

Jalal al-DTn suggests:

Alternatively, what is meant is that they were two witnesses to 
the fact that that was part of what was read back to the Prophet

83

78 ZarkashI, al-Burhan, vol. 1,234.
79 ZarkashI, al-Burhan, vol. 1, 239.
80 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 1,58.
81 Al-Suyuti, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 3, 296.
82 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 1,168.
83 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 9,12.
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in the year of his death. It was the final recitation the companions 
agreed upon and which people recite today.84

My comment is that it means there should be two witnesses - one 
to bring the verse and another who is just (i.e., one of the companions, 
for example, to vouch for him) - to testify that they had heard that part 
of the Qur’an from the Prophet, as with the acceptance of the testimony 
of Khuzaymah ibn Thabit (who brought the end of The Repentance) being 
equivalent to two men’s testimony. That is what Ibn Ashtah’s text says, 
cited in mushafs on the authority of al-Layth ibn Sa‘d:

The people would come to Zayd ibn Thabit, but he would only 
write down a verse testified to by two witnesses of good character 
(shcihiday adlin). He only found the end of The Repentance with 
[Abu ] Khuzaymah ibn Thabit Dhu al-$hahadatayn85 and so he 
said, ‘Write it down, for God’s Messenger made his testimony that 
of two men,’ so he wrote it down. ‘Umar brought the verse on 
stoning, but he did not write it down, because he was on his own.86

Doubts and Objections 
Blachere says:

Why did Abu Bakr choose someone like Zayd - a young man 
who was no older than twenty - for this important task when 
there were senior companions qualified for it? Let us assume the 
turmoil of the situation presented an obstacle to turning to an 
important personage such as Ali ibn AbITalib. But why did they 
ignore the rest of the good companions, who had a longer history 
of dealings with the revelation of the Qur’an and companionship of 
the Messenger? Did the Battle of Yamamah kill off all the reciters 
out of the original companions, and was there no one except 
Zayd, who was new to reciting the Qur’an? This is something 
which stirs up our doubts in the matter. We can hardly believe 
that it was Zayd who compiled the Qur’an.

84 Al-Suyuti, al-ltqan, vol. 1,142 and 167
85 His nickname meaning his testimony was equivalent to that of two men’s. (Trans.)
86 Al-Suyuti, al-ltqan, vol. 1,168.
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I add to that the fact that history does not record exactly when 
he began and completed this task. If it is true that he undertook 
compiling the Qur’an after the Battle of Yamamah, there would 
only have been fifteen months of Abu Bakr’s life left. This is too 
little time to complete this important task, which required great 
efforts to collect together all the sources and meet with men 
who had verses and chapters and were spread throughout the 
lands, all of which would require more time and many assistants 
to make it impossible to complete it in that short period of time.

Moreover, the narration says that Zayd put the Qur'an together 
on pages and deposited them with Abu Bakr, then they passed to 
‘Umar, and then his daughter Hafsah inherited them.

If the purpose behind putting the Qur’an together was to take 
care of public interest, as testified to by the fact that Abu Bakr’s 
heirs were not exclusively entitled to those pages - instead they 
passed to ‘Umar, the caliph after him - why did ‘Umar make them 
the exclusive inheritance of his daughter Hafsah and not make 
them publicly available to the Muslims? Similarly, why did the 
pages become an exclusive deposit with Abu Bakr without being 
put in a publicly accessible place?

Blach&re deduces the following from these doubts:

It was the senior companions who undertook the compilation of 
the Qur'an after the Messenger’s passing, assembled it and put its 
chapters in order, something which was the Islamic caliphate’s 
job, but which it omitted to do. This disregard may have led to 
criticism among those who did the job for them. Hence, it fell 
to a young man whom they could not accuse, to copy a codex 
from some of the companions’ codices through which the caliph 
could also make his mark. As for initiating the compilation of the 
Qur’an, this was not something he did.87

My comment is that if the prerequisites for fulfilling a task, no matter 
how big, are easily met and the means are readily available, it can be

87 Translated and abridged from a Persian magazine entitled Khandaniha (Year eight, 
no. 44, Bahman 1326 s.), 12.
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achieved in a short time, especially if some urgency is attached to the 
work and if those in charge try their best to accomplish it as soon as 
possible. And certainly the compilation of the Qur’an was one such task.

As for the primary sources, these were available in Medina itself, 
kept at the disposal of the trustworthy companions. The carriers and 
memorisers of it were there, night and day, and remained in the mosque 
of their Master who had recently passed away. What was retrieved from 
them was easy to digest, especially given that the chapters of the Qur’an 
were complete, and all that remained was no more than to assemble 
it all together in one place. Thus the means were furnished and the 
circumstances conducive. I add to that the fact that, if the government 
- which has the power - tries to accomplish a task like this, it has the 
means at its disposal, and a long period is not needed to complete it 
under these circumstances.

Moreover, Zayd was only compiling the Qur’an to protect it from 
becoming lost. He was not arranging it in order or doing any other 
intellectual work. Such straightforward work does not require protracted 
efforts or a great length of time.

It is acknowledged that the purpose was in the public interest of 
protecting the Qur’an from being lost, which was achieved by depositing 
the pages containing the whole of the Qur’an in a safe place. There was 
no need at that time to refer to these pages, given that there were many 
people who had memorised the Qur’an, and that at the time, many others 
had memorised most of the verses pertaining to everyday life, politics 
and so on.

Moreover, at the end of‘Umar’s time, there were a lot of codices 
containing all the verses and chapters of the Qur’an, a number of which 
were at the disposal of trusted companions, and he saw that the public 
need for the pages deposited with him had greatly diminished. Hence, 
he took personal possession of it, and there was no further need for it 
until the process of standardisation during ‘Uthman’s time.

Zayd’s Worthiness
As for the matter of choosing Zayd for such an important task, al- 

ZarqanT states:
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Abu Bakr took the view, through God’s light, that one of the best 
men out of the companions should be appointed to carry out this 
important task: Zayd ibn Thabit, because he had gifts important 
for putting the Qur’an together which other men did not have, 
for he was one of those who had memorised the entire Qur’an 
and was one of the scribes of the Qur’an for the Messenger. He 
witnessed the final exposition of the Qur’an, and beyond that, 
he was known for his intelligence, piety, great trustworthiness, 
perfectly good manners and the rectitude of his faith.88

Al-ZarqanT believed that Zayd alone, amongst all the other companions 
of the Prophet present at the time, had these attributes! This is something 
we simply cannot believe, because we know from Sahih al-Bukhari and 
other sources that there were four people who had collected together 
and memorised the whole of the Qur’an during the Prophet’s time, whom 
the people had been told to consult, and from whom to learn Qur’anic 
recitation, and Zayd was not one of them. These four were ‘Abdullah 
ibn Mas‘ud, Ubayy ibn Ka‘b, Mu'adh ibnjabal and Salim (Hudhayfah’s 
freeman).89 They also had the other attributes referred to by al-Zarqanl, 
so why did Abu Bakr not choose one of them?

As for the person who witnessed the final exposition of the Qur’an, 
it was Ibn Mas'ud, not Zayd. Ibn ‘Abbas explains:

The Qur’an was recited to the Messenger once every Ramadan, 
except for the year in which he was taken when it was recited to 
him twice. ‘Abdullah ibn Mas'ud was in attendance and witnessed 
what was abrogated and changed.90

88 Al-Zarqani, Manahil al-‘Irfan, vol. 1,250.
89 Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 5,34 and vol. 6,229; Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqdt, vol. 2, hadith no. 110,2. 
Anas’ hadith says, ‘Only four people assembled the Qur’an together in his time: Abu 
al-Darda’, Mu'adh ibnjabal, Zayd ibn Thabit and Abu Zayd...’ Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 6,230. 
However, Anas made this claim and then leading critics and examiners responded to 
it. See Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 9,43 and al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 1,199-200.
If Zayd was one of those who assembled the Qur’an in the Prophet’s time, why did 
Anas think it was such an issue that Abu Bakr should suggest giving the task of 
assembling the Qur’an to him?
90 Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat, vol. 2, part 2,104.
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Moreover, Ibn Mas‘ud’s longer history with the Qur’an and the special 
attention given him by the Messenger, who used to teach him the Qur’an, 
were well known.91

Ubayy ibn Ka‘b had taught the Prophet’s companions how to recite, 
since God had commanded the Prophet to show Ubayy the whole of the 
Qur’an92 He was known as the master of the reciters.93

The same is true of Mu‘adh ibn Jabal, of whom the Prophet said:

He is the leader (imam) of the scholars in terms of rutwah [elevation].
He [the Prophet] appointed him in Mecca to teach them faith and 
how to recite the Qur’an9*

This indicates that Zayd was not as qualified as other senior companions, 
just as the matter of his scribing the revelation was only when others 
were not available. According to Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr:

The Prophet would summon Zayd to act as a scribe for him if 
Ubayy ibn Ka‘b was not around.95

Moreover, al-Zarqanl does not provide any evidence for Zayd’s unique 
attributes.

Admittedly, Zayd did have an attribute which none of the other 
companions had, which al-Bukhari has alluded to:

You are an intelligent young man. We have no charge against you.

He had a clear record which suited the government’s aims at the 
time, and which was apparent on the day of the SaqTfah, when he took 
a sharp stance in defence of the Migrants (muhajirun), even though he 
was one of the Helpers (ansar), by saying:

God’s Messenger was one of the Migrants and we are his Helpers.
The leader can only be an Migrant and we will be his Helpers.

91 See Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 5,35 and vol. 6,229-230; Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqdt, vol. 2, part 2, 
105; Naysaburi, al-Mustadrak ‘aid al-Sahihayn, vol. 2,220.
92 Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 6,230; Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat, vol. 2, part 2,103.
93 Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, vol. 1,187.
94 Ibn Sa'd, al-Tabaqat, vol. 2, part 2,107-108.
95 Ibn al-Athlr, Usd al-Ghabah, vol. 1,50.
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Abu Bakr’s face lit up at this unusual statement, and he wished him 
a great reward, saying:

May God reward you, ye Helpers, the best reward He ever gives 
to a tribe, and may He strengthen that one who said that [i.e.,
Zayd]. By God, if you said anything else, we would not make peace 
with you.

He also said to him one day:

You are trusted by all of us.96

Abu Bakr did not forget this important stand. Hence, he appointed 
him to compile the Qur’an and had no doubts in his mind, which knew 
what would be for the best.

Zayd was eleven years old when the Prophet arrived in Medina, and 
was clever enough for the Prophet to charge him with learning Hebrew 
at the Jewish schools, and to engage him as a scribe and read the letters 
he received which were in Hebrew.97

He also took charge of scribing the codices in Uthman’s time with 
a group of Quraysh boys comprised of Sa‘Td ibn al-‘As, ‘Abdullah ibn al- 
Zubayr and ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn al-Harith.98

Other Codices
For a time after the death of the Prophet, a number of senior companions 

undertook the task of compiling the Qur’an and putting its chapters 
together between two boards, each in his own order of arrangement. 
Such an arrangement is known as a mushaf

It is said that the first person to put the Qur’an together in a mushaf 
(i.e., put the chapters in order as an organised book) was Abu Hudhayfah’s 
freeman Salim. They deliberated over what to call it, and one of them 
said, ‘Call it a sifr! Salim replied, ‘That is a Jewish name,’ and they did 
not like it. Thereafter, he said, ‘I have seen the like of it called mushaf 
in Ethiopia,’ and so they agreed to call it a mushaf This is cited by Ibn 
Ashtah in al-Masahif"

96 Ibn ‘Asakir, al-Tahdhib, vol. 5,244 and 446; vol. 6,132. See also SijistanI, al-Masahif, 5-10.
97 Ibn Sa‘d, al-Jabaqdt, vol. 2, part 2,115-117.

Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 6,226.
99 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 1,166; SijistanI, al-Masahif, 11-14.
98

47



INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR'AN

Similarly, compiling the Qur’an was undertaken by Ibn Mas‘ud, Ubayy 
ibn al-Ka‘b, al-Miqdad ibn al-Aswad, Mu‘adh ibn Jabal, and Abu Musa al- 
Ash‘arT, who called his codex Lubab al-Qulub (The Core of Hearts).100

It appears from the hadith about the Iraqi who came to see ‘A’ishah, 
asking her to show him her codex, that she also had one of her own. 
Bukhari narrates on the authority of Ibn Mahak:

I was with ‘A’ishah when an Iraqi came to her to ask her questions, 
including asking her to show him her codex. He said, ‘Mother of 
the believers, show me your codex.’ She asked, ‘Why?’ He replied,
‘So that I can compile the Qur’an based on it, because it is recited 
ghayr mu’alla/'[i.e., not in any particular order or arrangement, or 
on account of disagreement over the order of the verses],’101 and 
so she said, ‘It does not matter how you recite it.’... So she got out 
a codex and dictated the verses of the chapters (aya al-suwar).

Some of these codices had an elevated position in Islamic society at 
that time. Thus, the people of Kufa recited in accordance with ‘Abdullah 
ibn Mas'ud’s codex, the people of Basra in accordance with Abu Musa al- 
Ash'arT’s codex, the people of the Levant in accordance with Ubayy ibn 
Ka'b’s codex, with the exception of the people of Damascus, who recited 
in accordance with al-Miqdad ibn al-Aswad’s codex. The narration in al- 
Kamil says that the people of Homs used to follow al-Miqdad’s recitation.103

The lifespan of the various Codices
These codices were around for a very short period of time, which 

came to an end with the standardisation of the Qur’an in ‘Uthman’s time, 
when the companions’ codices were ripped apart and burned. 

According to Anas ibn Malik:

‘Uthman sent the codex they had copied to every horizon, and 
ordered that any Qur an written on any other page or in any 
other codex be burned.104

102

100 Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil ft al-Tarikh, vol. 3,55.
101 As believed to be possible by Ibn Hajar in Fath al-Bdri, vol. 9,36.
102 Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 6,228.
103 Ibn a'-Athir, al-Kamil ft al-Tarikh, vol. 3, 55; Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 6, 225; Sijistani, 
al-Masahif, 11-14; Zarkashi, al-Burhan, vol. 1,239-243.
104 Sahfh al-Bukhari, vol. 6,226.
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It is true that some of these codices survived longer, such as the 
one in Hafsah’s possession, which ‘Uthman asked for to check copies of 
the Qur’an against, and which she refused to give to him until he had 
promised to return it.105 Hence, he returned it to her and it remained 
in her possession until she died. Thereafter, Marwan ordered that it be 
brought forth and ripped it apart.

It appears from Abu Bakr ibn AbT Dawud’s narration that Ubayy ibn 
Ka‘b’s children kept a copy of their father’s codex out of the reach of 
other people. He says:

People came from Iraq seeking Muhammad ibn Ubayy, and they 
asked him to bring out his father’s codex. So he said, “Uthman 
seized it.’ They pestered him, but to no avail, which indicates 
the level of fear of the ruling in force, and so he did not show it 
to the Iraqis.106

Tabari's narration says that Ibn ‘Abbas gave a codex to Abu Thabit, 
and described it as Ubayy ibn Ka'b’s recitation. It remained with him 
before passing on to Naslr ibn AbT al-Ash‘ath al-Asadi al-Kufi. Thereafter, 
Yahya ibn ‘Isa al-Fakhurl came along one day and read in it:

And those of whom you seek content up to an appointed time 
(ila ajalin musamma)...

This indicates that it had survived up to the end of the second century, 
because Yahya ibn ‘Isa died in the year 201.

According to al-Fadl ibn Shadhan:

A reliable source from among our co-religionists said:

107

108

The compilation of chapters according to Ubayy ibn Ka‘b’s recitation 
is in Basra, in a village two farsakhs away called Qaryat al-Ansar, 
at Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Malik al-Ansarfs (d. 150) house. He 
brought out a codex for us and told us it was Ubayy’s codex, which

105 SijistanI, al-Masahif 9.
106 SijistanI, al-Masahif, 25.
107 Tabari, Jam!' al-Bayan, vol. 5, 9. This appears to be 4:24. It diverges from the Hafs 
recitation through the addition of‘up to an appointed time’ (ila ajalin musamma). However, 
the addition may have been the explanation added by Ubbay or Ibn Abbas. [Editor.]

Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, vol. 11,263.108
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we have narrated on the authority of our forefathers. I looked in 
it and ascertained the beginnings and endings of the chapters, 
and the number of verses in each chapter.109

Among the narrations from the People of the Household is what 
Imam al-Sadiq said:

As for us, we recite in accordance with Ubayy’s recitation110 [i.e.,
Ubayy ibn Ka‘b].

As for Ibn Mas’ud, he refused to give his codex to the caliph’s messenger, 
and stubbornly held onto it, which led to a fierce conflict between him 
and ‘Uthman, that resulted in his being banished from his commission 
and ultimately his death.

When the caliph’s messenger came to Kufa to take the codices, Ibn 
Mas'ud got up to give a speech, saying:

People, I have proffered a deception regarding my codex. Whoever 
is able to do likewise regarding a codex should do so, for whoso 
deceiveth will bring his deceit with him on the Day of Resurrection 
[3:16l]. What an excellent deception the codex is.111

That is how he would urge people to take direct action to resist the 
law, and it is what caused him so much trouble. The caliph despatched 
him to Medina and there were strong words between them. He ended up 
beating him up, breaking his teeth and throwing him out of the mosque 
in a degrading manner.

Al-WaqidI narrates via his own chain of narration and that of others:

When Ibn Mas'ud was summoned to Medina he entered at night, 
on a Thursday night. When ‘Uthman learned of his entry, he 
retorted, ‘People, an insect has dropped in on you. When he walks 
on his food, he vomits and drops excrement.’

Ibn Mas ud said, I am not like that. On the contrary, I 
companion of the Messenger of God at the Battle of Badr, his 
companion at the Battle of Uhud, his companion at the pledge

was a

109 Ibn al-Nadim, al-Fihrist, 46.
110 Al-Hurr al-'Amill, Wasa’il al-Shfah, vol. 4,821. 
1,1 Sijistanl.al-Masdhif, 15.
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of allegiance of satisfaction (bayat al-ridwan), his companion at 
the Battle of the Trench (Yawm al-Khandaq) and his companion 
at the Battle of Hunayn.’

‘A’ishah shouted, “Uthman! Do you say this to the Prophet’s 
companion?’ and ‘Uthman said, ‘Silence.’

Then he told ‘Abdullah ibn Zama'ah ibn al-Aswad, ‘Throw him 
out roughly,’ and so Ibn Zama'ah seized him, carried him to the 
door of the mosque and threw him to the ground, breaking one 
of his molars. Ibn Mas‘ud protested, ‘Ibn Zama'ah the unbeliever 
has killed me by ‘Uthman’s command.’

The narrator comments:

It is as if I can see the small bone of‘Abdullah ibn Mas'ud’s shanks, 
his legs hanging over the back of‘Uthman’s freeman’s neck, until 
he was thrown out of the mosque, saying, ‘I implore you by God, do 
not throw me out of the Mosque of my bosom friend the Prophet.

It is said:

Ibn Mas'ud became ill, and so ‘Uthman came to visit him. He asked, 
‘What is this talk of you which has reached me?’ He replied, ‘I 
only mentioned what you did to me. You gave an order for my 
abdomen to be trodden on, and I have not had the mental faculty 
for the noon prayer or the afternoon prayer. You have withheld 
my grant.’ ‘Uthman said, ‘I shall let you retaliate against me - do 
to me what was done to you... And this is your grant, so take it.’ 
Ibn Mas‘ud replied, ‘You deprived me of it when I was in need of 
it, and you give it to me now that I am able to dispense with it and 
have no need for it.’ So Ibn Mas'ud remained angry with ‘Uthman 
until he passed away. ‘Ammar ibn Yasir performed the funeral 
prayer for him without ‘Uthman’s knowing. Similarly, when al- 
Miqdad died, ‘Ammar performed his funeral prayer according to 
his testamentary instruction, and so ‘Uthman’s anger towards

’112

112 Ibn Abl al-Hadid, Sharh Nahj al-Balaghah, vol. 3,43-44.
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‘Ammar became severe. He said, ‘My adversity is towards the son 
of the black woman. I knew what he was up to.’113

However, in spite of all that, his codex remained in circulation until 
much later on. According to Ibn al-Nadlm (297-385):

I saw several codices, the copiers of which stated that they were 
‘Abdullah ibn Mas‘ud’s. Some of them were written two hundred 
years ago.114

It appears also from ZamakhsharT that this codex was well known 
until the sixth century, for he says:

Ibn Mas'ud’s codex says...

It is likely that this means that he found something in the codex 
itself, not that it was narrated to him.115

A General Description of the Companions’ Codices 
A shared characteristic of the codices of the time was that the 

longer chapters were placed before the shorter ones in a more or less 
methodological order:

1) First of all, the seven long chapters: The Cow, The Family of‘Imran, 
The Women, The Heights, Cattle, The Table and Jonah.116

2) Next, al-Mim, consisting of roughly twelve chapters, each 
approximately a hundred verses in length.

3) The oft-repeated chapters (al-Mathant), which have fewer than 
a hundred verses. There are about twenty of them. They are called 
al-Matham because recitation of them is repeated (tuthanna) more 
than for other chapters such as the long ones and al-mim.

4) Al-Hawdmfm, which are the seven chapters beginning with Ha MFm.
5) Al-Mumtahanat, consisting of approximately twenty chapters.

113 Ibn Wadih, Tarikhal-Yaqubi, vol. 2,160.
114 ibn al-Nadlm, ai-Fihrist, 46.
115 Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, vol. 2,410; vol. 4,40.
116 These are the seven long chapters according to the companions’ codices. However, 
‘Uthman resolved to put the chapter entitled The Spoils of War (al-Anfdl) first, claiming 
that it and The Repudiation (al-Bara ah) were a single chapter, making it one of the seven 
longer ones, as discussed below. See al-Suyuti, al-ltqdn, vol. 1,172-173 and NaysabGri, 
al-Mustadrak ‘ala al-Sahihayn, vol. 2,221.
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6) Al-Mufassalat, which begin with The Merciful up to the end of the 
Qur’an. They are so called because the divisions (fawasil) between 
them are close together and there are many breaks (fusiil).
These are the general characteristics of the companions’ codices. 

Reference in most of them was to that of Ibn Mas'ud, although they differ 
from each other in that some chapters come before others and some have 
more chapters than others. This is examined below.

Description of Ibn Mas'ud’s Codex
‘Abdullah ibn Mas‘ud’s codex was arranged in the following order:117

1) The seven long chapters: The Cow, The Women, The Family of1 Imran, 
The Heights, Cattle, The Table and Jonah.

2) Al-MiTn: The Repentance, The Bee, Hud, Joseph, The Cave, The Night 
Journey, The Prophets, Ta Ha, The Believers, The Poets and Those Arrayed 
in Ranks.

3) The Oft-Repeated (al-Mathanf): The Confederates, The Pilgrimage, 
The Narrations, The Ant, The Light, The Spoils of War, Mary, The Spider, The 
Romans, Yd Sin, The Criterion, al-Hijr, The Thunder, Sheba, The Originator 
Abraham, Sad, Muhammad, Luqman and The Troops.

4) Al-Hawamim: The Believer, The Adornment, Explained in Detail, The 
Counsel, The Sand Dunes, The Crouching and The Smoke.

5) Al-Mumtahanat: The Victory, Iron (N),The Prostration, Qaf(N), Divorce, 
The Pen, The Chambers, The Kingdom, The Mutual Disillusion, The Hypocrites, 
The Congregation, The Ranks, The Jinn, The Disputer, She Who is Tested 
and The Prohibition.

6) Al-Mufassalat: The Merciful, The Star, The Mount, The Winds That 
Scatter, The Moon, The Indubitable (N), The Inevitable, Those Who Tear 
Out, The Ways of Ascent, The Shrouded, The Enwrapped, The Dealers in 
Fraud, He Frowned, The Man, Those Sent Forth, The Resurrection, The Good 
Tidings, The Rolling Up, The Splitter, The Enveloper, The Most High, The 
Night, The Dawn, The Constellations, The Sundering, The Blood Clot, The City, 
The Forenoon, The Night Star, The Chargers, Charity, The Great Calamity, 
The Clear Sign, The Sun, The Fig, The Traducter, The Elephant, Quraysh,

117 This is according to Ibn Ashtah’s text (al-Suyuti, al-ltqdn, vol. 1, 18l). We have 
filled in the missing parts from Ibn al-Nadim’s text (Ibn al-Nadlm, al-Fihrist: 45) and 
indicated where we have done so with the symbol (N).
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Rivalry, The (Night of) Power, The Earthquake, The Help, The Abundance, 
The Unbelievers, Palm Fibre, The Unity and The Expanding.
This amounts to a hundred and eleven chapters with the omission 

of The Opening and the M uawwidhatayn, as will be discussed.
Another aspect in which Ibn Mas'ud’s codex was unique was through 

its omission of The Opening, not on account of a belief that it was not part 
of the Qur’an, but rather because the recording of the chapters in the 
codex was to keep them from being lost. This chapter (The Opening) was 
inherently safe from being lost, and Muslims still recite it ten or more 
times a day. Ibn Qutaybah made reference to this, as we shall see.

Alternatively, it may be because he believed it to be equivalent to the 
Qur’an on account of God’s:

We have given thee seven of the oft-repeated, and the mighty Qur’an (15:85). 
The seven oft-repeated (verses) are The Opening.
In any event, leading experts on the subject agree that his codex 

omits The Opening, as Ibn al-NadTm narrates on the authority of al-Fadl 
ibn Shadhan [i.e. with a small “a” at the beginning]. Last sentence of same 
para should also say: Hence he places what al-Fadl says above what he 
has witnessed for himself.118

According to Jala! al-DIn al-Suyutl:

As for the omission of The Opening, it is stated by Abu ‘Ubayd 
via an authentic chain of narration.119

He had also made reference to the narration before that.120 
Ibn Qutaybah says:

As for the omission of The Opening from the codex, it is not on 
account of his not knowing that it is part of the Qur’an. How can 
that be, given that he was one of the companions who paid the 
most attention to the Qur’an? All the time, he would hear God’s 
Messenger lead the prayer with it, and say:

There is no prayer without The Praise (Surah al-Hamd).

They are the seven oft-repeated and the Mother of the Book.

118 Ibn al-NadTm, al-Fihrist, 46.
119 Al-Suyuti.al-Itqan, vol. 1,222.
120 Al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. l, 184.
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However, he took the position, according to the theorists, that 
the Qur’an was only written down and put together between 
the two boards (al-daffatayn) out of fear of doubt, forgetfulness, 
addition and omission, and believed that The Praise was safe from 
that on account of its brevity and because it is recited twice in 
every prayer, and on account of the fact that every Muslim has a 
duty to learn it. Given that it was safe from loss - which was the 
reason why the codex was written - he did not write it down, 
even though he knew it was part of the Qur’an.121

A third way in which it differed was in the omission of the Muawwidhatayn 
(The Daybreak and Mankind), believing that they were an incantation pronounced 
to keep away the Evil Eye or witchcraft, as tradition says: the Prophet would 
seek refuge through them from the witchcraft of the Jews, and said:

No seeker of refuge has sought refuge with better than, Say, 7 
seek refuge in the Lord of the Daybreak../ and Say, 7 seek refuge in the 
Lord of Mankind..'122

The omission of the Muawwidhatayn from the codices is attributed 
through a correct chain to Ibn Mas'ud, and his saying:

Do not mix with the Qur’an that which is not part of it. They are 
not part of God’s Book. The Prophet simply gave an instruction 
to seek refuge through them.

Ibn Mas'ud would not recite them in his prayer.123
Nevertheless, according to what Ibn Hajar narrates on their authority, 

some scholars, such as al-RazI and Ibn Hazm, deny that this is attributable 
to Ibn Mas'ud. He then responds to them by saying that it is correct to 
attribute this to him:

Criticising the authentic narrations without an evidential basis 
for doing so is not acceptable. On the contrary, the narration is 
authentic, but interpretation is possible.124

I

121 Abdullah ibn Muslim Ibn Qutaybah, Ta’wfl Mushkil al-Qur’an (Cairo: Dar al-Turath, 
1393 q.), 47-49.
122 Al-SuyutI, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6,416-417.
123 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 8, 571; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6,416.
124 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 8,571.

:
!
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Al-BaqillanI explains this interpretation as follows:

lbn Mas'ud did not deny their being part of the Qur’an. He only 
disputed their being recorded in the codex. He thought that nothing 
should be recorded in the codex that the Prophet did not allow to 
be written in it. It is as if the licence to do so did not reach him.
This was his own interpretation and is not a denial that they are 
part of the Qur’an.

Ibn Hajar’s comment is:

This is a fair interpretation apart from the fact that the explicit 
narration to which I have referred refutes that, because it says,
'...and he claims that they are not part of God’s Book.’ Yet it is 
possible to construe the words ‘God’s Book’ as the codex, which 
makes the aforementioned interpretation work.125

My comment is that this last interpretation also does not fit in with 
what he said:

Do not mix with the Qur’an that which is not part of it.126

We should note that some may think that what is attributed to Ibn 
Mas'ud contradicts what is said about the Qur’anic text being narrated 
via so many sources as to be indisputable.

However, it is no secret that Ibn Mas'ud did not deny that they were 
revelations in the general sense of the word. He only denied their being 
Qur’anic revelation qua part of God’s Book. Everybody agrees that the 
Muawwidhatayn are revelations from God. The only dispute is over whether 
they part of God’s Book (the Quran) or not? This does not affect the 
aforementioned consensus.

Another aspect is that according to the author of al-Iqna:

The Repentance (al-Tawbah) has a basmalah in lbn Mas'Qd’s codex.

But he comments that:

That cannot be followed.127

125 ibid.
126 Al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6,416.
127 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 1,184.

56



THE HISTORY OF THE QUR’AN

He means by this last statement that Ibn Mas'ud had eccentric or 
divergent views which were rejected by the companions and the successors. 
There may have been personal judgments which others say he was wrong 
about, such as his position on tatbiq.

Ibn Hazm says tatbiq during prayer is not allowed because it was 
abrogated. However, Ibn Mas'ud used to do it. He would clap his hands 
together behind him, and his companions would do the same. What 
we have narrated on the authority of Ibn Mas'ud is what he said on 
the subject:

128

God’s Messenger taught us how to pray - he started the prayer, 
and thereafter, when he wanted to bow he would put his hands 
together (tabbaqa) between his knees and bow.

Sa‘d ibn Abl Waqqas heard of this and commented:

My brother speaks the truth; we used to do that. Then, he told 
us to do this, that is, to grasp [our] knees.129

Imam RazI says regarding Ibn Mas'ud’s divergent views:

We have to give him the benefit of the doubt and say that he 
abandoned these opinions.130

Another point is the discrepancy between his recitation and the 
official text (mashhur) with regard to many verses. This was attributed to 
replacing words with their synonyms, and was usually with the purpose 
of clarification and explanation.

Ibn Mas'ud’s school was known for its relaxed approach to the wording 
of the Qur’an. He would allow for one word to be replaced with a synonym 
if it was clearer and did not change the original meaning.

He said:

128 Tatbiq (putting together) here means placing the palms of one’s hands together 
and putting them between one’s knees when bowing in prayer.
129 Ali ibn Sa’Id Ibn Hazm al-AndalusI, al-Muhalla (Beirut: Al-Maktab al-Tijarl li al- 
Taba’ah wa al-Nashr, n.d.), vol. 3,274.

RazI, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, vol. 1,213.130
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I have heard the reciters and they are similar to each other. Recite 
as you have been taught [by the teacher of recitation], for it is 
like saying halumma (come on) or taal (come on).131

He was teaching a non-Arab man the Qur’an and said, The Zaqqum 
tree shall be the food of the sinner (al-athTm) (44:43-44), but the man 
said, ‘the food of al-yatim (the orphan),’ and was incapable of 
saying al-athim (the sinner), so Ibn Mas'ud told him: ‘Say, ‘The 
food of al-fdjir (the grave sinner).”

Then Ibn Mas'ud said, ‘It is not a mistake in the Qur’an to recite 
al-hakTm (the Wise) instead of al-'alim (the All-Knowing). It is, 
however, a mistake to change a verse of punishment for a verse 
of mercy.’132

Similar to this is what Tabari narrates:

Ibn Mas'ud would say that Ilyas is Idris and so he would recite,
‘Verily, Idris was one of the envoys,’ and recite, ‘Peace be upon 
Idrasln’ (37:123 and 130).133

Ibn Qutaybah states that Ibn Mas'ud would recite, wa takun al-jibalu 
ka al-sufal-manfush (And the mountains will be like carded wool) instead 
of ka al-‘ihn al-manfush (like carded wool) (101:5),134 because ‘ihn (wool) 
means the same as suf. However, the latter is clearer and more familiar.

Hence, when some of the early exegetes had difficulty understanding 
an unfamiliar word in the Qur’anic text, they would refer to Ibn Mas'ud’s 
recitation. He would invariably have substituted it for a synonymous word 
that was clearer and better explained the original meaning.

According to al-Mujahid:

We did not use to know what al-zukhruf was until we saw awyakuna 
laka bay tun min dhahabin (or else you come to own a house made

131 Shihab al-Din YaqQt ibn ‘Abdillah al-Hamawi, Mu jam al-Udaba (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub 
al-‘Ilmiyyah, 1411 q.), vol. 4,193 in the entry on Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Yazdad 
ibn Rustum; see also Muhammad ibn Muhammad Ibn al-Jazari, al-Nashrfi al-Qiraat al- 
‘Ashar (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, n.d.), vol. 1,21; al-Suyuti, al-ltqdn, vol. 1,134.
132 Razi, al-Tafsir al-Kabfr, vol. 1,213.
133 See Tabari, Jami' al-Bayan, vol. 23,62.
134 See Ibn Qutaybah, Ta’wil Mushkil al-Qur’an, 24.
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out of gold) [instead of awyakuna laka bay tun min zukhrupn] in 
Ibn Mas‘ud’s recitation.135

ZamakhsharT explained the Almighty’s Words, And the thief, male and 
female: cut off the hands of both (fa [i]qtau aydiyahuma) (5:38) as the right 
hands, because Ibn Mas‘ud recited it as, ‘cut off their right hands (fa [i] 
qtaii aydiyahuma).

Ghazall states that part of the protocol of selling goods is the accuracy 
of the tongue of balance, for profit and loss result from manipulating 
them. He relied on Ibn Mas‘ud’s reading of 55:9 as evidence for that:

but observe the measure through the tongue and skimp not in 
the balance [wa aqimu al-wazna bi al-lisdn (tongue) instead of bi- 
al-qist (fairness)].

He says:

...because fairness - according to the generally accepted reading 
- is only observed through the-tongue of balance.137

Some editions of Ihya’ Vliim al-DIn correct this in accordance with the 
generally accepted version, and thereby miss the import of the author’s 
relying on it as evidence.

Similarly he would recite, I have vowed to the All-Merciful silence (samtan), 
and today I will not speak to any man, instead of I have vowed to the All-Merciful 
a fast (sawman) (l9:26),138 because the ‘fast’ which was vowed was a vow 
of silence.

Also, he would recite, there is no fault in them that they put off their 
jalablb (jalabibahunn), so be it that they flaunt no ornament, instead of there 
is no fault in them that they put off their clothes (thiyabahunn), because what 
was meant by putting off their clothes was none other than putting off 
their jalablb.139

»136

135 Ibn Mas'tid’s variant reading of 17:93. See TabarTJdmi' al-Bayan, vol. 15,109.
136 See ZamakhsharT, al-Kashshaf vol. 1,632.
137 Ghazall, Abu Hamid Muhammad, Ihya Vliim al-Din (Cairo: al-Matba'at al-Vthmdniyyah, 
1933), vol. 2, 79.
138 See ZamakhsharT, al-Kashshaf, vol. 3,14 and Abu Hayyan Muhammad ibn Yusuf 
al-AndalusT, al-Bahr al-Muhit (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1412 q.), vol. 6,185.
139 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6,222.
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And, I dreamed that I was pressing grapes (asiru ‘inaban), instead of,
I dreamed that I was pressing wine (asiru khamran) (12:36), because it is 
grapes that are pressed.140

He would recite wa thumiha instead of wa fumiha (2:6l), since both 
mean the same thing [i.e. and its garlic].141

Also, Upon the day when the hypocrites, men and women, shall say to those 
who have believed, Wait for us (amhiluna), so that we may borrow your light, 
instead of Wait for us (unzuruna) (57:13),142 because what is meant is slowing 
down (al-imhal).

And also, It was only one crowing (zaqiyyah) instead of It was only one 
cry (sayhah) (36:29 and 53).

‘Allamah TabrisI explains this last point:

It comes from ‘the bird crowed’ (zaqa al-tayr). It is as if Ibn Mas'ud 
used a cock’s crowing to draw attention to the fact that, in spite 
of the great power and the stirring of the dead from the graves, 
the Resurrection is easy for God, like a bird’s crowing. It is like 
The Almighty’s Words:

He created you not, nor shall He resurrect you, save as if you were a 
single soul (31:28).143

Note that some may use this difference in recitation of the Quranic text 
as an excuse to criticise Ibn Mas’ud, as the German orientalist Goldziher 
did in his book Schools of Islamic Exegesis,144 which he wrote for that purpose.

However, it is an attempt doomed to failure, given that we know 
that the difference refers to a variant recitation of the Qur’anic text as 
has been recorded from the early days of Islam up to the present time. 
Hence, it has not been altered, even to correct orthographical

It is true that there was a concern amongst some of the early Muslims 
(al-salaf) to make things easy for the people by allowing them to recite

errors.

140 Ibn Jinni, al-Muhtasab, vol. 2,15.
141 Ibn Jinni, ai-Muhtasab, vol. 1,171; Yahya ibn Ziyad al-Farra’, Maanial-Qur'an (Egypt: 
Dar al-Misriyyah li al-Ta’lif wa al-Tarjamah, 1360 s.), vol. 1,41.
142 See al-Suyutl, al-ltqan, vol. 1,134
143 See TabrisI, Majma‘ ai-Baydn, vol. 8,421.

Die Richtungen der islamischen Koranauslegung (1920; reprint, Leiden, 1970).
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any way they liked, as long as it reproduced the original meaning, which 
was in some cases a marked departure from the recorded script.

Hence Ibn Mas'ud allowed the non-Arabs to say ta‘dm al-fajir instead 
of ta!dm al-dthim (the food of the grave sinner).145

In so doing he would substitute a word, which was easier for the non- 
Arab to pronounce, for a difficult one. However, it was neither recorded 
in the Qur’anic text, nor a licence to alter it. Far be it from him to do 
such a thing.

This is similar to the advice given by ‘A’ishah to an Iraqi, ‘It does 
not matter how you recite it [the Qur’an],’146 demonstrating a relaxed 
approach to recitation, but not a deviation within the Qur’anic text itself, 
which is Revelation from Heaven. There is no doubt that her own codex 
was authentic.

It may also have been possible that Ibn Mas‘ud made explanatory 
comments interspersed within the original text.

This would reflect his school of thought, having a relaxed approach 
to the wording with the purpose of clarification, while still preserving 
the original text.

Thus leading experts on the subject considered these additions in 
Ibn Mas'ud’s recitation to be exegesis (tafstrat). They did not consider 
them to be part of a distinct Qur’anic text attributed to Ibn Mas'ud, 
which disagreed with the early Muslims (al-salaf) over the wording of 
the Revelation.

It is possible that this relaxed approach by Ibn Mas‘ud was inappropriately 
indulgent with regard to the Qur’anic text. It may have exposed the 
original text to alteration, which was completely incompatible with the 
care and attention which should have been accorded to a Revelation from 
Heaven. Some insensitive people may have relied on this as evidence 
that it was permissible to include what is not part of the Qur’an in the 
text for the purpose of clarification.147 This, however, is to branch out 
from an unsound basis.

145 Supra under the fifth aspect of the Description of Ibn Mas'ud’s Codex: A Fifth Respect
146 See Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 6,228.
147 See Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘AzTm al-Zarqanl, Shark al-Zarqani ‘ala al-Muwatta’ (Cairo: 
Al-Matba’at al-Khayrlyyah, 1411 q.), vol. 1,255.
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And, I dreamed that I was pressing grapes (asiru 'inaban), instead of,
I dreamed that I was pressing wine (asiru khamran) (12:36), because it is 
grapes that are pressed.140

He would recite wa thumiha instead of wa fumiha (2:6l), since both 
mean the same thing [i.e. and its garlic].141

Also, Upon the day when the hypocrites, men and women, shall say to those 
who have believed, Wait for us (amhiluna), so that we may borrow your light, 
instead of Waitforus(unzuruna) (57:13),142 because what is meant is slowing 
down (al-imhal).

And also, It was only one crowing (zaqiyyah) instead of It was only one 
cry (sayhah) (36:29 and 53).

‘Allamah TabrisT explains this last point:

It comes from ‘the bird crowed’ (zaqa al-tayr). It is as if Ibn Mas'ud 
used a cock’s crowing to draw attention to the fact that, in spite 
of the great power and the stirring of the dead from the graves, 
the Resurrection is easy for God, like a bird’s crowing. It is like 
The Almighty’s Words:

He created you not, nor shall He resurrect you, save as if you were a 
single soul (3T.28).143

Note that some may use this difference in recitation of the Qur’anic text 
as an excuse to criticise Ibn Mas’ud, as the German orientalist Goldziher 
did in his book Schools of Islamic Exegesis,144 which he wrote for that purpose.

However, it is an attempt doomed to failure, given that we know 
that the difference refers to a variant recitation of the Qur’anic text as 
has been recorded from the early days of Islam up to the present time. 
Hence, it has not been altered, even to correct orthographical

It is true that there was a concern amongst some of the early Muslims 
(al-salaf) to make things easy for the people by allowing them to recite

errors.

140 Ibn JinnI, al-Muhtasab, vol. 2,15.
141 Ibn JinnI, al-Muhtasab, vol. 1,171; Yahya ibn Ziyad al-Farra’, Maani al-Qur'an (Egypt: 
Dar al-Misriyyah li al-Ta’lif wa al-Taijamah, 1360 s.), vol. 1,41.
142 See al-Suyut!, al-Itqan, vol. 1,134
143 See Tabrisi, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 8,421.
144 Die Richtungen der islamischen Koranauslegung (1920; reprint, Leiden, 1970).
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any way they liked, as long as it reproduced the original meaning, which 
was in some cases a marked departure from the recorded script.

Hence Ibn Mas‘ud allowed the non-Arabs to say ta‘am al-fajir instead 
of taam al-athim (the food of the grave sinner).145

In so doing he would substitute a word, which was easier for the non- 
Arab to pronounce, for a difficult one. However, it was neither recorded 
in the Qur’anic text, nor a licence to alter it. Far be it from him to do 
such a thing.

This is similar to the advice given by ‘A’ishah to an Iraqi, ‘It does 
not matter how you recite it [the Qur’an],’146 demonstrating a relaxed 
approach to recitation, but not a deviation within the Qur’anic text itself, 
which is Revelation from Heaven. There is no doubt that her own codex 
was authentic.

It may also have been possible that Ibn Mas‘ud made explanatory 
comments interspersed within the original text.

This would reflect his school of thought, having a relaxed approach 
to the wording with the purpose of clarification, while still preserving 
the original text.

Thus leading experts on the subject considered these additions in 
Ibn Mas'ud’s recitation to be exegesis (tafsTrat). They did not consider 
them to be part of a distinct Qur’anic text attributed to Ibn Mas‘ud, 
which disagreed with the early Muslims (al-salaf) over the wording of 
the Revelation.

It is possible that this relaxed approach by Ibn Mas ud was inappropriately 
indulgent with regard to the Qur’anic text. It may have exposed the 
original text to alteration, which was completely incompatible with the 
care and attention which should have been accorded to a Revelation from 
Heaven. Some insensitive people may have relied on this as evidence 
that it was permissible to include what is not part of the Qur’an in the 
text for the purpose of clarification.147 This, however, is to branch out 
from an unsound basis.

145 Supra under the fifth aspect of the Description of Ibn Mas‘ud’s Codex: A Fifth Respect
146 See Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 6, 228.
147 See Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘AzIm al-Zarqanl, Sharh al-Zarqani‘ala al-Muwatta’ (Cairo: 
Al-Matba’at al-Khayrlyyah, 1411 q.), vol. 1,255.
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In any event, interpolations are attributed to Ibn Mas'ud’s recitation, 
some of which we shall refer to in what follows, where they are marked 
in square brackets:

He would recite:

The people were one nation [but then they fell into disagreement 
(fa [ijkhtalafu)]; then God sent forth the Prophets, good tidings to 
bear and warning, and He sent down with them the Book with 
the Truth, that He might decide between the people touching 
their differences (2:213).148

This addition clears up an apparent ambiguity in the verse: was 
the sending of the Prophets the cause of the disagreement or quite the 
opposite? The end of the verse indicates the latter, but the addition was 
intended to provide greater clarification of this point.

He would recite:

The Prophet is a greater authority over the believers than their 
selves [and he is a father to them (wa huwa abun lahum)], and his 
wives are their mothers (33:6).149

This addition was to clarify the reason for the prophet’s authority 
over the believers.

He recited:

I have come to you [with signs (bi ayat)],

whereas the official version says:

with a sign (bi ayah) from your Lord; so fear you God [on account 
of what verses I have brought you (li maji'tukum bihi min al-ayat), 
and obey you me [with regard to what I am calling you to (fimd 
adukum ilayh)]. (3:50).150

He used to recite:

And his wife, standing by [and him sitting down], laughed... (ll:7l)151

148 See Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf vol. 1,255.
149 Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, vol. 3,523. 

Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf vol. 1,365.
151 Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf vol. 2,410.
150
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He would recite:

Three men conspire not secretly together, [but God] is the fourth of 
them, [neither four but God is the fifth of them], neither five men, [but 
God] is the sixth of them, neither fewer (wa la adna) than that, neither 
more, [but God] is with them [when they whisper into each other’s 
ear] (58:7),152

whereas the official version reads in each case: but He.
Also:

Behold, this, my brother has ninety-nine [females (untha)] and 
I have one [female] sheep. (38:23).153

And:

And warn thy clan, thy nearest kin [your band from among them 
being the sincere ones (wa rahtaka minhum al-mukhlasin)] (26:214).1M

Ibn Mardawayh states that Ibn Mas'ud said:

We used to recite during the Prophet’s time:

0 Messenger, deliver that which has been sent down to thee from thy 
Lord [that Ali is the Master of the believers]; for if thou dost not, 
thou wilt not have delivered His Message. God will protect thee from 
the people (5:67).155

It is likely that he was interpreting the verse, for this was how it was 
interpreted in his time.

He used to recite:

Nay, [i] marvel (bal ajibtu) and they scoff,

with a dammah above the ta- ajibtu (I marvel) - whereas the generally 
accepted reading is:

Nay thou marvellest (bal ‘ajibta) and they scoff (37:12),

152 Zamakhsharl, al-Kashshaf, vol. 4, 490.
153 Zamakhsharl, al-Kashshaf, vol. 4,85 and Ibn Qutaybah, Ta’wil Mushkil al-Qur'an, 38.
154 See Tabrisi, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 7,206; MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18,164.
155 See al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 2,298; vol. 3,117.
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with a fathah above the ta’ - ‘ajibta (thou marvellest).156 
Shurayh al-Qadl denies this and explains:

God does not marvel. It is only someone with no knowledge 
who marvels.

Al-A‘mash says:

I mentioned this to Ibrahim al-Nakha‘T, and he said: ‘Shurayh was 
impressed with his own opinion. ‘Abdullah would recite, ‘Nay I 
marvel (‘ajibtu)’ with a dammah, and he knew better than Shurayh.
There is tradition which attributes al-ajab to God that says, ‘Your 
Lord is impressed by (‘ajiba Rabbukum bi) a young man who does 
not have youthful passion,’ and ‘Your Lord is astonished by (‘ajiba 
Rabbukwn bi) your anguish and your despair.’

There can be two sides to that - being impressed by what (‘ajiba 
mimma) He is pleased with, meaning deeming it to be good and 
telling of His complete contentment, or astonishment at what 
(‘ajiba mimma) He hates, meaning disavowal and censure.’157

We consider the narration to be authentic on the basis of Ibn 
Athlr’s Nihayah.

ZamakhsharT reflects:

Should one ask can ‘ajab be attributed to God given that it is 
astonishment (rawah) which overcomes a person when he thinks 
it is amazing, and astonishment does not pass over God? The 
answer is: there are two possible meanings [for ‘ajab]; one just 
means to deem something to be great and the second is that 
astonishment is imagined and supposed. Tradition says, “Ajiba 
rabbukum by your anguish and your despair, and the speed of 
His response to you.’158

We have set out this discussion here as evidence of how important 
the great man Ibn Mas‘ud’s recitations are considered by exegetes, and 
how much attention is paid to them by the leading scholars.

156 See Zamakhsharl, al-Kashshdf, vol. 4,38 and Tabari,Jdmi‘ al-Baydn, vol. 23,29.
157 TabrisI, Majma‘ al-Baydn, vol. 8,440.
158 Zamakhsharl, al-Kashshdf, vol. 4,37.
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Description ofUbayyibn Kab’s Codex
The arrangement of Ubayy’s codex was very similar to that of Ibn 

Mas'ud’s, except that he brought forward The Spoils of War, putting it after 
Jonah and before The Repentance, and put Mary, The Poets and The Pilgrimage 
before Joseph, and so forth, as clarified in the table below.

This codex contained a hundred and fifteen chapters. He made The 
Elephant and Quraysh a single chapter, and added two chapters - al-KhuP 
(Casting Off) and al-Hafd (Quick Pace), as we shall discuss. It began with 
The Praise (Surah al-Hamd) and ended with the Muawidhdhatayn, as in 
the present one.159

He also included two supplications said in the qunut,160 which he 
believed to be two chapters.

Al-KhuT is as follows:

3 nSj-iSj )} 3 Jl iSL-.-l.c- 3 «Jyjgl—3 Ljl ^ fl-UI 4_Ul u

‘In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate: 0 God, 
we seek Your help and seek Your forgiveness and praise You. We 
do not disbelieve in You and cast off and forsake whoever sins 
gravely against You.’

Al-Hafd is as follows:

.JuJo 3 w JJI 3 J 3 (j-Loj 3 J—jjti JUI p. ftlll 4_UI p
.Jpd-o jliSJL) Jo lie jjl j 3»-_^j 3 Jo lie

‘In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate: 0 God,
Thee alone we worship, to Thee we pray and prostrate. Towards 
Thee we strive and hasten (wa nahpd). We fear Your punishment 
and hope for Your Mercy. Verily Your punishment catches up 
with the unbelievers.’161

Another characterisitic is that he omits the formula In the Name of 
God the Merciful, the Compassionate (al-basmalah) between the chapters

159 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 1,181 and 184.
A supplication said in a standing position with one>s hands cupped in front of 

oneself during prayer. (Trans.)
161 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 1,185.

160
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entitled The Elephant and Quraysh, treating them as a single chapter.162 
Traditions on the authority of the People of the Household also say that 
they are a single chapter, albeit with a basmalah between them. Thus, if a 
person recites The Elephant in his prayers, he should also recite Quraysh, 
because they are recited as they were a single chapter, but written as 
two chapters, contrary to what is in Ubayy’s codex.

Al-‘AyyashI narrates on the authority of Abu al-‘Abbas, on the authority 
of either Imam al-Baqir or Imam al-Sadiq:

Hast thou not seen how thy Lord dealt with the people of elephant... and 
For the harmony of Quraysh are a single chapter.163

Similarly, it has been narrated that The Forenoon (al-Duha) and The 
Expanding (al-Inshirah) are a single chapter,164 and our scholars have ruled 
accordingly. According to al-Muhaqqiq al-Hilll:

Our co-religionists narrate that The Forenoon and The Expanding 
are a single chapter, and the same is true of The Elephant and 
Quraysh. It is not permissible to separate one of them from its 
companion in any rak'ah.165

Majma al-Bayan says:

It is narrated that Ubayy ibn Ka‘b did not separate them in 
his codex.166

Also, The Troops (al-Zumar) began with Ha Mim in this codex, making 
the number of Hawamim (Ha Mims) eight. Ibn Ashtah states in al-Masahif:

... then The Troops which begins with Ha Mim...167

As with Ibn Mas‘ud’s recitation, there are variations in his recitation 
that differ from the generally accepted script. There follow some examples: 

He would recite:

162 Al-SuyutI, al-Itqan, vol. 1,186.
163 Al-Hurr al-‘AmilI, Wasa’il al-Shiah, vol. 4,744.
164 Ibid.

Al-Shaykh Mohammad Hasan Najaf!, Jawahir al-Kalam ((Tehran: Dar al-Kutub al- 
Islamiyyah, 1365 s.), vol. 10,20.
166 Tabrisi, Majma1 al-Bayan, vol. 10, 544.
167 Al-SuyutI, al-Itqan, vol. 1,181.
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yd waylana! [man habbana] min marqadind? (Alas for us! Who roused 
us out of our sleeping place?) (36:52).

The official recension reads:

yd waylana! man ba‘athana min marqadind

168

Also:

kullamaada'a lahum [marru fih orsaawfih]

‘whensoever it gives them light, they [pass into it or run into it],’ 

instead of:

they walk in it...(mashaw fih) (2:20).169

Also:

fa siyamu thalathati ayyamin [mutatabiatin] p al-haJJ

then a fast of three [consecutive] days on the Pilgrimage (2:196),

in view of the fact that the days have to be consecutive. He therefore 
made this clear with the addition.

Also:

170

and to those from whom you seek pleasure [up to an appointed time 
(ila ajalin musamma)] give them their wages apportionate (4:24),171

in order to make it clear that it is temporary marriage (mutah). 
Also:

The Hour is coming; I almost hide it (20:15) [from Myself so 
why would I would show it to you? ukhfiha (min nafsl fa kayfa 
uzhirukum ‘alayha)],172

in order to explain the verse.
Also:

168 See TabrisI, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 8,428.
See Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 1,134.
See Zamakhshari, al-Kashshdf, vol. 1,242.

171 See Tabari, Jami' al-Bayan, vol. 5,9.
172 See Ibn Qutaybah, Ta’wil Mushkil al-Qur’an, 25.

169

170
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When the unbelievers set in their hearts zealotry, the zealotry of the 
Age of Ignorance, [and if you are zealous like they are zealous the 
Holy Mosque will be spoiled], then God sent down His Tranquility 
upon His messenger and the believers (48:26).173

In what follows there is a table comparing the early Muslim codices 
with the arrangement of our codex today. We have taken it from Ibn 
Ashtah’s text,174 and filled in the gaps in accordance with Ibn al-Nadlm’s 
text, indicating with (N) where we have done so. Ibn al-Nadlm relies on 
al-Fadl ibn Shadhan’s narration preferring it over what he had seen for 
himself. He says:

1 saw several codices, the transcribers of which stated that they 
were Ibn Mas‘ud’s codex, but none of which match up with each 
other. Most of them are on parchment with a lot of crossing out.
I saw a codex written more than two hundred years ago with the 
Opening of the Book (Fatihat al-kitab) in it. Al-Fadl ibn Shadhan 
was one of the leading authorities (imams) on the Qur’an and 
traditions. That is why we have made reference to what he says 
instead of what we have seen.175

173 See al-Sayyid Hamid Husayn Laknhuwi, Abaqat al-Anwar p Ma'rifat al-A’immat al- 
Athdr (Tehran: Mu'assasat al-Bi'thah, 1405 q.), mujalladu Hadith Madinat al-llm (the 
volume on the hadith regarding the City of Knowledge), 518
174 al-Suyuti, al-ltqan, vol. 1,181.
175 Ibn al-Nadlm, al-Fihrist, 46.
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Table comparing the three codices

IBN MASWS 
CODEX

CODEX OF THE 
PRESENT DAY

CHAPTER
NUMBER UBAYY’S CODEX

The Opening The Opening1

The Cow The Cow The Cow2

The Family 
of‘ImranThe Women The Women3

The Family 
of‘Imran

The Family 
of‘Imran The Women4

The Heights The Cattle The Table5

The Cattle The Heights The Cattle6

The Table The Table The Heights7

The Spoils 
of WarJonah Jonah8

The Spoils of War The RepentanceThe Repentance9

JonahThe Bee The Repentance10

HudHudHud11

JosephJoseph Mary12

The ThunderThe PoetsThe Cave13

The Night 
Journey AbrahamThe Pilgrimage14

Al-HijrJosephThe Prophets15

The BeeThe Cave16 Ta Ha
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IBN MAS‘UD’S 
CODEX

CODEX OF THE 
PRESENT DAY

CHAPTER
NUMBER UBAYY’S CODEX

The Night 
JourneyThe BeeThe Believers17

The CaveThe ConfederatesThe Poets18

The Night 
Journey

Those Arrayed 
in Ranks Mary19

The Troops 
(Beginning 

with Ha MTm)
The Confederates Ta Ha20

The ProphetsThe Pilgrimage21 TaHa

The Narrations The Prophets The Pilgrimage22

The Ant The Light The Believers23

The Light The Believers The Light24

The Spoils of War Sheba25 The Criterion

26 The SpiderMary The Poets

The Believer 
(The Forgiver)The Spider27 The Ant

The Romans The Thunder28 The Narrations

29 The NarrationsYaSTn The Spider

The Criterion30 The Ant The Romans

Those Arrayed 
in RanksAl-Hijr31 Luqman

The Thunder32 Sad The Prostration
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IBN MAS‘UD’S 
CODEX

CODEX OF THE 
PRESENT DAY

CHAPTER
NUMBER UBAYY’S CODEX

The
ConfederatesSheba33 Ya Sin

The Originator al-Hijr Sheba34

Abraham The Consultation The Originator35

Sad The Romans36 Ya Sin

The Adornment Those Arrayed 
in RanksMuhammad37 (N)

Explained in 
Detail (N) Sad38 Luqman

Abraham (N) The TroopsThe Troops39

The Believer 
(The Forgiver)The Originator (N)The Believer40

Iron
[ibn al-Nadlm 

places this after 
Muhammad.]

Explained 
in DetailThe Adornment41

The
Consultation

Explained 
in Detail The Victory42

The AdornmentMuhammadThe Consultation43

The SmokeThe DisputerThe Sand Dunes44

The CrouchingThe KingdomThe Crouching45

The Sand DunesThe Criterion (N)The Smoke46

MuhammadThe ProstrationThe Victory47
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IBN MAS‘UD’S 
CODEX

CODEX OF THE 
PRESENT DAY

CHAPTER
NUMBER UBAYY’S CODEX

The Night 
JourneyThe BeeThe Believers17

The CaveThe ConfederatesThe Poets18

The Night 
Journey

Those Arrayed 
in Ranks Mary19

The Troops 
(Beginning 

with Ha MTm)
The Confederates Ta Ha20

The ProphetsThe Pilgrimage Ta Ha21

The Prophets The PilgrimageThe Narrations22

The Ant The BelieversThe Light23

The Light The Believers The Light24

The Spoils of War Sheba The Criterion25

The Spider The Poets26 Mary

The Believer 
(The Forgiver)The Spider The Ant27

The Romans The Thunder The Narrations28

The Narrations The SpiderYaSTn29

The Criterion The Ant The Romans30

Those Arrayed 
in RanksAl-Hijr31 Luqman

The Thunder Sad The Prostration32
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IBN MASWS 
CODEX

CODEX OF THE 
PRESENT DAY

CHAPTER
NUMBER UBAYY’S CODEX

The
ConfederatesSheba YaSTn33

The Originator al-Hijr Sheba34

Abraham The Consultation The Originator35

Sad The Romans36 Ya Sin

Those Arrayed 
in Ranks

The AdornmentMuhammad37 (N)

Explained in 
Detail (N) Sad38 Luqman

Abraham (N) The TroopsThe Troops39

The Believer 
(The Forgive r)The Originator (N)The Believer40

Iron
[ibn al-Nadlm 

places this after 
Muhammad.]

Explained 
in DetailThe Adornment41

The
Consultation

Explained 
in Detail The Victory42

The AdornmentMuhammadThe Consultation43

The SmokeThe DisputerThe Sand Dunes44

The CrouchingThe KingdomThe Crouching45

The Sand DunesThe Criterion (N)The Smoke46

MuhammadThe ProstrationThe Victory47
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IBN MAS‘UD’S 
CODEX

CODEX OF THE 
PRESENT DAY

CHAPTER
NUMBER UBAYY’S CODEX

The VictoryNoahIron (N)48

The ChambersThe Sand DunesThe Mustering49

QafQafThe Prostration50

The Winds 
That ScatterQaf (N) The Merciful51

The Inevitable The MountDivorce52

The Pen 
[ibn al-NadTm 

places this after 
The Calamity.]

The Jinn The Star53

The Chambers The Star The Moon54

The Ways 
of AscentThe Kingdom The Merciful55

Mutual
Disillusion The Enwrapped The Inevitable56

The Hypocrites The Shrouded57 Iron

The Congregation The Moon58 The Disputer

The Ranks The Smoke59 The Mustering

She Who is 
TestedThe Jinn60 Luqman

Noah The Crouching The Ranks61

The
Congregation

The Disputer The Mount62
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IBN MAS‘UD’S 
CODEX

CODEX OF THE 
PRESENT DAY

CHAPTER
NUMBER UBAYY’S CODEX

The Winds 
That ScatterShe Who is Tested The Hypocrites63

Mutual
DisillusionThe Prohibition The Pen64

The Merciful The Indubitable65 Divorce

The Star The Mustering The Prohibition66

The Mount 
[ibn al-Nadlm 

places this after The 
Winds That Scatter.]

She Who is 
Tested The Kingdom67

The Winds 
That Scatter The PenThose Sent Forth68

The IndubitableThe Good TidingsThe Moon69

The Indubitable Time (N) al-Ma‘arij70 (N)

NoahThe Inevitable The Resurrection71

Those Who 
Tear Out The JinnThe Rolling Up72

The Ways 
of Ascent The EnwrappedDivorce73

Those Who 
Tear Out The ShroudedThe Shrouded74

The
Resurrection

The Mutual 
DisillusionThe Enwrapped75
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IBN MAS'UD’S 
CODEX

CODEX OF THE 
PRESENT DAY

CHAPTER
NUMBER UBAYY’S CODEX

The Dealers in 
Fraud

[ibn al-Nadlm 
places this after 
The Envelopes]

The ManHe Frowned76

Those Sent 
Forth

The Dealers 
in FraudHe Frowned77

The Good 
TidingsThe SunderingTime78

Those Sent Forth 
[ibn al-Nadlm 

places this after 
The Resurrection.]

Those Who 
Tear OutThe Fig79

The Resurrection He FrownedThe Blood Clot80

The Good Tidings The Chambers The Rolling Up81

The Rolling Up The Hypocrites The Splitting82

The Cleaving 
Asunder

The
Congregation

The Dealers 
in Fraud83

The Enveloper The Prohibition The Sundering84

TheThe Most High The Dawn85 Constellations

The Night The City86 The Night Star

The Dawn The Night The Most High87
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IBN MASWS 
CODEX

CODEX OF THE 
PRESENT DAY

CHAPTER
NUMBER UBAYY’S CODEX

The
Constellations The Splitting The Enveloper88

The Sundering The Sun The Dawn89

TheThe Blood Clot The City90 Constellations (N)

The City The Night Star The Sun91

The Forenoon The Most High The Night92

The Enveloper The ForenoonThe Night Star93

The Ranks 
[ibn al-Nadlm 

places this after 
The Clear Sign.]

The ExpandingThe Chargers94

The FigThe Clear SignCharity95

The Great 
Calamity The Blood ClotThe Forenoon96

The (Night 
of) PowerThe ExpandingThe Clear Sign97

The Great 
Calamity The Clear SignThe Sun98

The EarthquakeRivalryThe Fig99

The Declining The ChargersThe Traducer100 Day

The Great 
Calamity

Casting Off 
(al-Khul0The Elephant101
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IBN MAS‘UD’S 
CODEX

CODEX OF THE 
PRESENT DAY

CHAPTER
NUMBER UBAYY’S CODEX

Quick Pace 
(al-Hafd) RivalryQuraysh102

The DecliningThe TraducerRivalry103 Day

The (Night 
of) Power The TraducerThe Earthquake104

The ElephantThe Earthquake The Chargers105

The Declining The Elephant Quraysh106 Day

Quraysh 
[ibn al-Nadlm 

places this after 
The Forenoon.]

The Help Charity107

The Abundance Charity The Abundance108

The Unbelievers The Abundance The Unbelievers109

The (Night 
of) PowerThe Palm Fibre110 The Help

The Unity The Unbelievers111 The Palm Fibre

The Expanding 
[ibn al-Nadlm 

places this after 
The Palm Fibre 

(al-Masad).]

The Help112 Sincerity

The Palm Fibre113 The Daybreak

The Unity Mankind114
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IBN MASWS 
CODEX

CODEX OF THE 
PRESENT DAY

CHAPTER
NUMBER UBAYY’S CODEX

The Daybreak115

Mankind 
[This would make a 
total of 116 chapters, 
but since in Ubayy’s 
codex The Elephant 
and Quraysh are a 
single chapter, the 
total comes to 115.]

116
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Standardisation of the Codices

It was stated above that the Prophet’s passing was the time when the 
Qur’an was put together. The senior companions attended to the compilation 
of the verses and chapters into their own codices in accordance with 
what knowledge and competence they had been given. Others lacked the 
skills and so they turned to others to copy from codices for them, or to 
put verses and chapters together on pages. Thus, the number of codices 
began to increase continuously in line with the expansion of Islam’s 
territory. The Muslims, who were growing in number and spread out over 
vast territories, felt the urgent need for copies of God’s Book, because it 
was the only heavenly constitution upon which they organised all the 
important aspects of their life. It was their source of law, legislation and 
administration.

Some of these codices enjoyed an elevated position, commensurate 
with the status of the compiler to whom it was attributed. The codex 
of the noble companion ‘Abdullah ibn Mas‘ud was the reference for the 
people of Kufa, a city of knowledge and a centre for advanced Islamic 
studies; Ubayy ibn Ka'b’s codex spread in the Levantine regions, Abu Musa 
al-Ash‘arfs in Basra, al-Miqdad ibn al-Aswad’s in Damascus, and so forth.

Discrepancy between Codices
Because there were many compilers of the Qur’an who lived far apart, 

had different levels of competence, and had different materials, since 
each copy contained what the owner had collected, this meant that what 
one had collected did not completely conform with others. There were 
naturally discrepancies in the compilations of those codices in terms of 
style, arrangement, recitation and other matters. These differences in 
the early codices were set out above.

These dfferences would undoubtedly cause disagreement between 
people when they came together in a council. Muslims from distant parts 
may have gathered and disputes would have broken out, one disavowing 
another with regard to what school of thought (madhhab), belief or opinion 
they supported.
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Examples of Disagreements amongst the People 
There follows a briefexposition of examples of disagreement over 

the original style of recitation:
l) At the battle of the Armenian steppe, after Hudhayfah set off 

to return home from the Battle of the Gate (Ghazw al-Bab) (on the 
Armenian-Azerbaijani steppe) he said to SaTd ibn al~‘As, who was 
accompanying him:

‘I have seen on this journey of mine something, which if left alone, 
would cause such disagreement over the Qur’an that they would 
never attend to it again.’

SaTd asked: ‘What was that?’

He replied: T saw people from Homs claiming that their recitation 
was better than other people’s recitation, and that they had learned 
the Qur’an from al-Miqdad. I saw the people of Damascus say that 
their recitation was better than others, and saw the people of 
Kufa say the same, and that they had recited to Ibn Mas'ud. The 
people of Basra said the same thing, and that they had recited 
to Abu Musa al-Ash‘arI, and they called his codex Lubdb al-QuIub 
(The Core of Hearts)!

When Hudhayfah and SaTd’s company arrived in Kufa, Hudhayfah 
told the people about the matter, and warned them about what he 
feared; the Messenger’s companions and many of the successors 
agreed with him.

Ibn Mas'ud’s companions said to him: ‘What you renounce, do we 
not recite in accordance with Ibn Mas'ud’s recitation?’

So Hudhayfah and those who agreed with him became angry 
and replied: ‘You are just a Bedouin, so be quiet. You are wrong.’

Hudhayfah said: ‘By God, if I live I will go to the commander of 
the faithful,’ meaning ‘Uthman, ‘and tell him to come between 
the people and that man.’
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Thereafter, Ibn Mas‘ud spoke rudely to him and Sa‘Td became angry 
and stood up. The people dispersed, Hudhayfah became angry and went 
off to ‘Uthman.176

2) In the Kufa Mosque:

YazTd al-Nakha‘I said:T was in the Mosque [the Kufa Mosque] during 
the time of Walld ibn ‘Utbah [the governor of Kufa appointed 
by ‘Uthman] in a study circle attended by Hudhayfah, and at 
that time there were no doorkeepers or guards for the mosque, 
when someone called out: ‘Whoever recites in accordance with 
Abu Musa’s recitation should come to the corner by Bab Kindah 
(the door used by Kindah). Whoever recites in accordance with 
‘Abdullah ibn Mas'ud’s recitation should come to the corner which 
is by ‘Abdullah’s house.”

They disagreed over a verse from The Cow. One group recited, 
‘Fulfil the pilgrimage and the visitation unto the House,' and the 
other group recited, ‘Fulfil the pilgrimage and the visitation unto 
God' (2:196).

So Hudhayfah became angry and his eyes became red. Then he 
got up and undid his long shirt where his loincloth was tied while 
he was still in the mosque and said:

‘Either someone else should ride to the commander of the faithful 
or I will ride. This is the way people of previous faiths behaved.’

Abu Sha‘tha”s narration tells us:

Hudhayfah said: ‘The recitation of the son of the mother of a 
slave and the recitation of Abu Musa al-Ash‘arI! By God if I 
still alive to get to the commander of the faithful, I will tell him 
to make a conforming recitation,’ and so ‘Abdullah became angry 
and said a harsh word, silencing Hudhayfah.

A third tradition says:

am

176 Ibn al-Athlr, al-Kamil ftal-Tarikh, vol. 3,55.
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Hudhayfah complained: ‘The people of Kufa say, “Abdullah’s 
recitation,’ and the people of Basra say, ‘Abu Musa’s recitation’! 
By God, when I go to the commander of the faithful I will tell him 
to drown these codices!’

And so ‘Abdullah said to him: ‘By God, if you do that, God will 
drown you in something other than water,' meaning hell.177

Ibn Hajar narrates:

Ibn Mas'ud told Hudhayfah, ‘Your doing [such and such] has come 
to my attention.'He replied, ‘Yes, I recoiled from the way So-and-So 
and So-and-So’s recitation might lead them to fall into disagreement, 
the way the People of the Book fell into disagreement.’178

3) In Medina itself: Ibn Ashtah states that Anas ibn Malik reported:

They disagreed on the Qur’an in the time of‘Uthman. One teacher 
began teaching one man’s recitation,

meaning that of one of those who had a codex,

and another teacher began teaching another man’s recitation,

meaning that of another one of those with a codex,

and the boys would meet up and fall into disagreement until the 
matter was brought up with the two teachers. Thereafter they 
began disavowing each other’s recitation, and it came to ‘Uthman 
ibn ‘Affan’s attention. So he said: ‘You who are close to me reject 
it and mispronounce it, so whoever is far from me will be worse 
in rejecting and mispronouncing it.’179

According to Muhammad ibn Sirin:

One man would recite until the other man would tell his companion:
‘You have become an unbeliever through what you say!’ This was

177 SijistanT, al-Masahif 11-14.
178 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 9,15.
179 Al-Suytitl, al-Itqan, vol. 1,170; SijistanT, al-Masahif, 21.
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brought up with ‘Uthman and it troubled him, so he gathered 
twelve men from Quraysh and the Helpers.180

Bukayr al-Ashajj states:

With people in Iraq, one of them would ask the other about a 
verse, and when the other would recite to him, he [i.e., the one 
asking the question] would say: ‘Verily I do not believe in this 
recitation.’ That spread among the people, and one of them spoke 
to ‘Uthman about it.181

So there were incidents involving discrepancies in the recitation 
of the Qur’an which did not bode well and threatened the outbreak of 
strife (fitan), were matters not nipped in the bud by astute men such as 
Hudhayfah ibn al-Yaman and his kind.

Hudhayfah’s Arrival in Medina
When Hudhayfah returned from the Battle of Armenia, angry about the 

disagreements over the Qur’an, he sought the counsel of the Messenger’s 
companions who were in Kufa with regard to solving the problem before 
it got out of hand. He wanted ‘Uthman to standardise the codices and 
have the people all recite it one way. The companions all agreed that 
this was correct,182 except ‘Abdullah ibn Mas‘ud. Hudhayfah was resolved 
on the matter, and travelled to Medina to try to urge ‘Uthman to save 
Muhammad’s nation before it could become disunited. He said:

‘Commander of the Faithful, I am a mere warner. Rescue this nation 
before it falls into disagreement like the Jews and the Christians.’ 
‘Uthman asked: ‘What are you talking about?’ He replied: ‘I fought 
on the Armenian steppe, and there were people of Syria reciting 
the way Ubayy ibn Ka‘b recites, which the people of Iraq had 
never heard, and there were people of Iraq reciting the way Ibn 
Mas'ud recites, which the people of Syria had never heard, and 
thereafter they were declaring each other unbelievers.’183

180 Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat, vol. 3:2,62; SijistanT, al-Masahif; 25.
181 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 9,16.
182 Ibn al-Athlr, al-Kamil fial-Tarikh, vol. 3,55.
183 Sahih al-Bukhdri, vol. 6, 226; SijistanT, al-Masahif, 19-20; Ibn al-Athlr, al-Kamil pal- 
Tarikh, vol. 3,56.
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‘Uthman Seeks the Companions’Counsel
Those and similar incidents were the dire consequence which made 

‘Uthman take the matter seriously and work diligently. Had the matter 
not disturbed him, sudden shock that it was, he would, like those who 
preceded him, not have resolved to do it. This is without taking into 
consideration the difficulties he could foresee in carrying it out, because 
copies of the codices were scattered throughout the lands, and some 
of the senior and well-respected companions of the time accepted 
them. They may have protected and defended them, thus creating 
insurmountable obstacles.

Hence, he gathered the Messenger’s companions present in Medina 
and sought their counsel on the matter. They all agreed on the need to 
undertake the project at whatever cost. Ibn al-Athlr says:

So ‘Uthman gathered the companions, told them the news, and 
they all thought the same as Hudhayfah.1M

Hie Standardisation Panel
‘Uthman eventually resolved to implement the idea, and first of all 

sent a call out to all the companions:

Companions of Muhammad, gather and write down an imam 
for the people.185

He then appointed a dedicated group of four: Zayd ibn Thabit (an 
AnsarT), Sa‘7d ibn al-‘As, ‘Abdullah ibn Zubayr and ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn 
al-Harith ibn Hashim (the latter three Qurayshi). These four were the 
core members in the formation of the standardisation panel.186 Zayd 
took charge of the others, as is evident from Ibn Mas'ud’s disapproval 
of Zayd’s being given this position. He said:

0 ye Muslims, shall r give up copies of the codices into the charge 
of a man who was still in the loins of an unbeliever when I became 
a Muslim?

184 Ibn al-Athlr, al-Kdmil fial-Tarikh, vol. 3,56.
185 Al-SuyutI, al-Itqan, vol. 1,59 citing Ibn Ashtah; SijistanT, al-Mcisahif, 21.
186 Sahih al-Bukhan, vol. 6, 226.
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By this he meant Zayd ibn Thabit.187 In any event, ‘Uthman would 
deal with them personally.

However, these four were unable to undertake the core tasks, since 
they lacked the competence. Hence they sought the help of Ubayy ibn 
Ka‘b, Malik ibn Abl ‘Amir, Kathlr ibn Aflaj, Anas ibn Malik, ‘Abdullah ibn 
‘Abbas, Mus‘ab ibn Sa‘d189 and ‘Abdullah ibn Futaymah,190 making a total 
of twelve, as narrated by Ibn Sirin, Ibn Sa‘d and others.191

During this stage Ubayy ibn Ka‘b took the lead. He would dictate to 
them and the others would write. According to Abu al-‘Aliyah:

They put together the Qur’an from Ubayy ibn Ka‘b’s codex. Men 
would scribe and Ubayy ibn Ka‘b would dictate to them.192

Ibn Hajar says:

To begin with, Zayd and SaTd were in charge, because ‘Uthman 
asked, ‘Who is the best writer?’ They replied, ‘Zayd.’ He then 
asked, ‘Who is the most eloquent?’ They replied, ‘SaTd.’ Then he 
said, ‘Sa'Id will dictate and Zayd will act as scribe.’193

Ibn Hajar continues:

Thereafter, they needed people to help them with the writing 
because of the need for several codices to send to the cities on 
the horizons, and so they added those mentioned previously to 
Zayd. They then sought Ubayy ibn Ka‘b’s assistance in dictating.194

188

The Companions’Position on the Codices Project 
It was stated above that Hudhayfah ibn Yaman was the first to consider 

standardising the codices, and that he went to the caliph and exhorted

187 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 9,17; SijistanT, al-Masahif 17.
SijistanT, al-Masahif, 25.
QastalanT, Irshad al-Sari, vol. 7,449.

190 SijistanT, al-Masahif 33.
191 SijistanT, al-Masahif 25; Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat, vol. 3, pt. 2,62.
192 SijistanT, al-Masahif 30.
193 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 9,16. This is what Mus'ab ibn Sa'd’s tradition states. 
However, its import is debatable.
194 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 9,16; Ibn Sa'd, al-Tabaqat, vol. 3, pt. 2, 62; Ibn Hajar, 
Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, vol. 1,187.

188

189
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him to establish a single recitation,195 just as he sought the counsel of 
the Messenger’s companions in Kufa, and all of them except Ibn Mas‘ud 
agreed with him on these matters.196

‘Uthman gathered the companions who were in Medina and sought 
their counsel in this regard, and they immediately agreed. Ibn al- 
AthTr says:

So he gathered the companions, told them the news, and they 
thought it was splendid, and all thought the same as Hudhayfah.197

Imam Ali, the Commander of the Faithful, expressed his agreement 
with the project as such. Ibn AbT Dawud says on the authority of Suwayd 
ibn Ghafalah:

Ali said: ‘By God! What ‘Uthman did with regard to the codices was 
not other than the result of a consultation and consent from us. 
He sought our counsel on the matter of the recitations and said:

‘It has come to my attention that some of them say, ‘My recitation 
is better than your narration,’ and this is tantamount to becoming 
an unbeliever.’

We asked: ‘So what do you think?’

He replied: 'I think people should agree on a single codex and 
there should be no division or disagreement.’

We said: ‘What a good idea you have had.”198 

According to another tradition:

195 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 9,15.
196 Ibn al-Athlr, al-Kamil pal-Tarlkh, vol. 3,55.
197 Ibid.
198 SijistanT, al-Masahif, 22. Jalal al-DTn says that the chain of narration is authentic: al- 
SuyutT,al-ltqdn, vol. 1,59. In Ibn Jawus,Sa‘dal-Suud,278al-SayyidIbnTawusnarrates 
Muhammad ibn Zayd ibn Marwan’s tradition: Zayd compiled the Qur’an during Abu 
Bakr’s time. Then ‘Uthman did it again, and so the codex was compiled in conformity 
with our Master Ali ibn AbTTalib’s opinion.
Abu ‘Abdallah al-Zanjanl also narrates this in Tarikh al-Qur’an, 45.

85



INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR'AN

If I had been put in charge of the codices the way ‘Uthman was 
put in charge, I would have done as he did.199

Ibn AbT Dawud also states on the authority of Suwayd ibn Ghafalah:

Ali said, when ‘Uthman burned the codices, ‘If he had not done 
it, I would have done so.’200

After he succeeded to the caliphate, Ali was most enthusiatic in 
adhering to the official codex, even if there were orthographical errors 
therein, in order to protect God’s Book from tampering by the hand of 
forgery later on in the name of reform. He said on the subject:

The Qur’an will not be disturbed again after today.

They state that a man recited within the Imam’s earshot:

Wa talhin mandud (and serried acacias) (56:29);201

and so the Imam began muttering to himself:

What has talh got to do with it? It is taY (clusters) like in the 
Almighty’s Words:

laha tal'un nadid (with ranged clusters) (50:10).

That was not a criticism by the Imam of the reciter, nor was it a call 
to change the word. On the contrary, it was simply the Imam muttering 
to himself.

However, people heard what he said, and they quickly suggested to him: 

Should we not change it?

The Imam was astonished at this suggestion, and made the perennial 
and decisive statement:

199 Ibn al-Jazarl, al-Nashrfi al-Qirdalt al-‘Ashar, vol. 1,8; SijistanT, al-Masdhif, 23.
200 SijistanT, al-Masdhif, 12.

There is disagreement over what talh means. It is said that it means banana. It is 
strange that Ibn Khalawayh says in al-Shawadhdh, 151, that the first person to plant 
a banana tree in Medina was Imam Ali, the Commander of the Faithful.

201
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Verily the Qur’an will not be disturbed today, nor will it ever 
be changed.

And the Imams from his offspring followed in his path.
In the presence of Imam al-Sadiq, a man recited from the Qur’an in 

a way different to how the people recited, and so the Imam told him:

Stop! Stop! Cease this recitation and recite the way people recite.

He said in reply to the person who asked him about rhythmic recitation 
of the Qur’an:

Recite as you have been taught.

Hence, the consensus of our co-religionists - the Imamiyyah - is that 
what is in our hands is the authentic Qur’an,204 untouched by the hand 
of tampering, and that the generally accepted way of reciting (as recited 
by Hafs) is correct, and in accordance with what is permissible in prayer 
along with other rules which they apply to the text in circulation. They 
consider this, and nothing else, to be the Qur’an which was revealed to 
the Prophet.

As for Ibn Mas‘ud, I do not think that his opposition was fundamental. 
He was just annoyed that people were selected who were not competent 
enough for such a noble project,,and for which the likes of him would 
have been more worthy. He used to say that men who had not been 
given permission to do so were interfering with the Qur’an of their own 
accord.205 Therefore, he fiercely resisted handing over his codex to the 
caliph’s emissary. According to Abu Maysarah:

A man came to me while I was praying and said, ‘I see you praying 
though an order has been given that God’s Book be ripped up 
completely.’

I carried on with my prayer and sat for a while. [But] I went 
home and did not sit; I walked up and down and did not sit. All

202

203

202 Tabarl, Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 27,104; TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 9, 218.
203 Al-Hurr al-‘AmilT, Wasaail al-Shilah, vol. 4, 821.
204 See Talhah’s conversation with the Imam: MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 92,41-42. 

SijistanT, al-Masahif, 17.205
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of a sudden I was with al-Ash‘arT, and Hudhayfah and Ibn Mas ud 
were arguing with each other.

Hudhayfah said, ‘Give them the codex.’

He replied, ‘By God, I will not give it to them. God’s Messenger 
dictated seventy odd chapters to me, then 1 give it to them? By 
God, I will not give it to them.’206

The Year the Project Was Begun 
Ibn Hajar explains:

This story was in the year twenty-five, the third - or second207 - 
year into ‘Uthman’s caliphate.

He continues:

Some of our contemporaries overlook that, and claim that it was 
around the year thirty, but do not refer to any evidential basis.208

Ibn al-Athlr - and those who follow him without checking - consider 
it to be one of the events of the thirtieth year. He says:

In this year, Hudhayfah raided the Gate (al-Bab), helping out 
‘Abd al-Rahman ibn RabTah. There, Hudhayfah witnessed much 
disagreement amongst the people about the Qur’an. When he 
returned he suggested a compilation of the Qur’an to ‘Uthman, 
and he did so.209

I think Ibn al-Athlr is mistaken with regard to this timeline:

206 NaysaburT, al-Mustadrak ‘ala al-Sahihayn, vol. 2,228.
207 This uncertainty is on account of the difference in opinion over the day on which 
allegiance was pledged to ‘Uthman. It is said that it was in the last tenth of Dhu al- 
Hijjah, 23AH. Based on that, the panel was established at the beginning of the third 
year of his caliphate. Alternatively, it is said that it was in the first tenth of Muharram, 
24AH. Based on that, the panel was set up at the end of year two. See Tarikh al-Tabari 
(al-Istiqamah), vol. 3,204 or Tarikh al-Tabari (Dar al-Ma‘arif), vol. 4,242.

Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 9,15.
209 Ibn al-Athlr, al-Kamil ft al-Tarikh, vol. 3, 55; Ahmad ZaynT Dahlan, al-Futuhat al- 
Islamiyyah (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1998) vol. 1,175.

208
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First of all, the battle for Azerbaijan and Armenia was in the year 
24, according to Abu Mikhnaf’s tradition cited by Tabari. Al-WalTd ibn 
‘Uqbah made the raid because they withheld what they had agreed with 
Hudhayfah ibn Yaman when he raided them in the year 22 during the 
time of‘Umar ibn al-Khattab.210 

According to Ibn Hajar:

Armenia was conquered during ‘Uthman’s caliphate. The 
commander of the army was an Iraqi called Salman ibn Rabfah 
al-Bahill. ‘Uthman had commanded the people of Syria and the 
people of Iraq to work together on that. The Syrian commander 
of that army was Habib ibn Maslamah al-Fihrl. Hudhayfah was 
one of the group who raided with them. He was one of the people 
of al-Mada'in, which is one of the governorships of Iraq.

He then says:

The year twenty-five is the date when historians say that Armenia was 
conquered, at the beginning of the governorship of Walld ibn'Uqbah 
ibn Abl Mu‘It over Kufa, appointed by ‘Uthman.211

And:

The raid carried out by ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn al-Rabfah was in 
the year twenty-two, and it was Hudhayfah ibn Usayd al-Ghifarl 
who was there, not Hudhayfah ibn al-Yaman al-‘AnsI.212

And:

In the year thirty-three, Sa'Id was appointed governor of Kufa 
in Walld’s place. At the same time, he was getting ready to raid 
Tabaristan. Ibn al-Zubayr, Ibn ‘Abbas and al-Hudhayfah accompanied 
him on the raid.213 Sa'Id did not return to Medina until the year 
thirty-four, and ‘Uthman was killed the following year.21*

210 Tarikh al-Tabari, vol. 4, 246-247.
211 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 9,13-14.
212 Tarikh al-Tabari, vol. 4,155.
213 Tarikh al-Jabari, vol. 4, 269-271.
214 Tarikh al-Jabari, vol. 4, 330-365.
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None of this fits in with Sa‘Td’s being the second member of the panel, 
if it was set up in the year 30. The same applies to Ibn al-Zubayr and Ibn 
‘Abbas on the basis of the above.

In addition, al-Dhahabl states that Ubayy ibn Ka‘b was one of those 
who passed away in the year thirty. He says:

According to al-Waqidl, ‘It is the most correct opinion in our view.’215

And we know that Ubayy dictated to the members of the panel, and 
was their highest authority on copying and checking.

Also, Yazld al-NakhaTs aforementioned tradition says, ‘I was in the 
mosque during the time of al-Walld ...’216

What inevitably proves that the event took place before the year 
thirty, or in Ibn Hajar’s words, at the beginning of WalTd’s governorship 
of Kufa,217 is that WalTd’s appointment at Kufa was at the beginning of 
the year twenty-six, or according to Sayf’s tradition, the year before.218

And again, possibly the strongest proof is what Ibn AbT Dawud narrates 
on the authority of Mus'ab ibn Sa‘d:

‘Uthman delivered a sermon when he began compiling the Qur’an 
and said, ‘Your Prophet was taken fifteen years ago, and you have 
fallen into disagreement over the Qur’an. I have resolved that 
whoever has anything of the Qur’an which he heard from God’s 
Messenger should bring it to me...

These words pinpoint exactly when the project was set up: the twenty- 
fifth year after the Migration.

Finally, Ibn al-Athlr is on his own when he reports from Tabari on 
Hudhayfah during the events of the year thirty. In particular, it seems 
hard to believe that the detail he includes in his history is taken from a 
historical document. The overwhelming suspicion is that a number of 
traditions which he believed were linked have been lumped together 
and set out amongst the events of that year.

*219

215 Al-Dhahabl, Mizan al-I'tidal, vol. 2,84; see Ibn Sa'd, al-Tabaqat, vol. 3,62.
216 Supra under the heading ‘Examples of Disagreements Among the Public,’ no. 2.
217 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 9,13-14.
218 Tarikh al-Tabari, vol. 4, 251.
219 SijistanT, al-Masahif, 24.
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We should note that Tabari himself does not trust the timeframe 
he refers to when identifying the events. He sometimes wavers over 
whether an incident took place in the year 18 or 21, such as the Battle 
of Nahawand,220 for example. Therefore, to ascertain the date of every 
incident, there is no alternative other than looking for the contexts and 
causes, instead of rushing in and relying on dates given by historians.

Stages in the Project
The panel that was sorting through the codices carried out their 

work in three basic stages:
1) Gathering together the codices or pages with Qur’anic passages 

on them from the far reaches of the Islamic lands and destroying them.
2) Searching for authentic documents with the aim of making a 

standardised codex from them.
3) Comparing the copies of the standardised codex to ensure they 

were correct and that there were no discrepancies, then distributing it 
among the Muslims.

Finally, they were to ensure that all the Muslims recited the Qur’an 
accordingly, and no other way. Even though the panel followed these 
steps, there was some disregard of complete precision, especially in the 
third stage, which needed more attention.

During the first phase, ‘Uthman sent people far and wide to gather 
up any books or pages that included Qur’anic verses, and ordered that 
they be burned.221

Al-Ya‘qubl explains:

He decreed the collection of all codices from the horizons until 
they were collected. Then he cooked them in boiling water and 
vinegar - alternatively it is said that he burned them. Not one codex 
was left without that being done to it, except for Ibn Mas‘ud’s - 
he refused to give his codex up to ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Amir. ‘Uthman 
issued a decree to banish him, and so Ibn Mas'ud entered the 
mosque while ‘Uthman was giving a sermon and ‘Uthman said,
‘An evil beast has walked in on you.’

220 Tabari is explicit about his uncertainty over the matter of the Battle of Nahawand 
vol. 4,114: Hawadithu Sanah 21 (The Events of Year 21).
221 Sahih al-BukharT, vol. 6, 226.
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Thereafter, Ibn Mas'ud said something discourteous, and so ‘Uthman 
gave the order and he was dragged out by his feet, breaking two 
of his ribs. Then ‘A’ishah spoke, saying much.222

During the second phase, ‘Uthman at first thought it would be an 
easy task, and he chose a group not qualified to do it. Then he eventually 
turned to a group of others among whom were those more competent, 
such as the master of reciters,223 the great companion Ubayy ibn Ka‘b, 
and he also sent for the rubah that was in Hafsah’s house - the pages 
on which the Qur’an had been compiled during the days of Abu Bakr - 
and requested them, for they would be a reliable documentary basis for 
checking against and copying from. Hafsah refused at first to give it to 
him - possibly because she feared that it would be torn up or burned 
like the other volumes - until ‘Uthman promised to return it to her, and 
she sent it to him.224

Thus, he directed a general call to all the Muslims:

Whoever has any of the Quran which he heard from God’s Messenger 
should bring it to me.225

People began bringing him boards, shoulder bones and palm leaves 
with Qur’anic verses on them. It seems that the committee thought it 
possible that people who had more recent experience of the final exposition 
might bring them the Qur’an.

According to Ibn Sirin:

If they disagreed over a verse, they would put it off. Some scholars 
say that it may have been that they would put it off to wait for 
someone with more recent experience of the final exposition, 
and write in accordance with what he said.226

Anas ibn Malik recalls:

I was among those who were dictated to. It may be that they 
disagreed over a verse. They would mention the man who had

222 Ibn Wadih, Tarikh al-Ya‘qubT, vol. 2,159-160.
223 Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, vol. 1,187; Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqdt, vol. 3, 62.
224 SijistanI, al-Masahif 9; Sahih al-Bukharf, vol. 6,226.
225 SijistanI, al-Masahif, 24.
226 SijistanI, al-Masahif 25.
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heard it from God’s Messenger, and it may be that he was away 
or in one of the deserts, so they would write down what came 
before it and what came after it, leaving a space until the man 
came or was sent for.227

On the other hand, it may be that Ubayy ibn Ka‘b would dictate the 
Qur’an to them and they would write it down, or that they would send 
it to him, and he would make a correction where they had misheard the 
recitation.

Abu al-‘Aliyah’s tradition says:

They compiled the Qur’an from Ubayy’s codex. Men would write 
down, while Ubayy ibn Ka‘b would dictate to them.228

‘Abdullah ibn Hani’ al-Barbarl, ‘Uthman’s freeman, says:

I was with ‘Uthman and they [the committee] were showing the 
codices [i.e. they were comparing the copies with each other] and 
he sent me with a sheep’s shoulder bone to Ubayy ibn Ka‘b with 
lamyatasanna (years have not passed), la tabdil li al-khalq Allah (there 
is no altering in the creation of God), and fa amhil al-kafirm (so 
give respite to the unbelievers) on it, so Ubayy called for ink and 
erased the two lams and wrote li khalqi [A]llah (to God’s creation), 
erased fa amhil and wrote fa mahhil (so give respite), and wrote 
lamyatasannah (years have not passed over it), adding a ha to it.229

As for the third phase, the laxity involved emerged in orthographical 
errors and contradictions left in the ‘UthmanI codex which cannot be 
overlooked, as well as inconsistencies in the copies made from it and 
which were distributed far and wide. The committee, and especially 
‘Uthman himself, should be reproached for this.

Ibn AbT Dawud tells us about one of the Syrians:

He used to say, ‘Our codex and the people of Basra’s is a better 
record than that of the people of Kufa, because when ‘Uthman 
wrote the codices, the recitation of the people of Kufa in accordance 
with ‘Abdullah’s recitation (harf) came to his attention, and so he

227 SijistanT, al-Masahif, 21.
228 SijistanT, al-Masahif 30.
229 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqdn, vol. 2,271.
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despatched the codex to them before it was shown [i.e., before 
it was compared to all the other copies], whereas our codex and 
the people of Basra’s were shown before they were despatched.230

This indicates that the codex was hastily despatched to a large region 
before it was carefully checked.

So, too, the discrepancy between the codices of the two cities - according 
to what Ibn Abl Dawud also tells us231 - is evidence of the extent of the 
negligence in checking the copies and ensuring their accuracy.

A more scandalous aspect of this remarkable laxity is what Ibn Abl 
Dawud also narrates:

When they finished copying the codices, they took them to 
‘Uthman. He looked at them and said, ‘You have done well. I see 
some dialectal deviation in it. However, the Arabs will straighten 
it out with their tongues.’

He then said, ‘If the person dictating had been from Hudhayl, 
and the scribe had been from ThaqTf, this would not be in it.’232

My comment is to ask why is there this remarkable lack of responsibility? 
Was God’s Noble Book not worthy of being taken seriously to ensure 
that it would be free of error and dialectal deviation? Furthermore, why 
did he not appoint someone from Hudhayl to dictate and a scribe from 
ThaqTf in the first place, if he knew they were worthy and competent, 
except that he would have been unable to appoint his friends at the time?

The result of this laxity was that discrepancies in recitation occurred 
later on, which was exactly what they were trying to avoid in the first 
place. We shall discuss this in more detail in the forthcoming sections.

The Number of‘Uthrnam Codices
Historians disagree over the number of standardised codices despatched 

to the distant cities. According to Ibn Abl Dawud:

There were six of them in line with the number of important 
metropolises which had particular centrality: Mecca, Kufa, Basra,

230 SijistanT, al-Masahif, 35.
231 SijistanT, al-Masahif, 39-49. We refer to this in a later section.
232 SijistanT, al-Masahif, 32-33.
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Syria, Bahrain and Yemen. The seventh, which was called the 
mother (Umm) or the imam, was kept in Medina.233 Al-Ya‘qub! 
adds Egypt and al-JazTrah (in northern Iraq).234

Thus, the number of codices which the committee copied was nine. 
One - ‘the mother’ or imam - remained in Medina, and the rest were 
despatched to the centres of the Islamic lands at that time.

The codex despatched to every region was kept in the regional capital. 
Copies of it were made, and it was referred to whenever there was a 
disagreement over recitation. It was therefore the arbitrator (hujjah). 
Recitation in accordance with it was official, and any version of it or 
recitation at odds with it was considered forbidden and punishable.

As for the Medina codex - the template (imam) - it was the reference par 
excellance, and if there were any incongruity elsewhere, the authoritative 
recension was the leading codex (al-mushaf al-imam) in Medina, and any 
correction had to be made in accordance with it.

It is narrated that ‘Uthman despatched a reciter with every codex 
to instruct the people in recitation. For example, ‘Abdullah ibn Sa’ib was 
despatched with the Meccan codex, al-Mughlrah ibn Shihab with the 
Syrian codex, Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulaml with the Kufan codex, ‘Amir 
ibn ‘Abd al-Qays with the Basran codex, and so on. The reciter and teacher 
of recitation in Medina appointed by the caliph was Zayd ibn Thabit.235

On the other hand, the great importance attached to these codices, 
the preservation of them by the authorities, and the vigour with which 
people were encouraged to look after them and study them, meant that 
they would have lasted forever, except that there were developments 
later on - the adding of dots, vowelling, the division into hizbs (tahzlb), 
and eventually a change in the script from the primitive Kufan that was 
used in the time of‘Uthman to Kufan as we know it, and thereafter to the 
beautiful Arabic naskh script and others which were in circulation later 
on. All that caused the original ‘Uthman! codices to become forgotten and 
abandoned without trace.

236

233 SijistanT, al-Masahif, 34.
234 Ibn Wadih, Tarikh al-Ya‘qubf, vol. 2,160.
235 Al-ZarqanT, Manahil al-‘Irfan, vol. 1,403-404.
236 There is dispute over what a hizb is. The modern meaning is a sixtieth. (Trans.)
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Yaqut al-HamawI (d. 626 AH) stated that ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan’s 
codex - which he is said to have written himself - was in the Damascus 
Central Mosque.237

This codex was seen by Ibn Fadlullah al-‘UmarI (d. 749 AH), who says:

On the left hand side of the Central Mosque in Damascus is the 
‘UthmanT codex in ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan’s handwriting.238

It is not recorded that ‘Uthman wrote any codex himself. Perhaps it 
is the Syrian codex which survived up to that time. It is referred to by Ibn 
KathTr (d. 774 AH) without his saying that it is in ‘Uthman’s handwriting. 
He explains:

As for the ‘UthmanT codices, the most famous of them today is 
the one in Syria in the Central Mosque of Damascus in the eastern 
restricted corner. It was formerly in the city of Tabariyyah. Then 
it was moved to Damascus in around 518.1 saw an enormous book 
in beautiful, clear, strong handwriting in bold ink on parchment 
which I think is camel skin.239

According to the prolific traveller Ibn Batutah (d. 779 AH):

In the eastern corner of the mosque, in line with the prayer alcove, 
is a large storeroom containing the Noble Codex which ‘Uthman 
ibn ‘Affan sent to Syria. That storeroom is opened every Friday 
after prayer, and people gather to kiss that Noble Codex. There, 
people make their debtors and anyone against whom they have 
made a claim swear an oath.240

It is said that this codex remained in the Damascus Mosque until it 
was burned within it in the year 1310.241

Dr SubhT Salih recalls:

237 Al-HamawT, Mujam al-Buldan, vol. 2,469.
238 Ahmad ibn Yahya ibn al-Fadl ‘UmarT, Masalik al-Absar pMamalik al-Amsar (Dubai: 
al-Majma‘ al-ThaqafT, 1423 q.), vol. 1,195.
239 Ibn KathTr, Fadaail al-Qur’an, 15.

Abu ‘Abdillah Muhammad Ibn Batutah, Rihlat Ibn Batutah (Cairo: Al-Maktabat al- 
Tijariyyah al-Kubra, 1377 q.), vol. 1,54.
241 Muhammad Kurd Ali, Khitatal-Sham (Damascus: Maktabat al-NurT, 1983), vol. 5,279.

240
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My colleague Dr Professor Yusuf al-‘Ishsh told me that Judge 
‘Abd al-Muhsin al-Istiwanl told him that he saw the Syrian codex 
before it was burned. It was stored in the restricted area and lived 
in a wooden house.242

According to Professor al-Zarqanl:

We do not have any indisputable proof that the ‘UthmanT codices 
still even exist today, never mind finding their locations.

As for the historical copies kept in the Egyptian book repositories, 
they are said to be ‘UthmanT codices. We have grave doubt about this 
assertion because they have ornamentation and engravings within them 
as markers for separating the chapters and indicating the tenth parts of 
the Qur’an. It is well known that the ‘UthmanT codices did not have any 
of this, or dots or vowelling.

It is true that in the storeroom in Mashhad there is a codex attributed 
to ‘Uthman, written in the old Kufan script with hollow, very wide letters. 
The script is consistent with the script of the Medinan or Syrian codex 
in view of the fact that all of them had manyartadid (whosoever turns) 
with two separate dais (instead of manyartadda) in The Table. So it is most 
likely that this codex was copied from the ‘UthmanT codices emulating 
the script of one of them.243

Similarly, a codex in old Kufan script is attributed to the Commander 
of the Faithful, for written at the end of it is, ‘Written by Ali ibn AbTTalib 
in the year forty after the Migration.’ Some of its pages are kept in the 
‘AlawT storeroom in the Holy City of Najaf.

Professor Abu ‘Abdillah al-ZanjanT says:

In Dar al-Kutub al-‘Alawiyyah in Najaf, in the month Dhu al-Hijjah 
in the year 1353,1 saw a codex in Kufan script written at the end 
of which was: ‘Written by Ali ibn AbTTalib in the fortieth year 
after the Migration.’ On account of AbT and Abu looking the same 
in Kufan script, someone without any experience may think that 
he wrote Ali ibn AbTTalib with a waw.244

242 Subhl Salih, Mabahithfi‘Ultim al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-’Ilm, 1974), 89, ft.
243 Al-ZarqanT, Manahil al-Qur’an, 404-405.
244 ZanjanT, Tarfkh al-Qur’an, 46.
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In an antiquities storeroom at the HusaynT Mosque in Cairo there is 
also a codex said to be written in Ali ibn AbITalib’s own hand. It is also 
written in old Kufan script. According to Professor al-Zarqanl:

It is possible that it was written by Ali or that he ordered it to be 
written in Kufa.245

Ibn Batutah states:

In the Commander of the Faithful Ali’s mosque in Basra there is 
a Noble Codex which ‘Uthman was reading from when he was 
killed. There is a blood-stain on the page where God’s Words, God 
will suffice you for them; He is the All-hearing, the All-knowing 
(2:137) are,246 and it is strange.

Al-SamhudT narrates on the authority of Muharrir ibn Thabit:

It has come to my attention that ‘Uthman’s codex passed to 
Khalid ibn ‘Amr ibn ‘Uthman, and so when al-Mahdl (al-‘Abbasl) 
became caliph, he despatched a codex to Medina - the one read 
from today - and al-Hajjaj’s codex, which is in a box before the 
pulpit, was put away.

Ibn Zabalah says:

Malik ibn Anas told me that al-Hajjaj despatched codices to the 
centres of all townships, so he sent a large codex to Medina. This 
codex was in a box to the right of the pillar which was made a 
marker for where the Prophet stood. It would be opened up on 
Fridays and Thursdays. Thereafter, al-Mahdl despatched two 
there; they were put in a box, and al-Hajjaj’s codex was put aside.

Al-SamhudT comments:

There is no mention in the words of any of the early historians 
of the codex that is found there today in the cupolaed structure 
which is in the middle of the Mosque being attributed to ‘Uthman.

Ibn al-Najjar, who was the first to report on the mosques’ codices, says:

245 Al-Zarqanl, Manahil al-Qur’an, vol. 1,405.
246 See Ibn Batutah, Rihlat Ibn Batutah, vol. 1,116.
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The original codices were scattered over time and their pages 
separated from each other, and so there was nothing left of them 
after that.247

General Description of the ‘Uthmani Codices
The ‘Uthmani codices were generally in a specific order similar to 

that of the companions’ codices as regards the basic method of putting 
the long chapters before the short ones, with some minor differences.

They did not have any markings to differentiate letters of the alphabet 
or to indicate vowelling, or to divide it up into hizbs, tenths or fifths.

They were also full of orthographical errors and inconsistencies in 
the script, because of the primitive writing known to the companions 
at the time.

There follows a discussion of the general characteristics of the codices.

1- Arrangement
As discussed above, the compilation of the ‘Uthmani codex, the one 

still used today, was drawn from those of the companions, especially that 
of Ubayy ibn Ka‘b. However, it differed in a few places.

An example of this is that the companions considered Jonah to be 
one of the long chapters, and was the seventh248 or eighth249 chapter 
according to the arrangement of their codices.

However, ‘Uthman took it upon himself to make The Spoils of War 
and The Repentance the seventh of the long chapters, believing them to 
be a single chapter, and he put Jonah amongst the chapters containing 
approximately a hundred verses (suwaral-mun). This caused Ibn ‘Abbas250 
to object to ‘Uthman, saying:

What made you take The Spoils of War - even though it is one of the 
oft-repeated chapters (al-mathani)251 - and The Repudiation - even

247 See Ali ibn ‘Abdullah al-SamhudT, Wafa al-Wafa’ bi Akhbdr Dar al-Mustafa (Beirut: 
Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-Arabl, 1393q.), vol. 2,667-668.
248 In Ibn Mas'ud’s codex.
249 In Ubayy ibn Ka‘b’s codex.
250 It was stated above that his membership of the panel only came later on.
251 Perhaps with regard to Ibn Mas'ud’s codex, which makes it one of the oft-repeated. 
In Ubayy ibn Ka'b’s codex, on the other hand it is amongst those with approximately

;
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though it is one of the chapters containing roughly a hundred 
verses (al-miTn) - and join them together without In the Name 
of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate between them,252 and 
place them with the seven long chapters?

‘Uthman replied:

The long chapters were being revealed to the Prophet, and when 
something was revealed, he would call one of those who acted as 
a scribe and say, ‘Put these verses in the chapter in which such- 
and-such is mentioned.’

The Spoils of War was one of the first to be revealed in Medina and 
The Repudiation was the last of the Qur’an to be revealed. Its story 
is similar to that of the other, and so I considered it to be part 
of it. Thereafter, the Prophet was taken, and he did not explain 
to us whether or not it was a part of it. Because of that, I joined 
them together, did not write In the Name of God, the Merciful, 
the Compassionate between them, and placed them among the 
seven long chapters.

According to al-Hakim:

The hadith is authentic according to the criteria established by 
the two sheikhs.253

This proves that the companions exercised their own personal judgment 
in arranging the chapters. ‘Uthman knew that the revelation of some verses 
of certain chapters might come later on, and at such a time the Prophet 
would instruct that they be put in their place in an earlier chapter. Thus, 
‘Uthman believed that The Repudiation was the end of The Spoils of War254

a hundred verses.
252 As also in Ibn Mas'ud’s codex, which gives The Repudiation a basmalah.
253 NaysaburT, al-Mustadrak ala al-Sahihayn, vol. 2,221 and 330.
254 Al-‘AyyashI (vol. 2,73) narrates the same thing via his chain of narration on the 
authority of one of them. He says, ‘The Spoib of War and The Repudiation are a single 
chapter. There is disagreement among the scholars over whether they are a single 
chapter or two separate ones.’ See TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 5, 2. It may be that 
what is narrated regarding the basmalah introducing a new chapter favoured the 
opinion that they are a single chapter. See Tafsir al-‘Ayyashi, vol. 1,19.
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because of their general similarities, for example, the harsh treatment of 
the enemies of Islam - the unbelievers and the hypocrites - and calling 
upon the believers to be firm and struggle to establish God’s Word on the 
earth. Since there was no tradition on them, he joined them and made 
them the seventh long chapter.

It may be that he did not refer to the fact that The Repudiation was 
revealed as vengeance against the unbelievers. Hence, the Name of Mercy 
was not revealed with it, because it would have been inappropriate to 
introduce words of vengeance with the Merciful Name. The Commander 
of the Faithful said:

The basmalah is an assurance of safety, and The Repudiation was 
sent down with the sword.255

Hence there are minor differences between the ‘UthmanT codex and 
the rest of the codices, not with regard to the methodology of the general 
arrangement, but rather the aforementioned system of classification. 
The table above clearly sets out these matters.

2 - Dots and Vowelling
In accordance with the style of writing in circulation among the Arabs 

of the time, the ‘UthmanT codices did not have any markings distinguishing 
ambiguous letters of the alphabet. Thus there was no distinction made 
between a ba and a ta\ between aya and a tha, or between ajim, ha and 
kha. Similarly, they had no internal vowelling or desinential inflection. 
It was up to the reader to differentiate between them according to the 
context, as well as to recognise the form of the word and provide any 
desinential inflection.

Hence, recitation of the Qur’an in the early days depended solely 
on listening and narration. Were it not for reading aloud to others and 
teaching them to recite, deciphering the Quranic text would have been 
extremely difficult.

For example, no distinction was made between the words 3JL3 tablu 
(shall examine), ^ nablu (we examine), natlu (we recite), 3-J3 tatlu 
(you recite) and ^yatlu (he recites). Similarly no distinction was made

255 Naysaburl, al-Mustadrak ‘ala al-Sahiliayn, vol. 2,330; al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 1,184; 
TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 5,2.
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between the words yalamuhu (he knows it),«.ta'lamuhu (you 
know it), nalamuhu (we know it) and <ui*jyu‘allimuhu (he teaches it).

Thus, some may have read that thou mayest be a sign to those after thee 
iji (li takun li man khalfaka ayah) (10:92) as ‘[that thou mayest
be a sign] of Him who created you ^ (li man khalaqak).’

In what follows, there are some actual examples over which there 
was disagreement regarding recitation as a result of there being no dots: 

nunshizuha (2:259) (We set them up); inunshiruha 
(We resurrect them); nanshuruha (We resurrect them);256

yu'allimuhu (3:48) (He will teach him);<ui*inuallimuhu 
(We will teach him);257

3L5 tablu (10:30) (she examines); tatlu (shall recite);258

nunajjika (10:92) (We shall deliver thee); nunahhika 
(We shall take you away);259

la nubawwiannahum (29:58) (We shall surely lodge 
them); la nuthwiyannahum (We shall surely lodge them);

nujdzi (34:17) (We ever punish); ^yujazT (He ever 
punisheth);261

i^fa tabayyanu (49:6) (ascertain the truth); itathabbatu 
(ascertain the truth).262

There are many other examples.
Moreover, the absence of distinguishing markings in the original 

codices was the main reason for divergent readings later on, because 
listening and memorisation had been relied upon. After some time it may 
have been misheard, or there may have been a mistake in relaying it, for 
Man is vulnerable to forgetfulness and confusion, no matter how careful

260

256 TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 2,368.
257 TabrisT, Majma a\-Bayan, vol. 2,444.
258 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 4,105.
259 TabrisT, Majma* al-Bayan, vol. 5,130.
260 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 8,290.
261 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 8,384.
262 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 3,94 and vol. 9,131.
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he is, if he does not record a text in writing. Hence it is said: ‘That which 
is memorised escapes, but that which is written remains.’

Added to that was the spread of non-Arab peoples in the peninsula, 
expanding uninterruptedly throughout the vast Islamic territory. It was 
incumbent upon the codices panel to think about the future of the Islamic 
nation, and put markings where it was thought possible there would be 
mistakes in the recitation of the Qur’an before they occurred. But, alas, 
there was a laxity in this respect amongst those responsible.

Nevertheless, Ibn al-Jazarl said something strange, claiming that those 
responsible purposefully eschewed putting markings for a reason. He says:

This was so that the writing could convey the authentic narration 
and the proven recitation from the Prophet, for reliance was 
placed on listening and memorisation, and not just writing.263

Al-ZarqanT agrees with this shocking defence:

They would write it one way without dots and vowelling to 
convey this.264

However, this can be no excuse once we realise that the Arabs were 
new to writing and their script was inherently free of all distinguishing 
markings. They were unfamiliar with alphabetisation, vowelling and 
other such matters.

Development of Arabic Writing
There is nothing in the archaeological record of the Arabs in the Hijaz 

to indicate that they knew how to write until shortly before the advent 
of Islam. This was because their way of life was basically nomadic, and 
they were always migrating, warring or raiding. Thus, they were not 
preoccupied with matters pertaining to the arts, writing being an art of 
sedentary civilisation.

However, some Arabs who travelled to Syria and Iraq for trade or 
visits began to adopt the standards of the people there, adopted writing 
and calligraphy and returned, with some of them able to write Nabatean

263 Ibn al-Jazari, al-Nashrpal-Qiraat al-'Ashr, vol. 1,7.
264 Al-ZarqanT, Manahil al-‘Irfdn, vol. 1,258.
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or Syriac script, which remained familiar to the Arabs until after the 
Islamic conquest.

The naskhi script, familiar to us today, was the successor to the Nabatean 
script, and the Kufan script was the successor to the Syriac script. This 
was known as HTrTscript, from al-HTrah, an ancient Arab city near modern 
Kufa, where the transformation took place. After Kufa was built and Arab 
civilisation moved there, the name of the script was changed to Kufan, 
which remained familiar amongst the Arabs for a long period.

The Arabs learned the Nabatean script - transformed into NaskhT 
script - in the course of their trade journeys to Syria, and the HTrT or 
Kufan script from Iraq. They used both styles of writing, the former for 
correspondence and commonplace writing, and the latter for important 
writings, such as the Qur’an and hadith.

A proof that the Kufan script developed from the Syriac is that they 
wrote *n the Qur’an instead of ^usji and instead of jU^i. This 
rule occurs everywhere in the Syriac script, where they would omit the 
long alif in the middle of a word.

Islam appeared at a time when writing was not familiar amongst the 
HijazT Arabs, and very few of them knew how to write. These the Prophet 
used to write out the revelation, and he began to encourage Muslims to 
learn how to write until their number multiplied.

The two styles of writing - NaskhT and Kufan - remained the familiar 
ones amongst the Muslims, and they developed them right up until the 
beginning of the fourth century AH, when Ibn Muqlah added outstanding 
improvements to the NaskhT script. Thus the NaskhT script reached the 
apogee of its perfection, as we have it today.

In contrast, the Kufan script began to decline until it was completely 
abandoned. Thereafter, the Qur’anic codices were written in a beautiful 
NaskhT script, whereas before, for two whole centuries or more, they had 
been written in Kufan script.265

265 See Wajdl, Dd irat al-Ma'arif, vol. 3,621; JuiJI Zaydan, Tdrfkh al-Tamaddun al-IslamT, 
vol. 3,58-60; Abu Zayd ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn Khaldun, al-Muqaddimah (Cairo: Mustafa 
Muhammad, n.d.), 417-421; Khalil Yahya Nam!, Asl al-Khatt al-‘Arabi (Cairo, n.d.) vol. 
3; Turk! ‘Atiyyah, al-Khatt al-Arabial-lslami (Beirut: Dar al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 1395 q.), 
22; ‘Abd al-Fattah ‘Ibadah, Intishdr al-Khatt al-Arabi (Cairo: Matba‘ah Hindiyyah, 1915), 
13-15; Naj! al-Musarrif, Musawwar al-Khatt al-'Arabi, (Cairo, 1967), 338; Muhammad 
Tahir al-Kurdl, Tdrikh al-Khatt al-'Arabiwa Addbuh (Cairo: Maktabat al-Hilal, 1939), 54.
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The First Person to Add Dots to the Codex
When the Arabs adopted the script from the Syrians and Nabateans it 

was free of dots. To this day, Syriac writing is still free of dots. Therefore 
the Arabs wrote without dots until the middle of the first century. Shortly 
after that, Arabic writing began moving into a new phase, when dots and 
vowelling were added. The marking of vowels is discussed later.

After al-Hajjaj ibn Yusuf al-ThaqafT had been appointed governor of 
Iraq by ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan, (75-76 AH), people were getting used 
to the dots on letters of the alphabet to distinguish ambiguous characters 
(al-huruf al-muhmalah), which had been introduced by Yahya ibn Ya'mur 
and Nasr ibn ‘Asim, who were two of Abu al-Aswad al-Du’ali’s pupils.266

A reason for this is that the number of [non-Arab] freed men (mawali) 
increased in the Islamic lands at the time, many of whom were unfamiliar 
with the Arabic language. Some of them were scholars and reciters, even 
though Arabic was not their native language. Thus it was inevitable that 
mispronunciation would creep into their speech, and this would disturb 
the Muslims if it happened in Qur’anic recitation.

Abu Ahmad al-‘AskarI narrates that people carried on reciting from 
‘Uthman’s codex for forty or so years up to the time of‘Abd al-Malik 
ibn Marwan. Mispronunciation then increased and spread in Iraq, so 
al-Hajjaj ibn Yusuf turned to his scribes for help and asked them to put 
markings on graphically identical characters. It is said that Nasr ibn ‘Asim 
undertook the task, adding dots singly and in pairs in different places.267

According to al-Zarqanl:

The first people to add dots to the Codex were Yahya ibn Ya'mur 
and Nasr ibn ‘Asim, two of Abu al-Aswad al-Du’ali’s pupils.268

The First Person to Vowel the Codex
Similarly, at that time, Arabic writing was free of marks indicating 

the internal vowelling and desinential inflection of words (tashkil), and 
naturally the Qur’anic text was also free of such markings.

266 Wajdl, Daairat Ma'arif al-Qam al-'Ishrin, vol. 3,722; al-Zarqanl, Mandhil al-'Irfan, vol. 
1, 399-400; ZanjanT, Tankh al-Qur'an, 68.
267 Abu Ahmad Hasan ibn ‘Abdullah al-’Askarl, Shark Md Yaqa'fih al-Tashifwa al-Tahrif, 
(Cairo: Matba’at al-Mustafa al-Babl al-Halabl, 1963), 13.
268 Al-Zarqanl, Mandhil al-‘Irfan, vol. 1,406.
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However, during the intial stage, the Qur’an was kept in men’s hearts 
and protected from error and mispronunciation, since the Arabs would 
recite it correctly in accordance with their inborn disposition which was 
preserved up to that time. Add to that the high level of attention which 
they paid to learning by listening to teachers (mashayikh) who had recently 
experienced the age of Prophecy. Thus there were plenty of reasons for it 
to be remembered and recorded correctly.

However, after the middle of the first century, the number of immigrants 
who were foreigners to the language and lacked the aforementioned 
disposition increased, and they were in the direst need of markings to 
protect them from errors of mispronunciation.

For example, the Arabs inherently knew that the word k-t-b is 
read as an active in, for example:

4—aj jkataba Rabbukum ‘ala nafsihi al-rahmah

Your Lord has prescribed for Himself mercy (6:54);

and as a passive in the following:

fUJi fSLu kutiba 'alaykum al-siyam

Fasting is prescribed for you (2:183).

But the non-Arab would confuse the active with the passive. Similarly, .
Abu al-Aswad al-Du’ali heard someone recite:

God is quit of the pagans and His Messenger

y *<sy. <iii ol anna [Ajllaha ban un min al-mushrikm
wa rasulih,

with a kasrah under the lam instead of:
God and His Messenger are quit of the pagans (9:3)

cA *«sj* 51 anna [Ajllaha barfun min al-mushrikm
wa rasuluh,

with a dammah over the lam. Thus he said:

I did not think that the people’s state had come to this.

Thereafter, he went back to Ziyad ibn Ablh, who was the governor of
Kufa (50-53 AH) who had asked him to work a leader (imam) to the people
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through whom God’s Book would be known. Abu al-Aswad asked him to 
relieve him of his duties until he had heard this mispronunciation for 
himself, at which point he resolved to carry out what Ziyad had asked 
of him.269 Thereafter, he said:

I do what the emir has ordered. An excellent scribe should be 
found for me to do what I say.

Thence they brought him a scribe from ‘Abd Qays, but he did not 
please him. Thereafter they brought him another who was attentive and 
whom he considered good.

Abu al-Aswad said to the scribe:

When you see me open my mouth with a letter [meaning ‘when 
I pronounce a fatha’], put a dot above it; when I draw my mouth 
together [meaning ‘when I pronounce a damma’] put a dot in 
front of the letter; and when I break [meaning ‘when 1 pronounce 
a kasra’] put a dot under the letter.270

And in Ibn ‘Iyad’s words:

...and if I follow that with nasalisation (ghunnah), use two dots,

so he did so.271
People continued using these dots as markings for internal vowelling, 

which were generally written in a different colour - usually red — to 
that of the text.

It appears that a change from using black dots to red dots happened 
after the alphabetical diacritical marks were added to the letters by the 
aforementioned Nasr ibn ‘Asim, thus differentiating between vowel and 
consonantal markings.

Jurjl Zaydan recalls:

We saw a Kufan Codex marked like this in Dar al-Kutub al-Misrlyyah.
They found it in ‘Amr ibn al-‘As’ Central Mosque close to Cairo. It

269 It is said that it was Ziyad who plotted this way to force Abu al-Aswad to accept 
what he had requested from him, and so he got one of his followers to sit along Abu 
al-Aswad’s route and intentionally mispronounce in the course of his recitation. See 
TurkT'Atiyya, al-Khatt al-'Arabi al-Islami, 26.
270 Ibn al-NadTm, al-Fihrist: 66: al-Fann al-Awwal min al-Maqalah al-Thaniyah.
271 Al-Sadr, Ta'sis al-ShVah li ‘Ulum al-Islam, 52.
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is one of the oldest Qur’ans in the world and is written on large 
parchment in black ink with red dots on it. A dot above the letter 
is a fathah, beneath it is a kasrah, and in front of it is a dammah, 
as prescribed by Abu al-Aswad.272

In al-Andalus, four colours were used: black for the letters themselves, 
red for the vowels, yellow for hamzahs, and green for alifs which are elided 
(alifat al-wasl).273

Later improvements 
According to Jalal al-DTn:

During the early period, the internal vowelling was by way of dots 
- a fathah was a dot at the beginning of the letter, a dammah at the 
end and a kasrah under the beginning of it. Al-Dani followed that 
system. What is common now is to mark vowels using internal 
vowelling derived from the letters - it is as Khalil ibn Ahmad al- 
Farahldl said: thus, the fathah is an elongated shape above the 
letter, the kasrah is the same but below it, the dammah is a small 
waw above it, and tanwm is marked by adding another of the same.

He goes on to say:

The first to put markings to indicate glottal stops (hamzahs), 
markings to indicate double letters (shaddahs), a slurred vowel 
sound (rawm) and making the consonant have the ‘smack’ of the 
dammah or kasrah (ishmam) was also Khalil.274

Thus as time went by, people paid more attention to the Qur’an, 
simplifying its script from time to time until at the end of the third century 
after the Migration, it had reached the pinnacle of its excellence and 
beauty. People began competing to choose beautiful styles of calligraphy 
and inventing unique markings. They ended up using the head of a kha 
as a sukun above a letter to indicate that a vowelless letter (al-harfal- 
musakkan) was lighter (akhaff) than a vowelled letter (al-harfal-mutaharrik),

272 Juijl Zaydan, Tarikh al-Tamaddun al-lslami, vol. 3,61.
273 Turk! ‘Atiyyah, al-Khatt al-‘ArabJ al-lslami, 27; ZanjanI, Tarikh al-Qur'an, 68 narrating
on the authority of‘Uthman ibn Sa’Id al-Dani in his book al-Muqanna‘.
274 Al-Suyutl> al-ltqan, vol. 4,162; Abu ‘Amr al-Dani, Kitab al-Nuqat, (Damascus: Dar
al-Fikr, 1997),133.
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or with the head of a mim indicating that the letter was ‘at rest’ (al-harf 
musakkanfa la tuharrikhu). The marking for a double letter (shaddah) was 
an indication to ‘pull’ (shadd) the letter forcefully. They used the head 
of a sad to indicate elided alifs (alifat al-wasl), which indicate that it is 
linked to the next letter (sil hadha al-harf). Hence the art of calligraphy 
became truly elegant, and its borders were decorated with beautiful and 
graceful designs.275

It is said that the subsequent markings for putting in fifths and tenths, 
and the divisions into hizbs (tahzlb) and thirtieths (tajziah), was done 
under the instruction of al-Ma’mun al-‘AbbasT, or alternatively, that it 
was al-Hajjaj. According to Ahmad ibn al-Husayn:

Al-Hajjaj sent for the reciters of Basra, gathered them together 
and chose a group out of them. He then said, ‘Count up the letters 
of the Qur’an.’ They counted them for four months and lo, they 
were 77,439 words and 323,015 letters [or 340,740 letters according 
to another narration].

The Qur’an divides into two halves at the fa in wa’l yatalattaf (let him 
be courteous) (18:19). The number of verses according to the Basran 
narration - which is the most correct - is 6,236 verses.

It became common to divide the Qur’an into one hundred and twentieths, 
and to divide it into thirty parts to make it easier to recite. Abu al-Hasan 
Ali ibn Muhammad al-SakhawI (d. 643 AH) states in his book Jamal al- 
Qurra (The Beauty of the Reciters) that it was the work of Abu ‘Uthman 
‘Amr ibn ‘Ubayd (d. 144 AH) at the request of al-Mansur al-‘AbbasT (d. 
158), who asked him to divide the Qur’an into parts in line with the 
days of the year (360) to make it easier to memorise each day. Thus, Abu 
‘Uthman undertook this task and divided the Qur’an into thirty parts, 
and each part into twelve hizbs, making three hundred and sixty hizbs.276

The longest chapter in the Qur’an is The Cow (al-Baqarah), and the 
shortest is The Abundance (al-Kawthar).

The longest verse in the Qur’an is Ayatal-Dayn (the verse of borrowing) 
(2:282), which contains 128 words comprising 540 letters.

275 Al-Sadr, Ta'sis al-Shfah li ‘Uluru al-Islam, 52, quoting al-Misbah by Salamah ibn ‘Iyad.
276 See Abu al-Hasan Ali ibn Muhammad al-SakhawT,Jama/ al-Qurra wa Kamal al-lqra 
, (Beirut, 1993), vol. 1,379-380.
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The shortest verse is ^^i\3 (Wa al-duha) (By the forenoon) (93:l), 
then b (Wa al-fajri) (By the dawn) (89:1); they have 6 written letters,
5 of which are pronounced.

The longest word in the Qur’an is -U (fa’asqaynakumuhu) (We 
gave it to you to drink) (15:22), with eleven written letters, all of which 
are pronounced.277

Ahmad states in his Musnad on the authority of Aws ibn Hudhayfah:

1 was in the delegation of those of Banu Malik from ThaqTf who 
had become Muslim and who came to the Messenger of God. He 
accommodated us in a tent of his and used to visit us on his way 
to his houses and to the Mosque. When he prayed the evening 
prayer (al-‘isha al-akhirah) he used to turn to us and tell us about 
what he had encountered at the hands of his people in Mecca 
and after the Migration to Medina. However, he stayed away from 
us one night until it felt to us that a long time had passed after 
the evening prayer.

He continues:

We asked, ‘What kept you from us, 0 Prophet?’

He replied, ‘A hizb from the Qur’an occurred to me at an unexpected 
time, and I did not want to go out until I had finished it.’

Thereafter, we asked the companions when we woke in the morning,
‘How do you divide the Qur’an into hizbsT

They replied, ‘We divide it into six chapters, five chapters, seven 
chapters, nine chapters, eleven chapters, thirteen chapters and 
the hizb of mufassal from Qafuntil we reach the end.’278

It is likely that the last part of this is the words of Aws, elaborating 
on what the companions may have said, because the Qur’an at that time 
was comprised of separate chapters, and had not been compiled into a 
codex. They would divide the chapters into equal numbers to make it 
easier to recite according to the day or the time.

277 See ZarkashT, al-Burhan, vol. 1,249-252.
278 lbn Hanbal, al-Musnad, vol. 4,343.
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Inconsistencies in the Orthography
Writing was invented to express the meaning of the spoken word 

itself, and it captures the word and expresses the intended meaning. 
Therefore, writing has to match the spoken word exactly for the writing 
to be a measure of the word, without adding or taking anything away. The 
problem was that styles of recitation and writing differed greatly from this 
rule. However, there is no harm in that as long as it conforms to a general 
convention and causes no doubt or confusion over the intended meaning.

Nevertheless, the way the Qur’anic text was written even deviated 
from general convention. There were a lot of orthographical anomolies 
and contradictions in the way the words are written, and if recitation of 
the Qur’an had not been widely heard and circulatied, and the Muslims 
not passed it on extremely carefully from one generation to the next, 
the reading of many words in the Qur’an correctly would have become 
impossible.

The reason for that, as mentioned above, is attributable to the Arabs 
not being familiar with the written word at the time. Indeed, only a 
small number of them knew how to write, and in an extremely primitive 
script, as is apparent from samples of writing which have survived from 
the early period of Islam.279

Similarly, it seems that those whom ‘Uthman appointed to write 
the Qur’anic text had extremely bad handwriting and were ignorant of 
writing styles.

As mentioned above, Ibn AbTDawud tells us that after they had finished 
copying out the texts, they presented ‘Uthman with a codex which he 
looked at and said, ‘You have done well. I see some dialectical deviation 
in it which the Arabs will straighten out with their tongues.’ He then 
said, ‘If the person dictating had been from Hudhayl and the scribe from 
Thaqlf, this would not have been found in it.’280

It is clear from this narration that ‘Uthman knew Hudhayl’s style of 
recitation and Thaqlf’s good handwriting, which were not incorporated 
into the codex put before him. Hence his original appointment can be 
reproved for not having been given due consideration.

Al-Tha‘labT narrates in his exegesis, regarding the following words:

279 See Ibn Khaldun, al-Muqaddimah, 419-438.
280 SijistanT, al-Masahif, 32-33.
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oi^LJ o' in hadhani la sahiran
Lo! These two men are sorcerors (20:63),

that ‘Uthman said that there is dialectical deviation in the codex 
which the Arabs will straighten out with their tongues. He was asked, ‘Are 
you not going to change it?’ meaning, ‘Are you not going to correct it?’ 
and he replied (out of laziness or laxity), ‘Leave it, for it does not make 
lawful that which is unlawful or make unlawful that which is lawful.’281 

Nevertheless, Ibn Ruzbahan uses weak reasoning here:

As for not correcting the words of the Qur’an, it is because it was 
incumbent upon him [i.e. upon ‘Uthman] to follow the form of 
the orthography and similarly what was written in the codices, 
and it was not permissible for him to make changes, so he left it 
since it was the dialect of some of the Arabs.282

We do not know what he means by saying ‘was written in the codices.’ 
Which codices? How can he reconcile this with what he says at the end: 
that it was the dialect of some of the Arabs?

In any event, the laxity of those in charge at the time, caused the 
nation to perpetually put up with errors and contradictions in the Qur’anic 
text without the Arabs or anyone else daring to remedy them.

There was, of course, the fear that the Qur’an would thereafter be 
vulnerable to tampering by wrongdoers on the pretext of correcting its 
errors, and this was a reason why they did not attempt to adjust the Qur’an 
after that, since God’s Book might become easy pickings for capricious 
people with the ulterior motive of tampering with it.

Ali said these immortal words:

Verily the Qur'an will not be disturbed today nor will it be changed,283

and so it became an ordinance which the Muslims thenceforth 
adhered to.

However, we should note that orthographical errors in the Qur’anic 
text do not affect its holiness:

281 Muhammad Hasan al-Muzaffar, Dald'il al-Sidq li Nahj at-Haqq (Cairo: Dar al-Mu’allim, 
1396 q.), vol. 3,196.
282 Al-Muzaffar, Dalaail al-Sidq, vol. 3,197.
283 Tabari, Jami' al-Bayan, vol. 27,104
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Firstly, the Qur’an is in reality that which is recited, not that which is 
written, so we may allow it to be written in whichever way, for no harm is 
done provided that the recitation remains intact, and as it was originally 
recited during the time of the Prophet and his companions.

There is no doubt that the Muslims have from the earliest times to 
the present day preserved the text of the Qur’an through its correctly 
recited wording, and that it will be transmitted in this way through 
various channels, thus making it indubitable (fitawaturin qat11) for eternity.

Secondly, any mistakes discovered in the text reflect upon the original 
scribes’ ignorance or laxity, and are not a criticism of the Book itself, 
from which no falsehood comes.284

Thirdly, if there are mistakes which have remained unchanged, this 
helps Muslims argue that their Book has remained free from alteration 
throughout the centuries, for orthographical errors are of no importance. 
Initial correction may have been of help, but in spite of this, it it has 
remained free of change out of deference for the early Muslims (salaf) 
who wrote it down. It was thenceforth better for the text to remain 
unaffected by any changes whatsoever. We have just said that the reason 
for retaining the mistakes was fear for the Book itself, so that no evil 
hand could touch it under the pretext of reform. Hence, it became an 
impregnable barrier to the desires of those with an ulterior motive. Thus, 
God’s Book was impelled onwards towards the eternity of Islam.

Examples of Orthographical Errors
A table could be drawn up to cover all the errors in the ‘UthmanI 

orthography in detail. However, we now only refer to the most 
conspicuous examples:285

Recorded Correct

1 JJJI Ofcp-lj(r.-m) ji*ji3 jjji oiii-b

•Li!2 0:0) IjLjl

284 Paraphrasing 41:42.
285 The meaning and the pronunciation are the same in all cases. [Editor.]
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Recorded Correct
03^33 (T:YT) o&j 4it

SIjlrJU4 (T:Or) o3JLiJlj

c\SjCj5 ("lAt) Il&A pSJi

6 (U:AV) I^UU cLiJ lo

oXjV 4317 (WAV) ^b 4il

b fi(\tA) 1*3 ffcl fl8

9 (M:V\) I^JI JUs eloit-aJI JUs

10 (NA:rr) ^3^ ^3

11 (\A:W) Ciiic) Oli 3J Cj Jls>o^J CJLi 3J

12 {r-M) jis Cl ^Ibjls

13 4Is*j&J 3I(rv:r\) 4^oSW 3i

14 Ull l^i b(rv:Y<\) iyj,i i^i b

15 (r-:>r) i^i elsjLw

16 (TV:\ .*\) gai I^JJI qai *)UI W

17 (TA:W) 4SL1J ob>tol3

18 (TV.T^) j^b c^b.3 OD^b *^3

19 U-:0.)6i>KJ> l3tiU3 elti I03

(Wl) 03^.'20 O3I4II

The dialectal mispronunciation of these twenty examples was 
particularly surprising, especially if we realise that codices of the time
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did not have any markings to distinguish between identically shaped 
letters of the alphabet (ijam al-harf) to show vowels or the correct spelling. 
For example, how does the reader of the codex know that (lattakhadta)
(thou couldst have taken) (18:77) has a ‘double’ ta’(mushaddadat al-ta)? 
There is a significant difference between that and oi^ (latakhadhta) 
with a “single” ta prefixed by the emphatic lam. How does the reader 
know that the extra alif in (la adhbahannahu) (I will slaughter him)
(27:21) or one of the extra yd’s in juA> a*-ji3 (wa al-samaa banaynaha 
bi aydin) (and heaven - We built it with might) (51:47) is not pronounced? 
Similarly, without any marking one would not know that the waw is 
redundant, the alif is prolonged, and the hamzah is pronounced after the 
alif in (nashau) (we will) (11:87), because there is nothing at all in the 
word to indicate that.

Inconsistencies in the ‘Uthmanl Orthography 
A stranger occurrence is that there are inconsistencies in the ‘Uthmanl 

orthography when a word is written one way in a particular place and the 
same word is written differently elsewhere. This causes some surprise 
and makes one think that the early scribes were far from knowing the 
fundamentals of writing, or at the very least, took no care to ensure 
consistency in the orthography.

There follow some examples of noteworthy inconsistencies:

The Word in its 
‘Correct’ Form

The Word in its 
Dialectal Form

dlj jjuV 151CJ-i 3J

1 idhan la [a]ttakhadhuka 
(17:73)

Law shi’ta lattakhadhta 
(18:77)

dS^JIaSLjJI

2 ashab al-aykah 
(15:78) and (50:14)

ashab al-aykah 
(26:176) and (38:13)
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The Word in its 
‘Correct’ Form

The Word in its 
Dialectal Form

I3AJL0JI Jins

3

laysa ‘ala ai-du‘afa’ (9:9l)fa qal al-du‘afa’ (14:21)

4

fa la yasta’khiruna 
sa‘atan (10:49)

la yasta’khiruna 
sa'atan (7:34)

^j^sl^JI I03 ISJI tlPJ L3

5
wa ma du‘a’ 

al-kafirln (40:50)
wa ma du‘a’ 

al-kafirln (13:14)

ju^JJ pllzj

6
laysa bi zallamin li 

al-‘abld (22:10)
laysa bi zallamin li 

al-‘abld (3:182)

iiu I3J JlioV) viU

1
darabu laka al- 
amthal (17:48)darabu laka al-amthal (25:9)

clij U 4UI l$=**3

[Although the addition of an extra 
alif after the waw is a mistake, 
because the subject of the verb 
is singular.]

JlaJI 4JJI ^3

8

wa yamhu Allah al- 
batil (42:24)

wa yamhu Allah ma 
yashr (13:39)
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The Word in its 
Dialectal Form

The Word in its 
‘Correct’ Form

9 fa ahyakum thumma 
yumltukum (2:28)

ahyakum thumma 
yumltukum (22:66)

[Although the omission of the alif 
is also dialectal.]

ib-j ,$1

10

llafihim rihlat ...(106:2) Li Ilaf Quraysh (106:1)

Jls f I Ch«

11
qala ya [i]bna 
umma (20:94) qala [i]bna umma (7:150)

cLiJ Lo $l^ij Lo UlyJ ij

12
fi amwalina ma 
nasha (l 1:87) ft al-arham ma nasha’ (22:5)

dill dani I3Jjj3 JI3dill C*aa3 I3JLSJ JI3

13
wa in tuiddu ni‘mat 

Allah (16:18)
wa in tu‘iddu ni‘mat 

Allah (14:34)

dill <U~J Jkpo ^3dill QJU*J Jlto (jis

14
wa lan tajida li sunnat 

Allah (48:23)
fa lan tajida li sunnat 

Allah (35:43)

d_Lo Li««l Js-

15 ‘ala bayyinatin min 
bbih (47:14)

‘ala bayyinatin 
minh (35:40) Ra
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The Word in its 
‘Correct’ Form

The Word in its 
Dialectal Form

VUI IjJ

16
lada al-hanajir (40:18)lada al-bab (12:25)

^><01• HI lit
17

innahu tagha (79:17)tagha al-ma’(69:ll)

JS Js. dJJI jl53

18
wa la taqulanna li 

shay’ (18:23)
wa kan Allah ‘ala 
kulli shay’ (18:45)

V-tl Jl35I5LU JUs
19

fa qal al-mala’ (23:24) wa qal al-mala’ (23:33)

AjI

20
ayyuha al-mujrimun (36:59)ayyuha al-thaqalan (55:31)

These are a further twenty examples of discrepancies found in the 
‘UthmanT recension. One’s astonishment may increase if one observes 
the inconsistencies in the orthography within a single chapter, as happens 
in chapters 18 The Cave and 23 The Believers, just as (bastah) (abundantly)
was written with a sin in 2:247 and with a sad at 7:69, and similarly, 
(yabsutu) (dispenses) with a sin in 13:26 and with a sad in 2:245. These are 
further examples of inconsistency within a single chapter, of which there 
are many others.

Extreme Fanaticism
Some narrow-minded people are fanatical about the old orthography, 

claiming it to be prescriptive according to the Prophet’s specific instruction, 
without the original scribes having any input into the orthography in
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the form it is, and that behind these orthographical mistakes is a hidden 
secret known to no one else but God.

Ibn al-Mubarak narrates on the authority of his sheikh, ‘Abd al-‘AzTz 
al-Dabbagh:

The orthography of the Qur’an is one of God’s secrets and the 
apogee of sublimity. It issues from the Prophet, and it was he 
who ordered the scribes to write it in this form. They did not 
take away or add anything to what they heard from the Prophet.

He then says:

Neither the companions nor anyone else inserted even so much 
as a single hair in the orthography of the Codex. It is naught but 
a prescription from the Prophet, and it was he who ordered them 
to write it down in the recorded form, with an extra alif or one 
omitted, because they contain secrets to which minds cannot 
be led. It is one of God’s secrets which He made exclusive to the 
Qur’an, and to the exclusion of all the other Heavenly Books.

Just as the arrangement of the Qur’an is inimitable, so too is its 
orthography.

How can minds be led to the secret of an extra alif in (mi’ah) (one 
hundred) but not in Lx (fi’ah) (group), or of the extra ya’ in xA> (bi aydin) 
(with might) and ^sJb (bi ayyikum) (which of you); how can they arrive 
at the secret of the extra alif in (sa‘aw) (strive) in The Pilgrimage, and 
the omission thereof in yu (saaw) (strive) in Sheba; the secret of the extra 
one in (they insolently defied) wherever it appears, except in The 
Criterion, or the secret of the extra one in i^T (amanu) (they believed), 
but its omission in ju (ba’u) (they were visited [with]), (jau) (they 
came), ^ (tabawau) (they made their abode) and 3li (fa’wu) (then take 
refuge) in The Cow.

He then asks rhetorically:

How can it arrive at the omission of some tas and the use of ta 
marbutahs in some places? All this is because of divine secrets 
and prophetic purposes. They are only hidden from the people 
because they are esoteric secrets which can only be perceived 
through inspiration from the Lord. It is like the words and disjointed
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letters which appear at the beginning of the chapters, for they 
have great secrets and many meanings. Most people are not led 
to their secrets and they do not understand any of the divine 
meanings to which they refer. That is why the writing which is 
in the Qur’an was decreed letter by letter.286

Nevertheless, some have uncovered this hidden secret and disclosed 
strange matters achieved through a cunning art - he claims that the 
extra alif in (la adhbahannahu) (I will slaughter him) was only added
to indicate that the slaughter did not actually take place, and the extra 
ya' in jJl> (wa al-sama banaynaha bi aydin) (and heaven - We built
it with might) (51:47) is to indicate the greatness of God’s Power with 
which He built heaven, and that no power is like it, in accordance with 
the famous rule:

Extra characters indicate extra meanings.287

Abu al-‘Abbas al-Marakishl, known as Ibn al-Banna’ (d. 721 AH), 
clarifies this in his book ‘Unwan al-Dalft fi Marsum al-TanzIl (The Epitome 
of the Guide to the Writing of the Revelation), and explains that the 
appearance of these letters in the script differs according to the difference 
and circumstances of the words’ meanings, and that they contain a hidden 
wisdom and beautiful secrets, including drawing attention to both the 
present world and to levels of existence in the unseen. The script is only 
written on the basis of reality, not imagination.

We shall mention in what follows some extracts from what he says 
which indicates the level of his extremism with regard to the orthography, 
and his astonishingly contrived affectation.

1) An extra alif was added to (la adhbahannahu) (I will slaughter
him) to draw attention to the fact that the slaughter was more severe 
than the punishment mentioned at the beginning of the

Assuredly I will punish him with a terrible punishment, or I will slaughter 
him... (27:21).

2) An extra alif was added to (yarjii) (he hopes) and (yad‘u)
(he calls) to indicate that the verb is heavier than the

verse:

noun because of

286 Al-ZarqanI, Mandhil al-Irfan, vol. 1,382-383, citing Ibn Mubarak’s book al-Ibriz.
287 Ibn Khaldun, al-Muqaddimah, 419; Al-ZarqanI, Mandhil al-Irfan, vol. 1,374.
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its having to ‘carry’ the subject pronoun. Hence, when a verb is made 
lighter, its alif is omitted, even if it is a plural verb as in:

U3bl ij

[Wa alladhina] sa'aw ff ayatina mu'qjizm

[And those who] strive against Our signs (34:5),

because striving for something which cannot actually be achieved 
is futile.

3) The alif was added after the hamzah in the words:

I3I3UI Jlio\s

ka amthal al-lu’lu'i

as the likeness of hidden pearls (56:23),

in order to draw attention to the meaning of the hidden whiteness 
and purity compared to that which is not hidden. Hence the alif is not 
added in the following:

3J3J

ka annahum lu'lu'un

as if they were... pearls (52:24),

in order to convey ambiguity and to hide the detail.
4) The a/i/was added in:

WajVayawmaidhin bijahannam

And hell is brought out that day (89:23),

in order to indicate that this bringing out has the characteristic of 
display, unlike any ordinary bringing out.

5) The alif was added in a_$ u (miah) (a hundred), but not (fi’ah) 
(group), because it is a noun comprising multiplicity separated by two 
decimal places of ones and tens.

6) The waw was added in:

JUT j5L,
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sa urTkum ayatT

I shall show you My signs (21:37),

to indicate existence on the highest level of clarity. 
7) The ya’ was added to:

jJj

bi aydin

with might (51:47),

to distinguish between it and ^jL-aii (al-aydi) (hands), which is the 
plural of jJi (al-yad) (hand). The might with which God built the Heavens 
is worthier of existence than hands, so the yd’ was added to clearly 
distinguish the word regarding the perception of the heavenly 
within existence.

8) The waw was omitted from:

4*Sb)JI £-U~.

sa nad'u al-zabaniyah

We shall call on the guards of Hell (96:18),

because it shows the speed of the action, the response of the guards 
and the force of the attack.

9) The waw was omitted from:

jUaiII

w ayadu al-insan bi al-sharr 

man prays for evil (l7:ll),

to show that it is easy for him and he hastens to it, just as he does 
for good.

10) (bastah) (abundantly) is written with a sin in 2:247 and with 
a sad in 7:69, because with a sin it means relative abundance, whereas 
with a sad it means complete abundance.288

Dr SubhT Salih comments:

288 See ZarkashI, al-Burhan, vol. l, 380-430.
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There is no doubt that this is an excessive veneration of the 
‘Uthmanic recension, and a contrivance for understanding in 
the most extreme way. It is not at all logical that the orthography 
should be prescriptive or that it should have the same secrets as 
the beginnings of the chapters. There is no comparison between 
this and the disjointed letters at the beginnings of the chapters, 
which are indubitably part of the Qur’an. The scribes just settled 
on this convention during ‘Uthman’s time, and the caliph agreed 
with them.289

‘Allamah Ibn Khaldun says:

Do not pay any attention in that regard to what some simple- 
minded people say - that the companions were proficient in the 
art of writing and that it is a mistake to believe that in their writing 
there are breaches of the fundamental rules of orthography. On 
the contrary, there is a reason for all of them.

They say regarding the addition of an extra alif in (la adhbahannahu)
(I will slaughter him), for example, that it is to draw attention to the fact 
that the slaughter did not actually take place, and regarding the addition 
of an extra ya’ in xJl> (bi aydin) (with might), that it is to draw attention 
to the completeness of the Lord’s Power. There is no basis whatsoever 
for such things, other than mere irrationality.

Ibn al-Khatlb explains:

Because the people of the first age were deficient in the art of 
writing and lacking in orthography skills due to their illiteracy 
and simplicity and their distance from the sciences and arts, 
their writing of the Qur’anic text was faulty, and its penmanship 
was not proficient. Thus the original scribes recorded a blend of 
monstrous errors and clear contradictions in the spelling and 
orthography.291

290

289 Subhl Salih, Mabahithfi'Uliim al-Qur’an, 277.
290 Ibn Khaldun, al-Muqaddimah, 419 and 438.
291 Muhammad Muhammad ‘Abd al-Latlf Ibn al-Khatlb, al-Furqan (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub 
al-Misriyyah, 1948), 57.
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On the other hand, at the beginning of the 15th century AH, Muhammad 
Tahir Kurd! makes a strange statement. He regresses to outrageous 
extremism with regard to the old ‘UthmanT orthography. After setting 
out a number of mistakes and contradictions in the ‘UthmanT orthography, 
he reflects:

It remains for us to find out why the original scribes did not write 
the text in accordance with the rules of proper writing and why 
they did not maintain consistency when writing it.

This question has to be directed at those who wrote it at ‘Uthman's 
command. Far be it from us to do so, given that they are buried 
in the earth. Thus scholars say that the ‘UthmanT orthography 
is one of the secrets which no one can fathom.

He warns:

Do not suspect them of inadvertence, error or ignorance of 
the fundaments of writing. This is a false suspicion. We believe 
with certainty that the companions knew full well the rules of 
orthography and writing, and shall seek to prove what we have 
said scientifically on the basis of three matters:

Firstly: al-‘Allamah al-Alusi said in his exegesis Ruhal-Maani(The 
Spirit of the Meanings):

It appears that the companions were proficient at orthography, 
knowing the rules of writing. They just breached the rules in 
some places, intentionally so, for good reason.

(He may mean by that some of al-Marakishfs aforementioned cunning 
divinations).

He continues:

And al-AlusT - a sea of knowledge as a scholar and author of a 
great exegesis - would only say as much after consideration and 
investigation, even if he does not refer to any pieces of evidence 
to support what he said.

Secondly: they corresponded with kings and princes, so they had 
to be proficient at writing.
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Thirdly: there was a quarter of a century between the spread of 
writing in the Arabian peninsula and ‘Uthman’s reign, so is it 
conceivable that the companions would not have become proficient 
at writing during this long period of time?292

‘Allamah Ibn Khaldun’s comment suffices as a response to his nonsense:

Do not pay any attention in that regard to what some simple- 
minded people say...293

Ibn al-Khatlb went to great lengths in responding to this scandalous 
claim, and came up with a comprehensive statement, which includes 
the following:

Al-Ja‘barT says in the context of his comment on the Codex’s spelling:

The greatest of its benefits is that it is a veil preventing the People 
of the Book from reading it correctly.294

Also:

One of the leading reciters (ahad a’immat al-qurra) utters prattle 
like this. Those who think we need to maintain the old spelling 
rely on statements like this as evidence, even though what is said 
is clearly false and perditious.

There are several verses in the Qur’an which address the People 
of the Book, inviting them to become believers, so how can they 
be kept from reciting?

He then complains:

One of the direst things attributable to a person of sound mind 
is what al-Sabbagh states:

The benefits of this orthography are many and its secrets are various, 
including its not being possible to be led to correct recitation 
of it except through a teacher, the way it is with every precious 
science which is protected by its custodians.

292 Al-Kurdi, Tarikh al-Qur’an, 101-120.
293 Supra under ‘Extreme Fanaticism.’
294 See al-Zarqanl, Mandhil al-lrfdn, vol. 1,373, for he also came up with the claim of 
benefits to be derived from the old ‘UthmanI orthography.
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He exclaims:

Calamity of calamities! The Qur’an has become like the knowledge 
of divination, logarithms, talismans, astrolabes, geomancy, astrology 
and other such sciences which they claim are valuable because 
of the secrets which they contain which can only be reached 
through great effort and lengthy pursuit.

Besides, The Almighty said:

Indeed We have made the Qur’an easy for remembrance (54:17).

We should ask ourselves, was the orthography of the codices 
invented so that it could be read, or so that it could remain a 
talisman passed amongst the readers alone, and taught by them to 
whoever wants to learn it out of those who ingratiate themselves 
with them with their money and self, and deprive those they 
see fit to deprive, those who do not confer prestige or money 
upon them?

I have with my own eyes and ears seen and heard many cultured 
and literary people mispronounce when reciting the Qur’an, 
because of their lack of familiarity with the strange orthography 
and lack of knowledge of the styles of recitation as they have 
been transmitted.295

The Definitive Opinion
Thus Ibn al-Khatlb would prefer for the orthography of the codex to 

be adjusted to what is familiar to the general public and what has now 
become culturally conventional.

This is the opinion of a number of serious academics who have taken 
the position that it is permissible to change the old way of writing into 
a modern one, given that the first generation’s orthography was not 
prescriptive and was simply their convention, or alternatively, that writing 
was at a primitive and unperfected stage. With advances in styles of writing 
and clarifications which make reading easy for everybody, orthography 
has to be changed to the modern convention, so that the Qur’an can be

295 Ibn al-Khatib, al-Furqan, 62-86.
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within the reach of all people. Therein lies the purpose for which this 
eternal Book was revealed: for it to be a guidance for all people for all time.

In his book al-Instisar, al-Qadl Muhammad ibn al-Tayyib Abu al-Tayyib 
al-Baqillanl (d. 403 AH) says regarding this:

God did not place any obligation on the nation with regard to writing, 
for He did not choose for the scribes of the Qur’an any particular 
way of writing to the exclusion of others, making them forsake 
all others, because the duty to do so can only be understood if it 
is heard and prescribed. There is nothing in the literal (nusus) or 
implied meanings (mafhum) of the Book to indicate that orthography 
and pronunciation of the Qur’an can only be one particular way, 
within a parameter which cannot be transgressed. Nor is there 
anything in the explicit instructions of the Sunnah which makes 
that a duty or indicates it, or anything in the consensus of the 
nation which makes that a duty or is indicated by legal analogies 
(al-qiyasat al-shar‘iyyah).

On the contrary, the Sunnah indicates that it is permissible to 
write it in any easy way, because God’s Messenger would order 
that it be written down but not explain any particular way to 
them or forbid anyone from writing it down. That is why the 
writing in the codices would vary - some of them would write a 
word phonetically; others would add or omit on the basis of their 
knowledge or what was conventional and that people would know. 
Because of this, it was permissible to write in Kufan letters and 
the original method of writing, making the lam the same shape 
as the kaf and making the alifs crooked, or to write in a different 
way; to write the codex in the two old styles or using modern 
handwriting. Alternatively, it is permissible to take a middle road 
between the two.

If the writing style and many of the letters in the codices took 
different forms, with the people's approval, allowing every one 
of them to write as was his custom - whatever was easiest, most 
familiar and preferred, without any recrimination or disapproval 
- one realises that no particular guidelines, such as those set for 
recitation or the call to prayer, have been set.
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The reason is that writing simply consists of marks and shapes 
which act like signs. Every mark that indicates a word and which 
helps with reading has to be correct, and the writer who uses 
them has to be considered to be doing the job correctly, no matter 
what form it takes.

In summary, anyone who claims that people have to use a particular 
script has to prove such a claim, and how can this be done?296

This is how Sheikh ‘Abd al-‘Az!m al-Zarqanl summarises what Judge 
Abu Bakr al-Baqillanlsaid. However, he follows it up with several reasons 
for refuting it. Our comment is that their insignificance in the face of 
this sound conclusion is obvious.

Hence, Dr Subhl Salih comments on this statement:

Judge Abu Bakr’s opinion is worth following; it is clear and 
penetrating, for he did not confuse the feeling of veneration for 
the early Muslims (salaf) with the quest for a proof of matters 
pertaining to the orthography of God’s book. As for those who 
take the position that the Qur’anic orthography is prescriptive, 
they have let their emotions be the judge, and surrendered a 
poetic Sufi interpretation to their personal tastes and passions.
Tastes are relative, and have nothing to do with religion, and a 
legal truth cannot be deduced from them.297

Differences Between the Codices
The purpose of despatching the codices far and wide was to ensure 

conformity and that the Muslims would agree on one way of reciting to 
the exclusion of others. These codices should have been copied in one 
style and standardised in every respect. Hence it was incumbent upon 
the members of the project to check their consistency and to compare 
the copies with the utmost care.

However, that is not what happened in reality. The codices emerged 
different from each other. The Medinan codex was different to the Meccan 
codex, and the Meccan codex was different to the Syrian one, the Syrian 
different to the Basran and Kufan and so on, which clearly proves that

296 See al-Zarqani, Manahil al- Irfan, vol. 1,380-381.
297 Subhl Salih, Mabahithp1 Ulum al-Qur'an, 279.
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the panel was also lax when checking them against each other. Thus, 
they did not exercise the utmost care to ensure that the codices that 
were sent out were the same.

This difference in the codices was one of the most important reasons 
for the development of divergent readings later on.

Naturally, everyone would recite according to what was in the codex 
they had. They also had to use their own judgement to decide how to 
pronounce the vowels and graphically identical characters, since there 
were no dots or vowels marked in the text. Therefore, views on the matter 
were bound to differ.

As for listening to the narration from a teacher (sheikh), it should be 
set down verbatim, otherwise confusion is inevitable, especially if there 
is a long period between the original teacher and the last reciter.

Hence, the Meccan, Medinan, Basran, Kufan and Syrian recitations 
and others led to what they were trying to avoid.

Al-Zarqani claims that these differences in the text were intentional, 
so that the word could sustain every possible method of recitation; that 
they were written differently - with omissions, changes and so on - 
because ‘Uthman intended them to cover the seven ahruf, and that the 
form (rasm) of some words such as i3 (fa tabayyanu) (ascertain the 
truth) and (nunshizuha) (We set them up) could be read more than
one way.

Words which cannot sustain more than one recitation were nevertheless 
written one way in one codex and differently in another, such as 
(wassa) (charged) in form II and ^>5i (awsa) (charged) in form IV, and 
similarly ji^svi 1^3 (tahtaha al-anhar) (rivers ... under it) in one codex and 
jU^ii 41*5 ^ (min tahtiha al-anhar) (rivers ... from under it) with an extra 
o* (min) (from) in another.298

My comment is that this is a poor excuse, given that the point of 
copying and standardising the codices was to eliminate disagreement 
over recitation, for each party would claim that their recitation was 
better than the others. So that bitter disputes would not happen again, 
the codices project was set up with the unanimous agreement of the 
companions. However, even after the panel had accomplished its task, 
there were still divergent readings.

298 Al-Zarqani, Manahil al-'Irfan, vol. 1,258.
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The matter of the seven ahruf, explained as seven ways of reciting, is 
a hadith capable of more than one interpretation; indeed there are forty 
possible meanings,299 the weakest of which is that there are different ways 
of reciting, because it is not confirmed that the Prophet recited the Qur’an 
seven different ways, whereas there are reasons given for the different 
readings of various reciters which are theirs alone. Abu Muhammad 
MakkT ibn AbITalib discusses these in detail in his book al-Kashf‘an Wujuh 
al-Qiraat al-Sab‘ wa Tlaliha wa Hujajiha (Light on the Reasons for the Seven 
Ways of Reciting, the Excuses and Proofs for Them). We shall discuss the 
hadith on the seven ahruf in a later section. Our preferred opinion is that 
it just means different tones of expression and recitation.

However, Professor al-Abyarl believes that the differences occured 
only between versions which preceded ‘Uthman’s codex, which was 
intended to eliminate such differences.300

Yet this is a view which conflicts with the documentary evidence that 
there were differences in the ‘Uthmani codices themselves.301

In any event, these differences are regrettably a reality, and were the 
seeds for later divergent readings.

In what follows is an illustration of some of these differences, for 
which we have relied on Ibn AbT Dawud’s al-Masahif 39-49.

It should be noted that today’s Qur’an conforms mostly to the Kufan 
codex except for in a few places marked by star sign (*) in the table.

However, the Basran codex was more precise than all the others, as 
indicated by the Syrian’s hadith mentioned above. Verse number 87 of 
The Believers in the Basran codex proves this:

<UJI CjIjU-JI VJ v>°

Qul man Rabb al-samawat al-sab‘ wa rabb al-‘arsh al-‘azlm? Sa
yaqulun Allah

Say: ‘Who is the Lord of the seven heavens and the great throne?’
They will say: ‘God.’

The Kufan and other codices say:

299 See al-Suyuti, al-ltqan, vol. 1,131.
300 Ibrahim al-Abyari, Tdrikh al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-Lubnanl, 1991), 99.
301 See Sijistani, al-Masahif 39.
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dll <

sayaquliin lillah 

They will say: ‘God’s.’302

The same applies to verse 89 of the same chapter and verse 33 of The 
Originator, written in the Basran codex as follows:

min dhahabin wa lu’lu’in 

of gold and pearl;

and in others as:

1^13J3

min dhahabin wa lu’lu’an303 

of gold and pearl.

There are other examples.
Below is a table indicating discrepancies between the codices of 

Damascus, Kufa, Basra and Mecca - the most important towns to which 
the codices were despatched - and a comparison between them and the 
main one (al-mushaf al-imam) from Medina.

302 In this reading there is inconsistency between the question and the answer. [Editor.]
303 This reading is grammatically difficult to explain. [Editor.]
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man
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The Qur’an Through Phases 

of Decoration and Embellishment

Right from the beginning, the Qur’an was constantly being decorated 
and embellished, especially the calligraphy. Senior calligraphers played 
their part in improving the calligraphy and making it beautiful.

The first to become proficient at writing beautiful calligraphy in 
the codices was Khalid ibn AbT al-Hayyaj (d. 100 AH), a companion of 
Ali, the Commander of the Faithful. He was known for the beauty of his 
handwriting and his refined taste. It is said that Sa‘d, who was al-Walld’s 
freeman and chamberlain, chose him to write codices, poetry and news 
for al-Walld ibn ‘Abd al-Malik (86-96 AH). It was he who engraved the 
qiblah of the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina with gold lettering from the 
chapter The Sun. This was after ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘AzTz, the governor 
of Medina appointed by al-Walld, had by his command renovated and 
extended the mosque, finishing the building work in the year 90 AH.304

‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘AzTz sought after him to produce a codex, and so 
he wrote a fine-looking Qur’an for him. ‘Umar began leafing through it 
and considered it beautiful. However, he thought it was worth too much 
and gave it back to him. It appears that this was during the time of his 
reign as caliph (99-101), a time when he was frugal.

According to Muhammad ibn Ishaq ibn al-Nadlm:

I saw a codex in the handwriting of Ali’s companion, Khalid ibn 
al-Hayyaj. It was in a collection of archaeological codices in the 
possession of Muhammad ibn al-Husayn, known as Ibn AbT al- 
‘Izzah. They then were passed to Abu ‘Abdillah ibn Han! (may 
God hallow his secret).305

Calligrapers continued writing codices in the Kufan script until the 
end of the third century after the Migration. Then the beautiful naskhT 
script took its place at the beginning of the fourth century, at the hand 
of the famous calligrapher Muhammad ibn Ali ibn al-Husayn ibn Muqlah 
(272-328 AH).

304 Ibn Wadih, Tarikh al-Ya‘qubi, vol. 3, 30 and 36.
305 Ibn al-Nadlm, al-Fihrist, 10: al-Farm al-Awwal min al-Maqdlat al-Uld and 66-67: al-Fann 
al-Awwal min al-Maqalat al-Thaniyah.
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It is said that he was the first to write in the thuluth and naskh scripts, 
and the first to establish a proportional writing system, for he was a genius 
at proportion. He wrote the rules for them and set out the principles 
for writing them. Researchers agree that the greatest debt owed in 
the development and beautification of Arabic Islamic calligraphy is to 
this ingenious calligrapher, the like of whom has not since been born 
within Islam.

A number of archaeological codices have been attributed to him, such 
as the one in the museum in Herat, Afghanistan. However, it is said that 
he wrote out the whole Qur’an twice.306

The naskh script reached the peak of its beauty and excellence during 
the seventh century with the Musta'simTcalligrapher Yaqut ibn ‘Abdillah 
al-Mawsill (d. 689 AH). He wrote seven codices in his splendid hand, which 
was extremely proficient. He wrote in all the styles, ultimately becoming 
an example to be followed.

Codices were written in the style of Yaqut until the eleventh century 
AH. Then, from the beginning of the twelfth century AH, the Ottoman 
Turks took an interest in Arabic calligraphy, especially after Sultan 
Selim’s conquest of Egypt and the end of Mamluk rule there, and it 
began developing at the hands of Persian calligraphers employed by 
the Ottomans in their empire.

Sultan Selim moved all the calligraphers and artists to his capital, and 
added new calligraphic styles, such as ruqah, dTwanT, tughra’i, islambuli 
and so forth, which are still used in ordinary writing.

Among the Ottoman calligraphers whose influence spread were al- 
Hafiz ‘Uthman (d. 1110), al-Sayyid ‘Abdullah Effendi (d. 1144 AH), al-Ustadh 
(master) Rasim (d. 1169 AH), and Abu Bakr Mumtaz Bey Mustafa Effendi who 
invented the ruqah script, which is the easiest and most straightforward 
style to use. He established its rules and wrote in it for the first time in 
the year 1280 AH, during the reign of Sultan Abdulmecid Han.

As with calligraphy, the printing of the Holy Book went through 
stages of improvement and beautification. The Qur’an appeared for the .

307

308

306 Turk! ‘Atiyyah, al-Khatt al-'Arabial-Islami, 155 (citing al-Khattat al-Baghdadi, 16).
307 Turk! ‘Atiyyah, al-Kha(t al-‘Arabi al-Islami, 171; Naji al-Musarrif, Musawwar al-Khatt 
al-'Arabi, 92.

Turki ‘Atiyyah, al-Khatt al-‘Arabi al-Islami, 123.308
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first time in print in Venice in approximately the year 950 AH/1530 CE. 
However, the Church authorities issued an order for it to be destroyed 
it as soon as it appeared.

Then, Hengelmann printed the Qur’an in Hamburg, Germany in the 
year 1104/1694. He was then followed by Maracci with a printed version 
in Padua in the year 1108/1698.

Mulay Usman produced a purely Islamic print version of the Qur’an 
in St Petersburg, Russia, in 1200/1787. A similar one appeared in Kazan.

Fliigel produced a special print edition of the Qur’an in Leipzig in the 
year 1252/1834. The Europeans received it with unparalleled enthusiasm 
because of its uncomplicated print. However, like all the other European 
print editions, it did not succeed in the Islamic world.

The first Islamic state to successfully undertake the printing of the 
Qur’an was Iran.309 Two beautiful and refined large-sized lithographs were 
printed, one in Tehran in 1243/1828 and the other in Tabriz in 1248/1833. 
They each had a translation under every line and were indexed.

At this time, a number of printed editions of the Qur’an appeared 
in India.

Then, in Istanbul, commencing in the year 1294/1877, the Ottoman 
Turks oversaw the printing of very fastidious and refined editions of 
the Qur’an.

In 1323/1905, Tsarist Russia undertook the printing of a large-size 
copy of a Qur’an in old Kufan script which is believed to be one of the 
original ‘UthmanI codices, free of dots and vowelling, and from which 
pages had fallen out at the beginning and the end, commencing at:

And of mankind are some who say: ‘We believe in God and the Last Day,' 
when they believe not (2:8),

and finishing with:

And lo! in the Source of the Book, which We possess, it is indeed sublime, 
wise (43:4).

They came across it in Samarkand, and the Royal Library in St Petersburg 
took possession of it. Then, the museum of artifacts in Tashkent took charge

309 Subhl Salih, Mabdhith fiVlum al-Qur’an, 99. On this matter, he cites important 
information on the authority of the orientalist Blach&re which we have relied on in 
this exposition.
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of printing fifty photocopies in the same form and size, and presented 
them as gifts to the most important universities of the Islamic countries, 
including a copy to Tehran University Library, recorded under publication 
number DSS/14403.

Latterly, in the year 1342/1923, Egypt printed an excellent Holy Qur’an 
under the supervision of the Sheikhs of al-Azhar, at the instigation of 
a panel selected by the Ministry of Awqaf The Islamic world received it 
warmly, and other editions followed it, such as an outstandingly delicate 
edition of the Qur’an which appeared in Iraq in 1370/1950. Similarly, the 
Islamic nations in various regions also took it upon themselves to follow 
suit, by printing and publishing the Holy Book in the best of styles and 
with the most beautiful embellishments, and continue to do so.

144



CHAPTER VII

THE SEVEN RECITERS 

AND READINGS

145



INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR’AN

The reading or recitation of Quranic verses may be regarded as one 
of the most important issues regarding the Qur’an, and from the very 
beginning many people have made great efforts to devote themselves to 
reciting the Qur’an and teaching it to Muslim society. The classes of Qur’an 
reciters (qurra) include prominent Companions such as ‘Abdullah ibn 
Mas‘ud, Ubayy ibn Ka‘b, Abu Darda’ and Zayd ibnThabit in the first degree, 
‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abbas, Abu al-Aswad Du’alT, ‘Alqamah ibn Qays, ‘Abdullah 
ibn Sa’ib, Aswad ibn Yazld, Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman SulamT, and MasrOq ibn 
Ajda' in the second degree, as well as other prominent personalities in 
the third up to the eighth degrees. After these classes of reciters come 
the period when the recitations (qiraat) were systematised, and as a 
result the Seven Reciters (qurra sab'a) were established.

The series of qurra’ and readings continued from one century to the 
next until the time when, at the beginning of the fourth century AH, Abu 
Bakr ibn Mujahid (245/868-324/936), the Sheikh al-Qurra of Baghdad, 
officially recognised seven readings by seven renowned reciters. Later in 
different periods seven others were added, and altogether fourteen readings 
gained prominence. Since each of these readings had two transmitters, 
the total number of readings amounted to twenty-eight.

There has been a great deal of discussion over the authority of readings 
and their tawatur,310 as to whether or not they were reported sentence 
by sentence from the Holy Prophet. In general, from these discussions, 
the negation of tawatur of such readings is concluded because according 
to the opinion of researchers, no more than one reading from the Holy 
Prophet has reached us, and that is the one common amongst the Muslims. 
Any reading that conforms with it can be accepted, otherwise it should 
be dismissed.311

310 The term tawatur means that there are enough sources of a particular report to 
indicate with certainty that the report is indeed true. [Trans.]
311 See Ma‘rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 2,42 ff; 218-226.
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The Definition of Qiraah
Qiraah means the recitation or reading of the Qur’an. Technically, it 

refers a type of recitation with specific characteristics, in the sense that 
it is correct whenever it accords with the text of the Divine Revelation 
and is based on the opinion of one of the eminent reciters, as well as 
with the recorded principles of the science of qiraah. Nevertheless, the 
Qur’an is a unique text, and different readings came about according to 
the access to the original text that a particular reciter might have had.

Imam Ja'far al-Sadiq says:
Indeed the Qur’an is one, revealed from the One. The differences 

originate from the transmitters (of its recition).312
The renowned Qur’anic reciters are the transmitters and narrators 

of the same Qur’an which was revealed to the Prophet, and differences 
among them were caused by many factors stemming from the transmission 
of the text. The main factors are the following:

Differences of the primary manuscripts, both before and after 
their standardisation during the caliphate of‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan;

The lack of vowel signs and dots to distinguish certain letters 
in the text;

The primitive written form at the time.

Factors Leading to Different Readings (Qird’dt)
The factors that contributed to the different readings of the Qur’an 

can be traced to the period of the Companions after the passing away 
of the Holy Prophet. During that time, the Companions had different 
opinions regarding the collection, compilation and writing of the Qur’an, 
and because of this there would sometimes also be a difference of opinion 
among the reciters on the recitation of the Qur’an. Each group preferred 
its own reading, and at times this led to disagreement.

These differences prompted the compilation of a single manuscript at 
the time of‘Uthman, on the basis of which numerous uniform manuscripts 
were prepared and distributed to important centres in the Muslim world.

312 KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 2, 630, hadith 12.

147



INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR’AN

However, although these texts were intended to be identical, there was 
still some variation between them which subsequently led to different 
readings. Some of these differences were provided in the last chapter.

All the efforts to standardise the manuscripts seemed to be somewhat 
in vain, since variations had grown almost daily. At one time there 
were variations in the Companions’ readings, but later, following the 
standardisation, they occurred in the manuscripts themselves. Of course, 
the Caliph ‘Uthman had observed certain flaws in some of the manuscripts 
at the very beginning, and questioned why they were there. He said: ‘I 
can see writing errors in it.’ He was asked: ‘Shall we change it?’ but he 
said: ‘No, it is already late. The Arabs can read it correctly in their own 
pristine language,’ without thinking that different peoples with different 
languages would have to read this Qur’an in the future, and that even 
the Arabs themselves would not retain the flavour of classical Arabic in 
days to come.313

At any rate, there were many factors contributing to variations in the 
manuscripts even after their standardisation. Some of the most important 
ones are as follows:

The primitive form of writing;

The absence of dots above or below some letters;

The absence of signs and vowels;

The absence of the letter alif in words.

l.The Primitiveness of Writing
Written Arabic at the time was quite primitive. The principles of 

writing were yet to be established, and the Arabs were unaware of a 
precise method of writing, and would write many words according to 
the pronunciation. Nowadays, remnants of this style of writing can still 
be seen in calligraphy, where certain words might not be clearly legible. 
The letter nun (j) would be written at the end of a word in such a way 
that it would not be easily distinguishable from the letter ra G), and the 
same applied to the letters wdw G) and yd' Q. In many instances, in the 
early Kufan style the letter mfm (f) at the end of a word would be written

313 See Ma'rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 2,4-8.
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similar to a waw (3), the letter dal (a) like a kaf(d), and the medial form 
of an ‘ayn (^) like the letter ha' (a). Sometimes the letters of a word were 
separated from one another. For example, the letter yd’ (<s) would be 
written separately in & (yastahi), & ^ (nuhf) and & ^ (uhl); or the 
ya ($) might be deleted altogether, as in (Ildfihim), which would be
written ^91 (ildfihim), thereby creating confusion for the reader. As a 
result, some reciters (qurra’) would recite ildfihim as it was written, i.e., 
without the yd’. For example, Abu Ja'far is known to have read the verse 

(106:1) without the hamzah (c) and without pronouncing the ya 
(j) as , and the verse ai^Jij 5il1ji UU-j (106:2) as , with
the omission of the yd’ and without pronouncing the hamzah.314

However, Ibn Filayyah would read with the hamzah, but dropping 
of the letter yd’ and a sukun over the lam (j). Each of the reciters has read 
this word in an odd manner because of the primitive form of the writing. 
Similarly, nunnation (tanwln) was sometimes indicated by the letter nun 
(o), and the nun itself would appear as an alif For example, (lanasfaan)
(96:15) would be written as (lanasfaan), and the verse qS&t*

(wa layakunan mina al-saghirln) as u^.... In other words, instead 
of nun, alif tanwln was used to emphasise the verb. Hence, the verse 

rjf\ 6jJ ,>« (4:67) would also be written as ... j3}3.
In the primitive form of writing of the time, the letters waw and ya 

might also be omitted for no apparent reason, and this in itself is considered 
one of the most important factors contributing to the ambiguities and 
difficulties encountered in readings and exegesis. For example, in the 
verse (66:4) the waw would be omitted from and the
verse written as £ju>3, making it unclear whether it is in the singular 
or the plural.315

At times the letter alif would also be omitted from j39i iSu. (53:50) and 
be written as j3i>ii :>u, and as a result, the reader would not know if :>u is 
a verb or noun.316 In some manuscripts the alif was added to U;i?- (43:38) 
to become Uuis-, in which case the word could be either in the singular

314 TabrisI, Majma‘al-Baydn, vol. 1, 544; Ibrahim ibn Ahmad al-TunisI, Sharh Mawrid 
al-Zam’an, (Tripoli: Maktabat al-Najah, n.d.), 143.
315TabrisI, Majma‘al-Bayan, vol. 10,316; al-TunisI, Sharh Mawridal-Zaman, 47.
316 Al-TunisI, Sharh Mawrid al-Zam’an, 125.
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or dual form.317 Also, in many instances when the waw is the last letter 
of a word (waw al-fi‘l), an alifwould be added, thereby giving the impression 
that this waw signifies the plural, and conversely, the alifwould be omitted 
from the plural waw. The following are examples of the first case:

ij&il iii

l$Li

j-bL.-lJI Ijlzjlo

The following are examples of the second case:

9&

33±

y*

In sum, such idiosyncrasies in the primitive form of writing in the 
manuscripts - traces of which still exist today - caused several problems, 
one of which was the emergence of considerable differences among the 
reciters. Some of our predecessors lost confidence due to these peculiarities 
in the written manuscripts, and considered them errors made by the 
primary scribes of the Qur’an. It is reported that ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abbas 
used to read the verse oQj yj vi dJ; (17:23) as oi5| bi| i3i4i5 yl dlj 39,
and said: ‘This verse was originally like that, but because of the joining 
of waw with sad, the people would read (qada).’ Of course, it is clear
that in the primary writings there were no dots, and therefore there are 
grounds for such an assumption.

Ibn Ashtah says: ‘When writing the word ^13 (wa qada), the scribe 
used too much ink, and as a result waw is joined to sad.’318 And it is also 
reported that Ibn ‘Abbas would read verse 13:31 as 5_joJ1 ^ fJlI. He 
was told that what was written in the manuscript was i^T o-jAji 
but he said: ‘I think the scribe was mistaken; he has not written the curves

317 Al-TunisT, Sharh Mawrid al-Zaman, 128.
Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,180; al-Suyutl, al-Durrai-Mant/iur, vol. 4,170.318
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of the letters correctly.’319 One should note that in the primitive script, 
curves were put in the middle of a word instead of alif, and so, according 
to the number of curves, ^ did not look much different to

2. The Absence of Dots above and below Certain Letters
One of the factors that created many problems in Qur’an recitation 

was the absence of dots for the mu jamah (dotted) letters, making them 
indistinguishable from the muhmalah (without dots) letters. Hence, there 
was no difference between the letters sin and shin (j) when they were 
written. There was also no difference between the letters ha! (v), ta (o) 
and tha (&);jTm (s), ha (c) and kha’ Q-); sad (^) and dad (^); ta’ (±>) and za 
U); ‘ayn 0 and ghayn (%)•, fa (cs) and qaf(3); or nun (j) and ya (S). The 
reader would have relied on the composition of the words and the context 
of the sentence in order to determine which letter was which.

Accordingly, Kisa’fs reading of 49:6 includes i<> j}
(fatathabbatu), whereas it is (fatabayyanu) in other readings.320 Similarly,
Ibn ‘Amir and the Kufans read (nunshizuha) in 2:259, while others
read it as (nunshiruha);321 Ibn ‘Amir and Hafs read jL_s^ (wa
yukaffiru‘ankum) in 2:271, while others read (wa nukaffiru ankum),322
and Ibn Sumayqa' has read 10:92 as di^j f3jis (nunahhik), while others
read (nunajjlka).323 With the exception of‘Asim, the Kufans read
29:58 as ^ r (la nuthawwiyyannahum), while others read
<4^*3 (la nubawwiannahum).324

3. The Absence of Signs and Vowels
In the first manuscripts the words were written without vowel signs. 

The form (wazn), vowel (i’rab) and basis (bina) of a word would be unclear, 
making it difficult even for those familiar with Arabic to determine the 
form and vowels of a word, but especially for the non-Arabic speaker.

319 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 8, 282-283; see Tafsir al-Tabari, vol. 13,104; al-Suyutl, 
al-ltqan, vol. 1,185.
320 See Abu Hafs ‘Umar ibn Qasim al-Ansarl, al-Mukarrar fimd Tawdtara Min al-Qirdat 
al-Sab‘ wa Taharrar (Cairo: 1940), 141.
321 MakkT ibn AbT Talib, al-Kashf, vol. 1,310.
322 MakkT ibn AbT Talib, al-Kashf, vol. 1,316.
323 TabrisT, Majma‘al-Bayan, vol. 5,130.
324 TabrisT, Majma‘al-Bayan, vol. 8, 290.
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For example, it was difficult to determine whether was an imperative 
(flam), the first person present tense of the first form (a'lamu), the 
comparative form (a lam), or the past tense of the fourth form (a'lama).

Hamzah and KisaT read the verse 3 J-* i-ln <!>1 Jii (2:259) in
the imperative (flam), while others read it in the first person present 
tense (a'lamu).325 Similarly, Nafi' reads the verse o-* ^
2:119)) in the negative imperative (la tas’al), while others read the same 
verse in the passive third person present tense (la tus’alu).326

Hamzah and KisaT also read the verse (2:158) with a yd' and
an emphatic ta (with tashdid) in the present jussive form (yattawwa), 
while others read it with a ta and a non-emphatic ta in the past tense.327

Ibn Abl Hashim says:

The cause of differences in the Seven Readings is that the 
manuscripts sent to the Muslim cities and regions were bereft 
of specific signs, dots and formal distinctions. The people would 
understand the Qur’an through those manuscripts. Hence, 
differences emerged in the readings among the reciters from 
different cities.328

The great teacher Ayatollah KhoT has said: ‘It is not clear that the 
different readings can be attributed to the transmissions, but rather 
to the personal understanding (ijtihad) of the reciters. This view is 
supported by explicit statements from the great scholars in this regard, 
and is substantiated by the fact that the initial manuscripts, as we can 
see, had no dots or vowel symbols.’329

4. The Absence of the Letter Alif
Another factor that caused problems in the written form was the 

absence of the letter alif. The Kufan Arabic written form is derived from 
Syriac writing. In Syriac it was uncommon to write an alif in the middle 
of a word, where it would be dropped. Since the Qur’an was initially 
written in the Kufan script, the alifs in the middle of words like oi3u—

=

325 MakkI ibn AbITalib, al-Kash/", vol. 1,312.
326 MakkI ibn AbITalib, al-Kashf, vol. 1,262.
327 MakkI ibn AbITalib, al-Kashf, vol. 1,268. 

TusI, al-Tibyan, 86; Khol, al-Bayan, 86.
329 Khol, al-Bayan, 181.
328
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would not be written, and appear as o**-. Later on, when specific symbols 
were created, the alif was merely written in the form of a small alifon 
top of the word (that is, as 03L-).

Subsequently this state of affairs (the dropping of the alif in the middle 
of a word) became in many instances the source of differences in readings. 
For example, Nafi‘, Abu ‘Amr and Ibn KathTr read (wa mayakhdauna)
(2:9) as (wa mayukhadi'una)). Since the verb at the beginning
of the verse had been written in the latter form with its alif dropped, it 
was supposed that this verb would be the same,330 because the meaning 
of the verse dictates that the second instance of the verb should be without 
an alif. Also, since in the verse 'd^'A v Liusiil JU (haramun)
(21:95) the j was written without an alif, Hamzah, KisaT and Shubah 
read it as ^ (hirmun).331

Abu Ja'far and the people of Basra read iSAai$ (wa'acfna) in ^ 13^13 'sjs 
Uj ^6$ (2:51) in the same surah, as well as in Surah al-A‘raf and Surah Ta- 
Ha, without an alif(wa‘adna ujlp3), while others read it with an alif as above. 
Nafi‘ read ghayaba in44J1 iii j as ghayabat (44J1 ouut j), because in the manuscript 
it was written as ^1 j. Therefore, everyone would read it as singular 
or plural according to his own ijtihad, and elaborate on the reasons for 
his version.332

In sum, these and other factors333 were the cause of different readings 
amongst the reciters, each of whom would justify his reading according 
to his own ijtihad and the proofs available to him.

The Seven Reciters and Their Transmitters
For the reasons mentioned, there were therefore certain differences 

in the reading of the Qur’an among the reciters; also, over the course 
of many years the number of reciters had increased, until a time came 
when Ibn Mujahid selected seven from amongst them, each of whom 
had two transmitters:

330 MakkT ibn AbTTalib, al-Kashf, vol. 1,224.
331 Al-TunisT, Sharh Mawrid al-Zam’an, 126.
332 MakkT ibn AbTTalib, al-Kashf, vol. 2,5.
333 One may refer to at least nine primary factors in the emergence of different readings, 
as we have mentioned in volume 2 of Al-Tamhid.
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1) Ibn ‘Amir: ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Amir YahsabT (d. 118/736), the reciter of 
the Levant. His two transmitters were Hisham ibn ‘Ammar (153/770- 
245/859) and Ibn Dhakwan (173/789-242/856), neither of whom ever 
met Ibn ‘Amir.

2) Ibn KathTr: ‘Abdullah ibn Kathlr DaramT (d. 120/738), the reciter 
of Mecca. His two transmitters were BazzT (170/786-250/864) and 
Qunbul (191/807-295/908), neither of whom met him.

3) ‘Asim: ‘Asim ibn Abl al-Najud al-Asadl (d. 128/746), the reciter of 
Kufa. His two transmitters were his son-in-law, Hafs ibn Sulayman 
(90/709-180/796), and Shubah Abu Bakr ibn ‘Ayyash (95/714-193/809). 
Hafs regarded ‘Asim’s reading as more precise and therefore endorsed 
it. It is still common today, and is the same reading which is prevalent 
in most Muslim countries today.

4) Abu ‘Amr: Zabban Abu ‘Amr ibn ‘Ala’ al-Mazanl (d. 154/771), the 
reciter of Basra. His two transmitters were DawrT, Hafs ibn ‘Umar (d. 
246/860) and Musa Salih ibn Ziyad (d. 261/875), neither of whom met 
him. They learned his reading through YazTdT.

5) Hamzah: Hamzah ibn Habib Zayyat (d. 156/773), the reciter of 
Kufa. His two transmitters were Khalaf ibn Hisham (150/767-229/844) 
and Khallad ibn Khalid (d. 220/835), who learned his reading through 
an intermediary.

6) Nafi‘: Nafi‘ ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-LaythT (d. 169/786), the reciter of 
Medina. His two transmitters were ‘Isa ibn Mina’ (120/738-220/835), 
better known as Qalun, and the son-in-law of Nafi‘, and Warsh, ‘Uthman 
ibn Sa‘Td (110/728-197/813), the latter being prevalent in some Arab 
countries of North Africa.

7) KisaT: Ali ibn Hamzah (d. 189/805), the reciter of Kufa. His two 
transmitters were Layth ibn Khalid (d. 240/854) and DawrT, Hafs ibn 
‘Umar, who was also a transmitter of Abu ‘Amr.

Hie Ten Reciters
Later on, three others were added to the seven:

8) Khalaf: Khalaf ibn Hisham (d. 229/844), a transmitter of Hamzah 
and reciter of Baghdad. His two transmitters were Abu Ya‘qub (d. 
286/899) and Abu al-Hasan (d. 292/905).
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9) Ya'qub: Ya'qub HadramT (d. 205/821), the reciter of Basra. His two 
transmitters were Ruways (d. 238/853) and Ruh (d. 235/850).

10) Abu Ja'far: Abu Ja'far MakhzumT (d. 130/748), the reciter of 
Medina. His two transmitters were Ibn Wardan (d. 160/777) and Ibn 
Jammaz (d. 170/787).

The Fourteen Reciters
Four others were later added to these ten, and although their readings 

were irregular (shadhdh), they gained acceptance among the people:
11) Hasan al-Basrl: Hasan ibn Yasar (d. 110/728), the reciter of Basra. 

His two transmitters were Shuja' BalkhT (120/738-190/806) and DawrI 
(d. 246/860), neither of whom met him, having learnt his reading 
through an intermediary.

12) Ibn Muhaysin: Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman (d. 123/741), the 
reciter of Mecca. His two transmitters were BazzT (170/787-250/864) 
and Ibn Shanbudh (d. 328/940), each of whom learnt his reading 
through an intermediary.

13) YazTdT: Yahya ibn Mubarak (d. 202/818), the reciter of Basra. His 
two transmitters were Sulayman ibn Hakam (d. 235/850) and Ahmad 
ibn Faraj DarTr (d. 303/916), each of whom learnt his reading through 
an intermediary.

14) A'mash: Sulayman ibn Mihran Asad! (d. 148/765), the reciter of 
Kufa. His two transmitters were Shanbudh! (300/913-388/998) and 
Mutawwa'T (d. 371/982), each of whom learnt his reading through 
intermediaries.
These fourteen famous readings, each of which has been transmitted 

by two transmitters, constitute the twenty-eight identified transmissions.
With the exception of Ibn ‘Amir and Abu ‘Amr, five of the Seven 

Reciters were originally Persians. Ibn ‘Amir was of unknown origin and 
Abu ‘Amr belonged to the tribe of Mazan TamTm, although QadT Asad Yazldl 
believed that he came from the village of Kazirun in Fars, east of Shiraz.

‘Asim, Abu ‘Amr, Hamzah and KisaT would openly declare that they 
were ShTa, while Ibn Kathlr and Nafi‘ were probably ShTa as well on 
account of their being from Fars. But Ibn ‘Amir, who grew up in the 
Umayyad family, was known to be a reckless person of ill-repute.33"1

334 See Ma'rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 2, 226-231.
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The Question of the Tawatur of the Seven Readings
An important issue regarding the Seven Readings is the question of 

tawatur - whether or not these readings are indubitable (mutawatir), or 
decisively authoritative. For if they were mutawatir, they would be widely 
narrated and there would be no doubt concerning their authority.

The matter of the tawatur of the Seven Readings has been raised by 
many writers and certain jurisprudents (fuqaha), who have proposed 
that these readings are all indubitable and have religious authority. This 
would mean that someone who prays may select any one of them to 
recite when praying.

Researchers, however, deny the tawatur of these readings, considering 
it unimaginable - what is meant by the tawatur of the Seven Readings? 
if it means the general transmission of these readings from the Seven 
Reciters themselves, then this is devoid of any value, for the source of 
tawatur must be infallible (ma‘sum) in order to be deemed authoritative. 
And if there is a claimed transmission from the Prophet to the reciters 
(qurra’), this still has to be proven, because most reciters lack even a 
chain of transmission, let alone tawatur. Moreover, most of the readings 
were based upon personal ijtihad, and were never substantiated by any 
tradition or narration. Even if we hypothetically accept that the reciters 
received their readings through tawatur, it would be inconsequential, 
because tawatur applies only to the person personally involved, and 
not others. Thus if a transmission from the Prophet to the reciters is 
indubitable, and all other intermediaries received it through them, then 
it lacks tawatur, because the fundamental condition of tawatur is that it 
must be widely transmitted from the source to the target audience at all 
levels through chains of transmission. Therefore this assumption would 
not apply if there is only one transmitter as intermediary - the reciter 
himself - and is not tawatur.

Let us assume that each of these Seven Readings is mutawatir from the 
Prophet up to the reciter himself, from whom it is transmitted to others. 
This assumption necessitates that at the time of the reciter himself, 
others must also have transmitted the same reading (qira’ah). If it is not 
so, and no one other than him ever transmitted it to others, it follows 
that the qira’ah loses the basic condition of tawatur, because there has 
been no general transmission at all levels.
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Therefore, the question of the tawatur of the Seven Readings is basically 
untenable, because at the time the only transmitter of tawatur was the 
reciter himself, otherwise the reading would not have been attributed 
exclusively to him. Let us elaborate further.

The Meaning of Tawatur
Tawatur is a technical term used in the science of hadith, in which 

traditions (hadith) are classified as indubitable (mutawatir), widely 
acknowleged (mashhur), widespread (mustafid), through a single narrator 
(ahad), sound (sahih), good (hasan), through a broken chain (mursal), 
weak (da‘if) and so forth. A mutawatir tradition is one with numerous 
transmitters at all levels that are so extensive that it is certain that it 
would have been essentially impossible for them to have concocted it. 
As such, a mutawatir tradition must have the following conditions:

Complete connectivity of the tradition’s chain of transmission 
(sanad) from the primary source to the last transmitter;

The number of transmitters and narrators must exceed the number 
of transmitters of the mustafid and mashhur traditions, to the 
extent that there can be no possibility of their having invented it;

Multiple transmitters in every chain and at all levels. As such, the 
required group for tawatur must have transmitted the tradition 
from an earlier required group, until it reaches back to the 
primary source.

Therefore, if at one of the levels there were only a few transmitters, 
or in one instance it passes through a single transmitter and thereafter an 
increased number of transmitters, such a tradition is not technically called 
mutawatir, but regarded instead as an ahad tradition. This summarises the 
whole concept of mutawatir readings. The transmission of a reading from 
the reciter (qart) himself may be mutawatir, but it might lack this condition 
in relation to the period prior to him up to the time of the Companions 
and the Prophet. Such a tradition may certainly be classified as ahad, 
on the condition that it has an unbroken chain of transmission (sanad).
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Ceremonial Chains ofTransmission
Authors of the treatises on qiraat have endeavoured to discover chains 

of transmission for readings, particularly those of the Seven Reciters, 
and present them as authorised by the Prophet. In this way, they have 
succeeded in presenting chains of transmission through the masters 
(mashayikh) of reciters. The rule indicates that a chain of masters cannot 
be regarded as a chain of transmission if the student who learned from 
a master is his trainee and not his transmitter. Every trained reciter 
expresses his opinion and uses discretion in the reading, and not the 
opinion of the master or teacher from whom he received a narration. 
In reality, every reciter exercises ijtihad in choosing his style of reading; 
hence, we treat him as using his own discretion rather than that of the 
earlier narrator of his master’s reading. As such, the reading of each of 
the reciters is attributed to the reciter himself. In a similar manner, the 
views of a jurisprudent are his own, and not those of his teacher, for it 
to acquire the status of a narration (riwayah). Yet the reciters themselves 
have not made such claims for most of the readings.335 In the compilations 
of readings, rational proof is adduced for the choices of each reciter, 
and this evidence is recognised as the basis of his decision to choose his 
style of reading. This shows that the basis of the reading of every great 
reciter is his ijtihad, and not founded on any tradition from his teacher. 
As such, the chains of transmission that can be found in certain books on 
readings such as al-Taysir, al-Tahbir, al-Mukarrar and others, are in reality 
ceremonial chains of transmission. In a bid to elevate the standing of famous 
reciters, they have striven to make use of the chain of the master as the 
chain of transmission. The sheikh or teacher would train his students to 
become scholars, and not merely inculcate his own acquired learning in 
his students in order to transmit the selfsame thing to others.

Interestingly enough, in the case of some reciters this endeavour 
did not bear much fruit. Researchers have been unable to discover even 
a chain of masters. For example, they have been unable to identify the

335 From among the qurra, only ‘Asim attributes to his teachers the two styles of reading 
which he taught to his two students (Hafs and Shu'bah). The style of reading he taught 
to Hafs was taught to him by Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulaml, who in turn learned it 
from Imam Ali, the Commander of the Faithful, while the style of reading he taught 
to Shu'bah was taught to him by Zirr ibn Hubaysh, who learned it from ‘Abdullah ibn 
Mas‘ud. Such textual foundations have not been presented by other famous reciters.
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masters of‘Abdullah ibn ‘Amir YahsabT, who, of all the Seven Reciters, was 
the closest to the time of the Companions, thereby failing to present a 
chain of transmission for his reading. Ibn al-Jazarl mentions nine different 
opinions regarding the chain of Ibn ‘Amir’s sheikhs, and finally gives 
preference to the view that he learnt his style of reading from MughTrah 
ibn AbT Shihab al-Makhzuml, who in turn learnt it from ‘Uthman, who 
learnt it from the Prophet. This is while some consider it unclear from 
whom Ibn ‘Amir learnt his style of reading,336 and in the case of MughTrah, 
it is also doubtful that he really learnt his reading from ‘Uthman.337

In addition, MughTrah, who was introduced as Ibn ‘Amir’s master 
in reading, seems to be unknown. Shams al-DTn al-DhahabT says: ‘It is 
supposed that he was a qari in Damascus during the reign of Muawiyah 
in the Levant, and Ibn ‘Amir must have learned the style of reading from 
him.’ He adds: ‘Apart from in the statement of Ibn ‘Amir, MughTrah ibn 
AbT Shihab has not been known.’338 In addition, Ibn ‘Asakir, in his Tarikhu 
Dimashq - wherein he profiles prominent personages of Damascus - 
does not mention the name of MughTrah ibn AbT Shihab other than in 
a description of‘Abdullah ibn ‘Amir. According to Ibn Asakir, the latter 
was confronted regarding his recitation and asked: ‘From whom have you 
learned the reading?’ He said: ‘From MughTrah, who in turn has learned 
it from ‘Uthman.’339

Moreover, there is no available information about MughTrah as a 
master in recitation. Nothing is recorded of his character or his instruction 
from ‘Uthman. Basically, to advance the notion of‘Uthman as a teacher in 
qiraah - given all his responsibilities - is questionable, and no convincing 
explanation for this has yet been found.

Solitary Report and Mutawatir
Granted that the chain of transmission between the reciter and one 

of the early Companions has been established, such a chain is classified 
as a single narration (ahad), and does not have the conditions of tawatur.

336 Muhammad ibn Muhammad Ibn al-JazarT, Ghayat al-Nihdyah fiTabaqat al-Qurra 
(Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, 1400 q.), vol. 1,424.
337 Ibid. vol. 2,305.
338 Shams al-DTn al-DhahabT, Ma‘rifat al-Qurrda al-Kibdr (Egypt: Matba'ah Dar al-Ta lTf, 
n.d.), vol. 1,43.
339 Ibn al-JazarT, Ghayat al-Nihdyah, vol. 2,305.
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For example, ‘Abdullah ibn KathTr (d. 120/738) was the second closest 
reciter to the time of the Companions. There are only three transmitters 
mentioned in his chain of transmission, viz., ‘Abdullah ibn Sa’ib, Mujahid 
ibn Jabr (Ibn ‘Abbas’ freedman), and ‘Asim ibn AbT al-Najud, who was the 
third person closest to the time of the Companions. His sanad also has 
two channels, viz., Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman SulamI and Zirr ibn Hubaysh.

The person most distant from the time of the Companions was KisaT, 
who passed away in 189/805). Three persons are mentioned in his sanad: 
Hamzah ibn Habib, ‘Isa ibn ‘Umar and Muhammad ibn AbT Layla. The 
question is: can tawatur be established through two or three channels 
over such a long period of time?

Similarly, the sanad of Nafi‘ includes five persons, that of Hamzah 
has seven persons, and that of Abu ‘Amr twelve. These numbers also do 
not qualify for the status of tawatur, and in the parlance of the sciences 
of hadith, they are regarded as single narrations (ahad). Moreover, there 
are questions regarding the transmitters of these sanads. Some of them 
were unqualified, since their status would not allow them to be regarded 
as reciters. For example, Imam Ja‘far ibn Muhammad al-Sadiq has been 
mentioned as one of the masters of Hamzah, even though the lofty status 
of the Imamate and its responsibilities would surely not have allowed him 
the opportunity to engage in other works. Also, we cannot see any trace 
of the Imam’s reading in that of Hamzah, and no reading of Hamzah’s 
can be attributed to the Imam. For this reason Abu Shamah says:

The most that the proponents of tawatur can say is that these readings 
are mutawatir back until the reciters themselves, but their being mutawatir 
from the reciters back to the Prophet is unfounded.340

At any rate, in this case tawatur is wide open to doubt, because we 
find no trace of it in the books of our predecessors. In fact, this notion is 
one of the concoctions of the third century AH, when expertise in qira’ah 
was prevalent. There is also no authentic report that any of the reciters 
ever claimed that his reading was consecutively transmitted from the 
Prophet. Even assuming that the Prophet’s reading was transmitted to 
the reciter, it still falls short of the conditions of tawatur, since every 
reciter narrates his reading according to his own terms.341

340 Abu Shamah al-MaqdisT, al-Murshid al-Wajtz (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1975), 178.
341 See KhoT, al-Bayan, 165.
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Criticism of the Reciters by Great Personalities
The strongest evidence to substantiate the lack of recognition of 

the tawatur of these readings is the censure of earlier scholars to some 
of the well-known qurra’, including the Seven Reciters. So how could a 
conservative Muslim dare deny a mutawatir reading from the Prophet?

Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal objected to many of the readings of Hamzah, 
and regarded his recitation in prayer of Surah al-Fatihah and other chapters 
as unacceptable. If the reading of Hamzah - who was, after all, one of the 
Seven Reciters - was unquestionably transmitted from the Prophet, in 
the sense that the Prophet used to recite it in the same manner and it 
was definitely transmitted uninterruptedly to Hamzah, who could ever 
regard it as unacceptable?

Abu Bakr ibn ‘Ayyash says: ‘In our opinion, Hamzah’s reading is a 
form of religious innovation (bid1ah).’ Ibn Durayd says: ‘I wish I could 
prohibit Hamzah’s reading in Kufa.’ And Ibn MahdT has said: ‘If I had the 
power, I would scald the bodies of those who read the Qur’an according 
to Hamzah’s style.’ YazTd ibn Harun also strongly disliked Hamzah’s style 
of reading.342

Scholars of syntax and literature have expressed their views on the 
errors of many of the reading styles of prominent reciters. But can any 
Muslim dare oppose a style of reading which has been undoubtedly 
transmitted from the Prophet, or attribute any error to it? Of course, 
this could not be so, and these scholars have not denied the mutawatir 
reading from the Prophet. What they objected to was what was attributed 
to the reciters themselves. Sometimes they expressed their reasons, and 
this in itself shows that the objections relate to the errors of the reciters. 
Abu al-‘Abbas al-Mubarrad contested the reading by the people of Medina 
of the verse #,1 jq .yfr (ll:78) with the word >! in the accusative 
case (athara), and to justify this he said: ‘This is the reading of Ibn Marwan, 
who was unacquainted with Arabic writing and grammar.’343

In one chapter of his book, Ibn Qutaybah has collected examples of 
the inaccuracies of famous reciters including Hamzah and Nafi‘, and says:

342 Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, vol. 3,27-28.
343 Abu al-‘Abbas Muhammad ibn YazTd al-Mubarrad, al-Muqtadab (Cairo: Wizarat 
al-Awqaf, 1994), vol. 4,105.
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‘Rarely has any one of this group not fallen foul of error.’344 Similarly, 
Muhammad ‘Adlmah compiled many of the pertinent mistakes of scholars 
of syntax, some of whom were reciters, and accused them of insufficient 
knowledge. He reports that Ibn Jinn! describes the reciters in his book 
al-Khasais as generally having an inadequate understanding, and in his 
other book, al-Munsif, he mentions mistakes they made on the grounds 
that they had no basis for analogy.345

In al-Murshid al-Wajiz, there is a section on the objections made by 
scholars of Arabic grammar and literature to certain readings by the 
reciters, some of which are as follows:

The objection to al-BazzT, who, in 31 instances of future tense verbs 
in the Qur’an, has read the first letter ta’ with tashdfd joined with the 
previous letter, as in the verse 2:267 \^J4 ^3;

The objection to Abu ‘Amr regarding the assimilation of letters (idgham);346 
he would assimilate two identical letters in two neighbouring words 
regardless of whether the preceding one has a vowel or not, as in these 
two verses: 2:185 5^5 and 8:7 91s.347

The objection to Hamzah regarding the reading of 18:97 i^UaS-Li ui as 
uj (with tashdid on ta’); that is, assimilating the letter ta’ (o) with 

ta’ U).348 In this regard, there are many similar errors of the reciters, 
who are described as having weak understandings and drawing on 
imagination.349

The objections of the lay people to most of the Seven Readings are 
also worth mentioning. In many instances, these objections prompted 
reciters to abandon their preferred readings and adopt what was commonly 
accepted. This in itself shows that their own readings were derived from 
their respective ijtihads. One example is the people’s objection to KisaT. 
Ibn AthTr narrates in al-Nihayah, during the year when the ‘Abbasid caliph 
MahdT went on the hajj pilgrimage, he asked al-Kisa’I to lead the

344 Ibn Qutaybah, Ta’wil Mushkil al-Qur’an, 61.
345 Muhammad ‘Abd al-Khaliq ‘Udaymah, Dirasat li Uslub al-Qur’an (Cairo: Dar al-Hadlth, 
1970), vol. 1,32 ft.
346 Idgham (ficoi): the contraction of two identical letters into one and pronouncing 
it with tashdid. [Trans.]
347 See Abu Amr al-Danl, al-Taysir (Istanbul: Matba‘ah al-Duwali, 1930), 83.
348 Al-DanT, al-Taysir, 146.
349 Al-MaqdisT, al-Murshid al-Wajiz, 174 ff.
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congregational prayer whilst in Medina. During the prayer, he recited 
nabi ) with a saturation of the ya\ which produced a hamzah at the 
end (.^-j).350 The people objected, saying: ‘In the Mosque of the Prophet 
you read the Qur’an in such a way, whereas the Quraysh have not accepted 
this reading.’ Also, a man addressed the Prophet thusly: *4_ui u’ (yd 
nabVa Allah), and the Prophet reprimanded him, saying: ‘We of Quraysh 
do not pronounce nabi (prophet) with a saturation (ishba) of the hamzah! 
And in another tradition the Prophet is reported to have said: ‘Do not 
pronounce my epithet in that way.’351

Ibn Mujahid says: ‘Qunbul [one of the proponents of Ibn Kathlr] 
narrated to me that in 851/237 al-Qawwas said to him: ‘Go to al-BazzT 
[another proponent of Ibn Kathlr] and ask him why he would contract 
the reading of 14:17 c4* ^ us when it is inconsistent with our reading.’ 
He relayed this to al-BazzI and he refrained from that reading.’352 If al- 
BazzT had not established the reading through his own ijtihad, and it had 
been uninterruptedly transmitted from the Prophet, then abandoning 
it would have been unwarranted, and any objection to it would have been 
unjustified.

Ibn Mujahid also recounts that Muhammad ibn Salih said: ‘I heard 
someone asking Abu ‘Amr ibn al-‘Ala’: ‘How do you read the phrase v 
(layuadhdhib) in the verse 89:25 Ls4iJili and he answered:
*1 read it with a kasrah under an accentuated (mushaddad) dhal! The man 
then asked: ‘Why do you do that, when the Prophet is said to have read 
it as a dhal with fathah?’ Abu ‘Amr told him: ‘If someone claims that he 
has heard a style of reading from the Prophet, I do not accept it. Do you 
know why? It is because I do not believe any claim which is contrary to 
the common people’s reading, and one person’s claim is doubtful.”353

That Abu ‘Amr should believe what the common people have accepted 
is worthy of consideration,354 as is his paying no attention to a solitary 
report (khabar wahid), given that al-Kisal (one of the Seven Reciters),

350 This is technically called nabr Cy), which has been prohibited.
351 Al-Mubarak ibn Muhammad ibn al-Athlr, al-Nihdyah pGharib al-hadith (Cairo: Dar
Ibn al-JawzT, 1421 q.) vol. 5, 7.
352 Al-ZarqanT, Manahil al-‘Irfdn, vol. 1,452.
353 Al-JazarT, ibid.
354 We will point out in the following discussion that this is regarded as the main
criterion for the authenticity and acceptance ofqira'ah.
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Ya‘qub (one of the Ten Reciters) and Hasan (one of the Fourteen Reciters) 
would read with a fathah and an accentuated dhal (layu'adhdhabu).

Does it make sense for a widely reported (mutawatir) tradition to have 
existed and be available to KisaT, who lived in the latter part of the second 
century AH, but for Abu ‘Amr, who lived at the beginning of the same 
century, to be unaware of it? Ibn al-Jazarl believes that readings which 
have been transmitted through a trustworthy person, but are inconsistent 
with Arabic grammar, should not be accepted, even though they may 
be consistent with the writing of the Qur’an manuscript. He considers 
it certain that such readings are mistakes caused by forgetfulness and 
incorrect recording, and that they are not unknown to scholars and the 
huffaz (those who memorise the Qur’an), even though they may be very few.

Ibn al-Jazarl also states:

Some have regarded the narration of Kharija from Nafi‘ concerning 
(with hamzah) to be of this kind. The narration of Ibn Bakkar 

from Ayyub, from Yahya, on the authority of Ibn ‘Amir, regarding 
vspl (with fathah on ya and a hamzah) (72:25 ;21:109); the 

narration of Abu ‘All al-‘Attar from ‘Abbas, on the authority of Abu 
‘Amr,concerning(with accentuated (mushaddad) za) 
(sahirani tazzahara) (20:63); and what has been narrated by some 
commentators of al-Shatabiyyah regarding waqf hamzah, as in ^u-i 
(asmayihim) and dj3i(ulayika) (withya),or(shurakawuhum) 
and o3i>i (ahibbawuh) (with waw), or ^ (badakum) and ou-i (akhah)
(with alif) (26:36 ;7:lll), all belong to this category. Also the reading 
of b (ra) instead of ^ (ra a), ip (tara) instead of (taraa),
(ishmazzat) instead of ojU—ti (ishma’azzat) and (faddartum),
instead of (faddara'tum), which are called written contraction
(takhfifrasmi), have no place in the Arabic language.

And he adds:

These cases, even if they were transmitted by a trustworthy person, 
are not acceptable, because there is nothing to substantiate them.355

It should therefore be stated that this assertion is the strongest evidence 
that the Seven Readings were not transmitted consecutively from the

355 Ibn al-Jazarl,al-Nashrfial-Qiraatal-'Ashar, vol. 1,16-17.
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Prophet, for otherwise there would be no reason whatsoever for rejecting 
them, and they would have to be accepted unconditionally.

The Tradition on the Seven Ahruf
The evidence that is invariably presented for establishing the authority 

of the Seven Readings is the well-known narration that states: ‘The Qur’an 
has been revealed in Seven Letters (sabati ahruf),’ and which is interpreted 
as alluding to the Seven Readings.

Ahruf, the plural form of harf(letter), has been interpreted as qira’ah 
(reading or recitation), but we will demonstrate later that harf in this 
tradition means nothing other than ‘accent’ (lahjah). The different Arab 
tribes used to pronounce their prayers in their own respective accents, 
and did not have the same pronunciation as the Quraysh, who were the 
most eloquent of the Arabs. Some of the Companions asked the Prophet 
whether all Arabs - and all other peoples - should recite the Qur’an with 
the Qurayshi pronunciation? The Prophet answered: ‘No, the Qur’an has 
been revealed in seven accents, and it is not limited to the Qurayshi accent.’ 
The number seven here denotes multiplicity, and not a specific number.

We shall examine the above-mentioned traditions from both the Shfa 
and Sunni perspectives, first in the traditions narrated by Ahl al-Bayt, and 
then in Sunni narrations.

Narrations of Ahl al-Bayt
1) In a sanad which includes Muhammad ibn Yahya al-SayrafT (who is 

otherwise unknown), Abu Ja'far al-Saduq has narrated on the authority 
of Hammad ibn ‘Uthman, from Imam Ja‘far ibn Muhammad al-Sadiq:

The Qur’an has been revealed in seven ahruf, and each Imam can give 
an opinion in at least seven ways.

Scholars have interpreted ahruf in this tradition as referring to inner 
(butun) meanings, in the sense that every verse has different layers of 
meaning which may be hidden from the common people, but are known 
by an infallible Imam, who can therefore express an opinion on them.

2) In a chain of transmission which includes Ahmad ibn Hilal (who 
was an extremist [ghalin] whose religious beliefs were questionable), it

356

356 Al-Saduq, al-Khisal, ‘Abwab al-Sab'ah,’ vol. 2,358, hadith 43.
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is narrated from ‘Isa ibn ‘Abdillah al-Hashiml from his father that the 
Prophet said:

A messenger came from God telling me that He had said: ‘Recite the 
Qur’an in a single harf! I appealed: ‘0 Lord! make it easy for my ummah! 
It was then declared: ‘Verily God commands that you recite the Qur’an 
in seven ahruf!

In this tradition ahruf (harfs) refers to the different Arab accents, and 
in Sunni traditions the same meaning is indicated and intended, for God 
has provided a wide margin for the ummah to recite the Qur’an in their 
respective accents.

3) According to a sanad which is uncertain (since it is unsure whether 
it was on the authority of Ibn AbT'Umayr or someone else), Muhammad 
ibn Hasan al-Saffar reported on the authority of Jamil ibn Darraj from 
Zurarah, that Imam Muhammad al-Baqir said:

Exegesis of the Qur’an can be done according to seven ahruf some 
of which have been done, while there are others not yet accomplished, 
yet the Imams know them.358

In this tradition, ahruf means that every verse can be interpreted in 
different ways. In other traditions this is sometimes described as butun 
(interiors).

4) In a mursal359 tradition, Abu ‘Abdillah Muhammad ibn Ibrahim al- 
Nu'manl has reported that Imam ‘All, the Commander of the Faithful, said:

The Qur’an has been revealed in seven ways, every one of which 
is sufficient and healing. There are commands, prohibitions, 
encouragements, threats, reasonings, parables and stories.360

Clearly, this tradition tells us that the Qur’an has various applications.

’357

357 Ibid, hadith 44.
358 Al-Saffar, Basair al-Darajat, 196.
359 In Sunni hadith terminology mursal (literally ‘hurried,’ pi. marasil) is a hadith whose 
sanad goes only as far back as a tabi‘i (‘follower,’ or member of the second generation 
of Muslims) who does not mention the name of the Companion (sahabi) of the Prophet 
from whom he heard it. In Shi‘1 hadith terminology, however, any incomplete chain 
of transmission can be called mursal. [Trans.]

Al-Katib al-Nu man!, Risdlat al-Nu'mani fiSunuf Ay al-Quran, in MajlisI, Bihar al- 
Anwar, vol. 93,3.
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In reconciling these traditions, Muhaddith KashanTsays: ‘It is possible 
to say that the verses of the Qur’an are of seven kinds, that every verse has 
seven ‘interiors’ (butun), and also that it has been revealed in seven accents.’361

These are all the traditions narrated from the Imams of Ahl al-Bayt 
in this regard, but their chains of transmission are have not been proved 
reliable according to Ayatollah KhoT and, before him, his teacher ‘Allamah 
BalaghT and others. It therefore becomes clear that there cannot be any 
definitive proof to substantiate the validity of the Seven Readings.

Sunni Narrations
Amongst Ahl al-Sunnah, the foremost compiler of these traditions is 

Shihab al-DTn Abu Shamah al-MaqdisT. In the third section of his book, under 
the heading al-Murshid al-Wajiz, he mentions them in the following order:

1) In the two Sahlhs (Sahih al-Bukhariand Sahih Muslim), Ibn Shihab 
is reported to have said: “Ubaydullah ibn ‘Abdillah has narrated on the 
authority of‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abbas that the Prophet said: ‘Gabriel recited 
to me the Qur’an in one harf and I always requested him to recite it in 
more than one harf until finally it ended up in seven harfs.

2) In the same two books it is also narrated by Ibn Shihab that ‘Umar 
[ibn al-Khattab] observed that Hisham ibn al-Hakam would read the Qur’an 
in prayer in a way previously unknown to him. He brought Hisham ibn 
al-Hakam to the Prophet, and the Prophet said: ‘It has been revealed in 
such a way. The Qur’an has been revealed in seven harfs. Recite whichever 
of them is easier for you.

3) Ubayy ibn Ka‘b is reported to have said: ‘We were in the mosque 
when someone came and recited the Qur’an in such a manner that 
prompted us to protest to him. All of us went to the Prophet. Another 
person also joined us, and we differed in all kinds of verses each of us 
recited. The Prophet confirmed all [recitations]. Doubt and uncertainty 
enveloped me; my heartbeat increased and I perspired intensely. The 
Prophet told me: ‘God revealed the Qur’an in a single harf, and so I recited 
in the same way, but I asked God to make it easier for my ummah. Then 
the permission came for me to recite it in two harfs. Again, I asked Him

"362

’363

361 Fayd KashanT, al-SafipTafsiral-Qur'an, Preface to the Eighth Edition, vol. 1,40.
362 Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 6, 277; Sahih Muslim, vol. 2, 202. 
363 Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 6, 288; Sahih Muslim, vol. 2, 202.
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to make it much easier. For a third time, He commanded: ‘Recite the 
Qur’an in seven harfs.”364

4) Ubayy ibn Ka‘b narrated that the Prophet said: ‘0 Ubayy! I used to 
recite the Qur’an in one, two and three harfs, until it increased to seven 
harfs, and each of them is sufficient to convey the meaning. If instead 
of samVan aliman (All-Hearing, All-Knowing) what is recited is ‘azlzan 
haklman (All-mighty, All-wise), and as long as a verse of chastisement 
is not recited with an expression of mercy, and a verse of mercy is not 
recited with an expression of chastisement, there is nothing wrong.’365

5) Ubayy ibn Ka‘b also narrated that the Prophet met [Archangel] 
Gabriel and said to him: ‘I have been sent to a people who are illiterate. 
Some of them are incapable and aged, while others are slaves or those 
who have never read a book.’ In reply, Gabriel said: ‘0 Muhammad! The 
Qur’an has been revealed in seven harfs.

6) Abu Juhaym al-Ansarl is reported to have said: ‘Two persons who 
disagreed with each other concerning a verse of the Qur’an went to the 
Prophet. The Prophet said to them: ‘The Qur’an has been revealed in 
seven harfs. Do not dispute about it, for disputing about the Qur’an is 
faithlessness (kufr).

7) Abu Hurayrah narrated that the Prophet said: ‘The Qur’an has 
been revealed in seven harfs and there is no difference between ‘aliman 
haklman and ghafuran rahlman!368

8) ‘Abdullah ibn Mas'ud narrated that the Prophet said: ‘The Qur’an 
has been revealed in seven harfs, and there is an apparent (zahir) and a 
hidden (batin) for every harf; there is a limit (hadd) for every harf, and 
for every hadd there is a ‘beginning’ (matla‘).

’366

”367

'369

364 Sahih Muslim, vol. 2,203; Ibn Hanbal, al-Musnad, vol. 5,127.
365 Sulayman ibn Ash'ath Abu Dawud SijistanT, Sunan (Cairo: Dar Ihya’ al-Sunnah al- 
Nabawiyyah, n.d.), vol. 2,102.
366 Muhammad ibn ‘Isa al-Tirmidhi, Sunan (al-Jami' al-Sahih) (al-Maktabat al-Islamiyyah, 
n.d.), vol. 5,194, hadith 2944.
367 Husayn ibn al-Hasan al-Haliml,Minhajal-DmfiShuabal-Iman (Egypt: Dar al-Kitab, 
1930), vol. 1,372 from BayhaqT; Ibn Hanbal, al-Musnad, vol. 4,169.
368 ‘Abdullah ibn Muhammad ibn Abl Shaybah, al-Musannaf (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1409 
q.), vol. 7,182.
369 Tafsir al-Tabari, vol. 1,9.
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9) ‘Abdullah ibn Mas'ud also narrated that the Prophet said: ‘The 
Qur'an has been revealed in seven harfs, and dispute over this is kufr! He 
repeated this statement thrice, and then said: ‘Act upon that which you 
know, and of that which you do not know, ask from those who know it.’370

10) As narrated by Zayd ibn Arqam, a man came to the Prophet and 
said: “Abdullah ibn Mas'ud, Zayd and Ubayy ibn Ka‘b recited a verse for 
me, and each recitation differed from the others. Whose recitation should 
I follow?’ The Prophet remained silent. ‘All, who was then sitting beside 
the Prophet, said: ‘Everyone should recite the Qur’an the way he knows 
and has been taught; all of them are good and acceptable.

In ‘Abdullah’s version of the hadlth, the Prophet pointed to ‘All, and 
‘All said: ‘The Prophet commands that each of you should recite the way 
you know. Therefore, each of us may recite in a way another person would 
not.’ Hakim NayshaburT says: ‘The sanad of this tradition is sound (sahTh).’372

11) Ibn Mas'ud narrated that the Prophet said: ‘The Primary Book was 
revealed from a single branch (bab) in a single harf,373 and the Qur’an has 
been revealed from seven branches in seven harfs: chastisement (zajr), 
command (amr), lawful (halal), unlawful (haram), definitive (muhkam) and 
allegorical (mutashabih) verses, and anecdotes (amthal)!37A

12) Abu Qilabah narrated that the Prophet said: ‘The Qur’an has been 
revealed in seven harfs: command, chastisement, encouragement (targhib), 
warning (tarhib), reasoning (jadal), stories (qasas) and adages (muthul).’375

These are the main relevant Sunni traditions which some claim to 
be mutawatir376 but the meaning and content of these traditions vary 
from one to the other and do not conform to the definition of tawatur, 
a condition for which is agreement amongst all of them. As such, these 
traditions can be divided into four groups:

'371

370 Ibid. vol. 1, 9.
371 Ibid. vol. 1,10.
372 NaysaburT, al-Mustadrak ‘ala al-Sahihayn, vol. 2, 223-224.
373 The ‘Primary Book’ refers to the books revealed to the previous prophets,
as stated in another tradition: yb o- •U-J| ^ 01- See al-Muttaql
al-Hindl, Kanz al-Vmmal, vol. 553 ,1.
374 Tafsir al-Tabari, vol. 1,23; al-Muttaq! al-Hindl, Kanzal-Vmmdl, vol. 1,549.
375 Tafsir al-Tabari, vol. 1,24.
376 See Ibn al-Jazarl, al-Nashr ftal-Qiraat al-'Ashr, vol. 1,21.
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1) Traditions which imply differences of pronunciation; for example, 
traditions 1, 2,3, 4,5, 6 and 10.

2) Traditions which suggest the acceptability of interchanging 
synonymous words; for example, traditions 4 and 7.

3) Traditions that indicate that each verse is subject to different 
interpretations, some of which are ‘outward’ meanings and others 
‘inward’; for example, traditions 8 and 9.

4) Traditions which indicate the division of verses into seven branches 
(abwab); for example, traditions 11 and 12.
Most of the traditions belong to the first group, that is, differences in 

pronunciation (lahjah) in the recitation of verses. This corresponds with 
the position of most of the scholars regarding the ‘seven harfs’ which 
the Prophet permitted for the recitation of the Qur’an, whereas other 
alternative views are considered unusual or invalid, and the major scholars 
reject them. The preeminent scholar in this field is Ibn al-JazarT, and he 
has explored ten possible meanings pertaining to the traditions on the 
seven harfs.377 Therefore, it is appropriate to examine them separately. 
In brief, they are as follows:

The first group of these traditions - that is, concerning differences 
of pronunciation - is in reality a means of alleviating difficulties for 
the ummah regarding the recitation of the Qur’an. The Bedouins did 
not recite the Qur’an the same way as the city-dwellers, and there are 
differences in how illiterate and literate people express words, as there 
are between an adult’s pronunciation and a child’s. Moreover, there would 
be different intonations amongst the tribes, each pronouncing words in 
ways to which they were accustomed. So it is also with the non-Arabs of 
the Muslim ummah, who have difficulty with Arabic words and may not 
be able to pronounce many of them. Therefore, since the recitation of 
the Qur’an according to a single lahjah is beyond the capacity of many 
people, everyone is permitted to recite it according to the lahjah with 
which he is acquainted, as in the verse:

God does not task any soul beyond its capacity (2:286).

Imam al-Sadiq narrated on the authority of his forefathers that the 
prophet said: A non-Arab of my ummah recites the Qur’an with a non-

377 Ibid. vol. 2,21-54.

170



THE SEVEN RECITERS AND READINGS

Arabic intonation, but the angels elevate it in Arabic.’378 This has the 
same meaning as when the Prophet said: ‘I have been sent to an ummah 
amongst whom there are old men and women, young men and women, and 
individuals who have never read a book.’ Hence, he permitted his ummah 
to recite the Qur’an in seven harfs according to their various dialects, 
without a specific method of pronunciation - which they may not be able 
to manage - is not being incumbent upon them. In yet another tradition, 
the Prophet said: ‘Recite the Qur’an in whichever way you like, that is, 
in whichever way you can,’ and alternatively, ‘Each one should recite 
the Qur’an in the way he has been taught.’ In this respect, Abu al-‘Aliyah 
has narrated that five persons recited some verses of the Qur’an before 
the Prophet, and the pronunciation of each of them differed one from 
the other, but the Prophet approved of the recitation of each of them.379

Ibn Qutaybah says:

One thing God has facilitated is that He commanded the Prophet 
that every community may recite the Qur’an in its own dialect 
and teach it according to its custom. For example, the tribe of 
Hudhayl recites ‘atta hin instead of hatta hin (23:54), because they 
pronounce this phrase in that way. The tribe of Asad pronounces 
talamuna as talamu and taswaddu wujuhun (3:106) with the letter 
ta with a kasrah vowel, and a'had in the verse alam a‘had Haykum 
(36:60) with a kasrah vowel (a‘hid). The tribe of TamTm would 
utter hamzah where the tribe of Quraysh would not. Some would 
read the words qfla (2:ll) and ghida (11:44) with the ishmdm360 
of dammah with a kasrah, while others would read the word 
ruddat (12:65) with the ishmdm of kasrah with a dammah. Others 
would pronounce ma laka la tamannd (12:11) with the ishmdm of 
dammah and merging (idgham). This is because every [speaker 
of a] language is accustomed to a certain thing, and they are 
incapable of pronouncing words in ways they are not used to. If 
each group of these people - children, young and old - were duty 
bound to change their spoken language and abandon what they 
are accustomed to, it would be very hard and complicated, and

378 Al-Hurr al-‘AmilT, Wasa'il al-Shfah, vol. 4,866.
379 TafsTr al-Tabari, vol. 1,15.

Ishmdm is the pronunciation of u with a trace of i, or vice versa. [Trans.]380
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they would have many difficulties before their habit were changed 
and their speech habituated to something new. As such, out of 
His Mercy and Grace, God has desired to provide to the ummah 
facility in this regard, just as He has provided facility regarding 
the essence of religion.381

Ibn Yazdad al-AhwazI says: “All ibn AbTTalib and ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abbas are 
reported to have said: ‘The Qur’an has been revealed for the pronunciation 
of each of the Arab tribes.” It is stated in a narration from Ibn ‘Abbas that 
the Prophet used to recite the Qur’an to the people in a particular way 
[style of speech, lahjah], and that this was difficult for the people. Thus, 
Gabriel came down and said: ‘0 Muhammad! Recite the Qur’an to every 
community in its own language.’

Abu Shamah confirms this when he says:

This is the very truth, because, if in terms of facilitation for the 
Arab people, the recitation of the Qur’an is permissible in other 
than the dialect of the Quraysh, it is inappropriate for other 
communities to be disallowed to recite the Qur’an with their 
own respective pronunciation, and for this facility to be meant 
for a certain group and not for another, for no one has any duty 
other than that which is within his capacity. If certain people are 
permitted to pronounce the words of the Qur’an according to 
their dialect by shortening the hamzah, merging letters, adding 
damma to the mim of the plural, joining the letter ha’ in certain 
words and the like, how can others be deprived of this and be 
obliged to recite the Qur’an only in a particular manner? There 
are some who pronounce the letter shin like jfm, sad like za\ kaf 
likejfm, and jim like kaf. They may not be able to articulate some 
letters and there is stammering in their speech; no one is obliged 
beyond their capacity, although it is up to everyone to strive 
hard, as much as they can, and learn the correct pronunciation.382

This is essentially the same as we have acknowleged in interpreting 
the seven letters (al-ahrufal-sabah) - that is, different pronunciations in 
the Arab dialects. And it was narrated earlier from al-SuyQtl that lughah

381 Ibn Qutaybah, Ta’wil Mushkil al-Quran, 39-40.
382 Al-MaqdisT, al-Murshid al-WajTz, 96-97.
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(used in the tradition) refers to certain features of speech, including izhar 
(manifestation), idgham (merging), tafkhim (velarisation), tarqTq (non- 
velarisation), irndlah (a closed variant), ishba (a six-vowel length), madd 
(vowel prolongation), qasr (a two-vowel length), tashdid (accentuation), 
talyin (softening) and the like.383

Harf literally means ‘edge' or ‘side.’ Ibn Saydah narrates that when 
someone says: ‘So-and-so is situated on a harf of his work,’ it means that he 
is not involved in the essentials of his work, but with marginal elements, 
so that if interrupted, he could immediately break off from it. In the 
Qur’an, the same expression is used, as in the following verse:

And amongst the people are those who worship God on a harf (the very 
fringe) (22:11).

This means that whenever ill-fortune befalls them, they immediately 
turn away from their faith. Al-Azharl reports from Abu Haytham that harf 
indicates the fringe of things; for example, harfal-jabal means a hillside, 
harfal-nahr is riverside, and harfal-sayf is the blade of a sword.

Therefore, whenever a word is expressed (or in this case recited) in 
different forms, each of these forms is regarded as a harf, because the 
form of a thing appears through a particular aspect; and since recitation 
(qiraah) is the utterance of one or more words, it is considered as the 
aspect (which becomes apparent) of the form of oral expression, and 
hence it is called a harf (pi ahruf).

When interpreting the statement: ‘The Qur’an has been revealed in 
seven ‘Ahruf Abu ‘Ubayd said: ‘It is revealed in seven Arab dialects,’ and 
al-Azharl narrates from Abu al-‘Abbas that:1 Ahruf [here] means nothing 
other than dialects.’ Al-Azharl says: ‘Abu al-‘Abbas, who in his time was 
uniquely skilled in Arabic literature, accepted Abu ‘Ubayd’s statement 
in this regard and considered it correct.

Lughat refers to languages, in this case Arabic with its various dialects. 
Al-BaghawT says: ‘The most precise statements regarding this tradition, 
and the strictest interpretation of the external meaning, is that ahruf 
(letters) refers to lughat (dialects), in the sense that every Arab tribe can 
recite the Qur’an in its own dialect and may read each word according

'384

383 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,46.
384 Ibn Manzur, Lisan al-Arab, under the entry h-r-f (wi^).
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to his style - including idgham, izhar, imalah, tafkhlm, ishmam, itmdm, 
talyTn and other modes - such that every word can be read in seven 
different ways.

There are different opinions regarding the second group of traditions 
(traditions 4 and 7), those which suggest the possibility of interchanging 
synonymous words on condition that the essential meaning is not changed, 
and does not transform a verse of mercy into one of chastisement or 
vice versa. Ibn Mas‘ud and Ubayy ibn Ka‘b considered such interchanges 
acceptable. Ibn Mas'ud has said: ‘I have heard the readings of the reciters, 
and I have found them similar to each other. One may also recite the 
Qur’an the way one has learned it, and there is no difference between 
halluma and taalaP86

He told of a non-Arab man who could not pronounce the word al- 
athim (sinner) correctly in the verse innashajarata al-zaqqumi ta'amu al- 
athfm (44:43-44), and instead would say it as al-yatTm (orphan), and say 
taamu al-fajir (sinner) instead of ta'amu al-athlm!. He also said that there 
is nothing wrong if we say al-allm (the All-Knowing) instead of al-hakim 
(the All-Wise) while reciting the Qur’an. He even considered it permissible 
to interchange a verse of mercy and verse of chastisement.387 He would 
replace Ilyas with Idris and recite salamun ‘ala ilyasln388 as salamun ‘ala 
idrasin. He would read awyakuna laka baytun min dhahab389 instead of aw 
yakuna laka baytun min zukhrufi 17:93); al-suf al-manfush390 instead of al- 
‘ihni al-manfush (101:9); and innI nadhartu li al-rahmani samta instead of 
innI nadhartu li al-rahmani sawma (19:26).391

Ubayy ibn Ka‘b would read kullama adaa lahum mashaw fih (2:20) as 
...marru fih or ...sa'aw fih,392 and he also believed that there is no difference 
in reading ghafuran rahima as samian ‘allma or ‘allman samTa, since God

»385

385 Abu Muhammad al-Husayn ibn Mas'ud al-BaghawI, Sharh al-Sunnah, (Cairo: Dar 
al-Ihya’, 1940), 140; al-MaqdisI, al-Murshid al-Wajlz, 134.

Al-Hamawl, Mujam al-Udaba, vol. 4, hadith no. 33,1933.
387 Tafsir al-RazI, vol. 2,213.
388 This alludes to 37:130. See Tafsir al-Taban, vol. 23,96.
389 Tafsir al-Tabari, vol. 23,96.
390 Ibn Qutaybah, Ta wil Mushkil al-Quran, 19.
391 Shams al-DIn al-DhahabT, Tadhkirat al-Huffaz, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘llmlyyah, 
1419 q.), vol. 1,340.
392 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,47.
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is described with all these attributes, and no wrong is done as long as a 
verse of chastisement is not turned into a verse of mercy or vice versa.393

Anas ibn Malik and Abu Hurayrah agreed with this. Anas used to 
recite inna nashi’at al-layli hiya ashaddu wata’an wa aswabu qila. He was told: 
‘0 Abu Hamzah! the verse is ‘wa aqwamu qila (73:6), and he would say: 
‘Aqwam, aswab and ahda are all the same.’394 Also, Abu Hurayrah would 
permit aliman hakima to be changed to ghafuran rahima.395

According to many erudite scholars, however, changing the words 
of the Qur’an is never justified, and has been regarded by most Muslims 
throughout history as unacceptable, for every word in every phrase has a 
certain peculiarity which cannot be expressed in any other way, no matter 
how synonymous it may appear to be, let alone if it is completely different. 
Al-alimu al-hakim (the All-Knowing, the All-Wise) is significantly different 
from al-ghafuru al-rahim (the All-Forgiving, the All-Merciful). The same 
applies to other synonymous words, since each has its own peculiarity. 
If the speaker carefully observes them all, his speech is admired for its 
excellence, and it is this that distinguishes eloquence. In this respect 
the Holy Qur’an is a miracle par excellence, and the way it determines 
suitable words is often hard to pronounce for even for the most articulate 
Arabic speaker. For this reason, people have acknowledged and accepted 
that the language of the Qur’an is inimitable. The great teacher Ayatollah 
KhoT says:

The notion of the permissibility of replacing words of the Qur’an with 
synonymous words brings destruction into the very foundation of the 
Qur’an, which is an eternal miracle and proof for all mankind. And no 
sensible person has any doubt that this methodology - that is, inattention 
to the status of the Qur’an - renders it obsolete. Can any sensible person 
conceive that the Prophet would have allowed anyone to read Surah Yd 
Sin in the following manner: Yd Sin. Wa al-dhakri al-azim. Innaka lamina 
al-anbiya’. ‘Ala tariqin sawiy. Inzala al-hamidi al-karim. Litakhuwwafa qawman 
ma khuwwifa aslafuhum fahum sahun? Can anyone allow such changes and 
interpolations in the words of the Qur’an? It is narrated that the Prophet

393 BalaghT, in the introduction to TafsTr Shubbar, 20, as quoted in al-Muttaql al-Hindl, 
Kanz al-Vmmal.
394 TafsTr al-Tabari, vol. 1,18.
395 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,47.
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taught a supplication (dua) to Bara’ ibn ‘Azib, a part of which says: wa 
nabiyyika al-ladhiarsalta (...and Your Prophet whom You have sent). He read it 
as follows: wa rasulika al-ladhlarsalta (...and Your Messenger whom You have 
sent). The Prophet told him: ‘Do not change the word nabi to rasu.ll if such 
a thing is not allowed with regards to supplication, how can it be allowed 
with regards to the Qur’an, which is the eternal Word revealed by God?396

Perhaps Imam al-Sadiq’s denial of the tradition on the seven ahruf 
expresses the same sense, in that the tradition deflects the Qur’an from 
its original inimitability. When Fudayl ibn Yasar asked the Imam about it, 
he said: ‘The enemies of God have told a lie. In fact, the Qur’an has been 
revealed in a single language from the One and Only.’397

There are no objections to the meaning of the third and fourth groups 
of traditions, provided that their chains of transmission are authentic. The 
main thing is that the first group of traditions, referring to the different 
Arab dialects, is apparently preferable.

What is meant by ‘seven’ here is a relative multiplicity, as when God says:

...and the sea replenished with seven more seas [were ink]... (31:27);

or like the word sabTn (seventy) in this verse of the Qur’an:

Even if you plead forgiveness for them seventy times, God shall never 
forgive them (9:80).

There is nothing wrong with a word being expressed in a different 
dialect as long as it is customarily considered to be correct. An exception 
would be the case of those who are simply unable to say a word correctly. 
But those who have the ability to say it correctly, even if they struggle 
to learn it, are not permitted to pronounce it incorrectly.

The Prophet said: ‘Learn the Qur’an according to the Arab ways and 
means, and avoid nabr - the expression of hamzah - in it.’398

Imam al-Sadiq said: ‘Learn ‘arabiyyah,m because it is the Word in which 
God has spoken to His creatures and with those who have passed away.MOO

396 Khol, al-Bayan, 197-198.
397 KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 2,630.

Al-Hurr al-‘AmilT, Wasa’il al-ShFah, vol. 4,865.
399 ‘Arabiyyah may refer to the Arabic language and dialect, and it is possible that it 
denotes Arabic grammar and literature.

Al-Hurr al-'Amill, Wasd’il al-Shfah, vol. 4, 866.
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Imam Muhammad al-Jawad said in a meeting: ‘Two persons are not 
equal before God when one of them excels in literature.’ He was told: ‘We 
are acquainted with such superiority when meeting people and in social 
interaction, but what is not clear is the reason for this superiority before 
God.’ The Imam said: ‘It is because of his recitation of the Qur’an in the 
way it has been revealed, and his recitation of supplications free of error, 
because an incorrectly recited supplication does not ascend to God.’401

Of course, it is enough for those who are incapable of reciting the 
Qur’an to do so to the best of their ability, because God does not demand 
anything beyond anyone’s capacity. According to the report from Imam 
al-Sadiq quoted earlier, the Prophet said: ‘When a non-Arab of my ummah 
recites the Qur’an with a non-Arab intonation, the angels elevate it to 
the status of eloquent Arabic.’

The Traditions of the Seven Ahrufand their Relation 
to the Seven Recitations
None of the authorities in this field have been known to have ever 

established a relationship between the tradition that the Qur’an was 
revealed in seven harfs and the Seven Recitations. Nevertheless, such a 
notion has gained widespread acceptance amongst the common people, 
even though there is no reliable proof to support it. Many knowledgeable 
and critical scholars, such as Ibn al-Jazarl, Abu Shamah, ZarkashI, Abu 
Muhammad al-Makkl and Ibn Taymiyyah, have rejected this common 
notion. Ibn al-Jazarl attributes this claim to ignorant, illiterate people 
with no knowledge.402

Abu Muhammad al-Makkl says: ‘Anyone who imagines that the recitation 
of each of these reciters (qurra) is one of the seven harfs stipulated by 
the Prophet is committing a blunder.’403 Abu Shamah says: ‘Some have 
imagined that the seven harfs mentioned in the tradition refers to the 
Seven Recitations - a notion which is prevalent even up until now, even 
though it is contrary to the consensus of all the people of knowledge.

401 ibid.
Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn al-Jazarl, TahbJr al-Taysir (Aleppo: Dar al-Wa‘T, 

1392 q.), 10.
Abu al-Hasan Ali ibn Isma'Tl al-Ash‘ar!, al-lbanah ‘an U$ul al-Din, (Hyderabad, n.d.), 

3; al-MaqdisI, al-Murshid al-Wajiz, 151.

402
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It has only been discussed by various simpletons.’404 He also says: ‘Some 
of those who are inproficient in the science of recitation (qiraah) have 
imagined that the recitation of the seven sheikhs is the one referred 
to by the Prophet in the tradition that the Qur’an has been revealed in 
seven harfs, and that the recitation of each of them is one of these seven 
harfs. Those who attribute this notion to Ibn Mujahid are mistaken.’405

Ibn Taymiyyah says: ‘All the prominent and realistic scholars believe 
that the seven harfs mentioned by the Prophet do not refer to the famous 
Seven Recitations. The first person to have compiled the Seven Recitations 
was Ibn Mujahid, and he meant that the recitations are consistent with the 
number of harfs on the basis of which the Qur’an was revealed. It is not that 
he believed that the Seven Recitations are the same seven harfs, or that no one 
should accept anything other than the recitation of the Seven Reciters. This 
is something which none of the scholars, including Ibn Mujahid, believe.’406

What further discredits this notion is that, according to this 
understanding, the seven harfs on the basis of which the Prophet supposedly 
permitted the recitation of the Qur’an remained unknown until the Seven 
Recitations gradually emerged, when the seven harfs permitted for the 
entire ummah by the Prophet were understood to be the readings of the 
Seven Reciters. Despite this, there were many other reciters who were 
better than these seven, but were excluded by the tradition. How is it 
possible for the Prophet to have explained this application of the seven 
harfs only to Ibn Mujahid and no one else?

Abu Muhammad HarawT says: ‘It is incorrect to say that the tradition 
of the seven harfs refers to the Seven Recitations whose reciters were born 
later, for it renders the tradition meaningless before that time. Besides, 
the corollary of this claim would be that none of the Companions would 
have been allowed to recite the Qur’an unless he knew in advance the 
way those who were to become the Seven Reciters in the future would 
recite.’ He adds: ‘I have specifically made mention of this because some 
of the laity accept it.’407

404 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,80.
405 Al-MaqdisT, al-Murshid al-WajJz, 146.
406 Ibn al-Jazarl has recorded this religious edict (fatwa) from Ibn Taymiyyah in al- 
Nashr pal-Qira'at al-'Ashar, vol. 1,39.
407 See Zarkashi, al-Burhan, vol. 1,33.
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Summary of the Discussion
It is clear from the previous discussions that it is impossible to 

demonstrate that the narrations concerning these recitations go back to 
the Prophet, or were widely acknowledged (tawatur), for several

There is no proof to substantiate the claim;

Factors which caused differences amongst the reciters led to the 
different readings;

All chains of transmission of the readings mentioned in the books 
on recitation belong to the category of a solitary (ahad) sanad, and 
none of them is mutawatir. In addition, there is doubt regarding the 
veracity of the chains, and traces of forgery can be discerned. In 
many instances, the chains are either concocted or ‘ceremonial’;

Many scholars and prominent personalities of the ummah have 
misgivings concerning several aspects of the readings of these 
reciters. However, if they were mutawatir from the Prophet, no 
Muslim would ever dare raise an objection to them;

The existence of irregular (shadhdh) recitations by the Seven 
Reciters which are inconsistent with tawatur;

Conventional theoretical explanations for substantiating these 
recitations show that they are based on ijtihad; but if a recitation 
is mutawatir, there is no need to produce a conventional proof 
to substantiate it;

There are contradictions amongst the recitations, which negates 
their tawatur from the Prophet, for two contradictory accounts 
do not accord with tawatur;

There is no corollary between the tawatur of the Qur’an, which 
is accepted by all, and the claimed tawatur in relation to the 
recitations, and only the uninformed have promoted this notion;

There is no relation between the tradition that the Qur’an was 
revealed in seven harfs and the notion of the tawatur of the 
recitations, and according to Imam Abu al-Fadl al-RazT it is a 
misgiving to which certain laymen succumb.

reasons:
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The Rules for Identifying 
Correct Recitation

The authorities in the science of recitation (qiraah) have laid down 
certain rules for identifying a proper recitation and distinguishing it 
from incorrect ones. Three conditions have been given:

1) It must have an authentic sanad, or chain of transmission, that
can be traced back to one of the Companions (sahabah).

2) It must be consistent with the script of the codex (mushaf).
3) It must be consistent with the literary rules of Arabic.

Any recitation which satifies these three conditions is authentic and 
therefore acceptable. If any of the conditions is absent, the recitation 
is to be regarded as inauthentic and unacceptable. Technically, such a 
recitation is called shadhdh (irregular).

The three conditions are the elements of acceptable recitation. In 
describing these elements, it is said that a recitation does not necessarily 
have to be consistent with the highest standards of eloquence. Skilled 
grammarians have regarded many of the recitations as inconsistent with 
standard classical Arabic grammar, but even though they may be irregular, 
it is enough if they are consistent with one of the Arabic dialects and are 
reported from one of the Seven Reciters.408

However, it must be stated that the Qur’an was revealed in a most 
eloquent form of Arabic, and unusual or irregular Arabic dialects could 
never be the criteria for its recitation. Such stipulations by scholars such 
as Ibn al-Jazarl degrade the station of the Holy Qur’an. It is the unjustified 
acknowledgement of the authority of the Seven Readings that has led 
them to make such unreasonable statements.

Ibn al-Jazarl also says: ‘By consistency with the script of the codex we 
mean that a consistency with the script of any of the ‘UthmanI codices 
is sufficient as the criterion for a correct recitation.’ This is while we 
know for a fact that the seven ‘UthmanI codices themselves varied. So 
how could they be the criteria for correct recitation?

Concerning the sanad, it was mentioned earlier that most of the 
chains of transmission of the reciters were ‘ceremonial,’ and were created 
in order to support the foundation of a recitation. The fact is that the

408 See Ibn al-Jazarl, al-Nashr fi’l-Qira’at al-‘Ashar, vol. 1,10.

180



THE SEVEN RECITERS AND READINGS

sheikhs and teachers of recitation with whom each of the reciters studied 
were put forward as the chain of transmission.

The Acceptable Criterion
What we consider to be the criterion for valid recitation is consistency 

with the recitation of the Muslim population, as opposed to the recitation 
of the mentioned reciters, for the Qur’an has passed through two parallel 
channels. The first is that of the people, whereby Muslims have passed 
down to us today by memory, person to person from father to son, what 
was heard from the Prophet.

This recitation of the people is that of Hafs, which is consistent with 
the text of all existing codices409 throughout the centuries. This is because 
it is the same recitation of Imam ‘All, which is what the main body of the 
people heard from the Prophet. This channel is mutawatir, and it is through 
this channel that the Qur’an has reached us as tawatur. Yet the channel of 
the reciters and their recitations is ijtihad (except the recitation of‘Asim),
and ijtihad is not permitted with respect to the text of Qur’an, because 
it has no religious authority. There are three conditions to identify th I
correct and mutawatir recitation as narrated and recorded by the majority

1) Consistency with the text of the existing codices as recorded 
throughout the centuries by competent people. All the written and 
printed copies of the Qur’an - especially in the Muslim East - have 
been passed on unchanged.

2) Consistency with the eloquence and accepted principles of the 
Arabic language, for the Qur’an was revealed in the most eloquent 
mode with no linguistic irregularities.

3) Consistency with the unalterable principles of the shanah and definitive 
intellectual rules, for the Qur’an is the lasting foundation of the shan ah 
and correct ideology, against which it is not permitted to transgress. 
In this regard,410 there are particular sayings of the Infallible Imams411

which are given below:

In all centres where the recitation and the reproduction of the manuscripts 
originated, such as Kufa, Basra and other regions in the eastern part of the Muslim 
world at the time.

See Ma'rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 2.
411 See KulaynT, al-Kdfi, vol. 2, ‘Kitab Fadl al-Qur'an,’ ‘Bab al-Nawadir,’ hadiths 8,12-13, 
15, 23 and 27, 627.
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1) Muhammad ibn Warraq has said: ‘I showed a volume which contained 
a copy of the Qur’an to Ja'far ibn Muhammad al-Sadiq. Its signs and 
symbols wrere made of gold, and one of its last surahs was also written in 
gold. The Imam did not mention any imperfection in it, except that he 
said: T do not like the Qur’an to be written in other than black ink, as it 
was inscribed for the first time.”

This bespeaks the vehement strictness of the Imam regarding the 
protection and preservation of the Qur’an, so much so that he wished to 
maintain the original colour of the ink, so that the Qur’an would not be 
confused with anything else due to additions or embellishments.

2) Imam Muhammad ibn ‘All al-Baqir has said: ‘The Qur’an is one, 
and it has been revealed by the One and Only God, and these differences 
come from the narrators.’ This means that the recitation revealed by 
God is unique and that the Qur’an was revealed in one form, and that 
the differences in the narration of the text is derived from the ijtihad of 
the reciters. The next tradition explains this point.

3) Imam Ja'far ibn Muhammad al-Sadiq said: ‘The Qur’an has been 
revealed in one harf from the One God.’ This means that the common 
recitations which the people have supposed to have been mutawatir from 
the Prophet are negated. The Imam denied such a notion because the 
Qur’an was revealed in one form, but he did not negate the difference in 
dialects (according to our interpretation of the seven harfs), as indicated 
in other traditions narrated earlier.

4) Salim ibn Salamah said: ‘Someone recited some verses of the Qur’an 
before Imam al-Sadiq, and as 1 heard it, his recitation was different from 
that of the people. Imam Sadiq told him: ‘Refrain from this recitation and 
recite in the same way the people recite [the Qur’an].” Perhaps, this person 
was reciting the Qur’an as an exercise in the art of recitation, and since 
such recitations are tantamount to playing with the text of the Qur’an, 
the Imam forbad it. He told the man to choose the same popular recitation 
adopted by the people, for the correct recitation which is enjoined in the 
shariah is the same recitation received generation after generation from 
the Prophet, given by Gabriel from God, the Almighty, and one must pay 
no attention to reciters who use the science of recitation as a vehicle for 
innovation or novelty in their profession. Therefore only the recitation 
which is consistent with that of the generality should be followed.
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5) Sufyan ibn Samt has said: ‘I asked Imam al-Sadiq about the revelation 
(tanzil) of the Qur’an. He said: ‘Recite it the way you have learned it.”

He had asked about the original text as it was revealed for the first 
time, because he had noticed that the reciters had different opinions in 
this regard, and the Imam replied that the original text is that which is 
prevalent today amongst the people. His declaration: ‘Recite the way 
you have learned it,’ signifies that ‘It is incumbent upon you [that is, the 
Muslims as a whole] to recite the Qur’an as you have learned it through 
your predecessors from the Prophet.’

6) ‘All ibn al-Hakam said: “Abdullah ibn Farqad and Mu'alla ibn Khunays 
spoke with me in the presence of Imam al-Sadiq, and RabTah al-Ra’y 
was also with us. The virtues of the Qur’an were mentioned, and Imam 
al-Sadiq said: ‘If Ibn Mas'ud was not reciting the Qur’an according to our 
recitation, then he had strayed.’ RabTah wandered aloud: ‘Strayed?’ and 
the Imam replied: ‘Yes, strayed.’The Imam added: ‘We recite the Qur’an 
according to the recitation of Ubayy.”

Perhaps it was that the discussion was focused on the unusual recitation 
of Ibn Mas'ud, and the Imam reminded them that they were invalid 
and that the correct recitation is none other than the recitation of th 
common Muslims. Thus anyone who goes against this common way of the 
masses has strayed, because such a person deviates from the way of the 
Muslims as passed down by the Prophet from generation to generation. 
And if Ibn Mas'ud allegedly recited the Qur’an contrary to the way of 
the Muslims, he had strayed, for the middle path is that taken by the 
Muslim community, and anyone, whoever it may be, who deviates from 
the middle path has strayed.

Meanwhile, the statement of the Imam that ‘We recite the Qur’an 
according to the recitation of Ubayy’ points to the standardisation of the 
Qur’an during the time of ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan, when Ubayy ibn Ka‘b used 
to dictate the Qur’an and an appointed team would write it according to 
his dictation. Whenever there was a difference concerning the original 
text, they would refer to him in order to resolve the matter. Hence, the 
existing codice which is acceptable to the Muslim populace is attested 
to by Ubayy ibn Ka‘b. Therefore ‘according to the recitation of Ubayy’ 
alludes to that which the Muslim masses presently follow.
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7) Shaykh Saduq narrates on the authority of Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq, 
who narrated from his forefathers that the Messenger of God said: ‘Learn 
the Qur’an in the same superior Arabic, and refrain from nabr in the 
Qur’an [that is, the exaggeration of hamzah]!412

Imam al-Sadiq said: ‘The over-expression of the hamzah is tantamount 
to adding something to the Qur’an, with the exception of the original 
hamzahs such as aCJji (al-khab’a) in the verses:

^jJ) 41) (rV:ro);

(1difun) (M:0);

and Jil/als (jdciddra'tum) (r:Vr).’t,r

In some manuscripts, the word al-nabr has been written with zay, i.e., 
al-nabz, which is a mistake. As mentioned earlier from al-Nihayah by Ibn 
al-Athlr, al-nabr is correct, and al-KisaT read it as such.

The fact that ‘Recite the Qur’an in pure Arabic’414 is mentioned in the 
traditions of Ahl al-Bayt shows the ardent desire to preserve the original 
language of the Qur’an - classical Arabic and its prevalent dialects - so that 
the Qur’an would be immune from any sort of distortion or misreading, 
and no changes would find a way into it.

The Codifications of Famous Recitations
From the very beginning, the Muslims used to recite the Qur’an in 

the way they heard from the Companions of the Prophet, and after the 
Companions, in the way they learned it from the Successers (tabiun) and 
the great predecessors who lived in different cities. In Medina there were 
Sa‘Td ibn Musayyib, ‘Urwah ibn Zubayr, Salim ibn ‘Abdillah al-‘Adaw7, 
Mu‘adh ibn Harith, ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Hurmuz, Muhammad ibn Muslim 
ibn Shihab, Muslim ibn Jundub and Zayd ibn Aslam; in Mecca there were 
‘Ubayd ibn ‘Umayr, ‘Ata’,Tawus, Mujahid, ‘Ikrimah and ‘Abdullah ibn Abl 
Mallkah; in Kufa there were ‘Alqamah, Aswad, Masruq, ‘Ubaydah, ‘Amr 
ibn SharhabTl, Harith ibn Qays, RabT ibn Khuthaym, ‘Amr ibn Maymun,

412 Abu Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Ali ibn Babawayh al-Saduq, Ma'am al-Akhbar (Najaf, 
1971), 327. .
413 See al-Saduq, Ma'am al-Akhbdr, 98.
414 See Al-Hurr al-‘AmilT, Wasa’il al-Shfah, vol. 6, chapter 30, on the recitation of the 
Qur’an, hadfth 1,222.
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Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulaml, Zirr ibn Hubaysh, ‘Ubayd ibn Nadllah, Abu 
Zar'ah, SaTd ibn Jubayr, Ibrahim al-Nakha‘1 and Sha'bl; in Basra there were 
‘Amir ibn ‘Abd Qays, Abu al-‘Aliyah, Abu Raja’, Nasr ibn ‘Asim, Yahya ibn 
Ya'mur and Jabir ibn Zayd; and in the Levant there were Ibn Abl Shihab 
and Khalld ibn Sa‘d, the companion of Abu al-Darda’.

At the time, they and others like them were considered scholars 
of the ummah in different quarters, and experts to whom the Muslims 
would refer in various aspects of Islamic studies. Their expertise was 
comprehensive and not confined to Qur’anic recitation. Later on, some 
concentrated on the science of recitation as their own field of expertise. 
They became well known for their recitation and teaching of the Qur’an, 
and were the forerunners in this field to whom people would come from 
far and wide to learn the Qur’an.

There would usually be a reciter (qart) in each city or region from 
whom the people would learn the Qur’an, and because of their social 
standing, different recitations became attributed to them. Among those 
who gained prominence in Medina were Abu Ja‘far YazTd ibn Qa‘qa‘, 
Shaybah ibn Nassah and Nafi‘ ibn Abl Nu‘aym; in Mecca, ‘Abdullah ibn 
KathTr, Hamid ibn Qays and Muhammad ibn Muhaysin; in Kufa, Yahya 
ibn al-Waththab, ‘Asim ibn Abl al-Najud, Sulayman al-A‘mash, Hamzah 
and al-KisaT; in Basra, ‘Abdullah ibn Abl Ishaq, ‘Isa ibn ‘Umar, Abu ‘Amr 
ibn al-‘Ala’, ‘Asim al-Jahdarl and Ya'qub al-Hadraml; and in the Levant, 
‘Abdullah ibn ‘Amir, ‘Atiyyah ibn Qays, ‘Abdullah ibn Muhajir, Yahya ibn 
Abl al-Harith al-Dhamarl and Shurayh ibn Yazld al-Hadraml.

Following them the number of reciters increased, and were scattered 
throughout the different regions of the Muslim lands of the time, one 
generation succeeding another. As indicated earlier, however, they had 
different ways of teaching the Qur’an. Some of them were systematically 
erudite in the recitation of the Qur’an, observing both the narration 
(riwayah) and the rationale (idirdyah), but others had shortcomings in 
this respect, and differences emerged. Gradually the transcriptions of 
the recitations developed imperfections in more and more radical ways. 
In the words of Ibn al-Jazarl: ‘It was feared that falsehood would wear 
the garb of truth.’415 Thus, distinguished scholars and others within the 
ummah stood firm, and strove hard to study the texts and distinguish what

415 See Ibn al-Jazarl, al-Nashr fial-Qiraat al-‘Ashar, vol. 1,9.
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was well-established from the spurious, and to specify the principles of 
recitation. As a result, Qur’anic recitation emerged as a specific science 
with its own distinct rules. Within this framework, there was also a process 
of selection and ijtihad, as explained to some extent earlier.

The first reliable imam to comprehensively record and codify legitimate 
recitations was Abu ‘Ubayd Qasim ibn Salam al-Ansarl (d. 224/839), who 
is regarded as a student of al-KisaT. Ibn al-Jazarl says: ‘According to my 
reckoning, he has limited the number of reciters to twenty-five, and 
those who later became known as the Seven Reciters were included 
amongst them.

After him, Ahmad ibnjubayr ibn Muhammad Abu Ja‘far al-Kuff (d. 
258/872), who lived in Antioch, wrote a book in which he compiled the five 
recitations that had been established in the Muslim territories. Thereafter, 
QadTIsma‘11 ibn Ishaq, a companion of Qalun (d. 282/895), wrote a book on 
recitation in which the recitations of twenty of the imams are recorded. 
After him, Abu Ja‘far al-Tabari (d. 310/922) wrote al-Jami', in which there 
are more than twenty recitations.

Shortly after, Abu Bakr Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Dajunl (d. 324/936) 
wrote a book on recitation in which he added Abu Ja‘far - who was one of 
the Ten Reciters - to the others. Afterwards, Abu Bakr Ahmad ibn Musa 
‘Ibn Mujahid’ (d. 324/936) continued Dajunfs work, and he was the first 
to limit the number of recitations to seven.

After Ibn Mujahid, others wrote books according to his model. Amongst 
them were Ahmad ibn Nasr al-ShadhaT (d. 370/980) and Ahmad ibn 
Husayn ibn Mihran (d. 381/991). Ahmad added three more to the Seven 
Reciters, and the term ‘the Ten Reciters’ came into being. Another writer 
was Muhammad ibn Ja‘far al-KhuzaT (d. 408/1017), who wrote a book 
entitled al-Muntaha in which he covered certain topics that were not 
mentioned in previous writings.

These recitations were not prevalent in Andalusia and the Maghrib 
until the latter part of the fourth century AH, when certain proponents 
of recitations from Egypt travelled to these lands and promulgated their 
recitations there. Abu ‘Umar Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Talamankl (d. 
429/1037), the author of al-Rawdah, was the first person to promote such 
recitations in Andalusia.

*416

416 Ibid, vol 1,34.
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After him, Abu Muhammad al-Makkl ibn AbTTalib al-QaysT (d. 437/1045), 
the author of al-Tabsirah and al-Kashfan Wujuh al-Qird’at al-Sab‘, and then 
Hafiz Abu ‘Amr ‘Uthman ibn Sa‘Td al-Danl (d. 444/1052), the author of 
al-Taysir and Jami al-Bayan, continued this work.

Abu ‘All Hasan ibn ‘All al-Ahwaz! (d. 446/1054) wrote books on recitation 
in Damascus. During the same period, Abu al-Qasim YQsuf ibn ‘All al- 
HudhalT (d. 465/1072) travelled from the Maghrib to the East, visiting 
different countries where he spoke on the recitations of the imams of 
qiraah. He reached Transoxiana417 and engaged in Qur’anic recitation in 
Ghazni and other cities. He then wrote a book entitled al-Kamil in which 
he mentions fifty recitations of the famous imams and 1,459 traditions. 
He writes: ‘From the farthest parts of Morroco to the gates of Fergana I 
have met three hundred and sixty-five masters of recitation.’

After al-Hudhall, Abu Ma'shar ‘Abd al-Karlm ibn ‘Abd al-Samad al-Tabari 
(d. 478/1085) wrote al-TalkhTs and Sawq al-Arus on the eight recitations, in 
which he includes 1,550 chains of transmission and narrations. According 
to Ibn al-Jazarl: ‘We know of no one better than these two in codifying 
the science of recitation, other than Abu al-Qasim ‘Isa ibn ‘Abd al-‘AzTz 
al-Iskandarl (d. 629/1231), whose book al-Jami‘ al-Akbar wa al-Bahr al- 
Azkhar contains 7,000 traditions and channels of transmission.’ Ibn al- 
Jazarl adds: ‘Writing books on the recitations still continues, and the 
authors tell of sound (sahih) or irregular (shadhdh) recitations on the 
basis of their research or what they consider authentic, and they cannot 
be denied by anyone. In fact, they are following their predecessors, for 
qiraah is a practical tradition handed down from one person to another, 
which has been followed in the way mentioned in the books al-Kamil by 
al-Hudhall, Sawq al-Arus by Tabari, al-Iqna by AhwazT, al-Kifayah by Abu 
al-‘Izz, al-Mabhaj by Sibt al-Khayyat, al-Rawdah by al-Malikl, and the like. 
They recite according to the narrations in these books, whether they are 
weak (da'Tf) and irregular, those of the Seven Reciters, the Ten Reciters 
or others, and we have come across no one who objected to this method 
or opposed it.’418

417 Transoxiana [ma ward’ al-nahr (beyond the (Oxus) river)]: roughly corresponding 
to present-day Uzbekistan. [Trans.]
418 Ibn al-Jazarl, al-Nashr ftal-Qiraat al-‘Ashar, vol. 1,36.
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Restricting Recitations to the Seven Recitations
The attention given by the Muslims to the recitation of the Qur’an 

is clear, and it has been demonstrated how at all times the people took 
great pains to preserve, codify and adopt the recitations of well-known 
personalities. Moreover, those of each region paid most attention to the 
local reciters, and no one - Sunni or Shfa - has ever raised any objection 
to this lasting practice. Thus, the research of the reciters and their ijtihad 
when choosing and adopting a recitation was accepted by all and, within 
the framework of specific conditions that were mentioned earlier, they 
would learn and adopt a recitation.

This method of learning and teaching qiraah persisted until the 
beginning of the fourth century AH, when the celebrated genius of 
Baghdad, Ibn Mujahid, appeared. He was expert in winning the hearts 
of the people and influencing the governing officials. He had officially 
earned the title of shaykh al-qurra (Master of the Reciters), and most of 
the people turned their attention to him. But he had rivals who were 
superior to him and had more experience in Qur’anic sciences. They 
would denigrate Ibn Mujahid on account of his poor knowledge, his 
limited number of narrations from the sheikhs, his not having travelled 
in search of knowledge, and his ignorance of the science of recitation 
and the various recitations transmitted from the great imams.

Al-Mu‘afr Abu al-Faraj says: ‘One day I went to Ibn Shanbudh. In front 
of him were piles of books. He told me to open the door of his library. 
There were cabinets inside and books of a particular field of studies in 
each cabinet, and I took and opened no book which Ibn Shanbudh did 
not know by heart as he knew Surah al-Hamd. He then told me: ‘In spite 
of this, there is high acclaim for Ibn Mujahid.”

Al-‘Allaf also narrates: ‘I asked Abu Tahir: ‘Who is superior and more 
meritorious, Abu Bakr ibn Mujahid or Abu al-Hasan ibn Shanbudh?’ Abu 
Tahir replied: ‘The intellect of Ibn Mujahid is superior to his knowledge, 
while the knowledge of Ibn Shanbudh is superior to his intellect.

Ibn al-Jazarl has said: ‘As may happen to partners and peers, there 
was also a dispute between Ibn Mujahid and Ibn Shanbudh, such that Ibn 
Shanbudh would not accept as a student anyone who was once a student

”419

419 Ibn al-Jazarl, Chayat al-NihdyahpTabaqat al-Qurra', vol. 2,54-56.
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of Ibn Mujahid, saying: ‘This person has not let his feet touch the dust 
of the path of knowledge."

Ibn Mujahid would rigidly replicate the recitation of his predecessors. 
‘Abd al-Wahid ibn AbT Hashim says: ‘Someone asked Ibn Mujahid: ‘Why 
do you not choose a distinct recitation?’ He said in reply: ‘Our need in 
preserving the achievements of the preceding imams is more than in 
choosing our own recitation to be established after us.’’420

It was on Ibn Mujahid’s account that Ibn Muqlah the vizier summoned 
and condemned Ibn Shanbudh421 and Ibn Muqsim422 in a court of jurists 
(fuqaha) in order to prevent them from exercising ijtihad in order to 
choose a specific qira’ah. Dr. SubhT Salih says: ‘Both court hearings were 
held by the order of Shaykh Al-Qurra’ [ibn Mujahid], who was the first 
person to codify the Seven Readings. Ibn Mujahid learned qiraah from 
Ibn Shadhan al-RazT. Ibn Muqsim and Ibn Shanbudh were also among 
the students of Ibn Shadhan. However, their commonality in learning 
qiraah from the same teacher or sheikh did not prevent Ibn Mujahid 
from violently opposing his two peers.’423

Ibn Shanbudh’s objection to the policy of Ibn Mujahid (of limiting 
the recitations to seven) was also vehement. Ibn Muqsim also strongly 
protested against the elimination of choice and adopting a particular 
recitation, saying: ‘Just as Khalaf ibn Hisham, Abu ‘Ubayd and Ibn Su‘dan 
were able to choose a particular recitation and were allowed to do so, 
others who have come after should also do the same.’424

Ibn Mujahid left no stone unturned in the attempt to remove ijtihad in 
qiraah, and to a certain extent he succeeded, for the prevailing conditions 
at that gloomy and chaotic time in Muslim society helped him fulfil his 
desire and isolate his opponents. Limiting the recitations to seven was 
one of his tasks, and if there were any faults or inconsistencies involved, 
he was to be blamed for carrying it out hastily.

420 Al-DhahabT, Ma'rifat al-Qurra’ al-Kibar, vol. 1,217.
421 He is Muhammad ibn Ahmad ibn Ayyub ibn Shanbudh. See Ibn al-Jazarl, Ghayat 
al-NihayahpTabaqatal-Qurra, vol. 2,52.
422 He is Muhammad ibn al-Hasan ibn Ya'qub ibn al-Hasan ibn Muqsim. See Ibn al- 
JazarT, Ghayat al-Nihayah pTabaqat al-Qurra, vol. 2,123.
423 SubhT Salih, Mabahith pVliim al-Quran, 251-252; see al-Dhahabl, Marifat al-Qurra 
al-Kibar, vol. 1, 221, 247.
424 Al-DhahabT, Ma'rifat al-Qurra al-Kibar, vol. 1,249.
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Dr. Subhl Salih says: ‘The one who has the lion’s share of condemnation 
for this illusion (of considering the Seven Readings as the only credible 
recitations) is Ibn Mujahid, who, at the threshold of the third/ninth century 
in Baghdad, embarked upon the codification of the Seven Readings of the 
seven imams of Mecca, Medina, Basra, Kufa and the Levant, popularising 
them as the only accurate and reliable recitations. There was no real basis 
for this, but merely probability, because amongst the leading reciters, there 
were a considerable number who were superior to the Seven Reciters.

Admittedly, when scholars such as Abu ‘Ubayd Qasim ibn Salam, Abu 
Ja'far al-Tabari, Abu Hatim al-Sijistanl, as well as others, were writing 
their works on the science of Qur’anic recitation, they made no reference 
to ‘the Seven Readings,’ and the expression was barely known. In their 
writings they mention more recitations. The term ‘Seven Readings’ was 
popularised in the first half of the fourth/tenth century by Ibn Mujahid, 
who did not have a comprehensive knowledge of the traditions and had 
not travelled to gain knowledge.426 As a result, the laity imagined that 
the ‘Seven Readings’ were identical to the ‘seven harfs’ mentioned in 
the traditions of the Prophet. As such, all prominent personalities and 
critics have strongly disapproved of Ibn Mujahid’s methods, since he 
was responsible for creating this false notion and degrading the status 
of other imams who were better than the Seven Reciters.

Examples of these condemnations are given below:

• Imam Abu al-‘Abbas Ahmad ibn ‘Ammar al-MahdawT, a qarl 
and exegete of the Qur’an, strongly condemns Ibn Mujahid, 
saying: ‘The originator of the limitation of the recitations to 
seven did something improper, and brought the notion that 
the Seven Readings are the same as the seven harfs mentioned 
in the tradition to the simple-minded laity. Perhaps if he had 
established a number other than seven, this false notion 
would not have come about, and there would have been no 
misgiving at all. Moreover, he had set a limit of two narrators as 
proponents of every imam, thus if someone heard a recitation 
from a third party other than the two narrators, it would be 
considered invalid. This is while in many instances this same

M25

425 Subhl Salih, Mabahith fi'Ulum al-Quran, 148,247.
426 Zarkashi, al-Burhan, vol. 1,327.
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recitation might be authentic and more popular, and so it 
is possible for the ignorant to go to extremes, ending up in 
error and disbelief.’427

• Abu Bakr ibn al-‘ArabT has said in this regard: ‘It should not 
be thought that only the seven recitations are approved, so 
that other recitations such as those of Abu Ja‘far, Shaybah 
and A'mash, who were equal to the seven reciters - nay, even 
better - are disallowed.’ After mentioning this comment of 
Ibn al-‘ArabT, Jalal al-DTn al-SuyutT says: ‘Others have also 
mentioned this, and among them Abu Muhammad MakkT 
ibn AbITalib, Abu al-‘Ala’ al-Hamdanl and other imams of 
the reciters can be mentioned.’428

• AthTr al-DTn Abu Hayyan al-AndalusI says: ‘In the books of Ibn 
Mujahid and those who followed him, only a limited number 
of the famous reciters have been mentioned. In the case of Abu 
‘Amr ibn al-‘Ala’, seventeen narrators have been mentioned, 
but in the book of Ibn Mujahid, there is only the name of al- 
YazTdT. Ten individuals have narrated from al-YazTdl, and Ibn 
Mujahid only mentions al-SusT and al-Dawrl, whereas these 
two were in no way superior to others, since they were all 
the same in discipline, resilience and knowledge of qiraah, 
and we cannot see any reason for this exclusion other than 
his lack of adequate knowledge.

1 The master imam Isma'Tl ibn Ibrahim ibn Qarrab, in the first 
part of his book al-Shafi, says: ‘Clinging to the Seven Readings 
and relinquishing other recitations is not anchored in any 
document, text, method or practice, and its only basis is that 
from amongst the late-comers [alluding to Ibn Mujahid], who 
were unfamiliar with more than seven readings, a book has 
been brought forth entitled al-Sab‘ah which only contains 
seven readings. And because of the author’s popularity and 
reputation, the laity have imagined that it is not permitted

•429

427 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1, 80.
428 Ibid.
429 Ibid.
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to adhere to recitations other than the Seven Readings. After 
Ibn Mujahid, many others have written books on qira’ah, and 
for every imam of qiraah many traditions and differences 
have been mentioned, but no one has said that on account 
of these traditions a certain recitation is not allowed if it is 
not mentioned in the book of Ibn Mujahid.’430

• Abu al-Hasan ‘All ibn Muhammad (the teacher and sheikh 
of Abu Shamah) says: ‘In the latter part of the fourth/tenth 
century, Abu Bakr ibn Mujahid, with whom ended the leadership 
of qiraah and who was superior to the people of his time, 
collected the recitations that were consistent with the writing 
of the codices and selected the reciters whose recitations 
were popular. And in view of the number of codices ‘Uthman 
dispatched to the major Muslim centres, and based on the 
saying of the Prophet that the Qur’an has been revealed in 
seven harfs, he selected seven reciters and their readings and 
regarded them as the imams of qiraah in their respective 
places and regions. Therefore, Ibn Mujahid was the first to 
restrict the number of reciters to seven, and wrote a book on 
their recitations. And in this regard, the people have followed 
him, but prior to him, no one had ever codified the recitations 
of these seven persons.’431

• Abu Muhammad MakkT ibn AbTTalib also says in this regard: 
'All these seven readings are regarded as part of the ‘seven 
harfs’ on the basis of which the Qur’an has been revealed. But 
it is a serious mistake to suppose that the recitation of each 
of these reciters is one of the seven harfs, for the outcome of 
this belief is that any recitation which has not been adopted 
by the seven reciters should be rejected.’ He also adds that 
the imams of qiraah have mentioned in their books more 
than seventy people of a higher standing than these seven. 
Moreover, some scholars have set aside these seven reciters

430 Ibn al-Jazarl, al-Nashr fi al-Qira’at al-‘Ashar, vol. 1,46.
431 Abu al-Hasan Ali ibn Muhammad al-SakhawT, Jamal al-Qurra’wa Kamal al-Iqra (Beirut: 
Mu’assasat al-Kutub al-Thaqafiyyah, 1993), 111. See al-MaqdisT, al-Murshid al-Wajiz, 160.
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and refrained from mentioning them in their books on qird'ah.
For example, Abu Hatim and others have not mentioned 
Hamzah, al-KisaT and Ibn ‘Amir in their books, while citing 
around twenty of the imams of qird'ah who were superior to 
the Seven Reciters. Similarly, in his book al-Qira’at, Tabari 
mentions fifteen other scholars in addition to the Seven 
Reciters. Abu ‘Ubayd and Ismail al-Qadlalso do the same.

He adds: ‘Therefore, how is it permissible for someone to think that 
the recitations of these seven individuals from a later generation are 
the same as the seven harfs? This is a great mistake. Is this claim based 
upon a textual proof from the Prophet, or something else? How can it be 
accepted that al-KisaT would suddenly be included amongst the Seven 
Reciters during the period of al-Ma’mun, while the seventh reciter was 
Ya'qub al-Hadraml, and Ibn Mujahid replaced him with al-Kisal around 
the year 300/912?’432

• Hafiz ibn al-Jazarl says: ‘I have heard from certain ignorant 
people that the correct recitations are those of the Seven 
Reciters. In fact, many simpletons and uninformed people 
suppose that the correct recitations are those that are 
mentioned in al-Shatibiyyah and al-TaysTr. Some recitations 
which are not mentioned in these two books, or not from 
one of these seven reciters, are even considered irregular and 
contrary to the rule, even though they are more correct. This 
misunderstanding is derived from the false notion that the 
Seven Recitations are the same as the seven harfs mentioned 
in the tradition.’

He adds: ‘Many of the later imams have condemned Ibn Mujahid’s 
limitation of the number of reciters to seven, attributing error ofjudgment 
to him, and saying: ‘Had he chosen a number lesser or greater than seven 
or categorically stated his intent, the ignorant would not have succumbed 
to this misunderstanding.”433

432 See al-Ash'arl, al-lbdnah, 102; al-MaqdisT, al-Murshid al-Wajiz, 151-153.
433 Ibn al-Jazarl, al-Nashr ftal-Qira’dt al-‘Ashar, vol. 1,36.
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• Jalal al-DTn al-SuyutT says: ‘The former authorities have 
strongly protested against those who imagined that the 
famous recitations are those which are mentioned in such 
books as al-Taysir and al-Shatibiyyah, and the last person to 
have made this clear was Shaykh TaqT al-DTn al-SubukT.’434

These were the objections of the authorities against Ibn Mujahid for 
limiting the recitations to seven, yet they seem to have been of little avail.

A survey of existing works shows that from the beginning of the 
fourth/tenth century the laity have maintained the same notion, and 
have limited the reciters to seven by blind imitation. Indeed, later scholars 
seem to have been unable to remain neutral or adopt a position contrary 
to the common view, and have in effect followed the same downward 
trajectory. One such scholar is Abu Muhammad MakkT (d. 437/1045), who 
was one of the sternest opponents of limiting the recitations to seven. 
Nonetheless, in his book entitled al-Kashf‘An Wujuh al-Qiraat al-Sab‘ he 
decided to deal with the Seven Recitations only.

Another such scholar was Abu ‘Amr ‘Uthman ibn Sa‘Td al-Danl (d. 
444/1052), who likewise only dealt with the Seven Recitations in his book 
al-Taysir. Yet another example is Abu ‘Abdillah Muhammad ibn Shurayh 
lshblll (d/ 476/1083), who exclusively dealt with the Seven Recitations 
and their narrators in his book al-Kap. Similarly, Abu Hafs ‘Umar ibn 
Qasim al-Ansarl al-AndalusI focused only on the Seven Recitations in 
his book al-Mukarrar.

Abu Muhammad Qasim ibn FTrruh al-Shatibl (d. 590/1194) composed an 
ode called Hirzal-Amaniwa Wajh al-Tahaniabout the Seven Recitations, and 
following the common belief, in imitation of Ibn Mujahid has mentioned 
two narrators for every reciter. Other writers have also written similar 
works, and all of them have limited the number of recitations to seven.

Only some of the later scholars have added three other qaris to the 
Seven Reciters, and following Ibn Mujahid have mentioned two narrators 
for each of the additional three. Among them was Shams al-DTn Abu al- 
Khayr ibn al-JazarT (d. 833/1429), who wrote a two-volume book entitled 
al-Nashr fi al-Qira’at al-Ashar and another entitled al-Tahbir fi Qiraat al- 
A’immah al-Asharah. He also composed an elegy called Tibat al-Nashr fi al- 
Qiraat al-'Ashar after the same fashion. Since the time of Ibn al-JazarT until

434 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,81.
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recently, all writers on qiraat have done the same. Amongst contemporary 
writers is Muhammad Salim Muhaysin, who has written al-Muhadhdhab 
fi al-Qiraat al-Ashar.

Some have added four more reciters from amongst the irregular 
qaris to the ten, increasing the number of trusted reciters to fourteen. 
The book lthaf Fudala’ al-Bashar fi al-Qiraat al-Arbaat'Askar written by 
Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Damyatl (d. 1117/1705) is based on such an 
innovative approach.

The followers of the Shfa school of thought, however, are of the opinion 
that the only basis for the credibility of a recitation is that it fulfils the 
conditions already mentioned and is consistent with that known to the 
majority of Muslims; and that is no more than one reading, for the text of 
the Qur’an is singular and has been revealed by the One and Only God - al- 
quranu wahidun nazala min ‘indi al-wahid. All the differences in recitation 
stem from the ijtihad of those reciters who regarded themselves as the 
narrators (proponents) of the text of the Qur’an. Mutawatir hearing and 
transmission is the sole criterion for receiving the text of the Qur’an, and 
any kind of ijtihad involved is of no value. According to the narration of 
Hafs, these characteristics apply exclusively to the recitation of‘Asim.

Distinctions Regarding the Recitation ofHafs
Therefore the only recitation with an authentic chain of transmission 

and supported by the Muslim populace is the recitation of Hafs, and it 
has prevailed amongst the Muslims throughout the centuries until now 
for the reasons that follow.

The recitation of Hafs is that of the majority of Muslims, because Hafs 
and his teacher ‘Asim adhered strictly to an authentic mutawatir narration 
that was also consistent with the common recitation. ‘Asim learned the 
recitation from his sheikh, Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulaml, who in turn 
learned it from Imam ‘All, the Commander of the Faithful, who followed 
no other recitation than that of the original text of the Revelation which 
was consecutively transmitted by the Muslims uninterruptedly from 
the Prophet. This was imparted by ‘Asim to his student Hafs, and as 
such, it has won the trust of Muslims throughout the course of Islamic 
history, solely because it conforms with the original text and the common 
recitation. The attribution of this recitation to Hafs does not mean that
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it is based upon his ijtihad. Rather, it is only an honorific attribution to 
identify it as such, since it is the recitation adopted and accepted by 
Hafs, and from the very beginning it has been mutawatir and widespread 
amongst the Muslims.

Amongst the reciters ‘Asim was known for his excellent characteristics 
which distinguished him as a personality. He had a good and reliable 
memory, and was very cautious when learning the Qur’an from others. He 
did not receive his recitation from anyone else but Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman 
al-Sulaml, who in turn had learned it from ‘All. He presented the recitation 
to Zirr ibn Hubaysh, who had learnt recitation from Ibn Mas‘ud.

lbn ‘Ayyash has said: ‘Asim told me: ‘No one except Abu ‘Abd al- 
Rahman ever recited a word of the Qur’an to me, and whenever I learnt 
from him, I would relay whatever I had learnt of the Qur’an to Zirr ibn 
Hubaysh. Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman learnt the recitation from ‘All, while Zirr 
ibn Hubaysh learnt it from ‘Abdullah ibn Mas‘Gd.”435 It is for this reason 
that according to Ibn Khallikan: ‘In the qiraah, only ‘Asim has been held 
in high regard.’436 As such, throughout Muslim history ‘Asim’s qiraah has 
been the recitation common amongst the Muslims and given preference 
over others. Qasim ibn Ahmad al-Khayyat (d. 292/904) was proficient 
and reliable, and was the leading scholar and expert in the recitation of 
‘Asim, and for this reason the consensus of opinion amongst the people 
gave preference to his recitation.437

At the beginning of the fourth/tenth century, in the qiraah learning 
sessions of Ibn Mujahid, the qari of Baghdad, there were fifteen experts in 
the recitation of‘Asim, which was the only one Ibn Mujahid would teach.438

Naftwayh Ibrahim ibn Muhammad (d. 323/934), who taught the Qur’an 
for fifty years, would recite the Qur’an according to ‘Asim’s recitation 
whenever he began his classes. Thereafter he would deal with other 
recitations.439

Also, the people of Kufa, who were virtuous and learned, accepted the 
recitation of‘Asim,440 and it was preferred by Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal.

435 Al-DhahabI, Ma'rifat al-Qurra al-Kibar, vol. 1,75.
436 Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-A'yan (Beirut: Dar al-Thaqafah, n.d.), vol. 3, hadith 315,9.
437 Ibn al-Jazarl, Ghayat al-Nihayah pTabaqat al-Qurra’, vol. 2,11.
438 Al-DhahabI, Ma'rifat al-Qurra al-Kibar, vol. 1,217.
439 Ibn Hajar, Lisan al-Mizan, vol. 1,109.
440 Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, vol. 5,39.
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As narrated by al-Dhahabl: ‘Ahmad ibn Hanbal said: “Asim was reliable, 
and I have adopted his recitation”441

Hence, all the imams of qiraah have tried to link the chains of 
transmission of their respective recitations to ‘Asim, in accordance with 
the narration of Hafs in particular. Imam Shams al-DTn al-Dhahabl says: 
‘The main concern is to acquire the recitation of the Glorious Qur'an 
through ‘Asim.’ He then narrates his chains of transmission (isnads) up 
to Hafs, from ‘Asim, Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-SulamT, Imam ‘All, and from 
Zirr ibn Hubaysh from Ibn Mas‘ud. And these two [imam ‘All ana Ibn 
Mas'ud] heard it from the Prophet, who received it from God through 
the agency of Gabriel.442

As such, the prominent imdmiyyah scholars and jurists favoured the 
recitation of‘Asim as narrated by Hafs, for they regarded it as the only 
one consistent with the eloquent dialect of the Quraysh in which the 
Qur’an was revealed, and on which the Arabs and Muslims ail agree.

The prominent warrior scholar, Abu al-Hasan Thabit ibn Aslam al- 
HalabT, who was an exemplary student of TaqT al-DTn Abu al-Salah al- 
HalabT and his successor, and who attained the lofty status of martyrdom 
in 460/1068, wrote a book on the pre-eminence of ‘Asim’s recitation and 
its justification, where he explains how it is the same recitation as that 
of the Quraysh.443

Also, Abu Ja‘far Rashid al-DTn Muhammad ibn ‘All ibn Shahrashubfd. 
588/1192) says in his valuable book al-Manaqib: “Asim learnt the qiraah 
from Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-SulamT, who in turn learnt the recitation 
of the entire Qur’an from ‘All, the Commander of the Faithful.’ He adds: 
‘The most eloquent recitation is the recitation of‘Asim, for he learnt 
it from its source, and where others have strayed, he has chosen the 
straight path.’444

Similarly, the distinguishedjurisprudent (faqih) Abu Mansurjamal al- 
DTn Hasan ibn Yusuf ibn Mutahhar al-‘Allamah al-HillT (d.762/1326) says

441 Al-DhahabT, Mizan al-I‘tiddl, vol. 2,358.
442 Al-DhahabT, Marifat al-Qurra al-Kibar, vol. 1,77.
443 As quoted by SafadT. See SiyarA'lam al-Nubala, vol. 18, hadith 92, footnote 1,176; 
Introduction to KulaynT, al-Kafi, 18; al-Amln, A'yan al-Shfah, vol. 4, 7, line 2. Sayyid 
‘Amill narrates from al-Dhahabl the attribution of the book to him.
444 Ibn Shahrashub, Manaqib Al AbTTalib, vol. 2,43.
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in his book al-Muntaha: ‘For me the best of recitations is the recitation 
of ‘Asim.’445

The great qari1 Imad al-DTn AstarabadT - one of the ‘ulama of the ninth/ 
fifteenth century - wrote a book on ‘Asim’s recitation, wherein he gives 
the chain of transmission. This treatise is unique in this respect, and was 
written for the daughter of Shah Tahmasb SafawT. In its concluding part, 
he mentions and redresses whatever was not pointed out by al-Shatibl 
in his ode Shatibiyyah.446

The great teacher and qari Mustafa ibn Muhammad Ibrahim al-Tabrlz! 
(born 1007/1598), who lived in the Holy City of Mashhad during the 
eleventh/seventeenth century, wrote a valuable treatise on the chains 
of transmission (isnads) of the recitation of‘Asim.447 In sum, numerous 
books have been written by the ‘ulama’ regarding the value of ‘Asim’s 
recitation, and scholars have consistently been in unison with the Muslim 
population in holding ‘Asim’s recitation in high esteem. This in itself 
adds more credit to this recitation.

Hafs himself promoted the recitation of‘Asim throughout different 
regions. He was known for his distinctive discipline and diligence, and 
because of this the people liked to learn ‘Asim’s recitation as narrated 
by him in particular. In addition, Hafs was the most knowledgeable in 
qiraah amongst the companions of‘Asim, and ahead of his peer Abu 
Bakr ibn ‘Ayyash in memorising and preserving the recitation of‘Asim.448

Abu ‘Amr al-Danl says: ‘Hafs was the one who would introduce ‘Asim’s 
recitation to the people, and strived hard in promoting it. Both in Baghdad 
and Mecca he diligently learnt ‘Asim’s recitation.’449

Ibn MunadI has said: ‘The predecessors considered Hafs superior to Ibn 
‘Ayyash in the memorisation and preservation of the Qur’an, describing 
his memorisation of the recitation he learnt from ‘Asim as complete 
and accurate.’450

Critics and researchers regard Hafs’ narration of‘Asim as authentic. 
Ibn Ma‘!n says: ‘The authentic narration of‘Asim’s recitation which

445 M untaha al-Matlab, vol. 1,273, issue 6.
446 See Tehran!, al-Dhanah, vol. 17,55, hadith 304.
447 Ibid. vol. 12, hadith 1542,236.
448 Ibn al-Jazarl, Ghayat al-Nihayah fiJabaqatal-Qurra’, vol. 1,254.
449 Ibid.
450 Ibn al-Jazarl, al-Nashrpal-Qiraat al-‘Ashar, vol. 1,156.
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survives [up to now] is the narration of Hafs ibn Sulayman.’451 Hence, the 
recitation which has prevailed amongst the Muslims is that of‘Asim as 
narrated by Hafs. Moreover, the chain of transmission up to ‘Asim and 
Hafs from ‘All, the Commander of the Faithful, is concise and authentic 
and unequalled by others.

First of all, ‘Asim learnt the complete recitation from no one other 
than his teacher and sheikh, Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulaml, who was 
considered a great and honourable person, and if ever ‘Asim compared 
the recitation to that of someone else, it was merely for the sake of 
acquiring certainty. Ibn ‘Ayyash says: “Asim told me: ‘No one has ever 
recited a single word of the Qur’an to me except Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman 
al-Sulaml, who learnt it from ‘All. Whenever I left Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman, 
I would impart whatever I had learnt to Zirr ibn Hubaysh, who learnt 
the recitation from ‘Abdullah ibn Mas‘ud.”452

Secondly, ‘Asim had never shown any objections to his teacher and 
sheikh, Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulaml, for he was certain that whatever 
he learnt from him was the same as what his teacher had heard from 
‘All. In this regard, ‘Asim says: ‘Concerning the qiraah I had no dispute 
with Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulaml, and I have never had any objection 
to his recitation, for I know for certain that he had in no way deviated 
from the recitation of‘All.’453

And thirdly, ‘Asim transmitted this wonderfully short sanad of his 
recitation only to his stepson Hafs454 and no one else, and so this was a 
great boon for Hafs alone, and no other reciter. This distinction made Hafs 
a central figure for those who accepted only his recitation. He has said: 
“Asim told me: ‘The recitation I imparted to you is the same recitation 
which I have learnt from Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulaml, who in turn 
learnt it word for word from ‘All; and the recitation I imparted to Abu 
Bakr ibn ‘Ayyash is the recitation I presented to Zirr ibn Hubaysh, which 
he had learnt from Ibn Mas'ud.”455

451 ibid.
452 Al-DhahabT, Ma'rifat al-Qurra al-Kibar, vol. 1,75.
453 Ibid; Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat, vol. 1,348.
454 Hafs was the son of‘Asim’s wife, and was brought up by him.
455 Ibn al-Jazarl, Ghayat al-Nihayah pTabaqat al-Qurra\ vol. 1,346.
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It would be useful here to point out that in the exegesis of Surah al- 
Tahrim (ch. 66) under the verse (oais i*. k J^i.), (‘arrafa badahu wa 
arada ‘an bad), ‘AllamahTabrisT mentions that: ‘Al-KisaT was the only 
person who read with a single ra’ (arafa), while the rest of the reciters 
read it with tashdid (‘arrafa)! He then says: ‘Abu Bakr ibn ‘Ayyash, one of 
the two narrators of ‘Asim, has adopted the recitation with a single 
consonant (takhfif), and is reported to have said: ‘This is one of the ten 
recitations I have inserted in the recitation of‘Asim, which he learnt 
from ‘All. I wanted to purify the recitation of ‘All.’ He then added: ‘The 
recitation with takhfifis the recitation of Hasan al-Basrl and Abu ‘Abd 
al-Rahman al-SulamT.”456

In this regard, Tabari says: ‘All the reciters of all the cities, with the 
exception of al-KisaT, have recited this with tashdid, and it is al-KisaT 
who attributed the recitation with takhfif to Hasan al-Basrl, Abu ‘Abd 
al-Rahman al-Sulaml and Qatadah.’457

It is explained in books on qiraah that, with the exception of al-KisaT, 
no one recited this word with takhfif,458 and it is not clear where TabrisT got 
his narration, as no trace of it can be found in existing sources. In addition, 
the claim is contrary to the statement of‘Asim himself, who said that the 
recitation he taught Hafs was learnt by him solely through Abu ‘Abd al- 
Rahman al-Sulaml from ‘All, and that it is inconceivable that Abu Bakr ibn 
‘Ayyash had been involved or undertaken any change. It seems that there 
has been a certain indulgence in making this unwarranted attribution.

Does Hafs Ever Disagree with ‘Asim?
Ibn al-Jazarl states:

Hafs said: ‘In no instance did I ever go against the recitation of 
‘Asim, except in the case of the word daf (weakness) which is 
repeated thrice in the verse:

456 TabrisT, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 10,312.
457 Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 28,103.
458 See Ibn al-Jazari, al-Nashrpal-Qiraatal-'Ashar, vol. 2,388; Ibn al-JazarT, Sharh Tibah 
al-Nashr, 406-407; al-Danl, al-Taysir, 212; Abu Zar‘ah ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Muhammad, 
Hujjat al-Qiraat, (Beirut; Mu’assasat al-Risalah, 1399 q.), 713; Jamal al-DTn Abu al-Faraj 
‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Ali ibn Muhammad al-jawzl, Zad al-Masir fi ‘Ilm al-Tafsir, (Beirut: 
Dar al-Kitab al-‘ArabT, 1422 q.), vol. 8,309; Muhammad Salim Muhaysin, al-Muhadhdhab 
(Cairo: Maktabat al-Kulliyyat al-Azhariyyah, 1389 q.), vol. 2,417.
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It is God who created you from [a state of] weakness (dap 
then He gave you power after weakness. Then, after power,
He ordained weakness and old age (30:54).'

‘Asim would read the word da/with a fathah on dad, but Hafs would 
read it with a dammah on dad (du'fl.459 Abu Muhammad MakkI says: ‘Abu 
Bakr and Hamzah would read this word in all the three instances with a 
fathah on dad, and it is said that Hafs has also narrated it from ‘Asim like 
that. He himself, however, would read it on the basis of the narration of 
‘Abdullah ibn ‘Umar, with a dammah on the dad! Ibn ‘Umar has said: ‘I 
read this word with a fathah on dad in the presence of the Prophet and 
he corrected my reading, and read it in all the three instances with a 
dammah on the dad! MakkI adds: ‘Hafs is reported to have said: ‘In the 
recitation I learnt from ‘Asim, I had no disagreement with him other than 
with the reading of this word in all the three instances with a dammah.”460

It appears that this attribution is completely unjustifiable, for Hafs had 
never disagreed with the recitation of‘Asim and has never said as much. 
This is why MakkI has not explicitly attributed the statement to Hafs, and 
has narrated it in ambiguous terms461 by beginning the narration witt 
words such as ‘It is said that’ or ‘It is reported that/ thus implying some 
doubt on the matter. It seems that its accuracy is apparently unclear to 
him. This is an issue to which we give credence, because it is unreasonable 
that someone like Hafs should have confidence in Ibn ‘Umar, who spent 
his life in confusion and bewilderment, and prefer him over his own 
teacher and sheikh, who was known for his reliability and discipline, 
especially in view of the fact that the recitation of‘Asim is anchored in 
an authentic and sublime chain of transmission back to Imam ‘All, and 
that ‘Asim handed it to his own trainee Hafs, who was most trusted by 
him. This is not something that can be rendered doubtful by a single 
narration by someone whose credibility is questionable. How is it possible 
for such a question regarding a verse of the Qur’an to be known only 
by Ibn ‘Umar, and not by other great and trustworthy Companions of 
the Prophet? Is it reasonable that Hafs would set aside the reading of 
his trusted sheikh, which came from ‘All and which he faithfully and

459 Ibn al-Jazarl, Ghdyat al-Nihayah fijabaqat al-Qurra, vol. 1,254.
460 MakkI ibn AbITalib, al-Kashf, vol. 2,186.
461 ‘It is said that Hafs...’ or ‘Hafs is reported to have said...’
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sincerely learnt from al-Sulaml, and adopt a different reading only on 
the grounds of a narration whose accuracy is unproven?

In view of the fact that we are aware of the degree of accuracy of 
the Kufans, particularly during the period of the Successors (tdbi‘un), 
as well as their loyalty to Ahl al-Bayt, we can be certain that the above 
attribution is incorrect, and we do not believe that Hafs questioned the 
recitation of his teacher ‘Asim, just as ‘Asim had no disagreement with 
•al-Sulaml, his having followed Imam ‘All. Therefore it seems that Hafs 
never read the word in question with a dammah, and he never opposed 
his sheikh in this respect.

The Inseparable Relationship of the 

Shi‘a with the Qur’an

The reason for raising this topic is that statements by certain narrow­
minded and uninformed individuals, who prefer to adopt the prejudices 
of their predecessors, contain false assertions which hide a deep-rooted 
rancour. Thus it is necessary to refute them and clarify the position 
of a great community whose only fault seems to be their love of the 
Prophet’s progeny.

Some have accused the Shfa of having a distinct codex of their own, 
called al-Mushaf al-Shu (the Shf a Codex), while the Shf a themselves have 
remained completely unaware of such a codex from the start. In order 
to demonstrate the Shfa attachment to the text of the present Qur’an, 
we have no option but to elucidate the following points.

If we examine the history of the Qur’an from generation to generation, 
we will find that the text as it exists today is basically the product of Shf a 
efforts. It is they who strove hard to record and preserve the Qur’an, and 
left no stone unturned in compiling it in the best possible manner. In 
reality, if ever there could be a ‘Shfa codex,’ it is the same one that exists 
today. Indeed, in view of the role of the Shfa Imams, reciters (qurra), 
memorisers (huffaz) and artists throughout history in this regard, the 
Qur’an as it is should be attributed to the Shfa.

All, the Commander of the Faithful, was the first person to express 
the idea of collecting the Qur’an together after the Prophet’s demise.
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Although his own compilation of the Qur’an was not accepted by those 
in power, the very idea of compiling the Qur’an left an impact, so much 
so that others agreed.

The important Qur’anic manuscripts which were available before 
their standisation were those of‘Abdullah ibn Mas‘ud, Ubayy ibn Ka‘b, 
Abu al-Darda' and Miqdad ibn Aswad. All of these were recognised as 
being under the special guardianship of the Prophet’s Ahl al-Bayt. The 
credibility of other manuscripts did not compare with these, and the 
scrolls of Abu Bakr were not yet compiled into a book at that time.

The first person to suggest to ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan the idea of standardising 
the manuscripts was Hudhayfah ibn Yaman. Ubayy ibn Ka‘b was put in 
charge of dictating the Qur’an at the time when the manuscripts were 
transcribed, and he was consulted regarding discrepancies in the recording 
of words.

The formatting and the placing of dots was done by Abu al-Aswad 
al-Du’all and his two students, Nasr ibn ‘Asim and Yahya ibn Ya'mur. The 
first person to have improved the writing of the manuscript was Khalid 
ibn Abl al-Hayyaj, who was a companion of Imam ‘All. The placing of 
short vowels (harakat) in their present form was the work of the great 
teacher Khalil ibn Ahmad al-Farahldl, and it was he who introduced 
the hamzah, tashdid, rawm and ishmdrn. All these individuals were high- 
ranking Shfa scholars.

It was the Shfa who researched the principles of qiraah and founded its 
rules. With the utmost fidelity, they introduced subtleties and modifications 
to the science of qiraah.

At least four, if not six, of the Seven Reciters were Shfa. Moreover, 
some of the imams of the great qurra were considered Shfa, amongst 
whom were ‘Abdullah ibn Mas'ud, Ubayy ibn Ka‘b, Abu al-Darda’, Miqdad, 
Ibn ‘Abbas, Abu al-Aswad, ‘Alqamah, Ibn Sa’ib, al-Sulaml, Zirr ibn Hubaysh, 
Sa‘Td ibn Jubayr, Nasr ibn ‘Asim, Yahya ibn Ya‘mur, ‘Asim ibn Abl al- 
Najud, Hamran ibn A'yan, Aban ibn Taghlib, A‘mash, Abu ‘Amr ibn al-‘Ala’, 
Hamzah, al-KisaT, Ibn ‘Ayyash and Hafs ibn Sulayman. There were other 
great imams who were foremost in qiraah at different times and places.462

462 Their short biographies are mentioned under the heading “Categories of the Reciters’ 
(tabaqat al-qurra') in Ma'rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 2.
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Furthermore, the present recitation, which is the qird’ah of Hafs, is a 
purely Shfa recitation. Hafs, a companion of Imam al-Sadiq,463 narrated it 
from his own teacher, ‘Asim, who was also considered a prominent Shf a 
scholar and learnt the qiraah from his own sheikh, al-Sulaml. Similarly, al- 
Sulaml was a close companion of Imam ‘All, from whom he had learnt the 
qiraah directly/64 and who in turn had learnt it from the Prophet himself.

The Authority of the Seven Readings

The question remains as to whether the Seven Readings have any 
authority and value so that any of them may be chosen to be recited in 
prayer? Most jurisprudents {fuqahaf) are of the opinion that they may. 
The late Sayyid Muhammad Kazim YazdT in his al-Vrwat al-Wuthqa, and 
the late Sayyid Abu al-Hasan Isfahan! in his Wasllat al-Najat, have ruled 
that prayer should be recited within the range of the Seven Readings as 
a precautionary recommendation, although their religious edicts state 
that it is permissible to adopt any correct recitation, whether it is one 
of the seven or not.465

Ayatollah Sayyid Abu al-Qasim KhoT considered it permissible to adopt 
the recitation common during the time of the Imams,466 interpreting 
the tradition ‘Recite [the Qur’an] in the way the people recite [it] (Iqrau 
kamayaqra’u al-nas)’ to mean the widely known recitations of that time. 
Imam Khomeini has cautioned not to go beyond the Seven Readings.467

463 See TusT, al-Rijal, 176.
464 See al-Sadr, al-Ta sis, 346; QadI Nurullah ShushtarT, Majalis al-Muminln (Tehran: 
lslamiyyah, 1354 s.), vol. 1,548; Ibn Qutaybah has included him among the companions 
of Imam ‘All and those who have learnt jurisprudence from the Imam (Ibn Qutaybah, 
al-Ma arif, 230). Many authors of books on rijal (hadlth narrators) regard him to be one 
of the close companions of the Imam (al-Sadr, al-Ta’sis, 242).

Sayyid Muhammad Kazim YazdT, al-‘Urwat al-Wuthqa, (Qum: Mu’assat al-Nashr 
al-Islaml, 1417 q.), ‘Adab al-Qira’ah wa Ahkamuha,' issue 50; Wasilat al-Najat, ‘Qira’ah, 
issue 14.
466 Ayatollah Sayyid Abu al-Qasim KhoT, Minhaj al-Salihm (Qum: Mihr, 1410 q.), vol. 1, 
‘Kitab al-Salat,’ 167, issue 119.
467 Sayyid Ruhullah Khomeini, TahrTral-Wasilah (Najaf, Matba’at al-Adab, 1390 q.), vol. 
1, ‘Kitab al-Salat,’ 152, issue 14.
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THE SEVEN RECITERS AND READINGS

It is popular amongst jurisprudents to allow the possibility of choosing 
any of the Seven Readings, although in the tradition of Imam al-Sadiq it is 
stated: ‘Indeed the Qur’an is one, revealed from the one and only God; the 
differences originate from the reciters.’468 The infallible Imams, however, 
authorised any of the prominent recitations, and the tradition ‘Recite 
[the Qur’an] in the way the people recite [it]’ has been taken as proof to 
substantiate this claim. The way to reconcile these two traditions is to 
follow one of the prominent recitations. For the sake of ease, however, 
people are not obligated to be familiar with and abide by just one recitation. 
Nevertheless, it is a recommended precaution that it should be consistent 
with the Seven Readings and not some other.

In Mustamsakal-Vrwah,469 the late Sayyid Muhsin al-Haklm says: ‘The said 
tradition cannot refer to the Seven Readings, because the phenomenon of 
limiting the recitations to seven began at the beginning of the fourth/tenth 
century, which is two centuries after the tradition appeared.’ Therefore, 
in this case the tradition would refer to the well-known recitations during 
the time of the Imams, which were more than just the Seven Readings. 
Hence, any recitation which could be established as popular amongst 
the people at the time of the Imams would be permissible.

We believe that the Qur’an revealed by God to the Prophet is of one 
form, and it is the same Qur’an which remains with the people. The correct 
recitation is that which the people have learnt from the Prophet, which 
was inherited from generation to generation and has nothing at all to do 
with the recitations of the qurra’, which are products of their personal 
ijtihads. Indeed, the inherited Qur'an is distinct from the ijtihadiQur’an.

Great personalities like Imam Badr al-DTn al-Zarkashl470 and Ayatollah 
KhoT471 are of the opinion that the Qur’an and the recitations are two 
different realities. One is the Divine Revelation which was sent to the 
Holy Prophet, and the other is the result of differences amongst the 
qurra’ regarding knowledge of the Revelation, and is mostly based on 
their personal ijtihads.’ Thus, the tradition ‘Recite [the Qur’an] in the

468 KulaynT, al-Kap, vol. 2, 630, hadith 12.
Sayyid Muhsin al-Haklm, Mustamsak al-Vrwat al-Wuthqa (Najaf, Matba at al-Adab, 

1391 q.), vol. 6, 242-245.
470 ZarkashT, al-Burhan, vol. 1,318.
471 KhoT, al-Bayan, 173.

469
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way the people recite [it]’ refers to the truth which is accessible to the 
people, and which has been inherited from the Prophet, but not the 
result of the ijtihads of the reciters, over which they dispute. Therefore, 
the recitation that is commonly popular is the one that is credible and 
has religious authority, and is the one that has remained established 
and unchanged. This is why all the codices that existed within a genuine 
scholarly milieu throughout the different periods of history have been 
identical, with no incongruities in the established text. As such, all the 
written copies of the Qur’an throughout history and the printed copies 
of the last few centuries have remained the same,472 all of them based 
on the recitation of Hafs, the one popular amongst the Muslims. This is 
probably the reason behind Imam Khomeini’s edict on qird’ah in prayer:

What is safe is not to recite other than what is preserved in the 
existing codices which are in the hands of the Muslims.473

472 It should be noted that the recitation of Warsh as narrated by Qalun was only 
recently printed in Libya, and was challenged by Muslims in general as well as the 
authorities in some Islamic countries.
473 Khomeini, Tahnral-Wasilah, vol. 1,152, issue 14.
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Exegesis (tafsir) and 

Interpretation {ta'wIl)

It is said that tafsir is ‘to lift the veil from the face of difficult words/ 
When there is ambiguity, it is the exegete (mufassir) who strives to clarify 
it with the means at his disposal.

The word tafsir is derived from fasara al-amr, which means ‘to clarify’ 
or ‘discover a meaning.’ Fasara and fassara both have the same meaning, 
and both are transitive verbs that apply to an object. However, based on 
the maxim that ‘the extension of foundations indicates an extension of 
meanings,’ fassara with an additional letter implies an intensification. In a 
similar way, kashafa (uncovered) is more general than iktashafa (uncovered), 
because kashafa denotes a simple uncovering, while iktashafa means 
that more effort has been made. Thus, fasara denotes a straightforward 
clarification or explanation, while fassara means that more effort has 
been put into it, since it was not such an easy matter.

Tawil is derived from awl, which means ‘to refer to.’ Tawil is used 
when something has an element of perplexity, as with something which 
is mutashabih (allegorical), for example. Hence, tawil is used in order to 
remove any apparent doubt about an issue, and place it in its proper 
perspective.

When the mysterious companion of Moses found him in bewilderment, 
he gave him the glad tidings that he will inform him of the secrets behind 
his actions, and impart the meaning of his deeds:

/ will inform you about the interpretation of that over which you could 
not maintain patience (18:78).

Tawil also has another meaning, which includes both the allegorical 
(mutashabih) and definitive (muhkam) verses of the Qur’an. In this case, ta’wil 
is applied to what is called the ‘interior’ (batn) of the Qur’an, referring to 
the inward dimension of the Book. Batn is the opposite of the outward or
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literal meaning, which is called zahr al-Qur’an, and this inward meaning 
exists in all verses. The Holy Prophet said:

There is no verse in the Qur’an that does not have an exterior 
(zahr) and an interior (batn).

Imam Muhammad al-Baqir was once asked: ‘What do zahr (outward) 
and batn (inward) mean?’ and he replied:

Its outward is its revelation (tanzil) and its inward is its interpretation 
(ta'wil); some of this ta’wil has been and some is yet to come; it 
runs [perpetually], as do the sun and the moon.

That is to say that the zahr of the Qur’an refers to its outward form, 
which is comprehended through the language, context and circumstances 
of the revelation of particular verses, while the batn of the Qur’an refers 
to inner meanings and a wider understanding of the text based on various 
contexts and different dimensions.474

It is this general and universal understanding which has persisted 
throughout various times and places, thereby ensuring the perpetuity 
of the Qur’an for all time. If it were not so, the Qur’an would have lost 
its eternal application.

Another meaning of ta’wil refers to ‘the interpretation of dream,’ 
which is used eight times in Siirah Yusuf (12:36). Yet another meaning is 
‘the outcome of the affair,’ which refers to the literal meaning. We thus 
read in Surah al-Isra:

When you measure, observe fully the measure, [and] weigh with an even 
balance. That is better and fairer in outcome (ahsanu tawilan) (17:35).

Ibn Taymiyyah does not regard ta’wil as purely conceptual, but a part 
of an objective reality. He writes:

Every thing has four existential stages: mental existence, verbal 
existence, written existence and concrete existence. All the things 
mentioned in the Qur’an have the first three stages of existence 
- mental, verbal and written - and their ta’wil is their concrete 
existence. For example, when we speak of Mecca, Mina, ‘Arafat 
and the Mash'ar, their actual existence is considered their ta’wil

474 Al-Saffar, Basair al-Darajat, 195.
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, and in fact the actual manifestation of every thing makes up 
its ta’wil, for the root of all stages of existence of every thing is 
its concrete existence/75

Of course, what Ibn Taymiyyah has called ta’wil is known to others as 
‘objective’ or ‘external,’ but this is merely a different application.

‘Allamah Tabataba’T also regards ta’wil as the objective or external 
manifestation, but not in the same sense as Ibn Taymiyyah, who has 
mistakenly identified the external instance (misdaq) as ta’wil. In ‘Allamah’s 
view, the criteria for law and religious instruction and obligations is their 
ta’wil because all laws and so forth emanate therefrom. Consequently, 
each should be referred to a criterion, the real aim being simply their 
realisation.

The Exterior (Hafs) and the Interior (bcitTl)
As mentioned earlier, the Holy Prophet said:

There is no verse in the Qur’an which does not have an exterior 
(zahr) and an interior (batn).

And Imam Abuja'far Muhammad ibn ‘All al-Baqir, when asked about 
this, said/76

Its outward is its revelation (tanzil) and its inward is its interpretation 
(ta'wil); some of this ta’wil has been and some is yet to come; it 
[perpetually] runs as do the sun and the moon.

That is to say, the exterior (zahr) of every verse relates to the conditions 
and cause of its revelation, and pertains more to specifics of a particular 
situation, and is naturally treated as such. Whereas the batn of the verse 
has a broader meaning and implication, and for that reason one needs 
to delve deeper.

In the same tradition, Imam al-Baqir likens this general concept to 
the ‘working of the sun and the moon,’ that is, just as the sun and the 
moon persist day after day, the Qur’an also persists, but every day a new 
understanding may appear. In the end the Imam said: ‘If the revealed 
verses were only limited to the subject matter of their revelation, then

475 See al-Khalil, 17-18.
476 Tafsir aWAyyashi, 10-11; al-Saffar, Basair al-Darajat, 195.
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every precept of the Qur’an would today be dead, and like an account 
recorded in the pages of history, it would have no further role to play.’ 
Therefore, it is its batn that keeps the Qu’ran alive, not its zahr. These 
two types of application - the outward and the inward - are a distinctive 
feature of the Qur’an.

The Holy Prophet said: ‘I fought with the polytheists over the revelation 
(tanzfl, i.e., the outward meaning) of the Qur’an, and ‘All will fight with 
the hypocrites over the interpretation (ta’wTl) of the Qur’an,’477 which 
means the application of the Qur’an over the course of time.

The batn of the Qur’an is called the ta’wil of the Qur’an because it 
universalises its specific exterior to a broad and open-ended meaning. 
For this reason, since the perpetuity of the Qur’an depends on its interior, 
it is only proper for us to discuss it in detail.

Definition of batn
As indicated earlier, the batn (interior) of a verse refers to the broad and 

enduring concept which is hidden behind the zahr (that is, the manifest, 
which pertains to those features which are the subject of the particular 
revelation). Under certain conditions, this broad meaning must be deduced 
from the batn through ta’wll, by which the specific manifest meaning leads 
to the general meaning. If we take it as a rule that credibility is given to 
the general meaning of a term, but not to a particular application of it, 
then the focus is upon the ta’wll or batn of the verse, which clarifies its 
purpose and intent.

Therefore, ta’wil can be described as referring to the general and 
multi-dimensional conceptions without considering the particular 
characteristics of the literal sense. Of course, these conceptions constitute 
the universal and all-embracing message of the Qur’an, and the secret 
behind its eternality is embedded in it. It is the same thing which frees 
the Qur’an of particularisation and endows it with universality. As such, 
it is very important, and the principles of ta’wil have to be determined.

The Criteria of Ta,fwil
Knowing the interior (batn) or correct interpretation (ta’wil) of a verse 

has a crucial condition, any shortcoming in which will not only lead to

477 Tafsir al-'AyyashT, 15.
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an incorrect interpretation, but will also be considered as a conjectural 
interpretation (tafsir bi al-ra’y), something which is strongly proscribed in 
both religious and rational argument. Most of the mystical interpretations 
have neglected this condition and, instead of discovering the batn or 
correct interpretation, have resulted in conjecture.

Therefore, at such a point, one must employ the rule of‘probing and 
classification’ (a!-sabr wa al-taqsim), in the sense that all features of a verse 
must be taken into account one by one and measured with reference to 
the purpose behind the verse. Whatever has a particular connection to 
this purpose is to be considered relevent, and that which is unconnected 
should be discarded. This must be done meticulously and with the utmost 
caution. Then whatever salient features remain are to be regarded as the 
main criteria for the meaning of the verse. In other words, the derived 
meaning, whether positive or negative, revolves around an axis, and the 
other features are treated as void.

An example is the verse in which God speaks of the polytheists who 
doubted that a man could be the transmitter of a divine Message, and 
says that the People of Remembrance (ahl al-dhikr) shoud be asked:

We did not send [any apostles] before you except as men, to whom We 
revealed. Ask the people of remembrance if you do not know (21:7).

In this verse the polytheists who doubted the possibility of prophethood 
were told to ask the Jewish and Christian scholars who were recognised by 
the Arabs as learned men. This is the most important feature of the verse.

Now, we can ask ourselves whether being a polytheist is an important 
factor here, or is the straightforward issue of ignorance? Is the question 
of prophethood of particular concern, or is there an underlying factor? 
Also, are the People of the Book (the Jews and the Christians) of particular 
significance, or could this designation refer to any learned authority? By 
looking beyond the particularities, what can be deduced from the verse 
is that anyone who has doubt should refer to those who are learned or, in 
other words, it is incumbent upon the ignorant to ask the learned about 
that which they do not know.

This general and comprehensive conception, with all its universal 
implications, is then deduced from the text of the verse after the 
particularities are pared back to reveal the main criterion. Hence, the 
batn (interior) of the verse is embedded in its manifest aspect.
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When Imam al-Sadiq said: ‘We are the People of Remembrance and 
we must be asked,’ he was referring to the batn derived from the text, 
and it is worth mentioning that this verse is one of the proofs supporting 
the permissibility of the emulation (taqlid) of a mujtahid.

Another example of batn is to be found in the verse on khums:A7&

Know that whatever thing you may come by, a fifth of it is for God and 
the apostle, for the relatives and the orphans, for the needy and the 
traveller, if you have faith in God (8:41).

This verse was revealed in connection with the spoils of the Battle 
of Badr in the second year after the Migration, thereby determining the 
amount of khums payable out of the gains; but later on, it was cited to 
substantiate khums in regard to all other spoils of war. According to a 
narration from Imam al-Sadiq, this verse encompasses all such benefits, 
whether acquired through warfare or income from industry, trade or even 
farming: ‘As regards spoils and benefits, it [khums] is incumbent on them 
every year.’ The Imam then quotes the verse above. The argument is that 
ghanimah (benefit) is general, includes every type of profit and cannot 
be limited to the spoils of war as in the particular case of the Revelation. 
Imam al-Kazim says in this respect: ‘Khums covers everything from which 
people benefit, whether it is big or small.’479

In sum, when all the particularities surrounding the Revelation, 
including the spoils of war, have been superceded - based on the relative 
pronoun ma and expanding the concept of ghunm, which is ‘profit’ in 
general - a general ruling can be deduced.

A third example is the verse on spending in the cause of charity (al- 
infaq ft sabilillah):

Spend in the way of God, and do not cast yourselves with your own hands 
into destruction; and be virtuous. Indeed God loves the virtuous (2:195).

Sabilillah (‘in the way of God’) has been interpreted here to mean jihad 
for the sake of Islam and establishing the foundations of the sovereignty 
of God. The injunction in the verse is not to neglect the spending of one’s

In Islamic terminology, khums refers to the one-fifth tax on any income or benefit 
which is in excess of yearly needs and provisions. It should be paid to the Imam or 
to his successor. [Trans.]
479 See al-Hurr al-‘AmilT, Wasail al-Shiah, vol. 9,503.
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wealth to provide for jihad, so as to maintain the glory of Islam and avoid 
putting oneself on the verge of destruction through neglect of this duty.

By closely examining the content and purport of the verse, however, 
it can be inferred that one must strive hard to establish the foundations 
of a just Islamic government, and not neglect the provision of all facilities 
along the way, one of which is jihad in the way of God and shouldering its 
expenses. Obviously, the latter is not a priority, but refers to a time when 
assisting the rulers was on the whole done in that way. Nowadays, however, 
with an expanded government administration with large financial needs 
in many areas, obviously the context of the verse cannot specifically refer 
to the expenses of jihad; indeed, the people’s assistance in providing for 
many other expenses is essential.

An obvious example is taxation in accordance with the government’s 
needs in its various branches and the financial capacity of the tax payer. 
The acceptance of taxation by an Islamic government is a primary Islamic 
law, and can be construed from the text of the verse by going beyond its 
particularistic application. Perhaps the first person in Islam to have called 
for taxation was ‘All, the Commander of the Faithful, who annually levied 
two dinars for every riding horse and a dinar for every draft horse. 
And during the Imamate of Imam Abu Ja‘far al-Jawad, when the Shfa 
community was in dire economic difficulty, he prescribed that, in addition 
to religious payments, those who were economically able should pay tax 
for one year in 220/835.481

■180

480 Al-Hurr al-'AmilT, Wasa'il al-ShVah, vol. 9,77.
481 Ibid. 501-502.
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The Equivocal Verses (mutashAbihAt) 
in the Qur’an

In the Qur’an it is said:

He it is who has sent down to thee the Book. In it are verses basic or 
fundamental (of established meaning) [unequivocal]; they are the 
foundation of the Book [and any complexity in other verses shall 
be removed by referring to them]; others are not of well-established 
meaning [equivocal, thus eliciting different possibilities at first 
glance, but their interpretation is clarified by unequivocal verses].
But those in whose hearts is perversity follow the part thereof that is 
not of well-established meaning [i.e., equivocal], seeking discord, and 
searching for its [wrong] hidden meanings, but no one knows its true 
meanings except God, and those who are firmly grounded in knowledge 
say: ‘We believe in the Book; the whole of it is from our Lord;' and none 
will grasp the Message except men of understanding (3:7).

According to this verse, some verses of the Qur’an are equivocal and 
ambiguous, and have even been given subversive interpretations. Before 
dealing with the significance of equivocal verses, we shall mention some 
points as an introduction.

Ihkdm and Tashdbuh
Ihkam has been used in the Qur’an in three ways, in reference to 

three meanings:
1) The definitiveness of an unambiguous statement or action. Its opposite 

is mutashabih, which refers to an ambiguous statement or doubtful action.
2) To be fixed and permanent rather than subject to change. The fixed 

rulings are called muhkam in sharfah in contrast to abrogated (mansukh) 
rulings. For example, concerning abrogating (nasikh) verses and those 
which are abrogated (mansukh), the term ihkam is used, and a verse which 
is not abrogated is called muhkam.
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3) Firmness and precision in an action or statement which rests 
on a strong foundation is called muhkam or mustahkam. This meaning 
encompasses all the verses of the Qur’an. Thus it is stated in Surah Hud:

(This is) a Book with verses basic or fundamental (of established meaning) 
[muhkam] - further explained in detail - by One Who is Wise and Well- 
Acquainted (with all things) (l 1:1).

Ihkam in the first sense is used merely in contrast to the mutashabih 
(ambiguous), and it is this meaning that is the main point here.

Muhkam is derived from hakama hakman in the sense of mana'a manan 
(prevention). It is that which deters or prevents all kinds of disturbance 
or destruction. For this reason, a horse’s bridle is called hakamat al-faras 
in Arabic, since it deters the horse from waywardness. According to 
Raghib Isfahan!: ‘Hakama was originally used to mean ‘to prevent’ or ‘to 
restrain,’ or to prevent corruption for the sake of wellbeing.’ Therefore, 
any statement whose meaning is clear and cannot be misconstrued is 
muhkam, that is to say, rational and sound.

The word tashabuh is used in the Qur’an in two ways:
1) To be identical and similar, as in Surah al-Zumar:

God has revealed (from time to time) the most beautiful message in the 
form of a book, consistent with itself, (yet) repeating (its teaching in 
various aspects) [mutashabih]... (39:23).

This in itself shows that the Qur’an has been revealed by God, and is not 
a human discourse, for if it were similar to human speech it would not be 
mutashabih in all its verses, but there would be some kind of incongruity:

Do they not consider the Quran (with care)? Had it been from other than 
God, they would surely have found therein much discrepancy in it (4:82).

2) To be confusing, in the way that speech or an action that is open 
to different interpretations might be confusing, while its real purpose 
remains hidden. In verse 7 of Surah Al-i ‘Imran, mutashabihat has been 
used in this sense, and it is this meaning which is the subject of our 
discussion here.

Tashabuh is derived from either the gerund shibh, in the sense of‘the 
same’ or ‘similar,’ or from the infinitive shabah meaning ‘to be the same.’ 
And it is this similarity which brings about confusion. The technical
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meaning of mutashabih can be described as that whose manifest meaning 
does not disclose the real meaning. Yet this definition is still somewhat 
inadequate, because in addition to mutashabih it includes the ambiguous 
(mubham), which requires explanation (tafsTr) and not interpretation 
(ta’wfl). In addition to being unclear and ambiguous, mutashabih must 
also be a cause of confusion and error. Therefore, in defining it Raghib 
Isfahan! says: ‘The mutashabihat of the Qur’an are those things which are 
difficult to explain, because they are similar to something else.’ And that 
‘something else’ is nothing but deviation and misguidance:

Apart from truth, what remains but error? (10:32).

Hence, whenever the Word of Truth in the Qur’an appears to express 
something other than the truth and seems false, it can regarded as 
mutashabih. Therefore, what is meant by tashabuh in the mutashabih verses 
is the resemblance of the truth to falsehood, and apart from drawing a 
veil of ambiguity over a saying or action, tashabuh must also cause some 
confusion. As such, every mutashabih requires both tafsTr and ta’wTl in 
order to remove any ambiguity or confusion. So, ta’wil is a kind of tafsTr 
which, as well as removing ambiguity, also clears up confusion. Therefore, 
compared to that of tafsTr, the subject of ta’wll is more specific. Wherever 
there is taml, there is also tafsTr. TafsTr pertains to the ambiguous which 
exists in both the muhkam and the mutashabih, while ta’wTl only pertains 
to the mutashabih with both ambiguitiy and confusion.

Presumed Equivocality
Some important questions are raised regarding whether the equivocality 

(tashabuh) in certain verses of the Qur’an is relative or absolute. Is the 
equivocal nature of a verse its essential quality, having always been so, 
even to scholars? Or is there in fact no tashabuh, with equivocality only 
existing for those with insufficient knowledge?

First of all, it should be made clear that the equivocality of certain 
verses is neither relative nor essential, but rather presumed {sha’ni), in 
the sense that, when there is a concise expression with a deeper meaning, 
the words themselves may seem inadequate, thereby creating the grounds 
for tashabuh. Typically in these instances doubts and mistakes emerge, 
because the meaning cannot be directly expressed. Yet there are sometimes 
those who are acquainted with the secrets of these meanings and do not
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make such errors. As such, the tashabuh in the Qur’an is neither relative 
nor essential, but presumed, due to inadequate knowledge.

Inherent and Accidental Equivocality
There are two types of equivocality in the Qur’an: inherent and 

accidental. The former refers to what might be expected due to the 
brevity of an expression with a wide range of meaning. Arabic words 
and expressions are on the whole concise, and it is sometimes difficult 
to express something either comprehensively or profoundly. In addition 
to this, the Qur’an is in classical Arabic:

We have made it a Quran in Arabic, that ye may be able to understand 
(and learn wisdom) (43:3).

Therefore, a transcendent meaning is often expressed figuratively 
through metaphor or allegory in ways which were extraordinary even 
for the Arabs of the time. For example:

... when thou threwest (a handful of dust), it was not thy act, but 
Gods... (8:17).

This refers to man’s inadequacy as agent of his own voluntary actions, 
which are all realised by the permission of God, yet some of the Arabs 
understood it as fatalism.

Another example is the following verse:

Oye who believe! Give your response to God and His messenger, when He 
callethyou to that which will give you life; and know that God cometh 
in between a man and his heart, and that it is He to Whom ye shall (all) 
be gathered (8:24).

This raises the issue of haylulah (the notion of God’s intervention 
between man and his heart), which is a threat to those who seek to defy 
the demands of the sharTah. What, then, does haylulah mean?

Abu al-Hasan al-Ash‘arT and the followers of his school of thought have 
cited the verse above to support the notion of fatalism and the inevitability 
of belief or unbelief, by stating that if the unbeliever (whom God has 
destined to be so) wants to believe, God will prevent it from happening; 
and likewise, if the believer whom God has destined to believe inclines 
to unbelief, God will also prevent that from happening. Al-Fakhr al-RazT
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al-Ash‘arI affirmed this interpretation, saying: ‘This verse is contrary to 
the Mu‘tazilite School, which does not espouse predetermination (jabr). 
However, an examination of other verses shows that the ‘intervention 
of God’ does not indicate fatalism, but is rather an outcome of man’s 
own actions.

Typically, verses that speak of creation and the return (mabda’ wa maad), 
man’s will, responsibilities and the like, can be classified as equivocal 
verses, since a few words are used to express a deep and abstract meaning. 
For example, the verses concerning God’s will, knowledge and plan, the 
trust given to man and his vicegerency, the nature of the heavens and the 
earth, divine permission, guidance, deviation and the like, all seem to be 
equivocal, and therefore require a considerable amount of interpretation.

An incidental resemblance of certain verses to Greek philosophical 
notions emerged when these latter ideas prematurely found their way 
into the Islamic domain, giving rise to considerable theological polemic. 
But in actuality the verses in question did not seem equivocal to the early 
Muslims, who considered them with the utmost devotion and sincerity, 
and who generally understood the meanings and implications. Verses 
that were earlier muhkamat and quite clear have become mutashabihat 
and decidedly ambiguous. The undue divergences of certain theologians 
and polemicists dulled the luminosity of such verses. The following verse 
is an example:

Some faces, that Day, will beam (in brightness and beauty), looking 
towards their Lord (75:22-23).

According to the conventional usage of the Arabs, this implies the 
expectation of grace from the sublime vision of God.

By way of comparison, ZamakhsharT says:

I saw a small girl from the people of Sarw483 at noontime; at the 
time when people were lying in comfort, she was begging, and 
spoke thus: ‘My little eyes are fixed on God and you people!’484

And Abu al-Hasan al-Ash‘arI (d. 324/936) interprets it to mean physical 
vision, by saying:

482 RazI, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, vol. 15,147-148.
483 Sarw is a large village near Mecca whose inhabitants were destitute.
484 Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, vol. 4,662.

•482
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Nazar is of three types: i'tibar (receiving moral lessons), intizar 
(expectation) and ru’yah (vision). 1‘tibar has no place on the Day 
of Resurrection. Intizar must not be joined with the suffix ila, as 
in the verse:

Fa naziratun bimayarji‘ al-mursalun (27:35).

Therefore the verse does not mean anything other than physical sight.
In reply to the hypothetical question: ‘Why should we not suppose 

that the verse really means ila thawab rabbiha (expecting the reward of 
their Lord)?’ Al-Ash‘arT says that since the verse has no such intimation 
in the Qur’an, we have to keep to the literal meaning of the statement.

With regards to the verse:

No vision can grasp Him; but His grasp is over all vision (6:103),

he says: ‘This means visual perception in this world, and not in the 
Hereafter; it may also mean that the unbelievers are deprived of the bliss 
of seeing the Lord in both worlds.’485 However, he failed to realise that 
the sense of expectation in nazar is also suffixed in Arabic with the word 
'ila (jj). The Arab poet says:

Inniilayka lima waadta la nazirun

nazara al-faqlri ila al-ghaniyy al-musiri.

Also, in the words of the Arab girl mentioned above, when she says 
‘looking at God and the people,’ both elements are prefixed with ila. 
Similarly with the.verse:

(God) Most Gracious is firmly established on the throne (of authority) (20:5)

It is clear that this implies sovereignty and dominion. ‘Arsh (throne) 
here alludes to the knowledge that presides over the universe, just as 
kursi (chair) alludes to the all-encompassing dominion, sovereignty and 
authority of God. Istiwa ala al-‘arsh is the ‘dominion of the Throne.’ This 
never caused any confusion until later, when some imagined it to mean 
‘reclining on the throne,’ which would require God to have a physical

■186

485 See al-Ash'ari, al-Ibanah, 10-19; al-Lam‘, 61-68.
486 See MaVifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 3,97.
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body,487 whereas in conventional Arabic, it means ‘dominion’ (istila).
The famous poem says:

Qad istawa bishrun 4ala al-Iraqi 

Min ghayri sayfin wa damin muhraqi.

Similarly with the the word ‘shank’ in:

The day when the shank is laid bare and they are summoned to prostrate 
themselves, they will not be able [to do it] (68:42).

This alludes to the gravity and intensity of the matter, as when it 
might be said that ‘the battle stands on the shank,’ which means that the 
battle has intensified. ‘Uncovering the shank’ alludes to being completely 
prepared for some task, in the same sense as ‘to gird one’s loins,’ since it 
requires the uncovering of the shank by folding up the robe to be girt.

According to conventional usage, the above verse implies that the 
Day of Resurrection will be an intense event, and the unbelievers will be 
in straitened circumstances, as ZamakhsharT says in Tafsir al-Kashshaf488 
But the Ash‘arites and the anthropomorphic interpreters have taken the 
words literally, saying: ‘It means the foreleg of God shall be uncovered 
on that Day, and the unbelievers shall be commanded to prostrate, but 
be unable to do so.’489

Other Interpretations of tashdbuh
Many other interpretations have been suggested for ihkam and tashdbuh, 

most of which overlap with only slight differences.Some have pointed 
to instances, or have mistaken the equivocal with the vague (mubham). 
In his exegesis, ‘Allamah Tabataba’I has mentioned as many as sixteen 
suggested meanings, some of which are mentioned below.

l) ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abbas is reported to have said that the unequivocal 
verses are those like the verse:

487 Ibn Batutah has written in his travelogue: ‘I entered the Damascus Mosque and saw 
Ibn Taymiyyah mounting the pulpit, talking about the corporeality of God and giving 
accounts of God’s sitting on the Throne of Authority. He then said: ‘God descends from 
His Throne as I dismount the pulpit.’ He then stood up and went down a few steps 
while there was a hue and cry.’ Rihlat Ibn Batutah, vol. 1,57.

Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, vol. 4,592-594.
489 See Ma’rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 3, \44,152.
488
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Say: ‘Come, I will rehearse what God hath (really) prohibited you from’: 
join not anything as equal to Him... (6:151),

and that the equivocal verses are those like the single letters (al- 
huruf al-muqattaah) at the beginning of some chapters.

2) Some have said that the equivocal verses are those which are 
abrogated (mansukh), and that the unequivocal are those which 
abrogate (nasikh).

3) Some say the unequivocal verses are those dealing with legal 
and liturgical matters (ayat al-ahkam), and that the equivocal are all 
other verses.

4) That the unequivocal verses are those related to the stories of 
the prophets and the earlier nations, and the equivocal refers to the 
ambiguities existing within these verses.

5) That the equivocal verses deal with the Attributes of God, 
the Exalted/90

6) That equivocal verses pertain to the conditions of the Day of 
Resurrection and the Hereafter with its fearful events.491

7) That the equivocal is ambiguous and has no clear meaning.
8) That the equivocal has a complex meaning, while the unequivocal 

is clear and decisive.
9) The way to find the meaning of the equivocal is closed, while that 

of the unequivocal is open.
10) The equivocal contains more than one meaning, but the unquivocal 

has just one.
11) The equivocal requires explanation, while the unequivocal does not.
12) The equivocal is closed to reason, while the uequivocal is not.
13) In the equivocal verses the apparent meaning of the expression 

is not intended, while the meaning of the unequivocal is clear.
14) The exegetes have a consensus of opinion regarding the 

interpretation of the equivocal verses, while they have no consensus 
concerning the unequivocal ones.

Ibn Taymiyyah quoted in Muhammad Rashid Rida, Tafsir al-Mandr (Beirut: Dar 
al-Ma‘rifah, I960), vol. 3,167.
491 Shaykh Muhammad ‘Abduh in Rashid Rida, al-Mandr, vol. 3,167.

490
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15) Interpreting the equivocal is difficult, whereas interpreting the 
unequivocal is easy.492

Equivocation in the Qur’an
One grouping of equivocal verses has in fact an accidental equivocality 

which has been imposed on them. The verses are expressed in conventional 
Arabic and are actually quite explicit, never having provoked doubts in 
earlier times. However, after the growth of theological and intellectual 
disputes amongst the various Muslim groups, they unfortunately became 
the subject of tashabuh.

A genuine equivocation is natural when it occurs as a result of expressing 
a profound idea with conventional words. In order to convey exalted 
meanings, the Qur’an uses language which is comprehensible to both 
the common people and the learned. It is on the whole a combination 
of oratorial and demonstrative styles which forms one coherent unit 
by using both popular and rational arguments. Although the two styles 
are different, the Qur’an has reconciled them, and this in itself can be 
considered as one of the proofs of the inimitability (i'jaz) of the Qur’an.

In this regard, the famous scholar and philosopher Ibn Rushd (Averroes) 
(d. 595/1199) considered that people fall into one of three groups regarding 
the teachings of the sharfah:

1) Those who possess wisdom and behave resolutely when faced 
with difficulties;

2) The common people who are typically unconcerned with higher 
learning, but have sound dispositions, pure hearts and sincere intentions;

3) Those who are not among the righteous scholars and, at the same 
time, do not identify with the common people, but rather regard 
themselves as superior and learned even though they do not have 
the necessary qualities.
There is equivocality only for the third group, since the scholars - 

with their knowledge and virtue dedicated to truth - and the common 
people - in their simplicity and acceptance of apparent meanings - never 
entertain doubts concerning the teachings of the shariah. In the same 
way that wholesome and clean food is beneficial for a healthy body and

492 See Tabataba’i, al-Mizan, vol. 3,31-42.
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disposition, the teachings of the sharTah are good for a healthy soul, but 
harmful for a few. As God has said:

By it He causes many to stray, and many He leads into the right path; 
but He causes not to stray, except those who forsake (the path) (2:26).

This kind of confusion happens with some people in the case of some 
verses. It usually happens with verses which speak of the intangible world, 
which has no similarity to the world of sensible perception. Therefore, 
in order to become comprehensible, such a verse alludes to the most 
proximate thing that corresponds to the reality. This has led some people 
to pay attention to the apparent meaning and consider it as literally 
expressing the essential meaning. God has thus said:

But those in whose hearts is perversity follow the part thereof that is 
not of well-established meaning, seeking discord, and searching for its 
hidden meanings (3:7).

Ibn Rushd adds:

These were the same polemicists and founders of theological 
schools... In its teachings, the sharfiah has adopted a method which 
is acceptable not only to the common people, but also to the 
learned. The Qur’an itself uses language which both types may 
comprehend. The common people content themselves with the 
apparent meanings of analogy, consider the object of analogy to 
be something similar or close to what is stated, are convinced to 
that extent and decide not to go further. The learned, however, 
can perceive the truth behind analogy. As an example, since light 
is considered the highest existent in the tangible world, it is used 
as an analogy:

God is the Light of the heavens and the earth (24:35).

By this conceptual example, the door to the understanding of the 
incorporeal is open for the common people, in the sense that they can gain 
an assessment of real existence with the help of the power of imagination, 
thereby making it acceptable to them.

Nor are these words confusing for the learned, because they know that 
the purpose behind what is expressed is only to increase knowledge and
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certainty. In many instances, if it is said to the common people that such 
expressions are merely superficial, and the truth is something other, they 
will not accept it, because either they suppose that whatever is intangible 
does not exist, or they cannot conceive of anything incorporeal, assuming 
such a thing to be completely unreal. This is especially true if they are told 
that God is neither within nor without the universe, neither above nor 
below. This why the shanah has never avoided speaking of corporeality 
[in the case of God's attributes], and speaks of it plainly. Such is the case 
when the Qur’an states:

...there is nothing whatever like unto Him, and He is the One that hears 
and sees all things (42:11);

and:

No vision can grasp Him, but His grasp is over all vision: He is above all 
comprehension,yet is acquainted with all things (6:103).

The one who reflects will discover that although the shanah resorts 
to analogy for conveying such meanings to the common people, it also 
informs the learned of the subtleties and secrets of these expressions, 
disclosing the truths to them.493

It is clear that in comparing an intangible to a tangible, the best 
analogy for the Essence of God is the similitude of light. It is a truth 
which is manifest in itself and which manifests everything else, as well 
as being the most hidden. Hence God is most manifest, but at the same 
time His Essence is hidden. No one has ever discovered His Essence, and 
no one ever can.

With the exception of light, other similitudes for the Essence of God 
cannot be found in the realm of sense perception. In this respect, Imam 
Fakhr RazT, Shaykh Muhammad ‘Abduh and ‘Allamah Tabatabal have 
followed the style of Ibn Rushd.494

493 See Abu al-Walid Muhammad ibn Ahmad ibn Rushd, al-Kashf'an Manahij al-Adillah 
fi'Aqaid al-Millah (Cairo: al-Matba‘at al-Arabiyyah, n.d.), 89,96-97,107.
494 RazT, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, vol. 7,172; Tafsir al-Manar, vol. 3,170; Tabataba’i, al-Mizan, 
vol. 3,58-62.
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Who May Know the Meanings of Equivocal Verses?
This question can be approached in two ways. First of all, what can be 

deduced from the apparent meaning of the verse under consideration? 
And secondly, is it in fact possible to really understand the meaning of 
an equivocal verse?

From the apparent meaning of the above verse 6:103 alone, ‘Allamah 
TabatabaT believes that knowledge of the meanings of the equivocal verses 
is God’s alone, and for others there is no other way than total submission 
to Him; but for reasons expressed elsewhere, access to the hidden truth 
of the equivocal verses seems to be open for the seekers of truth. We 
will briefly examine this understanding of the distinguished ‘Allamah’s.

It goes without saying that it would seem inappropriate for the treasury 
of Divine Knowledge hidden in the Qur’an to be completely inaccessible. 
The following verse indicates this:

Do they not then earnestly seek to understand the Qur'an, or are their 
hearts locked up...?(47:24).

If it is assumed that there are verses in the Qur’an which are completely 
indecipherable - to all the scholars, thinkers, Imams, and the Holy Prophet 
himself- then the Divine Wisdom as a whole might be put into question. 
How can the Book, which has been sent to guide humanity for all time, 
contain ambiguities which are unknown even to the Holy Prophet? Such 
an assumption is out of the question, and far removed from the Wisdom 
of God. In this respect ‘Allamah TabatabaT says:

The apparent meaning shows that those who are firmly grounded in 
knowledge say... (3:7) is a new phrase, and the sentence is resumed; 
and the words those who are firmly grounded in knowledge are not 
those mentioned earlier in the verse, but indicates those who have 
the same knowledge as Him. In fact in the statement But those 
in whose hearts is perversity follow the part thereof that is not of well- 
established meaning, the main point is as follows: But those in whose 
hearts is perversity follow the part thereof that is not of well-established 
meaning... and those who are firmly grounded in knowledge say: We 
believe in the Book.’This indicates that the difference between the 
two groups is that the first group approaches the equivocal verses
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with evil intentions, but the second group totally submits to such 
verses with pure hearts and sincere intentions,

Moreover, if the letter waw is a conjunctive in the sense that those 
grounded in knowledge know the interpretation of the equivocal verses, 
then certainly the Holy Prophet is the forerunner of this group, and 
he would have to be mentioned separately; thus the verse would state: 
But no one knows its true meanings except God, the Apostle and those who 
are firmly grounded in knowledge, because such is the prerequisite for the 
elevated station of apostleship.This separate mention has been made 
in other instances in the Qur’an. Amongst many similar verses, take for 
example the following:

The messenger believeth in what hath been revealed to him from his 
Lord, as do the men of faith (2:285);

and:

...as are also this prophet and those who believe... (3:68).

Hence, what is clear in this verse is that knowledge of the interpretation 
is exclusive to God, although there is nothing wrong if for some reason 
an exception is made elsewhere. For example, the verses stating that 
the knowledge of the Unseen belongs solely to God accommodate this 
verse as an exception:

He (alone) knows the Unseen, nor does He make anyone acquainted with 
His mysteries - except a messenger whom He has chosen (72:26-27).

Therefore, the verse in question has only stated one dimension of 
those who are firmly grounded in knowledge (al-rasikhun fial-‘ilm), and refers 
to the observance of such verses and firmness with regard to confusions. 
However, through another proof, it is established that those who are firmly 
grounded in knowledge know the interpretation of equivocal verses, and that 
it is possible for them to have access to the hidden truths of the Qur’an.495

In this regard, Fakhr al-DIn RazT says: ‘The conjunction in the verse 
is far from eloquence and if it were really to be a conjunction, the clause 
and those who are firmly grounded in knowledge say: ‘We believe in the Book/

495 See Tabatabal, al-MTzan, vol. 3,26-27.
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should be preceded by the circumstantial (haliyyah) waw: wa humyaquluna 
or wa yaqulunal

The following points should not be overlooked:
1) Those who are grounded in knowledge cannot be compared with those 

in whose hearts is perversity, because there is no common relationship 
between the two. Those who are perverse differ from those with sound 
dispositions and tranquil hearts, inasmuch as those who disregard 
knowledge are in contrast to the seekers of true knowledge. Therefore, 
the two do not compare.

2) From the perspective of the proportionality of subject and predicate, 
the predicate of those grounded in knowledge must be proportional to the 
degree of knowledge. Therefore, if the meaning is that those grounded 
in knowledge submit in ignorance, the subject of the predicate would 
be purity of faith, because then it is pure faith that brings about total 
submission. In contrast, the seeking of knowledge implies dynamism 
and investigation, in so far as the subject does not surrender before 
he knows or understands. In sum, the proportionality of the subject 
and predicate requires that the predicate of such a noble stature must 
be consistent with knowledge and not ignorance.

3) As to why the Messenger of God is not mentioned separately from 
those who are grounded in knowledge, in many instances in the Qur'an 
a group of believers in which the Holy Prophet is included, is praised 
without separately mentioning him, as for example:

There is no god but He: this is the witness of God, His angels, and those 
endued with knowledge (3:18).

Here the Prophet is obviously included in those endued with knowledge.
4) The phrase, those who...say: ‘We believe in the Book' is in the present 

tense, and denotes a firm faith. This prompts those...grounded in knowledge 
to appreciate the Divine Wisdom, and in order to perceive the hidden 
truths, they study the meanings of the equivocal verses, since they 
are firm in knowledge and have no doubts regarding equivocal verses, 
believing that they emanate from the same Source as the unequivocal 
verses. In that way they realise the meanings of the equivocal verses.

’496

496 See RazT, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, vol. 7,177.
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5) If a circumstanial sentence (al-jumlah al-hallyyah) begins in the 
affirmative present tense, it does not have the letter wdw. Ibn Malik 
says in his Alfiyyah:

Wa dhatu bad’in bi muddnin thabat

hawat damiran wa min al-wdwi khalat

(if a circumstantial phrase is written with the verb in the present 
tense, it should have a pronoun but no waw).
The basis for Fakhr Razl’s statement is unclear, and is contrary to 

what is said by other scholars. Zamakhsharl in al-Kashshaf, vol. 1,338, 
Ibn Qutaybah in Ta’wilu Mushkil al-Quran, 72, Abu al-Baqa’ in Imla ma 
Manna bih al-Rahman, vol.1,124, Sayyid Murtada in al-AmalT, vol. 442-431 
1„ session 33, ZarkashT in al-Burhan, vol. 2,73, TabrisT in Majma al-Bayan, 
vol. 2,410, Shaykh Muhammad ‘Abduh in Al-Manar, vol. 3,167, as well as 
others, have all agreed that o uJ ([they] say: ‘We believe in the Book’) 
is a circumstantial phrase.497

6) Even if we regard and those who are firmly grounded in knowledge 
say... as a different clause, the verse does not indicate that knowledge 
of the equivocal verses is closed to everyone, for the exclusivity in 
the expression He [God] alone knows the Unseen is relative, and its aim 
is to emphasise that God is the ultimate Knower and Doer, as for 
example in ‘There is no rulership except God’s’ (la hukma ilia lillah), 
‘There is nothing effectual in existence except God’ (1a mu’aththira ff 
al-wujud illallah), ‘No one knows the Unseen except God’ (layalamu 
al-ghayba illallah) and the like, where the intent is the negation of such 
attributes in others. The exclusivity in these verses means that their 
foundation abides within God. Therefore, there is no inconsistency 
in verses such as:

Say: None in the heavens or on earth, except God, knows what is 
hidden (27:65);

and:

He (alone) knows the Unseen, nor does He make anyone acquainted with 
His mysteries - except a messenger whom He has chosen (72:26-27).

497 See Ma’rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 3,40 ff.
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Moreover, it would be illogical for God, the All-Wise, to present a book 
of guidance to mankind and then tell them that there are passages in it 
which are incomprehensible, and that there can be no way for them to 
understand them. It is, however, reasonable to say that there are indeed 
ambiguous passages which become diversions for the crooked-minded, 
and the key to understanding them is with God, and it is only through 
God that one may be guided to this understanding. Hence, the exclusivity 
in these verses is solely meant to deny knowledge of their meanings to 
the crooked-minded.

Examples of Equivocal Verses
It was mentioned earlier that equivocation in certain Qur’anic verses is 

of two types: inherent equivocation and accidental equivocation. Inherent 
equivocation is where the words themselves do not suffice to convey the 
higher meaning, and can be confusing as a consequence. These verses 
relate mostly to the principles of belief. As mentioned before, there are 
very few such verses compared with others, and they may be clarified 
by referring to unequivocal verses which form the foundations of the 
Book, as well as to the traditions of the Holy Prophet, the Imams and 
the pious predecessors.

Accidental equivocation is mainly a by-product of a conflict of opinion, 
and the emergence of different schools of thought in different periods 
following the time of revelation. Each school of thought would have its 
own interpretation of the Qur’an to justify itself, and this sometimes 
introduced confusion into what was otherwise understandable. Most of 
what are presently regarded as equivocal verses are of this type. Examples 
of each of these two types are given below.498

The Attributes of Beauty (jamat) and Majesty (jalat)
God has two types of Attributes: those of Beauty (jamal) and Majesty 

(jalal). The Attributes of Beauty (al-sifat al-thubutiyyah) are positive or 
affirmative, while the Attributes of Majesty (al-sifat al-salblyyah) 
negative in the sense that the Essence of God is completely independent 
and distinct from manifestation, for which reason they are also known 
as Attributes of Transcendence (sifat al-tanzih).

are

These examples are cited according to the classification in Ma rifat, al-Tamhfd, vol. 3.498
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Whether or not God possesses the Attributes of Beauty and Majesty 
is a subject of dispute amongst Mu'tazilite and Ash'arite theologians. The 
Mu'tazilites deny the ascription of any Attribute to the Essence of God, 
for this would amount to assigning a quality to the Essence, as in other 
cases where the essence of a thing is characterised by an attribute, with 
the attribute and the essence in a sense combined. For example, a person 
may be called ‘knowledgeable’ if knowledge is part of his essential nature, 
but the Essence of God is free of any contingency or conjunction. Based 
on this argument, any description of this kind mentioned in the Qur’an 
or the traditions pertains to effects, and is not a direct description.499 That 
is to say, if we attach the attribute of knowledge (7/m) to God and say: 
‘He has knowledge of all things,’ the purpose is to express that nothing 
is hidden from Him, since everything is in His presence, and not that 
knowledge is added to or conjoined with the Divine Essence. So also with 
other Attributes, such as power, life, wisdom, and even will, pleasure and 
wrath. In all these cases, the manifestation of the attribute is meant, and 
not that the attribute exists alongside the Essence.500

On the other hand, the Ash'arites consider this type of analysis to be 
based on conjectural interpretation (tafslr bi al-ra’y) devoid of any proof, 
arguing that the exterior (zahir) and apparent meaning of the Qur’an 
must be understood, and searching beyond the literal meaning for an 
interpretation is impermissible. God has described Himself with these 
Attributes, speaking in the language of the people, and this must be 
conceived in the way it is customarily understood. Thus, the application of 
the description ‘All-Knowing’ to God works in the same way as an attribute 
or description is normally applied to anything else, and therefore implies 
that the Essence and the Attribute concur with each other.

The founder of Ash'arism, Abu al-Hasan al-Ash‘arT, says in this regard: 
‘Indeed, God, the Exalted, is All-Knowing through the conjunction of His 
Essence with Knowledge, and He is All-Powerful with the conjunction of 
His Essence with Power,’ and he has cited the following verses:

499 It is thus said regarding the Attributes of God: ^uu ouaji oa 
'Consider the purpose and discard the base of the attributes.’
500 See Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar ibn Ahmad, Sharh al-Usul al-Khamsah (Cairo: Matba'ah al- 
Istiqlal al-Kubra, 1384 q.), 182 ff.
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Know ye that this revelation is sent down (replete) with the knowledge 
of God (11:14);

But God beareth witness that what He hath sent unto thee He hath sent 
from His (own) knowledge (4:166);

And no female conceives, or lays down (her load), but with His 
knowledge (35:11);

Nor shall they compass aught of His knowledge... (2:255);

Did they not see that God, Who created them, was superior to them in 
strength? (41:15);

For God is He Who is the Provider, the Lord of Power, the Steadfast (51:58).

He goes on to say:

In these verses God has established Himself as the origin of the 
Attributes of Knowledge and Power, and regarded them as conjoined 
to His Essence, describing Himself thus.

And adds:

The description al-hayy (the Ever-Living) is derived from life 
(hayat); al-alim (the All-Knowing) is derived from Knowledge 
Cilm); al-qadir (the All-Powerful) is derived from Power (qudrah)...
Hence, do these descriptions have any meaning or not? Without 
any doubt, they have their own conventional meanings which 
are customarily prevalent in Arabic.501

Of course, resorting to these verses as evidence is somewhat misleading, 
because although the Knowledge and Power of the Divine Essence are 
mentioned, it is not said that the Essence concurs with Knowledge and 
Power. Moreover, the Mu'tazilites do not deny God the Attributes of 
Knowledge, Power and Life, but they reject their conjunction with the 
Divine Essence. They recognise God as the All-Knowing, the All-Powerful 
and the Ever-Living, in the sense that the Divine Essence - which is 
completely transcendent - possesses these Attributes without coexisting 
with them. This contrasts with other explanations which say that the 
origin of the Attributes is their very conjunction with the Essence.

501 See al-Ash'arl, al-lbanah, 44-48.
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The Imamiyyah theologians have analysed this issue with more clarity 
and adopted a middle way, which is that of neither the Ash‘arites nor the 
Mutazilites. They believe that the Divine Essence, without addition or 
conjunction, is the origin of all the Attributes of Beauty and Majesty, and 
that any manifestation of perfection in the world of being has emanated 
from His Essence. It is impossible for the Divine Essence not to have these 
perfections, since if they do not actually exist in the Divine Essence, they 
could not appear from anywhere else. As such, the Divine Essence is the 
assemblage of all the Attributes of Perfection, and whatever exists is 
derived therefrom. Nothing is added or conjoined to God, and there is 
only He, and nothing but Him, in eternity.

This is the meaning of the identicality (‘ayniyyah) of the Attributes to 
the Essence of God, where all the Attributes are derived from this very 
Essence. Thus, the comparison used by the Ash‘arites where the Divine 
Attributes are the same as those of creation is false, because:

...nothing is like unto Hint (42:ll).

‘All, the Commander of the Faithful, said:

The pinnacle of religion is the acknowledgment of Him [God]; the 
perfection of acknowledging Him is to testify to Him; the perfection 
of testifying to Him is to believe in His Oneness; the perfection 
of believing in His Oneness is to worship Him sincerely, and the 
perfection of sincerity in worship of Him is to deny Him attributes, 
because every attribute is a proof that it is different from that 
to which it is attributed, and everything to which something is 
attributed is different from the attribute. Thus, whoever attaches 
attributes to God, the Glorious (subhanahu),502 has conjoined Him, 
and whoever conjoins Him regards Him as two [that is, regards 
the Divine Essence as composed of two elements]; and whoever 
regards Him as two recognises parts in Him [because a compound 
necessitates parts]; and whoever recognises parts in Him has 
mistaken Him.503

502 Subhan is a word used for God as a way of purifying His Essence. That is, God is 
pure and free from any unfitting description.
503 Al-RadI, Nahj al-Baldghah, Sermon 1.

234



UNEQUIVOCAL (MUHKAM) AND EQUIVOCAL (MUTASHABIH) VERSES

Negation of Spatial Characteristics (tahayyuz)
Tahayyuz means occupying a space, or have spatial bearings. This 

is a characteristic of physical beings, inasmuch as they occupy a space 
composed of six dimensions (right, left, front, rear, top and bottom). 
Tahayyuz cannot be applied to the Essence of God because He is incorporeal, 
that is to say, He is a metaphysical Being free of physical characteristics.

The Ash'arites, however, recognise tahayyuz in relation to God, where 
He would occupy a space and have a direction in the above sense. They 
cite the following Qur’anic verses in support:504

(Cod) Most Gracious is firmly established on the throne (ofauthority) (20:5);

He rules (all) affairs from the heavens to the earth; in the end will (all
affairs) go up to Him (32:5);

They all revere their Lord, high above them (16:50);

Do ye feel secure that He who is in heaven will not cause you to be
swallowed up...? (67:16);

To Him mount up (all) words of purity: it is He Who exalts each deed of
righteousness (35:10);

And thy Lord cometh, and His angels, rank upon rank (89:22);

Will they wait until God comes to them in canopies of clouds...? (2:210).

Keeping in mind the verse, Nothing is like unto Him (42:11), which is one 
of the unequivocal verses, the Imamiyyah and the Mu'tazilites regarded 
God to be free of any similitude to anything in creation, and embarked 
upon interpreting figuratively the above-mentioned verses, which the 
likes of Ash'arT regarded as unequivocal.

Before embarking upon further elaboration, certain words, such as 
‘arsh (throne), kursi(chair, also throne), istiwa (establish), sama (heaven), 
fawqiyyah (situated upon), nuzul (descent) and suud (ascent), which are 
used in such verses, should first be explained.

‘Arsh: In the Qur’an, arsh is mentioned 21 times in relation to God, 
kursi once, and istiwa seven times.505 ‘Arsh is a metonym that alludes to 
the throne of authority, as in:

504 See Ma'rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 3,111-113,115-116; al-Ash‘arT, al-lbdnah, 26-28.
505 Ma'rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 3,121.
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Then He established himself on the throne (of authority), regulating and 
governing all things (10:3).

Its literal meaning (couch or throne) is not intended. In Arabic this word 
is often used as a metonym. In many verses, the word ‘arsh is accompanied 
by tadbir (authority) to convey the same metaphorical meaning:

Indeed your Lord is God, Who created the heavens and the earth in 
six days, then He established Himself on the throne (of authority): He 
draweth the night as a veil over the day, each seeking the other in rapid 
succession: He created the sun, the moon, and the stars, (all) governed 
by laws under His command. Is it not His to create and to govern? (7:54).

It can be seen that in both the previous verses that ‘governing’ or 
‘authority’ is coupled with or follows established...on the throne, especially 
in the second of the two, which speaks of the creation and then God as 
established...on the throne, and finally the two are combined in Is it not His 
to create and govern? What is meant by amr (command) is the command 
to govern, which is a function of God established...on the throne.

Expressions like these accompany each other in other chapters (32:4-5; 
57:4-5; 40:15; 20:5-6). In Surah al-Haqqah, where the subject is the higher 
spiritual realm (jabarut) and the universal authority of God on the Day 
of Resurrection, arsh is again mentioned:506

And eight will, that Day, bear the throne of thy Lord (69:17).

As such, ‘arsh is nothing but an allusion to tadbir. In his interpretation of 
‘arsh, Imam ‘All ibn Musa al-Rida says: ‘And ‘arsh is the name of knowledge 
and power.507 In other words, the power and knowledge of directing affairs 
is given the name ‘arsh!

KursI: This alludes to the absolute authority of God over the universe. 
The following verse refers to the universality of the absolute dominion 
and sovereignty of God:

506 In many places in the Qur’an, the absolute authority of God on the Day of Resurrection 
is mentioned, when ‘the command’ is solely in the hands of God:
Master of the Day of Judgement (l:4);
Surely His is the command, and He is the swiftest in taking account (6:62);
There, the (only) protection comes from God, the True One (18:44);
His will be the dominion the day the Trumpet will be blown (6:73).
507 KulaynT, al-Kap, vol. 1,131.
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His throne (kursi) doth extend over the heavens and the earth (2:255);

and goes on:

And He feeleth no fatigue in guarding and preserving them (2:255).

In the Persian language, when speaking of the overarching sovereignty 
of a king, it can be said: ‘The pillars of his throne embraced the world.’ In 
cases such as this, the meaning is universalised and not literal.

Istiwa: If coupled with ila (to) - as in Then He turned to the heaven 
(thumma ’stawa ila al-sama) (2:29) - istiwa’ signifies ‘amada, which means 
‘to attend to,' or ‘to pay attention to’; and if it is used with ‘ala (on/upon) 
- as in Then He established Himself on the throne (thumma stawa ala al-arsh) 
(7:54; 10:3; 13:2) - it denotes dominion and universal authority. Similarly, 
the poet Akhtal said:

Qad istawa bishrun ‘ala al-Iraqi

Min ghayri sayfin wa damin muhraqi

In this couplet the poet praises Bishr (the brother of‘Abd al-Malik 
ibn Marwan) for being able to assume the governorship of Iraq without 
bloodshed.508

Therefore, when the words ‘arsh, kursiand istiwa’appear in the Qur’an, 
a wider metaphorical meaning is intended, and not the literal one.

Fawqiyyah: The use offawqiyyah or fi al-sama (in [the] Heaven) regarding 
God, and nuzul (descent) and suud (ascent), are totally spiritual and 
metaphorical, and do not imply a physical position, but refer to a world 
superior to this physical world from whence emanate all blessings to 
those here below. The place of God - if such a ‘place’ is conceived - is this 
superior realm, to where the righteous acts of His servants ‘ascend’ towards 
Him. Other than in this sense, God does not occupy any particular space:

Whithersoever ye turn, there is God’s Countenance (2:115).

When people look upwards and raise their hands toward the sky 
whilst praying, it symbolises the Source of blessings being beyond the 
sphere of the physical world.509

508 Ibn Kathir, al-Bidayah wa al-Nihayah, vol. 9,7.
509 See Ma'rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 3,126.
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And there is not a thing but its (sources and) treasures (inexhaustible) 
are with Us; but We only send down thereof in due and ascertainable 
measures (15:21).

This ‘sending down’ alludes to a descent from the high station of the 
metaphysical world. Words such as nuzul, inzal and tanzil that are used 
in the Quranic verses510 are of this type.

In addition, in verses such as And thy Lord cometh... (ja’a rabbuka) (89:22) 
and ...(until) God should come to them (ya’tfhimullah) (2:210), where movement 
within space is ascribed to God, this kind of metaphorical ellipsis is one 
of the most common metaphors used in Arabic. For example, the verse 
And thy Lord cometh, which apparently ascribes movement to God, implies 
‘your Lord’s command cometh,’just as ...ask (at) the town... (12:82) means 
‘ask the people of the town.’ Testimony to this kind of ellipsis and its 
implications are evidenced by other verses where it is absent:

But when the command of God issued, the matter was decided in truth 
and justice... (40:78);

Do they wait until the angels come to them, or there comes the command 
of your Lord? (16:33).

Such expressions and ellipsis abound in various places in both the 
language of the Qur’an and in common Arabic usage. Hence, in one place 
there is Or your Lord Himself should come? (6:158), and in another, Or there 
comes the command of thy Lord (16:33).

Similarly, regarding the taking of the souls, it is said, It is God that takes 
the souls at death (39:42), and in another place, Soon will ye be vanquished 
and gathered together (3:12). In the first verse God is said to directly take 
the souls Himself, and in the second verse it is the ‘angel of death’ (malak 
al-mawt) who takes them by the permission and order of God. Such verses 

not contradictory, and the real meaning is clear.

The Vision of God (ru'yah)
The Ash arites are of the opinion that God can be seen, and that at 

the time of the Resurrection, after the Judgement, the believers will be 
blessed with a vision of the Face of of God. Abu al-Hasan al-Ash‘arT cites

They are used more than ten times regarding the revelation of the Qur’an. See 
Ma’rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 3,115-116.

are
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as testimony to this the verse: Some faces, that day, will beam (in brightness 
and beauty) - looking towards their Lord (23-75:22), which states that the 
faces of the believers will be radiant as they see the Face of their Lord. 
He says that in the Arabic language nazar (^) is used in three ways:

1) To express a moral lesson: Do they not observe (yanzuruna) the camels, 
how they are made? (88:17);

2) To wait or expect: They will not have to wait (yanzuruna) for aught 
but a single blast: it will seize them while they are yet disputing... (36:49), 
that is, it will not be long before the blast suddenly summons them 
to the Resurrection;

3) Seeing with the eyes: Some faces, that Day, will beam (in brightness 
and beauty) - looking towards (nazirah) their Lord (75:22-23), for on that 
Day there will be no more time to learn, and nazar in the sense of 
waiting cannot be suffixed by the word ila (to, toward).
As to why we do not take the word thawab (reward) to be implied in 

Looking towards the reward of their Lord (75:23) Ash'arT says:

If we doubt the occurrence of ellipsis, the original principle is 
that no ellipsis takes palce, for ellipsis is contrary to the literal 
meaning. The apparent meaning of the verse shows that they 
will look at their Lord Himself, and if we regard the word thawab 
as being implied, it follows that they would look at other than 
their Lord, and it is not proper for us to interpret the statement 
of a speaker contrary to the apparent meaning of his words, 
or to imply something that will change his statement and be 
construed otherwise.

And regarding the verse, No vision can grasp Him (6:103), Ash‘arT says:

This is a negation [of such comprehension] in this world, but does 
not contradict the possibility of such a vision in the Hereafter, 
for seeing (ru’yah) the Countenance of God is one of the best of 
pleasures reserved for the higher realm. It may also mean a denial 
of ru’yah for the unbelievers who will be deprived of seeing God.511

As we have said earlier, however, nazar in the verse under discussion 
means ‘to expect,’ and not ‘to view,’ and this conveys the same meaning

511 See al-Ash‘arI, al-Ibanah, 10-19.
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of‘awaiting’ which exists in current Arabic usage, and it is also suffixed 
with ila (to, toward).

As such, the meaning of the verse is that some faces will be jubilant 
and fresh in expectation of the Divine Grace.

Bodily Organs and Limbs
The Ash‘arites have the notion that God has hands, feet, a face and 

eyes, citing Qur’anic verses in which such words as yad (hand), wajh (face), 
‘cryn (eye) and saq (shank) are used, as for example:

The Jews say: ‘God’s hand is tied up.’ Be their hands tied up and be they 
accursed for what they utter. Nay, both His hands are widely outstretched:
He giveth and spendeth (of His bounty) as He pleaseth (5:64).

But there is no basis here for the Ash'arite notion, because the ‘tying 
up of the hand’ denotes incapacity, in contrast to the ‘outstretched hands’ 
which signify power and ability. This kind of usage is quite common in 
Arabic, as for example, in another verse:

Make not thy hand tied to thy neck, nor stretch it forth to its utmost 
reach, so that thou become blameworthy and destitute (17:29).

It is clear that the literal meaning of these phrases is not intended; 
rather they allude to the trials of life and an over-generosity which may 
become a source of regret. Thus, the expressions where the hand is ‘tied’ 
or ‘outstretched’ in the above verse imply the same as what is mentioned 
in Surah Al-i ‘Imran in terms of poverty and affluence:

God hath heard the taunt of those who say: ‘Truly, God is poor and we 
are richT (3:181);

Say: ‘All bounties are in the hand of God: He granteth them to whom He 
pleaseth...’ (3:73).

In another verse there is:

Grace is (entirely) in His hand, to bestow it upon whomsoever He wills, 
for God is the Lord of Grace abounding (57:29).

The wordyacf (hand) is attributed to God twelve times in the Qur’an, 
and in all instances it means power, dominion, potency and so forth. 
Wajh (face) is used eleven times, and connotes the Divine Essence, as in:
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Everything (that exists) will perish except His own Face (28:88).

‘Ayn (eye) is mentioned five times - once in the singular, and four times 
in the plural - and in all cases it means God’s attention or protection:

Now await in patience the command of thy Lord; for verily thou, art in 
Our eyes (52:48);

And (this) in order that thou mayest he reared under Mine eye (20:39).

In common Arabic usage, kashfal-saq (literally, ‘uncovering of the 
shank’) alludes to the seriousness of a matter, and indicates that the 
time for flippancy regarding this world has come to an end, and a time 
for seriousness and earnestness has arrived. In the Persian language, 
daman bih kamarzadan (to tuck up the skirt) is used instead of kashfal-saq 
to convey the same meaning.

Volition and Free Will
One of the issues which has some bearing on the concept of equivocation 

in the Qur’an, and which has been a cause for debate between the Ash‘arites 
and the Advocates of Justice,512 is that of man’s voluntary actions. Abu al- 
Hasan al-Ash‘arI says that the Unity of Lordship (rububiyyah) necessitates 
that whatever exists in the world of being, including the apparently 
voluntary actions of man, is a direct result of the Will of God, and that 
to believe otherwise implies multiple lordship and is tantamount to 
polytheism (shirk). It would mean that something other than God is also 
a cause for bringing things into existence, whereas there is no cause 
except God. In this case, Ash'arl cites at least twenty-five verses, some 
of which are as follows:

But God has created you and your handiwork! (37:96);

God is the Creator of all things (39:62);

No misfortune can happen on earth or in your soub but is recorded in
a decree before We bring it into existence (57:22);

512 The Advocates of Justice, or Justice Advocates (‘adliyyun), refers to those (Imamiyyah 
and Mu’tazilites) who regard God’s actions as emanating from His Attributes ofjustice 
and Wisdom. Thus, any action outside these parameters cannot be from God, and 
therefore anyone who willingly commits a sin is blameworthy and deserves punishment.
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That it is He Who granteth laughter and tears (53:43).

Those who believe in predetermination have added:

But ye will not except as God wills (76:30);

...they are not the ones to believe, unless it is in God’s plan (6:111);

Many are thejinns and men We have made for Hell (7:179).

In this last verse they have, in other words, been created to be corrupt 
and punished, and play no part in the corruption for which they will 
be punished.513

Hie Voluntary Nature of Actions
However, there is no doubt that man’s own will plays a role in voluntary 

actions. For this reason, man’s actions are attributed to him and he is 
responsible for the consequences. This is something that everyone can 
discover in his own conscience, as well as being common sense. In other 
words, the issue is one of intuition, and requires no reasoning or proof. 
Moreover, praise, reproach, reward or punishment can only be justifiable 
if good or evil deeds are done voluntarily. The entire Qur’an is replete 
with instances of both praise and blame for different kinds of moral 
behaviour, not to mention the issue of religious duties, which implies the 
ability to act freely and choose, for otherwise it would be meaningless.

The numerous Qur’anic verses mentioning moral responsibility are 
considered unequivocal, since they are attuned with fundamental human 
nature (fitrah) and intuition, while verses which apparently challenge them 
are equivocal and have to be interpreted by way of the definitive verses.

Certain verses which substantiate the nature of voluntary action are 
the following:

Those who do wish for (the things of) the Hereafter, and strive therefor 
with all due striving, and have faith - they are the ones whose striving 
is acceptable (to God) (17:19);

Whoever works any act of righteousness and has faith - his endeavour 
will not be rejected: We shall record it in his favour (21:94);

(Yet) is every individual in pledge for his deeds (52:21);

513 See al-Ash'ari, al-Ibanah, 6,49-59.
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Mischief has appeared on land and sea because of (the meed) that hands 
of men have earned (30:41);

What kept men back from belief when guidance came to them...? (17:94);

If anyone does evil or wrongs his own soul but afterwards seeks God’s 
forgiveness, he will find God Oft-Forgiving, Most Merciful (4:110);

On no soul doth God place a burden greater than it can bear. It gets every 
good that it earns, and it suffers every ill that it earns (2:286);

Let there be no compulsion in religion: truth stands out clear from 
error (2:256);

Those who give partners (to God) will say: ‘If God had wished, we should 
not have given partners to Him, nor would our fathers: nor should we 
have had any taboos.’ So did their ancestors argue falsely, until they tasted 
of Our Wrath. Say: ‘Have ye any (certain) knowledge? If so, produce it 
before us. Ye follow nothing but conjecture:ye do nothing but lie' (6:148).

Basically, the Arabs of the Age of Ignorance (jahiliyyah) thought that 
man had no free will, that he was caught in a web of destiny, and that 
anything he did was due to the Will of God. By thinking in such a way, 
their unseemly behaviour would be accounted for. God reproaches them 
for this superstition, for how could such a thing be entertained by God? 
Thus, He says in other verses:

Say: ‘Do ye indeed inform God of something He knows not...?’ (10:18);

Say: ‘...Is it that ye will inform Him of something He knoweth not on 
earth...? (13:33);

Verily this is an admonition; therefore, whoso will, let him take a (straight) 
path to his Lord! (73:19).

Leading Astray (idlal) or Abandoning (khidhlan)
Idlal means to lead astray, or away from the true path. Since the issue 

of misguidance is raised in many verses of the Qur’an and attributed to 
God, one must be careful to understand the intended meaning, in order 
to be clear that it has a figurative or metaphorical, rather than literal 
dimension, which is never the case.
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In relation to God, idlal connotes khidhlan, that is, to leave people 
to their own devices and deprive them of attention as a result of their 
rebellion against God. In other words, they themselves do not want to 
be given attention by God, and due to their unwillingness they are left 
to themselves.

God will establish in strength those who believe, with the Word that 
stands firm, in this world and in the hereafter; but God will leave, to 
stray, those who do wrong (14:27).

This is the meaning of Truly God leaveth to stray whom He will (13:27),
But He leaves straying whom He pleases (16:93) and For God leaves 
to stray whom He wills (35:8), because ...He guideth to Himself those 
who turn to Him in penitence (13:27). Hence, those whom God leads 
astray (that is, leaves to themselves) are precisely those who do 
not want to humbly turn to Him in penitence (inabah).

Then those who believe in God, and hold fast to Him - soon will He admit 
them to Mercy and Grace from Himself, and guide them to Himself by a straight 
way (4:175).
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One of the most debated issues concerning the Qur’an is naskh 
(abrogation), since it raises some confusing questions. There is the question 
as to why there are any abrogated (mansukhah) verses and other definitive 
(muhkam) ones given as proof of it. Basically, the question is: what benefit 
could abrogated verses possibly have?

For our predecessors, naskh had a broader meaning than it does 
today. In the past, a change in an earlier law would be called abrogation. 
Naskh would also include an exclusion from a general ruling (takhsTs), 
or a qualification to an absolute decision (taqyid.). Nowadays, however, 
naskh means the replacement of an old rule by a new one, where one 
rule is abrogated and replaced by the abrogating (nasikh) rule. All current 
misgivings revolve around this more recent interpretation.

Hie Importance of the Topic
The significance of this discussion will become apparent when it is 

acknowledged that there are abrogated verses alongside muhkam (clear) 
non-abrogated verses in the Qur’an.514 Hence, it is necessary for the 
Qur’anic researcher to identify the abrogated verses and distinguish them 
from the muhkam ones. A jurisprudent (faqlh) who wants to determine 
a ruling from the Qur’an, or a theologian who seeks knowledge therein, 
must be able to determine this distinction. Therefore, the jurisprudent 
or judge who wishes to issue a religious edict (fatwa) or judgment must 
be careful not to base his decision on abrogated verses.

Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman SulamIhas narrated that Imam ‘All, the Commander 
of the Faithful, met one of the judges of Kufa and asked him: ‘Do you 
consider the abrogating verses separate from the abrogated verses?’ The 
judge answered: ‘No,’ and the Imam said: ‘In that case, you have ruined 
yourself as well as others.’515

514 Muhkam is used in contrast to mutashabih (equivocal), and at times in contrast to 
mansukh (abrogated), as it is meant here.
515 TafsJr al-'Ayyashl, vol. 1,12, hadith 9.
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Imam al-Sadiq asked a jurisprudent of Kufa: ‘Are you called ‘jurisprudent’ 
by the people of Iraq?’ He answered: ‘Yes.’ Then the Imam asked: ‘In 
your deduction of rulings, what bases do you use?’ He said: ‘The Qu’ran 
and the sunnah of the Prophet.’ The Imam asked: ‘Do you have a correct 
understanding of the Book of God, and can you entirely distinguish the 
nasikh (abrogator) from the mansukh (abrogated)?’ He replied: ‘Yes.’ Then 
the Imam said: ‘You claim to have a vast knowledge - something which 
is only endowed by God on the deserving ones.’516

Of course, in traditions such as these, nasikh and mansukh have a 
general meaning which also includes statements that exclude a case 
from a general ruling or qualify it as an absolute law. In other words, any 
subsequent law which is different from the previous law is called nasikh, 
whether it removes a previous law completely or limits its scope. It is clear 
that acting upon a general or absolute ruling prior to the examination 
of a specifying or restricting clause is disallowed, as is acting upon the 
abrogated rather than the abrogating.

The Wisdom behind Naskh
In every reform there is a need to abrogate certain rules and regulations, 

since in a gradual movement the successive changes in conditions necessitate 
a reassessment of the program. Change continues as long as the movement 
has not reached an optimum point or its goal. Whenever a program 
becomes complete, the issue of naskh is out of the question. Thus, naskh 
in a particular sharTah continues so long as the relevant prophet is alive, 
but there is no naskh after he passes away.

Successive naskh in a nascent sharfah is like the prescriptions of a doctor 
which might change according to the condition of the patient. Yesterday’s 
prescription was of benefit in its own time, and today’s prescription is 
suitable for today. Hence, God says:

None of Our revelations do We abrogate or cause to be forgotten, but We 
substitute something better or similar... (2:106).

That is, each abrogation fits in correctly with particular conditions 
for the betterment of the community. Better or similar refers to the two 
conditions. If one compares yesterday’s ruling with the conditions of

516 Fayd KashanT, al-SafipTafsiral-Qur’an, Preface to the Second Edition, vol. 1,13.
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today, today’s ruling is better, but when considering the application of 
each of them to its own time and place, then both are the most suitable 
in their own contexts.

The difference between naskh (abrogation) and insa (removal) is 
that naskh refers to a situation where an earlier ruling still holds, but 
conditions have changed and a new ruling is needed. But if over time 
the earlier ruling has been forgotten or distorted, it is known as insa.

In sum, the above verse tells us that, whether or not there is either 
direct abrogation or an earlier ruling has been forgotten and replaced 
by a new one, in both cases the criterion is for the greater good of the 
people. The verse is intended to refute the notion that abrogation suggests 
that there has been a mistake or a change of opinion, which would imply 
that the earlier law was somehow inadequate. This topic is dealt with in 
more detail under the heading 'Confusions on the Issue of Abrogation.’

Definition of Naskh
In current parlance, naskh means that a new law completely replaces 

an earlier one, which continuously applies up until the time the new 
one is instigated. There are perhaps some points here that need to be 
taken into account:

1) Law (hukm) in this case - whether abrogated (mansukh) or abrogating 
(nasikh) - means the religious law, which includes religious duties 
(al-hukm al-taklifi) and religious legal implications (al-hukm al-wad‘i). 
Therefore, as far as we are concerned here, it does not include any 
changes or modifications that occur outside the compass of the 
religious law.

2) The presumption of an unqualified continuity of the previous 
law with regards to its time and place, as inferred by the customary 
conception, since every religious duty has three areas of application: 
to the people, to the conditions and to the time. Therefore, the 
command is incumbent upon everyone, 
for all intents and purposes is fixed in time for all those who are 
duty-bound (mukallafin) to it.

3) It is impossible to merge the previous and succeeding laws since 
they are inconsistent, which is known technically as ‘mutual exclusivity’ 
(tabayun kulli). If the two laws can coexist, then no abrogation has taken

all conditions, andcovers
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place, in which case the earlier law remains general or absolute while 
the new one qualifies it. But in this case the new law is not said to be 
an abrogating law; it merely limits the scope of the previous law, but 
does not nullify it. This is in fact a kind of customary conciliation which 
is quite common, but falls outside the scope of naskh. Therefore, the 
difference between abrogation (naskh) and particularisation (takhsis) is 
that naskh cancels out the previous law, whilst takhsis modifies certain 
aspects of the earlier law which otherwise remains generally binding.

The Conditions of Naskh
The following are conditions concerning the application of naskh: 

disparity between the abrogating and the abrogated; the impossibility of 
merging the two; the restriction of naskh to religious laws, whether ritual 
or legal; and binding application in all circumstances, such as instances 
of necessity or when travelling. Any change of a ruling in such cases is 
beyond the scope of naskh. This is because every instance has its own 
rules, and a change of circumstances means a change in the rules, but 
such a change cannot be regarded as an abrogation of the law as some 
have mistakenly supposed, thereby including numerous specifications 
in the inventory of the abrogated (mansukhat).

There is another additional condition worthy of note, which is when 
the earlier law is limited to a particular timeframe, and therefore there 
is no need for abrogation. But it should not be forgotten that a given 
timeframe must be specified, for if it is ambiguous, then the previous 
law endures until a new one is announced. This is because any ambiguity 
in the timeframe means the original law remains until such a time that 
it is clarified by a jurisprudent. As long as no such clarification is given, 
the earlier law remains firm as before. For example, the following verse 
can be regarded a case in point:

If any of your women are guilty of lewdness, take the evidence of four 
(reliable) witnesses from amongst you against them; and if they testify, 
confine them to houses until death do claim them, or God ordain for 
them some (other) way (4:15).

With respect to this verse, we should realise that during the early 
period of Islam, the rule was that women who commited indecency were 
kept in their houses and not allowed out before death overtook them,
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unless God revealed a different course of action. Although the expression 
or God ordain for them some (other) way points to the fact that the rule in 
question may not be perpetually binding, and that sooner or later it 
could be replaced by another, the time when this might happen is not 
specified. Therefore, as long as a new law has not be revealed, the same 
law endures and must be observed. This is one of the most important 
features of naskh.

The Literal Meaning of Naskh
What has been said so far refers to a more or less universal definition 

of naskh, where naskh is the replacement of an earlier law with a new 
one. This might involve a change of opinion, such as when the lawgiver 
having given an apparently enduring definition of a rule, changes his 
opinion according to developing conditions. However, if these changes 
had been foreseeable, then the lawgiver would have specified the earlier 
law as limited. However, if he had foreseen the changing circumstances 
and specified the earlier law as absolute, it would have been an error 
on his part, but this is something which could not apply to the Eternal 
Knowledge of God.

Abrogation in this sense is something quite normal in the case of 
man’s own legislations, since he cannot foresee future consequences. 
As such, abrogation in the literal sense is a change of opinion, and does 
not apply to Divine Law. Therefore, abrogation in the case of Divine Law 
is in a sense simply apparent; it seems as though abrogation takes place, 
but does not in reality, since from the very time of issuing the first law, 
God knew that it was limited, but upheld it according to requirements. 
This is technically a postponement of a declaration until the appropriate 
time, and is recognised by scholars of jurisprudence (usuliyyun). This 
being so, it can be said that in reality there is no abrogation in Divine 
Law, for God would have known from the very beginning, when issuing 
a law, that it was limited in time, but had not declared when until the 
appropriate time.

The Similarity Between Naskh and Baday
Bada (revision) signifies a change of course in the affairs of the creation. 

Based on what is manifest, people assume the destiny of a thing to be
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unchangeable, and are unaware that it is destined to alter. They only 
become aware of this at the appointed time, and thus assume that bada 
has taken place. The two issues of naskh and bada' are the same in this 
respect, except that naskh pertains to legislation, while bada relates to 
what is created. A verse concerning naskh was mentioned earlier, whilst 
the following, in Surah al-Rad, refers to bada

Cod doth blot out or confirm what He pleaseth: with Him is the Mother 
of the Book (13:39).

This means that God can destroy what appears to be permanent and 
prolong what seems transient. Knowledge of the permanence or transience 
of things belongs solely to God. This will be elaborated on further.

Types of Naskh in the Qur’an
Abrogation in Quranic verses has been understood in various ways, 

some of which are legitimate, whilst others are not:
1) Abrogation of the verse and its content in the sense that the 

words of the verse are omitted from the Qur’an as well as the ruling 
stated in it;

2) Abrogation of the verse alone, in the sense that the words used 
in the verse are omitted from the Qur’an, but the ruling contained 
in the verse remains binding;

3) Abrogation of the content alone, in the sense that the words 
of the verse remain as they are, but the ruling contained therein 
is abrogated;

4) Conditional abrogation, where under certain conditions a ruling 
is abrogated by the revelation of another verse, but the first verse 
stands as it is with the addition of circumstantial conditions, in the 
absence of which the original ruling remains binding. As a result, 
the application of each of the two rulings - the abrogated and the 
abrogating - depends on circumstances.
Details of these types of naskh follow.

Abrogation of a Verse and Its Contents
In our opinion, this type of abrogation is invalid, because the reasons 

given for it would undermine the credibility of the Qur’an and create the 
possibility of its distortion (tahrif) after the death of the Holy Prophet,
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whereas it is impossible for an abrogating verse to be revealed after the 
passing away of the Prophet.

The issue of an impermissible marriage due to breastfeeding517 is 
not mentioned in the Qur’an, but ‘A’ishah is reported to have said that 
there was such a verse, that it used to be recited until after the death 
of the Prophet, but that it was lost when the text was eaten by a goat. 
She is reported to have said: ‘It had been revealed in the Qur’an that 
ten sucklings make marriage unlawful. This was then abrogated to five 
sucklings. These two verses [the abrogating and the abrogated] were 
written on a piece of paper, and it was under my bed. We forgot it and a 
goat entered my room and ate the paper, and it was lost.’518

This attribution is certainly untrue. How it is possible for a verse of 
the Qur’an to be lost because it was eaten by a goat? According to the 
narration, the verse was recited by the Companions. In other words, it 
could not have been recorded on just one sheet of paper, since the loss 
of the written version would not erase what had been memorised.

What is more interesting is that some prominent SunnTjurists have 
regarded the chain of transmission of these narrations as authentic, and 
they have issued religious edicts on the basis of them. For example, Ibn 
Hazm al-AndalusI in the book al-Muhalla,519 as well as some contemporary 
scholars like ZarqanI in Manahil al-‘Irfan.

From the Qur’anic point of view, the following verses clearly deny 
such a possibility:

Vie have, without doubt, sent down the message; and Vie assuredly will 
guard it (from corruption) (15:9);

No falsehood can approach it from before it or behind it; it is sent down 
by One Full of Wisdom, worthy of all praise (41:42);

520

517 Irda': breastfeeding which establishes the mother-child relationship or the bond 
between a brother and a sister, making a mahramiyyah (unmarriageable kin) relationship, 
thus prohibiting certain marriages.
518 ‘Before the Messenger of God passed away, these verses were recited, but then 
a goat ate it [the copy] and it was lost.’ See Sahih Muslim, vol. 4,167; Sunan Tirmidhi, 
vol. 3, 456; Abu Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Daraml, Sunan (Cairo: Dar Ihya’ 
al-Sunnah al-Nabawiyyah, 1346 q.), vol. 2,157; Sunan AbfDawud, vol. 1,224.
519 Ibn Hazm, al-Muhalla, vol. 10,15-16.
520 Al-ZarqanT, Manahil al-‘Irfan, vol. 2,214-216.
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And God hath full command over His affairs; but most among mankind 
know it not (12:21).

Abrogation of the Verse Alone
This happens if a verse containing a legal ruling has been abrogated 

but the ruling itself remains binding. As evidence, certain alleged 
are identified, an example of which is the so-called ‘verse of stoning* 
(ayat al-rajm):

When an old man (shaykh) and old woman (shaykhah) commit adultery, 
stone them as a punishment from God, and God is All-Mighty, the Wise.521

The second caliph insisted that this verse was part of the Qur’an, but 
for no apparent reason Zayd ibn Thabit did not record it in the codex. 
He maintained this belief until the end of his life, although none of the 
Companions ever acknowledged it.

In the Holy Qur’an, only the punishment of lashing (jald) (a hundred 
times) for fornication is mentioned. Yet ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab believed 
that in addition stoning (rajm) was mentioned in this alleged verse, with 
the addition of the words shaykh wa shaykhah, meaning ‘old man and 
old woman.’

Those who have supported ‘Umar’s belief have remained puzzled 
over the interpretation of shaykh and shaykhah, for why should stoning be 
exclusively for the aged? In his al-Muwatta’, Malik ibn Anas (the founder 
of the Malik! school of jurisprudence) has interpreted the two terms 
as ‘permanently married or widowed man and woman’ (thayyib and 
thayyibah).522 But this is also incorrect, because rajm is restricted to the 
muhsan and muhsanah (a permanently married man or woman). This 
is more specific than thayyib and thayyibah, which applies also to the 
widow and widower.

As mentioned, none of the Companions accepted this, including Zayd 
ibn Thabit, who began compiling the Qur’an on the instruction of Abu 
Bakr and under the supervision of‘Umar, since the Qur an could not be

verses

521 Ibn Hazm, al-Muhalld, vol. 11,234-236; Sahih al-Bukhdri, vol. 8,208-211; Sahih Muslim, 
vol. 4,167 and vol. 5,116; Ibn Hanbal, al-Musnad, vol. 1,23 and vol. 5,132-138.
522 See Jalal al-DTn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Suyutl, Tanwfr al-HawdlikfiSharh Muwatta Malik 
(Cairo: ‘Abd al-Hamld Ahmad al-Hanafi, n.d.), vol. 3,42; Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bdn, vol. 12,127.
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established by a solitary report (khabar wahid).523 Other alleged verses are 
also reported by ‘Umar, such as ‘the verse of raghbah’: alia targhabu ‘an 
abaikumfa innahu fusuqun bikum (Do not turn away from your fathers as 
it is disbelief on your part);524 ‘the verse of jihad’: an jahidu kama jahadtum 
awwa/a marrah (Make jihad as you made jihad at first);525 and ‘the verse of 
firash': al-waladu li al-firash wa li al-ahir al hajar (The child is recognised 
by the marriage, and the adulterer gets the stone).526 It is possible that 
he regarded the metrical rhymed prose he heard from the Prophet527 to 
be part of the Qur’an.

It is amazing that some Sunni authorities have issued religious edicts 
(fatawa) on the basis of these assumptions. The famous jurist Abu Bakr 
Muhammad ibn Ahmad SarakhsT has accepted abrogations like these. 
On the question of three consecutive days of fasting as a substitute for 
the sacrifice in the hajj pilgrimage, he has issued a religious edict on 
the basis of Ibn Mas'ud’s qiraah, which reads fasiyamu thalathati ayyamin 
mutatdbiat (a fast of three consecutive days).528 He says: ‘This reading was 
prevalent up to the time of Abu HanTfah, and there is no doubt concerning 
the veracity of Ibn Mas‘ud; it therefore must be accepted.’529 Ibn Hazm 
al-AndalusI mentions the same thing in his al-Muhalla.530

According to these claims, the verses quoted were allegedly abrogated 
after the death of the Prophet. But this is contrary to reason, because 
based on that a verse which is the basis of a fixed legal ruling would be 
taken from the Qur’an while its content which is an inalterable legal ruling 
remains binding without any evidence or proof. As such, the Imamiyyah 
jurists have not taken such narrations as valid proofs in jurisprudence.

523 Khabarwahid or ahad is a ‘solitary report,’ or any report that is not mutawatir. [Trans.]
524 Sahih al-Bukhdn, vol. 8, 208-211; Sahih Muslim, vol. 4,167; vol. 5,116.
525 See al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 1,106.

Ibid.
527 See Muhammad Had! Ma'rifat, Siydnat al-Qur'an min al-Tahrif (Qum:Jami'ah MudarrisTn, 
1418 q.), 159-162.
528 The actual verse is fasiyamu thalathati ayyam (2:196)
529 SarakhshT, Shams al-DTn AbG Bakr Muhammad ibn Ahmad, al-Usul (Beirut: Dar 
al-Ma‘rifah, 1393 q.), vol. 2,81.
530 Ibn Hazm, al-Muhalla, vol. 11,234-236.

526
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Abrogation of the Contents Alone
This type of abrogation is predominantly accepted by all scholars, 

who have given it three categories:

Abrogation on the basis of consensus (ijma) and authentic sunnah;

Abrogation by another verse which has a bearing on the original one;

Abrogation by another verse which has no bearing on the first 
one. This is when there is a contradiction between the two verses, 
but the abrogating verse is more recent than the first.

Ayatollah KhoT has accepted the second case only, found no justification 
for the former, and regarded the third as impossible. This is because it 
is impossible for there to be contraditions in the Holy Qur’an, and God 
has said:

Do they not consider the Qur'an (with care)? Had it been from other than 
God, they would surely have found therein much discrepancy (4:82).

In other words, there are no inconsistences or contradictions therein, 
and this in itself is a proof that the Qur’an is divinely revealed, since if 
it were in the words from the mind of man, there would be bound to be 
many inconsistencies.531

Those who advocate the three types of abrogation of the content 
alone have cited examples in each case. For the first type, the verse of 
tamattu (availing of provision) is given as evidence:

Those of you who die and leave widows should bequeath for their widows a 
year's maintenance (mata‘) and residence; but if they leave (the residence), 
there is no blame on you for what they do with themselves, provided it 
is reasonable. And God is Exalted in Power, Wise (2:240).

According to an earlier practice, the woman's right to make use of 
her deceased husband’s property lasted for only a year, and apart from 
that she would not inherit anything. The waiting period (‘iddah) for 
widows (before they may re-marry) was also one year. This verse was then 
abrogated by 2:234, which stipulates the inheritance for the deceased 
husband’s widows as a quarter of the property in the absence of a child,

531 See KhoT, al-Bayan, 306.
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and one-eighth if there is a child,532 and a period of four months and ten 
days as the waiting period. Therefore, although the wording of the verse 
still stands, its content (that is, the ruling itself) is abrogated.533

However, there is no apparent contradiction between the verses on 
inheritance and the waiting period, and it is possible that the verse of 
tamattu‘ is a matter of recommendation, as one learned teacher says, and 
that the verses on inheritance and the waiting period primarily state the 
main obligation. Yet exegetes have claimed a consensus of opinion that 
the content of the verse on tamattu has been totally abrogated, as Sayyid 
‘Abdullah al-Shubbar says: *This verse has been abrogated according to 
consensus.’534 Moreover, many traditions have confirmed the abrogation 
of this verse,535 and it is thus established by both consensus and traditions.

It is worth mentioning that in the verse of tamattu there are no 
apparent mandatory clauses, and a waiting period of one year cannot 
be deduced. What is understood from the verse is that it is improper for 
the heirs to remove their father’s wife from her dwelling for a period 
of one year, so she would be able to continue to enjoy the same mode 
of life she that was accustomed to. Nonetheless, the words but if they 
leave (the residence), there is no blame on you (fa-in kharajnafala junah) show 
that remaining at the house is not mandatory for the widow. From the 
apparent meaning of the verse, the inheritance and one year waiting 
period can only be deduced with the help of consensus (ijma) and the 
traditions stated earlier. Yet, according to the standards of the science 
of the principles of jurisprudence (usul al-fiqh), this consensus is based 
on known evidence (madraki)536 - in the sense that those who hold the 
consensus take the traditions into consideration - and cannot be regarded 
in itself as an independent proof. However, the chains of transmission of

532 This explanation can be found in Surah al-Nisa, verse 12.
533 See Fayd KashanT, al-SafipTafsir al-Qur’an, vol. 1,204.
534 Tapir al-Shubbar, 76.
535 See al-Hurr al-'AmilT, Wasa’il al-ShVah, section 30 (abwab ‘idad), vol. 22, 237-239; 
al-SuyutT,al-Durral-Manthur,.vol. 1,309.
536 In the science of the principles of jurisprudence, the consensus which is given 
credence and can be cited as evidence is the one which is independent and does not 
rely upon existing proofs. In the latter case, these proofs - and not the consensus 
which relies on them - must be examined. Such a consensus is technically called 
madraki and is below the status of an independent proof.
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these traditions lack credibility, and are only quoted in the tafsir known 
as TafsTr al-Nu'mam (which is of uncertain provenance), TafsTr al-Qummi 
(also uncertain), and TafsTr al-‘AyyashT(which has an interrupted chain). 
As such, although this writer in earlier writings had subscribed to the 
popular view, I now favour the view of the teacher, Ayatollah Khol, who said:

The content of the verse on tamattu1 is a recommendation, and not a 
mandatory order, and there is no contradiction at all regarding the verses 
of inheritance and the waiting period, and the consensus and traditions 
which express the contrary lack credibility.

To sum up, there is apparently no verse whose content has been 
abrogated on the basis of consensus or authentic sunnah. Although the 
possibility cannot be denied, there seems to be no evidence.

Regarding the second assumption - where the abrogating and the 
abrogated verses have some bearing on each other - the verse of najwa 
(secret talk) has been cited:

Oye who believe! When ye consult the messenger in private, spend 
something in charity before your private consultation. That will be best 
for you, and most conducive to purity (of conduct). But if ye find not (the 
wherewithal), God is Oft-Forgiving, Most Merciful (58:12).

In the early days people would frequently intrude upon the Prophet’s 
time with quite trivial issues. Hence, in order to curb this, there came 
the instruction to offer charity to the poor for consulting him, and the 
problem subsequently subsided. It was Ali who substituted a dinar with 
ten dirhams to give as charity when he took necessary questions to the 
Holy Prophet, up until the time when the instruction was abrogated by 
the following verse:

Is that ye are afraid of spending sums in charity before your private 
consultation (with him)? If, then, ye do not do so, and God forgives you, 
then (at least) establish regular prayer; practise regular charity; and 
obey God and His messenger. And God is well-acquainted with all that 
ye do (58:13).

It is clear that this later verse relates specifically to the previous one. 
Basically, the criterion for this kind of relationship between two verses is 
that if the earlier ruling does not exist, the second verse appears ambiguous,
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for the second verse is presented in such a way that it supplements or 
redresses the earlier one.

This kind of abrogation, where the abrogating verse has a bearing 
upon the abrogated verse, is accepted by all, including the respected 
teacher who is of the opinion that the only case where abrogation takes 
place is the abrogation of connected verses.537

Another verse can be cited in this regard, which deals with the number 
of combatants in warfare. The initial rule was that every believer was 
equivalent to ten unbelievers in battle. Therefore, if the number of the 
unbelieving combatants was ten times the number of the believers, it 
was incumbent upon the believers to face them and fight them, and they 
were promised victory. The verse is as follows:

0 Prophet! rouse the believers to the fight. If there are twenty amongst you, 
patient and persevering, they will vanquish two hundred: if a hundred, 
they will vanquish a thousand of the unbelievers: for these are a people 
without understanding (8:65).

But the believers held back, showing little courage to follow this 
instruction. On account of their reluctance and weakness of faith, God 
granted them a remission, telling each of them to confront two of 
the enemies:

For the present, God hath lightened your task, for He knoweth that there 
is weakness in you: but (even so), if there are a hundred of you, Patient 
and persevering, they will vanquish two hundred, and if a thousand, 
they will vanquish two thousand, with the leave of God: for God is with 
those who patiently persevere (8:66).

This verse clearly has a bearing on the one before, otherwise there is 
no point in saying God hath lightened your task, for He knoweth that there is 
weakness in you, and it becomes clear that after the first instruction the 
Muslims failed, showing a weakness, and this led to the second instruction. 
Therefore, the second verse abrogates the first, and is regarded as an 
example of the abrogation of related verses. Imam al-Sadiq says in this 
regard. Confronting two men abrogated the order to confront ten men.’538

537 See Khol, al-Baydn, 305,395-402.
538 Fayd Kashanl,al-Sdfi/iTafsTral-Qur’an, vol. 1,676.
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However, Ayatollah Khol denies abrogation in this case, saying:

It is not clear whether or not there was a time interval between the 
revelation of the first and the second verses, and it is possible that 
both verses were revealed together. Moreover, in abrogation, the 
abrogated verse must have been acted upon before the revelation 
of the abrogating verse, otherwise the initial legislation was to 
no avail. In abrogation, one of the conditions is a time interval, 
and another is that the former order must have been acted upon, 
after which abrogation may take place.539

He goes on:

The style of both verses is itself testimony that both were 
revealed together. Hence, the first instruction is recommended 
and supererogatory in nature, while the second is mandatory 
and binding in spirit.540

Of course, he has not presented evidence to show that the style of 
the two verses confirms their being revealed together. In fact, on the 
contrary, the style and tone of the second verse testifies to its being a 
later revelation, because it implies that some time had passed and the 
Muslims had displayed a weakness that led God to lighten the burden o 
the responsibility. Also, regarding the conditions for abrogation, it should 
be noted that there is no necessary requirement for an action to have 
been done, and inactivity can in fact justify an abrogation.

Concerning the third assumption, in which the abrogating verse has 
no bearing on the abrogated verse, many cases have been mentioned - 
such as the verse on the punishment for adultery - in which the first 
command was, should a (married)541 woman commit adultery, that she 
must be confined in her house until death takes her or another command 
is issued:

If any of your women are guilty of lewdness, take the evidence of four 
(reliable) witnesses from amongst you against them; and if they testify,

539 KhoT, al-Baydn, 375.
540 Ibid. 376.
541 This description is based on the reckoning of some by which they have tried to 
remove the contradiction between this verse and the subsequent one.
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confine them to houses until death do claim them, or God ordain for 
them Some (other) way (4:15);

If two among you are guilty of lewdness, punish them both. If they repent 
and amend, leave them alone; for God is Oft-Returning, Most Merciful (4:16).

Imam al-Sadiq is reported to have said that both these verses have 
been abrogated by the order for one hundred lashes and stoning. There 
are many traditions in this regard, and the exegetes have a consensus 
of opinion here.542 However, some have disputed it, including the great 
teacher whose argument was mentioned elsewhere.543

Another verse which might be considered here as evidence is the verse 
on inheritance on the basis of brotherhood in faith, which was stipulated 
at the beginning of the hijrah (the Migration to Medina), according to 
which the inheritor to a migrant was his brother in faith, and not his 
unbelieving relatives who stayed behind. Concerning this, Imam al-Baqir 
said: ‘The Muslims used to inherit from one another according to the 
initial pledge of brotherhood.’544 The verse in question is as follows:

Lo! those who believed and adopted exile, and fought for the faith, with 
their property and their persons, in the cause of God, as well as those 
who gave them asylum and aid - these are all friends and protectors 
(awliya0, one of another (8:72).

The first group referred to in this verse are the Migrants (muhajirun), 
and the second are the believers of Medina known as the Helpers (ansdr). 
The Prophet concluded a pact of brotherhood between the muhajir and 
the ansar, thus awliya’ (‘friends,’ sing, wa/i) is used here in the spirit of this 
brotherhood as ‘close relatives’ who can be considered inheritors. This 
ruling remained in force until the revelation of the following verse from 
Surah al-Ahzab, which restricted close relationship (wilayah) regarding 
inheritance to blood relatives, annulling the issue of inheritance on 
account of hijrah and faith:

542 See TabrisT, M ajma‘al-Bay an, vol. 3,20; Tafsir al-‘Ayyashi, vol. 1,227-228; Fayd KashanT, 
al-$afi fiTafsir al-Qur'an, vol. 1,339.
543 Ma‘rifat, al-Tamhid, volume 2, page 308.
544 TabrisT, Majma* al-Bayan, vol. 4,561.
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And those among (blood) relationship with each other are more entitled to 
inheritence from one another, in the Decree of God, than the (brotherhood) 
of the believers and the migrants (33:6).

All the exegetes have a consensus of opinion on this point.545

Conditional Abrogation
This type of abrogation may be unfamiliar, but by reflecting on many of 

the verses considered to be abrogated, it is discovered that their abrogation 
is not absolute, but rather depends on certain conditions of the time, 
in the sense that with a change in circumstances the previous ruling 
is abrogated and replaced with a more suitable one. However, should 
the same circumstances reappear, then the relevent ruling would again 
become applicable and binding.

The clearest examples of conditional abrogation are the verses 
concerning forgiveness for the troubles caused by the enemies of Islam. 
The early Muslims were told to remain steadfast and patiently persevere 
against persecution by the polytheists of Mecca, since they were in a position 
of weakness, and if they retaliated, they would have been destroyed. It is 
thus stated in Surah al-Jathiyah, the sixty-fifth surah revealed in Mecca:

Tell those who believe, to forgive those who do not look forward to the 
Days of God... (45:14).

The Days of God alludes to the formidable events and painful 
punishments decreed by God, and the verse gives warning of 
the chastisements which will come at the appropriate time.546 
Otherwise, those who do not fear Divine Wrath - that is, they do 
not fear God or His just reprisal - do not deserve the forgiveness 
or amnesty inherent in Islam. The command to forgive is merely 
due to the Muslims’ position of weakness, which they had to take 
into consideration. When the Muslim community gained strength, 
the permission to fight was given:

545 See Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 93,8.
546 See TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 9,75; vol. 6,304.
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To those who are being fought against, permission is given (to fight), 
because they are wronged - and verily God is Most Powerful for their 
aid... (22:39).

And then the actual order to fight came in these verses:

0 prophet! rouse the believers to the fight (8:65);

...assaultye him likwise... (2:194)

It is to be noted that all these verses were revealed in Medina. Similarly, 
in dealing with the Jews of Medina, initially the order to forgive was given, 
but, at the same time, it was clear that this remission was temporary:

...but forgive and overlook, till God accomplishes His purpose... (2:109).547

Yet after the Muslims gained strength and the Jewish conspiracy 
within Medina expanded, the order to fight against them was issued until 
such a time as they accepted the paying of the jizyah:548

...until they pay the tribute with willing submission... (9:29).549

Some have interpreted such forgiveness as within the spirit of religious 
tolerance that should prevail within Islam, and do not regard these verses 
on forgiveness as abrogated.550 As mentioned earlier, however, forgiveness 
in the face of a hardhearted and perfidious enemy might be considered 
a compromise inconsistent with the dignity of Islam, unless particular 
circumstances so demand.

We have presented these verses as ‘conditional abrogation,’ because 
the abrogated verses relate to specific conditions where forgiveness is 
binding. Other verses that stipulate gradual changes in legal rulings 
are also of this type. This is where a ruling has initially been issued in a 
soft tone and then becomes more severe, as, for example, verses giving 
permission to fight (22:39-40). They later included fighting with hostile 
unbelievers (8:61; 4:91), and thereafter included unbelievers who were in

547 The revelation of Surah al-Baqarah began in 2 AH, and is regarded as the first
Medinan surah.
548 Jizyah is a tax levied on the non-Muslims by the Islamic state in exchange for the
protection they receive and in lieu of the taxes, such as zakat, that only Muslims
pay. [Trans.]

Surah al-Tawbah was revealed in the latter years of the hijrah.
550 See KhoT, al-Bayan, 308.
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neighbouring territory (9:123). Finally, a declaration for fending against all 
hostile unbelievers and polytheists was issued (9:5,36). Verses concerning 
the prohibition of intoxicants also follow a similar pattern.

These types of degrees are flexible, and in accord with the prevailing 
conditions of time and place. Therefore, there is no absolute abrogation 
in such verses.

The Number of Abrogated Verses
Those who have disregarded the prescribed conditions for abrogation, 

or failed to understand the general sense of naskh as understood by the 
predecessors, have identified up to 228 abrogated verses. This seems to 
be an exaggerated figure and inconsistent with the rules of naskh.

Ayatollah KhoT does not accept more than one abrogated verse (the 
verse on private consultation [najwa]), and that is because the abrogating 
verse has a bearing on the abrogated verse. However, considering the 
others mentioned here of this type, as well as the matter of conditional 
abrogation, the number of abrogated verses would be more than twenty, 
although in most cases it is not a matter of absolute abrogation. As such, 
the question of abrogated verses in the Qur’an should not be a cause of 
confusion for students of the Qur’an.

Examples of Abrogated Verses

Abrogating VerseAbrogated Verse

4jji 063 ijiws fi ij# o liiiVerse on 
Private 

Consultation (Surah al- 
Mujadalah 58:12)

(Surah al- 
Mujadalah 58:13)

jl ^lc3 <tUI jVl

0^jL2> 4jU o&i jp lasub

OJI & 0J3 o3U l^llu 
4JLM3 4JJI jib Oc^II

0 jjiali

fil fiSt
Verse on the 
Number of 

Combatants

(Surah al-Anfal 8:66)(Surah al-Anfal 8:65)

263



INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR’AN

Abrogated Verse Abrogating Verse

0? U-9 j&Il Vi
j&Jil j ^*31 il .uJji 

(Surah al-Baqarah 2:235)
If lijl osj^i 0395a

J^sJl j| itUi ^-lijV 4i-oi

(Surah al-Baqarah 2:240)

Verse on 
Widows’ 

Provisions
p jl lijl dyi U

(Surah al-Nisa’ 4:12)

fkuj j* 1%uji ^ob jvjii
isjjl J^Uc- I3

(Surah al-Nisa' 4:15)

o£ &5& i^iisb jijjuii 
ill l o[ 13-ojpU lsJL-o I3 lSl5

U*p-j UI33

(Surah al-Nisa’ 4:16)

a^li jS l3alf Is Jl^JliVerses on 
Debauchery

(Surah an-Nur 24:2)

d Uf*^ Ji1 3?sfe
j^-03-aJI (3-f 4UI

(Surah al-Ahzab 33:6)

...bJLiU-ibSflii IsUT^aJI 01
jjOJU cUJj! dlJji

(Surah al-Anfal 8:72)

Verse on 
Inheritance 

by Faith

Surah al-Nisa’ 4:89-90; 
Surah al-Anfal 8:72; 
Surah al-Mumtahanah 
60:10, etc.

Verses on 
Treaty Surah al-Tawbah

V ojoSj l3^iS biil jjjJJ jl
4L1 fdjjfS 

(Surah al-Jathiyah 45:14)

oji ijji ut 13^1313I11I
(Surah al-Baqarah 2:109)

The verses that 
include the order to 
resist and fight back

Verses on 
Forgiveness
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Misgivings about Abrogation
1) Just like bada within creation, naskh in legislation - in its literal 

sense - is impossible for God, for both concepts have a similar meaning, 
that is, ‘the emergence of a new opinion’ due to a lack of foresight, or 
a change leading to a new legislation or creation in the face of certain 
obstacles. This would mean that there was an earlier ignorance, and this 
is inconsistent with the eternal Knowledge of God.

However, although both naskh and bada appear as such, in reality, 
and according to God’s Knowledge, such a change has been foreseen, but 
since this is unknown to the people, it seems like a change of position or 
attitude. It means that when the right time comes, God makes it clear that 
an obligation which was stipulated earlier as absolute was actually limited 
and temporary from the very beginning. In the case of bada, changes 
that take place in creation have all been foreseen, and come about at the 
appropriate time. Therefore, both naskh and bada superficially appear 
to be changes of position, while in reality there is no change.

2) Misunderstandings regarding abrogation have caused some to deviate 
and act ignorantly upon the abrogated verses. The reply is clear, because 
the ignorance of some comes from themselves, and if they had knowledge, 
they would easily distinguish the abrogating from the abrogated, the 
general from the specific, and the absolute from the limited. Likewise, 
distinguishing the equivocal from the unequivocal, although difficult 
for some people, is easily achieved by those grounded in knowledge (a/- 
rasikhuna fi al-‘ilm).

3) Misgivings over the existence of abrogating and abrogated verses in 
the Qur’an which appear to contradict one another. Such contradictions 
are denied by the verse:

Do they not consider the Qur’an (with care)? Had it been from other than 
God, they would surely have found therein much discrepancy (4:82).

This negates any possibility of contradiction or inconsistency in 
the Qur’an.

We should bear in mind that a contradiction is established when 
there is a real opposition, and not necessarily when there just seems to 
be one. If the ruling in the abrogated verse is different to the ruling in 
the abrogating verse in terms of time and place, relevant to which each
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ruling addresses certain points, then there is in fact no contradiction 
between the two rulings.

4) Another misgiving questions whether the existence of abrogated 
verses in the Qur’an has any benefit if the words no longer have any meaning.

Most of the abrogated verses in the Qur’an that have been presented 
here are conditional, and each of the apparently abrogated verses has a 
specific function in its own context; hence the criterion for its validity 
cannot be dismissed altogether. In addition, the very existence of both 
abrogating and abrogated verses in the Qur’an demonstrates different 
stages in the application of the legal rulings. This in itself has historical- 
religious value by illustrating the developments in perfecting the shartah.
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Introduction

Tahrif, which means to twist, distort or change a word from its original 
meaning, is a deliberate act done for a purpose in either of two ways, viz. 
tahrif in the structure of speech (verbal tahrif) and tahrif in the content 
of speech (substantial tahrif).

Tahrif in the structure of speech, or verbal tahrif, can take three forms:
1) reduction by the omission of certain words on which the desired 

meaning depends. An example of this type, according to Muslims, is the 
omission of the glad tidings of the previous prophets in relation to the 
coming of the Prophet of Islam in the Torah and the New Testament.

2) the addition of a word or phrase so that the original meaning is 
lost. An example is the addition of superfluous topics, such as the 
attribution of major sins to the prophets in the Old and New Testaments.

3) a change in the structure of a word so that it has another meaning. 
A distortion in the content of the speech (conceptual distortion)

means that, although the structure of the speech is not interfered with, 
the meaning is twisted to mean something different from that intended. 
Mu‘awiyah’s distortion of the well-known statement of the Holy Prophet to 
‘Ammar ibn Yasir: ‘You shall be killed by a rebel group (al-fi’at al-baghiyah),’ 
by referring it to the army of Imam ‘All for whom ‘Ammar fought, is an 
example of conceptual distortion.

It is obvious that any fabrication or interpolation is verbal distortion 
(tahrif lafzi) and any opinionated interpretation (tafsir bi al-ra’y) can be 
considered to be conceptual distortion.

Tahrif in respect of the Qur’an and the sunnah can refer to both verbal 
and conceptual distortion.

Distortion of the wording of the sunnah was mostly related to verbal 
distortion. The Prophet anticipated such a thing, and gave warning of it 
during his farewell pilgrimage (hajjat al-wida):
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Lies attributed to me have multiplied, and will multiply further. Thus, 
anyone who intentionally attributes a lie to me should prepare for his 
place in the hellfire.551

As history bears witness, fabrications of traditions of the Prophet 
reached such a level that when Abu ‘Abdillah Muhammad ibn Isma‘11 
al-Bukharl decided to make a compilation of them, he came across a 
whole pile of fabricated narrations. He himself said that he selected his 
authentic traditions, which come to more than seven thousand, from six 
hundred thousand narrations. However, in spite of his rigorous research, 
some Sunni scholars still believe that some of the traditions in Sahlh al- 
Bukharl are weak (dalf).552

However, the distortion with regards to the Qur’an as the foremost 
source of the religion has been a conceptual distortion which is described 
in the traditions as ‘opinionated interpretation’ (tafslr bi al-ray). Those 
who make opinionated interpretations, which according to some are 
mutawatirss3 and widespread, are told: ‘Whoever interprets the Qur’an, 
moulding it to his opinion, should prepare for his place in the hellfire.’554

Tafslr bi al-ra’y, or opinionated interpretation, entails the manipulation 
of the revealed text in order to reconcile it with particular objectives. 
It has the same meaning as that mentioned in relation to conceptual 
distortion.

The emergence of diverse sects and schools of thought within Islarr 
that regard their respective ideas as founded on the Qur’an in one way or 
another bespeaks conceptual distortion. Interestingly enough, distortion 
of the first type, i.e., verbal distortion as fabrication, has never been 
mentioned in the traditions transmitted from the Prophet that concern 
the Qur’an.

In a tradition transmitted from Imam Muhammad al-Baqir with reference 
to distortion of the Qur’an, conceptual distortion is emphasised where

551 MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 5, 80.
552 In the parlance of the sciences of hadith, a weak (da if) tradition is one that does 
not fit into the categories of authentic (sahlh) or good (hasan). [Trans.]
553 A mutawatir hadith is one which has been reported by so many different chains of 
transmission that such a number of narrators in every generation would normally not 
be able to agree on fabricating a tradition without the fact becoming known. [Trans.]
554 BahranT, Tafslr al-Burhan, vol. 1,16.
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the Imam explains a verse about how the Jews abandoned the book:555 
‘Their casting of the Book was that they safeguarded its letters (words) 
but distorted its limits.’556

Muslims have no differences of opinion about the occurrence of 
distortion in the meanings of the Qur’an. What they consider debatable 
is verbal distortion. Be that as it may, they all acknowledge that verbal 
distortion in the sense of addition has not happened with the Qur’an, 
because this would necessitate speech equal to that of the Qur’an, the 
challenge (tahaddi) having been met and the Qur’an’s ceasing to be 
inimitable. Therefore the contentious issue is verbal distortion in the 
sense of omission from the Qur’an.

We should bear in mind from the outset that the notion of omission 
has proponents in both the Sunni and Shfa schools of thought, for if 
the claims of tahrif are based on the traditions of tahrif as recorded in 
hadith collections, it is well known that this sort of narration is to be 
found more in Sunni collections of hadith than in Shfa collections. And 
if the opinion of a scholar is needed, again we know that this view is 
maintained by both the ShTa author Muhaddith Nurl, who wrote Fasl 
al-Khitab ff Tahrlf Kitab Rabb al-Arbab, and the Sunni author Ibn al-Khatlb 
Muhammad Muhammad ‘Abd al-Latlf, in his al-Furqdn.

Generally speaking, tahrif in the Qur’an can be traced back to the time 
when there was disagreement between those who were in possession of the 
first manuscripts, when there was close rivalry over the writing down of 
the text, the correct spelling and recitation, each group considering only 
its own version to be correct. This continued until the reign of ‘Uthman 
ibn ‘Affan, when the manuscripts were standardised by those who were 
not qualified enough for this pivotal task, giving rise to differing copies 
of the Qur’an, and as previously mentioned, inconsistency between these 
copies and the main original manuscript which was kept in Medina as 
a reference. In addition, some of the Companions and Successors were 
critical of certain copies of the manuscripts and recitations (qiraat). Most 
of these criticisms came from ‘Abdullah ibn Mas'ud, ‘A’ishah, ‘Abdullah 
ibn ‘Abbas and their kind. There were accounts which emerged from

555 The Quran, 3:187: They cast it behind their backs and bought thereby a little gain.
556 KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 8,53.
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these arguments that the Hashwiyyah557 had a strong desire to record in 
their most important sources of hadlth, thereby giving rise to the matter 
of tahrlf in the text of the Qur’an.

With the technical means at their disposal, researchers attempted to 
resolve the problem of these narrations and the clear suggestion of tahrlf, 
but since they were bound by the soundness of their chains of transmission 
(isnad), their efforts bore no fruit, and so finally they resorted to conceiving 
the notion of the ‘abrogation of recitation’ (naskh al-tilawah). This is while 
the false nature of this kind of abrogation has been clarified on the basis 
of rules according to the principles of jurisprudence (usul al-fiqh). Here 
the scholars were faced with two options: either these narrations, and 
all they implied, had to be accepted, and religious edicts be given on 
their basis - which a particular group did, thinking that the chains of 
transmission were authentic - or if there is no room for an acceptable 
interpretation, they should be totally rejected. For this reason, although 
Ibn Hazm al-AndalusT was a perspicacious jurist (faqih), he regarded rajm 
(stoning) as explicitlyjustified in the Qur’an, and in this regard, he would 
cite a narration reported by Ubayy ibn Ka‘b:

[He said,] ‘How many verses are contained in Surah al-Ahzab?’ 
and he was told: ‘Seventy-three or seventy-four verses.’ He said:
‘How is that, when this surah was equal to Surah al-Baqarah, or 
larger than it, and it contained the Verse of Stoning (ayat al- 
rajm): ‘Whenever an old man (shaykh) or an old woman (shaykhah) 
commits adultery, stone them, as this is the punishment set by 
God, and God is All-Mighty, All-Wise’?’

Ibn Hazm says: ‘The chain of transmission of this narration is as 
clear as the shining sun, and it is therefore indubitable.’ He then adds: 
‘Although this verse is amongst those whose words are abrogated, its ruling

557 Hashawa literally means cotton or wool and the like which is put inside quilts, 
pillows and mattresses. In Islam, hashwiyyah is a pejorative term applied by some 
Muslim theologians such as the Mu'tazilites to the traditionists of HadFth (ahl al- 
hadith), because the latter mostly believe in anthropomorphism and similitude to God. 
In addition, hashwiyyah is applied to the traditionists of HadFth because they would 
haphazardly insert in their theology certain traditions reported from the Messenger 
of God that had no authentic source. [Trans.]
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remains.’558 In the following chapters, we shall examine the inaccuracy 
of Ibn Hazm’s testimony.559

In addition, on the issue of determining the amount of breastfeeding 
which establishes a mahram560 relationship, he says:

Those who claim that breastfeeding fewer than five times does not 
foster a mahram relationship have cited a narration from the Mother 
of the Faithful (umm al-mu’minun), ‘A’ishah, on the authority of 
Hammad and ‘Abd al-Rahman, on the authority of‘Urwah, stating 
thus: ‘What was initially revealed in the Qur’an is the following: 
‘Nothing fosters as mahram relationship except breastfeeding ten 
times.’ It was then revealed: ‘Five times acknowledged breastfeeding 
(would foster mahram relationship).” According to 'Abd al-Rahman, 
it is thus stated: ‘Amongst the verses being revealed and later 
abrogated is the verse, ‘Nothing fosters the mahram relationship 
except breastfeeding ten times,’ and then it was followed by ‘Five 
times acknowledged breastfeeding.” ‘A’ishah adds: ‘As long as the 
Prophet was alive, these verses were being recited.’

Ibn Hazm goes on to say: ‘In terms of accuracy, honesty and reliability 
of the narrators, these two narrations occupy the highest level...’ He 
then deals with the problem in the text: how it could be possible for 
something to be deleted from the Qur’an after the death of the Prophet. 
This is a great offense with respect to the Qur’an. Thereafter, he tries to 
find justification by saying that it was the text of the passage that was 
deleted, but its ruling remains binding - exactly as with the Verse of 
Stoning.561 It is very clear that this is unacceptable.

This kind of perception enticed some of our predecessors, such as 
Muhyl al-DIn ibn ‘Arab! (d. 638/1240), to subscribe to the notion of tahrlf. In

558 Ibn Hazm, al-Muhalla, vol. 11,234-235.
It is said that he is the first person to have accused the Shfa of believing in the 

notion of tahrif and thereby unjustly cursing them, while this curse is more compatible 
with the acceptance of his views. See Ali ibn Ahmad ibn Sa'Td Ibn Hazm, al-Fasl fial- 
Milal wa al-Ahwa’wa al-Nihal (Beirut:-Dar al-Ma‘rifah, 1395 q.), vol. 4,182.

Ma ram refers to those with whom marriage is prohibited (usually because of 
close kinship). [Trans.]
561 Ibn Hazm, al-Muhalla, vol. 10,14-16.
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his book al-Futuhat al-Makkiyyah, Shaykh Muhyl al-DTn ibn ‘Arab! mentions 
tahrlf and that the ‘UthmanI copy of the Qur’an is defective:

Some of the people of mystical disclosure (ahl al-mukdshafah) 
think that many of the abrogated verses have been deleted from 
the ‘UthmanI codex.

He goes on:

If the Prophet himself were putting the Qur’an into writing and 
compiling it, and deleted such verses, there would be no objection, 
and we would have completely accepted it.

Elsewhere he says:

Had it not been for some narrow-minded people, and had it not 
been equal to imparting wisdom to the undeserving ones, we 
would have certainly stated what has been excluded from the 
‘UthmanI codex, although there is no doubt about the present 
content of the ‘UthmanI codex.

Sha‘ranl says: ‘But he says in the book al-Futuhat al-Misriyyah that 
there is the consensus of the ummah with respect to this codex, believing 
that nothing had been deleted in it.’562

Some recent scholars are deceived by such narrations, such as the 
author of al-Furqan, who has embellished his book with accounts such as 
those mentioned earlier, thereby initiating much public outrage throughout 
Egypt. On the other hand, the Imamiyyah jurists rejected these groundless 
notions, regarding them as inconsequential, and did not rely on them for 
any religious edict (fatwa) or issue of jurisprudence (fiqh).563

562 See ‘Abd al-Wahhab ibn Ahmad Sha'ranI, al-Yawaqit wa al-Jawahir (Cairo: Mustafa 
al-Babl al-Halabl, 1378 q.), vol. 1,139.
563 There are none amongst the Imamiyyah jurists of the past or present who have ever 
been deceived by the apparent meaning of such groundless narrations.
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The Literal and Technical 

Meaning of Tahrif

Literal Meaning of Tahrif
Tahrif refers to the moving of something from one place to another. 

It is derived from harfal-shay', which means an integral component 
of something.

The Qur’an says:

And among mankind is he who worships God as if on a fringe (ala harfin), 
so that if good befalls him he is content therewith, but if a trial befalls 
him, he turns his face (22:11).

In his exegesis to this verse, ZamakhsharT says:

That is, they situate themselves on the fringe of religion and not at 
the core of it. And this is an adage which reflects that, in relation 
to their religion, they are in a state of agitation and apprehension 
and not at peace and tranquil. It is like one who lodges on the 
fringe of an army, so that if victory is in the offing, he is at ease 
and assured, otherwise he would escape.56*

Tahrif in relation to a word or phrase means interpreting it in a way 
other than its real meaning, or in a way which is not obvious. It is as if 
the innate implication of a word has a specific ground that accords with 
its primary nature, but it has been uprooted and placed elsewhere.

It is clear that tahrif in this sense means diverting a word from its 
true course and manipulating its substance. Therefore it is tantamount 
to changing the meaning of the word, for as God says:

...there are those who displace (yuharrifuna) words from their (right) 
places... (4:46);

They change words from their contexts... (5:13).

This means that they interpret words in a way that differs from the 
conventions of speech, and is therefore nothing but a distortion. 

According to Lisan al~‘Arab:

564 Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, vol. 3,146.
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The tahrif of a word from its position means changing it, and 
tahrif of the Qur’an means to substitute the meaning of a word 
or expression with something similar to its real meaning, as the 
Jews used to change the meanings of the Torah to something 
close to the intended meaning. For this reason, God describes 
their actions, thus: They displace (yuharrifuna) words from their 
right places (4:46).

By ‘close to the intended meaning’ (qaribatu al-shabih) he means that 
the meaning of the word is replaced with a meaning which is very close 
to its real and original meaning. This expression is consistent with the 
meaning of harfwhich implies alongside a thing and conceptually close. 

Raghib Isfahan! says something similar:

Tahrif of a word means that a word is interpreted in a particular 
sense although it is capable of being interpreted in more than 
one way. In other words, tahrif is done when the word has two 
possible meanings etymologically, and one limits it to one of these 
in a way contrary to of the intent of the speaker.

In his exegesis of the verse, They change words from their context 
(mawadnh), TabrisI says:

That is, they interpret it contrary to what has been revealed, and 
change the descriptions of the Holy Prophet. Hence, tahrif is done 
in two ways, namely malicious interpretation and changing and 
substitution. An example of the latter is explained by the verse,
And they say: It is from God, when it is not from God (3:78)565

And Sha'ranI says:

Mawadi' in this noble verse signifies the meanings and implications of 
the verses. It means that they do not interpret the words according 
to their apparent meanings, but rather in a way very far from 
the apparent meanings.566

It also means that they take a word from where it should be:

They change words from their right places (5:41)

565 TabrisI, Majrna‘ al-Bayan, vol. 3,173.
566 In the margin of TabrisI, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 3,55.
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ZamakhsharT explains:

The meaning of the verse is that the word has a position in which 
it deserves to be placed. The distorters take it from its position and 
separate it Just like a stranger who is away from his home town.567

In this regard, Imam Muhammad al-Baqir is reported to have said:

Among the instances of throwing the Book away [by the Jews] 
was that they would honour its letters but distort its limits [and 
meanings]. They were engaged in quoting its expressions but 
heedless in observing its meanings. The ignorant are pleased to 
preserve their narration, but their lack of understanding makes 
the learned grieve.568

What the Imam is implying here is that they are concerned with 
letters and words, but they misinterpret the meanings of the verses. As 
such, not acting upon the real intent of the Book of God is tantamount 
to throwing it away. In another tradition, Imam al-Baqir says:

Some reciters of the Qur’an honour its words but through lack of 
respect to the Qur’an they spoil its limits [and meanings], dealing 
with it like a receptacle. May God not multiply such bearers of 
the Qur’an!569

Technical Meaning of Tahrif
In a technical sense tahrif has the following seven meanings: 
l) Distortion of the meaning of a word (tahrif manawi), where speech 

is construed in a way different from its accepted meaning, conventional 
implications and common usage. For this reason such an interpretation 
is rejected and prohibited by the sacred law (shariah), where it is called 
tafsir bi al-ra’y (opinionated interpretation). The Prophet says: ‘Whoever 
interprets the Qur’an by his own opinion should prepare for his place 
in the Fire.’570

567 Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, vol. 1,517.
568 KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 8,53, no. 16.
569 Muhammad Muhsin Fayd KashanI, al-Shdfi(Talkhis al-Wdfi), (lithograph, n.d.), vol. 2,24. 

ibn AbTJumhur al-AhsaT, 'Awalfal-Li’dif (Qum: Sayyid al-Shuhada’, 1403 q.), vol.
4,104, no. 154.
570
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TafsTr bi al-ra’y takes place when a person intentionally imposes his 
own opinion on the Qur’an. Earlier, TabrisT had described it as sual-ta'wil 
(misinterpretation) which is close to the literal meaning of tafsTr bi al-ra’y. 
As will be shown later, the Qur’an has only used the word tahrlf in the 
sense of‘corruption of the meaning’ (tahrlf manawt).

2) Positional distortion (tahrlf mawdii). This means that the recording 
of a verse (ayah) or chapter (surah) is contrary to the arrangement of its 
revelation. This is very rare, but, as explained earlier, the recording of 
the chapters in the structure of the Qur’an is different to the order of 
their revelation.

3) Distortion in the reading of the Qur’an (tahrlf al-qira’ah), or to read 
a word contrary to the common reading prevalent amongst the Muslims. 
This concerns most of the speculative preferences certain reciters use 
in a bid to promote readings (qiraat) which cannot be traced back to the 
early period of Islam; their own inventions lead to such distortions. In 
our opinion this is impermissible, because, as mentioned in the noble 
tradition, the Qur’an is one and is revealed by the One and Only God.571

4) Distortion in the utterance of words, as with the differing dialects 
of the Arab tribes. This is permissible so long as the original structure of 
the word is not undermined and its meaning is unchanged. We believe 
that the traditions on the Seven Ahruf- assuming that their chains of 
transmission are sound - refer to pronunciation in the different Arab 
dialects. And even if it is not an Arab dialect, the tradition still covers it, 
for according to another tradition: ‘The angels take it up in Arabic.’572 But 
if a difference in dialect causes lahn, i.e., error, and is inconsistent with 
the rules of Arabic grammar, it is impermissible, as God says:

(It is) an Arabic Qur’an, without any crookedness (39:28).

And in compliance with the ruling ‘Learn the Qur’an in its Arabic 
(language),’573 we are obliged to recite it in correct Arabic. Similarly, if 
a distortion in dialect brings about a change in the meaning of a word, 
it is impermissible in our view, especially if it is done intentionally and 
with an evil objective. For example, as mentioned by Husayn ibn ‘All al-

571 KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 2, 630, no. 12.
572 Al-Hurr al-‘AmilT, Wasailal-ShVah, vol. 4, 866, no. 4.
573 Al-Hurr al-‘AmilT, Wasail al-ShFah, vol. 4,865, section (bdb) 30, no. 1.
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Maghrib!,574 when uttering raina (‘listen to us’) (2:104), the Jews would 
change the accent of the letter ‘ayn and turn it into a term which means 
‘you are our villain.’ Also, it is stated in Surah al-Nisa :

Some of those who are Jews change words from their context and say: ‘We 
hear and disobey,’ and ‘Hear thou as one who heareth not,’ and ‘Listen 
to us!’ (‘rd'ind’) distorting (layyan) with their tongues and slandering 
religion (4:46).

Interpreting layyan in this verse, Raghib Isfahan! says: ‘They would 
utter the word distortedly and erroneously.’

5) TahrTf by substituting a word with one similar or different. This 
was deemed permissible by ‘Abdullah ibn Mas'ud if the actual intended 
meaning is maintained. He claimed that, provided a verse of majesty 
is not changed into a verse of mercy, or vice versa, there is no harm if 
instead of al-alTm (All-Knowing), al-haklm (All-Wise) is said:

I listened to the recitation of different reciters and I found them close 
to one another. So, recite the Qur’an in the manner you have learnt it; 
for example, halumma and taal can be interchanged.

We stated earlier that such a practice with respect to the text of 
revelation is impermissible, because the inimitability (ijaz) of the Qur’an, 
which is based upon its meaning, depends on its wording.575

6) TahrTf by addition. This is also attributed to ‘Abdullah ibn Mas'ud 
and some other Companions. In order to clarify an ambiguity in the 
wording of a verse, they would add certain words to the text, but did not 
regard the additional words to be part of the Book. If no error results and 
the abovementioned condition is met, there is nothing wrong with it. 
The addition of words in the interpretation of certain verses that occurs 
in some of the traditions transmitted from the immaculate Imams is 
similar to this.

Seemingly no Muslims have ever claimed that there is any addition in 
the existing text of the Qur’an except the ‘Ajaridah (the followers of‘Abd 
al-Karfm ibn ‘Ajrad, one of the Kharijite leaders), who did not consider

574 See BalaghI, Ala’ al-Rahmdn, vol. 1,113-114.
575 See Ma'rifat, al-TamhTd, vol. 1,316-324.

278



THE IMMUNITY OF THE QUR’AN FROM DISTORTION (TAHRIF)

Surah Yusuf to be part of the Qur’an. They regarded this surah to be a love 
story, and not worthy of being part of divine Revelation.576

One of the errors of Ibn Mas‘ud was to think that the muawwidhatan 
(Surah al-Falaq and Surah al-Nas, which begin with qul audhu) are not an 
integral part of the Qur’an. He said: ‘Do not add that which is not part of 
the Qur’an, and these two surahs must have been deleted from the codex.’577

7) Tahrif by omission. This has two types, one of which is omission 
in recitation. For example, Ibn Mas'tid is reported to have been reciting 
the following verse without the phrase Him Who hath created (ma khalaqa):

By the night enshrouding and the day resplendent, and Him Who hath 
created male and female... (92:1-3).578

Also, A‘mash used to recite ha mim \ayn sin qaf(&^ ^) as ha mim sin 
qaf(^ without the ayn. It is claimed that Ibn ‘Abbas also recited in 
the same way.579

The other type is when there is any omission in the present text of 
the Qur’an in the sense that a letter, word, sentence, verse or chapter 
is taken out.

Regarding each of these types, there are narrations recorded in 
authoritative books of tradition, such as the Sihah Sittah (the six canonical 
Sunni collections of hadith) and others which we have mentioned before 
and intend to elaborate on.

Hie Qur’an and the Word Tahrif
The Qur’an has used the word tahrif only in its literal sense, i.e., 

distortion in the meaning of a word and interpreting it incorrectly, and this 
is known as misinterpretation (su al-tafsir) or opinionated interpretation 
(tafsir bi al-ray). Tahrif in this sense refers to a distortion of the meaning.

Earlier we discussed the verses:

576 ShahristanI, al-Milal wa al-Nihal, vol. 1,128; but according to Abu al-Hasan al-Ash‘arT, 
this attribution has not been proven. He says: ‘It is reported that they do not believe 
in Surah Yusuf as part of the Qur’an, although this has not been proven to us.’ See 
Ash‘ar7, Maqalat al-Islamiyyin, vol. 1,178.
577 See Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 8, 571.
578 Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 6,211; vol. 5,35.
579 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 9,21.

279



INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR’AN

...[they] change words from their context... (4:46),

and:

They change words from their places... (5:13).

‘An mawadi‘ihi in these verses refers to when the import of words is 
distorted as a betrayal of trust after being used in its real sense, which 
is based on its apparent meaning or the circumstantial evidence present 
at the time. The meaning of min badi mawaduh (5:41) explicitly indicates 
tahrif in the sense of changing words to mean something else.

It is stated in Surah al-Baqarah:

...though a party of them heard the Word of God, and distorted it after 
they had understood it knowingly (2:75).

That is, after understanding the real meaning - which is what God 
intends - and discovering that it is contrary to their own interests, they 
would distort it so that it became favourable to them.

TabrisT and Shaykh Tusi before him have described this kind of tahrif 
as misinterpretation (su al-ta’wil). Tusi says in al-Tibyan: 'Tahrif is of two 
types, namely, misinterpretation and changing or substitution.’580 This 
happens if the intonation of a word is changed in such a way that its 
meaning is distorted, as mentioned in verse 78 of Surah Al-i ‘Imran.

Shaykh Muhammad ‘Abduh says:

Amongst the meanings of tahrif is the opinionated interpretation 
of a word in the sense that it is construed in a way different 
from its conventional meaning. This is the closest meaning we 
understand from tahrif. For their pretext in denying the Prophet 
and his prophethood lies in this meaning [of tahrif]. As such, they 
would misinterpret the glad tidings of his prophethood.581

‘Abduh implies that the plausible meaning of tahrif mentioned in these 
verses refers to a distortion of meaning, and what gave them courage 
to misinterpret the glad tidings and therefore deny the prophethood of 
the Messenger was this type of distortion.

580 Tusi, al-Tibyan, vol. 3,470.
581 Rashid Rida, al-Manar, vol. 5,140.
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In his exegesis of the verse [they] change words from their contexts 
(4:46), and 5:13, where the same statement occurs, ZamakhsharT says: 
‘They pervert the word from its [supposed] position,’582 for if a word is 
not interpreted according to its apparent meaning or implications, it is 
tantamount to removing it from its position.

In addition, the distortion of the Old and New Testaments which is 
indicated in the Qur’an is either through misinterpretation, in the sense 
of manipulating them contrary to the truth - without any changing of 
the words - or in addition to that, changing the pronunciation of words 
when reading. As God says:

And lo! there is a party of them who distort the Scripture with their 
tongues, that ye may think that what they say is from the Scripture, 
when it is not from the Scripture. And they say: ‘It is from God,’ when it 
is not from God; and they speak a lie concerning God knowingly (3:78).

This is because if a word is pronounced contrary to the way it should 
be, it will be treated as another word and not the original word. And in a 
bid to conceal the truth and not to disclose the glad tidings of the coming 
of the Holy Prophet, some of the People of the Book583 distorted certain 
meanings without changing the words.

Finally, tahrif in the sense of addition, deletion or the changing of 
words to others - which is the technical meaning of tahrif- has not been 
used in the Qur’an, as can be observed.

The Notion of the Abrogation of Recitation 
The abrogation of recitation is mentioned by several traditionists (ahl 

al-hadlth) and a group of orthodox Sunnis. With this concept they have 
tried to solve problems surrounding certain narrations which in their 
opinion are authentic, and which indicate the deletion of a considerable 
number of Quranic verses. In this way they affirm that the recitation of 
a particular group of verses has been abrogated, but their rulings remain 
intact; for example, the verse on the ten instances of breastfeeding,584

582 Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, vol. 1,633.
583 The People of the Book (ahl al-kitab) is the respectful title given to the Jews and 
Christians in the Qur’an. [Trans.]
584 Sahih Muslim, vol. 2, no. 3421,740.
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the verse that mentions the stoning of an old man and woman,585 the 
verse saying that nothing fills the belly of Adam’s son except dust,586 and 
many other such alleged verses, which, they believe, had been in the 
Qur’an and were recited during the time of the Prophet, but were later 
taken out and subsequently forgotten. Nevertheless, acting accordingly 
remains obligatory. With this peculiar methodology they strive to justify 
traditions which they believe to be authentic.587 Shf a scholars, however, 
have rejected all such narrations - which explicitly contradict the Qur’an 
- and do not consider any of their chains of transmission authentic. 
Basically, the notion of the abrogation of recitation is an unjustifiable 
claim made by certain Sunni scholars.

A leading Sunni usu/f academic, Muhammad ibn Ahmad SarakhsT, 
is one such scholar. Although he strongly rejects the idea of abrogation 
after the demise of the Prophet, he has accepted that it is possible that it 
occurred during the Prophet’s lifetime, even though it remained unknown 
to the first Companions. He says:

The declaration of the abrogation of recitation while the ruling 
remains in force - according to the statements of our scholars 
- is as follows: the compensatory fasting for a vow (qasam) is 
three consecutive days according to this recitation of Ibn Mas'ud: 
fasiyamu thalathati ayyamin mutatabi'at. This recitation (with the 
addition of mutatabi at) was well known until the time of Abu 
Hanlfah, but it has not been narrated through mutawatir narrations, 
since the Qur’an has been established by them. On the other 
hand, there is no doubt about the veracity and reliability of Ibn 
Mas'ud. So, there is no option but for us to say that the Qur’an 
used to be read with the recitation of Ibn Mas'ud. Then it was

585 Sa/iih al-Bukhan, vol. 8, no. 817,537-543; Sahih Muslim, vol. 3, no. 4194, 912.
586 Sahih al-Bukhan, vol. 8, nos. 444-447,296-298; Safifh Muslim, vol. 2, no. 2286,500-501.
587 QadT Abu Bakr al-Baqillanl (d. 403/1013) strived hard to defend some of his 
predecessors, for it is said that they claimed that certain verses of the Qur’an which 
used to be recited during the time of the Prophet - such as the verse on stoning and 
the like - have been deleted. He tried to prove that these verses - assuming that they 
are authentic - are amongst those whose recitation has been abrogated (mansukh 
al-tilawah), since otherwise such an attribution is false. See AbG Bakr Muhammad 
ibn Tayyib al-Baqillanl, , Nukat al-lntisar li Naql al-Qur’an (Alexandria: Munshi’at al- 
Ma'arif, 1971.), 95-108.
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abrogated during the lifetime of the Prophet, in the sense that 
God erased it from the hearts; but it remained in the heart of Ibn 
Mas‘ud in that its ruling remains in force through his narration.
This is because a solitary report (khabar al-wahid) necessitates 
acting upon it, and the recitation of Ibn Mas'ud is not inferior 
to his narration (that is, if his narration - though it stands alone 
- requires implementation, his recitation is also equally binding). 
Therefore, this constitutes the perpetuity of this ruling after the 
abrogation of its recitation.588

An openly convoluted and unrealistic justification is conspicuous in 
this statement.

All the elements advanced by SarakhsT to justify his claim are like 
castles in the sand, since they have no basic evidence, and his argument 
is an attempt at justification after the event, like looking for a cure for 
something that has already happened.

Secondly, whenever the renown of a recitation reaches a latter period, 
like other famous recitations, in Sunni parlance it is a proof, and there is 
no need for it to be established by a mutawatir narration from the Prophet. 
And as stated earlier, the famous recitations are neither mutawatir from 
the time of the Prophet nor from that of his Companions. In addition, 
the existing Qur’an accords with the famous mutawatir recitation. In 
view of this, the contradiction in Sarakhsl’s statement becomes evident.

Also, as mentioned before, additional words which can be found in 
early Muslims’, especially Ibn Mas'ud’s narrations, even if written in the 
Quranic manuscript, are additional notes for exegeses of the verses. In 
many instances, these are considered by some jurists as an expression 
of the understanding of a prominent Companion, and not specifically 
his narration as SarakhsT supposed.

In addition, God says:

Such of Our revelations as We abrogate or cause to be forgotten, We bring 
(in its place) one better, or the like thereof (2:106).

According to this verse, there is no abrogation (naskh) without an 
abrogating verse (nasikh), and this is the same as with non-legal matters,

Shams al-DTn Abu Bakr Muhammad SarakhsT, al-Usul, (Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, 
1393 q.), vol. 2, 80.
588
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as stated in the discussion on the conditions for abrogation. On this basis, 
we may ask SarakhsI where the abrogating verse is in his argument. 
How is the wording of a verse abrogated but its ruling preserved? And 
what is the benefit of the abrogation of the wording if the wording is the 
basis of a ruling, for if a ruling remains in force, would not the wording 
also remain? This is the main problem with this notion, and this will be 
elaborated upon later.

After accepting that the verse of stoning was in Surah al-Ahzab (which 
was allegedly equal to or longer than Surah al-Baqarah) and was later 
deleted - in the sense that its wording was abrogated while its ruling 
remained in force - Ibn Hazm al-AndalusT says:

Some have supposed that the verse of stoning has been omitted 
for a reason other than abrogation. Their basis is a narration from 
‘A’ishah, which states that: ‘After their revelation, the verses of 
stoning and breastfeeding were recorded in a manuscript. It was 
kept under my bed, and when the Prophet passed away, we were 
busy with the burial ceremonies, and it was at this time that a 
domestic fowl got inside and ate the manuscript.’

He adds:

This tradition is authentic, and it is not what they have thought, 
for the verse of stoning was known after its revelation, kept in 
the hearts and acted upon by the Prophet. Yet, the scribes of 
the Qur’an did not write it in the manuscripts, and it was not 
recorded in the Qur’an. ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab asked the Prophet 
to write it for him, but received no answer. So the abrogation of 
its wording is authentic, and the manuscript in which this verse 
was written - as stated by ‘A’ishah - was eaten by a domestic 
fowl. So no one has needed it.

He continues:

if the Prophet was duty-bound to convey the verses which were 
lost, he would have done so, and by his conveyance it would be 
preserved, and the death of the Prophet would not arbitrarily 
affect it, just as his death did not affect the conveyance of the 
remaining verses. And if the Prophet should not have conveyed a
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verse, or if he conveyed it and he and the rest of the people forgot 
it, or the Prophet did not order its transcription in the manuscript 
of the Qur’an, such a verse has certainly been abrogated by God 
and it is not permissible to add it to the Qur’an.589

This is all the justification that the Sunni scholars can provide in 
trying to support the abrogation of the recitation of some of the verses 
of the Qur’an. Be that as it may, the weakness of it can be clearly seen, 
since first of all, stoning is undoubtedly a legal ruling which has been 
established in the shariah and the Prophet has ordered it, and jurists 
- both of the past and the present - have a consensus of opinion on it. 
However, the idea that a verse of the Qur’an was also revealed based on 
this ruling is an illusion by ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, and notwithstanding 
his persistence, none of the other Companions agreed with him on this.

In his report, Zayd ibn Thabit says:

I heard the Prophet saying: ‘When an old man (shaykh) and old 
woman (shaykhah) commits adultery, stone them,’ and by shaykh 
and shaykhah it means thayyib and thayyibah, which allude to a 
married man and woman.

This is a tradition which Zayd heard from the Prophet without claiming 
it to be an integral part of the Qur’an. But ‘Umar supposed that it was a 
Qur’anic revelation. He says: ‘When this verse was revealed, I went to the 
Prophet and requested him to order its transcription, but the Prophet 
did not give a reply.’ The hadith narrator says: ‘It seems that the Prophet 
disliked the idea of putting it into writing.’590 It appears that upon hearing 
‘Umar’s request the Prophet was surprised, for the suggestion shows either 
his lack of due reflection on the Qur’an or his inability to distinguish the 
Qur’an from tradition (hadith). For this reason, as a reproach to him, the 
Prophet did not respond to him.

But worse than ‘Umar’s error is Ibn Hazm’s understanding of this 
tradition. He justified the Prophet’s disdain by saying that he was displeased 
with the idea of recording this statement in the manuscript of the Qur’an! If 
stoning was really a Qur’anic ruling established in the sharfah, why should 
it not be recorded in the manuscript? This is what Ibn Hazm disregards.

589 Ibn Hazm, al-Muhalla, vol. 11,235-236. 
590 Ibid. vol. 11,235.
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Secondly, as mentioned earlier, abrogation in non-legal matters has 
no meaning, let alone there being any benefit to be derived from such 
an unreasonable abrogation. In other words, what is the wisdom behind 
the abrogation of a verse but keeping its ruling in force without any 
evidence? It is this oversight in their argument that prompted them to 
invent such a claim. Proponents of this notion argue that the occurrence 
of such an abrogation (the abrogation of a recitation) is the best proof 
for its possibility, because they assume that the pertinent traditions 
are authentic.591 And with such an unconventional approach, they have 
striven to solve the problem. This is while the rules of the science of 
hadTth dictate that such narrations should be rejected, because on the 
one hand they put into question the sanctity of the Qur’an, and on the 
other, they contradict the essential ruling that all verses of the Qur’an 
must be established by mutawatir reports, not solitary (wahid) ones.

A contemporary writer has duly criticised this unrealistic notion 
by saying:

A group of contemporary scholars has rejected this kind of 
abrogation and denies that it has occurred in the Qur’an, for 
such a thing is a flaw and unworthy of the Wise Legislator, it is 
a futile action with no rational benefit, and is contrary to the 
wisdom of God, the All-Wise.

He also adds:

The fact is that although this kind of abrogation is rationally 
possible, it has not taken place in the Qur’an, for such narrations 
are solitary reports, and the Holy Qur’an cannot be established by 
solitary narrations, irrespective of the status of those who report 
it. In fact, as all the scholars of the past and present have agreed, 
tawatur in confirming the Qur’an is indispensable. Moreover, if 
ever what they say were true, it would have been well known 
to the Companions, memorised by them and written in their 
manuscripts. This is while nothing - except from the narrators of 
such narrations - has reached us. Therefore, one cannot be certain 
that the said verses were put into writing during the time of the 
Prophet and recorded in the manuscripts by the scribes of the

591 See al-Zarqanl, Manahil al-'lrfan, vol. 2,215-216.
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revelation, but later abrogated, and as some of the Companions 
have told, were deleted from the manuscript, yet their ruling 
remains in force and must be acted upon.

Moreover, the only way to establish a ruling is by the text of the ruling. 
So, with the elimination of the text, the ruling will also be rendered void, 
and there seems to be no wisdom in merely rendering the text void, 
because with the existence of the ruling and its non-abrogation, what 
can be the benefit of the abrogation of its recitation? It is also argued that 
perhaps what ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab meant by the phrase ‘We used to read 
it in the Book of God’ were books which he and others had committed 
to memory, and as a way of hyperbole in striking similarity between the 
rulings laid down by the Prophet and the verses of the Qur’an, he made 
use of‘the Book of God,’ because obedience to the dictates of authentic 
traditions and the Holy Qur’an is obligatory. On the other hand, for the 
sake of easy memorisation, some Companions would write traditions until 
such a time that the Prophet prohibited the writing of anything else but 
the Qur’an, with the exception of the manuscript (sahlfah) of‘All ibn AbT 
Talib (may God honour him). At this juncture, it can be concluded that 
this verse as claimed by ‘Umar was a ruling which he had memorised from 
the words of the Prophet himself, and his description of it as a Qur’anic 
verse is an allegorical figure of speech, although ‘Umar himself really 
meant it literally and not as a rhetorical expression.592

Professor ‘Urayd’s words are not devoid of elegance, because he has 
allusively raised this point as to how such an important matter could 
leave ‘Umar in confusion and unable to distinguish between the words 
of the Prophet and the Word of God. Instead of considering the similarity 
metaphorically, he made the mistake of really meaning it as such. This is 
clearly an illusion, but ‘Umar was convinced of it until the end of his life.

In the end Ibn Hazm also realised his own error in defending the 
idea of the abrogation of recitation, and tried his best to present it in a 
different light. He said:

592 Shaykh ‘All Hasan al-'Urayd (researcher-preacher at al-Azhar University), Fath 
al-Mannan pNaskh al-Quran (Cairo: Maktabat KhanijT, 1973), 224-226.
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Perhaps, what is meant by ‘verse’ in ‘Umar’s statement is a legal 
ruling on the basis that the Qur’an has described the Prophet in 
this manner:

...Nor doth he speak of (his own) desire: it is naught but an 
inspiration that is inspired (53:3-4).

He also says in Kitab al-Ahkam:

Some people believe that the verse of stoning and the verse 
of breastfeeding are not part of the Qur’an. We also do not see 
anything wrong in accepting this belief, as we are uncertain 
whether they are Qur’anic and were recited in ritual prayer (salat). 
Nevertheless, we believe that they were revelations sent down 
by God to His Prophet. So whatever was recited and was written 
in the manuscripts would be read in ritual prayer. However, the 
remaining revelation, like the other sayings of the Prophet which 
were inspired but not part of the Qur’an, were narrated, preserved 
in the memories and acted upon.

In the section on breastfeeding in al-Muhalld, Ibn Hazm says:

The narrator says: ‘The Prophet passed away at a time when these 
verses were being recited along with the others. This statement is 
unacceptable and a crime before the Qur’an, for it is impermissible 
for anyone to accept that something is deleted from the Qur’an 
after the demise of the Prophet.

In reply, Ibn Hazm says:

It is not what you have imagined. In fact, what the narrator means 
is that they would be recited along with the Qur’an, and in them 
were things that were not recorded in the manuscripts.594

What he means here is that such verses have been inspired in a similar 
way to the Qur’an although they cannot be considered part of the Qur’an. 
At any rate, Ibn Hazm had no option but to back down, and has refrained 
from acknowledging the permissibility of the abrogation of a recitation 
in the Qur’an without the abrogation of its ruling.

593

593 As quoted by Professor ‘Urayd in Fath al-Manndn, 226-227.
594 Ibn Hazm, al-Muhalld, vol. 10,16.
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We shall quote here the explicit remarks of some scholars who have 
considered the notion of abrogation of recitation unacceptable:

Ibn al-Khatlb says:

One of the most remarkable things is the claim that the recitation 
of some verses of the Qur'an has been abrogated while their legal 
ruling remains in force. This statement would never be made by 
anyone reasonable. The abrogation of the rulings of some verses 
- while their recitation remains - is rational and acceptable, for 
some rulings were not revealed decisively and all at once, but little 
by little in gradual stages. But the abrogation of the recitation of 
some verses while their rulings remain in force is unacceptable 
to anyone with self-respect who acknowledges the importance 
of the divine gift of intellect, because where is the wisdom in 
such a thing?595

In Abu Ishaq ShirazFs al-Lumah ft Usui al-Fiqh it is stated:

Some scholars believe that it is impermissible for a ruling to 
remain in force while its recitation is abrogated, because a ruling 
depends on the recitation, and the dependent cannot remain in 
the absence of that upon which it depends.

In his book Tarfkh al-TashrT al-Islami, Shaykh Muhammad KhudrT says:

It is unacceptable for a recitation to have been abrogated while 
its ruling remains in force. Many Mu'tazilites have rejected it; 
however, the majority of the scholars have accepted it, based 
on a solitary report, even though a solitary report is not proof.
That God would withdraw a recitation while its ruling remained 
in force is incomprehensible to me. A legal verse in the Qur’an is 
intended both to indicate the law and establish the inimitability 
of the Qur’an in harmonious order. Therefore, what is the benefit 
of withdrawing a verse while its ruling still remains in force? This 
is unreasonable, and there appears to be no proof for it.

In his book al-Naskh ft al-Quran al-Karim (Abrogation in the Holy Quran), 
Dr. Mustafa Zayd says:

595 Ibn al-Khatlb, al-Furqan, 156-157.
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We regard the abrogation of recitation and the continuity of 
its ruling (mansukh al-tilawah baqf al-hukm) as merely a concept 
with no basis. For this reason we believe it is unreasonable and 
unacceptable.

Dr. Muhammad Sa‘ad says:

We cannot be convinced that the abrogation of a recitation while 
the ruling continues is correct, because inclusion in the Qur’an is 
only established by a definite textual proof, and the abrogation 
of a definite proof must be established. Therefore, in order to 
establish that a text has been abrogated in the Qur’an, two definite 
proofs must be established. One of them must establish that the 
text is first of all part of the Qur’an, and the other one must prove 
that it was abrogated and removed. Neither of these proofs has 
been established for the texts in question. Hence, it cannot be 
accepted that they were part of the Qur’an and later abrogated. 
The only thing which is correct in this matter is, according to us, 
the abrogation of a ruling without the abrogation of the recitation.

It is also stated in Alusl’s exegesis:

A continuing ruling after the abrogation of the wording of a verse 
requires proof, in the absence of which it is better for us to say 
the abrogation of the wording causes the ruling to be withdrawn 
as well.

The Issue of Insa'(Causing to Forget)
‘Causing to forget’ is another notion which in terms of artificiality is 

similar to the notion of the abrogation of recitation. It is said that some 
verses were forgotten to such an extent that they disappeared from 
memory, and this has been used in an attempt to solve the problem of 
narrations which are supposed authentic and which indicate an alleged 
loss of many Qur’anic verses after the demise of the Prophet.

Jalal al-DIn al-Suyutl quotes ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab as saying, addressing 
‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Awf: ‘Is not the verse, Anjahidu kamdjahadtum awwala 
marrah (o> jji jl) ‘Make jihad just as you did the first time’
among the revealed verses? So, how is it that we cannot find it in the 
Qur’an?’ Ibn ‘Awf replied: ‘It is among the deleted verses/
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He also said to Ubayy ibn Ka‘b: ‘Were we not reciting this verse as 
one amongst those of the Qur’an: ^ >J6 o-* ^1^1 5i ‘It is indeed
disbelief on your part to deny your descent from your fathers’?’ Ubayy 
answered: ‘Yes.’ He then asked: ‘Were we not reciting before: xj^j!
>~*ji ‘The child belongs to wedlock and the adulterer gets the stone,’ 
which we cannot find in the Qur’an now?’ Ubayy replied: ‘Yes.’ Based on 
this, ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Umar used to say: ‘It is not proper for you to say that 
we have received the entire Qur’an, because no one knows what the 
entire Qur’an was, since much of it has been lost.’596

‘A’ishah is reported to have said: ‘During the time of the Prophet we 
used to recite Surah al-Ahzab in two hundred verses, but when ‘Uthman 
collected the manuscripts, we only found the verses that current exist 
thereof.’597 Also, regarding a verse which she supposed was revealed about 
breastfeeding, she says: ‘Then the Prophet passed away at a time when 
these verses were recited like the other verses of the Qur’an.

Many such traditions can be found which attempt to explain how 
certain verses were forgotten and erased from the hearts. Jalal al-DIn al- 
SuyutT points to the expression or cause to he forgotten which follows Such 
of Our revelations that We abrogate (2:106). However, it should be noted that 
naskh (abrogation) and insa (causing to forget) have a similar meaning, 
naskh being the removal of something from its place, and insa the removal 
of something from the memory.

The verse quoted above refers to the People of the Book who, when 
casting doubt upon the beliefs of the Muslims, said that the religion of God 
is fixed and unchangeable, and that there is no room for a new religion. 
The verse was revealed to refute their claim. It means that for as long 
as human life is in a constant state of change, mankind’s needs will also 
change. So, the abrogation of a previous shanah by a new shanah accorded 
with the needs at the time, just as all religions in their time and context 
are not only beneficial but the best means. And the phrase or cause to be 
forgotten refers to that which, due to a long history is no longer spoken 
of, and all traces have been removed from memory.

’598

596 Al-Suyut7, a/-Durra/-Manthur, vol. 1,106.
597 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 3,72.
598 Ibn Hazm, al-Muhalla, vol. 1,14-16.
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Naskh and insa are two religious concepts which are exclusive to the 
period of revelation when a ruling mentioned as mansukh (abrogated) or 
mans! (forgotten) could be changed to something similar or better. But 
after the demise of the Prophet, when the process of revelation ended, 
so did naskh and insa, as stipulated by all usulf scholars. This means that 
the belief that something might be removed from the Qur’an after the 
conclusion of the period of apostleship is tantamount to tahrif (corruption). 
Therefore it is to be resolutely avoided.

Why has Tahr'if not occurred?

Historical Testimony
A sound mind dictates that a book like the Qur’an must be immune 

from the possibility of any changes or alterations, because from the very 
moment of its revelation it was under the vigilant scrutiny of the ummah 
and given the utmost honour and respect. This kind of attention is not 
surprising, because the Qur’an was the primary source of all aspects of 
the religious and socio-political life of the Muslims. It is the pillar of the 
religion, the basis of the shariah, and the foundation of all the issues of 
belief and practice. Therefore, throughout history people have striven 
hard to preserve its integrity and originality.

In order to refute the notion of tahrTf, Sayyid Murtada ‘Alam al-Huda 
and the great Shaykh Kashif al-Ghita’ have advanced solid arguments. 
Sayyid Murtada says:

Our knowledge of the authenticity of the narration of the Qur’an 
is similar to our knowledge of large cities, great events, famous 
books and the poetry of the Arabs. The fact is that the motive 
to preserve, transmit and bestow care on the Qur’an was deeper 
than that given to anything else. The attention given to the Qur’an 
was uprecedented, because it is the miracle of prophethood, the 
source of the knowledge of the shanah and the religious laws.
Muslim scholars have spared no effort to protect and preserve it, 
to the extent that they have recorded the minutest differences 
in its vowels, letters, verses and methods of recital. How could
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there then be anything changed or omitted from it, with all this 
sincere care and strict precision?

He also says:
The knowledge of the authenticity of the details of the Qur’an is the 

same as the knowledge of the whole Qur’an regarding the accuracy of its 
transmission. It is similar to what is known of other well-known works, 
like the Book of STbawayh599 and that of al-Muzanl.600 We are certain that 
every detail in these books was written by the authors, because just as 
both these books have been given care and attention, their details and 
interpretation have also been given such attention that if anyone should 
introduce an extraneous chapter on grammar in either of them, it would 
immediately be known and recognised as spurious.

He continues:

And we know that the care and attention in recording and 
transmitting the Qur’an was much higher than that used in 
transmitting the Book of STbawayh and the collections of the poets.

The Chief of the Jurists (shaykh al-fuqahd’) Kashif al-Ghita’ says:

According to the dictates of reason, one cannot accept the apparent 
meaning of those reports which tell of omissions in the Qur’an, 
especially those which talk of the deletion of a third or a considerable 
part of the Qur’an. This is because, if such reports were true, due 
to the existence of significant motives, it would have to have been 
successively (mutawatiran) narrated by several and not one. And 
the faithless would have used it as a most potent tool against 
Islam and the Muslims.

He then continues:

How can such a thing (omission in the Qur’an) be possible when 
the Muslims have exerted much effort in recording the letters

599 Abu Bishr ‘Amr ibn ‘Uthman ibn Qanbar al-Basrl, commonly known as STbawayh (d. 
ca. 180/796-7) was an influential Persian linguist and grammarian of the Arabic language, 
and his book Kitdb Sibawayh was the first one written on Arabic grammar. [Trans.] 

Isma'Tl b. Yahya ibn Ismail, Abu Ibrahim, commonly known as Imam MuzanI (d. 
264/876) was a student of Imam ShafiTand was considered a key promoter of the ShafiT 
school. The well-known book al-Mukhtasar is a summary of the school’s rulings. [Trans.]

600
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and verses of the Qur’an? The proponents of such a view cite as 
evidence that the names of many hypocrites were mentioned in 
the Qur’an. But how can the mentioning of the names of hypocrites 
be compared with the conduct (sirah) of the Prophet, who would 
cover their secrets and treat them like other Muslims?

Finally he says:

It is suprising that some people suppose that such traditions - 
which have been transmitted by different mouths and recorded 
in different books in the course of 1,200 years - have remained 
in their original form, believing that these traditions have been 
immune from alteration, since otherwise their flaw would 
have become manifest. Yet they maintain that the Qur’an has 
undergone alteration, and that these omissions have remained 
secret throughout all this time.

The Necessity for Tawatur of the Qur’an
Amongst the solid proofs that refute the notion of tahrif is the necessity 

for tawatur for the whole of the Qur’an - for the chapters, verses, sentences, 
words, letters and spelling, and even for its recitation. As stated in the 
discussion on recitations, the only correct recitation is the well-known 
recitation prevalent amongst the Muslims which is established by tawatur 
and conforms with the recitation of ‘Asim as narrated by Hafs.

If the inclusion of every letter, word and expression of the Qur’an 
must necessarily be proved to be mutawatir from the time of apostleship 
(risalah) throughout the generations, then there can be no room for the 
possibility of tahrif, because the claim that certain verses have been 
omitted from the Qur’an has reached us through a solitary report (khabar 
al-wahid), and even if the chain of transmission (sanad) of the report is 
authentic, in this case it is not a proof (hujjah). Therefore, any report 
that reaches us in this way is unacceptable, since it is a solitary report 
that can only be referred back to whoever reported it.

In the book Nihayat al-Wusul ild 71m al-Usul, Ayatollah Jamal al-DTn 
AbQ Mansur Hasan ibn Yusuf ibn Mutahhar ‘Allamah Hill! (d. 726/1326) 
has made the same argument:
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Everyone agrees on the point that whatever is narrated to us from 
the Qur’an in the form of tawatur is a proof, because the Qur’an is 
the certification of prophethood and the eternal miracle of the 
Prophet. Thus, if it does not reach have the status of tawatur, one 
cannot be definite about the Prophet’s prophethood.

He also says:

In this case, one cannot confirm whatever is not consecutively 
transmitted from the Prophet, even if this narration were authentic.
If a narrator claims that what he mentions refers to the Qur’an, 
this statement is considered wrong, but if he does not say that it 
refers to the Qur’an, and it is not clear whether this report is from 
the Prophet or his own opinion, his report is not authoritative.

We all believe that it was incumbent upon the Prophet to transmit 
the Qur'an to the people in the form of tawatur, because the Qur’an is a 
miracle which substantiates the truthfulness of the Prophet. Hence, if 
the Prophet had not transmitted the Qur’an in the form of tawatur, his 
miracle would be rendered void, and would not remain as evidence to 
substantiate his prophethood.601

Other erudite usulls like Sayyid Muhammad ibn ‘All al-Tabataba7are 
of the same view. In Wasail al-UsuI, TabatabaT says:

Whatever is from the Qur’an - in its entirety or in part - must 
be established by tawatur, because details of a book such as the 
Qur’an are normally narrated in tawatur. On the other hand, the 
Qur’an is the great miracle and the foundation of the religion of 
Islam. As such, there is a great motivation to narrate its entirety 
and details. Hence, if anything is narrated as a solitary report 
and does not reach the level of tawatur, we can be certain that it 
is indeed not part of the Qur’an.602

After quoting what other prominent personalities have said on this 
matter, the erudite scholar Sayyid Muhammad Jawad al-‘AmilT says:

MTrza Mahdi BurujirdT, Burhan-i Rushan (al-Burhdn ‘Aid'Adam Tahrif al-Qur’an) (Qum: 
Isma'Iliyan, 1374 q.), 111.
602 Ibid. 120-121, quoting the author of Kashfal-lrtiyab.

601
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Practice dictates that the details of the Qur’an - all its parts, 
wording, vowel-points, pauses and contexts - must be established 
by tawatur, because there has been much enthusiasm to transmit 
it. The Qur’an is the miracle and source of the entire legal rulings 
[of Islam]. Therefore, the contrary views or scepticism of anyone 
in this context is not worthy of attention.603

There are many such declarations from eminent personalities, but in 
order to avoid prolonging the discourse further, we consider that enough 
has been mentioned so far.

Tahrif According to 

THE Sunn! HASHWIYYAH604

As mentioned earlier, tahrif refers to irregular (shadhdh) traditions 
transmitted by certain traditionists (ahl al-hadith) which drew the attention 
of certain irresolute individuals. Certain literalist traditionists, known as 
Hashwiyyah, who go to extremes to transmit traditions without considering 
their meanings or refraining from examples which contradict the foundations 
of shanah and the principles of Islam, have relied on this type of tradition 
in order to multiply their transmissions without paying attention to their 
contents. Therefore, it does not matter for them where the tradition comes 
from or what the basis is for transmitting it. Ibn JawzT says:

The traditionists605 have indeed gone to extremes; they are accustomed 
to increasing their traditions even with baseless and false statements. 
This is reprehensible and unworthy of them, because in an authentic 
narration the Prophet is reported to have said: ‘Anyone who attributes 
a false tradition to me is a liar.’606

603 Sayyid Muhammad Jawad ‘AmilT, Miftah al-Karamah p Sharh Qawaid al-'Alldmah 
(Beirut: Mu’assasat Al al-Bayt li Ihya’ al-Turath, 1998), vol. 2,390.
604 As stated earlier, this refers to certain Sunni traditionists who have been inaccurate 
in acquiring and recording hadith.
605 As stated earlier, QadT'Abd al-Jabbar considered them a sect of the Hanball school. 
See Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Sharh al-Usul al-Khamsah, 527.
606 Abu al-Faraj ibn al-JawzT, al-Mawduat (Madinat al-Munawwarah: Maktabat al- 
Salafiyyah, 1389 q.), vol. 1,240.
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In this regard, we have quoted a hadith from Imam Muhammad al-Baqir, 
who said: ‘The ignorant ones are pleased with their memorisation of the 
traditions, while their lack of understanding make the learned grieve.’607

Interpreting the verse Will they then not reflect on the Quran, or are 
there locks on their hearts? (47:24), Shaykh Abu Ja‘far al-TusI says: ‘This 
verse refutes the claim of the ignorant proponents of hadith who believe 
that one can narrate a tradition in any way it is transmitted even if its 
meaning is absurd.’608

In short, it is through the same weak and baseless approach that the 
Hashwiyyah filled their minds with strange reports, thereby paving the 
way for the spread of israJliyyat609 and imaginary stories, and compiling 
treatises out of these stories.

As history bears witness in many instances, we can observe in a few 
Hashwiyyah writings a plethora of reports on tahrif recorded in the great 
collections of hadith such as the Sihah Sittah and other famous Sunni 
books on hadith. Some people adhered to the apparent meanings of these 
traditions, supposing them to be absolutely true. Then by euphemistically 
changing the label tahrif into naskh al-tilawah (abrogation of the recitation), 
these Sunni theologians tried their best to reinterpret it by distorting 
the meaning.

We said earlier that changing a label not only fails to solve a problem 
but can even exacerbate it, especially in view of the fact that some of 
these traditions openly suggest that a given verse would even be recited 
after the demise of the Prophet.

Fortunately this problem was solved amongst the Imamiyyah, and 
they discarded such worthless narrations. They regard their chains of 
transmission as inauthentic and consider them incompatible with the 
principles of the faith:

610

607 Kulaynl, al-Kafi, vol. 8, 53.
TusT, al-Tibyan, vol. 9,301.
IsrdHiyyat are traditions and legends narrated by Jewish converts to Islam which 

infiltrated and perverted hadith literature with ideas that were not originally there. 
See ‘Abd al-Hadial-Fadll, Introduction to Hadith Including Dirayat al-Hadith byal-Shahid 
al-Thdni (London: ICAS Press, 2002), 155-157. [Trans.]

See Ibn Hazm, al-Muhalla, vol. 10,14 and 16.

608

609

610
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No falsehood can approach it from before it or behind it: it is a revelation 
sent down from the Wise, Worthy of Praise (41:42).

We shall examine some examples of traditions transmitted by the 
Hashwiyyah and recorded in compilations of hadith, and then give the 
opinion of Imamiyyah scholars regarding each of them.

1. The Verse of Stoning (dyat al-rajm)
‘Umar ibn al-Khattab believed that the verse mentioning the stoning 

of elderly adulterers was part of the Qur’an, and would be recited during 
the lifetime of the Prophet, yet for an unknown reason it was erased from 
memory. On the authority of‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abbas, Bukhari and Muslim 
have recorded that after returning from his last hajj pilgrimage, ‘Umar 
delivered a sermon in which he said:

Certainly God sent Muhammad with the truth and revealed to 
him the Book. One of the revelations which came to him was the 
verse of stoning. We read it and understood it. The Messenger 
of God stoned them [the adulterers], and we stoned them after 
him. Therefore I am concerned that, as time goes on, someone 
might say: ‘By God, we do not find the verse of stoning in the 
Book of God.’ Thereby the Muslims would deviate by neglecting 
a commandment the Almighty revealed. Stoning is in the Book 
of God. It is the right punishment for one who commits adultery 
if the required witnesses are available, or if there is pregnancy 
without marriage or adultery is admitted.611

It is stated in al-Muwatta’ by Malik ibn Anas:

Upon his return from the hajj pilgrimage, ‘Umar delivered a sermon 
in which he said: ‘Beware lest you should be misled due to your 
negligence of the verse of stoning. I hear people saying4 We did 
not find in the Qur’an the terms of punishment for the adulterer,’ 
while, the Prophet stoned [the adulterer] and we would do so 
after him. I swear by the One in whose Hand is my soul! Would

611 al-Bukhari, vol. 8,208-211, section on stoning a pregnant woman; Sahih Muslim, 
vol. 5,116; Ibn Hanbal, al-Musnad, vol. 1,23; vol. 5,183; Sunan AbTDawud, vol. 4, ‘Kitab 
al-HudOd,' section 9,115-116; Sunan al-DdramT, vol. 2, ‘Kitab al-Hudud,’ section 16,179.
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the people not say: “Umar has added something to the Book of 
God!’ I would have written this verse in it:

4lJI Ujkyxs-jls Lij lij £wLll.

(Whenever a shaykh or shaykhah commits adultery, stone him or 
her). We used to recite it before.

Malik said: ‘Yahya ibn Sa‘Td has narrated on the authority of Sa‘Td 
ibn Musayyib thus: ‘Before the month of Dhu al-Hijjah ended, ‘Umar was 
murdered. I heard Malik [ibn Anas] saying: ‘Shaykh and shaykhah refer to 
married man and woman, respectively.’ ’ ‘61Z

It is interesting to note that during the first stage of the collection of the 
Qur’an - which took place during the rule of Abu Bakr - ‘Umar mentioned 
the verse of stoning, but no one concurred with him. Zayd ibn Thabit 
demanded that he produce two witnesses to testify to its authenticity, 
but ‘Umar failed to do so.613 In spite of this, he insisted on his claim and 
would declare it from time to time, until eventually he explicitly stated 
it at a later period of his life. The decree of stoning is exclusive to those 
who are married, whether young or old, and Malik interpreted the two 
terms to mean married (thayyib). It is likely that ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab 
misinterpreted the terms shaykh and shaykhah.

Most probably ‘Umar may have heard the decree of stoning from the 
Prophet and erroneously supposed that it was a Quranic verse, just as 
he thought that the well-known tradition ‘The child belongs to wedlock 
and the adulterer gets the stone’ was also in the Qur’an. What apparently 
happened was that, because of the rhyme and rhythm of these expressions, 
‘Umar may have thought that they were Qur’anic verses, when they were 
in fact statements made by the Prophet. Concerning the eloquence of 
it, it is said that the Prophet was the most eloquent speaker of Arabic. 
Therefore, this mistake by one such as ‘Umar is not surprising. Earlier, 
the narration of Zayd ibn Thabit was mentioned that states: ‘I heard the 
Prophet say: ‘Whenever a married man and woman commit adultery, 
you must definitely stone them.” It is therefore clear that this is a hadith 
and not a Qur’anic verse.

612 Al-SuyQtT, TanwJr al-Hawalik, vol. 3, 42-43. See Ibn Hajar, Fat/i al-Bdri, vol. 12,127.
613 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,168.
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2. The Verse of Renunciation (ayat al-raghbah)
Another verse which ‘Umar supposed was part of the Qur’an and 

later deleted is the verse of renunciation. He is reported to have said: 
We used to read as part of the Qur’an:

>S 4ili fSobT ijt’ Iys-y V

or

jc jl IjiS jl

(Do not scorn the fatherhood of your fathers, because it is disbelief 
on your part to renounce your fathers).614

Perhaps, this was also a hadith of Messenger which ‘Umar supposed 
to be a Qur’anic verse. But what is the reason for the doubt regarding 
the text of this tradition? In all its versions it lacks coherence, and is 
inconsistent with other sayings of the Prophet in view of the fact that 
faithlessness (kufr) with respect to oneself has no meaning. Another 
version of the tradition is as follows:

jiS fwSolJ j* ^SjLail

(Negating your relation to your fathers is disbelief on your part.)

3. The Verse of Jihad
A third verse which ‘Umar thought had been deleted from the Qur an 

is the verse of jihad. He said to ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Awf: ‘Was this verse 
not amongst the verses revealed to

J3I US I3JL&U- jl

(Make jihad as you made jihad the first time)? So, why can we not find 
it in the Qur’an?’ Ibn ‘Awf replied: ‘It is amongst the deleted verses.61

4. The Verse of the Bed of Wedlock (Firdsh)
The fourth verse which ‘Umar thought to have been deleted from 

the Qur’an is this saying of the Prophet:

us:

614 $ahih al-Bukhan, vol. 8,208*211
615 Ibid.
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>«JI 3oil>U JJ3JI

(The child belongs to wedlock and the adulterer gets the stone).616 
This was discussed along with the verse of stoning.

These four statements were supposed by ‘Umar to be verses which 
were deleted from the Qur’an. However, none of the Companions - neither 
Zayd ibn Thabit, Ubayy ibn Ka‘b nor others - confirmed this, otherwise 
they would have recorded such a thing in their manuscripts. Nevertheless, 
they agreed with ‘Umar that these phrases were divinely revealed and 
were like other Islamic decrees declared by the Prophet. The unified 
opposition of the Companions to ‘Umar’s assumption made him doubt 
his understanding, and even during his rule he had no desire to issue 
the order to include them in the Qur’an. However, the pretext that he 
was afraid lest the people should say that he had added something to the 
Book of God is inadequate, because everyone knew that if‘Umar decided 
to do doing something, the people’s opposition could not hinder him.

Therefore, it cannot be established that the statements were part of 
the Qur’an, even by the one who later doubted himself. Ibn Hajar has said:

The Imams of hadith have narrated this narration on the authority 
of Malik, Yunus, Mu‘ammar, Salih ibn Kaysan, ‘Aqll and other huffaz.

He has then himself quoted this on the authority of Malik, and at 
the end said: ‘In Hilyat al-Awliyd’,’ when describing the personality of 
Dawud ibn Abl Hind, it is stated stated on the authority of Sa‘Td ibn 
Musayyib, quoting ‘Umar: ‘I would record it at the end of the Qur’an’; 
and in the narration of Abu Ma'shar: ‘Had they not said that ‘Umar has 
added something to the Book of God, I would have written it’;617 and in 
the narration ofTirmidhl: ‘I would write it in the margin of the Qur’an.

Imam Badr al-DTn ZarkashT has written an elaborate explanation in 
order to justify what ‘Umar said, quoting the statement of Ibn al-JawzT 
in the book Funun al-Afhan fiAjaib Vlum al-Quran. Yet, he has still failed 
to solve the problem.

’618

619

616 Ibid.
617 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-BarifiSharh al-Bukhan, vol. 12,127. 
6,8 Tafsirlbn KathJr, vol. 3,261.

ZarkashT, al-Burhan, vol. 2,35-37.619
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5.The Qur’an as Having 1,027,000 Letters
Another of‘Umar’s assumptions was that the Qur’an had more than a 

million letters. TabaranI has narrated on the authority of Muhammad ibn 
‘Ubayd ibn Adam that ‘Umar said: ‘The Qur’an consists of one million and 
twenty seven thousand letters. Anyone who recites it with reflection shall 
be granted a maiden in paradise for every letter recited.’620 This is while 
‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abbas is reported to have said that the Qur’an consists of 
323,671 letters, which is correct.621 DhahabT says: ‘Only Muhammad ibn 
‘Ubayd has transmitted this false narration (of‘Umar), 
of‘Umar and Ibn ‘Ubayd were correct, it would follow that more than 
two-thirds of the Qur’an must have been deleted.

If this claim’622

6. Deletion of Many Verses
Perhaps these false claims prompted ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Umar - according 

to a narration of Abu ‘Ubayd - to say: ‘No one of you should claim that 
he has committed to memory the entire Qur’an. How can they know the 
entire Qur’an? For many parts of it have been deleted. Thus it would be 
appropriate to say: ‘I have learned what is available of the Qur’an.’623

We do not know how, when or why these parts of the Qur’an would have 
been deleted as Ibn ‘Umar claimed, in view of the fact that God has said:

We have, without doubt, sent down the Message, and We will assuredly 
guard it (from corruption) (15:9).

Perhaps the reason for Ibn ‘Umar’s assumption was that he had heard 
that the Qur’an had been lost with the martyrdom of a considerable 
number of qurra’ during the Battle of Yamamah.

7. The Qur’an was Lost with the Martyrdom of the
qurra’in the Battle ofYamamah
Ibn Abl Dawud has narrated on the authority of Ibn Shihab that:
It has been transmitted to us that many parts of the Qur’an were 

revealed, but those who had memorised them were martyred in the

620 Al-SuyutI, al-ltqdn, vol. 1,198.
621 Ibid.
622 Al-DhahabT, Mizan al-l'tiddl, vol. 1,198.
623 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqdn, vol. 3,72.
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Battle of Yamamah. After them, no one has ever known or recorded 
those verses...624

But the question remains as to whether the Qur’an was preserved only 
in the memories of these reciters, and not by other reciters from amongst 
the Companions, especially those who were alive after the Prophet had 
passed away? And more to the point, who were these reciters who were 
collectively martyred, when we have no knowledge of them?

8. Existing Additions in the Manuscript of A’ishah
There was a period after the demise of the Messenger up until 30 AH, 

when different manuscripts that had been gathered or taken from other 
manuscripts were in circulation. Amongst them was that of A’ishah, which 
may have been copied from other manuscripts by her order. Some assume 
that this manuscript included additions that distinguished it from others, 
but which were omitted during the standardisation of the manuscripts.

Abu ‘Ubayd has narrated on the authority of HamTdah bint AbT Yunus, 
the servant of‘A’ishah:

At the age of 80, my father read to me from the manuscript of 
‘A’ishah the following:

Surely, God and His angels shower blessings on the prophet,
Oye who believe, ask blessings on him and salute him with 
a worthy salutation (33:56) and upon those who pray in 
the first lines.

HamTdah said: ‘This extra phrase had been extant in the Qur’an until 
the time when ‘Uthman standardised the manuscripts.

This is a false and baseless claim; ‘A’ishah never had a personal 
manuscript of her own, and the Qur’an compiled by Zayd during the 
time of Abu Bakr was with Hafsah bint ‘Umar. ‘Uthman took it as a trust 
from her, and at the end of the task, he returned it to her. Moreover, 
the so-called addition does not compare with the exalted language of 
the Qur’an.

'625

624 Al-MuttaqT al-Hindl, Muntakhab Kanz al-Vmmdl, vol. 2,50.
625 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 3, 73.
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9. The Verse of Breastfeeding Eaten by a Domestic Fowl
In al-Muwatta’, Malik quotes ‘Umrah bint ‘Abd al-Rahman as saying on 

the authority of‘A’ishah that this verse was part of the revealed Qur’an:

There was in what was revealed in the Qur’an the command that 
ten acknowledged instances of wet nursing establishes close 
familial relationships (mahramiyyah). This verse was later replaced 
by five acknowledged times. The Prophet died at a time when this 
was read in the Qur’an.626

Similarly, in his Sahih, Muslim has narrated such a tradition on the 
authority of Malik and Yahya ibn Sa‘Td.627 But afterwards Malik says: ‘This 
narration has not been acted upon.’

In the margin of Muslim’s narration, Zay‘alT comments:

This tradition has no authority. ‘A’ishah considered it part of 
the Qur’an, claiming it to be in a manuscript kept under her 
bed. Accordingly, when the Prophet passed away and they were 
busy with the burial ceremonies, a goat or domestic fowl entered 
and ate it.

Zay‘alT adds:

Be that as it may, it has been established that these words are not 
part of the Qur’an, because they have not reached us by tawatur.
So it is not permissible to recite them or record them in the 
manuscript. Had it really been part of the Qur’an, it would be 
recited today, for abrogation is invalid after the Prophet.628

In view of the oddity of this tradition, Bukhari and Ahmad ibn Hanbal 
discarded it. In this regard, Ibn Hazm al-AndalusT made a strange remark 
which was quoted earlier.629

626 Al-SuyutT, Tanwir al-Hawalik, vol. 2,118, the last book on breastfeeding.
627 Sahih Muslim, vol. 4,167; Sunan Darami, vol. 2,157; Sunan AbiDawud, vol. 2, 224.
628 Hashiyat Sahih Muslim, vol. 4,167.
629 Ibn Hazm, al-Muhalld, vol. 11,234-236.
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10. Two Verses from Surah al-Bayyinah
Ubayy ibn Ka‘b allegedly said that two verses have been deleted from 

Surah al-Bayyinah. Through a chain of transmission going back to Zirr ibn 
Hubaysh, Ahmad ibn Hanbal reports Ubayy ibn Ka‘b as saying:

The Prophet said to me: ‘God, the Exalted, has commanded me to 
teach you the recitation of the Qur’an.’ He then recited:

Those who disbelieve among the People of the Book and the 
idolators were not going to depart (from their ways) till the 
clear proof came unto them, a messenger from God with purified 
scrolls containing scripture right and straight. Nor were the 
People of the Book divided until after the clear proof came 
to them (98:1-4). The true faith with God is Hanifiyyah, 
not polytheism or Judaism or Christianity. And whoever 
does good, his goodness will not be denied. And they are 
commanded naught else but to serve God, keeping religion 
pure for Him, as men by nature upright... (98: 5).

Shu'bah, the hadlth narrator, says:

He then read the succeeding verses, and added:

‘Should the son of Adam have two valleys full of wealth, 
he would ask for a third valley. Nothing would fill the 
abdomen of the son of Adam except the soil.’

He then finished reciting the surah to the end.630

Through another chain of transmission, he reports:

The Prophet said: ‘God, the Blessed and Exalted, has ordered me 
to teach the Qur’an to you.’ Then he recited thus:

The faithless from amongst the People of the Book... (98: l).

Continuing with the verses, he recited:

‘Should the son of Adam ask for a valley full of wealth and I grant 
it to him, he would ask for another valley. And if I grant him that,

630 Ibn Hanbal, al-Musnad, vol. 5,132.
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he would ask for a third valley. Nothing would fill the abdomen 
of the son of Adam except the soil. God accepts the repentance of 
him who repents. The religion in the eyes of God is the Hanifiyyah, 
not polytheism or Judaism or Christianity. Whoever does good, 
his goodness will not be denied.’631

This tradition has indeed been falsely attributed to Ubayy ibn Ka‘b, 
one of the scribes and compilers of the Qur’an, because if this was as he 
really thought, the additions would have been noticed in his manuscript. 
The same tradition has been attributed to Abu Musa al-Ash‘arT through 
other chains. It is possible that it was also attributed to Ubayy ibn Ka‘b 
in order to camouflage it.

Surprisingly, the tradition on ‘filling the abdomen of the son of Adam’ 
has been transmitted in different forms. At one time it was attributed 
to the Prophet, as in the narration of Anas.632 Also, on the authority of 
‘Ata’ ibn AbTRabah on the authority of‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abbas, Abu Nu’aym 
al-Isfaham reported Ibn Jurayj as saying:

I heard the Prophet say: ‘Should the son of Adam ask for two valleys 
of gold, he would seek a third valley. Nothing would fill the abdomen of 
the son of Adam except the soil. God accepts the repentance of him who 
repents.’ And Abu Nu’aym comments: ‘This tradition is authentic and 
accepted by all.’633 Another time it was claimed to be part of the Qur’an, as 
stated in the tradition of Abu Musa and Ubayy ibn Ka‘b. And yet another 
time it was said to be a hadith qudsi634 according to the tradition of Abu 
Waqid al-Laythl. However, perhaps the most accurate view regarding 
this tradition is Ahmad’s report through his chain of transmission, on 
the authority of Abu Waqid, which has ‘Ata’ ibn Yasar say:

When revelation came down to the Prophet [in a general sense, 
which includes the Qur’an and hadith qudsi], we would come to

631 Ibid. 131.
632 Sahifi Muslim, vol. 3,99-100.
633 Abu Nu aym Isfahan!, Hilyat al-Awliya’ (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, n.d.), vol. 3, 316, under 
the description of the personality of‘Ata’, no. 244.
634 Hadith qudsi (or sacred hadith) is a sub-category of hadith, which are sayings 
of God, but differ from the Qur’an, as they are expressed in the words of Prophet 
Muhammad. [Trans.]
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the Prophet and he would narrate a tradition to us. One day he 
said: ‘Allah, the Blessed and Exalted, says:

‘We sent down wealth for the performance of prayer and the payment 
of zakat, and if a person had a vast land, he would desire another, and if 
he had another land, he would desire a third land. Nothing would fill the 
abdomen of the son of Adam except the soil. Allah accepts the repentance 
of anyone who repents.”635

11. Two Verses Not Written in the Mushaf
Abu ‘Ubayd narrated from Abu Sufyan al-Kala‘T (who is unknown) 

from Maslamah ibn Mukhallad al-AnsarT (who was no more than ten 
years old when the Prophet passed away) that one day he said:

‘Tell me of two verses of the Qur'an that were not recorded in the 
Mushaf!636 They could not say, although Abu al-Kannud Sa‘d ibn Malik 
was amongst them. Then Maslamah recited:

‘You who believed and migrated, and fought in the way of God with 
their wealth and their lives: be of good cheer! You are indeed the 
prosperous ones. And those who sheltered them, supported them, 
and defended them against those with whom God is wrathful: 
for those, not a soul knows what is in store for them that would 
please their eyes, a reward for what they have performed.’637

It is obvious that such expressions are incompatible with the unique 
style of the Qur’an. Perhaps, Maslamah (d. 62/681) - who was appointed 
by Yazld ibn Mu'awiyah as the governor of Egypt - said this during the 
later part of his life when he suffered from imbecility and dementia.

12. A Surah Being Equal in Length to Surah al-Bara'ah 
or Similar to Musabbihat
Aba Musa al-Ash‘arT believed that the Qur’an has been altered, with 

a considerable part of it deleted.
In his SahTh, Muslim narrates from Abu al-Aswad:

635 Ibn Hanbal, al-Musnad, vol. 5,219.
It is to be noted that mushaf was then a new term used during the time of the 

first Caliphs.
637 Al-Suyuti, al-ltqan, vol. 3, 74.

636
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Abu Musa al-Ash‘ari invited the qurra of Basra. Three hundred 
reciters responded to his invitation. He told them: ‘You are the 
reciters and the best of the people of Basra. Recite the Qur’an 
and do not neglect it. Otherwise, a long time may elapse and your 
hearts will be hardened as the hearts of those who came before 
you were hardened. We used to read a surah from the Qur’an 
similar to al-Baraah in length and seriousness, but I forgot it. I can 
remember from that chapter only the following words: ‘Should the 
son of Adam own two valleys full of wealth, he would seek a third 
valley, and nothing would fill the son of Adam’s abdomen but the 
soil.’ We used to read a surah similar to one of the musabbihat638 
and I forgot it. I only remember from it the following: ‘0 you who 
believe! Why do you say what you do not do? Thus, a testimony 
will be written on their necks and you will be questioned about 
it on the Day of Judgement.

Because of this, Abu Musa was apprehensive of the Qur’an. However, 
what weak and frivolous remarks he had made; there is no similarity 
between his supposed verses and the unique Words of God. But based on 
certain chains of transmission, Muslim has regarded this as a saying of 
the Prophet, and as stated earlier, Abu Nu‘aym al-Isfahanl also considered 
it a prophetic narration.640

”639

13. Surah al-Ahzdb as Originally Longer than 
Surah al-Baqarah
It was falsely attributed to Ubayy ibn Ka‘b that he believed that Surah 

al-Ahzab was equal in length or longer than Surah al-Baqarah.
Ahmad ibn Hanbal reports on the authority of Zirr ibn Hubaysh that 

Ubayy ibn Ka‘b said:

How many verses are contained in Surah al-Ahzdb? I said: ‘Seventy- 
three verses.’ He said: ‘Only that? I used to read it when it was 
equal in length to Surah al-Baqarah [with more than 280 verses, 
i.e., four times the existing number of verses] and the verse of

638 These are the Surahs beginning with sabbaha or yusabbihu: chapters 57, 59, 61, 
62 and 64.
639 Sahih Muslim, vol. 3,100.
640 Ibid. 99-100; Isfahan!, Hilyat al-Awliya’, vol. 3,316.
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stoning was included in it.’ I said: ‘What is the verse of stoning?’ 
He said: ‘If an old man (al-sheikh) and an old woman (al-sheikhah) 
commit adultery, then certainly stone them - a punishment from 
God. God is All-Mighty and All-Wise.’641

In Muntakhab Kanz al-Vmmdl the following is also stated: ‘[Surah al- 
Ahzab] was equal in length to Surah al-Baqarah, if not longer.’642

‘Urwah ibn al-Zubayr narrated on the authority of her aunt ‘A’ishah, 
who said:

Surah al-Ahzab used to be recited during the lifetime of the Prophet 
and had two hundred verses. But when ‘Uthman ordered the 
compilation of the manuscripts, we could not count more than 
what is there now.643

‘A’ishah supposed that this surah contained the verse known as ‘the 
verse of stoning’: ‘The old man (al-sheikh) and the old woman (al-sheikhah): 
certainly stone them because of what they have done to fulfil the lust.’644

It is obvious that this narration was concocted and attributed to 
Ubayy ibn Ka‘b, because there is no evidence that his manuscript was 
different in this respect from those of the other Companions. Perhaps 
the intention of fabricating the narration was to portray ‘Umar as not 
being alone in affirming the verse of stoning. The chain of transmission 
intentionally includes prominent Shfa personalities such YazTd ibn AbT 
Ziyad al-Hashiml, the chief of Ban! Hashim in Basra, of whom Ibn Hajar 
says: ‘He was one of the great Shfa personalities.’645 Also included are Zirr 
ibn Hubaysh al-Kufi al-Mukhadram - who was, according to ‘Asim, ‘one 
of the companions of‘All, having a high rank above all others’646 - and 
Ubayy ibn Ka‘b, one of the great Companions, the chief of reciters (sayyid

641 Ibid. 132; al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 3,72.
642 Al-MuttaqT al-Hindl, Muntakhab Kanz al-Vmmdl, vol. 2,43.
643 Al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 3,72.
644 Ibid.
645 Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, vol. 11, no. 630,329.

Ibid. vol. 3, no. 597,322.646
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al-qurra), and one of those who remained loyal to Imam ‘All during the 
Event of SaqTfah.647

It must be noted that there was disputation and enmity between 
‘A’ishah and ‘Uthman, and it is possible that ‘A’ishah intended to take 
revenge against ‘Uthman by making this claim.

14. Two Supplications in Qunut648
Also falsely attributed to the great Companion Ubayy was the alleged 

inclusion of two surahs, known as al-Khal‘ (Casting Off) and al-Hafd (Quick 
Pace),649 in the concluding part of his manuscript. There is an authentic chain 
of transmission, but they were apparently supplications which the Prophet 
may have recited during qunut in his prayers, which Ubayy recorded at the 
end of his manuscript in accordance with the practice of the compilers of 
sometimes putting supplications at the end of their manuscripts.

It is improbable that Ubayy believed that these supposed expressions 
were surahs of the Qur’an, especially in view of the fact that their order 
and structure are in no way compatible with those of the Qur’an, and 
that this would not have remained hidden from someone like Ubayy.

Abu ‘Ubayd reports from Ibn Sirin:

Ubayy ibn Ka‘b recorded Surah al-Fatihah and al-mu‘awwidhatayn,6W 
‘0 God, we seek Your help’ (allahumma inna nastainuk), and ‘0 
God, You alone do we worship’ (allah
manuscript, but ibn Mas'ud left them out, and from them, ‘Uthman 
recorded al-Fatihah and al-mu'awwidhatayn in his manuscript.

iyyaka nabudu) in hisumma

lbn Ab‘a1'; adld'Sharb Nahj al-Balaghah, vol. 2,51-52; al-Saduq, al-Khisdl, section 
. .no.4;Qad, Nurullah Shushtarl, Majalisal-Mumimn, vol. 1,232; Sheikh Muhammad 

Taqrrustaa Qamus al-Rijal (Tehran: Nashr-e Kitab, 1379 q.), vol. 1, 236.
.. nU 1S ication recited in the salat after the second rak'ah, in the standing 

pos t,on, w,th the palms of the hands raised upward. [Trans.]
T m°re 'njf°rmati0n'see MaVifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 1, 323.

refnveTnrT^T ^ tW0 Verses of Refuge) refers to the two surahs in which 
. ° 1S S°U^ I* i■e■, *ast two surahs of the Qur’an (al-Falaq and al-Nas), which

audhu bi-rabbU.'[Trans] 5Ura>,S beginningWith ‘Say: 1 seek refuSe in the Lord-(Qul
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Jalal al-DTn al-Suyutl says: ‘Ubayy recorded the supplication of khal4 
and hafd at the end of his manuscript,’651 but apparently Ibn Mas'ud did 
not include them in his manuscript, because he regarded Surah al-Fatihah 
as equal and similar to the Qur’an and not part of the Qur’an itself, and 
treated al-muawwidhatayn as two supplications like khal‘and hafd.652

During the reign of ‘Uthman, however, the committee he assigned 
to compile the Qur’an wrote every part recognized as the Qur’an and 
left out the rest. This practice in itself is a proof that khal‘ and hafd were 
recognised as supplications and not as chapters of the Qur’an.

15. Only One Quarter of Surah al-Bara'ah Remains
Malik ibn Anas believed that Surah al-Baraah (or al-Tawbah) was equal 

in length to Surah al-Baqarah, and that the basmalah653 and certain other 
verses at the beginning of it were deleted.

Jalal al-DTn al-Suyutl says: ‘Malik used to say: ‘As the beginning of 
Surah al-Baraah was deleted, the basmalah was also deleted along with 
it, and it is clear to us that Surah al-Baraah used to be equal in length to 
Surah al-Baqarah.

Hakim - who regards the chain of transmission of this tradition to 
be sound - reports Hudhayfah ibn Yaman, a prominent Companion, as 
saying: ‘Whatever you recite is one quarter of Surah al-Baraah - the same 
which you call Surah al-Tawbah, whereas it is Surah al-Adhab.

It is stated in another narration: ‘What you call Surah al-Tawbah is 
Surah al-Adhab. By God, it is not unaffected, and you only read one quarter 
of it.’656

”654

’655

How apt is the saying ‘The liar has no memory’! Surah al-Baraah 
contains 129 verses, which is less than half of Surah al-Baqarah with 286 
verses. Firstly, how was it possible for this to be unknown to the likes of 
Hudhayfah and Malik, and for them to claim that ‘What you read today

651 Al-Suyutl, al-ltqan, vol. 1,184.
652 See Ma'rifat, al-Tamhfd, vol. 1,313-314.
653 The basmalah consists of the words Bismillahi al-rahmdni al-rahfm (in the Name of 
God, the Beneficent, the All-Merciful) at the beginning of every surah except Surah 
al-Tawbah. [Trans.]
654 Al-Suyutl, al-ltqan, vol. 1,184.
655 NaysaburT, al-Mustadrak 'ala al-Sahihayn, vol. 2,330-331.

Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 3, 208.656
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is only one fourth of Surah al-Baqarah’? Secondly, whose names have 
been deleted in this surah - names of the polytheists or names of the 
hypocrites? And when did this deletion take place? Was it during the 
lifetime of the Prophet or after his death? Who dared to delete them? 
Was it done by the polytheists who were killed, or by the hypocrites who 
were always afraid of being exposed? Thirdly, if Surah al-Baraah was of 
such a length during the time of Hudhayfah, it would have been grouped 
amongst the long surahs, and Uthman would have had no reason to place 
it after Surah al-Anfal, saying: ‘It was the last surah to be revealed to the 
Prophet and its background is similar to that of Surah al-Anfal. Therefore, I 
surmise that it was part of that surah!657 Fourthly, Hudhayfah was amongst 
the pioneers in the standardisation of the manuscripts, and it was he 
who convinced ‘Uthman to embark on the task.658 Therefore, how was 
it possible for him to openly indicate a discrepancy in the manuscripts 
after their standardisation?

In sum, these are some of the lies attributed to the followers of Ahl 
al-Bayt659 in a bid to tarnish them, even at the expense of undermining 
the sanctity of the Qur’an.

16. Interchanging Words
Hakim has narrated that ‘Abdullah ibn Mas‘ud used to recite as follows:

oyUI 30 lil 'jj

Inni ana al-razzaq dhu al-quwwat al-matfn 

Indeed I am the All-Provider, Lord of Power, the Strong, 

instead of:

jgliJI 03AJI 3a 3A 4JJI

Inna Allaha huwa al-razzaq dhu al-quwwat al-matm

Indeed it is God Who is the All-Provider, Lord of Power, the Strong (51:58).

657 See Naysaburl, al-Mustadrak ‘ala al-Sahihayn, vol. 2,330.
658 For further explanation, see Ma'rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 1,335 ff.
659 Hudhayfah was the first of the righteous Companions who stood up to express 
support and defend the right of the Commander of the Faithful during the Event of 
SaqTfah. Ibn Abl al-Hadld, Sharh Nahj al-Baldghah, vol. 2,51.
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And he would say: ‘The Prophet has recited this verse to me.’660
Perhaps the above verse was either confused by Ibn Mas‘ud, or he 

altered it according to his opinion that it is permissible to change words 
as long as the meaning is not affected.661 However, it is unlikely that he 
believed that this was the original text of the Qur’an.

17. Addition of Words
Hakim has also reported that Shahr ibn Hawshab said on the authority 

of Asma’:
I heard the Prophet reciting thus:

Say: 0 My servants who have transgressed against their souls! Despair not of 
the mercy of God, for God forgives all sins and He is not troubled (39:53).

Perhaps, the additional phrase, ‘and He is not troubled,’ (wa layubalT, 
ju v5), at the end of the verse was an explanation by the Prophet expressing 
God’s position regarding His penitent servants, for His Mercy towards 
His servants is that He does not withhold anything, and nothing could 
hinder Him from showering His Mercy upon them. In addition, the chain 
of transmission of this narration is not flawless. Hakim says: ‘This tradition 
is gharlb, and in my record I have reported only this one narration from 
Shahr. Moreover, Muslim and Bukhari would not rely on his traditions.’ 
Ibn Hajar says: ‘Shahr was truthful, but in his narrations he had many 
broken chains and much fantasy.’

18. The Fabricated Surah al-Wilayah
There is a widespread fabrication of an alleged surah which the author 

of the book Dabistan-i Madhahib has attributed in the name of Shi'ism to 
unknown personalities, claiming that they believe that there is tahrifin 
respect of the Qur’an. He says:

There are some who say that ‘Uthman burned the manuscripts, thereby 
obliterating the surahs telling of the virtues of Ah/ al-Bayt. Amongst them 
is the alleged surah which begins as follows:662

660 NaysaburT, al-Mustadrak ‘ala al-Sahihayn, vol. 2,234,249.
661 See Ma'rifat, al-Tamlud, vol. 1,319.
662 Kaykhusru Isfandiyar, Dabistan-i Madhahib (With the Notes of Rahim Rida Malik) 
(Tehran: Gulshan Printing Press, 1362 s.), vol. 1, 246-247.
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‘0 you who believe! Believe in the two lights We have sent down; 
they tell you of My signs and warn you of the chastisement of 
a great day. The two lights are intertwined; and I am the All- 
Hearing, All-Knowing...’

Muhaddith NurT says:

I did not find any trace of this surah in the Shf a books; however, 
it is reported that lbn Shahrashub said in the book al-Mathalib 
that the entire Surah al-Wilayah has been deleted. Perhaps, what 
he means is the alleged surah mentioned above.663

Muhaqqiq AshtiyanT (d. 1319/1901), the author of al-Hashiyah,664 has 
also said of this alleged surah: ‘Apart from the book Dabistan-i Madhahib, 
I did not find it anywhere, but it is said that lbn Shahrashub mentioned 
it in Al-Mathalib! He has added:

One knows that this so-called surah has no similarity at all to the 
verses of the Noble Qur’an - which were uniquely sent down to the 
heart of the Prophet - and one can definitely tell that the various 
phrases have no coherence, let alone any meaningful content.

It would be interesting to know where in al-Mathalib Muhaddith NurT 
found the passage, as he does not directly quote from it and uses the 
expression hukiya (it is said).

This seems to be yet another allegation against the Shfa. The false 
attribution of the passage to al-Mathalib is found in the TafsTr Ruh al-Maani 
of Mahmud al-AlusI al-Baghdadl (d. 1270/1854), and no one other than him 
and the author of Dabistan-i Madhahib has made this affirmation.665 On the 
contrary, in the book Mathalib al-Nawasib which was recently published 
in India and whose two handwritten manuscripts666 1 have meticulously

663 MIrza Husayn NurTTabrisT, Fasl al-Khitab (lithograph, Tehran, n.d.), 179-180, no. 
68 of proof 8.
664 Bahr al-Fawaid ftSharh al-Faraid, vol. 1,101. This book was finished in 1307 q. in 
Tehran and published in 1314 q. after Fasl al-Khatab was written (1292 q.) and printed 
in 1298 q. in Tehran.
665 See AbQ al-Fadl Mahmud al-AlusT, Ruh al-Ma‘anT (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-Arabi, 
n.d.), vol. 1,23. It is clear that Shaykh NurT was deceived twice by this double allegation.
666 These two manuscripts presently exist at the Centre for the Revival of Islamic 
Heritage (Qum), film no. 68, dated Dhu al-Hijjah 5,1416 q. The more legible manuscript
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studied, not only is there no trace of it, but many proofs to substantiate the 
absence of tahrif in the Qur’an have been presented. In the same manner 
as Sayyid Murtada, the author has proved that the Qur’an - exactly as it 
is - has been preserved from the time of the Prophet until now.

This point is also stressed in Mutashabihat al-Quran.667 Given so much 
emphasis by the author of al-Mathalib, how can one then believe that he 
would have mentioned the supposed Surah al-Wilayah in his book without 
it being found in any other manuscripts?

It is clear that the alleged surah is a fabricated passage, nothing 
more than a crude invention with no genuine basis. The alleged surah 
is inconsistent with the primary rules of Arabic declension (i‘rab), let 
alone lacking the elevated style of the Qur’an. This is exacerbated by 
the strangeness of the attribution of this alleged siirah to certain ShTa, 
because the ShTa - notwithstanding the differences of opinion amongst 
some of their groups - have always been known as masters of Arabic 
literature and rhetoric, as well as experts in Arabic grammar and syntax. 
Hence there is no doubt that such passages are the worthless creations 
of immature minds, and have estranged those who are fair-minded by 
creating blind animosity through attributing such lies to the ShTa.

Commenting on this, ‘Allamah BalaghI says: ‘The author of Fast al- 
Khitab is one of the diligent scholars of hadith (muhaddithun), narrating 
many traditions and much engaged in collecting unusual narrations: 
which he tracks down in the book Dabistan al-Madhahib, and yet he admits 
that: ‘No trace of these passages can be found in ShTa books.’ What, then, 
is the source for this attribution to the ShTa by the author of Dabistan al- 
Madhahib, and in which ShTa book did he find this piece of information?’

Professor Rahim, the critical editor of Dabistan al-Madhahibt says:

What the author of Dabistdn-i Madhahib has presented about religions 
and sects are mostly popular beliefs that he has heard from lay 
followers that are skilfully gathered together. In order to provide 
material for his writing, he went to gatherings of drug addicts 
and hashish smokers, and has presented as principles of belief 
whatever fantasies they have uttered. During his travels, in order

668

was written in 845 q..
667 Ibn Shahrashub, Mutashabih al-Qur'an, vol. 2,77. 

BalaghI, Ala al-Rahman, vol. 1,24-25 (item 5).668
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to pass the time on long and dreary walking tours, he interacted 
with fellow travellers, skinners, porters, dervishes, coffee-house 
keepers, vendors, pedlars, pilgrims and the like, and has recorded 
whatever he heard from them as the beliefs of a given religion or 
sect... I suspect that, with the hope of gaining something from 
the author of Dabistan, certain individuals who had discerned 
his interest in unusual matters concerning religions and sects 
might have fabricated certain ideas which they narrated to him, 
and he, in turn, naively believed them and recorded them in the 
name of tricksters and fabricators masquerading as devotees.669

The author of Dabistan-i Madhahib
In his book Tarikh-i Iran,670 Sir John Malcolm identified the author 

of Dabistan-i Madhahib as Muhsin Kashmiri, whose pen-name is Fanl. In 
the book Idah al-Maknun fi al-Dalil ala Kashf al-Zunun671 he is introduced as 
Mawbad Shah Hindi.672 In the margin of the book Dasatir,673 Mulla FTruz has 
identified him as Mir Dhu al-Fiqar Ali. The most recent opinion amongst 
researchers is that he was Mawbad Kaykhusrow Isfandiyar, the son of 
Azar Kay wan, the founder of the Kaywanlyyah sect in India during the 
reign of the Taymurid king, Akbar Shah (963/1556-1014/1605). He was 
born in the third decade of the eleventh/seventeenth century, in the 
city of Patna in India. According to available written accounts regarding 
his book, he lived to over seventy years of age. He used to invite people 
to the KaywanI faith - which recognised the unity of existence (wahdat 
al-wujud) - to denounce all other creeds and to acknowledge the book 
Dasatir, which he regarded as the Mother of all Books, containing all the 
religious laws which he attributed to a prophet named Sasan. In the book 
Dabistan he tried his best to undermine the beliefs of all other religions 
and propagate the new faith of his father, Azar Kay wan.

669 Dabistan-i Madhahib, vol. 2,126,129 (ft).
Sir John Malcolm, Tarikh-i Iran, vol. 1,59.

671 Isma‘Il Basha al-Baghdadl, Idah al-Maknun fi al-Dhayl ‘ala Kashf al-Zunun (Baghdad. 
Maktabat al-Muthanna, 1945), vol. 3,442.
672 In the Zoroastrian religion mawbad is a title of the religious leaders.
673 Mulla FTruz, Farhang-i Dasatir, 231.

670

316



THE IMMUNITY OF THE QUR’AN FROM DISTORTION (TAHRIF)

The first person to have lauded this book was Francis Gladwin, who 
translated it into English in 1789. It was first published in Calcutta, India, 
in 1809 (Dhu al-Qa‘dah 1224 AH) at the order of British Deputy William 
Billy. The book was thereby published and distributed by the imperialist 
agents in India and Iran, and its translation was also published in other 
countries. The secret behind these widespread and successive publications 
is clear to anyone with a little intelligence.

19. Hie Catastrophe Brought by the Book al-Furqdn
In its own time, the book al-Furqan67A created a violent outcry in Egypt, 

and declaring it a fraud and condemning the author, al-Azhar University 
demanded that the government confiscate all copies.675

The author has gathered in this book stories attributed to the early 
period of Islam, such as the traditions of‘A’ishah that speak of four 
instances of inaccuracy in the Qur’an in - and which was examined earlier 
- and traditions attributed to ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abbas, Sa‘Td, Dahhak and the 
like. Based on these traditions -which he regards as decisive proof - the 
above-mentioned Companions would have believed that the scribes of 
the first text of the manuscript made mistakes, as indicated by the title 
of his discourse.

He considered the chains of transmission of all these traditions 
authentic, unaware of the fact that this amounts to an admission of 
tahrif in the text of the revelation. Such claims are attributions that were 
intentionally or unintentionally made by those in the past against the 
Word of God. However, a sound mind is aware of the immunity of the

676

674 Al-Furqdn was written by Muhammad Muhammad ‘Abd al-Latlf Ibn al-Khatlb, one 
of the famous scholars of Egypt. It was published in 1948 (1367 q.) by Dar al-Kutub 
al-Misriyyah, and created such violent opposition that al-Azhar University demanded 
that the Egyptian government confiscate all copies of it. In response, the Egyptian 
government superficially complied, while plenty of other copies were still available 
here and there. For example, a considerable number still exist in our current libraries. 
The copy at my disposal is a first edition which is recorded in Dar al-Qur an al-Karlm 
(Qum) with the reference number 42/12/1542. This book was also reprinted in Beirut, 
reflecting exactly the same topics.
675 See the article of Professor Muhammad Muhammad Madam in Risalat al-Islam 
Magazine (Cairo: Dar al-Taqrib, issue 11, no. 44), 382.
676 Ibn al-Khatlb, al-Furqdn, 41-46, 90-91.
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early Muslims from such undue attributions, and cannot accept that 
such ideas were really made by them, because they justifiably wished to 
preserve the Qur’an.

More unbelievably, the author believed that the despotic ruler Hajjaj 
ibn Yusuf al-Thaqaff had altered the manuscript in twelve places, changing 
its first writing - which was then prevalent and popular amongst the 
Muslims - and turned it into its current recitation. For example, he says:

In Surah al-Shu‘ara, in the account of the Prophet Nuh it was stated 
‘min al-mukhrajm’ (26:116), and in the account of Prophet Lut (Lot) it 
was stated ‘min al-marjumin (26:167), but Hajjaj interchanged them.677

The weakness of such claims is obvious to any fair-minded person, for 
Hajjaj was immersed in his world of cruel politics and had no connection 
with matters of religion and the Qur’an.

Ibn Khatlb has narrated this fabricated story from Sijistdnfs al-Masahif 
from ‘Awf,678 on the authority of ‘Abbad ibn Suhayb. As far as rijalb79 scholars 
are concerned, ‘Abbad is a fabricator and regarded as matruk al-hadlth, 
and Abu Dawud is the only person to have paid attention to his narration.681

Imam Hafiz Muhammad ibn Hayyan says: “Abbad would narrate 
unknown traditions from prominent personalities which would be easily 
detected by even the uninitiated whenever they hear them.’682 Amongst 
these narrations was this absurd story which was believed by Ibn Khatlb 
and presented by him in his book as definitely authentic. At the end of 
the book he mentions recitations (qiraat) attributed to the Companions 
which are contrary to the common recitations prevalent amongst the 
Muslims. These recitations were transmitted by a solitary report (khabar 
al-wahid) and are not authoritative, and for this reason cannot be relied 
upon. The text of the Qur’an has been established by definite mutawatir 
transmission agreed upon by the Muslims. How can we attribute a contrary

680

677 Ibn al-KhatTb, al-Furqan, 50-52.
SijistanT, al-Masahif, 49-50.
Rijal or ‘Ilm al-Rijal is a branch of the science of hadith dealing with the biographies 

of the hadith transmitters or reporters. [Trans.]
Matruk al-hadith is a person whose narrations are rejected. [Trans.]

681 Al-DhahabT, al-Mughni, vol. 1,326, no. 3037.
Abu Hatim Muhammad Ibn Hibban, al-Majruhin min al-Muhaddithin wa al-Du'afa’wa 

al-Matrukin (Aleppo: Dar al-Wa‘1,1396 q.), vol. 2,164.

678

679

680

682
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transmission to the Companions when they knew very well the original 
text which they had heard from the mouth of the Prophet? We consider 
it improbable for them to have deviated from the text transmitted from 
the Prophet by tawatur. This is a false attribution which offends the high 
rank of the Companions, particularly the recitations attributed to the 
Commander of the Faithful, Ali,683 since his recitation is the same as the 
present one, which was transmitted by Hafs from ‘Asim, who heard it 
from Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulaml, who, in turn - as we have examined 
in detail in the discussion on recitations - heard it from Imam ‘All himself.

Even stranger is the fact that Ibn KhatTb attributes to ‘Umar ibn 
al-Khattab the belief that it is permissible for those who cannot recite 
the Qur’an correctly to replace words with synonymous ones. He says:

One day ‘Umar was teaching this Qur’anic verse to a bedouin man:

Indeed the tree ofzaqqum will be the food of the sinful (taam 
al-athim) (44:43-44).

This man would recite taam al-yatim (the food of the orphan). When 
‘Umar realised that he could not pronounce athim, he told him: ‘Say, taam 
al-fajir (fajir being synonymous with athim, meaning ‘sinful’).’ The man 
recited the verse thus: Inna shajarat az-zaqqumi taamu al-fajir.68*

These are fabricated stories whose falsity is indeed obvious.

Tahr'if According to the AkhbArIs

Above we discussed the futile claims of certain Sunni Hashwiyyah 
regarding tahrlf Now we shall examine another baseless view postulated 
by another extremist sect known as the Akhbariyyah.685 By accepting the

683 Ibn al-Khatlb, al-Furqan, 106.
684 Ibn al-Khatlb, al-Furqan, 115.

In his book Masaib al-Nawasib, al-Tustarl has described the Akhbaris as shirdhimatun 
qaltlah, i.e., those who are in minority in the Shfa Imamiyyah. See BalaghI, Ala'al- 
Rahman, vol. 1, 25-26.
Akhbarism (akhbariyyah) is a movement which started within the Shfa world about 
four hundred years ago. Its originator was Mulla Muhammad Amin ibn Muhammad 
Sharif al-Astarabadl (d. 1033/1623-24). He openly attacked the Shfa mujtahids in his

685
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notion of tahrlf and imprudently undermining the sanctity of the Qur’an, 
they have become one with their Hashwiyyah brethren.

It was clearly established in earlier chapters that learned scholars, 
mujtahids and holders of authority amongst the ShT’a have all refuted the 
possibility of tahrffon the basis of mutawatir textual and rational proofs, 
consistently upholding the original stance which the Qur’an stipulates. 
Similarly, most of the great Imamiyyah hadfth scholars (muhaddithun) have 
agreed with the other scholars in denying the notion of tahrlf. This state of 
affairs has continued from the time of the pioneering hadfth scholar, Abu 
Ja‘far al-Saduq (d. 381/991), up to the time of the two prominent hadfth 
scholars, Fayd KashanT (d. 1090/1679) and al-Hurr al-‘AmilT (d. 1104/1692), 
and their stance has been steadfastly maintained from generation to 
generation.

In short, the notion of tahrlf has been propagated in recent times by 
a small deviant group whose opinion has no credibility for the Shf a. This 
started when their leading scholar, Jaza’irl (1050/1640-1112/1700), preached 
his idea on the fringes of the Persian Gulf. He founded this idea on the 
basis of weak arguments, unknown narrations and inaccurate records.

He was succeeded by certain confused thinkers until finally their 
foremost scholar, Muhaddith NurT (1254-1320 AH), appeared and followed 
the same thread in his Fast al-Khitab, which attempts to reject the Qur’anic 
proofs and negate its authority.

We shall now examine some of the reasons Jaza’irT states in his 
Manba al-Hayat:

Widespread mutawatir reports show that addition, deletion and 
distortion have found their way into the Qur’an. Amongst them 
is a narration from the Commander of the Faithful, Ali, which has 
been transmitted in reply to a question regarding the compatibility 
of two sentences from the following verse:

work al-Fawa’id al-Madaniyyah, vehemently contesting the Usulfs claim that reason 
is one of the sources of fiqh. The Usulis hold the Qur’an, the Sunnah, reason and ijma 
(consensus) as valid sources for the deduction of the rules of the shanah. The Akhbans 
accepted the validity of only the Sunnah and rejected the rest. Understanding the Qur'an, 
they claimed, is beyond the capacity of the commoner, being restricted exclusively 
to Ahl al-Bayt. [Trans.]
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Ifyou fear that you may not dojustice to the orphans, marry 
women of your choice, two or three or four... (4:3).

The Imam said: ‘More than a third of the Qur’an has been deleted 
within this verse!’

On the exegesis of the verse Kuntum khayra ummatin... You are the best 
of people, brought forth for mankind... (3:110) Imamja'far al-Sadiq is reported 
to have said: ‘How can this nation be the best, considering that they 
killed the son of the Prophet?’ The correct revealed form of the verse is 
as follows: Kuntum khayra a’immatin (‘You are the best Imams (a’immah 
instead of ummah’), and it refers to the Imams from Ahl al-Bayt.

Moreover, it is transmitted in many reports that the revealed verse 
ofGhadTr is as follows:

0 Messenger, make known that which hath been sent down to you 
concerning ‘All from thy Lord. If thou do it not, thou will not have 
conveyed His message (5:67).

There are also other narrations which, if gathered together, would 
amount to a huge book.

He continues:

Keeping all this in view, tahrif- in terms of addition and deletion 
- took place with the Qur’an on two occasions, i.e., during the 
lifetime of the Prophet and during the period of the Companions.
The Qur’an was revealed little by little according to needs and 
circumstances, and the scribes of the revelation - who were 
fourteen from amongst the Companions under the leadership 
of Imam ‘All - would in most cases record verses concerning 
legal rulings and which were revealed in public; but only ‘All 
would be informed of the verses which were revealed privately 
in the house of the Prophet, for he was always in the company 
of the Prophet. Therefore, the Imam’s manuscript was more 
comprehensive than others.

He adds:

After the demise of the Prophet and the scattering of the people,
‘All embarked upon compiling the Qur’an according to the order 
of revelation. After finishing it, he covered it with his robe and
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brought it to the mosque. The first and second caliphs and other 
Companions were then in the mosque. The Imam said to them: 
‘This book is the true revealed Qur’an.’ ‘Umar said: ‘We are not 
in need of your manuscript, for the manuscript of‘Uthman is at 
our disposal.’ The Imam said: ‘Neither you nor others will ever 
see it until such time when my son, the Master of the Time (sahib 
al-zaman), appears and urges the people to recite it and act upon 
its laws. Until such a day, God will take this manuscript to heaven.’ 
After becoming caliph, ‘Umar tried his best to get hold of this 
manuscript and burn it, as he did with that of Ibn Mas'ud. He 
asked ‘All for it, but the Imam refused to grant it to him.

Jaza’irT says:

This Qur’an has been preserved by the Imams, and they would 
secretly recite it, although they would instruct some of their 
more intimate followers with it. For example, Thiqat al-Islam 
KulaynT has reported Salim ibn Salamah to have said: ‘Someone 
was once reciting the Qur’an in the presence of Imam al-Sadiq. I 
heard some words of the Qur’an [being recited] contrary to the 
common recitation. Imam al-Sadiq told the man: ‘Desist from this 
recitation and recite the Qur’an the way it is commonly recited 
until such a time that our Qa’im686 rises up. On that day, he will 
recite the Qur’an the way it should be recited, and he will bring 
forth the manuscript which ‘All used to keep.

Jaza’irT adds:

This tradition which has reached us, and others that say the same, 
have allowed us to recite the existing manuscript and act upon 
its rulings.

Elsewhere he states:

Because of the multiple manuscripts due to the many scribes of 
revelation, Abu Bakr and ‘Umar decided to select the manuscript 
of‘Uthman and parts of others, and to collect the rest and boil 
them in a large pot full of hot water... If the manuscripts were

Qa’im is one of the honorific titles of Imam al-Mahdl, which means ‘the executor 
(Qa’im) of God’s command.’ [Trans.]
686
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uniform, they would not have committed such an abhorrent act 
for which they are condemned.

And:

Praise for Ahl al-Bayt and condemnation of the hypocrites and 
Banu Umayyah were both openly and implicitly reflected in the 
manuscript, but in order to conceal their flaws and out ofjealousy 
for the family of the Prophet they deleted such verses.

Again:

In his Sad al-Suud, the trusted scholar, ‘All ibn Tawus, reports 
from Muhammad ibn Bahr RahanT, a prominent Sunni scholar:
‘The manuscripts that ‘Uthman dispatched to the cities varied, 
and the words and letters were inconsistent, although all of them 
were inscribed by ‘Uthman himself.’

Jaza’irl then comments:

If the manuscripts which ‘Uthman himself had inscribed were 
such, the condition of the manuscripts of other scribes and their 
respective proponents is obvious.

Therefore, during the second period, which was the time of the qurra, 
the Qur’an was distorted, for the manuscript at their disposal had no 
dots or declension (i‘rab), as did the manuscripts at the disposal of‘All 
and his immaculate descendants. I have seen some of them in the library 
of Imam Rida.

In short, the manuscripts at the disposal of the reciters were devoid of 
dots and inflection, and thus they exercised their discretion with regard 
to the dots, idgham,687 the spelling and the like.688

The errors and inconsistencies in this passage are so clear that 
there is no need to investigate them. His insufficient knowledge of the 
history of the compilation of the Qur’an is evidenced when he says: ‘As 
‘All brought his manuscript to the people, ‘Umar rose up and said: ‘The 
manuscript of‘Uthman is sufficient for us.” But ‘Uthman’s manuscript

687 Idgham (fi^|): the contraction of two identical letters into one and pronouncing 
this with tashdld. [Trans.]

Sayyid Ni‘matullah Jaza’irT,Manba al-Hayat (Baghdad: Matba‘at al-Najah, n.d.), 68-70.688
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did not exist at that time. He also says: ‘The manuscripts dispatched to 
the [different] cities were inscribed by ‘Uthman,’ as if ‘Uthman wrote all 
the manuscripts himself.

He added the following: “Umar burned the manuscript of Ibn Mas'ud, 
and also intended to do the same with that of‘All; in order to acquire it, 
he resorted to different ways, but he failed.’

He also said: ‘Abu Bakr and ‘Umar burned the manuscripts and selected 
some parts of what ‘Uthman wrote in his one, while boiling the rest 
in a big pot. Even stranger was his saying: ‘Many manuscripts in ‘All’s 
handwriting were sent to the [different] cities.’ It is as if the Imam had 
so much free time that he could have written all the manuscripts which 
were in fact compiled by others. He also regarded the different recitations 
as a proof of the distortion of the Qur’an, even though the Qur’an is one 
thing and the recitations another.

Jaza’irT’s main proof was a number of narrations which he identified as 
mutawatir to substantiate his point. He quoted some of them and supposed 
that they were the clearest textual proof. We shall deal with these narrations 
in detail at an appropriate juncture. Here we shall only look over them in 
order to demonstrate their weaknesses, since narrations which indicate 
tahrff have unreliable chains of transmission, while those whose chains 
are authentic have nothing to do with tahrff. Other narrations are also 
of the same kind.

The tradition about the alleged deletion of one third of the Qur’an 
from the third verse of Surah al-Nisa’ has only been mentioned by the 
author of al-Ihtijaj.689 Like many other fabricated narrations quoted by 
this author, the narration is fabricated and mursal, and does not have 
an unbroken chain of transmission. For this reason, his book has no 
credibility and ShTa scholars have not relied on it. Even Sayyid Hashim 
BahranI (d. 1107/1695) considered it implausible and did not mention 
it in his exegesis al-Burhan, which was written on the basis of traditions 
related to the circumstances of the revelation of the verses. Neither 
have ‘AyyashI (d. 320/932), QummI (d 329/941) or other famous exegetes 
quoted this narration.

In addition, the author of al-Ihtijaj is unknown, although it has been 
attributed to Tabrisl. Bahr al-‘Ulum has identified six possible authors

See Tabarsi, al-Ihtijaj, vol. 1,377.689
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of al-Ihtijaj.690 It is the opinion of some researchers that the author was 
perhaps someone else who originated from Tabaristan691 or Tafresh, 
and that his name was Arabised as ‘TabrisT ’ (from Tabaristan) or TabrisT 
(from Tafresh).

The tradition itself is baseless and contrary to reason and faith, for 
it states that: ‘Within the edicts relating to justice to orphans and the 
marrying of women, more than one-third of the Qur’an containing stories 
and admonitions has been deleted.’ In other words, the hypocrites have 
deleted all the verses (more than two thousand verses) which were part of 
a single verse, i.e., the third verse of Surah al-Nisa’, although it is unclear 
why they should have done so.

Moreover, the narration is completely incompatible with the style 
of speech of Ali, the Commander of the Faithful, which was extremely 
eloquent and mirrors the example of the Qur’an.

It is obvious that this tradition - considering all its details and 
dimensions - has been fabricated by one of the polemicists, for he disputes 
therein with the atheists who found fault with the style of the Qur’an, 
and has replied to them according to his own frame of mind and level 
of knowledge, attributing it to the Imam so that the lay people would 
accept it. The reason for this claim is that the author has used some 
terms which have become prevalent in later periods; for example, the 
title Baqiyyat Allah (the Remaining [Proof] of Allah) for Imam al-Mahdl 
and the terms fij al-madi (past tense) and fi‘1 al-mudan (present/future 
tense), which were later coined by the grammarians.693

Regarding the words kuntum khayra a'immah... (‘You are the best of 
Imams../) (3:110), which QummI has narrated with a chain of transmission, 
and mentioned in a mursal and fabricated narration in TafsTr al-‘AyyashT, 
Imam al-Sadiq is reported to have said: ‘This verse was revealed in this 
way/ This has two possible meanings:

692

690 Preface of TabarsT, al-Ihtijaj, v. 1.
691 Tabaristan (or Tapuria) is the name of the former historic region in the Southern 
coasts of the Caspian Sea roughly in the location of the northern and southern slopes of 
the Elburz range in Iran, and roughly corresponding to the modern Iranian provinces 
of Mazandaran, Golestan and northern Semnan. [Trans.]
692 Tafresh is an academic centre and the capital of Tafresh County, Markazi Province, 
Iran. [Trans.]
693 Ibid. 375.
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1) The recitation is correct, for it is mentioned in ‘Ayyashl’s mursal 
narration that it was like that in ‘All’s69'1 recitation, but as we said before 
in the discussion on recitations (qiraat), a difference in recitation 
has nothing to do with tahrif. Moreover, it is impossible to establish 
verses or chapters of the Qur’an on the basis of a solitary report 
(khabar al-wahid), even if it has an authentic chain of transmission.

2) The comment is not about recitation, but to explain that the 
word ummah in this verse refers to the Imams (a’immah), because as 
stated in the tradition transmitted by QummT, they have the main 
responsibility to enjoin what is good and forbid what is evil (al-amr 
bial-mamfwaal-nahyi ‘an al-munkar).
Therefore, nuzul (revelation) in Imam al-Sadiq’s statement refers to a

suitable meaning according to the circumstances of the revelation, which 
is the real interpretation of the verse, as, for example, tanzil is sometimes 
the opposite of ta ml and means tafslr (exegesis or interpretation).

The second possibility seems more plausible because there are other 
traditions interpreting this verse.

Imam al-Sadiq has said:

It refers to the ummah to whom the supplication of Ibrahim 
(Abraham) was granted. It is the ummah whom God chose for 
him. They are the middle way and the best ummah ever evolved 
for mankind.

‘AyyashI has quoted this narration in his exegesis, where he says:

We should place this verse alongside this other:

Let there arise from amongst you a nation (ummah) who invite 
to the good, enjoining what is right, and forbidding what is 
wrong... (3:104) (because of the words from amongst you, 
the ummah refers to some of them).

We then realise that in both verses, what is meant by the ummah 
that enjoin what is right and forbid what is wrong are the Imams 
who are the leaders and forerunners of the ummah.

695

694 Tafsir al-‘Ayyashi, vol. 1,195.
695 Tafslr al-Qummi, vol. 1,110.
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In response to the question: ‘Is it incumbent upon the entire ummah 
to bid what is right and forbid what is wrong?’ KulaynT has reported 
that Imam al-Sadiq replied in the negative. He was asked: ‘What is the 
reason?’ and he said: ‘This is incumbent upon anyone who is strong, is 
obeyed, and is aware of what is right and what is wrong; but it is not 
obligatory for those who are weak and incapable of distinguishing truth 
from falsehood.’

The Imam continues:

The basis of this claim is the noble verse, Let there arise from amongst 
you a nation who invite to the good, enjoining what is right, and forbidding 
what is wrong (3:104), because the verse addresses a particular 
group and is not a general one. This is similar to the verse:

Amongst the people of Moses is a community who lead with 
truth and establish justice therewith (7:159).

It does not say: ‘The nation of Moses, or all his people...’ At the time, 
the people of Moses consisted of numerous nations. Moreover, the word 
ummah can be applied to a single person or more. For example, God says:

Indeed, Abraham was a nation obedient to God (16:120).

It therefore follows that there is no harm in abandoning this obligation 
for anyone who does not have the necessary power, support and followers.696

We should note how the responsibility of the ummah is placed on the 
leaders on the basis of the Qur’an and elegant reasoning.

From what has been said, it becomes clear that this tradition - however 
it may be interpreted - has nothing whatsoever to do with the issue 
of tahrlf

Regarding the alleged deletion of the name of‘All from the verses of 
the ‘perfection of religion’ (ayat al-kamal) and the ‘verse of conveyance’ 
(ayat al-tabligh) (5:3, 67), ‘AyyashT has reported that Imam al-Sadiq said:

On a Friday, Gabriel came to the Prophet in ‘Arafat, and said to 
him: ‘0 Muhammad! God sends His salutation to you and says:
‘Say to your ummah:

696 BahranT, Tafsir al-Burhdn, vol. 1,307-308.
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This day have I perfected your religion for you with the 
guardianship of‘All ibn AbTTalib, and completed My favour 
unto you, and chosen for you as religion al-Islam’ (5:3).”

According to Jaza irl, the additional phrase has to be part of the verse 
in order to complete it. KulaynT reported that Imam al-Baqir said in the 
tradition of faraid:

The verse of guardianship (ayat al-wilayah) was revealed when 
Gabriel came down to the Prophet on a Friday in Arafat and recited 
thus: ‘This day have I perfected your religion for you, and completed 
My favour unto you' (5:3). The perfection of religion was realised 
with the guardianship of All ibn AbTTalib.697

In this tradition, the Imam stipulates that the perfection of religion 
in the verse was materialised with the bestowal of the guardianship of 
Ali. On this basis, therefore, the verse directly indicates the guardianship 
of the Imam, which is not an incidental part of it.

Hakim HasakanT has narrated that, regarding the tradition on the 
religious precepts, Imam al-Baqir said:

Then Gabriel came down and said: ‘God has ordered you to 
introduce to the people their guardian (waif) and leader (imam), 
just as you had conveyed to them [the decrees on] prayer, fasting 
and pilgrimage (hajj), so as to complete to them the argument 
in all of this.’ The Prophet said: ‘My people are close to the Age 
of Ignorance (al-jahiliyyah), and rivalry and the seeking of glory 
are prevalent amongst them. There are none amongst them for 
whom the guardian (wall) is not unpleasant, and I am anxious.' 
Following that, God revealed this verse:

0 Messenger, make known that which hath been revealed unto 
you from your Lord, for if thou do it not, thou wilt not have 
conveyed His message [that is,you will not have communicated 
it in full]. God will protect thee from mankind (5:67).

The Imam added the words in parenthesis to explain the content of 
the verse. Based on numerous narrations, Jaza’iri supposed that the verse

698

697 BahranT, Tafsir al-Burhan, vol. 1,488, no. 1. 
HasakanT, Shawahid al-Tanzil, vol. 1,191.698
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of conveyance (ayat al-tabligh) was revealed as follows, with the addition 
of fi‘All, the omission of min rabbik, the changing of waw to fa’ in fa’inna, 
and the plural form of risalatah:

‘O Messenger, make known that which has been revealed unto 
you from your Lord about ‘All; thus, for if thou do it not, thou wilt 
not have conveyed His messages.’

We have not come across this narration in the writings of Shfa scholars, 
whether they were exegeses, books of merits (kutub al-manaqib) or hadlth 
compilations.

It is thus stated in TafsTr al-Qummi: ‘The verse 0 Messenger, make known 
that which hath been revealed unto you from your Lord, for if thou do it not, thou 
wilt not have conveyed His message was revealed concerning ‘All.’699

In the exegesis of Fayd KashanT, it states:

The verse 0 Messenger, make known that which hath been revealed unto 
you from your Lord has been revealed concerning [the guardianship 
of] ‘All, because the Imams are reported to have said: ‘It has thus 
been revealed.’ That is, it has been revealed concerning the Imamate 
of‘All and his chieftainship (imarah)700

There are other such exegeses based on certain narrations.

Similarly, Ibn Shahrashub has also quoted Tafsir al-Thalabi in 
connection with the meaning of the verse, 0 Messenger, make known 
that which hath been revealed unto thee from your Lord, where Imam 
al-Baqir mentioned the merit of‘All.701

‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abbas is reported to have said: ‘This verse has been 
revealed to express the right of‘All.’ Tha’labT has also quoted Imam al- 
Baqir as saying: ‘The meaning of the verse is ‘Make known that which 
hath been revealed unto thee from your Lord about ‘All.” Therefore, the 
narrations concerning the verse of conveyance all agree that it concerns 
the right of‘All, but none of them say that the phrase fi'Ali is an integral 
part of the verse. It is only ‘Abdullah ibn Mas'Gd’s recitation that states:

699 Tafsir al-Qummi, vol. 1,171.
Fayd KashanT, al-Sdp ft Tafsir al-Qur'an, vol. 1,456. 

701 See BahranT, Tafsir al-Burhan, vol. 1,490.
700
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0 Messenger, make known that which hath been revealed unto thee 
from your Lord that ‘All is the master of the believers, and if thou 
do it not, thou wilt not have conveyed His message. God will protect thee 
from mankind (5:67).

Ibn Mas'ud says: ‘We used to read this verse in that way during 
the lifetime of the Prophet.’ Al-SuyutT has quoted this narration in his 
exegesis.703 Also, under the section ‘What has been revealed from the 
Qur’an concerning the right of‘All,’ ‘All ibn ‘Isa ArbilT (d.693/1294) quotes 
the same thing from Ibn Mas'ud on the authority of Zirr ibn Hubaysh.704

It was stated earlier that what Ibn Mas'ud means by this is obviously the 
interpretation of the verse. He wanted to say that it used to be interpreted 
in that way during the lifetime of the Prophet.

What has been quoted so far are the most obvious attempts made by 
this group to prove the occurrence of tahrifin the Qur’an, and Jaza’irT has 
cited the most important of them, claiming that there are many of them, 
and they are transmitted by tawatur. But none of them seems convincing.

...their deeds are like a mirage in a desert, which the thirsty man parched 
with thirst mistakes for water; until he comes to it, he finds it to be 
nothing (24:39).

All in all, the entire import of most of what is cited as proof of the 
occurrence of tahrlf depends on the narration on ‘the deletion of one- 
third of the Qur’an within the third verse of Surah al-Nisa V which, as 
stated earlier, is only mentioned by the author of Al-Ihtijaj. Apart from 
the author’s identity being unknown, the narration itself has no chain of 
transmission. Other ineffective arguments from this group will be cited 
while examining the statements of Muhaddith NurT.

702

The Presumptions of the Author of Fasl al-Khitab
Muhaddith NurT wrote Fasl al-Khitab with three introductory parts, 

twelve chapters and a long epilogue. In the twelve chapters he presents 
his arguments for the occurrence of tahrif. What prompted him to write 
the book was that he thought that certain enemies had deleted passages

702 HasakanI, Shawahid al-Tanzil, vol. 1,191.
703 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 2,298.
704 Ali ibn ‘Isa ArbilT, Kashf al-Ghummah (Tabriz: 1381 q.), vol. 1,319.
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mentioning the merits of Ahl al-Bayt and the shortcomings of their 
adversaries from the Qur’an. By writing his book, he wanted to reply to 
certain scholars of India who had asked him why the names of Ahl al-Bayt 
were absent in the Qur’an.

In chapter nine, he deals with the names of Ahl al-Bayt, and how they 
would have been mentioned in the Old and New Testaments:

How can a fair-minded person suppose that God has not mentioned the 
names of the successors to the Seal of the Prophets and his daughter in the 
Book which is the Mother of all previous scriptures, and not introduced 
them to the ummah, the noblest of nations, when this is far more important 
than other obligations which are repeatedly mentioned in the Qur’an?

Thereafter he backs up his claim with a narration by the Jewish convert, 
Ka‘b al-Ahbar, who was under the patronage of Mu'awiyah. Ka‘b al-Ahbar 
claimed to have read the dates of birth of Ahl al-Bayt in 72 books that 
were all allegedly sent down from Heaven, and in which it was said that, 
after the Prophet, they would be the best of creation and the divinely 
instituted leaders on earth. Muhaddith NurT says: ‘Ka‘b mentioned this 
to Mu'awiyah, who was not pleased with what he heard, and got up and 
left in anger...

Prior to him, Jaza’irT had imagined the same thing. He says:

They have committed the most heinous crimes against religion; 
for example, altering the Qur’an by twisting its words, and 
deleting words of praise for Ahl al-Bayt and expositions against 
the hypocrites.706

We should take a brief look at the proofs advanced by Muhaddith NurT 
and discuss them to some extent. He says: ‘Firstly, there was distortion of 
the Torah and the Evangel, and the similarity between past and present 
events necessitates the occurrence of tahrlfin the Qur’an.

It was explained earlier that the distortions in the Torah and the 
Evangel were incorrect interpretations. Moreover, many original passages 
were deleted from, but what remained - as stipulated by the Qur’an -

’705

’707

705 NurT, Fasl al-Khitab, 183-184.
Sayyid Ni‘matullahJaza,irT,aMnwdra/-Nu‘mdmyyaIi (Tabriz: Shirkat Printing Press, 

n.d.), vol. 1,97.
See NurT, Fasl al-Khitab, 35-95.

706

707
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stayed intact up to the time of the Prophet’s apostleship. What is meant 
by the ‘similarity of the nations’ is a similarity on principles of morality 
and social intercourse, notwithstanding any different acquired styles 
that fitted in with the particular circumstances of each period.

He continues thus:

Secondly, the styles adopted by the compilers of the Qur’an led 
to the oversight of certain words and verses, especially in view 
of the fact that a thorough comprehension of the Qur’an was 
impossible for anyone who had not compiled the Qur’an in its 
entirety during the lifetime of the Prophet.708

The three stages of the compilation the Qur’an from the time of 
apostleship up to the standardisation of the texts during the reign of 
‘Uthman have been covered in detail, and it should be noted that two of 
these stages happened during the lifetime of the Prophet, namely, writing 
it down and the organisation of the verses. Only the arrangement of the 
chapters took place after the time of the Prophet, and did not by any 
means necessitate any changes.

Nurl says:

Thirdly, the reason given by the Sunnis to explain the narrations 
on tahrif that suggest abrogation of the recitation (naskh al- 
tilawah) is false, because the narrations stipulate that many of 
the distortions were done by none other than ‘Uthman himself 
during his reign.709

It was mentioned before that these narrations have no credible basis, 
and are concoctions of the Hashwiyyah which found their way into the 
Sunni books of hadith out of negligence.710

He adds: ‘Fourthly, Imam ‘All had his own manuscript, which must 
have differed from the other manuscripts.’711

708 Ibid. 96-104.
709 See Nurl, Fas! al-Khitab, 105-120.
710 See the previous chapter, which deals with the Hashwiyyah and their position on 
the issue of tahrif.
711 Nurl, FasI al-Khitab, 120-134.
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Yes, as explained before, the Imam’s manuscript differed from the 
others in the arrangement of the chapters and because it had explanations 
in the margins.712

He also argues: ‘Fifthly, ‘Abdullah ibn Mas‘ud also had his own personal 
manuscript.’713 However, the difference between Ibn Mas'ud’s manuscript 
and the others was its recitation, and he would sometimes add explanations 
in order to clarify ambiguous points by substituting more recognisable 
synonynons for unfamiliar words. Amongst the salient features of his 
manuscript are the exclusion of the mu’awwidhatan (Surah al-Falaq and 
Surah al-Nas) on the assumption that they were supplications, and of Surah 
al-Fatihah on the basis that it is equal to the Qur’an rather than a part of 
it. These are the distinctive features of his manuscript. Be that as it may, 
he was not implying that there was any distortion (tahrif) of the Qur’an.714

Muhaddith NurT continues: ‘Sixthly, the manuscript of Ubayy ibn Ka‘b 
had more verses than the existing manuscript.’715 Yes, because Ubayy’s 
manuscript included two supplications which he assumed to be chapters, 
which were known as Surah al-Khal‘ and Surah al-Hafd. And at the beginning 
of Surah al-Zumar he added the disjointed letters hamim, which meant that 
there were a total of eight disjointed letters, contrary to the conventional 
number. Like Ibn Mas'ud, he would sometimes also add some words of 
explanation in his manuscript. We have examined all of them before, 
and they have nothing at all to do with tahrif.

He adds:

Seventhly, ‘Uthman has omitted certain words and verses from 
the manuscript which were incompatible with the continuity of 
his rulership. The two preceding caliphs did not omit them, and 
he redressed their negligence. There were also other motives 
that led him to make alterations and deletions. In addition, the 
differing manuscripts which ‘Uthman dispatched to cities far and 
wide are decisive proof of tahrif716

712 See Ma'rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 1, 292-295.
713 NurT, Fasl al-Khitab, 135-143.
714 Ma'rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 1,312-323.
715 NurT, Fasl al-Khitab, 144-148.
716 NurT, Fasl al-Khitab, 149-170.
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In a bid to prove his assumptions, he resorts to the time of the Qur’an’s 
compilation, its standardisation, and the dispatch of the manuscripts to 
the different cities during the reign of ‘Uthman, which all happened in 
the presence of the Companions and with their approval.717 Yet, none of 
this is acceptable evidence that there were ever any distortions made 
by ‘Uthman or the two previous caliphs. It is unclear how NurT arrived 
at his conclusions concerning tahrif at the time of the compilation of the 
manuscripts, and interestingly enough, he himself sensed the weakness 
of his arguments by finally saying:

Although the certainty that the second compilation conforms to 
the first indicates a trust in the veracity of the scribes and their 
recordings, in our view this may not be enough, for the argument 
is nonetheless tenable, even though the claim of deleted verses 
requires the presentation of proof.718

The process of the standardisation of the manuscripts has already 
been examined in detail,719 and the conclusion was that it is certain that 
it did not entail any alteration to the text of the revelation, if ever there 
were any differences, it was to do with the handwriting styles. It thus 
becomes clear how weak the relationship is between differences in the 
manuscripts and the issue of tahrif.

He continues:

Eighthly, the narrations of Ahl al-Sunnah - transmitted by the 
Hashwiyyah and quoted by al-Suyutl in his book of exegesis and 
in al-Itqan, as well as by other hadith scholars in their respective 
works - are a proof that substantiates the claim of tahrif720

Some of these narrations have already been examined while dealing 
with the issue of tahrif according to the Hashwiyyah. As long as such

717 It was previously mentioned that ‘All, the Commander of the Faithful, had agreed 
in principle with the standardisation of the manuscripts, and Sayyid Radi al-DTn ibn 
Tawus states in his book (Sa'dal-Suud, 278) that ‘Uthman did so in the presence of 
the Imam.
718 This phrase in itself shows that he was unsure of his evidence. See NurT, Fasl al- 
Khitdb, 153.
719 See the previous chapter on the Hashwiyyah.

NurT, Fasl al-Khitab, 171-183.720
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narrations explicitly contradict the Qur’an and the consensus (ijma) of 
the Muslims, they have no credibility, whether in terms of the chains 
of transmission or of reasoning. Since all these narrations have already 
been examined, we will deal no more with them.

It is interesting to note that Muhaddith Nurl has quoted the fictitious 
Surah al-Wilayah from the book Dabistdn-i Madhahib in toto,721 considering 
it in this respect to be a narration of the adversaries. In the end, he tries 
to prove that this alleged surah has also been mentioned in Shfa books. 
After quoting the text, he states:

The apparent indications in Dabistdn-i Madhahib are that this surah 
has been taken from ShTa books, although I have found no trace 
of it there, except that Ibn Shahrashub - according to what has 
been said about him - has stated in al-Mathalib that they have 
deleted the entire Surah al-Wilayah from the Qur’an. Perhaps he 
refers to this very surah. And God knows best.722

Al-Mathalib has already been discussed earlier.723
Nurl also argues:

Ninthly God, the Exalted, has mentioned the names of the successors 
of the Seal of the Prophets and the name of his daughter Lady 
Fatimah, as well as some of their characteristics, in all the blessed 
scriptures revealed to the previous prophets. He has done so either 
to favour those communities in such a way that they could seek 
their intercession to fulfil their needs and provide solutions to 
their problems, or in order to elevate their status and worth. By 
mentioning these names prior to the appearance of the Imams,
God may have wished to promote their standing. Nevertheless, 
how can a fair-minded person assume that God, the Exalted, 
neglects mention of their names in the Qur’an, which is superior 
to the other scriptures and will forever remain so? Why has He 
not introduced them to ‘the nation of the Prophet,’ who are the 
best of nations and most favoured by God? The mention of their 
names, pre-eminence and characteristics in the Qur’an is easier,

721 NfirT, Fasl al-Khitab, 179-180.
722 Ibid. 180.
723 In the section on the assumptions of the Hashwlyah (item 18).
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more evident and more important than the other obligations 
which are repeatedly mentioned therein.

He continues:

Although this argument may seem merely improbable, however, in 
reality it is based on complete induction or definitive realisation 
of the criterion (tanqih al-manat).... This improbability is better 
than the improbable claim of those who deny tahrif on the basis 
of the extent of the efforts made by the Companions to protect 
and preserve the Qur’an.

He also adds:

It is necessary for us to mention the documentary proof which 
consists of a number of narrations, one of which is that of the Jewish 
convert Ka'b al-Ahbar, who claimed to have read in seventy-two 
heavenly scriptures of the births of the Prophet and his progeny.724

This narration was mentioned at the beginning of this chapter.
He has also reported another unlikely narration on the authority of 

Hisham DastwaT, on the authority of ‘Amr ibn Shimr, on the authority 
of Jabir al-Ju‘ft from Salim ibn ‘Abdillah ibn ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab. The 
report says that Salim ibn ‘Abdillah told Imam Muhammad al-Baqir of a 
narration while they were beside the Black Stone (al-hajar al-aswad) in 
Mecca, saying that his father, ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Umar, had told him:

I heard the Prophet saying: ‘God, the Blessed and Exalted, revealed 
to me during the night of ascension (mi'raj) the following: ‘0 
Muhammad! Do you wish to see the names of the Imams from 
amongst Ahl al-Bayt?’ I said: ‘Yes,’ and He said: ‘Look forward.’ I 
did so, and I suddenly saw the names of‘All, Hasan, Husayn, ‘All 
ibn al-Husayn, Muhammad ibn ‘AlT,Ja‘far ibn Muhammad, Musa 
ibn Ja'far, ‘All ibn Musa, Muhammad ibn ‘All, ‘All ibn Muhammad,
Hasan ibn ‘All and al-Hujjat al-Qa’im, which were like glowing 
stars. I said: ‘0 Lord! Who are they?’ He said: *They are the Imams 
of the ummah.”

Jabir then says:

724 NurT, Fast al-Khitab, 183-209.
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Then, as Salim proceeded on his way, I followed him and said: ‘I 
ask you to swear by God: was there anyone other than your father 
who told you of these names?’ He said: ‘It is not a tradition [directly 
heard] from the Prophet. Rather, along with my father, ‘Abdullah 
ibn ‘Umar, I was in the company of Ka‘b al-Ahbar, and I heard 
him saying: ‘The Imams of this ummah are the same in number 
as the chiefs (nuqaba0 of the Children of Israel.’ At that time, ‘All 
ibn AbTTalib came. Ka‘b said: ‘This is the first amongst them, and 
the other eleven will be from his descendants.’ Thereafter, Ka'b 
recounted their names according to the Torah: Taqublt, Qaydhu,
DabTra, Mafsura, Masmu'a, Dumuh, Mashyu, Hadhar, Yathmu,
Batu, Nuqas and Qaydhmu.’

And Hisham DastwaT says:

I met in HTrah a Jewish man named ‘Aththu ibn Awsu who was a 
famous learned man. He told me these names, saying: ‘These are 
the Hebrew names and descriptions as mentioned in the Torah.'
Then he interpreted each of them in this manner: ‘Taqublt means 
‘the first executor of will (wasi) for the last prophet’; Qaydhu 
means ‘the second executor of will’; DabTra means ‘the doyen 
of the martyrs’; Mafsura means ‘the chief of the worshippers’; 
Masmu'a means ‘the inheritor of the knowledge of the first and 
the last’; Dumuh means ‘the truthful speaker of God’; Mashyu 
means ‘the best of prisoners’; Hadhar means ‘the one confined 
in a strange land’; Yathmu means ‘the short-lived one with far- 
reaching impact’; Batu means ‘the fourth name’; Nuqas means 
‘his uncle’s namesake’; Qaydhmu means ‘the hidden one who will 
rise up by the command of God.”725

In this way, the Hashwiyyah and the AkhbarTs joined forces to cite 
the testimony of Jewish converts who contributed to the confusion, and 
then circulated nonsensical narrations. We should remind the likes of 
Muhaddith NurT not to spread falsehoods in a bid to substantiate their 
own assumptions:

725 NurT, Fast al-Khitab, 191-192.
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And be not like her who unravelleth the thread, after she hath made it 
strong... (16:92).

Here, disregarding the textual weakness of the two narrations, we 
shall examine their transmission. The first narration was transmitted by 
Muhammad ibn Sinan (a completely weak source - no tradition from him 
can be relied upon)726 on the authority of Abu al-Jarud, then Ziyad ibn 
Mundhir, known as Surhub and the chief of Jarudiyyah,727 from a Sunni 
narrator, Layth ibn Sa‘d, (94-175 AH). The hadfth is as follows:

Layth said that when Ka‘b was in the presence of Mu'awiyah 
[yet Mu‘awiyah died in 60 AH, 34 years before Layth was born], I 
asked him: ‘How did you find the description of the birth of the 
Prophet in the books you have read? And did you find mention 
of the virtue of his progeny?’ Ka‘b turned to Mu'awiyah in order 
to share his view. God let the following flow from his tongue...
[and so on].

It is clear that this story was fabricated by Abu al-Jarud. Abu ‘Amr 
Muhammad ibn ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Az!z KashshT says:

Abu al-Jarud was known as Surhub. The Surhubiyyah, a derivative 
of the Zaydiyyah, is attributable to him. Imam al-Baqir would call 
him by this name. It is said that Surhub is the name of a blind 
devil that lives in the sea. Abu al-Jarud was both literally and 
figuratively blind.728

Ibn al-Ghada’iri says: ‘Our scholars have disowned the narrations 
which Muhammad ibn Sinan has transmitted from him.’729

The second narration was transmitted by the author of Muqtadab al- 
Athar, Abu ‘Abdillah Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Ayyash al-Jawharl,730 on

726 According to al-Najashl in his rijal, vol. 2,208.
727 Jarudiyyah is an offshoot of Zaydiyyah.
728 Abu ‘Amr Muhammad ibn ‘Umar Kashshl, Ikhtiyar Mari fat al-Rijal, (Rijal al-Kashshi), 
Najaf Edition, n.d., 199, no. 104.
729 Muhammad ibn Ali ArdablllJami‘ al-Ruwat (Qum: Maktabah MustafawT, n.d.), vol. 
1,339.
730 He and his father were amongst the prominent figures in Baghdad. He was credited 
with many works, but during the latter part of his life, he suffered from a mental 
disturbance and passed away in 401/1010. NajashI says: ‘Our sheikhs have identified
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the authority of Thawabah al-Mawsill, on the authority of Abu ‘Arubah 
al-Harranl, on the authority of Musa ibn ‘Isa al-lfrlql (all of whom were 
unknown), on the authority of Hisham ibn Sanbar Dastwa’I (who was 
one of the great Sunni traditionists and regarded by al-TayalasT as the 
foremost in hadith),731 on the authority of‘Amr ibn Shimr ibn Yazld (who 
was weak in hadith). The latter transmitted the book of Jabir and added 
certain things to it. For this reason, the narrations of Jabir transmitted 
through him are regarded as doubtful.732

‘Allamah Hill! says: ‘I do not trust any of his narrations.’733 And he 
narrated the tradition from Jabir ibn Yazld al-Ju‘fi who himself is reliable. 
However, Ibn al-Ghada’irl says: ‘Most of the narrators [who narrated] 
from him were weak.’ NajashT says: ‘A group that was weak and would 
be taunted narrated from him who himself was eclectic.’ ‘Allamah Hill! 
also says: ‘In my opinion, it is better for us to suspend our judgment 
on whatever the group which included ‘Amr ibn Shimr would narrate 
through him.’734

It is evident that the source of the problems with this tradition stem 
from ‘Amr ibn Shimr, who fabricated it by quoting Jabir al-Ju‘fT. Jabir 
transmitted the tradition from Salim ibn ‘Abdillah ibn ‘Umar ibn al- 
Khattab (d. 106/724), who was one of the seven great jurists (fuqaha) of 
Medina. His mother was the daughter of Yazdigerd, who was one of the 
Persian captives whom ‘All, the Commander of the Faithful, offered in 
marriage to ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Umar, while her sister was given in marriage 
to the Imam’s own son, Imam Husayn, from whom was born Imam ‘All ibn 
al-Husayn. Another of her sisters was offered in marriage to Muhammad 
ibn Abi Bakr, from whom was born Qasim ibn Muhammad ibn AbIBakr. 
The Imam assumed the custody of these three sisters.735

The fact that ‘Amr ibn Shimr has attributed this tradition to the 
grandson of‘Umar is intentionally confusing. The rest of the chains

him as weak (da'if); hence, we do not narrate from him.’ See Sheikh Abdullah MamaqanT, 
Tanqih al-Maqal (Qum: lithograph, 1350), vol. 1, no. 517,88.
731 Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, vol. 11,43.
732 Rijdl al-Najashl, vol. 2,132.
733 ‘Allamah Hasan ibn Yusuf ibn Mutahhar HillT, al-Rijal (Najaf Edition, Qum: Khayyam, 
1381 q.), 242.
734 Ardabllljdmi' al-Ruwat, vol. 1,144.
735 Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, vol. 3,438.
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of transmissions upon which NurT has relied are of the same nature; 
hence, we shall refrain from repeating them. A structure built on shaky 
foundations is worthless, and explicit mention of the names of Ahl al- 
Bayt in the Torah and the Evangel has not been demonstrated and is 
therefore a false claim.

The tenth proof which Muhaddith NurT cites for proving the occurrence 
of tahrTf is variation in the recitations. He says:

Without doubt, the reciters disagreed over many words of the 
Qur’an, and the forms of the words. This is while the Qur’an has 
been revealed with identical words [and language] without any 
change and variance, [but] since the existing manuscript is not 
devoid of some of these incorrect recitations, and even most of its 
words are not in conformity with the revelation, our point that it 
lacks total conformity with what has been revealed is established.

He adds:

Although this is sufficient proof of the deletion of a surah, a verse 
or even a word, since the reciters do not differ in such cases, by 
applying the rule of‘the absence a third stance’ (‘adam al-qawl bi 
al-fasl),736 one can make the claim.737

We have discussed in detail the famous reciters and recitations, and 
stated that there is no necessary relationship between the issue of the 
various recitations and the wider transmission (tawatur) of the Qur’an, 
for the Qur’an and the different recitations are two different things. The 
Qur’an is a mutawatir (widely transmitted) text that was revealed to the 
Prophet and preserved unchanged by the forerunners of religion and 
the Muslim people throughout the ages. The recitations, however, 
a matter of ijtihad and personal opinion regarding the interpretation of 
the text and the manner of reciting it.

are

736 This refers to a rule based on the principles of jurisprudence (usu/ al-fiqh). Here 
he means that those who believe in tahrTf say that tahrTf has occurred throughout the 
Qur’an, while those who deny it say that no tafirijf has ever occurred in the Qur’an. So 
there is no specific division between the two cases. Technically, it is called ‘compound 
consensus.’
737 NurT, Fasl al-Khitab, 209-233.
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It should be stated that the principle of‘the absence a third stance’ 
(‘adam al-qawl bi al-fasl) does not apply in this case, since it concerns the 
application of the principles of jurisprudence to speculation, but not to 
revealed sciences which are founded on examination and evaluation. We 
shall now examine Nurfs most significant proofs, the eleventh and twelfth.

The Most Important Proof for the Notion of Tahrif
Perhaps, the most important support for the proponents of tahrif 

is a set of scattered narrations collected from different sources, which 
according to them, stipulate the issue of tahrif either in general terms 
or in particular instances which explicitly indicate places where tahrif 
has occurred. Muhaddith NurT has cited as his eleventh proof narrations 
which indicate tahrif in general terms, and those which indicate tahrif in 
particular instances as his twelfth proof. He collected these narrations 
from different sources, most of which have no credibility, the rest being 
nothing at all to do with tahrif Interestingly enough, NurT challenged his 
opponents by relying on the extent of his research and his acquisition of 
references known only to a few. In exposing Sayyid Baghdadi - who says 
in Sharh al-Wafiyah: ‘No one has brought forth reports on tahrif except 
those who have narrated accounts of fatalism (jabr), delegation (tafwld) 
and other matters contrary to religion’ - NurT says: ‘There is no fault in 
Sayyid Baghdadi saying this, because, due to the paucity of books at his 
disposal, his research was insufficient.’738

Hujjat BalaghT says:

According to his own assumptions, Muhaddith NurT has tried to 
collect a large number of narrations on tahrif by increasing the 
number of musnad739 narrations by adding mursal narrations, 
which are essentially derived from the same musnad narrations. 
Amongst these mursal traditions are those of‘AyyashT, Furat and 
others. In addition to that, a significant number of the chains of 
transmission of his musnad narrations go back to a few narrators 
who have been subjected to criticism in rijal biographies. Some 
of these narrators are liars, and so corrupt and despicable that

738 NurT, Fasl al-Khitab, 350.
739 Musnad literally means ‘supported’; a tradition supported by a known chain of 
transmission that goes all the way back to the Prophet. [Trans.]
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narrating from them is not permissible. Some are also staunch 
enemies of Ahl al-Bayt. It is evident that most of these narrations 
are of no benefit.740

The most important sources from which Muhaddith NurT has taken 
narrations follow on.

Unreliable Books Cited by Muhaddith Nurl
1) A treatise of unknown origin. One of the books relied upon by those 

who subscribe to the notion of tahrif is a treatise of unknown origin with 
different titles attributed to various persons. It is sometimes identified as 
Risalah al-Nasikh wa al-Mansukh, and attributed to Sa‘d ibn ‘Abdillah al-Ash'arl 
(d. 301/913); as Ma WaradapSunufal-Quran, attributed to Muhammad ibn 
Ibrahim al-Nu‘manT (d. 360/971); or as Risalah al-Muhkam wa al-Mutashabih, 
attributed to Sayyid Murtada (d. 436/1044).741

It must be pointed out that a treatise such as this - with an unknown 
author, an inauthentic chain of transmission, and unrecognised by 
scholars - cannot be treated as a reference for narrations, except by the 
likes of Muhaddith NurT who seems to have been clutching at straws in 
order to fill the pages of his book FasI al-Khitab. The other references 
that were used are no better.

2) Al-Saqifah by Sulaym ibn Qays al-Hilall (d. 90/709). Sulaym 
was one of the much-loved companions of ‘All, the Commander of the 
Faithful. He wrote a book containing some of the secrets of the Imamate 
(imamah) and guardianship (wilayah), which was one of the most precious 
books amongst the ShTa at that time, although many researchers have 
doubted the veracity of the existing manuscript.

740 See Balaghi, Ala al-Rahman, preface, 26.
741 This book is also attributed to Hasan ibn ‘All ibn AbT Hamzah al-Bata’inT who was 
one of the leaders of the WaqifTyyah sect, because, based on a statement by NajashT 
(al-Rijal, vol. 1,133), he had a treatise entitled Fada’il al-Qur'an in which his chains of 
transmission are the same as those mentioned in the introduction to the treatise of 
Nu'manl. But this is improbable, because it is possible that both Nu'manl and NajashT 
took it from a single book, and Nu'manl reported from this treatise a narration attributed 
to Imam al-Sadiq which ended with the phrase faddalu wa adallu. Therefore, there is 
no reason for attributing the entire treatise of Nu'manl to him, and granted that it 
belongs to Bata inT, his citation of him is no better than others.
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Shaykh Mufid says:

This book cannot be relied upon. It is not permissible to act upon 
most of its contents, for it is marred with errors and guile. It is 
inappropriate for any devout person to act upon anything it says, and 
one should refrain from relying upon it or narrating its traditions.742

This scepticism is due to the fact that Hajjaj ibn Yusuf al-Thaqafr 
pursued him in order to shed his blood, but he escaped and sought refuge 
in Aban ibn Abl ‘Ayyash (FTruz). Upon his death, he offered the book to 
Aban as a reward for his favour. In his al-Khulasah, ‘Allamah states that: ‘The 
book of Sulaym has been transmitted from Aban, and only through him.’

Aban was one of the Followers (tabi'un) and a companion of Imam al- 
Baqir and Imam al-Sadiq. In his book on rijal, Shaykh TusTconsiders him 
‘weak' (daif). Ibn al-Ghada’irl also says of him: ‘He is weak and unworthy 
of attention.’ Our scholars have accused Aban of altering Sulaym’s book 
by making additions, and some have even attributed the book to Aban 
himself. Ibn al-Ghada’ir! says: ‘Our scholars attribute the book of Sulaym 
ibn Qays al-Hilall to Aban.’

Shaykh TusT reports that the book of Sulaym passed through two 
channels, namely, from Hammad ibn ‘Isa and ‘Uthman ibn ‘Isa, on the 
authority of Aban, from Sulaym; and through Hammad on the authority 
of Ibrahim ibn ‘Umar al-YamanT, on the authority of Aban, from Sulaym

The esteemed teacher, Ayatollah KhoT says:

The Shaykh’s tracking (tariq) of Sulaym’s book through both chains 
of transmission is weak. The Shaykh says: ‘We have no access to 
the book of Sulaym ibn Qays al-HilalT as narrated through Hammad 
ibn ‘Isa, for in this channel is Abu Samrnah, and Muhammad ibn 
‘All al-SayrafT who is weak as well as fraudulent.

This book is well known for containing diverse manuscripts, and 
perhaps its transfer from one scribe to another over the course of time 
made it susceptible to modifications stemming from different outlooks 
and ways of thinking - something which might happen with any author 
who fails to publish his book himself during his lifetime.

Muhaqqiq Tehran! says:

742 Mufid, Tashih ftiqadat al-lmamiyyah, 149-150.
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1 have discovered that various manuscripts of this book differed in 
three ways: the chains of transmission mentioned at the beginning 
of the manuscripts; the order and arrangement of the traditions; 
and in the number of the traditions.

Another aspect mentioned by some researchers in the introduction 
to the book is as follows: many traditions are reported on the authority of 
Sulaym, and narrated by ‘Allamah Majlis! in the various volumes of Bihar al- 
Anwar, as well as by other great figures in their own books (such as Kulaynf, 
Shaykh Saduq, ‘Allamah Hill! in his abridgment of Basair al-Darajat, Ibn 
‘Abd al-Wahhab in Vyun al-Mujizat, Saffar in Basair, and others). However, 
none of these traditions is reflected in the present manuscripts of Sulaym’s 
book. Many of them were narrated through other than Aban or directly 
through Sulaym himself, and this in itself affirms Aban’s interpolation 
in Sulaym’s book. In conclusion, it must be noted that this book is made 
up of discontinuous parts, for it repeatedly states: ‘I heard from Aban ibn 
AbT ‘Ayyash, on the authority of Sulaym ibn Qays...’ Therefore, it is most 
probable that it was altered and added to by Aban, who himself set it out 
in its present form with some additions or deletions. It is therefore more 
accurate to attribute the book - as it is in its present condition - to Aban 
rather than Sulaym, even though the original was that of Sulaym. As such, 
one must not attribute the unlikely accounts in the book to Sulaym.

In short, what Shaykh Mufid said in his masterful research on this 
book is correct. As mentioned above, the Shaykh said:

This book cannot be relied upon. It is not permissible to act upon 
most of its contents, for it is marred with errors and guile. It is 
inappropriate for any devout person to act upon anything it says, and 
one should refrain from relying upon it or narrating its traditions.743

3) Qira’at by Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Sayyari (d. 268/881).744
The Shaykh says: ‘Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Sayyar al-Katib was 

one of the scribes of Al Tahir (the Tahirites). He is weak in narration,

743 See Khoi, Mujamu Rijal al-Hadith, vol. 1,141-142; vol. 8,216-228; Tehran!: al-Dhan ah, 
vol. 2,152-159; al-Hilali, Kitab Sulaym ibn Qays, preface, 19-39; Ibn al-Nadlm, al-Fihrist, 321.
744 A critical edition of this book has recently been published with a detailed introduction 
by Etan Kohlberg and Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, Revelation and Falsification: The 
Kitab al-Qira'at of Ahmad B. Muhammad Al-Sayyari, Brill, 2008.
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irreligious and many of his traditions do not have a continuous chain of 
transmission (kathTr al-marasil).’

Ibn al-Ghada’irT says of him: ‘He is extremely weak, an extremist and 
a distorter.’ Muhammad ibn ‘All ibn Mahbub has also said in al-Nawadir al- 
Musannafah that he believed in the transmigration of the soul.745 As Shaykh 
Hasan ibn Sulayman al-HillT stated in Mukhtasar Basairal-Darajat, this 
book is better known as al-Tanzil wa al-Tahrif (Revelation and Distortion), 
and this title is closer to the content of the book than the title that refers 
to recitations.

Muhaddith NurT had a copy of it at his disposal, and quoted from it 
in Mustadrak al-Wasa’il.746

In their books of hadith, the hadith scholars (muhaddithiin) of Qum 
used to delete all the narrations transmitted by al-Sayyar.

4) The Tafsir of Abu al-Jarud Ziyad ibn Mundhir, better known
as Surhub (died 150/767).
We mentioned earlier that he was the leader of the Jarudiyyah also 

known as the Surhublyyah. KashshT says: ‘Abu al-Jarud was both literally 
and figuratively blind.’

It is narrated that Imam al-Sadiq said: ‘May God curse him! He was 
blind and had no insight.’ Muhammad ibn Sinan has said of him: ‘Abu al- 
Jarud drank wine before his death and submitted to the guardianship of 
the unbelievers.’747 His Tafsir is as Abu Sahl KathTr ibn ‘Ayyash al-Qattan 
narrated from him. The Shaykh and NajashFs channel (tariq) in Abu 
al-Jarud’s Tafsir ends up with Abu Sahl, and the Shaykh says: ‘Abu Sahl 
is weak.’748

5) The Tafsir of‘All ibn Ibrahim al-Qumml (d. 329/941)
It was pointed out before that this exegesis (tafsir) is attributed to 

him, but not his own writing. In reality, it is a blend of his own dictations 
to his student, AbQ al-Fadl ‘Abbas ibn Muhammad al-‘AlawT into which 
a considerable portion of Abu al-Jarud’s Tafsir was inserted by Abu al- 
Fadl, and then supplemented with narrations of his own. He wrote an

745 Khoi, Mu'jamu Rijal al-Hadith, vol. 2, 282-284.
746 Tehran!, al-Dhanah, vol. 7,322.
747 Ibn al-Nadim, al-Fihrist, 267.
748 Khoi, Mu‘jam Rijal al-Hadith, vol. 7,322.
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introduction in which he brought in a few narrations on the verses of 
the Qur’an attributed to ‘All, the Commander of the Faithful.

Abu al-Fadl al-‘Alaw! took from his teacher al-Qumml narrations from 
Imam al-Sadiq (‘a ) which were in his exegesis of the Qur’an, as well as 
Abu al-Jarud’s TafsTr as transmitted from Imam al-Baqir. And in order to 
enhance the benefit of the book, he has added other narrations on hadith 
from his own sheikhs. Therefore, Tafsir al-Qummi is a blend of narrations 
from al-Qumml and Abu al-Jarud and other narrations transmitted by 
Abu al-Fadl himself.

From what we have said, it becomes clear that this exegesis - in its 
present form - was composed by Abu al-Fadl al-‘AlawT. Yet, since for 
the narrations he has benefited more from his teacher, al-Qumml, he 
has attributed the book to him. Muhaqqiq Tehran! says: ‘Abu al-Fadl’s 
interpolation includes the main body of the Qur’an, that is, from the 
beginning of Surah Al-i ‘Imran up to the end of the Qur’an.

This exegesis commences with: ‘Abu al-Fadl ‘Abbas ibn Muhammad 
ibn al-Qasim ibn Hamzah ibn Musa ibn Ja‘far narrated to us that ‘Abu 
al-Hasan ‘All ibn Ibrahim narrated to...’

There are two unknown persons here: the one who narrated from 
Abu al-Fadl al-‘AlawT,750 and Abu al-Fadl himself, because none of the 
authors of the biographies of narrators mention anything about him. 
The only available information about him is that he was one of the 
grandchildren of Hamzah, the son of Imam Musa ibn Ja'far. He was an 
‘Alawl (descendant of Imam ‘All) and might possibly have been one of 
the students of ‘All ibn Ibrahim al-Qumml. And so, just as the identity 
of the first person and his genealogy are unknown, Abu al-Fadl ‘Abbas 
al-‘AlawI is unmentioned in the books of rijal. Therefore, since the chains 
of transmission are interrupted, or what is technically called majhiil 
(unknown), the exegesis has no credibility in the eyes of hadith scholars.

6) Al-Istighathah by ‘All ibn Ahmad al-Kufi (d. 352/963).

749 Tehran!, al-Dhariah, vol. 4,302-303.
750 The contemporary scholar Ayatollah Sayyid Musa ZanjanT supposes that the one 
who said, ‘...narrated a tradition for me’ was a person named ‘All ibn Hatim ibn Abu 
Hatim al-QazwInl, who was one of the weak narrators. He has narrated much, because 
all of those from whom he has narrated were included in the chains of transmission 
of this exegesis. It is evident, therefore, that the first narrator of the exegesis from 
Abu al-Fadl was the same ‘All ibn Hatim.

’749
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According to NajashT:

He himself claimed that he was amongst theTalibiyyun (descendants 
of Abu Talib). In the later part of his life, he inclined toward 
extremism (ghuluww) and his faith (madhhab) was corrupted. He 
wrote an ample number of books, but most of them are superficial 
and worthless. As the Shaykh said, this book (al-Istighdthah) is of 
this type. The Shaykh says: ‘He was an Imam! and on the right 
track, writing good books such as al-Awsiya, and one on fiqh in 
the style of al-MuzanT. In the end, however, he was drawn toward 
deviation and eclecticism, propagating the School of the Five 
Persons and writing a book on ghuluww and eclecticism.’

Ibn al-Ghada’irl says: ‘He was a liar, an extremist and an innovator (in 
religion). I have seen many of his books which are not worthy of attention.’

‘Allamah Hill! says:

What takhmis (the dividing into five parts) means for the extremists 
(ghulat) is that Salman al-FarsT, Miqdad, ‘Ammar, Abu Dharr and ‘Amr 
ibn Umayyah have been deputed by God to manage the universe.

Moreover, the esteemed teacher, Ayatollah KhoT, says: ‘The Shaykh’s 
channel down to him is unknown.’751

7) Al-Ihtijaj by Tabrisl.
It was stated earlier that the book of this name is attributed to Tabrisl 

(Tabris is the Arabic form of Tafresh752). However, the identity of this Tabrisl 
is not clear. In the introduction, Sayyid Muhammad Bahr al-‘Ulum gives 
six names of prominent persons to whom this book is possibly attributed:

1) Abu Mansur, Ahmad ibn ‘Allibn AbTTalib al-TabrisT (died 620 AH).
In Kashfal-Mahajjah, Sayyid Ibn Tawus has attributed this book to him.

2) Abu ‘All, Fadl ibn Hasan ibn Fadl al-TabrisI (d. 548/1153), the author
of Tafsir Majma' al-Bayan, whom Muhaddith AstarabadI and Ibn Abl
Jumhur al-AhsaT, the author of ‘Awali, considered likely.

3) AbQ Nasr, Hasan ibn Fadl ibn Hasan, the author of Makarim al-Akhlaq
and son of Amin al-Islam al-TabrisT, the author of Tafsir Majma al-Bayan.

751 Khoi, Mu'jam Rijal al-Hadfth, vol. 11, 246-247.
752 A city in the central region of Iran, 222 kilometres south-west of Tehran.
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4) Abu Fadl, ‘All ibn Hasan ibn Fadl, grandson of the author of Tafsir 
Majma al-Bayan. He wrote Nathar al-LialT and Mishkat al-Anwar as 
supplements to his father’s work, i.e. Makarim al-Akhlaq.

5) Abu ‘All, Muhammad ibn Fadl al-TabrisI, who was one of the 
students of Shaykh MufTd.

6) Abu ‘All, Hasan ibn ‘All ibn Muhammad al-TabrisT, a contemporary 
of Khwajah NasTr al-DIn al-TusT.
Regarding the book itself, however, it must be pointed out that its 

traditions are mursal and without chains of transmission, and most of 
them are a blend of transmitted narrations and rational arguments. 
However, one can only rely on the arguments but not on their chains 
of transmission. For this reason, the scholars have not relied on the 
transmissions of the narrations themselves, but focussed attention on 
the rationality of the text. This necessarily affects the book’s status as 
a historical hadith document, and perhaps for this reason the author 
intentionally left his name undisclosed. He gives his motive for writing 
the book as teaching the ShTa a method of convincing argumentation 
and to encourage them. To this end, he has brought together debates 
on various aspects of the religion, which he has attributed to prominent 
figures to back this up. He says:

We have not given the chains of transmission of most of the 
traditions we mention. This is either because there is a consensus 
on them, that they conform with rational argument, or on account 
of their fame in the biographies and hadith collections.

Therefore, this book is more akin to a book of scholastic theology 
(kalam) than one of hadith or history, since the rational argumentation 
outnumbers the narrations. Amongst these many debates the author 
cites the reply to an atheist who had supposed that the Qur’an contained 
contradictions.

He has attributed this dialogue to‘AlI, the Commander of the Faithful, 
whilst most probably it was a hypothetical case which he used to teach 
how to argue and reason well, even though some narrations are included 
here and there in the argument. For this reason, he is the only one to
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have quoted this narration with such elaboration and in such a disorderly 
arrangement.753

8) Tafsir attributed to Imam Hasan al-‘Askari.
This exegesis is partial and broken, containing an exegesis of Surah 

al-Fatihah and most of Surah al-Baqarah up to verse 282 - the longest in 
the Qur’an - where there is the phrase:

The witnesses should not refuse when they are called (2:282).

It was compiled by two authors who, according to Shaykh Saduq, 
are identified as Abu Ya'qub Yusuf ibn Muhammad ibn Ziyad and Abu 
al-Hasan ‘All ibn Muhammad ibn Sayyar. According to the authors, it 
was dictated to them by Imam Hasan al-'Askarl over the course of seven 
years, when they would frequently meet with the Imam and write down 
whatever he would say in relation to the Qur’an. The authors were sons 
of rich men of Astarabad754 whose properties were confiscated by Emir 
Da'T ila al-Haqq, the leader of the Zaydiyyah in Astarabad. Their parents 
went with their families to Iraq and entered Samarra’. The Imam accepted 
them and prayed for prosperity in their works. After receiving the good 
news of the retrieval of their properties, they went to the Imam and 
asked for his permission to return to their home town Astarabad. Th' 
Imam asked them to let their two sons stay with him in order to acquii 
knowledge, and they complied. These two sons committed themselve 
to being in the presence of the Imam for seven years, and they would 
regularly visit him every day in his house.

Abu al-Hasan Muhammad ibn Qasim al-Khatlb, better known as Mufassir 
Astarabad! (the exegete of Astarabad), has narrated from these two persons, 
and this is the channel Abu Ja'far al-Saduq used for this exegesis.755

However, the reliability of Khatib Astarabad! has not been established. 
In addition, the status of Abu Ya'qub and Abu al-Hasan - the transmitters

753 Tabrisi, al-Ihtijaj, vol. 1, 358-384. The tradition about the alleged contradictory 
- briefly, yet referenced with chains of transmission - can be found in al-

Saduq, al-Tawhfd, 255-270, and Majlis! has mentioned both of them in Bihar al-Anwar, 
vol. 9, 98,127-142.
754 Astarabad, the former name of Gorgan, the capital of Golestan province in the 
north of modern-day Iran. [Trans.]
755 Tehran!,al-Dhanah, vol. 4,285.
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of the exegesis - is also unknown. Hence, all three of the sources of this 
book are virtually unknown.

lbn al-Ghada’irl says in this regard:

Muhammad ibn Qasim Mufassir AstarabadT is weak and a liar. Abu 
Ja'far has reported from him an exegesis through the transmission 
of two unknown persons. The exegeses of Sahl DIbajT from his 
father is also a fabrication full of inadmissible and unbelievable 
traditions.

The esteemed teacher, Ayatollah Khol, says:

Muhammad ibn Qasim has not been relied upon by any of the 
predecessors, including al-Saduq, who narrates much from him.
Ibn al-Ghada’ir! considers him weak, and scholars of later periods 
such as ‘Allamah, Sayyid Damad and others also regard him as 
weak... In reality, this person is of unknown character. Neither 
his reliability nor his weakness has been proven to us. And a 
plenitude of al-Saduq’s transmissions from him, especially in 
his books other than al-Faqfh, does not prove his reliability. At 
any rate, the exegesis attributed to Imam ‘Askar! through his 
transmission has not been established.756

Ayatollah Khol continues:

In addition, anyone who cares to take a look at this exegesis would 
entertain no doubts about its falsity, because writing such a book 
is not worthy of an erudite scholar, let alone an Imam who is the 
proof of God over His creation.757

9) Exegeses (tafasir) whose chains of transmission are broken. 
Several famous scholars have written some advanced exegeses whose 

original manuscripts are unfortunately mainly lost, leaving extant only 
parts without a chain of transmission. In many instances, the traditions 
therein are disorderly and have interpolations, which put into question 
the genuineness of most of them. Here we shall mention some examples: 

a) The exegesis of Abu Nasr Muhammad ibn Mas'ud ibn ‘Ayyash Salami 
Samarqandl (d. 320/932), better known as TafsTr al-Ayyashi. For the

756 Khoi, Mujam Rijal al-Hadfth, vol. 17,156-157.
757 Ibid. vol. 12,147.

350



THE IMMUNITY OF THE QUR’AN FROM DISTORTION (TAHRlF)

sake of brevity, some scribes have omitted the chains of transmission 
of the narrations contained within it.
‘Allamah Majlis! says:

Whoever omitted these chains of transmission has offered an 
excuse worse than sin. He gives as his excuse: ‘I looked at the chains 
of transmission of this exegesis and I liked them. I looked for the 
one who might have heard it from the author or somebody else.
Yet I did not find anyone who heard it personally or was granted 
permission by the author to narrate it. Therefore, I omitted the 
chains of transmission and wrote the rest as it was, for it to be 
easy for the scribes and readers. If I later find someone who heard 
it or was granted permission by the author to narrate it, I will 
mention the chains of transmission the way they were written 
by the author.

Majlis! adds:

Yet, from this fragmented exegesis, only half of it - up to the end 
of Surah al-Kahf- has survived.758

b) The exegesis of Furat ibn Ibrahfm ibn Furat al-Kufi (d. circa 300/913), 
who has restricted himself to narrations transmitted from the Imams 
and reported much from Husayn ibn Sa‘!d al-Kufi al-Ahwaz! who was 
a resident of Qum, where he died, and was a companion of Imam 
Rida, Imam Jawad and Imam Had!. He has also narrated fromJa‘far 
ibn Muhammad Fazarf and ‘Ubayd ibn Kath!r al-‘Amir!as well as from 
his other teachers (who were more than a hundred, all of whom were 
narrators of our traditions). But neither the names nor descriptions 
of most of these people are mentioned in our books of rijal. There is 
no mention of Furat himself, either positive or negative.
Muhaqqiq Tehran! says:

It is very regrettable that some have intentionally omitted most 
of these chains of transmission and satisfied themselves with less 
significant phrases such as ‘Furat, on the authority of Husayn

758 See Tehran!, al-Dhanah, vol. 4,295.
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ibn Sa‘Td mu'ananan,759 on the authority of so-and-so.’ Also, in 
place of the chains of transmission, by mentioning mu'ananan, 
he wanted to say that a narration was musnad and mu'an'an, but 
for the sake of brevity, he omitted the chains.760

c) The exegesis of Muhammad ibn ‘Abbas Mahyar, better known as 
Ibn Hajjam (d. circa 330/942.). He was righteous and reliable, and has 
written a book entitled Ma Nazala min al-Qur’an fiAhl al-Bayt.
NajashT says:

A group of our associates say that no such book has been written so 
far on this subject. It is said that this book had a thousand pages.761

The Shaykh’s channel for this book is correct, but none of the succeeding 
researchers has seen this exegesis. The apparent meaning of Najashfs 
statement suggests that he himself had not seen the book, and quoted 
what others had said concerning its size.

Muhaqqiq Tehran! says:

In the book Ta’wil al-Ayat al-Zahirah, Sayyid Sharaf al-DTn, the 
student of al-Muhaqqiq al-Karakl (d. 940/1534), has narrated from 
him. Therefore, it is evident that this book was extant until that 
time, but afterwards no one knew of its whereabouts.

Sayyid Sharaf al-DIn quotes a group of our scholars as saying that no 
book of this kind has ever been written, and adds:

I have only seen half of this book, but not its entirety; from the 
following verse up to the end of the Qur’an:

And they indeed strove hard to beguile thee away from that 
wherewith YJe have inspired thee, that thou shouldst invent 
other than it against Us... (17:73).762

759 The expression mu'arian is a term which means ‘So-and-so narrated on the authority 
of so-and-so, on the authority of so-and-so...’
760 Tehran!, al-Dharfah, vol. 4,298.
761 Khoi, Mu'jam Rijal al-Hadith, vol. 16,198.
762 Sayyid Sharaf al-DIn Ali AstarabadI, Ta’wil al-Ayat al-Zahirah (Qum: Amir Printing 
Press, 1407 q.), vol. 1,284.
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‘All ibn Tawus has narrated from him in the treatise Muhasabat al-Nafs, 
and as stated in al-Yaqin that the book under discussion was, according 
to him, complete, saying that it is in ten parts in two large volumes. Ibn 
Tawus says: ‘He has reported its narrations through the channel of great 
Sunni figures to provide convincing proofs.’ Muhaqqiq Tehran! says: ‘In 
al-Yaqin Ibn Tawus has quoted narrations from both of its volumes.’763

But Muhaddith Nurl was confused on this point. In Ta’wil al-Ayatal- 
Bahirah he has reported narrations from Shaykh Sharaf al-DTn al-Najafi 
which apparently indicate the occurrence of tahrif by supposing that they 
are an integral part of Tafsir Mahyar.764 This error is strange, because it 
was Sayyid Sharaf al-DTn AstarabadI who narrated from Tafsir Mahyar in 
the book Ta’wil al-Ayat al-Zahirah. We should bear in mind that Ta’wil al- 
Ayat al-Bahirah is the Persian translation of Sharaf al-DIn’s book which, as 
mentioned at the end of the book,765 was written by Shaykh Muhammad 
Taql, better known as Aqanajaff al-Isfahan! (d. 1332/1914), who was an 
outstanding and influential personality of his time in Isfahan. The beginning 
of the book, as well as the title given to it by the publishers, has led some 
people to assume that the book was written by him. This has confused 
many people, just as it has Muhaddith Nurl.766

We shall briefly examine the narrations which Muhaddith Nurl supposed 
were indicative of tahrif some of which indicate tahrif in general terms, 
while others specify particular instances.

Seven Groups of Narrations Cited by Muhaddith Nurl
There are over a thousand of these narrations (1,122 to be exact), 61 

of which in his view indicate the general occurrence of tahrif and 1,061 
which do so explicitly. However, he has taken most of these narrations 
from unreliable sources, such as were mentioned earlier. They are either 
of unknown origin, fragmentary, fabricated or unsubstantiated. This 
amounts to 815 narrations, and if these as discounted, there is a remainder

763 Tehran!, al-DharTah, vol. 3, no. 1129, 303-304; vol. 19, 29-30.
764 Nurl, Fasl al-Khitab, no. 14,237-238, from proof 11 and elsewhere. Before him, the 
author of Amal al-Amal had made the same mistake and the author of al-Riycid has 
charged him with it. See Tehran!, al-Dhartah, vol. 3,305.
765 Where it states: ‘I finished transcribing this book on the night of Friday, Jumada 
al-Awwal 13,1297 q.’
766 The same error has occurred in NOrrTabris!, Mustadrak al-Wcisail, vol. 1,279, no. 11.
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of 307, many of which are about variations in recitation, especially those 
quoted from TabrisT s Majma al-Bayan which includes 107. Some of these 
are as follows:

(l) It is reported that ‘All would read the word fawasatna (100:5) with 
a tashdTd (doubled) letter sin. (2) KisaT would read yarahu (99:7, 8) with 
the letter ya with a dammah, and ‘All would read it the same way. (3) The 
Prophet, as well as ‘Urwah ibn Zubayr, would read the phrase ma waddaaka 
(93:3) without tashdTd. (4) In Surah al-Shams, Ibn ‘Amir and the people 
of Medina would read Falayakhafu uqbTha.767 This reading has also been 
transmitted from Imam al-Sadiq. (5) KisaT, Ya'qub and Sahl would read 
wa layuthiqu (89:26) with the letter tha with a fathah, and in a narration 
from Abu Qallabah it is said that the Prophet would read it the same 
way. And there are many other such narrations on the recitation of the 
Qur’an which are transmitted from the Imams. This set of narrations is 
not authoritative because, first of all, it is transmitted through a solitary 
report (khabar al-wahid), and also, it has nothing to do with tahrlf 

We shall now examine the narrations which, according to NurT, indicate 
the occurrence of tahrlf. These consist of approximately two hundred 
narrations which Muhaddith NurT has quoted in Fast al-Khitab from reliable 
sources, considering them as proof of the occurrence of tahrlf in the Qur’an. 
They are in seven groups, and an example is given of each of them.

Group 1. This group consists of exegeses intended to explain given 
verses by stating the circumstances of the revelation and determining 
the evident application. The practice of those in the past was to write 
an explanation in the text itself in order to remove any ambiguity in a 
given verse and thereby clarify it. Most of these narrations are of this 
type, and some examples are given below:

0 Thiqat al-Islam KulaynT has reported that ‘All has recited thus:

And when he turns away, his aim is to spread mischief in the land and 
destroy crops and animab... (2:205);

and then he would add bi-zulmihi wa sui slratih768 (with his injustice and 
misbehaviour) in order to state the cause of perdition, that is, injustice 
and misbehaviour in the management of affairs.

767 The verse is read as Wa layakhdfu 'uqbdhd (91:15).
768 KulaynT, al-Kdp, vol. 8, no. 435,289.
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ii) Regarding the verse:

Those are they the secrets of whose hearts God knoweth. So let them 
alone and admonish them, and speak to them a word to reach their 
very souls (4:63)

KulaynT also reports that, after So let them alone, Imam Musa ibn Ja‘far 
added faqad sabaqat ‘alayhim kalimat al-shaqa wa sabaqa lahum al-‘adhab 
(for wretchedness is decreed for them, and chastisement is ordained for 
them), and then recited the rest of the verse.769

Muhaddith NurT says: ‘The apparent context of the verse suggests that 
the extra phrase was part of the Qur’an and not an interpretation.’ He 
made this statement to refute ‘Allamah Majlisfs view that the narration 
is authentic, and to show that the Imam meant it as an interpretation 
of the verse; that is, because of their wretchedness and their ordained 
chastisement, God has given the command to leave them alone.770 It 
should be pointed out that the style of the narration conforms with 
Majlisfs view, since he was acquainted with the import of the Imams’ 
words, unlike Muhaddith NurT whose weak reasoning is evident.

iii) Concerning this verse:

...they can have no real faith until they make thee judge in all disputes 
between them, and find in their hearts no resistance against your decisions, 
but accept them with full submission (4:65),

it is reported that Imam al-Sadiq recited:

...and find in their hearts no resistance against your decisions regarding the 
issue of wilayah and submit obediently to God with full submissionZ771

Evidently the speaker intends to elucidate any ellipsis in the verse, 
and it cannot be ascribed to tahrlf.

iv) KulaynT narrates from Abu NasTr that for the verse:

...wa in talwu aw tu‘ridu

...and if you distort or decline to dojustice, verily God is well-acquainted 
with all that ye do (4:135),

769 KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 8, no. 211,184. 
NurT, Fasl al-Khitab, 275.

771 KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 8, no. 210,184.
770
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Imam al-Sadiq said:

...wa in talwu al-amra aw tu'ridu ‘amma umirtum bihi

...and if you distort the command or decline what you are commanded 
to do, verily God is well-acquainted with all that ye do.772

Muhaddith NurT- who has quoted this tradition as illustrating tahrif 
- has himself acknowledged that the tradition appears to be an exegesis, 
but insisted on his original position by saying: ‘Perhaps it is a clerical 
error (sahw al-qalam)!773

v) Abu Rabr al-Shaml is reported to have said:
I asked Imam al-Sadiq concerning the noble verse:

No leaf falls but that He knows of it, not a grain within the darkness of the 
earth, nor anything fresh or withered, but it is in a manifest book (6:59).

The Imam said:

‘Leaf means an aborted child; grain refers to a child; darkness of 
the earth denotes the wombs; fresh are those who are born alive; 
withered are those born dead; and all these are gathered in the 
manifest Imam.’774

Regarding the verse:

And all things We have kept in a clear Imam (36:12)

‘Allamah Majlis! expressed that the transposition of book (kitab) into 
imam in the statement of the Imam is an exegesis of the verse, and this 
is confirmed by a narration concerning the verse transmitted by both 
Sunn! and Shfa sources which states: ‘When this verse was revealed, 
the Prophet said while pointing to ‘All, ‘This is the manifest Imam.”775 
However, Muhaddith Nurl was not content with this, and in a marginal 
note wrote: ‘This confirmation is flawed,’776 meaning that the narration 
suggests tahrif and nothing else.

772 Kulaynl, al-Kafi, vol. 1, no. 45,421.
773 NurT, Faslal-Khitdb, 276.
774 Kulaynl, al-Kafi, vol. 8, no. 349,249.
775 See BahranT, Tafsir al-Burhan, vol. 4,6-7; Mir'at al-Vqul, vol. 26,320-322.
776 NurT,Faslal-Khitdb, 284.
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vi) KulaynT has narrated from Abu Hamzah al-ThumalT that concerning 
the verse:

These two opponents dispute with each other about their Lord: but those 
who deny...,

Imam al-Baqir said: '...and of the guardianship of ‘All (bi-wilayati 
‘A/i)...,’ and then recited the remaining part of the verse:

...for them will be cut out a garment of fire (22:19).777

This insertion illustrates the most obvious instances of disbelief, for 
the denial of guardianship (wilayah) is indeed a denial of one of the most 
manifest signs of God on earth, i.e., the divinely designated Guardian 
In a section on divine proof (kitab al-hujjah), KulaynT also narrates 

through the channel of Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman that Imam al- 
Sadiq said: ‘Our guardianship is the same guardianship of God, Who did 
not appoint any prophet without [guardianship].

There can be no doubt about this, for an effect (athar) is due to a cause, 
or ‘that which effects’ (mu’aththir), and a denial of the effect is tantamount 
to denial of the cause. Therefore the narration is merely an exegesis of the 
verse, even though Muhaddith NurT tries in vain to prove that the insertion 
was an integral part of the Qur’an.779

Group 2. As pointed out earlier, this group of narrations consists 
of recitations (qira’at) which have been transmitted from the Imams 
through a channel of solitary report (khabar al-wahid), and are regarded 
as irregular (shadhdh) and generally contrary to the recognised 
(mashhur) recitation. It has been said before that such narrations are 
not authoritative, because the Qur’an is established by a widely known 
transmission (mutawatir), not a solitary report. At the same time, an 
inconsistency in a recitation does not necessarily indicate a discrepancy 
in the text of the revelation, because the Qur’an and its recitation are 
two different things. Therefore, these kinds of recitations cannot be 
considered proof of the occurrence of tahrif.

’778

777 See KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 1, no. 51,422. 
KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 1, no. 3,437.
NurT, Fasl al-Khitab, 309.
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Imam al-Sadiq said: ‘The Qur’an is revealed in one harf by the One 
and Only God.’780 In another narration, it is added: ‘But the differences in 
it are caused by the narrators.’781 These were the reciters who supposed 
that the text of the revelation is exactly the same as the recitation of the 
narrators. However, as mentioned earlier, the Qur’an cannot be established 
by solitary report, even if the reciter were one of the prominent figures 
of the past, unless the Muslims as a whole affirm it, as in the case of the 
recitation of Hafs.

We shall now cite some examples of the recitations attributed to the 
Imams which have been mainly recorded by KulaynT in al-Kafiand TabrisT 
in Majma al-Bayan. However, the chains of transmission are mostly weak, 

i) In al-Tahdhlb, Shaykh al-Ta’ifah al-TusT has narrated on the authority
of Shaykh Mufid, on the authority of Ghalib ibn Hudhayl:
Regarding the verse:

Wamsahu bi ru’usikum wa arjulakum ila al-kabayn 

...and wipe a part of your heads and your feet, up to the ankles (5:6),

I asked Imam al-Baqir whether arjul (feet) is in jarr782 or nasb. 
said: ‘It is in jarr!784 And since the known recitation is in nasb, Muhaddith 
Nuri has mentioned this tradition as a basis for his assumption of tahrlf.785 
This is while three of the Seven Reciters, namely, Ibn KathTr, Abu ‘Amr and 
Hamzah, have read it in jarr, and three others, namely, Ibn ‘Amir, Nafi‘ 
and KisaT have read it in nasb, but ‘Asim has read it in two ways, that is, 
in nasb according to the narration of Hafs and with jarr according to the 
narration of Shu‘bah.786 Shaykh TusT also clarified this point.787 In addition, 
variance in the recitations can never be a proof of the occurrence of tahrif.

783 He

780 KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 2, no. 13,630.
781 Ibid. no. 12.

Jarr: to pronounce the final consonant or a word with i and place it in the genitive 
case; hence, to pronounce it as arjuli instead of arjula. [Trans.]
783 Nasb: to pronounce the final consonant of a word with a and to put it in the 
accusative (noun) or subjunctive (verb) case; hence, to pronounce it as arjula. [Trans.]
784 TusT, Tahdhib al-Ahkam, vol. 1,71. The changing of waw into fa' in the original is 
another proof of the flaws in the narration.

NurT,Fa5lal-K/iitdb,280.
Abu Zur'ah, Hujjat al-Qira’at, 221,223.

787 TusT, Tahdhib al-Ahkam, vol. 1,71.

782

785

786
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In our view this narration holds no credibility, for Shaykh Mufrd reported 
it only on the authority of Hammad, on the authority of Muhammad ibn 
Nu‘man, on the authority of Ghalib ibn Hudhayl or Abu Hudhayl, who 
is unknown. It is said that he was a poet of Kufah and Shaykh MufTd has 
identified him as one of the companions of Imam al-Baqir and Imam 
al-Sadiq. For this reason, it cannot be authentic in terms of the chain 
of transmission. Meanwhile, in addition to the fact that the recitation 
in jarr is contrary to the popular recitation that conforms with that of 
Hafs and the Muslims in general - which is the first condition of the 
veracity of the various recitations - it is also inconsistent with the rules 
of declension (\rab), which is the second condition.

Let us elaborate. Ahl al-Sunnah have considered the recitation with 
nasb correct on account of the conjunction of arjul (feet) to wujuh (faces). 
That is, ‘...wash your faces and your hands... and your feet...’ However, 
since there is another phrase between the conjunctor Catif) and the 
conjuncted (ma'tufun ‘alayh) - that is, wamsahu hi ru'usikum (and wipe a 
part of your head) - the argument is unacceptable, for disjunction with 
an extraneous expression is not permissible in eloquent Arabic. As such, 
Shaykh Radi al-DTn AstarabadT regarded it as genitive (majrur) in terms 
of a conjunction (‘atf) on the position of declension (mahall), for wiping 
(mash) is a transitive verb; but since wiping with the wet hand over the 
head - in the way ‘wiping over it’ applies, with no need to include the 
entire head - is obligatory, there is the letter ba' on the wiped (marnsuh) 
part of the body - that is, the head (ruus) - to convey the meaning that 
mere wiping with a wet hand over the head is sufficient. That is, a mere 
touching of the hand on the place where the head is wiped. For this 
reason, the letter ba is added, and since the act of wiping happens with 
the first touch, there is no reason to continue wiping over the entire 
head.788 In wiping the feet, however, it is obligatory to include the talar 
domes. As such, conjunction on the position is genitive. In other words:

wamsahu arjulakum ila al-kabayn

‘Wipe your feet up to the talar domes,’

is like:

788 This is one of the teachings of the erudite and spiritual teacher, Shaykh Muhammad 
Rida IsfahanTJarquT.
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waghsilu aydiyakum ila al-marafiq 

‘And wash your hands up to the elbows.’

This provides proof that the verse is meant to state the extent of 
the washing of the hands and the wiping of the feet. If arjulakum (your 
feet) is read injarr (arjulikum), it means that wiping any part of the feet 
is sufficient, whereas that is not what the verse means.

Therefore, the recitation in nasb is consistent with the conditions for 
accepting a recitation, and for this reason it is authoritative in our view.

ii) Al-KulaynT has reported from ‘Imran ibn Maytham:
A man recited in the presence of‘All, the Commander of the Faithful:

Fa innahum la yukadhdhibunaka walakinna al-zalimina bi 
ayatillahiyajhadun.

Yet it is not you that they deny: it is the signs of God which the wrongdoers 
impugn (6:33).

The Imam said: ‘Yes, by God! They would even impugn the Prophet.’ 
The wording of the verse is in takhfif(not tashdid): la yakdhibunaka, which 
means: layatuna bi batilinyakdhibuna bihihaqqaka (‘They could not bring 
falsehood with which they could impugn you’).

It must be pointed out that even granted that this narration is 
authentic, tashdid and takhftf pertain to the variation in recitation, and 
have nothing to do with the issue of tahrif. The phrase layatuna bi-batilin 
is an explanation of la yakdhibunaka (‘it is not only you that they deny’).

Therefore, according to the Imam’s statement, its meaning is as follows: 
they are not simply content with denying and rejecting the Prophet, but 
they even strive to refute the faith and disprove the apostleship (risalah). 
By doing so, they are actually enemies of the Apostle of God and deny 
His signs. This meaning is the difference between the ifal and tafil verb 
forms, and indicates the minute grammatical attention to details in 
this tradition.

Group 3. This consists of narrations in which the word tahrif is mentioned. 
Some have supposed that it refers to the distortion of words, whereas it 
actually refers to contextual distortion and inaccurate interpretation:

i) KashshT has reported that ‘All ibn Suwayd said:

789

789 KulaynT, al-Kap, vol. 8, no. 241,200.
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When Imam al-Kazim was in the prison of Harun (the ‘Abbasid caliph), 
he wrote to me thus: ‘0 ‘All! [in reply to your question] as to from whom 
you should learn the principles ofyour faith: do not learn the principles of 
your faith from other than our followers. If you learn them from someone 
other than our followers, it follows that you will have learned them from 
those who have betrayed God, His Apostle and the divine benefits. The 
preservation of the Qur’an was entrusted to them, but they distorted 
(tahrif) and manipulated it. May God curse them...

In al-Khisal, Shaykh Saduq has reported on the authority ofjabir ibn 
‘Abdillah that the Prophet said:

On the Day of Resurrection, three things will protest before God, 
namely, the Qur’an, the mosque and the [Prophet’s] progeny 
Citrah). The Qur’an will say: ‘0 Lord! they distorted and fractured 
me.’ The mosque will say: ‘0 Lord! they abandoned and corrupted 
me.’ The [Prophet’s] progeny will say: ‘0 Lord! they killed and 
displaced us...’791

And in some manuscripts, instead of harrafuni (they distorted me) 
there is harraquni (they burnt me).

ii) Muhammad ibn Qawlawayh has narrated on the authority of Hasan 
ibn ‘AtTyyah that Imam Saduq said: ‘0 Lord! curse those who impugned 
Your prophets, destroyed Your Kabah and distorted Your Book.’792 
There are many similar narrations, but what has been mentioned 

should suffice. As stated earlier, what is meant by tahrif literally and 
technically - in the Qur’an and the Sunnah - is contextual distortion. 
That is, the incorrect interpretation which is described as ta’wil batil 
(false interpretation). Earlier we reported the narration of Imam al-Baqir 
in which he wrote a letter to Sa‘d al-Khayr saying: ‘They thrust aside 
the Book in such a way that they would guard its words and letters but 
distort its limits.’793

What testifies to this claim is a narration from the same Imam in 
which he classifies the reciters of the Qur’an. He says in part of the hadith:

’790

KashshT, Rijdl al-Kashshi, 10.
791 Al-Saduq, al-Khisal, Section 3, no. 232,174.

Ja'far ibn Muhammad ibn Qawlawayh, Kamil al-ZTyarat (lithograph, Najaf offset, 
1356 q.), sections 79 and 197.
793 KulaynT, al-Kdp, vol. 8, no. 16,53.

790

792

361



INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR'AN

‘And there is a person who reads the Qur’an and preserves its words and 
letters but damages its limits...’794 Here the word dayyaa (damages) is 
used instead of harrafa (distorts). What is meant by ‘damaging the limits’ 
of the Qur’an is that they abandon it and do not act upon it. In the same 
way, what is meant by distortion of the Qur’an is not placing it in the 
correct context. Tahrif is derived from the root word h-r-f, which means 
to set aside.

In a tradition transmitted by Hasan ibn Musa al-Khashshab, Imam 
al-Sadiq is reported to have said:

Innahum battaru al-Qur’an wa abtalu al-sunan wa ‘attain al-ahkam

‘This is because they have abandoned the Qur’an, falsified its precedents 
(sunan) and discarded its laws.’795

In the narration, tabtir (to make ineffectual) is used instead of tahrif 
for when the Qur’an is not acted upon, it becomes obsolete and ineffective.

Another analogy given in these narrations is the placing of‘the distortion 
of the Qur’an’ alongside ‘the destruction of the Kabah’ and ‘the shutting 
down of mosques.’ It is evident that in the latter two cases, the literal 
meaning is not intended. ‘The destruction of the Kabah’ indicates the 
paucity of pilgrims making the pilgrimage for the sake of seeking nearness 
to God, and ‘the shutting down of mosques’ means few ‘people of certainty’ 
(ahl al-yaqin) who worship God. Thus, according to the rule of comparison, 
‘the distortion of the Qur’an’ does not allude to its literal meaning.

Nevertheless, Muhaddith NurT insists that these narrations denote 
technical tahrif (that is, literal distortion), when he says:

The narrations cited are sufficient to establish the occurrence of 
tahrif, for they are complete in terms of the chains of transmission 
and implications... The completeness of the chains of transmission 
means that there are authentic and reliable narrations amongst 
them. In addition to the fact that most of them can be found in 
reliable books, these narrations are contextually mutawatir, and 
to harbour doubt regarding them is a kind of obsession from 
which we ought to seek refuge in God. As with their chains of 
transmission, the implications of most of these narrations are

794 Ibid, vol.2, no.1,627.
795 Tafstr al-'Ayyashi, vol. 1, no. 7,5.
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also complete, especially those which mention such terms as 
saqt (omission or slipping from memory), ma/iw (effacement), 
naqs (diminution) and the like.

He continues:

The narrations which contain the word tahrlf have the same 
implication as well, for the technical meaning of the word tahrlf 
can be understood from them, because its literal meaning is ‘to 
change,’ and distortion of a statement involves moving words 
from their proper places. And this proves that the form of the 
Qur’an has been changed.796

He also adds:

All the reports which imply the occurrence of tahrlf in the Torah 
and the Evangel are of this category. Yet everybody considers 
tahrlf here to refer to its technical meaning. If we assume that 
this word does not imply contextual tahrlf in this context, we 
then have no option but to consider tahrlf, as mentioned in these 
narrations, to mean literal distortion and outward change, and 
not contextual distortion. Many pieces of evidence denote this 
point: (l) some narrations point to the omission and deletion of 
some words and phrases from the Qur’an; (2) the distortion (tahrlf) 
of the Qur’an has been likened to the distortion of the previous 
scriptures of divine origin. As such, the distortion of the Qur’an 
as well as that of the previous scriptures must necessarily mean 
the changing of words and their displacement; (3) we have not 
come across a single verse which refers to contextual distortion 
(changing the meaning or changing the interpretation of the 
verse) being attributed to the caliphs, and we have not found any 
case in which they have interpreted the verses contrary to God’s 
intent. If ever there should be such cases, they must be vei7 few.

In short, contextual tahrlf in the sense of opinionated interpretation 
(tafslr bi al-ray) was prevalent amongst exegetes such as Qatadah, Dahhak, 
Kalb! and others who were contemporaries of the Imams, as well as 
amongst their followers throughout history. However, what has been

796 Nurl, Fasl al-Khitdb, 23-24.
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reported from the earlier caliphs was contrary to the Qur’an in practice 
and nothing more, and this is not tahrif although some like ZamakhsharT 
have considered it a kind of contextual distortion. In this regard, refer 
to what ZamakhsharT, RazT and others have said concerning the verses, 
0 Messenger! proclaim... (5:67) and Your friend can be only God... (5:55).

The weak points in Muhaddith Nurfs reports are evident. Firstly, 
none of the narrations of tahn/has an authentic chain of transmission, 
because most of them are mursal and have broken chains. Moreover, 
they are not mentioned in reliable manuscripts, and are only found in 
insignificant texts. Secondly, the word tahrif is used lexically only to 
mean contextual distortion. For example, as we have pointed out, this 
is the sense in which it applies to the Qur’an. The earlier use of the term 
should not be interpreted in the same way as its more recent usage, and 
the explanation given by Muhaddith NurTbegs the question. We will later 
discuss the explanation given by scholars for the use of such terms as 
‘omission,’ ‘diminution,’ ‘effacement’ and the like.798 Thirdly, there was 
ample practical opposition at the time when the intended interpretation of 
the Qur’an was established, including the position on different meanings 
of the verses. It is for no other reason that, by interpreting the Qur’an 
on the basis of their carnal desires and misunderstanding its meaning, 
the qasitun, nakithun and mariqun799 rose up against ‘All.

Group 4. This consists of the narrations which, as those who subscribe 
to the notion of tahrif suppose, imply the omission of a word, verse or 
sentence from the Qur’an. In explaining these narrations the pioneering 
hadith critics observed that the additions in these narrations are explanatory

797 NurT, Fasl al-Khitab, 248-249.
In the section related to the fourth exposition of the alleged narrations on tahrif. 

799 Qasitun (literally, those who deviate from the true path): a title given to Mu'awiyah 
and his companions who fought against Imam ‘All during the Battle of Sifftn. Nakithun 
(literally, those who break allegiance): a title given to those who paid allegiance 
to Imam ‘All in 36 AH and violated it by staging the Battle of the Camel. Mariqun 
(apostates): a title given to a group of Muslims who first joined Imam ‘All’s army 
to fight against Mu’awiyah in the Battle of Sifftn, but separated from him after the 
imposed arbitration, condemning arbitration as a violation of religious bounds. See 
al-Radl, Nahj al-Balaghah, Sermon 191. The Prophet has been quoted as telling Imam 
‘All to fight against these three groups in the future. See Ibn ‘Asakir, Tarikh Dimishq, 
vol. 42,272; Ibn Kathir, al-Bidayah wa al-Nihayah, vol. 7,370; ArbilT, Kashfal-Ghummah, 
vol. 1,261. [Trans.]

797

798
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phrases accompanying the verses, and not part of the text itself. Yet 
those who subscribe to the notion of tahrf/'pointlessly cling to them. 
Some examples of this type of narrations are as follows:

i) KulaynT has narrated from Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn AbT Nasr 
al-Bizantl al-Kuff (d. 221/836):

Imam Musa ibn Ja‘far gave me a manuscript before I was guided800 
and told me not to look at it, but I did not comply, and opened it. I 
recited Surah al-Bayyinah, where I found the names of seventy men 
from Quraysh along with the names of their fathers. The Imam 
sent someone to me asking me to return the manuscript to him.801

In this tradition, there are questions raised by Muhammad ibn ‘Umar 
al-Kashshl regarding the personality of al-Bizantl. KashshI has reported 
al-Bizantl to have said:

When the mercenaries of Harun (the ‘Abbasid caliph) captured Imam 
al-Kazim and sent him to Qadisiyyah,802 1 was then in Qadisiyyah.
The Imam sent a manuscript to me and I opened it. Suddenly, 
my eyes fell on Surah al-Bayyinah. I read in it some information 
which I committed to memory. A traveller with a handkerchief, 
clay and a seal came to me. He said: ‘Bring the manuscript here.’
I brought the manuscript to him. He placed the manuscript in 
the middle of the handkerchief, put clay on it and imprinted 
the seal. Thereafter, I forgot all the things I had committed to 
memory, and no matter how I tried, still I could not remember 
even a single letter of it.803

Once we compare this tradition with that of KulaynT, some of the 
ambiguities in each of them will be removed, for what he allegedly read 
in Surah al-Bayyinah were the names of seventy men from Quraysh and

800 Ahmad al-Bizantl was one of the descendants of Mehran (the Mehranids) who were 
WaqifTs. Al-BizantT was formerly one of them, but Imam Musa ibn Ja‘far guided him. 
The Waqifiyyah is a long-extinct ShTa sect which stopped (waqf) at the Imamate of 
Imam Musa ibn Ja'far and refused to recognise Imam Rida and the Imams after him.

KulaynT, al-Kap, vol. 2, no. 16, 631.
802 Qadisiyyah: a historical city in southern Mesopotamia, southwest of Hillah and Kufa in 
Iraq. [Trans.]

Rijdl al-Kashshi, 492, no. 481.
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their fathers. It was entrusted to him by the Imam lest it should fall into 
the hands of the agents of Harun; and similarly, the Imam dissuaded him 
from glancing at its content lest he fall into temptation. But he looked at 
it nonetheless. Afterwards, when it became clear that he had not been 
worthy of trust, the Imam sent someone to take the manuscript back 
from him.

At any rate, perhaps the names which he is supposed to have seen 
were those of the Quraysh chiefs who either died as unbelievers, or who 
embraced Islam under duress of circumstances and played a crucial 
role in the affairs of the Muslims after the demise of the Prophet. These 
names explain instances of‘the faithless’ (alladhlna kafarii) in verses 98:1 
and 6, and it would undoubtedly have been written in the margin of the 
manuscript, as mentioned before when describing the characteristics of 
the manuscript of‘All, the Commander of the Faithful.

The meticulous hadith scholar (muhaddith) Mulla Muhsin Fayd 
Kashani says:

Perhaps it means that he saw those names which were written 
in the manuscript as indications of the term the faithless in the 
Revelation, but not that these names were actually in the text 
of the Qur’an.804

Quite simply this tradition is a miirsal tradition and cannot be cited 
as authoritative. The narrator believed in waqf and did not acknowledge 
the right of all the Imams from the Prophet’s progeny. Moreover, the 
recording of the names in the margin of the manuscript - should the 
tradition be authentic - has nothing to do with tahrTf.

ii) KulaynT has also reported on the authority of Hisham ibn Salim 
(or Harun ibn Muslim in some manuscripts) that Imam al-Sadiq said: 
*The Qur’an which was revealed by Gabriel to Muhammad consisted of 
seventeen thousand verses.’ KulaynT mentions this at the end of a section 
on rare traditions (nawadir) in a chapter on the merits of the Qur’an (kitab 
fadl al-quran).805

804 Mawla Muhammad Muhsin Fayd Kashani, al-Wafi (Tehran: Islamiyyah, 1375 q.), 
vol. 2, 273.
805 KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 2, no. 28,634.
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The wording of this tradition is indeed extraordinary, for the 
commentators are at a loss to explain it. This is because, according to 
current knowledge, there are a little over six thousand, two hundred verses 
in the Qur’an, and this conforms with sayings of the Prophet, ‘Abdullah 
ibn ‘Abbas, the successors (tabiun),, TabrisT and other exegetes. Therefore, 
there could be no more than seven thousand, let alone seventeen thousand.

In his marginal notes to Sharh al-Kdfi(a commentary on al-Kdfi) written 
by Mulla Salih MazandaranT, ‘Allamah Abu al-Hasan Sha‘rani has stated 
categorically that the word ‘ashar (ten, which would change ‘seven’ to 
‘seventeen’) was added by either the scribes or the narrators, and that 
the narration originally mentions seven thousand verses, which is more 
or less consistent with the established number.806 Likewise, Fayd KashanT, 
the author of al-Wafi, reports this narration from al-Kdfi emphasising 
with certainty the phrase ‘seven thousand verses.’ This implies that the 
original copy of al-Kafi at his disposal had the same phrase (i.e., ‘seven 
thousand’ rather than ‘seventeen thousand’), and that he did not consider 
any other possibility.

In his own marginal note to al-Wafi, ‘Allamah Sha'ranT writes:
In the manuscript described by Majlis! in Mir’at al-‘Uqul it states 

‘seventeen thousand.’ Perhaps this was done by one of the scribes who 
thought the number ‘seven’ was little and added ‘ten (thousand)’ to it. 
However, what is consistent with the verses of the existing Qur’an is ‘seven 
thousand.’ The apparent implication of the tradition is that the Imam 
did not intend to mention the exact number of the verses, but rather to 
state a round number that was consistent with the reality. Such instances 
happen when the motive is not to mention what is short, as when it is 
said that Imam al-Sajjad cried for forty years after the martyrdom of 
his father, when in fact, after the demise of his father, he did not live for 
more than thirty-five years.

Sha‘ranT adds: ‘This explanation of the addition of the word ashar 
(ten) is unacceptable.’ He then examines the baseless arguments of those 
who subscribe to the notion of tahrif, and referring to the book Fasl al- 
Khitab he says:

Sha'ranT, Hashiyah Sharh Usui KapMawla Salih Mazandaram, cf. MazandaranT vol. 11,76.806
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1 have studied this book from cover to cover, but found nothing 
in it that genuinely substantiates the notion of tahrif, and there is 
nothing except some narrations with weak chains of transmission 
that contain unknown material which neither Nun's teachers 
nor other scholars have ever confirmed, as they are against the 
principles of our school. An example is what is mentioned in 
the book al-Ihtijaj about the deletion of one third of the Qur’an 
within a single verse of Surah al-Nisa, which would imply that this 
surah was equivalent to roughly half of the Qur’an. This is not to 
mention the fact that the narrator is unknown. It is like what is 
in the alleged book of Sulaym ibn Qays, which is fabrication that 
cannot be traced back to the Companions, and also what is in the 
Dabistan al-Madhahib, an equally baseless book.807

Muhaddith NurT has himself acknowledged the differences in the 
manuscripts, saying: ‘It is possible to find the phrase ‘seven thousand 
verses’ in some manuscripts of al-Kafi.’ And he adds:

In al-Wafi, Fayd KashanI has contented himself with this manuscript, 
not mentioning other manuscripts. This act of his is a kind of 
treachery. I think the word ‘ashar (ten) has been omitted from his 
copy, and either the author or the one who supervised the writing 
had turned the word alf (one thousand) into alaf (thousands), 
thereby rendering it consistent with the rules of Arabic syntax, 
but without referring to other manuscripts.

However, Muhaddith KashanI is considered one of the giants in the 
field of hadith scholarship. He was one of the pioneers in the study and 
criticism of hadith, and had a vast knowledge of the personalities of 
various narrators. He is a renowned ShTa figure and a source of pride, as 
all the Akhbarls have mentioned, including Muhaddith NurT himself in 
other places. But here, since his observations do not tally with NurT’s, he 
is all of a sudden regarded as a traitor and a falsifier of hadith. For such 
accusations to be thrown against such an authority and erudite scholar 
of the religious law as Fayd KashanI is implausible.

808

807 Ibid. vol. 5,232-234. 
NurT, Fasl al-Khitab, 236.808
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Mulla Muhsin Fayd has been recognised as a sound scholar of hadith 
and meticulous in terms of narration. Since it deals with all the important 
matters of the religion in both creed and practice, his encyclopedic work 
on hadith is entitled al-Wafi (The Adequate), and in addition to the texts 
of traditions, it includes his research and explanations. In reality, in 
terms of its order, style and approach, al-Wafi can be considered one of 
the finest, most authentic and accurate of books, and has been consulted 
and relied upon by our associates whenever there have been differences 
of opinion. When explaining why he chose to elucidate and comment on 
al-Wafi, ‘Allamah Muhaqqiq Abu al-Hasan ShaVanT said:

This book has distinctive features which can hardly be found in 
other books. Many of our later scholars have embarked upon 
writing books that include all the narrations in al-Usul al-Arbaah,809 
and amongst these works two are most prominent, namely, Wasail 
al-Shfah and al-Wafi, each having its own characteristics.

The excellence of al-Wafi lies in the fact that it includes narrations about 
both the creed and the practice of religion, and explains the narrations 
without quoting them haphazardly. But its most important and salient 
feature is the authenticity of its existing manuscripts.

Wasail al-ShVah lacks those features. In particular, the authenticity 
of its existing manuscripts has been doubted, unless one refers to the 
Usui from which Wasail al-Shfah took the narrations, but then it is clear 
that consulting the source (as/) makes us have no need for this book.810

iii) In the description of Abu al-Khattab’s personality in the book Rijal 
Abu Amr al-Kashshl, it is narrated on the authority of Abu ‘All Khalaf ibn 
Hamid (who is an unknown person), on the authority of Abu Muhammad 
Hasan ibn Talhah (who is yet another unknown person), on the authority 
of Ibn Faddal, on the authority of Yunus, on the authority of ‘IjlT that 
Imam al-Sadiq said: ‘God has mentioned the names of seven persons in

It refers to the most important collections of ShFa traditions, known collectively 
al-Kutub al-Arbaah (the Four Books), viz., Shaykh Tusi’s al-Tahdhib and al-Istibsar, 

Shaykh Saduq’s Man La Yahdumh al-Faqih; and Shaykh Kulayni’s al-Kdfi. It is not claimed, 
however, that all the traditions contained therein are authentic {sah\h). [Trans.] 

Sha'ranT, Introduction to al-Wafi, cf. Fayd Kashani, al-Wafi vol. 1, 2.

809

as

810
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the Qur’an, but the Quraysh have deleted six names, leaving only the 
name of Abu Lahab.’811

With a weak and unsubstantiated chain of transmission from one 
unknown person to another, this narration has been used by Shaykh 
NurT and his like for claiming the occurrence of tahrif.812 Apart from 
the weakness of its chain, the text (matn) itself is ambiguous, for whose 
were the names, where were they, and when and for what reason did the 
Quraysh delete them?

Perhaps, this is the same narration about the seventy men from 
Quraysh transmitted by a group of the Waqifiyyah, and the number has 
decreased from seventy to seven. Seventy possibly seemed too many, 
and it was therefore reduced.

Group 5. This consists of narrations which, despite the fact that they 
would under no circumstance constitute a proof, have been given as such. 
Some examples follow:

i) Under hadith 31 in the book Arbain Hadith, Abu Sa‘Td al-Nayshaburl
has narrated on the authority of Jabir ibn ‘Abdillah al-Ansarl:

The Prophet said to ‘All ibn AbTTalib:

‘0 ‘All! The people have been created from diverse trees, and you 
and I have been created from the same tree, for God, the Exalted, says:

And in the earth are neighbouring tracts [of diverse kinds]...’

He continued reciting until:

’...which are watered by one water (13:4).’

The Prophet recited it thus, that is, he inculcated its meaning and 
interpretation to himself and his brother ‘All. Muhaddith NurT has regarded 
this narration as a proof of the occurrence of tahrif.813

I do not understand how this narration could be a proof of tahrif ? 
Perhaps, he imagined that the phrase ‘he continued reciting until’ (hatta 
balagha) is an addition to the recitation of the text, although it is very 
clear that this phrase was that of the narrator who wanted to shorten 
the verse in the narration.

811 KashshT, Rijal al-KashshT, no.135, 247.
812 NurT, Fast al-Khitab, 296.
813 NurT, Fasl al-Khitab, 296.
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ii) Imam al-Sadiq is reported to have said: ‘Whenever my father 
performed Salat al-Shaf and Witr,814 he would recite Qul huw Allahu 
ahad (Say: He is God, the One)815 in all the three rak'ahs, and then at the 
end he would say: ‘Kadhalik Allahu rabbV (‘It is so, God, my Lord!’). 
Ibn MuhtadT asked Imam Rida about Surah al-Tawhid. The Imam said: 
‘Anyone who recites Qul huw Allahu ahad and believes in it has indeed 
recognized tawhid (divine Unity).’ He asked: ‘How should it be recited?’ 
The Imam said: ‘In the way the people recite it,’ and added: ‘Kadhalik 
Allahu rabbi, kadhalik Allahu rabbi/816 NurT says: ‘It can be deduced 
from this narration that this sentence is part of the Qur’an.’817 What 
strange reasoning! 
iii) The following has been reported:
Whenever Imam Zayn al-‘AbidTn would recite:

Indeed, We sent it down on the Night ofOrdainment (97:l),

he would say: ‘God, the Glorious and Exalted, said the truth - that 
the Qur’an was sent down on the Night of Ordainment.’

And what will explain to thee what the Night of Ordainment is? (97:2).

The Prophet said: ‘I did not know [what the Night of Ordainment 
was, and how great it is], and God said:

The Night ofOrdainment is better than a thousand months (in which 
there is no Night ofOrdainment) (97:3).’

He asked the Prophet: ‘Do you know why the Night of Ordainment 
is better than a thousand months?’ The Prophet replied: ‘I do not know, 
but God said it is because:

In it the angels and the Spirit descend by the leave of their Lord, with 
every command (97:4),

and whenever God gives leave to something, He is pleased with it.

It is peaceful until the rising of the dawn (97:5).

814 Salat al-Shaf and Witr. the last three rak4ahs (cycles) of the supererogatory night 
prayer (salat al-layl). [Trans.]
815 That is, the Prophet would recite Surah al-Ikhlas (l 12). [Trans.]

BahranI, Tafsfr al-Burhan, vol. 4, no. 16,521; no. 5,523.
817 NurT, Fasl al-Khitab, 296.
816
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God says: ‘0 Muhammad! The angels and the Spirit, from the beginning 
of their descent until the appearance of the dawn, send salutations to you.”818

I am surprised how Muhaddith NurT inferred that all those words 
of the Imam were integral parts of the text of the Qur’an which were 
later omitted, although it is very clear that they were an elaboration 
and nothing more.

Group 6. This group consists of narrations which discuss the tents that 
will be set up in the outskirts of Kufa819 at the time of the reappearance of 
Imam al-Mahdl, and say that the recitation of the Qur’an will be imparted 
to the people according to the manuscript of‘All, which will be difficult to 
learn for those who have memorised it as it is today, because it is different 
from the present version. Through these narrations, Muhaddith Nun's 
supporters try to demonstrate that the manuscript of the Imam differs 
from the present one in several respects. However, this is not what these 
narrations imply:

i) Through the channel of Jabir al-Ju‘fi, Shaykh Mufid reports Imam 
al-Baqir as saying:

When the Qa’im of Muhammad’s progeny rises up, he will set 
up tents for the teaching of the Qur’an in the manner it was 
revealed, and since that musha/will be different from the existing 
Book in arrangement style, it will be difficult for those who have 
memorised the Qur’an today.

There are many narrations like this, with similar wordings.821 
Imam al-Baqir has said that the difficulties referred to will be due to a 

different arrangement in the structure and organisation of the chapters 
and verses, for the manuscript of the Commander of the Faithful conformed 
most accurately in its arrangement to what God had revealed. No other 
aspects of the Revelation, such as particular times, places and occasions, 
or the arrangement and other matters relating to the understanding of 
any of the verses, had been hidden. However, as stated earlier, all of this 
had been written in the margins, and not in the text itself.

820

818 BahranT, TafsJr al-Burhan, vol. 4,483, no. 5.
819 Usually interpreted as a reference to Najaf (Trans.)
820 Al-Mufid, al-lrshad, 386.
821 See Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 52, no. 85,339; nos. 139-141,364.
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ii) KulaynT has reported Sufyan ibn Samt as saying: ‘I asked Imam 
al-Sadiq about the revelation of the Qur’an. The Imam said: ‘Recite 
the Qur'an the way it is imparted to you.

iii) One of the companions of Imam Musa ibn Ja'far asked him about 
the recitation of those verses of the Qur’an which were inconsistent 
with the popular recitation:

May I be ransomed for you! We hear verses of the Qur’an which 
are not in conformity with what we know, and we are unskilled 
in reciting them the way they are transmitted from you. Are we 
sinful [for this]? The Imam said: ‘No. Recite the Qur’an the way it 
is imparted to you. The one who will teach you will come soon/823

iv) KulaynT has also narrated from Salim ibn Salamah the following:

A man recited the Qur’an in the presence of Imam al-Sadiq, and I 
found his recitation differed to the people’s recitation. The Imam 
said to him: ‘Stop this recitation, and recite the Qur’an the way 
the people recite it until such time that the Qa’im rises up, for 
when he rises up, he will recite the Book of God, the Glorious and 
Exalted, according to its limits, and he will present the manuscript 
kept by ‘All.’824

There are quite a number of such traditions which imply slight 
differences between the manuscript of Imam ‘All and the present one. 
But as to whether or not this difference is in the text of the Qur’an, its 
arrangement or another matter is unspecified in these traditions, except 
in the first tradition above, which is somewhat more specific in terms 
of the order and arrangement, but not in any other way. This tradition 
provides the best evidence for explaining the nature of the differences 
mentioned in other narrations.

Hence, if the issue of order is one of the most important outward and 
structural aspects of speech - and is inextricably interwoven with the 
issue of expression and understanding - then one may be assured that the 
manuscript of‘All would excel in this respect when compared to others.

”822

822 KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 2, no. 15,631.
823 Ibid. no. 2,619.
824 Ibid. no. 23, 633.
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On the other hand, the Muslims have learnt the Qur’an based on its 
present structure and arrangement and are therefore familiar with it, 
having memorised and passed it on throughout the centuries. Since it 
would be difficult for them to readjust and learn through practice a new 
recitation, the task will be shouldered by the Imam of the Time upon his 
reappearance. Thus, it would be true if the Imam had said: ‘He will recite 
the Qur’an according to its limits.’ That is, he will recite the Qur’an in its 
original structure, which is the same form upon which the manuscript 
of‘All is founded.

v) Amongst the narrations which indicate that the codex which 
Imam al-Mahdl will bring is no different to the present codex, is a 
narration transmitted by ‘AyyashT from Imam al-Baqir. He reports 
that the Imam said: ‘When our Qa’im rises up, the Qur’an will affirm 
him.’825 That is, the Qur’an as it exists - as indicated by the verses about 
the advent and implementation of justice on earth by the Imam - 
will affirm his legitimacy, since if what affirms him were only in his 
codex and not in the present Qur’an and the Muslims had no prior 
knowledge of it, there would be a causal loop in his argument which 
would undermine his legitimacy, because nothing can define itself. 
As such, the Imam of the Age will certainly point to those passages 

in the Qur’an which show his rightfulness and the truthfulness of what 
he says that was previously hidden. Through his enlightenment, people 
will discover the manifest truth of which they had no knowledge, and 
which they could not previously infer from the Qur’an.

Group 7. This consists of the narrations concerning the virtues of 
Ahl al-Bayt which cannot be discerned in the Qur’anic verses. It is argued 
that such an important issue could not have been left out of the Qur’an, 
but the fact that there is no mention of this in the Qur’an is evidence of 
its omission.

However, this argument is baseless, for if the Qur’an is read the way 
it was revealed by God - without concealing its true meaning - it indeed 
supplies manifest evidence of the noble station of Ahl al-Bayt.

Certainly, through many clear proofs, the virtue and nobility of 
Ahl al-Bayt have been sanctioned in the Qur’an in verses praising their

825 Tafsir al-Ayyashi, vol. 1, no. 6,13.
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lofty station. Any unprejudiced person who looks with insight will find 
these verses.

KulaynT has narrated Abu Masruq as saying:

I said to Imam al-Sadiq: ‘I debate and argue with people relying 
on the verse:

Oye who believe, obey God and obey the messenger and those charged 
with authority among you (4:59).

In reply, they say that this verse was revealed in reference to the 
commanders in battle; and when I argue with them relying on the verse:

Your friend can only be God, His messenger... (5:55),

they say that this verse was revealed concerning the right of the 
faithful (mu’minun); I argue [with them] relying on the verse:

Say, no reward do I ask of you for this except the love of those near of 
kin (42:23).

They say that this verse was revealed concerning the Muslims’ relatives. 
In this respect I reported to the Imam whatever verse I could remember 
from the Qur’an...

Therefore, remove the veil of prejudice and free our souls from the 
yoke of the ignorance:

So observe the effects of God's mercy, how He gives life to the earth after 
its death (30:50).

This is exactly the meaning of the traditions cited by NurT in this group.
i) Imam al-Sadiq said: ‘If the Qur’an is recited the way it was revealed, 

you will certainly find our signs in it.
The Imam’s phrase ‘the way it was revealed’ means that the Qur’an will 

be understood provided that the darkness of illusion does not contaminate 
its clear horizons.

In the words of the Imam:

La alfaytana phi musammm

826

>827

KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 2,513-514. 
827 Tafsir al-'Ayyashi, vol. 1, no. 4,13.
826
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‘You will certainly find our signs in it,’

does not mean that their names are mentioned in the Qur'an, but 
signs which indicate their distinct virtues.

The justification for this is a narration Kulaynl transmits from Abu 
BasTr, who said:

I asked Imam al-Sadiq about the verse:

Oye who believe, obey God and obey the messenger and those 
charged with authority among you (4:59).

He said: ‘It was revealed concerning ‘All, Hasan and Husayn.’ I said: 
‘The people ask why the names of‘All and Ahl al-Bayt are not mentioned 
in the Qur’an.’ He said: ‘Tell them that the ritual prayer {salat) has been 
revealed to the Prophet, but it is not mentioned in the Qur’an whether 
it consists of three or four rak'ahs, but that the Prophet explained it 
to them...’828

Continuing this theme, the esteemed teacher Ayatollah Khol has said:

This authentic tradition prevails over all the narrations which 
apparently suggest that their names have been deleted from the 
Qur’an, and it explains God’s way of mentioning them therein; 
that is, by means of mentioning in the Qur’an their distinctive 
traits, but not by mentioning them by name.829

ii) This statement of Imam al-Sadiq has the same meaning: ‘Anyone 
who cannot recognise in the Qur’an our affair is not safe when he falls 
prey to temptation.’830 That is to say, ‘Anyone who cannot recognise our 
position concerning the guardianship (wilayah), according to the description 
stated in the Qur’an, which applies only to us and nobody else, will lose 
faith when he falls prey to temptation.’

iii) Imam al-Baqir said: ‘There is a right for us from God in His firm 
Book which remains the same whether they omit it and say that it is not 
from God, or if they they do not know it at all.’831 The Imam implies that 
‘Our qualifications and the description of our position in relation to the

Kulaynl, al-Kafi, vol. 1,286.
829 See Khoi, al-Bayan, 251.

TafsTr al-'Ayyashi, vol. 1, no. 1,13. 
831 Tafsir al-'Ayyashi, vol. 1, no. 2,13.

828

830
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question of guardianship (wilayah) are clearly mentioned in the Qur’an 
in a way worthy of this sublime station. And whether they omit them 
or are unaware of them in the sense that they were unknown to them 
right from the beginning, it is the same.’ In other words, ignorance of 
the existence of the description of the Prophet’s progeny in the Qur’an 
amounts to the same as omitting it from the Qur'an.

iv) With this in mind, the meaning of the following tradition will also 
become clear: ‘Had there been no addition or deletion in the Qur’an, our 
right would never have been hidden from any reasonable person.’832 This 
is because what is meant by ‘addition or deletion in the Qur’an’ is the 
insertion of interpretations or beliefs which consequently distort the Word 
of God. Or it may mean talking about the Qur’an without knowledge and 
divine guidance, which is technically called opinionated interpretation 
(tafsir hi al-ra’y).

Moreover, concealing the truths of the Qur’an from the people is 
tantamount to undermining its manifest proofs. This being so, the tradition 
‘If they recite the Qur’an the way it was revealed, they will find our names 
in it’ has the same meaning as the one quoted earlier, on the necessity 
of a fresh approach to the Qur’an, free of delusion.

Therefore, the meaning of the ‘addition or deletion in the Qur’an’ is 
not what the proponents of tahrif have supposed, because if this were 
the case, it would be contrary to the consensus of all Shfa scholars and 
therefore rejected. For no one - not even the AkhbarTs - has given any 
credibility to the notion of any addition to the Qur’an, and even Muhaddith 
NurThas acknowledged this consensus. Hence, he tried his best to explain 
this tradition in the manner adopted by the AkhbarTs before him.833

Ayatollah KhoT, says: ‘All Muslims, including the proponents of tahrif, are 
of the opinion that not even a single letter has been added to the Qur’an.’834

v) On account of the many verses of the Qur'an which were revealed, 
explicitly or implicitly, in honour of this family, Imam al-Baqir said:

The Qur’an has been revealed in four parts. A quarter is about 
us. Another is about our enemies. Yet another is about the laws

832 Ibid. no. 6.
833 Nun, Fast al-Khitab, 236.
834 KhoT, a\-Bayan, 252.
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and obligations, and the last quarter is about the traditions and 
parables, and the words of praise of the Qur’an belong to us.835

And in another version, it states:

The Qur’an has been revealed in three parts. One third is about 
us and our enemies, another is about the traditions and parables, 
and the last third is about the obligations and laws.836

The purpose in these narrations is to state the types of verses of the 
Qur’an, and not to numerically classify them. A major part of the Qur’an 
is revealed about the station of guardianship (wilayah), which in itself 
is the foundation of the obligations, and the rest consist of the laws, 
traditions, words of wisdom and parables. This important aspect of the 
Qur’an has prompted some of the greatest and most learned thinkers of 
the ummah to write valuable books. Amongst them is the great hadith 
scholar ‘Ubaydullah ibn ‘Abdillah, better known as al-Hakim al-Hasakanl, 
who has written a valuable encyclopedia of the virtues of Ahl al-Bayt and 
the verses revealed about them.

In exposing the one who, by speaking ill of the leader of the ‘AlawTs 
at that time, misguided the people and then belittled the dignity of the 
‘Alawl leader’s forefathers, claiming that none of the exegetes are aware 
that the revelation of Surah al-Insan and other verses of the Qur’an are 
about ‘All and his Ahl al-Bayt, al-Hakim al-Hasakanl says:

I considered his audacity in making this serious accusation improper, 
and thought it necessary to erase the unease of my friends (the 
ShTa hadith scholars), and so I began compiling this book...837

vi) In chapter 5 of his book, al-Hasakanl narrates through the channel 
of Sa‘Id ibn Jubayr on the authority of‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abbas: ‘The range 
of verses in the Qur’an revealed about ‘All is unequalled by those about 
anyone else.’

vii) Mujahid has said: ‘Seventy verses have been revealed concerning 
‘Ali having no equal,’ and also: ‘God sent down no verse without ‘All being 
above it.’

835 Tafsir al-’Ayyashi, vol. 1, no. 1,9; KulaynT, al-Kaft, vol. 2, no. 4, 628.
836 Tafsir al-‘Ayyashi, vol. 1, no. 3,9; KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 2, no. 2,627.
837 Introduction to HasakanT, Shawahid al-Tanzil, 14.
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viii) Ibn AbT Layla also says: ‘Eighty selected verses of the Qur’an have 
been revealed about ‘All and his having no equal in this ummah.’

ix) He has also reported that Imam ‘All ibn al-Husayn said: ‘The Qur’an 
was revealed to us and its words of praise pertain to us.

Al-HasakanT has quoted over 1160 other authentic narrations concerning 
the arrangement of the surahs in the Qur’an which are considered authentic 
by both Sunnis and ShTa.

In short, none of these traditions imply literal tahrif in the Qur’an. 
Those which narrate the Imams saying things such as ‘You would find 
our names in the Qur’an’ or ‘One quarter (or one third) of the Qur’an is 
about us,’ mean that whoever has insight may find clear descriptions in 
the existing Qur’an. Muhaddith NurT’s supposition that such traditions 
imply omissions or deletions in the Qur’an has no basis.839 May God protect 
us from slips of the heart and sight!

’838

HasakanI, Shawahid al-Tanzil, vol. 1,39-42. 
839 Nun, Fasl al-Khitab, 237, 239, 246-247.
838
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INTRODUCTION

i
‘Ulum al-Qur’an, or Qur’anic sciences, is a discipline which deals with 

those aspects of the Qur’an which are not usually discussed in exegeses 
(tafslr) of the Qur’an. In this discipline, unlike tafsir, the contents of the 
verses are not discussed, rather general information about the Qur’an 
and different groups of verses are provided and analysed.

The scholars of ‘Ultim al-Qur’an differ in the number of topics discussed 
in this discipline. Badr al-DIn al-Zarkashl (d. 794/1392) has listed forty-seven 
related topics,1 while Jalal al-DTn al-Suyutl (d. 911/1505) has increased 
this to eighty.2 The range of titles includes historical discussions on 
topics such as the nature, duration, chronology and causes of revelation; 
compilation, the preservation and unification of the Qur’an; consonantal 
and vocal texts; and different modes of recitation and their origins. They 
also include theological and conceptual topics such as the immutability 
of the Qur’an, or the impossibility of its alteration; the inimitability of 
the text; and types of verses in terms of ambiguity or clarity, abrogation 
or continuity, and universality or contextuality.

As is manifest, there is no logical or didactic order between most of 
the above-mentioned topics. Thus the word ‘sciences’ is in the plural in 
order to denote the independence of most of these topics from each other. 
What brings all these together is the fact that they all revolve round the 
one unifying theme of the Qur’an.

1 Badr al-DTn Muhammad ZarkashT, al-Burhan ft‘Ulum al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al- 
Kutub al-‘Arabiyyah, 1957), vol. 1,9-12.
2 ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Suyutl, al-Itqan fiVlum al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1996), vol. 
1, 27-30.
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However, certain classifications have been suggested for organising 
these sciences in a logical order. One suggestion is that these topics can 
be divided into three main categories: literal, conceptual and historical. 
The first category includes topics which deal with literal aspects of the 
Qur’an, and these include the science of pronunciation (tajwfd), recitation 
(qiraah), calligraphy (rasm al-khatt), and the number of chapters, verses, 
words and letters of the Qur’an. The second category includes topics such 
as exegeses (tanzil) and figurative interpretation (ta’wTl), esoteric (batin) 
and exoteric (zahir) meanings, abrogation (naskh), univocal (muhkam) and 
equivocal (mutashabih), and abstract (mujmal) and lucid (mubayyan) verses. 
The third category deals with historical issues such as the history and 
order of revelation, the history of its writing, collection and compilation, 
the phases of its preparation and so forth.

An analysis of Islamic traditions and historical records shows that 
some of the topics included in the sciences of the Qur’an date back to 
the time of the companions of the Prophet. These records show that not 
only were some of these topics discussed at that time, but they were also 
regarded as indispensible for anyone dealing with the Qur’an as a legal, 
theological or political source. In his Path of Eloquence (Nahj al-Balaghah), 
Sharif al-Radl (d. 401/1010) reports from Imam Ali (d. 40/660) that univocal 
and equivocal verses of the Qur’an should be clearly distinguished, as well as 
abrogating and abrogated verses,3 in a tone critical of those who disregarded 
this knowledge. The concepts of equivocality and abrogation are among 
the most discussed topics in the sciences of the Qur’an. Moreover, Imam 
Ali used to assert that he had learnt the knowledge of such verses from 
none other than the Prophet himself: ‘No single verse of the Qur’an was 
revealed to the Prophet without him having me recite it. He dictated 
it to me and I wrote it in my own hand. He taught me its figurative 
interpretation (taml) and outer explanation (tafsTr), its abrogating and 
abrogated verses, as well as its univocal and equivocal verses.’4 He also 
said: ‘By God, there is no single verse in the Book of God of which I do

3 Al-Sharlf Muhammad ibn al-Husayn al-Radl, Nahj al-Baldghah (Qum: Dar al-Dhakha’ir, 
1412 q.), sermon 1, 25.
(Note: In all footnotes q. refers to the Islamic lunar (qaman) calendar and s. refers to 
the Islamic solar (shamst) calendar)
4 AbuJa'far Muhammad ibn Ali ibn al-Husayn ibn Babawayh al-Saduq, Kamal al-din wa 
Tamam al-Ni'mah (Qum: Mu’assasat al-Nashr al-Islami, 1405 q.), 285.
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not know whether it was revealed during the night or the day, or if it 
was revealed on a mountain or a plain,’ and ‘no verse was revealed that 
I know not where it was revealed, about what it was revealed, and with 
whom it was revealed.’5 All these were topics which were later discussed 
in books of Vlum al-Qur’an.

Based on the above reports, it is but logical to find books and epistles 
written on different topics of these sciences from the early years of Islamic 
scholarship. However, such epistles, which started to appear early in Muslim 
history towards the end of the first/seventh century, beginning with Kitab 
al-Qiraat (The Book of Recitations) of Yahya ibn Ya'mur (d. 89/708), did 
not deal with all these sciences in one place. Ibn al-Nadlm (d. 385/995) 
lists 250 such books and epistles in his catalogue up to the year 377/987.6 
The more comprehensive books, with the newly coined title of Vlum al- 
Qur’an, started to appear at the beginning of 4th/ 10th century, notably with 
such works as al-Hawi ft Vlum al-Qur’an of Muhammad ibn Khalaf ibn 
Marzban (d. 309/921) and al-MukhtazanffVlum al-Qur’an of Abu al-Hasan 
al-Ash'arl (d. 324/936). This era culminated in the monumental work of 
al-Suyutl (d. 911/1505), al-Itqdn ft Vlum al-Qur’an, in the 9th/ 15th century.

II
Since the early days, ShTa scholars, showed great dedication to the 

sciences of the Qur’an, more than any other Islamic subjects. The ShTa 
contribution to Vliim al-Qur’an is usually overlooked, therefore it would 
be appropriate to mention very briefly some of the work in this field.

Obviously, the initial concern of all Muslim scholars who were 
experts in the field of the Qur’an was the proper method of recitation 
and the orthography of the Scripture. Hence, we find books on qiraat and 
discussions on variant nuances of recitation to be among the foremost topics 
appearing in Vlum al-Qur’an. Great personalities with Shfl inclinations 
were among the first scholars to focus on the different aspects of qiraat 
such as grammar, recitation and orthography. These scholars were later 
followed by others who drew greatly on their expertise.

5 Muhammad Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-Kubra (Leiden, 1325 q.), vol. 2,292.
6 Muhammad ibn Ishaq Ibn al-Nadlm, al-Fihrist (Cairo: Istiqamah, n.d.), 37-41.
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Despite the availability of other scripts such as Nabataean and Syriac, 
the early companions chose to transliterate the Qur’an in the Kufic script. 
However, as is well known, the Kufic script lacked dots or diacritics to 
indicate certain phonetic sounds and to distinguish graphically identical 
words. The onerous task of creating new signs for this script was first done 
by Abu al-Aswad al-Du’all (d. 69/688), who introduced this development 
in the Kufic script merely for the correct recitation of the Qur’an.

A close disciple of Imam Ali, al-Du’all fought for him at the Battle of 
Sifffn and was appointed by him as governor of Basra after ‘Abdullah ibn 
‘Abbas, a post held by Abu al-Aswad until his death. According to Shaykh 
TusI (d. 460/1068), al-Du’all was a student of the first four Shf a Imams.7 Ibn 
Qutaybah (d. 276/889) reports that he was the first person to systematise 
Arabic grammar, a matter of utmost importance for the correct recitation 
of the Qur’an.8 Al-Du’alT authored a text on grammar called al-Ta‘lTqah 
primarily composed of Imam Ali’s instructions on grammar and his own 
annotations.9 In order to assist the Muslims in reciting the Qur’an in a 
grammatically correct fashion, al-Du’all improvised diacritical dots to 
distinguish different phonetic values.10

Abu al-Aswad al-Du’all trained famous scholars including his Shfa 
student, Yahya ibn Ya'mur,11 and others such as Nasr ibn ‘Asim and ‘Abd 
al-Rahman ibn Hurmuz, all of whom became famous grammarians in 
their own rights and improved on his work. Additionally, two prominent 
reciters of the Qur’an (qurra), Aban ibn Taghlib (d. 141/758) and Hamran 
ibn A‘yan (d. 130/747), who were also disciples of the fifth and sixth 
Imams, are considered to have been his students.

Abu al-Aswad originally invented the system of dots to indicate vowel 
sounds (i‘rab) rather than consonantal sounds (ijam). Dots were later

7 Ayatollah Sayyid Abu al-Qasim Al-KhoT, Mujamu Rijal al-Hadith (Qum: Markaz Nashr 
al-Thaqafah al-Islamiyyah, 1413 q.), vol. 10,187.
8 Abdullah ibn Muslim Ibn Qutaybah, al-Ma arif (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-Arabi, 
1390 q.), 434.
9 Ibn al-‘Asakir, TarTkh Madmat Dimishq (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1415 q.), vol. 7,55; Shihab al- 
DTn Ibn Hajar al-‘AsqalanT, Lisan al-Mtzan (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-A‘lamT, 1405 q.) vol. 1,83.
10 Shihab al-DTn Ibn Hajar al-'Asqalanl, al-lsabah pMa'rifat al-Sahabah (Beirut: Dar 
al-Kutub al-‘llmlyyah, 1415 q.), vol. 3, 455; Sayyid Muhsin al-Amln al-‘AmilI, A‘yan 
al-Shfah, 5th ed. (Beirut: Dar al-Ta‘aruf li al-Matbu‘at, 1998), vol. 1,130.
11 Ibn Khallikan has regarded him as a Shfa; see al-Amln, A'ydn al-Shrah, vol. 1,163.
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specified for ijam and dashes for i‘rab by another Shi’a grammarian and 
lexicographer, Khalil ibn Ahmad al-Farahldl (d. 173/789), a philologist from 
what is today Oman who migrated to Basra at an early age. According to 
al-Suyutl, Khalil invented the hamzah, the tashdTd, rawm and ishmam.n He 
is best known for introducing the current system of marking the Arabic 
consonantal sounds (harakat) in his Kitab al-Nuqat wa al-Shakl; for the 
invention of Arabic prosody (al-‘arud); and for Kitab al-‘Ayn, considered 
to be the first Arabic dictionary, which he arranged phonetically rather 
than alphabetically, following the pattern of pronunciation of the Arabic 
alphabet from the deepest letter from the throat, (‘ayn), to the last letter 
pronounced by the lips, (mlm). The renowned Arabic grammarian SIbawayh 
(d. 180/796) was one of his students.

Grammar flourished in Kufa through Shfa students of al-Khalll, such 
as Ali ibn Hamza al-KisaT (d. 189/805), who was known as ‘the leader 
of the Kufans in grammar’ (imam al-kufiyyln fial-nahw), and Abuja'far 
Muhammad ibn al-Hasan al-Ru’asi, a disciple of the fifth and sixth Imams 
and who, according to Ibn al-Nadlm, was the first Kufan to write about 
grammar,13 and also authored a work on Qur’anic recitations known as 
Kitab al-Qira’ah,14 which addressed an urgent need among Muslims in the 
first and second centuries to ascertain the correct recitation (qiraah) of 
the Qur’an, a topic of expertise for Shfa scholars in Kufa.

Of the seven famous masters of Qur’anic recitation (al-qurra al-sabah), 
four are thought to have been Shfas. The first is ‘Asim ibn Abi al-Najud 
Bahdalah al-KufT (d. 128/745), who learned his recitation from the tabu 
ShTa master of recitation, Abu Abd al-Rahman al-Sulaml, who in turn 
learned it from Imam Ali. ‘Asim’s qiraah, through Hafs ibn Sulayman 
(d. 180/796), is now the commonest qiraah, according to which almost 
all Qur’ans are printed throughout the world. The second is Abu ‘Amr 
ibn al-‘Ala’ al-Basrl (d. 154/771), who took his recitation from SaTd ibn 
Jubayr (d. 94/712), who was one of the closest disciples of Imam Zayn 
al-‘Abid!n (d. 95/713). The third is Hamzah ibn Habib al-Zayyat al-Kufr 
(d. 156/773), who took his qiraah from Imam Ja'far al-Sadiq (d. 148/765)

:

-

12 Al-Suyutl, al-ltqan, vol. 2, 454.
13 Al-Amln, A'yan al-Shtah, vol. 1,163.
14 Agha Buzurg Tehran!, al-DharVah ila Tasanifal-Shrah (Tehran: Islamiyyah, 1398 q.) 
vol. 17, 53.
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and learned from prominent ShTa Quranic scholars such as Hamran ibn 
A‘yan and Sulayman ibn Mihran al-A‘mash. He authored many books 
on different aspects of the Qur’an, including Kitab al-Qiraah (The Book of 
Recitation), Kitab Asba al-Qur’an (Classification of the Qur’an in Seven Parts), 
Kitab Hudud Ay al-Quran (The Number of the Verses of the Qur’an), Kitab 
Mutashabih al-Qur’an (Equivocal verses of the Qur’an) and Kitab fi Maqtu al- 
Quran w a Mawsulih (Jointed and Disjointed Verses of the Qur'an).15 And the 
fourth is Abu al-Hasan Ali ibn Hamzah al-Kisa’T al-Kufi (d. 189/805), who 
took his recitation from Aban ibn Taghlib, and from Hamzah through 
Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq. According to Sayyid Muhsin al-Amln, Aban ibn 
Taghlib was the first person to author a book on qira’at.16 The remaining 
three famous reciters were Ibn KathTr (d. 120/738), Nafi‘ (d. circa 170/786) 
and ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Amir (d. 118/736), from Mecca, Medina and Damascus 
respectively.

ShTa scholars were also forerunners of tafsir or Qur’anic exegesis. 
Kufan study of tafsir can be traced back to Maytham ibn Yahya al-Tammar, 
who was killed in 60/679 by ‘Ubaydullah ibn ZTyad. Records indicate that 
a complete book of tafsir was written in Kufa by Sa'Td ibn Jubayr (killed in 
94/712 by al-Hajjaj) which, according to Ibn al-Nadlm, was the first book 
of tafsir ever written in Islam. On mentioning his book, al-Suyutl reports 
from Qatadah that Ibn Jubayr was the most knowledgeable in tafsir of the 
second generation of companions (tabiun).17 Mention is also made of a 
tafsir authored by the controversial Shf a scholar Jabir ibn Yazld al-Juff 
(d. 128/745).18 There is a better known tafsir by a more famous exegete, 
al-Suddl al-Kablr (d. 127/744), a mawla from Kufa whose tafsir is described 
by al-Suyutl as the best of all commentaries (amthal al-tafasir). He was a 
companion of the fourth, fifth and sixth ShTa Imams.19 According to Ibn 
‘Ad!20 (d. 365/975), the most sizable tafsir was written by Muhammad ibn 
al-Sa’ib al-Kalb! (d. 146/763), another renowned Shfa scholar of Kufa.

15 Al-Sayyid Hassan al-Sadr, Ta’sis al-Shiah li Vlum al-Qur’an (Baghdad: Sharikat al-Tab‘ 
wa al-Nashr al-‘Iraqiyyah, 1370 q.), 346-347.
16 Al-AmTn, A’yan al-Shiah, vol. 1,131.
17 Ibid. 125.
18 Abu al-‘Abbas Ahmad ibn Ali al-Najashl, Rijal: Fihris Asma Musannifial-Shiah (Beirut: 
Dar al-Adwa’, 1408 q.), 128.
19 Al-Khol, Mujam Rijal al-Hadith, vol. 4, 63.
20 Al-Amln, A’yan al-Shiah, vol. 1,125.
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Since Ibn ‘Adi died in 365/975, it could be assumed that no tafsir was 
written as large or as famous as al-Kalbl’s before the second half of the 
fourth century, including Tabari’s.

This early scholarly output shows the importance early Shi* a scholarship 
attached to the sciences of the Qur’an. Merely to list the names of known 
Shfa Qur’anic scholars during this period would require numerous pages.

Ill
Early Muslim scholars had concerns about the translation of the Qur’an 

into other languages. The nature of the concern was of two types, and 
the first was that the Qur’an was the word of God revealed in Arabic, and 
so how could man change this revelation by translating it into another 
language? The second concern was about the beauty, tone and delicate 
nuances of meaning which would be lost in translation.

The Jewish philosopher, Moses ibn Ezra (d. 530/1135), is quoted as 
saying that once in his youth a Muslim scholar in Granada had asked 
him to translate the Ten Commandments into Arabic. In response, he 
asked the scholar to read for him the first chapter of the Qur’an in Latin, 
a language that the latter spoke fluently. The reading turned out to be 
awkward and unfamiliar, and the scholar realised the significance and 
did not insist on his request.21

This example shows how difficult it is to translate any religious or 
inspirational text into another language. However, none of these concerns 
prevented Muslims from translating the Qur’an from the very early 
days. During the lifetime of the Prophet those parts of chapter 19 of the 
Qur’an which relate the story of Mary were translated into Amharic for 
the Emperor Negus of Abyssinia. A group of Iranian Muslims had asked 
Salman al-FarisT, the Persian companion of the Prophet, to translate the 
Qur’an for them into Farsi, which he did with the Prophet’s sanction.22 
Whether Salman translated the whole Qur’an or only the first chapter, 
fatihat al-kitab, is yet to be investigated.

21 Kamran Fan!, Baytal-Hikmah wa Dar al-Tarjamah (Tehran: Markaz-i Nashr-i DaneshgahT, 
1365 s.), 113.
22 Shahfur ibn Tahir IsfarayTnT, Taj al-Tarajim p Tafsir al-Qur’an li al-A‘ajim (Tehran: 
Intisharat-i TlmT FarhangT, 1375 s.), vol. 8, 8.
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It was actually this translation which caused a controversy amongst 
some of the great jurists. Abu HanTfa (d. 150/767) was of the opinion that, 
based on this approval, it was permissible to replace the Arabic text by 
the translation even in formal prayers, while other jurists were of the 
view that the translation, if at all permissible, was only for conveying 
the meanings and concepts, and could never replace the original Arabic 
in any ritual context.23

Historically the Iranians were the first nation to translate the whole 
Qur’an into their own language. This took place some time towards the 
end of the third/ninth and beginning of the fourth/tenth centuries. It 
was previously thought that the translation of Tabari’s TafsTr in 345/956, 
which naturally included the translation of all the verses, was the first 
Persian translation of the Qur’an, but the discovery of Quran Quds, which 
is dated about a century before that, means that this assumption is now 
under question.24 However, the translation of Tabari’s TafsTr has a more 
established history. It was undertaken by order of the Samanid King, 
Mansur ibn Nuh (d. 365/975), after he obtained a fatwa from the scholars 
of Khorasan and Transoxiana regarding the permissibility of translating 
the Qur’an.

As for other languages, the oldest extant Turkish translation of the 
Qur’an dates back to 734/1333, while the first Urdu translation was 
completed much later in 1190/1775. It is interesting to know that a 
Malay translation was completed in the llth/l7th century before the 
Urdu version, by Sheikh Abdur Ra’uf al-Fansuri of Aceh, in TafsTr Tarjuman 
al-Mustafid. This translation was in classical Malay, which later evolved 
into Indonesian and the modern Malaysian languages.

IV
The study of the Qur’an in the West has been marked historically by 

polemics and prejudice. This process began with the first translation of 
the Qur’an into a European language in the twelfth century by the English 
scholar Robertus Ketenensis (Robert of Ketton), and was completed in

23 For an elaborate discussion of this subject see, Fakhr al-DTn RazT, Mafatih al-Ghayb 
(al-Tafsir al-KabTr) (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-Arabi, 1420 q.), vol. 1,209-213.
24 Baba al-DTn KhorramshahT, Qur’an Shinakht (Tehran: NahTd, 1387 s.), 113-114.
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537/1143. He did not entitle his translation ‘the Qur’an,’ but Lex Mahumet 
Pseudoprophete (The Law of Muhammad the False Prophet). The translation 
was in Mediaeval Latin and was commissioned by Peter the Venerable (d. 
1157), the great abbot of the monastery of Cluny in France.

Although the purpose of this translation was both to study and to 
refute Islam, it barely resembled the original, due to arbitrary omissions 
and additions and a preference for improbable and distasteful meanings 
over likely and appropriate ones. It was stored in the vaults of the church 
until it was published four centuries later, in 1543, by authorisation of 
Martin Luther in three editions, all of which were prefaced by Luther 
himself. This was the only Qur’an translation available to Europeans for 
more than five centuries, from which Italian, German, Dutch, French and 
Russian renditions were produced. The Italian translation was derived 
directly from Ketenensis, and was used to develop the German translation, 
which was used in turn for the Dutch.25 It is not hard to imagine how 
poor and erroneous such translations would be by the time the second 
and third-hand renditions were produced.

The second Latin translation of the Qur’an was produced in 1698 
by Father Ludovico Marracci (d. 1700), and was dedicated to the Holy 
Roman Emperor Leopold I. The book had an introduction containing 
A Refutation of the Qur'an, and its main purpose, as stated by the author 
himself, was to discredit Islam by inserting elaborate quotations from 
Muslim authorities themselves. Many European translations were based 
on Marracci’s work, including the French translation of Savory (1751), 
which stated on the title page of one of its editions that it was published 
in Mecca in 1165 AH to give it a better sense of authenticity.26

Drawing on this work in attitude, and especially in its ‘Preliminary 
Discourse,’ George Sale (d. 1736) later compiled the first English translation 
of the Qur’an, which professed to have been derived directly from Arabic. 
Released in 1734, it was ‘to expose the imposture’ and to have ‘the glory 
of its overthrow.’27

25 Afnan FatanT, ‘Translation and the Qur’an,’ in Oliver Leaman, The Qur’an:an encyclopedia 
(UK: Routledge, 2006), 667.
26 Ibid.
27 George Sale, The Koran (London: Frederick Warne and Co., 1801), v.
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Sale’s translation remained in circulation in successive editions. 
Compared to previous translations it was an impartial rendition, despite 
the fact that it makes a tedious reading, nothing at all like the original 
Arabic. It was after reading this translation that Thomas Carlyle (d. 1881) 
found the Qur’an as tedious a piece of reading as he did ever undertake, 
which was ‘wearisome,’ ‘confused’ and ‘crude,’ and advised that ‘nothing 
but a sense of duty could carry any European through the Koran.’28 Edward 
Gibbon (d. 1794) found it to be an ‘endless incoherent rhapsody of fable’ 
which did not excite any sentiment or any idea.29

This negative attitude towards the Qur’an did not improve later when 
polemicists were replaced by Orientalists. Parvez Manzoor, a critic of 
Orientalism, believes that the Orientalist method for studying the Muslim 
scripture may be called anything but the ‘natural mode of apprehension 
of the rationalist man.’30

This generation includes personalities such as Reverendj. M. Rodwell 
(d. 1900), who published his English translation in 1861. He claimed that 
his translation attempted to imitate the ‘imperfect style’ of the original 
Arabic. His observation on the literary merit of the Qur’an proves nothing 
but his insufficient knowledge of Arabic literature, a deficiency which 
could be found in most members of this brand of translators. Rodwell 
believed that the Qur’an was the ‘most unreadable and incongruous 
patchwork’ of literature, which contained ‘fragments of disjointed truth 
- that is based upon Christianity and Judaism partially understood.’31 
Another member of this group was E. H. Palmer, a Cambridge scholar 
who published his translation in 1880, and believed that the style of the 
Qur’an was ‘rude and rugged,’ and for that reason it had to be translated 
into colloquial language.32

The above statements about the literature of the Qur’an should be 
left to Arab litterateurs to judge in addition to chapter ten of this book

28 James Kritzeck, Anthology of Islamic Literature (New York: Penguin Group, 1975), 22.
29 Arthur J. Arberry, The Koran Interpreted (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1981), vol. 1,11.
30 Parvez Manzoor, ‘Method against Truth: Orientalism and Qur’anic Studies,’ in 
The Qur'an - Style and Contents, vol. 24 (ed.) Andrew Rippin (Hampshire: Ashgate 
Publishing, 1999), 382.
31 J.M. Rodwell, The Koran (London: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd. 1909), 2,13 and 14.
32 FatanT, Translation and the Qur’an’, 668.
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where Ayatollah Ma‘rifat elaborates on the inimitability of the Qur’an 
from a literary perspective.

The most notable of this group, however, is the German scholar 
Theodor Noldeke (d. 1930), who, with the publication of his award­
winning book Die Geschichte des Qorans (History of the Qur’an), advanced 
the first systematic work on the study of the Qur’an in the West based on 
a historical-critical approach. Unlike Sale, who saw beauty in the language 
of the Qur’an, Noldeke views the Qur’an as a text in which ‘little care is 
taken to express all the transitions of thought,’ in which indispensable 
clauses are frequently omitted, and extended narratives are ‘vehement 
and abrupt,’ that uses a ‘great deal of superfluous verbiage,’ and whose 
syntax even ‘betrays great awkwardness.’33 Such statements are clearly 
contrary to the unanimous views of all Arabic litterateurs who have 
considered the Qur’an the most elegant and eloquent example of Arabic 
literature. It only implies a lack of literary comprehension in a non-Arab 
who tries to digest a Shakespearean-like text of Arabic literature.

Noldeke’s works, despite their academic value and their insightful 
analyses of the etymology and grammar of the Qur’an, betray a prejudice 
driven by religious motivations in an effort to defend Christianity 
and Judaism against Islam.34 He is prejudiced against the Prophet of 
Islam and does not shy away from expressing this in language which is 
occasionally insulting.

Noldeke is also critical of the content of the Qur’an, and considers 
it to be a bad copy of the Bible. This, in his view, is mainly because the 
Prophet did not read the scriptures, but his knowledge of them was ‘by 
oral communications from the Jews who knew a little and Christians who 
knew next to nothing’ about the scriptures. This knowledge was probably 
‘picked up in a conversation with any Jew or Christian,’ and that is why 
the deviations from the biblical narratives in the Qur’an are conspicuous.

The eloquence of the text of the Qur’an was better appreciated by the 
Scottish scholar Richard Bell (d. 1952), who considered the Prophet to

33 Theodor Noldeke, The Qur'an: An Introductory Essay, (ed.) N. A. Newman (Hatfield: 
Interdisciplinary Biblical Research Institute, 1992), 5 and 12.
34 Ibid. 29-31.
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be a poet, but not of the ordinary Arab type,’ for his themes were hardly 
touched upon by other poets.35

Following in the footsteps of Weil and Noldeke, Bell’s translation in 
1937 suggested a rearrangement of the Qur’anic chapters. However, it took 
the sifting operation as far as reordering the whole text by separating 
it up into small fragments in order to ‘unravel the composition of the 
separate suras’ and ‘remove the confusions’ from the Qur’an.36 To this 
end he undertook a verse by verse examination of the Qur’an, and tried 
to recast the entire text in a new mould.

Bell’s method was based on the assumption that the Qur’anic literature 
suffered from abrupt changes of rhyme, the intrusion of extraneous 
subjects into passages otherwise homogeneous, breaks in grammatical 
structure, sudden changes of the dramatic situation, and other literary- 
based assertions.37 Based on this conjecture, he theorised that the parts 
of the Qur’an he deemed disjointed were due to ‘discarded material’ 
being confused with the original text at the time of its collection and 
compilation. He explains that the Qur’an was revised in Medina by the 
Prophet, and while this revision was being done the scribes noted down 
the revised version on the back of the sheets on which the original verses 
were written. Later, editors inserted the old verses back in the text. It 
is to these ‘scraps’ that got into the Qur’an by mistake, Bell says in his 
preface, ‘rather than to textual defects, or to confusion in Muhammad’s 
own thought and style that the dreary welter of the Qur’an’ is due.38

The reader can find adequate arguments in the second chapter of this 
book regarding the above which render most such perceived shortcomings 
to be due to the lack of proper knowledge of‘Shakespearian’ Arabic.

In dealing with the Qur’an, Bell allowed himself the liberty of assuming 
that any perceived unevenness in the style would justify rearrangement 
of the verses according to his own ideas of stylistic fitness; something that 
no scholar after him would take up. In essence, Bell is not a translator, but

35 Mohammad Khalifa, The Sublime Qur'an and Orientalism (Karachi: International 
Islamic Publishers, 1989), 20.
36 Richard Bell, The Qur'an: Translated, with a critical re-arrangement of the Surahs (Edinburgh: 
T. and T. Clark, 1937), vi.
37 W. Montgomery Watt and Richard Bell, Introduction to the Qur’an (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 1970), 93.
38 Bell, The Qur’an: Translated, vi.
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an author. He not only rearranges the order of the chapters, but actually 
restructures the order of the verses according to what he believes to be 
the thematically correct order of the text. On the lexical level, some very 
common and familiar words in Arabic are mistranslated so as to make the 
text appear ludicrous. Moreover, in many instances he allows himself to 
comment on the content of the text he translates in an ostensibly biased 
way. For example, next to his rendering of the oath at the beginning of 
sura 89, he writes: ‘An absurd oath.’39

I cannot imagine that anyone would allow himself the liberty of treating 
any text as Bell did in treating the Qur’an. His theory of unconnected pieces 
was so extreme that it was criticised by his student William Montgomery 
Watt (d. 2006). In his revised version of Bell’s Introduction to the Quran, 
Watt argues that Bell was inconsistent in the application of his theory, and 
thus little was to be gained by his distinctive hypothesis.40 However, no 
scholar has ethically criticised Bell for his adventurous attitude towards 
an established sacred text. As FatanT reminds us: ‘The fact that Bell took 
a coherent Arabic text, readily understood by any native speaker of the 
language, and cut and pasted it into something incoherent and disjointed 
clearly raises ethical questions that have yet to be addressed.’41

Generally speaking, the persistent problem with most Western 
translations of the Qur’an has been that they were undertaken by Christian 
missionaries and Orientalists who had hardly any rigorous knowledge of 
the Arabic language.42 This problem has been addressed since the 1930s 
by Muslim translations of the Qur’an in different European languages.

V
The idea that the Qur’an was a distorted version of the Bible or heavily 

copied from it is not restricted to Noldeke. It has been a common view 
among the Orientalists and later academics, and usually labelled as an 
historical-critical perspective. We can find this view in writings as early as 
the first half of the 19th century in the works of Abraham Geiger (d. 1874),

39 FatanT, ‘Translation and the Qur’an’, 659.
40 Watt, Introduction to the Qur’an, 106.
41 FatanT, ‘Translation and the Qur’an’, 659.
42 Ibid. 658.
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the German rabbi and scholar who founded Reform Judaism,43 and whose 
book could be regarded as a pioneering work in the historical approach. 
Although this allegation is as old as the Qur’an itself, and certain verses 
of the Qur’an speak of disbelievers charging the Prophet with rewriting 
the old fables of the past as dictated to him by another person (25:5), 
or being taught to him by a foreigner (16:103), the Orientalists believe 
that by the critical-historical method they have shed new light on this 
old allegation.

The nineteenth century is marked by a number of biographies of 
the Prophet Muhammad by Western Orientalists, notably Gustav Weil 
(1843), William Muir (1861) and Aloys Sprenger (1861-65). Inevitably 
these biographical works contained some introductory material related 
to the study of the Qur’an and its biblical provenance.

The German Orientalist Gustav Weil (d. 1889) believed that Muhammad 
learnt Jewish stories and concepts from existing Jewish tribes, and 
incorporated them into Islamic teachings with the help of figures like 
Waraqah ibn Nawfil, Abdullah ibn Salam, Salman FarisI and BahTra, a 
monk Muhammad met on his way to Bosra and who was, according to 
Weil, a baptised Jew.44 His references, however, are mainly to legends 
from biblical sources incorporated into Islamic traditions, commonly 
called israTliyyat, rather than the Qur’an.

Aloys Sprenger (d. 1893) rejects Muhammad’s claim of revealed 
knowledge about the previous Books, and maintains that he learnt of 
them from Jewish and Christian sources. He even goes one step further 
to name his probable teachers in this regard. He believed Muhammad 
never named his/teachers in order to pretend miraculous knowledge, and 
the fact that all his teachers died in the early days of his career allowed 
him to cover up for it.

One of the people he names as a secretive teacher of Muhammad is 
the ‘eccentric’ Zayd from the Addy tribe, who followed the true religion 
of Abraham. In The life of Mohammad, from Original Sources, published in 
1851, he postulates that it was Zayd who ‘first instilled purer notions

43 Abraham Geiger, Judaism and Islam, tr. F. M. Young, 1896, (http://answeringislam. 
org/ Books/Geiger/judaism/index, htm), xxx.
44 Gustav Weil, The Bible, the Koran, and the Talmud; or Biblical Legends of the Mussulmans 
(New York: Harper & Brothers, 1855), viii-xi.
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respecting God into his mind, and induced him to read biblical history.’45 
Then there was Waraqah, who, according to Sprenger, before his death 
had helped the Prophet to write the Qur’an. Addas, a monk of Nineveh 
who lived in Mecca and taught Muhammad biblical stories, is another 
figure, along with Rabbis of the Hijaz who taught him their legends.46

Learning about biblical history is one thing, but reading it was even 
more improbable for Muhammad, as he was known to be illiterate and, in 
any case, no Bible was translated into Arabic at the time. To overcome the 
first problem, Sprenger rejects the official Islamic view that the Prophet 
was illiterate, and believes that he pretended to appear illiterate ‘in order 
to raise the elegance of the composition of the Qur’an into a miracle.’47 To 
overcome the second issue he conjectures that there should have been 
Arabic translations of the Bible available at the time.48

To prop up his opinion he further argues that some of the closest 
companions of the Prophet, such as his stepson Zayd ibn Thabit and the 
Abyssinian ex-slave Bilal, were former Christians who could have taught 
the Prophet about the biblical scriptures.49

Obviously, none of these claims could be supported by historical data; 
most of them are based on insignificant stories scattered around the 
sources which have been blown out proportion by Orientalist scholars. The 
story of Waraqah is given a good critical examination in the present book.

William Tisdall (d. 1928) is another figure of this ilk. A British historian 
and philologist who served as the Secretary of the Church of England’s 
Missionary Society in Isfahan, he cites a number of events in the Qur’an 
that he believes had been copied from the Old Testament.50 However, since 
there are certain clear discrepancies between the accounts in the Qur’an 
and those in the Bible, on these occasions Tisdall, like Noldeke, concludes 
that Muhammad’s knowledge of the Bible was imperfect and partial.

45 Aloys Sprenger, The Life of Mohammad, from Original Sources (Oxford: Presbyterian 
Mission Press, 1851), 95.
46 Ibid. 96-99.
47 Ibid. 102.
48 Ibid. 100 ft.
49 Ibid. 161-162.
50 William St Clair Tisdall, The Sources of Islam, tr. Sir William Muir (USA: CSPI, LLC, 
1902), 9.

xxiii



INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES Or THE QUR’AN

But if Muhammad was inspired by the Bible, where did these differences 
from? Tisdall answers this question by resorting to the existence 

of unorthodox Christian sects in Medina and greater Arabia at the time 
of the Prophet. Muhammad’s knowledge of the Bible came from the 
followers of these sects who did not have a proper knowledge of the Bible 
and taught Muhammad from their unorthodox sources.51

Apart from unorthodox Christian teachings, Tisdall further argues that 
Mohammad was influenced by other cultures that existed in the region, 
for example, Zoroastrianism and Hinduism. Muhammad’s companions 
such as Salman FarisT informed Muhammad about Persian tales, and 
Muhammad subsequently introduced them into the Qur’an. Nevertheless, 
he fails to specify which Persian tales were included in the Qur’an.52

Hartwig Hirschfeld (d. 1934) widens the sources of such influences to 
other lettered communities. In his book, New Researches into the Composition 
and Exegesis of the Quran, published in 1902, he argues for a strong biblical 
influence on Muhammad which did not only come from Jews and Christians 
of Mecca and Medina, but also from the region of the Dead Sea which 
Muhammad passed through when he was leading a trading caravan to 
Syria.53 However, he admits that these fleeting encounters did not consist 
of systematic study or regular instruction, and rejects Sprenger’s view 
regarding the role of BahTra as the secret tutor of Muhammad and the 
author of the Suhuf.

Throughout his work, Hirschfeld points to the similarities between 
Qur’anic concepts, such as ‘human soul,’ ‘resurrection,’ ‘miracle’ and so 
forth,54 and biblical concepts.

It should be pointed out here that Muslims never deny the similarities 
between the concepts and the stories of the Qur’an and those of the Bible. 
On the contrary, the Qur’an insists on such a similarity.55 The difference 
between Muslim scholars and the Orientalists is the paradigm in which 
they accommodate this fact. The Muslim paradigm is that the similarities 
are, and should be, there because both books come from the same source;

come

51 Ibid. 30.
52 Ibid. 50-61.
53 Hartwig Hirschfeld, New Researches into the Composition and Exegesis of the Qoran 
(London: Royal Asiatic Society, 1902), 28.
54 Ibid. 41-44.
55 For example, see the Qur’an 5:48,35:31,41:43,46:12, among many other verses.
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they are both revealed books to chosen people. The Qur’an states that it 
approves of what is in previous books and is a yardstick for its accuracy: 
We have sent you down the Book with the Truth, to confirm what was already 
there from the previous Book, and to safeguard it (5:48). The Orientalists, on 
the other hand, by assuming that the Prophet of Islam was an imposter, 
have tried to find an alternative explanation for this similarity, and it could 
only be that he had taken it or learnt it from the Jews and Christians of 
his time. This latter paradigm, however, is lacking in historical fact, and to 
accept it one must draw on a creative imagination rather than solid data.

Such a creative imagination abounds in Alfred Guillaume’s (d. 1966) 
article, ‘The Influence of Judaism on Islam’ (1927). According to him, 
Islam made use of Judaic sources through ‘an intermediate legatee,’ which 
was Christianity. He bases his argument on the existence of the Jewish 
diaspora throughout the Arabian peninsula at the time of the Prophet. 
These Jews had been present in the peninsula from the time of Solomon for 
commercial reasons, and by the seventh century they were well established 
in the various cities, including Khaibar, Medina and Ta’if.56

He rightly mentions the referential style of some Qur’anic stories, 
in the sense that certain stories in the Qur’an are unintelligible without 
referring them back to the Old Testament.57 This observation is not out 
of place, since the Qur’an is to act as a safeguard for those stories, and 
is not in position of retelling them in full. For example, in chapter 38, 
Surah Sad, the accounts of David and Solomon appear as corrections 
and annotations to the biblical accounts, in order to acquit these two 
personalities of the faults attributed to them in the Bible. Thus, his 
conclusion that Muhammad was an unsuccessful ‘interpreter ofjudaism’58 
could only be acceptable according to the Orientalist paradigm, and 
not according to the Muslim paradigm.

The speculative venture of Orientalist paradigm reached its climax with 
Arthur Jeffery (d. 1959) in The Foreign Vocabulary of the Quran, published 
in 1938. By examining 318 non-Arabic words in the Qur’an and tracing 
them back to their original roots, Jeffery concludes that the Qur’an was

56 Alfred Guillaume, ‘The Influence ofjudaism on Islam,’ in The Legacy of Israel, (ed.) 
Edwyn R. Bevan and Charles Singer (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1927), 129-133.
57 Ibid. 39.
58 Ibid. 147.
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influenced by bothjewish and Christian sources, since followers of both 
religions were strongly visible in the Arabian Peninsula during the time of 
Muhammad, and, according to him, Muhammad was greatly impressed by 
the higher civilisation surrounding Arabia, ‘particularly by the religion of 
the great Empire of Rome.’ His conception of his mission was therefore to 
provide the Arabs with the benefits of such a civilisation. ‘It was therefore 
natural that the Qur’an should contain a large number of religious and 
cultural terms borrowed from these surrounding communities.’59

It is difficult to imagine how a scholar like Jeffery is able to postulate 
such a grand theory merely by finding 318 non-Arabic words, most of 
which were used by Arabs of the time, among 77437 words of the Qur’an.

More strangely, Sir Hamilton Gibbs (d. 1971) believed that Syriac 
Christianity influenced the formation of the Qur’an, for although concepts 
such as tawhid (monotheism) were already known to the Arabs through 
the hanifs, the significant concept of the Day of Judgment was clearly 
influenced by the works of the fathers and monks of Syriac Christianity. 
His evidence for this is the ignorance of the Arabs of such concepts as 
clearly reflected in the Qur’an.60

However, probably no one of the Orientalist paradigm has ever made as 
bold and as unwarranted a claim as Christoph Luxenberg, a pseudonym of 
the author of The Syro-Aramaic Reading of the Koran. Luxenberg claims in 
this book that he attempts to place the text of the Qur’an in its historical 
context, and to analyse it from a new philological perspective, with the 
aim of arriving at a more convincing understanding of the text.61 His main 
thesis is that the ‘Ur-Qur’an’ was not written in Arabic, but in Syriac, yet 
later scholars either ‘forgot or attempted to disguise’ this fact. He further 
postulates that until the reign of‘Abd al-Malik the official language of the 
Islamic territories was Syriac, which he replaced with Arabic. Rejecting 
the Muslim heritage regarding the history of the Qur’an, he denies that 
there was any oral tradition of Qur’an transmission, and that the Muslims

59 Arthur Jeffery, The Foreign Vocabulary of the Quran (Baroda, India: Oriental Institute, 
1938), 30.
60 Sir Hamilton Alexander Rosskeen Gibb, Mohammedanism: An Historical Survey (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1962), 37-39.
61 Luxenberg, Christoph, The Syro-Aramaic Reading of the Koran: a Contribution to the 
Decoding of the Language of the Koran (New York: Prometheus, 2007), 22.
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were left with a text which they knew neither how to read, nor in what 
language it was written.62

Luxenberg uses all types of methods to restore the Qur’anic expressions 
to their original Aramaic and Syriac roots, and believes that by doing 
so many expressions of the Qur’an that previously did not make sense 
would become clear.63

I leave the judgment of such sweeping theories to the reader. However, 
one may question the ethical standards and academic etiquette that 
would allow a researcher to postulate such theories, which insult the 
intelligence and the very existence of scholars throughout the history 
of a great civilisation with ‘findings’ which indicate that they were so 
confused and stupid that they did not know what language their forefathers 
were speaking.

VI
Since Wansbrough, ‘Ulum al-Qur’an in the Western academic sphere 

has been more than ever under Goldziher’s spell, in the sense that his 
fabrication theory was extended to the Qur’an and the Qur’anic sciences. 
Influenced by this theory, Wansbrough and his students regarded ‘(Slum 
al-Qur’an as a tool that was invented to give the Qur’an historical value, 
and to justify the religious edicts of different legal schools. Here the 
Orientalist’s prideful narrow-mindedness reached its apogee, by assuming 
that all Muslim scholars without exception were either a collection of 
liars and fabricators, or stupid simpletons incapable of critical thought.

For Wansbrough, all literature regarding asbab al-nuzul was a fabrication 
by jurists to incorporate the scripture into the existing legal system. By 
means of this corpus of fake traditions, Muslim scholars could establish 
historical order to the text of the Qur’an; it was subjected to the same 
requirements as legal hadiths and was produced in much the same way.64

62 Ibid. 78.
63 Ibid. 327.
64 Herbert Berg, ‘The Skepticism and Literary Analysis of J. Wansbrough, A. Rippin, 
Et Al.,’ in The Koran: Translation and Exegesis, (ed.) Colin Turner (London: Routledge, 
2004), 273.
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In The Collection of the Qur’an, John Burton comes to a completely 
different conclusion about the compilation of the Qur’an, and believes 
that it was collected at the time of the Prophet, yet his methodology 
suffers from the same prejudicial views.

Burton bases his argument on the conjectures of J. Schacht, who, 
following Goldziher, came to believe that Islamic legal traditions were 
all forgeries of the Islamic legal systems. There was such fierce rivalry 
between these legal schools that they were ready to defend their positions 
at any cost, which meant that each created a corpus of supporting hadiths, 
while disregarding the clear rulings of the scripture.65 Burton extends 
this hypothesis to all traditions related to the Qur’an.

The process of fabrication needed a number of tools to give the forged 
traditions validity and credibility. Above all, they needed to devise a system 
by which they could establish the credibility of their own corpus of hadiths, 
and undermine those of rival schools. This gave rise to the introduction 
of the discipline of hadith criticism, and the creation of an isnad (chain 
of transmission) for every single tradition forged by any school of law. 
Traditions were classified according to the historical reliability of each 
individual who made up the chain of narration of the hadith.66

According to Burton, the jurists tried to solve the contradiction between 
the opinions of their legal schools and verses in the Qur’an by devising 
asbab al-nuzul (‘occasions of revelation’). Asbab al-nuzul was a body of 
hadith literature which was created to give a ‘context’ to various Qur’anic 
verses, in order to bring them in line with the views of the legal schools.67

However, asbab al-nuzul alone was not enough to ‘manipulate’ the 
Qur’an. The Qur’an was a powerful source for the provision of legal rulings, 
and as such posed a serious obstacle for the legal schools to assert their 
arbitrary rulings. Hence, according to Burton, the method of al nasikh wa 
a! mansukh (‘abrogation and the abrogated’) was improvised as a handy 
tool for the legal schools to offset the effect of certain verses that went 
against their legal judgments, as well as finding legitimacy for them in 
the Qur’an.

65 John Burton, The Collection of the Qur’an (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1977), 10.
66 Burton, The Collection of the Qur’an, 14-15.
67 Ibid. 15.
68 Ibid. 17.
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The concept of abrogation worked well for dealing with most of 
the problematic verses of the Qur’an; however, an additional method 
was needed to deal with more ‘inflexible’ verses. Thus, the technique of 
variant readings of the Qur’an was devised. Through this technique, the 
legal schools could easily twist the Arabic grammar of the text to give 
the desired meaning and bear out their point of view.69

Burton tries to show how variant readings of the Qur’anic verses led 
to different legal rulings, and concludes that the assumption that fiqh was 
derived from the Qur’an is false, but that instead, the variant readings 
of the Qur’an were derived from fiqh.70

Most of the above issues, especially the issue of variant readings, are 
discussed extensively in the present book where the highly speculative 
nature of all such statements is made clear. Nonetheless, one has to 
admire such imaginative creativity in the academic circles. A fact that 
these Orientalists forget to consider is that the scholars about whom they 
are theorising were not machines, but ordinary human beings who have 
the right to be given credit for their scholastic knowledge and a degree 
of conscience and professional integrity; something it seems that many 
in the West have yet to learn about other people.

VII
As I mentioned above, both Muslim and Western scholarship equally 

accept certain facts about the Qur’an, yet they are often explained and 
accommodated by them in different ways. The example examined was 
about the similarities that exist between stories and concepts in both 
the Qur’an and the Bible. The dispute between Muslim scholars and 
Orientalists in this regard is not whether such similarities exist, but the 
paradigm in which they are accommodated. The Muslim paradigm is that 
the similarities are and should be there, because the Islamic faith is a 
continuation of the Jewish and the Christian faiths, and that the Qur’an 
and the Bible are both revealed from the same source. The overlapping 
of themes and motifs, and even linguistic expressions, in the Qur’an 
and other scriptures exhibit the identity of the transcendent Source of

69 Ibid. 31-32.
70 Ibid. 34
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these Books, rather than ‘borrowings’ and ‘appropriations.’ The Qur’an 
has come ‘to confirm what was already there from the previous Books, 
and to safeguard it’ (5:48).

The Orientalist paradigm, on the other hand, is based on the belief 
that Muhammad was an imposter who tried to create a new religion 
for his people by copying and imitating the earlier scriptures, which he 
did rather poorly and inadequately. It should be clear that both of these 
paradigms are faith-based, and neither can claim to be more objective 
than the other, although, at least as a Muslim, I believe that the evidence 
adduced for the latter paradigm is lacking in strength and logic.

It would be futile to try to make a compromise between these two 
paradigms, since they diametrically oppose one another. However, this 
does not mean that the subscribers to either paradigm cannot benefit from 
the research and the studies of the other group. Despite the resentment 
and repugnance that the Orientalist view has created among Muslims in 
general, and Muslim scholars in particular, I still think that by taking a 
couple of steps back from each other, these two branches of scholarship can 
reinforce one other in their researches, and push forward our understanding 
of the content and history of the Islamic faith.

For its part, Western scholars should abandon their condescending 
and patronising attitude. They have to let go of the idea that they are the 
only ones free from prejudice by being unattached to the Islamic faith, 
and should realise that their rejection of Islam and its Prophet may be an 
equally misleading prejudice. They have to refrain from postulating rushed 
and unfounded theories based on gross and unwarranted conjectures, 
such as the ‘Hagarian’ theory of Cook and Crone or the Syriac literature 
theory of Luxenburg.

Western students of Islam work on the assumption of there being a 
total cultural void in pre-Islamic Arabia, and a complete lack of knowledge, 
discretion, acumen and integrity in the post-Islamic era. They work under 
the assumption that the traditional Muslim view is always influenced 
by theological and dogmatic considerations, and must of necessity be 
discarded. Such a pathological Islamophobic trait would leave no room 
for symbiotic interaction. Western scholarship should stop ignoring 
the huge contribution of Muslim scholarship over the centuries, and 
distrusting everything that is consensual and conformist in the Muslim
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tradition. In studying past Muslim scholarship, Orientalists could try to be 
more realistic, and could portray an appropriate etiquette by refraining 
from phantasmagorical theories which presume all Muslim scholars to 
be liars, fabricators and ignorant opportunists; something that could 
never happen in the real world.

Muslim scholars, on their part, could appreciate the critical studies of 
the history and content of Islam by scholars who are not attached to it; 
who can see things from a different angle, and consequently add insight 
and depth to different aspects of this huge body of knowledge through 
critical analysis. They should not insist on their traditional opinions if 
evidence is adduced against it. They could also appreciate that modern 
scholarship has a much broader knowledge of comparative philology and 
more sophisticated methods of linguistic analysis, which puts it in a better 
position to shed light on some ‘obscure’ words and terminology, provide 
more plausible explanations, give more solid etymologies and trace more 
foreign words than was possible for the traditional Muslim scholars.

And finally, they have to accept other people’s rights to study Islam 
within the framework of their own paradigms, for Islam is a vast meta- 
historical event which has changed the topography of human history, 
and as such, people of all persuasions have a right to study and analyse it.

VIII
It is for all the aforementioned reasons that the present book makes an 

indispensible contribution to the field of Qur’anic studies. It is an example 
of a good academic endeavour which tries to address many critical issues 
about the Qur’an and its history in an unprejudiced manner. Although, 
as one should expect, it is set within the Islamic paradigm, its critical 
approach and cross-dimensional and denominational analyses makes 
it stand out as an example of a work which can form a bridge between 
two perspectictives.

The text is an abridged translation of Ayatollah Mohammad Had! 
Ma'rifat’s magnum opus, al-TamhldfiVlum al-Qur’an (introduction to the 
Sciences of the Qur’an). The original work is in Arabic and is published in 
ten volumes. Although the book does not address the Orientalist theories 
directly, the richness of its investigation and the wealth of information

xxxi



INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR’AN

it contains make most of their doubts and speculations irrelevant, for it 
shows the inadequacy of the information upon which the Orientalists 
have conjectured.

Ayatollah Ma‘rifat (d. 2007) was one of the most prominent contemporary 
experts in Vitim al-Qur'an. He was born in Karbala to a family of the clerical 
tradition. His forefathers were all religious scholars going back to the 
famous Sheikh Ali ibn Abd al-‘AH al-Mays! of Jabal ‘Amil (d. 938/1531). 
Al-MaysT was the author of al-Risalatal-Maysiyyah, and migrated to Isfahan 
at the invitation of the Safavid king along with his teacher al-Muhaqqiq 
al-Karakl; hence the Isfahani origin of Ayatollah Ma'rifat.

More information about his personal life, his education and his other 
works can be found in his autobiography which follows this introduction. 
What I have to emphasise here are the innovative ideas he has contributed 
towards elevating our knowledge of the Qur’an to a higher level. His 
research and analysis clarify many previously vague aspects of ‘Ulum 
al-Qur’an, and address many difficult questions in different areas of this 
discipline. In addition to the rich historical and conceptual information, 
the reader will find in the chapters of this book original theories and well 
considered suggestions for solving certain problematic matters related 
to this science.

An example of such a theory is his contribution regarding the orality 
of the Qur’an, which can be applied to the criticisms we discussed earlier 
regarding the abrupt transitions and disconnected nature of some sections 
of the Qur’an. Although he does not directly refer to Richard Bell or 
Theodor Noldeke, and probably had never read their work, his theory 
is a clear response and the direct antithesis of their claims, and most 
certainly unravels Bell’s theory on this issue.

Ayatollah Marifat stipulates in this relation that the phraseology of 
the Qur’an is that of the spoken word, rather than that of a written book. 
One of the distinguishing features of the primarily written word is the 
coherence of the contents from beginning to end; something usually 
lacking in speech. Although a speaker should make sense in what is said, 
speech is not constrained by a strict verbal or conceptual order. In fact, 
unlike the written text, abrupt transitions are sometimes desirable. A 
speaker may jump from one subject to another on account of something

i

xxxii



INTRODUCTION

which occurs to him while speaking. According to Ayatollah Ma'rifat, this 
is something we encounter in the Qur’an on many occasions.

This style involves switching from the third person to the second person 
or from the second person to the third person. It may also involve the use 
of different pronouns and demonstrative pronouns without matching 
the nouns to which they refer, or switching from explicit to implicit and 
other such features. These sudden shifts from one state to another are 
permissible and sometimes desirable in the style of spoken as opposed 
to written word. It is also permissible to use parenthetical remarks in 
the spoken word but not in the written word. Such instances, according 
to Ayatollah Ma‘rifat, have occurred in the Qur’an in different forms 
as follows.

Sudden Switching: One of the unique features of oral communication 
is that it is permissible to switch suddenly from one subject to another 
or from one situation to another relying upon contextual indicators 
provided by the setting. He mentions Surah al-Qiyamah as an example; 
this surah begins by talking about Man and his state with regard to the 
coming of the Hour. Then all of a sudden, the discourse turns to address 
the Prophet by saying: Move not thy tongue with it to hasten it; Ours it is to 
gather it, and to recite it. So, when We recite it, follow thou its recitation. Then 
Ours it is to explain it (75:16-19). After this interjection the discourse goes 
back to confront Mankind with an adjunct: No indeed; but you love the hasty 
world, and leave the Hereafter (75:20-21). Drawing on a tradition from Imam 
Rida, Ayatollah Ma'rifat explains that this sudden shift may have been due 
to the fact that upon revelation of these verses the Messenger hurried 
to recite them fearing they would get lost. So he was immediately told 
not to; and then the discourse on the subject continues.

Grammatical Shift for Rhetorical Purposes (Iltifdt): According to Ayatollah 
Ma‘rifat such meandering in discourse is not appropriate in the written 
word while it is regarded as beauty of style in the spoken word. He cites 
many examples from different verses including Fatihatal-Kitab where one 
begins by praising God in the third person, and then the discourse turns 
to petitioning Him in the second person, which is a beautiful grammatical 
shift in the spoken discourse.

Paying attention to rhyme: One of the distinguishing features of rhyming 
prose is being able to notice the rhyme if it is heard out loud as opposed
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to being written down. There is a lot of rhyming prose in the Qur’an - at 
the expense of articulated speech - which cannot be properly rendered 
in a mere book.

Among many examples is the verse: Bal al-insanu ‘ala nafsihTbasTrah wa 
law alqa maadhTrah (75:14-15); the words only rhyme if there is a pause 
after both basTrah and maadhTrah when it is uttered and recited with a 
ya\ ra and ha at the end of them; something which cannot be achieved 
in the written word. Another example is

Wa al-fajri wa layalin ‘ashr wa al-shafi wa al-watr wa al-layli idhayasr (89:1-4);
where the ya at the end of yasrT has been omitted to preserve the 

rhyme when it is said aloud. This is how it was recited to the Prophet 
and how he recited it to the people, and it is always mandatory to copy 
it in this way. The written form therefore follows that of recitation, since 
the recitation of the Qur’an is what came first.

Melodies and tunes: An important feature of the Qur’an is its innovative 
vocal arrangement to melodies and tunes which has a captivating effect 
on the feelings of its audience. This can only be achieved by reciting it out 
loud as steered by the tune of the performance, not whispering it under 
the cover of secrecy. This is a matter overlooked by those who suppose 
that the formation of the Qur’an was composed in writing as opposed 
to epic oral performance.

Ayatollah Ma'rifat provides more evidence for his view which you can 
find in the related chapter in this book. This is not the only innovative 
view one can find in contributions of Ayatollah Ma'rifat. Unfortunately, 
some volumes of this huge work do not submit to translation as they 
discuss the eloquence and semantic aspects of the Qur’anic literature 
which only make sense in Arabic.

Notwithstanding, I am sure that the students of Vlum al-Quran will 
find many interesting and thought provoking ideas in this translation 
which makes this book an indispensible asset for the students of the 
sciences of the Qur’an.

IX
I cannot thank enough the people who made the creation of this 

English abridged edition of al-TamhTd ft Ulum al-Qur’an possible. First of
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all, I have to thank the SAMT Institute whose generous help, support 
and financial contribution was behind this project from day one to the 
end. I cannot name all the individuals at SAMT who worked hard for 
this project as it would make a long list, but special mention should be 
made of Dr Ahmad AhmadT, Dr AbolghasemI, Shaykh Muhammad Reza 
Nurullahiyan and Dr SaeedT.

Special thanks and gratitude are due to Dr. Khalil TousI for his dedicated 
and diligent management of the project and for his enthusiasm, without 
which this project would neither have started nor come to fruition. I 
should say a big thank you to the translators of this highly technical text, 
Mr Salim Rossier of Cambridge and Dr Mansoor Limba of Manila, whose 
brilliant English rendition made the task seem easy. Also my thanks 
and appreciations are due to Mr Seyfeddin Kara and Ms Aliya Gokal for 
helping with the research.

Last but not least, I have to thank the English editor, Trevor Banyard, 
who added much beauty and smoothness to the text, and all those who 
helped out in proof reading, design, lay-out and printing.

All these helping hands and facilitating means did, of course, come 
together under the auspicious care of God, Whom we cannot thank enough.

Mohammad Saeed Bahmanpour
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FOREWORD
An Overview of My Life

My name is Muhammad Had! Ma‘rifat, and I was born to a family 
of men of religion in the Holy City of Karbala in the year 1349 AH. My 
father was Sheikh Ali ibn al-MIrza Muhammad Ali, one of the grandsons 
of Sheikh ‘Abd al-‘AlT al-MaysT al-IsfahanT, a well-known preacher in 
Karbala at that time. My father migrated with his parents from Isfahan 
to Karbala in the year 1329 AH, when he was fifteen years old. He then 
died there in the year 1378 AH, when he was nearly 63 years of age, and 
was buried in the courtyard of the shrine of‘Abu al-Fadl al-‘Abbas. He 
was a brilliant scholar and preacher, and blessed with the respect of the 
people of Karbala. All of my ancestors going back three centuries were 
from a noble chain of religious scholars.

As for my mother, she was Al-Sayyidah Zahra’, daughter of Al-Sayyid 
Hashim al-Tajir (the trader) al-Rashtl, who settled in Karbala, where he 
died in the year 1404 AH and was buried there.

Academic Career
When I reached the age of five, my father sent me to a private school 

set up by Sheikh Baqir. I then studied the preliminaries (al-muqaddimat) at 
the hand of Ustadh Hajj Sheikh Ali Akbar al-NaTnl and subsequently my 
father. After that I studied literature and logic with the teachers at the 
hawzah in Karbala. I learned a number of astronomical and mathematical 
sciences. My teachers at this time were the following: my father, Al-Sayyid 
Sa‘Td al-Tunikabunl (a specialist Arabic literature teacher), Ayatullah al- 
Sayyid Muhammad al-ShlrazT, Sheikh Muhammad Husayn al-Mazandaranl 
and Sayyid Murtada al-QazwTnl.

The next phase in my studies consisted of jurisprudence and an 
introduction to philosophy. My teachers were my father, Sheikh Muhammad
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al-Kalbas!, Sheikh Muhammad Husayn al-MazandaranI, Sheikh Muhammad 
al-Khatib (a marja' and great scholar at the hawzah), Sayyid Muhammad 
MTr QazwTnT (one of the most famous scholars in the hawzah and a student 
of the late Akhund Khurasan!), Sheikh Muhammad Mahd! al-Kabul! (with 
whom 1 studied some of Qawanm al-Usul), and Sheikh Yusuf al-Biyarijmandl 
al-Khurasanl (one of the late Nairn’s most famous students, and who 
was knowledgeable in the principles of jurisprudence), with whom I 
studied al-Fusul, al-Rasail, al-Makasib, a complete course in the principles 
of jurisprudence, and a large part of jurisprudence at bahth kharij level. 
Since he was a student of the great literary expert al-NTsabur!,, I also 
studied al-Mutawwal with him. This course lasted until the year 1379 AH.

Starting to Give Something Back
In addition to these studies, I also took up teaching and research 

in the literary and technical fields in the hawzah ‘ilmiyyahs, as well as 
holding weekly religious circles for young people, activities which were 
warmly received and from which many students graduated. I also took 
the initiative of setting up and publishing a monthly magazine entitled 
Ajwibatal-Masail al-DMyyah (Answers to Religious Questions) accompanied 
by and with the help of a number of hawzah luminaries, such as al-Sayyid 
Muhammad al-ShlrazT, al-Sayyid ‘Abd al-Rida al-ShahristanT, al-Sayyid 
Muhammad Ali al-BahranT, al-Sheikh Muhammad Baqir al-Mahmudl and 
others. We worked on it in all earnestness, and this led to its having a 
wide readership, especially in universities, and in particular a number of 
universities outside Iraq. The magazine had a long lifespan and contained 
articles on religion of a technical nature. Some of the articles were of such 
importance that they were later reprinted as a book or treatise, such as 
Huquq al-Mar’ahfi al-Islam (Women’s Rights in Islam), Tarjamat al-Qur’an: 
al-Imkaniyyah, Al-Naqd, al-Darurah (Translation of the Qur’an: Whether 
It Is Possible, Criticism, and the Need for It), Firqata al-Sheikhiyyah (The 
Two Sects of the Sheikhiyyah), Ahamiyyat al-Salat wa Ta’thiruha ala al- 
Hayat al-Fardiyyah wa al-Ijtimaiyyah (The Importance of Prayer and its 
Impact on Individual and Social Life), and so forth. Some of these were 
translated into Persian.
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In the Wake of the Hawzah 'llmiyyah
After my father’s death in 1380 AH, I moved to the holy city of Najaf, 

accompanied by my family, with the purpose of completing my studies. 
The main goal was to participate in the study circles of the luminaries of 
scholarship and jurisprudence. I gained as much as possible from senior 
teachers and jurisprudents such as al-Sayyid Muhsin al-Haklm, al-Sayyid 
Abu al-Qasim al-KhoT, al-MIrza Baqir al-Zanjanl, al-Sheikh Husayn al-Hilll, 
al-Sayyid Ali al-Fanl al-Isfahanl and latterly the late Imam Khomeini, 
may God hallow all their souls.

Al-Sayyid al-Haklm was exceptionally proficient and precise in 
setting out the opinions of the jurisprudents, and this meant that there 
was something special about his classes. He cared incessantly for the 
opinions of the early jurisprudents, as much as he did for the words of 
the Infallible Ones.

Al-Sayyid al-KhoI was brilliant at clarification and in his ability to 
reason, combining eloquence and depth with simplicity of expression. 
He was unrivalled in his ability to explain the principles of jurisprudence 
and related matters, replete with subtle technicalities, in record time.

Al-Sayyid al-Zanjanl specialised in presenting and clarifying different 
viewpoints, and had an agreeable way of explaining the profundities of 
an issue.

Al-Sheikh al-Hilll was characterised by his immense skill in presenting 
various opinions on every issue, studying their proofs and criticising 
them. He also has an unparalleled innovative legacy in the study of 
jurisprudence; the number of his pupils was limited, but they were among 
the best and most outstanding at the Hawzah ‘llmiyyah. The late Sheikh 
had a unique style of teaching, and would not necessarily state his own 
opinion explicitly. Rather, it could be discerned by reading between the 
lines of his presentations of the opinions of others. Whenever he was 
asked to outrightly state his opinion, he would answer, ‘It is not in your 
interest.’ This was because pupils incline towards their teachers and 
may incline towards their opinion without realising it, when in fact this 
can be misleading and limit the thinking process. That was the way of 
the professor, and he was able to educate strong students who enjoyed 
freedom of thought.
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As for al-Sayyid al-Fanl, he was a farsighted and knowledgeable 
researcher who exerted most of his efforts on giving select students an 
academic grounding. In addition to daily study circles, al-Sayyid RidwanT 
(a current member of the Constitutional Council in Iran), al-Sayyid GhadTrl 
(currently responsible for answering jurisprudential questions in the 
leader al-Khamenel’s office) and I would come to him on Thursdays and 
Fridays, from early morning until midday, to hold discussion sessions 
on various subjects through which we acquired great technical abilities.

Imam Khomeini was set apart by his special skill at presenting the 
opinions of great scholars and his extensive criticism and analysis of 
them. He believed that it was only the sayings of the Infallible Ones 
which were sacred, and he raised his students on that; the words of senior 
scholars were respected, but not considered sacred, and due deference 
towards them is based on criticism and analysis, not slavish acceptance. 
He would deal with the subject matter entirely appropriately, and not 
be disgruntled by questions or his students’ refutations. Thus, he was 
able to kindle thought and prepare students with a critical eye; may God 
grant him the best reward.

At this stage, I studied a little philosophy, especially transcendental 
philosophy with the erudite scholar al-Ridwanl. In addition to my studies 
at the academic centres, I also did some teaching; I spent the mornings 
studying and the afternoons teaching.

Nor did I neglect research or writing academic articles. We had weekly 
sessions with a number of the hawzah’s well-known luminaries, such as 
al-Sayyid Jamal al-DTn KhoT (Ayatollah KhoTs son), al-Sayyid Muhammad 
al-Nurl, al-Sayyid ‘Abd al-‘AzTz al-TabatabaT, al-Sheikh Muhammad Rida 
Ja'farl Ishkevarl, Dr Muhammad SadiqT (the author of the exegesis) and 
Professor ‘Amid ZanjanT, in order to research various subjects, each 
according to his own specialisation and interest, wherein I chose the 
field of Qur’anic sciences. In addition, I published articles in magazines 
such as Ajwibat al-Masa’il al-DTniyyah (Answers to Religious Questions), 
which was still being published at that time, and wrote on various matters 
including Tanasukh al-Arwah (Reincarnation), refuting this theory which 
was popular at the time. This book had a wide readership among university 
students in Baghdad, and was translated into Persian in Iran. I also had 
a treatise published under the title Tamhid al-Qawaid (introduction to
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the Principles) on performing duties left undone (qada al-fawa’it), and 
which constituted a transcript of Ayatollah al-Khofs lessons. This was 
the beginning of my work in discursive jurisprudence (al-fiqh al-istidlalf), 
where I shed light on jurisprudential matters in a new way.

The Pivotal Position of the Qur’an and its Exegesis 
The impetus behind dealing with issues pertaining to the Qur’an - in 

addition to jurisprudence and the principles and practice ofjurisprudence 
- was my clash with a bitter truth in the course of my reading and research 
in preparation for teaching the subject of exegesis. This involved the lack 
of a living study on Qur’anic matters in the Shi'a academic library at that 
time. 1 developed this impression whilst consulting the specialist Qur’anic 
library to write an article on the translation of the Qur’an. I came across 
many books on the subject, some of them in two volumes, and similarly 
several treatises and articles written by contemporary scholars in Egypt, 
whereas in the hawzah of Najaf I found no more than a catalogue entry 
for a single page by Ayatollah al-Sheikh Muhammad Husayn Kashif al- 
Ghita’. This weighed heavily upon me, and prompted me to set out the 
words of scholars past and present on Qur’anic issues. The result of that 
tireless work was al-Tamhid (The Introduction), in seven volumes, and al-TafsTr 
wa al-Mufassirun (Exegesis and Exegetes), in two volumes. The latter was 
more or less a critical analysis of Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabl, and a 
rectification of what had eluded him, when he had unfairly claimed not 
to know the status of the Shi'a in the field of Qur’anic studies.

From Najaf to Qum
In the year 1392 AH, the Ba'athist regime in Iraq issued an edict to 

expel Iranians, so I travelled with my family to the Hawzah ‘Ilmiyyah in 
Qum, taking important books with me, in particular my handwritten 
manuscripts. The rest of my books were later sent on.

No sooner had I arrived in Qum, I began applying the methodology 
which I had followed in the hawzahs in Karbala and Najaf. However, I 
only attended one class: that of the late MTrza Hashim AmulT. I devoted 
the rest of my time to teaching and academic research. With regards to 
teaching, I began teaching al-Rasail, al-Makasib and al-Kifayah, and then 
jurisprudence (fiqh) and its principles (usul) at dars al-kharij level. In
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addition, I taught at Madrasah HaqqanT al-‘Aliyah (the HaqqanT School 
of Advanced Studies), at the invitation of its director, Martyr QuddusT, 
teaching matters pertaining to the Qur’an, especially the Qur’anic sciences 
(Vlum al-Qur’an). Worthy individuals who are now luminaries in that 
field would attend that class.

In addition to exegesis and Qur’anic sciences, I was asked to teach 
jurisprudence, based on al-Makasib by al-Sheikh al-Ansarl, and the 
principles thereof, based on his al-Rasail. As well as teaching, I settled 
down to some serious research and subjected the critical studies which 
I had completed in Najaf to a serious and comprehensive review. They 
were to become improved and honed into al-TamhTd, each part coming 
to light one after another.

In the year 1399 AH, at the beginning of the Islamic Revolution, the 
third volume was ready for print. Then Mu’assasat al-Nashr al-Islaml, 
attached to Jami'at al-MudarrisIn, reprinted them in six volumes. Realising 
that after the Revolution had settled down the subjects set out in this book 
were deemed by the hawzah to be fundamental study material, I began 
teaching them at the hawzah centre. After these classes many people 
graduated, various academic fields such as exegesis and the Qur’anic 
sciences were modernised, some started writing and teaching in this 
field, and its influence spread to the point where we now have fourteen 
colleges specialising in Qur’anic sciences alongside the specialist academic 
hawzahs all over the country.

Pickings and Fruits
In this context, I wrote other books as circumstances dictated, including 

Siyanat al-Qur’an min al-Tahrif1 (The Qur’an’s Being Immune to Tampering) 
in defence of the sacredness of the Holy Qur’an and as a response to a 
Pakistani writer Ihsan IlahT Zahir, who had written a book critical of the 
Shi‘a, accusing them of believing that the Qur’an has been tampered with.

Striving on my part to refute this accusation and to defend the sacred 
essence of the Qur’an, I made a firm resolution to write this book, completing 
it in six months (Ramadan 1407 AH - 30 Safar 1408 AH). It received a 
great deal of attention, was reprinted several times and was translated

71 Muhammad Had! Ma‘rifat, al-TamhTd ft Vlum al-Qur’an (Qum: Jami‘ah MudarrisTn, 
1396 q.), vol.8.
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into Persian twice, once abridged and once unabridged. The same thing 
happened with al-Tafsir wa al-Mufassirun (Exegesis and Exegetes) in two 
volumes, which I also translated into Persian.

Regarding al-Maarifal-Qur’aniyyah721 wrote several magazine articles 
and a sum of five volumes ready for print.

The last work I have taken up, commencing at the beginning of 1421 
AH, and which is of great importance, constitutes the collection and 
arrangement of both sects’ exegetical traditions (riwayat). The work is 
proceeding quickly with the help of two panels of ten people from the 
hawzahs and graduates of the Qur’anic school. The exegetical traditions 
are there in the books in a raw format, untouched by the hand of personal 
judgement or critical examination, the way the traditions pertaining 
to laws and jurisprudence (al-ahkam al-fiqhiyyah) have been dealt with, 
whereby the sound and valuable ones have been mixed up with the 
unsound ones of no value.

Besides the Qur’anic work, I have been involved in activity in the field 
of jurisprudence since the time I was in the Holy City of Najaf; I have 
written several books and treatises in this field, such as Tamhid al-Qawaid 
(Introduction to the Principles), Hadith La Tuad (The Tradition Regarding 
Non-Repetition of Prayers), Wilayat al-Faqih: Abaduha wa Hududuha (The 
Authority of the Jurist: Its Dimensions and Limits), Malikiyyat al-‘Ard 
(Land Ownership) and Masail fi al-Qada (issues Pertaining to Judgment), 
all in Arabic.

As for the huge opus on jurisprudence which I was and still am dedicated 
to, it involves the derivation of modern jurisprudential opinions on the 
basis of the development of ijtihad73 in the last few centuries. It is the 
result ofjurisprudential classes at kharij level and arranged in the order 
of the jurisprudential chapters of Jawahir al-Kalam, from the beginning

72 This is a reference to a collection of studies on topics such as the matter of monotheism 
(tawhid), Divine Attributes, the present life and the Hereafter, the matter of volition 
and religious responsibility, predestination, free will, good and evil, divine laws, 
reward and punishment, and other matters which appear in the text of the Qur’an 
and which are studied by scholars and exegetes (see below). [Trans.]
73 The derivation of laws based on textual evidence in the text where it is apparent, and 
the determination of an appropriate course of conduct based on legal presumptions 
where no textual basis can be found. [Trans.]
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of Kitab al-Tahdrah (The Book on Ritual Purity) to the end of Kitab al-Diydt 
(Damages for Death or Personal Injury and Criminal Compensation for 
Offences Against the Person), and is entitled al-Sharh wa al-Ta‘liq liJawahir 
al-Kalam (Explanation of and Commentary on Jawahir al-Kalam). This work 
is nearly complete with the Almighty’s help.

Today, in the year 1421 AH, I still practise - praise to Almighty God - with 
verve and vigour, inasmuch as I teach jurisprudence and its principles at 
kharij level and Quranic sciences in a modern style, and conduct research 
in the fields of jurisprudence and exegesis in accordance with the firm 
principles accepted by critical researchers.

It is God Who grants success.

Qum - Muhammad Hadf Marifat 
25/12/1421 AH
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The Qur’an and its names

The Qur’an is a proper noun and the name of the Scripture revealed 
to the Prophet of Islam.

The Scripture is mentioned by this name along with the definite 
article74 more than fifty times within the text:

And this Quran (hadha al-Quran)75 has been revealed to me that I may 
warn you thereby, and whomsoever it may reach (6:19);

and without the definite article in fifteen places:

And a Qur’an We have divided, for thee to recite it to mankind at intervals, 
and We have sent it down successively (17:106).

The name ‘Qur’an’ is used to refer to the text in its entirety as well 
as just part of it:

In whatever business thou mayest be, and whatever Qur’an thou may be 
reciting from it- and whatever deed ye may be doing - We are Witnesses 
thereof when ye are deeply engrossed therein...(l0:6l).

This is because here an adjectival meaning - its being recited - is 
intended. Thus the universal applicability generated by the lack of 
qualification is correct.

The word has a deep Arabic root. At its root is the verbal noun (masdar) 
of qara’a (he recited), yaqra’u (he recites), qira’ah (recitation), and Qur’an 
(recital), derived from the same form as ghufran (forgiveness), rujhan 
(preferability) and kufran (ungratefulness). It is used as a verbal noun in 
the following Words of God:

...and the recital (Quran) of dawn; surely the recital of dawn is 
witnessed (17:78);

74 The definite article indicating a reference back to a previously used adjectival 
meaning; Ibn Malik said that it is used with some proper nouns to refer back to 
something previously mentioned.
75 The definite article in hadha al-Qur'an is omitted in translation, i.e. ‘this Qur’an.’ [Trans.]
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and:

It is for Us to gather it and to recite it (qur’anahu): but when We have 
recited it, follow thou its recital (quranahu) (75:17-18).

Derived meanings with many possible conjugations and declensions 
- especially tri-radical - are indications that a word is a native part of 
the language.

According to Ibn Faris:

The qaf rd’ and the weak letter are a valid root which means 
‘collecting’ and ‘gathering.’ The word qariyah (village) comes from 
that. It is so called because people gather there. If it is given a 
hamzah it equally means the same thing. They say that this also 
applies to the Qur’an. It is as if it were so called on account of its 
comprising rules, stories and other things.76

Al-Raghib says:

The root meaning of Qur'an is a masdar along the lines of kufran 
and rujhan. The Almighty said: It is for Us to gather it (jamahu) and 
to recite it (quranahu): but when We have recited it (qara’nahu), follow 
thou its recitation (qur’anahu) (75:17-18). The name is exclusively 
used for the Scripture revealed to Prophet Muhammad and has 
become like a proper noun for it. According to some, out of all 
God’s Scriptures, this Scripture was called the Qur’an on account 
of its combining the benefits of all His Scriptures and indeed of 
all fields of knowledge as mentioned in the verse:

...and [it is] a detailed description of everything (12:111).

;;
I
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and:

...as an explanation of everything (16:89).

Thus the conjecture of those who thought the word to be foreign 
and taken from a Syriac root, Quryanah, meaning ‘the recitation of 
religious texts’ is pointless, because there is nothing remarkable 
about Eastern languages, especially Semitic ones, having shared 
roots, as everybody knows.

76 Abu al-Husayn Ahmad ibn Faris, Mu'jamu Maqayis al-Lughah (Qum: Maktab al-Ham 
al-Islaml, 1404 q.), vol.5,78-79.
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Furqdn
Al-Furqdn (the Criterion) is another name for the Qur’an on 
account of its being speech which distinguishes between truth 
and falsehood. The Almighty said:

Blessed be He who has sent down the the Criterion 
(furqdn) upon His servant, that he may be a Warner to 
all beings (25:l).

This attribute is obvious in a verse such as:

...the month of Ramadan, wherein the Qur'an was sent 
down to be a guidance to the people, and as clear signs 
of the Guidance and the Criterion (furqdn) (2:185).

Imam Ja'far ibn Muhammad al-Sadiq has said, ‘The Qur’an is 
the whole Book and the Furqdn is the clear part which has to be 
acted upon.’77

This attribute was also used to describe Moses’ Scripture:

And when We gave to Moses the Book and the Criterion (furqdn), that 
haply you should be guided (2:35).

“The Criterion” here is joined by a clarificatory conjunction to “the 
Book”. Clearer than that are the Words of the Almighty:

We gave Moses and Aaron the Criterion and a Radiance, and a Remembrance 
for the God-fearing (21:48).

In this respect the Furqdn is not a name which is exclusive to the 
Qur’an. It was only used for it on account of its having that attribute.

Other Names
These two names - the Qur’an and the Furqdn are the most well- 

known names of the Wise Remembrance. Two other names come after 
these in terms of how well they are known: al-Kitab (The Book), which is 
a general noun, and al-Dhikr (The Remembrance) on account of its being 
a reminder (mudhakkir) and a general adjective.

77 Ahmad ibn Ali ibn Ab! Talib TabrisT, Majma al-Bayan (Tehran: Islamiyyah, 1382 
q.)f vol.2, 276.
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The author of al-Burhan and others got carried away with names by 
regarding all adjectives used in the Qur’an to describe the Book as names 
for it, such as:

...it is surely a noble (karim) Qur'an (56:77);

And this is a blessed (mubarak) Remembrance that We have sent 
down (21:50).

They thought that Karim was one name and Mubarak another, and so 
on up to fifty-five names according to the author of al-Burhan s reckoning! 
One commentator went all the way up to ninety or so names,78 which is 
clearly an affected expression of unnecessary prolix.

!;
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I

'Ulum al-Qur’an (the Qur’anic Sciences)

‘Ulum al-Qur’an is the name of a variety of studies that seek a technical 
understanding of various matters mentioned in the Holy Qur’an, each in 
accordance with its own principles and criteria. These disciplines often 
differ significantly from one another in the principles and evidence they 
employ, as do their conclusions. They share neither fundamentals nor 
subsidiary matters. That is why each topic is a separate science in terms 
of its evidence, subject matter and the questions it raises, and they should 
be categorised as different sciences.

The study of divergent readings is an example. This includes the origin 
of various readings, how they vary, their being limited to seven, their 
being reported by so many sources as to be indubitable (mutawatir) and 
their evidential value. Matters such as this all revolve around discussions 
of a single topic - in this case recitation - and each forms a science in 
itself with no link between it and discussions on what abrogates and what 
is abrogated in the Qur’an. The same is true of what is clear and what is 
equivocal in the Qur’an, the collecting together and compilation of the 
Qur’an, its inimitability, its being protected from alteration and so forth. 
Every issue is a separate subject and has its own material. What brings 
them all together is that they are studies on various matters pertaining 
to the Qur’an. They form several rather than a single science on account

78 ZarkashT, al-Burhan p ‘Ulum al-Qur'an, 273-376.

xlix



INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR’AN

of their different subject matter, and they are therefore not placed under 
one umbrella.

This is in contrast to another technical term which has recently come 
into circulation, namely Maarifal-Qur’an, which refers to a collection of 
studies on subjects such as monotheism (tawhld), the Divine Attributes, 
the present life and the Hereafter, the matter of volition and religious 
responsibility, predestination, free will, good and evil, the Divine Law, 
reward and punishment, and other matters which appear in the text of 
the Qur’an and are studied by discerning scholars and senior exegetes. 
If such topics are thematically studied either all together or separately 
- by singling out related verses and studying them systematically - then 
this type of discussion and Quranic elaboration is regarded as thematic 
exegesis (tafsirmawdui) and is an important exegetical discipline. We have 
referred to the importance of such studies in our work on methodologies 
of exegesis, al-TafsTrwa al-Mufassirun (Exegesis and Exegetes) (parts 9 and 
10 of al-Tamhfd).

In Vlum al-Qur’an the subjects under discussion are Revelation and the 
sending down of the Qur’an, the duration and order of the Revelation, the 
circumstances surrounding it, the collection and recording of the Qur’an, 
the scribes who recorded it, the standardisation of the manuscripts, 
the origin and emergence of different readings (qiraat) of the Qur’an, 
the Qur’an’s authority and immunity from distortion (tahrif), the issue 
of abrogation (naskh) in the Qur’an, equivocal verses (mutashabihat) in 
the Qur’an, the Qur’an’s inimitability (ijaz) and so on. And since each of 
these issues has its own framework and is considered distinct from the 
others, this science is placed in the plural form, ‘u/um, which literally 
means ‘sciences.’

As for the reason for the importance of Qur’anic sciences - the study 
of various matters pertaining to the Qur’an - it suffices to know that one 
can only arrive at the true meaning of the Qur’an through these studies, 
and that they are the principles and stepping stones facilitating that 
desired objective.

If we look at the themes of this science issue by issue we find that each 
of them has a fundamental role in enabling one to derive benefit from 
the Qur’an. For example, studies of the value of evidence of the apparent

1



ON THE QUR’AN AND THE QUR’ANIC SCIENCES

meanings79 of the Qur’an are what pave the way for the jurisprudent to 
deduce laws from the appropriate verses. The same applies to knowing 
the difference between verses that abrogate others and those which 
are abrogated, and between those which are capable of more than one 
interpretation and those which are clear. In the same way, the study 
of the evidential value of divergent readings and whether they are 
reported by enough sources as to be indubitable plays an important 
role in getting to know the text of the Qur’an. The same is true of studies 
refuting the allegation that the Qur’an has been altered, on the matter 
of its inimitability and other topics. They all have an indispensable part 
to play in familiarising oneself with the text.

The history of Qur’anic Sciences
From the beginning, the Prophet’s most senior companions and eminent 

successors (tabnn) made great efforts studying various aspects of the 
Holy Qur’an. They concerned themselves with which parts abrogated 
others (nasikh) and those which were abrogated (mansukh), which parts 
were clear (muhkam) and which were capable of sustaining more than one 
interpretation (mutashabih), literal (tanzll) and allegorical interpretation 
(ta’wll) of it, its general (amm) and particular parts (khass), its unqualified 
(mutlaq) and qualified parts (muqayyad), rhythmic recitation (tartll) and 
beautiful recitation (tajwid), and other disparate issues. Similarly, the scope 
of Quranic studies has flowed and expanded throughout the centuries, as 
hadith collections and exegetical texts with various functions have abounded.

Here I try to give an overview of the most important books written 
on the subject in a chronological order.

The First Century
Writings on the subject date back to the end of the first century 

of the Islamic calendar. The first to write about recitation was Yahya 
ibn Ya'mur (d. 89 AH), one of Abu al-Aswad al-Du’all’s pupils. His book 
al-Qiraah (Recitation) was written in the village of Wasit. According to

79 If a statement is capable of two or more interpretations, the principle of the ‘evidential 
value of the apparent meaning’ (hujiyyat al-zuhur) establishes that the more apparent 
meaning (zahir) that comes to mind before the others should have priority [Editor].
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Fu’ad SazgTn in Tarikh al-Turath al-‘ArabT(The History of Arab Culture), it 
comprises the differences noticed in the known Qur’anic codices.

Hie Second Century
In the second century, al-Hasan ibn AbT al-Hasan Yasar al-Basrl (d. 110 

AH) wrote his book ‘Adad Ay al-Qur'an (The Number of Verses in the Qur’an).
‘Abdullah ibn ‘Amir al-Yahsabl (d. 118 AH) wrote Ikhtilafu Masahif 

al-Shdm waal-Hijazwaal-'Iraq (The Difference Between Qur’anic Codices 
in Syria, the Hijaz and Iraq) and al-Maqtu wa al-Mawsul (The Disjointed 
and the Jointed) on pausing (wag/) or joining together (was/) the ends of 
phrases or verses.

Abu Muhammad IsmaTl ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Suddl al-Kablr (d. 
128 AH) has a book al-Nasikh wa al-Mansukh (That Which Abrogates Other 
Parts and That Which is Abrogated).

Shaybah ibn Nassah al-Madanl (d. 130 AH) wrote Kitab al-Wuquf{The 
Book on Pausings).

Aban ibn Taghlib (d. 141 AH), a companion of Imam Ali ibn al-Husayn 
al-Sajjad, was the first to write on al-Qiraat (Divergent Recitations) after 
Ibn Ya'mur. He also wrote a book called Ma'am al-Qur’an (The Meanings 
of the Qur’an).

Muhammad ibn al-Sa’ib al-Kalbl (d. 146 AH) was the first to write on 
Ahkam al-Qur'an (Laws Contained in the Qur’an).

Muqatil ibn Sulayman the exegete (d. 150 AH) wrote a book called 
al-Ayat al-Mutashabihat (The Equivocal Verses).

Abu ‘Amr ibn al-‘Ala’ Zabban ibn ‘Ammar al-Tamlml (d. 154 AH) 
wrote al-Waqfwa al-Ibtida (Pausing and Starting) and al-Qiraat (Divergent 
Recitations).

Hamzah ibn Habib (d. 156 AH), one of the seven reciters and a companion 
of Imam Ja'far ibn Muhammad al-Sadiq, wrote al-Qiraah (Recitation).

Musa ibn Harun, one of Aban ibn Taghlib’s pupils (d. circa 170 AH) 
wrote al-Wujuh wa al-Nazair (Different and Similar Meanings).

Ali ibn Hamzah al-KisaT (d. 179 AH) wrote al-Qiraat (Divergent 
Recitations), al-Haat - on the use of the pronoun ha in the Qur’an - and 
other books.

Yahya ibn Ziyad al-Farra’ (d. 207 AH) wrote Ma'am al-Qur an (Meanings 
of the Qur’an), which has been printed in three volumes, and IkhtilafAhl
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al-Kufah wa al-Basrah wa al-Sham ftal-Mushaf (The Difference between the 
Kufan, Basran and Syrian Qur’anic Codices), al-Jam‘ wa al-Tathniyah fial- 
Qur’an (The Plural and Dual in the Qur’an) and other books.

Muhammad ibn ‘Umar al-Waqidl (d. 207 AH), the erudite writer 
and famous historian, wrote al-Raghtb on Qur’anic sciences and 
misinterpretations.

Abu ‘Ubaydah Mu'ammar ibn al-Muthanna (d. 209 AH) wrote Majaz 
al-Qur’an (Metaphors in the Qur’an), which has been printed in two parts, 
and MaanT al-Qur’an (The Meanings of the Qur’an).

The Third Century
In the third century, Abu ‘Ubayd al-Qasim ibn Salam (d. 224 AH) 

wrote Fada’il al-Qur’an (The Merits of the Qur’an), al-Maqsur wa al-Mamdud 
(That Which Is Not Drawn Out and That Which Is) on types of recitation, 
Gharib al-Qur’an (Rare Words in the Qur’an), al-Nasikh wa al-Mansukh and 
other texts.

Al-Hasan ibn Ali ibn Faddal (d. 224 AH), one of al-Rida’s companions, 
wrote al-Nasikh wa al-Mansukh.

Ali ibn al-Madlnl (d. 234 AH) wrote on reasons for Revelation.
Al-Harith ibn Asad al-Muhasibl (d. 236 AH) wrote al-‘Aql wa Fahm al- 

Qur’an (The Intellect and Understanding the Qur’an).
Abu al-Fadl Ja‘far ibn Harb (d. 236 AH) wrote Mutashabih al-Qur’an 

(Passages of the Qur’an Capable of Sustaining More than One Interpretation).
Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Isa al-Ash‘arT (d. circa 250 AH), the sheikh 

and head of the people of Qum, wrote al-Nasikh wa al-Mansukh.
Abu ‘Uthman ‘Amr ibn Bahr al-Jahiz (d. 255 AH) wrote Nazm al-Qur’an 

(The Coherence of the Qur’an).80
Abu Hatim Sahl ibn Muhammad al-Sijistanlal-Basrl (d. 255 AH) wrote 

al-Qiraat and IkhtilafMasdhifal-Amsar (The Difference between the Qur’anic 
Codices of the Metropolises).

Abu ‘Abdillah Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Sayyar (d. 268 AH), the 
scribe for Al Tahir and a companion of the Imams al-Hadl and al-‘AskarT, 
wrote Thawab al-Qur’an (The Reward of the Qur’an) and al-Qiraat, which 
was also called al-Tanzil wa al-Tahrif (Revelation and Falsification).

80 Poets and composers of rhyming prose liken their work to arranging pearls on a 
string. This aspect of the Qur’an is examined in this and similar works. [Trans.]
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Abu Muhammad ‘Abdullah ibn Muslim ibn Qutaybah (d. 276 AH) wrote 
Ta'wTl Mushkil al-Qur’an (The Interpretation of What is Ambiguous in the 
Qur’an), TafsTr Gharib al-Qur’an (Exegesis of Rare Words in the Qur’an), 
GharTb al-Qur’an (Rare Words in the Qur’an) and al-Qiraat.

Abu al-‘Abbas Muhammad ibn YazTd al-Mubarrad the grammarian 
(d. 286 AH) wrote Vrab al-Qur’an (Desinential Inflection in the Qur’an).

Abu ‘Abdillah Muhammad ibn Ayyub ibn Durays (d. 294 AH) wrote 
Fima Nazala bi Makkah wa Ma Nazala bi al-Madina (On That Which Was 
Revealed in Mecca and That Which Was Revealed in Medina) and Fadail 
al-Qur’an (Merits of the Qur’an).

Abu al-Qasim Sa‘d ibn ‘Abdillah al-Ash‘arI al-Qumml (d. 299 AH) wrote 
a comprehensive treatise on categories of verses in the Qur’an, which 
‘Allamah Majlis! came across and cited in chunks in his magnum opus, 
the encyclopedia called Bihar al-Anwar,

Abu 'Amr Muhammad ibn ‘Umar ibn Sa‘Td al-Bahill (d. 300 AH) wrote 
I'jdz al-Qur’an (Inimitability of the Qur’an), the first book by this title to 
appear, and which examines the inimitable quality of the Qur’an.

The Fourth Century
The fourth century was marked by the flourishing of the Islamic 

sciences and a variety of arts, especially on the subject of the various 
facets of the Qur’an.

One of those to write on Qur’anic sciences at the beginning of this 
century was Muhammad ibn YazTd al-Wasitl (d. 306 AH), one of the finest 
theologians and the author of al-Imamah (The Imamate). Ibn al-NadTm says 
he had a book on 1‘jaz al-Qur’an fi Nazmihi wa Ta’llfih (The Inimitability of 
the Qur’an With Regard to Its Coherence and Composition). It is said that 
he was the first to elaborate further on the inimitability of the Qur’an. 
Sheikh ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjan! wrote two brilliant commentaries on it.

Muhammad ibn Khalaf ibn Hayyan (d. 306 AH) wrote ‘Adad Ay al-Qur’an 
(The Number of Verses in the Qur’an).

Muhammad ibn Khalaf ibn Marzban (d. 309 AH) wrote al-HawifiVlum 
al-Qur’an (The All-in-One on Qur’anic Sciences) in 27 parts.

81 ‘Allamah Muhammad Baqir Majlis!, Bihar al-Anwar (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Wafa’ 
1403 q.), vol. 93, 97.
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Abu Muhammad al-Hasan ibn Musa al-Nawbakht! (d. circa 310 
AH) wrote al-Tanzih wa Dhikr Mutashabihat al-Qur’an (The Refutation of 
Anthropomorphism and Discussion of the Passages of the Qur’an Capable 
of Sustaining More Than One Meaning).

Abu ‘Ali al-Hasan ibn ‘Ali al-TusI (d. 312 AH) wrote Nazm al-Qur’an.
Abu Bakr ibn AbT Dawud ‘Abdullah ibn Sulayman al-SijistanT (d. 316 

AH) wrote al-Masahif, al-Nasikh wa al-Mansukh and a treatise on divergent 
recitations.

Abu ‘Abdillah Muhammad ibn Ahmad ibn Hazm al-AndalusT (d. 320 
AH) wrote al-Nasikh wa al-Mansukh.

The authority on literature and linguist ‘Allamah Abu Bakr Muhammad 
ibn al-Hasan al-AzdT, known as Ibn Durayd (d. 321 AH), wrote a book on 
rare words in the Qur’an called Gharib al-Qur’an.

Abu Zayd Ahmad ibn Sahl al-Balkhl (d. 322 AH) wrote Ma Ughliqa Min 
Gharib al-Qur’an (The Most Complicated Rare Words in the Qur’an), al-Huruf 
al-Muqattaah fi Awa’il al-Suwar (The Disjointed Letters at the Beginning 
of Chapters), al-Bahth ‘an Kaypyyat al-Ta’wilat (Study on How to Carry Out 
the Various Kinds of Exegesis) and other books.

Abu Bakr Ahmad ibn Musa al-‘AtshT, known as Ibn Mujahid (d. 324 
AH), wrote his famous book al-Sab‘ah (The Seven) on the seven different 
recitations. It was he who limited them to seven.

Abu Bakr Ahmad ibn Ali ibn Ikhshld (d. 326 AH) wrote Nazm al-Qur’an.
Thiqat al-Islam, Muhammad ibn Ya'qub al-Kulaynl (d. 329 AH), wrote 

Fada’il al-Qur’an, which he included in the sublime al-Usul min al-Kafi.
Abu Bakr Muhammad ibn al-‘AzTz al-SijistanT (d. 330 AH) is famous for 

his book on Gharib al-Qur’an which he called Nuzhat al-Qulub (Delight of the 
Hearts), arranged in alphabetical order and completed in fifteen years.

Abu Ja'far Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Nahhas (d. 338 AH) wrote I‘rab 
al-Qur’an, al-Nasikh wa al-Mansukh and Maani al-Qur’an.

Abu ‘Abdillah Muhammad ibn Ibrahim known as Ibn AbT Zaynab al- 
Katib al-Nu‘manI (d. around 350 AH) wrote about categories of verses 
of the Qur’an which ‘Allamah MajlisI cited in Bihar al-Anwar.62 He was a 
close friend of al-Kulaynl and scribed al-Kafi for him.

Abu Muhammad al-Qassab Muhammad ibn Ali al-Karkhl (d. circa 360 
AH) wrote Nukat al-Qur’an (Subtleties of the Qur’an).

82 See MajlisI, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 93, 3.
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Abu Bakr Ahmad ibn Ali al-RazT al-Jassas (d. 370 AH) wrote about 
laws contained in the Qur’an (Ahkam al-Qur’an). It is a comprehensive 
and overflowing book printed in three large volumes, and is the most 
complete and most useful book on the subject.

Abu ‘Ali al-FarisT (d. 377 AH), one of the luminaries of the Imamiyyah, 
is one of those who signalled the heyday of the fourth century in terms 
of merit, nobility and literary achievement. He wrote al-Hujjah ftal-Qiraat 
(The Proof on Divergent Recitations), which is the best, most complete 
and most accurate book on the subject.

Abu al-Hasan Ali ibn ‘Isa al-Rummanl (d. 384 AH) wrote al-Nukat ft 
Ijaz al-Qur’an (Subtleties on the Inimitability of the Qur’an) and a short 
treatise pervaded with a deep theological flavour on polemical Mu'tazilism.

Abu al-Hasan ‘Abbad al-Taliqanl (d. 385 AH), the father of al-Sahib ibn 
Abbad, wrote a book on laws contained in the Qur’an (Ahkam al-Qur’an).

Abu Muhammad ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Qayrawani (d. 386 
AH), one of the north African luminaries of jurisprudence, wrote a book 
on the inimitability of the Qur’an.

Muhammad ibn ‘Ali al-Adfawi (d. 388 AH) wrote al-Istighna (Sufficiency) 
in a hundred parts on Qur’anic sciences. The author of al-TalV al-Safd 
(Fortuitous Star) had seen twenty of them.

One of Zayd ibn al-Khattab’s grandsons, Abu Sulayman Hamad ibn 
Muhammad ibn Ibrahim al-Khattabl al-Bustl (meaning from Bust in the 
lands of Kabul) (d. 388 AH), wrote a short treatise on Bayan Vjaz al-Qur’an 
(Explanation of the Inimitability of the Qur’an) in which he treated the 
subject expertly, demonstrating its incomparability, explaining it in terms 
of coherence and that its arrangement and the selection of words are 
completely appropriate to their context. It may be the most complete study 
to ever appear which explores this aspect of the inimitability of the Qur’an.

Abu al-Fath ‘Uthman ibn JinnI (d. 392 AH) wrote Al-Muhtasab, shedding 
light on the reasons for deviant recitations.

Al-QadI (the Judge) Abu Bakr Muhammad ibn al-Tayyib al-Baqillanl (d. 
403 AH) wrote Vjaz al-Qur’an (The Inimitability of the Qur’an) and Nukat 
al-Intisar (Points of Triumph) on divergent recitations, and the gathering 
together and compilation of the Qur’an.

Abu al-Hasan Muhammad ibn al-Hasan al-Sharlf al-Radl (d. 404 
AH) wrote Talkhfs al-Bayan ft Majazat al-Qur’an (Abridged Explanation of
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Metaphors in the Qur'an) and Haqa’iq al-Ta’wilftMutashabih al-Tanzil (Truths 
about Interpretation of Revelation Capable of Sustaining More Than One 
Interpretation), of which only the fifth part has been found. Mu’assassat 
Muntada al-Nashr (The Publication Forum Foundation) in the Holy City 
of Najaf happened across it, checked it and prepared it for publication in 
the year 1355 AH. Thereafter, it was printed in Najaf and Beirut.

Hie Fifth Century
In the fifth century, the Judge Abu Zar‘a ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Muhammad 

(d. circa 410 AH) wrote Hujjat al-Qiraat (The Proofs of Divergent Recitations), 
following the example of al-Hujjah ft al-Qiraat by Abu Ali al-FarisI and 
copying its style and methodology. It was printed at Benghazi University 
in Tunis and thereafter several editions were printed in Beirut.

Abu al-Qasim Hibatullah ibn Salamah (d. 410 AH) wrote al-Nasikh wa 
al-Mansukh.

Abu ‘Abdillah Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn al-Nu‘man (d. 413 AH), 
who was known as al-Sheikh al-Mufid (The Enlightening Sheikh), wrote 
a book on Tjaz al-Qur’an and al-Bayan (The Explanation), on the various 
kinds of Qur’anic sciences.

Abu al-Hasan ‘Imad al-DTn al-Qadl‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 410 AH), the 
Mu'tazilite theologian, wrote Mutashabih al-Qur’an in two parts and Tanzih 
al-Qur’an ‘an al-Matain (Declaring the Qur’an to Be Unharmed by Attacks).

Abu al-Qasim al-Husayn ibn Ali (d. 418 AH), the Imami Moroccan 
vizier, the grandson of Ibn AbT Zaynab and of Persian origin, wrote Khasais 
al-Qur’an (Unique Features of the Qur’an).

Muhammad ibn ‘Abdullah al-Iskafi (d. 421 AH), known as al-‘Allamah 
al-Musaddad (the Guided and Most Learned One), wrote Durrat al-Tanzil 
wa Ghurrat al-Ta’wil (The Pearl of Revelation and the Best Interpretation) 
on the allegorical passages in the Qur’an. It also contains wise sayings 
and proverbs from Qur’anic verses.

Abu al-Hasan Ali ibn Ibrahim ibn Sa‘id al-Hufi (d. 430 AH) wrote al- 
Burhan ftVlum al-Qur’an (The Rational Demonstration on Qur’anic Sciences), 
a study and exegesis of the Qur’an.

Abu al-Ma‘al7 al-Sharlf al-Murtada ‘Alam al-Huda Ali ibn al-Husayn 
al-MusawI (d. 436 AH) wrote al-Durar wa al-Ghurar (The Pearls and the 
Finest) and al-Mudih min Jihat Vjaz al-Qur’an (The Expounder of the Aspect
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of the Inimitability of the Qur’an), in which he discussed the inimitability 
of the Qur’an from the viewpoint of the Obstruction Theory (Sarfah).83

Abu Muhammad MakkI ibn AbTTalib (d. 437 AH) wrote aI-Kashf‘an Wujuh 
al-Qiraat al-Sab‘ (Light on the Reasons for the Seven Ways of Reciting) in 
two large parts, a brilliant work wherein he discusses comprehensively 
the reasons for the divergent recitations and the proofs for them.

Abu ‘Amr al-DanT (d. 444 AH) wrote al-Taysir on the seven divergent 
recitations, al-Muhkam (The Strong) on dots in the text, and al-Muqm 
(The Fulfilling Book) on the orthography of the Qur’anic codices of the 
various metropolises. They are highly respected books on this subject.

Abu Muhammad Ali ibn Ahmad ibn SaTd (d. 456 AH), known as Ibn 
Hazm al-Zahir! (The Literalist) al-AndalusI, wrote a treatise on well-known 
recitations which were circulating widely enough in the metropolises 
for one to be sure of their validity.

In the introduction to his exegesis al-Tibyan (The Exposition), Abu 
Ja'far Muhammad ibn al-Hasan al-TusT (d. 460 AH) has splendid discussions 
on various matters pertaining to the Qur’an in which he refutes the 
beliefs in the allegations of alteration in the Qur’an, and shows that 
their attribution to the Shi'a Imamiyya - who are far from holding such 
beliefs - to be false. He also discusses other matters by providing well- 
established rational arguments.

Al-Khatlb (The Preacher) al-NTshaburl al-Hasan ibn al-Husayn al- 
KhuzaT (d. circa 460 AH) authored fjaz al-Qur’an.

Abu al-Hasan Ali ibn Ahmad al-Wahidl (d. 468 AH) wrote Asbab al- 
Nuzul (The Causes of Revelation), Fadail al-Qur’an, Nafy al-Tahrif‘an al- 
Qur’an (Refuting the Allegation that the Qur’an Has Been Altered) and 
other treatises in which he discussed matters pertaining to the Qur’an.

Abu Bakr ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjanl (d. 471 AH) authored Asrar al-Balaghah 
(Secrets of Eloquence), Dala’il al-Ijaz (Proofs of Inimitability) and thirdly 
al-Shafiyah (The Curative), in which he plays devil’s advocate by challenging 
the Qur’an and demonstrating the inability of the Arab poets to match it.

83 The theory of Sarfah holds that although imitating the Qur’an is potentially possible 
for ordinary man based on human capacities and talents, however, God in one way 
or another obstructs them from doing so [Editor].
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Abu ‘Abdillah Muhammad ibn Shurayh al-Ru‘aynT (d. 476 AH), one of 
the luminaries from Seville, abridged al-Hujjah by Abu Ali al-FarisT and 
wrote a book on divergent recitations entitled al-Kafi (The Sufficient).

Abu Ma'shar ‘Abd al-Karlm ibn ‘Abd al-Samad al-Tabari (d. 478 AH) wrote 
al-TalkhTs (The Summary) on eight divergent readings - the established 
seven plus Ya'qub’s. He also has books entitled al-Waqfwa al-Ibtida’, Hija 
al-Masahif (Alphabetical Index of Codices), al-‘Adad (Numbers) and others.

Abu al-Qasim al-Husayn ibn Muhammad al-Raghib al-Isfahanl (d. 
502 AH) wrote al-Mufradat f\ GharTb al-Qur’an (The Vocabulary of Rare 
Words in the Qur’an). This work is astonishing in its excellence. He also 
wrote al-Muqaddimah (The Introduction), in which he discusses various 
matters pertaining to the Qur’an, especially studies linked to exegesis, 
its conditions and its etiquette. It is an excellent and sublime book. It is 
like an introduction to his exegesis al-Jami‘ (The Encyclopedia).

Abu al-Qasim Mahmud ibn Hamzah al-Kirmanl (d. 505 AH) wrote Asrar 
al-Tikrarfi al-Qur’an (The Secrets behind Repetitions in the Qur’an), ‘Aja’ib 
al-Qur’an (Wonders of the Qur’an) and Lubab al-Ta’ml (The Quintessence 
of Interpretation).

Abu Hamid al-Ghazall (d. 505 AH) wroteJawahir al-Qur’an (The Jewels 
of the Qur’an), in which he discusses the link between the Qur’an, the 
humanities and the secrets of nature, as well as the section in Ihya ‘Ulum 
al-DTn (The Revival of the Religious Sciences) he dedicated to a discussion 
of matters pertaining to the Qur'an.”

As for my own work, from the time I first learned how to read I have 
been busy studying matters concerning the Holy Qur’an and reading books 
about its various facets. I derived from that such immense enjoyment that 
I waded into its depths. Indeed, it is a pressing need which every Muslim 
has to familiarise himself with if he aspires to be a strong support for this 
pure religion. I started studying the appropriate subject matter carefully 
and diligently, making notes on what I had read, either censuring views 
which I doubted or admiring what I thought to be original ideas.

84 The author continues listing works of later centuries up to the present time, which 
we decided to omit in this abridgement. He emphasises that these are but a sample 
of the most important works on the subject. What follows here is the story of his 
own venture into the field of Qura’nic studies and the motives behind his extensive 
research on the topic [Editor].
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Now, years later, a huge number of those large notebooks have 
accumulated and I have started putting them in order. They are even 
good enough to constitute a book with chapters and sections on various 
Qur’anic studies. I have called it al-Tamhid (The Introduction) because 
I have made these studies an introduction to my exegesis al-Wasit (The 
Intermediate). I ask the Almighty to grant me the success to complete 
it, and that I may have served my generation of Muslims with new views 
on the Holy Qur’an which might not be found elsewhere, or which may 
be in large volumes that are difficult for them to digest or beyond the 
general public’s understanding.

What strengthened my resolve to complete this humble work was 
that, even though they had once been rich, I detected an absence in the 
Shi’a libraries of our times of books that deal exhaustively with Qur’anic 
studies, apart from a few documents dealing with certain aspects of 
the Qur’an. Many other aspects remained in obscurity, and should the 
researcher wish to apprise himself of the Shi’a opinion in the light of the 
school of Ahl al-Bayt he would be unable to find them.

Thus, I began studying works and views, criticising them objectively, 
scrutinising them against confirmed historical sources and traditions 
that either had been reported so widely as to generate certainty of their 
authenticity, or were surrounded by indubitable contextual evidence.

The extent of the deviation which took hold of many leading critics 
and researchers due to their rushed judgment, or their fanatical devotion 
to a madhhab or a particular way of investigating opinions and works, 
will be revealed through the discussions coming up. I did not conclude 
a matter until I was sure of its correctness and certain of its purity of 
origin to the best of my efforts.

Neither during the time I lived in the Holy City of Najaf (1379-1391 
AH), nor after I migrated to the Holy City of Qum (at the end of 1391), did 
I neglect delivering university lectures to students of the higher religious 
institutes, and giving them the opportunity to debate amongst themselves. 
This was with the purpose of complete circumspection regarding whatever 
new views I had breathed fresh life into, and leaving it up to consensus 
to decide on matters which I had resolved to settle once and for all.
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The Phenomenon of Revelation

The linguistic meaning of wahy
Wahy means to pass information on quickly and secretly, whether 

by way of a signal, whisper or secret note. Anything passed swiftly to 
someone in order to make him understand is wahy.

The Almighty said of Zakarlyya:

So he emerged before his people from the Temple, and signalled (awha) 
to them that they should glorify God morning and evening (19:11).

So he came forth to his people and made some kind of sign to them. 
According to al-Raghib:

The root meaning of wahy is a quick signal. On account of its 
incorporating the meaning of speed one says, amrun wahyun, 
meaning a quick instruction. That can be orally by way of signal or 
insinuation, or it could be by way of a disjointed sound, signalling 
with one of one’s limbs or in writing.85

Ibn Faris explains:

W-h-y is a root which means to pass on knowledge in secret or 
in some other way to someone else. Wahy can be a signal. Wahy 
can be a book or message. Everything you pass to someone else 
to let him know is wahy, no matter how it is done.86

It may be that the wider meaning accorded by Ibn Faris to the concept 
/ wahy was part of the original meaning for which it was coined. However, 

it became used for that which is secret.
Abu Ishaq says:

85 Abu al-Qasim al-Husayn ibn Muhammad, known as al-Raghib al-Isfahani, al-Mufradat 
fiGharib al-Quran (Cairo: Matba'at Mustafa al-Bablal-Halabl, 1381 q.), 515.
86 Ibn Faris, Mujam Maqayis al-Lughah, 6:93.
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The root meaning of wahy throughout the language is to let someone 
know secretly. That is why inspiration (ilham) is known as wahy.

Ibn Birr! writes:

Waha ilayhi and awha mean that he spoke to him in words which he 
hid from everyone else. Also, waha and awha mean ‘he signalled.’

It may be that the meaning of secrecy is on account of the speed in 
it. A quick signal is normally inherently hidden from anyone else apart 
from the person who is being signalled to. One says mawtun wahyun,, 
meaning a quick death. Al-waha al-waha comes from it, meaning: ‘Hurry! 
Hurry!’ One says that when one is in a hurry.

And al-Zamakhsharl comments:

Awha ilayhi and awma mean the same thing (he signalled to him).
One says wahaytu ilayhi or awhaytu if one said to him what one 
had hidden from everyone else. Tawahha means hurry.

Wahy in the Qur’an
The Qur’an uses wahy in four senses:
1. The same dictionary meaning: a secret signal. It appears in the 

verse mentioned above in Surah Maryam (19:11).
2. A deep-seated natural instinct; it is natural disposition of things; 

the sense of communicating by words is metaphorically borrowed to 
refer to communication through a thing’s essence. This is because of 
the secrecy common to the way in which the information is passed and 
received in both cases. Because wahy is telling someone secretly, it is 
appropriate to borrow it to refer metaphorically to all hidden, natural 
feelings, including what appears in the following verse:

And thy Lord inspired (awha) the bee, saying: ‘Choose thou habitations 
in the hills and in the trees and in that which they thatch. Then eat of all 
fruits, and follow the ways of thy Lord, made smooth (for thee)'( 16:68-69).

The bee follows its instinct and allows itself to be guided by the depth 
of its natural disposition, subject to the instinct of organised toil which 
has been placed in it. Hence it does not stray from that path.

Another example is the Almighty’s Words:
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...and inspired (awha) in each heaven its mandate (41:12),

meaning ‘He destined.’
3. Spiritual inspiration; a feeling or sensation inside, the source of 

which sometimes seems a mystery. One might think it is from God, but 
it may be from some other source.

This meaning is known to spiritualists as telepathy (mental 
communication at a distance). It is a momentary secret inspiration the 
source of which is unknown. They say that it is an idea which passes 
from one person’s mind to another’s, even though the distance between 
the two of them may be great. Alternatively, it is thought to be spiritual 
instruction from high or low spirits. It is also said that it is an idea from 
the All-Merciful which the angels inspire. They blow it into the heart 
of a person whom God wants to guide. Conversely, it may be satanic 
whispering which demonic jinns recite to lead a person astray.

An example of inspiration by the All-Merciful is the following:

And We inspired (awhayna) the mother of Moses, saying: ‘Suckle him 
and, when thou fearest for him, then cast him into the river and fear 
not nor grieve. Lo! We shall bring him back unto thee and shall make 
him (one) of Our messengers’ (28:7).

According to al-Azharl:

Wahy here means instruction delivered by God to her heart. What 
comes next indicates - but God knows best - that it is inspiration 
from God to inform her, to reassure her, ‘for We shall return him 
to thee...’ It is said that wahy means inspiration here. It is possible 
that God sent instruction to her heart that he would be returned 
to her and that he would be a Messenger. However, informing her 
is a clearer meaning for wahy in this place.87

Sheikh Muffd understood wahy here to mean secretly communicating, 
as his book Awa’il al-Maqalat says. However, in his book Tashfh al-Vtiqad he 
construes it as a dream (manam), or words which Moses’ mother heard 
in a dream. He says, by way of an explanation of wahy:

87 Muhammad ibn Mukarram Ibn Manzur, Lisan al-Arab (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1968), vol. 
15,380.
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The original meaning of wahy is talking secretly. It may be used 
for anything intended to make the other person understand 
whilst keeping it secret from everyone else.

As for using wahy to refer to Satan’s whisperings and his enticement 
to evil thoughts and corruption, it appears in the Almighty’s Words:

Thus have We appointed unto every prophet an adversary - devils of 
men and jinn who inspire (yuhi) in one another plausible discourse 
through guile (6:112).

God also says:

Indeed the devils do inspire (layuhuna) their minions to dispute with 
you... (6:121);

which is explained by His Words:

...the sneaking whisperer, who whispereth in the hearts of mankind, of 
the jinn and of mankind (114:4-6).

The Almighty’s Words also use wahy to refer to commands which God 
inspires in the angels for them to perform immediately:

When thy Lord inspired (yuhi) the angels, (saying): I am with you. So 
make those who believe stand firm (8:12).

The use of wahy to refer to a message God passes to one of His prophets, 
with or without an angel as intermediary, is a fourth meaning used in 
the Qur’an, and is the subject of the discussion in the following section.

88

The Revelation of a Message (al-Wahy al-Risali) 
‘Revelation of a message’ is a fourth meaning used in the Qur’an in 

more than seventy places, by referring to the Qur’an as wahy passed 
down to the Prophet:

We relate unto thee (Muhammad) the best of narratives, in that We have 
revealed (awhayna) to thee this Quran (12:3).

88 Sheikh Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn Numan al-Mufid, Awa’il al-Maqalat ft al- 
Madhahib wa al-Mukhtarat (Qum: DavarT, 1370 q.), 39, and al-Mufrd, Tashihu 1‘tiqadat 
al-Imamiyyah (Qum: International Congress on the Thousandth Anniversary of the 
Birth of Sheikh Mufid, 1413 q.), 56.
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And thus We have revealed (awhayna) to thee an Arabic Qur’an, that 
thou mayest wam the Mother of Cities and all around her (42:7).

Recite that which has been revealed to thee (uhiya ilayka) of the 
Book (29:45).

The phenomenon of wahy as God’s Message is the primary characteristic 
distinguishing the prophets from pretenders and inspired reformers 
endowed with genius. Among the messengers, Muhammad was not 
unprecedented in having this prophetic characteristic, and he was not the 
first to address the people in the name of heavenly revelation (wa/iy). Hence, 
there is no surprise in his being selected for such a mission. Throughout 
mankind’s wearyjourney, there have been accompanying reformers who 
have called out to invite people to God in the name of revelation (wahy) 
and the propagation of God’s Message.

Is it a wonder for mankind that We have revealed (awhayna) to a man 
among them, saying: ‘Warn mankind and bring unto those who believe 
the good tidings that they have a sure footing with their Lord7 The 
unbelievers say, ‘Lo! this is a mere sorcerer (10:2).

To rebut this strange rejection, the Qur’an says:

We have revealed (awhayna) to thee as We revealed to Noah and the 
prophets after him, and We revealed (awhayna) to Abraham, Ishmael 
and Isaac and Jacob and the tribes, and Jesus and Job and Jonah and 
Aaron and Solomon, and as We imparted unto David the Psalms; and 
messengers We have mentioned unto thee before and messengers We have 
not mentioned unto thee; and God spake directly unto Moses (4:163-164).

Revelation of a message (al-wahy al-risali) does not extend far beyond 
the dictionary meaning, given that it is a secret communication. It is a 
hidden link between God and His Messenger. It manifests in three forms, 
as this verse tells us:

And it was not [vouchsafed] to any mortal that God should speak to him 
unless (it be) by revelation (wahyan) or from behind a veil, or [that] He 
sendeth a messenger to reveal (fayuhi) what He will by His leave. Lo!
He is Exalted, Wise (42:51).
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The first form is a casting into the heart and a blowing into the soul. 
The second is speaking from behind a veil by creating a voice in the air 
that reaches the Prophet’s ears.89 Since the form of the Speaker is unseen, 
the likeness of speaking from behind a veil is given. The third form is the 
sending to the Prophet of an angel, who may be either visible or invisible 
to him, although the Message is audible.

Thus the difference between revelation to a Messenger and all other 
kinds of secret communication is the aspect of its supernatural origin, 
transcending matter. It is secret communication from the world above.

Observation:
Since a revelation is a spiritual phenomenon, the place to where it 

descends to a prophet is his heart (his inner person, his soul), regardless 
of whether it is a revelation directly from God or through an intermediary 
such as Gabriel. The Almighty said:

For he it is who has revealed it to your heart (2:97).

Which the True Spirit has brought down upon thy heart, that thou 
mayest be (one) of the warners (26:193-194).

The heart is the essence of something and its true reality.
Sayyid Tabataba’T writes in this regard:

This is an allusion to the manner in which he received the Qur’an, 
and to the fact that that which received it from the Spirit was his 
noble soul without the involvement of external senses which are 
tools to perceive specific things in the outside world. He would 
see the form of the angel and hear the voice of revelation, but not 
with this physical sense of hearing or sight. Otherwise, it would 
have been something common to him and to other people, and 
he would not have heard or seen to the exclusion of everyone 
else. So the pangs of revelation took hold of him while he was 
among the people and he would receive revelation without anyone 
present knowing about it.90

But not with the physical ear. The Almighty said: For he (Gabriel) it is w/io hath revealed 
it to thy heart (2:97).
90 Al-Sayyid Muhammad Husayn TabatabaT, al-MTzan ft Tafsir al-Qur'an (Tehran: Dar 
al-Kutub al-Islamiyyah, 1392 q.), vol. 15, 346: ‘the mill of revelation’; the severity of its

89
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Details on the ways in which the Message was revealed, and what the 
Prophet would be exposed to, will be discussed later.

Explanation of the Revelation of the Message
The revelation of the Message is a type of direct spiritual link between 

the heavenly host and the Messenger’s inner personality. This is because of 
exceptional traits within him which qualify him for this unique supernatural 
link. Hence, the spiritual revelations, in which he clearly sees the high 
heavens without confusion and without vagueness, are made possible 
for him. Such a revelation is different from being inspired with vague 
knowledge, as its source is as clear as the noonday sun, in contrast to 
inspiration, the source of which is a mystery to the person who is inspired.

Similarly, it is different from drawing inspiration from within oneself, 
insofar as the latter is reflecting personal thoughts which have accumulated 
and which sometimes become clear, perhaps without one’s realising 
it. Revelation to a Messenger is drawn from outside the self, from the 
Heavenly Host, from the presence of the Lord of All Worlds. It is known 
to the Prophet with certainty, without hesitation or doubt, that what 
has been revealed to him is a revelation from heaven. Hence, he is not 
fearful or anxious, as we shall discuss in more detail.

Ways in Which a Message Is Revealed

It is not fitting for a man that God should speak to him except by revelation 
or from behind a veil, or by the sending of a messenger to reveal, with 
God’s permission, what God wills: for He is Most High, Most Wise (42:51).

Three ways for the revelation of a message are alluded to in the 
x>ve verse. Here by revelation indicates that it is like an inspiration and 
flashing within the Prophet’s soul, casting within him what seems to 
e a brilliant page written on his soul. This type of revelation may also 

occur in a vision or dream.
Or from behind a veil is when God speaks to him in plain speech; he 

hears the sound without seeing a form, in the way God spoke to Moses 
by creating a voice in the air, shrilling in his ears, or coming at him from 
everywhere, and likewise in the way He spoke to the Prophet on the Night

discomfort and pain.
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of the Ascension (al-mi'raj). Speaking from behind a veil is a metonym 
likening God to someone speaking while hidden away. Alternatively, 
what is meant by the veil is figurative, on account of the enormous gulf 
separating the perfection of the Necessary Being from the imperfection 
of the contingent beings.

Or by the sending of a messenger, that is, one of the angels, to reveal, by 
God’s permission, what God wills, by either casting it upon his hearing or 
reverberating in his heart.

And thus (i.e., in either of these three ways - inspiration, speech 
or by sending an angel)91 have We revealed to thee a Spirit of Our 
command; thou knowest not (before) what was the Book and what was 
faith; but We have made it (the Qur’an) a Light, wherewith We guide 
such of Our servants as We will; and verily thou dost guide (men) to the 
straight way (42:52)

These methods of revelation are meant generally. As for the Prophet 
Muhammad, revelation would sometimes come to him in dreams - this 
was mostly at the beginning of his prophethood - and at other times 
as direct revelation from God without an angel as intermediary, and 
thirdly, with Gabriel as an intermediary. However, the Qur’anic revelation 
was exclusively via the latter two - either directly or with an angelic 
intermediary. Some details follow.

1- Dreams which came true

The Revelation started with dreams which came true. The Prophet 
would not have any dream which did not come true like the break 
of dawn - a metonym for a shining radiance which would reveal 
itself to his soul as a prelude to the outpouring of the Holy Spirit.
At such a time he preferred being alone, and he would spend time 
in solitude in the Cave at Hira’, seeking religious purification 
(yatahannath)92 for several nights before returning to his wife.
He would thus prepare himself, then go back to Khadijah, who

91 Majlis!, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18, 246.
92 Tahannuth or tahannuf means inclining towards purity, which is the servant’s worship 
as a means of purification. Ibn Hisham says, The Arabs say al-tahannuth or al-tahannuf. 
They use a fa' instead of a thah as in jadath and jadaf, meaning ‘grave.” He also says, 
‘Abu ‘Ubaydah told me that the Arabs say fumma instead of thumma (for ‘then’).’ See
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would once more give him provisions to return again to Hira’, 
where on one such occasion the Truth took him by surprise and 
the angel came to him and said: Recite.

Ali ibn Ibrahim al-Qumml reports:

When the Prophet turned thirty-seven, he would in his sleep see 
as if someone was coming towards him, calling him, ‘Messenger 
of God.’ He was like that for a while throughout which time he 
hid it, when all of a sudden one day, while he was herding one 
of Abu Talib’s flocks, in the crevices between the mountains he 
saw a person say to him, ‘Messenger of God!’ He asked him, ‘Who 
are you?’ He replied, ‘I am Gabriel. God sent me to you to appoint 
you as a Messenger.’93

Imam al-Baqir is reported to have said:

A prophet, he it is who sees a vision like Abraham’s in his sleep 
and like the effects of prophethood that the Messenger of God [the 
Prophet Muhammad] would see before revelation until Gabriel 
brought him the Message from God.94

What he means by ‘before revelation’ is before the revelation of the 
message which he was commanded to propagate, because this explanation 
is an interpretation of the concept of a ‘prophet’ before he becomes a 
‘messenger.’ It is a person who has received a revelation without being 
commanded to propagate it. He is spiritually linked to the Heavenly Host 
and the heavens are revealed to him, as happened to our Prophet shortly 
before his prophetic mission.

Sadr al-DTn al-ShlrazT writes in this regard:

This means that his holy self had the attribute of prophethood 
and the Message came to him from God covertly and secretly 
before he had the attribute of being a Messenger, that is, Gabriel’s 
visibly descending on him with audible speech. In other words,

Muhammad ibn Ishaq, corrected by Abu Muhammad ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Hisham, al-Sirat 
al-Nabawiyyah (Cairo: Muhammad Ali Subayh & Sons, 1963), vol. 1,251.
93 MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18,184, hadith 184; vol. 14,194, hadith 30.
94 Abu Ja'far Muhammad ibn Ya'qub ibn Ishaq al-Kulayn! al-RazT, al-Kap(Tehran: Dar 
al-Kutub al-Islamiyyah, 1363 s.), vol 1,176; MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18, 266.
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Gabriel only came to him in visible form once he had all the means 
of accomplished prophets like Abraham - dreams which came 
true, consecutive notifications, true knowledge of things and 
revelations of hidden things. In a nutshell, the Prophet’s inside 
and soul attained perfection before the attribute hidden in him 
crossed into the open, thus characterising his outside with the 
attribute of his inside, in harmony with it. The former is the end 
of the journey from creature to the Truth, and the latter is the 
end of the journey from the Truth via the Truth to the creature.95

It is agreed that, at times, dreams which came true were the means by 
which he was sent revelation, and sometimes knowledge would be passed 
to him in dreams, as the Commander of the Faithful said, ‘Prophets’ dreams 
are revelation.’96 However, none of that was the Qur’an. The Quranic 
revelation never happened to him in a dream, even though it is true 
that some of his dreams were causes for Qur’anic revelations, as we are 
told in the verse:

Truly did God fulfil the vision for His messenger: Ye shall enter the Sacred 
Mosque, if God wills... (48:27).

For the Prophet had seen this during the year of Hudaybiyyah (sixth 
year AH), and it came true during the year of the Conquest (Year eight AH). 

Also there is the verse:

We granted the vision which We showed thee, but as a trial for men - as 
also the cursed tree (mentioned) in the Qur'an (17:60).

Ibn AbTHatim, Ibn Mardawayh, al-Bayhaql and Ibn ‘Asakir cite Sa‘Td 
ibn al-Musayyab as saying that:

The Messenger of God saw the Umayyads on the pulpits. That saddened 
him and so God revealed to him: It is just worldly gain which they 
have been given. And this is the meaning of We granted the vision...97

95 Sadr al-DTn ShTrazT, Sharh Usui al-Kap, lithograph (Tehran: Maktabah MahmudT, 
1391 q.), vol.3,454.
96 Abu Ja'far Muhammad ibn al-Hasan TusT, al-AmalF(Qum: Dar al-Thaqafah, 1414 q.), 
315; MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 11, 64.
97 Jalal al-DTn ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn AbTBakr al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur (Beirut: Dar 
al-Fikr, 1993), vol. 4,191; Abuja'far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayanp 
Tafsir al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, 1972), vol. 15,77.
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Nevertheless, some have stated that Surah al-Kawthar was revealed to 
the Messenger of God in a dream, on account of Anas ibn Malik’s narration:

While the Messenger of God was among us, he dozed off. He then 
raised his head, smiling, and we asked, ‘What made you laugh, 
Messenger of God?’ He said, ‘A chapter was just (anifan) revealed to 
me.’ So he recited: In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate:
Surely We have given thee abundance...(l08:l)

Al-Rafi‘T says about this:

They understood from that that the chapter was revealed during 
that nap. However, what is more likely is that al-Kawthar, which 
had been revealed to him prior to that, came to his mind during 
that slumber and so he recited it to them and explained it to them.

He further says:

It could also be construed as the state which would possess him 
when revelation came down upon him. It is referred to as the 
paroxysm of revelation. It is a lethargy similar to sleepiness which 
would affect him from the weight of the revelation.

Jalal al-DTn opines:

What al-Rafi‘T says is extremely sound. The second explantion is 
more correct than the first, because the term anifan negates the 
possibility of its having been revealed prior to that [since anif 
means shortly before this time]. In fact it was revealed in that 
state. The lethargy was not the lethargy of sleep. On the contrary, 
it was the state which possessed him when revelation occurred."

98

However, it should be noted that Surah al-Kawthar is Meccan without 
any doubt. This is the majority opinion among exegetes to such 
an overwhelming extent that it nearly reaches indubitability 
(tawatur).100 It was revealed in Mecca when the pagans found fault

98 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6,401.
99 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, Vol. 1,65-66.
100 Reported through so many different chains of transmission as to generate certainty 
of its authenticity. [Trans.]
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in him for being abtar - not having any children - or for being 
cut off from his people - ostracised.

Thus, when his son ‘Abdullah died, the Quraysh went to each other 
to give each other the ‘good’ news. They said: ‘This juvenile one 
was cut off (butira) tonight.’101

And Ibn ‘Abbas reports:

The Messenger of God entered through the Safa Gate and went 
out through the Marwah Gate. Al-‘As ibn Wa’il al-SahmT met him 
and went back to the Quraysh. The Quraysh said to him, ‘Whom 
did you just meet, Abu ‘Amr?’ He said, ‘That abtar,’ by which he 
meant the Prophet, and so God, Sublime is His Majesty, revealed 
Surah al-Kawthar to console His Prophet’s pure soul.

Further, Anas had not reached twenty years of age at the time of 
the Prophet’s death. Thus, when he came to Medina, he was a child who 
was no older than nine. It is said he was eight years old. How can we be 
sure of a hadith from him which contradicts the unanimous agreement 
that the opposite was the case, i.e., that it was revealed in Mecca, the 
story behind which is reported by a number of sources which exceeds 
the level of tawatur?

This is a matter which gives credence to Imam RafiTs first choice. 
Alternatively, we disregard Anas’ tradition altogether.

It is true that Muslim and BayhaqT cite this narration from another 
source which does not contain ‘...was revealed to me.’ It says that the 
Prophet dozed off, then he raised his head and recited Surah al-Kawthar.

BayhaqT says:

This wording is more appropriate, because it does not contradict 
what the exegetes and panegyrists say - that the chapter entitled 
al-Kawthar was revealed in Mecca.103

102

101 Seejalal al-DTn ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn AbTBakr al-Suyutl, Lubab al-Nuqul ft Asbab al- 
Nuzul (in the margin of Tafslr al-Jalalayn, Cairo: Dar Ihya’ al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyyah, n.d.), 
vol. 2,142; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6,401.

‘Izz al-DTn Abu al-Hasan Ali ibn AbT al-Karam Ibn al-Athlr, Usd al-Ghabah pMa’rifat 
al-Sahabah (Tehran: Isma'TlTyan, n.d.), vol. 1,127.

Al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6, 401.

102

103
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2- Gabriels Descent
It was the angel Gabriel who brought the revelation down to the 

Prophet and recited it. Sometimes the Prophet would see him either in 
his original form - this happened twice - or resembling the form of a 
man called Dihyah ibn KhalTfah. At other times he would not see him, 
and the angel would just bring the revelation down upon the Prophet’s 
heart: With it [the Revelation] came down the Spirit of Faith and Truth [Gabriel] 
- to thy heart and mind (26:193-194).

In respect of Gabriel, an elaboration could be found in Surah al-Najm: 
Your companion [the Prophet] is neither astray nor being misled, nor does he say 
(aught) of (his own) desire. It is naught but a revelation sent down to him: he was 
taught by one mighty in power (53:2-5), meaning Gabriel, an emanation of 
the force of the Almighty’s Power. For he appeared (in stately form) (53:6), 
remaining firm in his original form - this was the first time at the outset 
of the Revelation; While he was in the higher (part of the) horizon (53:7), 
thereby blotting out everything between the east and the west. Then 
he approached and descended (53:8), coming closer to the Prophet... at a 
distance of but two bow-lengths or (even) nearer (53:9); and thus through 
the intermediary of Gabriel, So did (God) reveal to His servant [Muhammad] 
what He revealed (53:10). The (Prophets) (mind and) heart in no way falsified 
that which he saw (53:11), meaning that his heart discerned the truth of 
what his eyes saw. Will you then dispute with him concerning what he saw? 
For indeed he saw him at another descent - at another time on a lower level 
than the first - near the Lote Tree of the utmost boundary: near it is the Garden 
of Refuge. Behold, the Lote Tree was shrouded (in mystery unspeakable). (His) 
sight swerved not, nor did it go wrong (53:12-17). Therefore, what he saw 
was true reality, neither illusion nor imagination.

And in other verses:

Verily the Qur’an is a word (conveyed by) a noble messenger [Gabriel], 
endued with Power, with rank before the Lord of the Throne secure, 
with authority there, (and) faithful to his trust. And your companion 
[Muhammad] is not one possessed; and without a doubt he saw him 
[Gabriel] in the clear horizon - another allusion to the first occasion 
(81:19-23).

Ibn Mas‘ud said that the Messenger of God saw Gabriel in his true 
image only twice: once when he asked him if he could see him in his
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true form, and he showed him his true form, thus blocking the horizon, 
and the second time was when Gabriel took him up on the Night of the 
Ascension, to which the verse while he was in the higher horizon alludes.104

The truth is that the first of these two occasions was at the beginning 
of the Revelation at Hira’. Gabriel appeared to him in the form in which 
God had fashioned him, filling the sky’s horizon from the east to the west. 
The Prophet was extremely afraid of him, and so Gabriel came down to 
him in human form and hugged him to his chest. Thereafter, he would 
only come down to him in a beautiful human form.

The second time was when the Prophet asked him to do so, according 
to traditions. Gabriel had continued coming to him in human form, and 
so the Messenger of God asked him to show himself to him for a second 
time in the form in which God had fashioned him. So he showed him his 
form and blocked the horizon. Therefore, while he was in the higher horizon, 
refers to the first time while another time refers to the second time.105

The Messenger of God said, ‘Sometimes the angel appears to me in 
the form of a man and speaks to me, and I hear what he says.’106

Imam al-Sadiq comments:

Gabriel would come to the Prophet and not enter until he had 
asked permission. When he came in, he would sit before him the 
way a slave sits.

Moreover, whenever Gabriel appeared to the Messenger of God, he 
would appear in a form resembling Dihyah ibn KhalTfah al-KalbT, as Ibn 
Shihab says:

107

The Messenger of God would compare Dihyah al-KalbT with Gabriel 
whenever he appeared to him in human form. 108

104 Al-SuyutT, al-Durral-Manthur, vol. 6,123.
105TabrisI, Majma‘ al-Bay an, vol. 9,173, vol. 9,175; vol. 10,446; Muhammad al-Muhsin 
ibn Murtada ibn Mahmud al-Fayd al-Kashanl, al-SappTafsTral-Qur’an (Tehran: Maktabat 
al-Sadr, 1416 q.), vol. 2, 618.
106 Abu Abdillah Muhammad ibn Isma‘Tl Bukhari, Sahih al-Bukhari (Cairo: Matabi* al- 
Sha‘b, 1378 q.), vol. 1,3.

Al-Saduq, Kamal al-Din, 85,
Abu ‘Umar Yusuf ibn Ahmad Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, al-Isti‘ab p Mari fat al-Ashab bi Hamish 

al-Isabah (Cairo: al-Sa‘adah, 1328 q.), vol. 1, 474.

107

108
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That is because Dihyah was the most handsome man in Medina. 
Whenever he came to town, the girls would come out to look at him.109

The Messenger of God said, ‘Gabriel would come to me in the form of 
Dihyah al-Kalbf and, ‘Dihyah was a handsome man.’ However, It is likely 
that the latter phrase is from Anas, the narrator of the hadith.110 This 
form that resembled Dihyah caused the companions to imagine that he 
really was Dihyah. Hence, the Messenger of God would tell them not to 
come and see him if they saw Dihyah with him. He said, ‘If you see Dihyah 
al-Kalbl with me, no one should come and see me.’111

Gabriel would also appear in Dihyah’s form to the companions in 
battles like the one against Ban! Qurayzah, in the fifth year after the 
Hijra. The companions saw him on a white mule.112

Ali also saw him a number of times in the Prophet’s presence, speaking 
to him while the Prophet was asleep.113

Yet the angel also frequently brought down revelation to him without 
his seeing him, either by reciting to his ears with the Prophet listening 
attentively, or by inspiration in his heart that stayed there indelibly. The 
Almighty said:

Verily this is a Revelation from the Lord of the Worlds: with it came down 
the Spirit of Faith and Truth, to thy heart and mind, that thou mayest 
be one of the wamers, in a clear, Arabic tongue (26:192-195).

When the angel first started bringing him the Revelation, the Prophet 
feared he would forget the words. Hence, he would move his tongue and 
lips to try to remember it. Thus, he would immediately repeat every letter 
Gabriel recited to him, but the Almighty told him not to, promising him 
that it would be preserved and guarded by Him:

Move not thy tongue (with it) to make haste therewith. Indeed, upon 
Us is the collection (in thy heart) and to (make possible) its recitation.

109 Ibn Hajar, al-Isabah, vol. 1,473.
110 Ibn Hajar, al-Isabah, vol. 1,473; Ibn al-Athlr, Usd al-Ghdbah fiMa'rifat al-Sahabah, 
vol. 2,130.
111 Majlis!, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 37,326 citing Ibn al-Athlr.
112 Ibn Hisham, al-SFrat al-Nabawiyyah, vol. 3, 245.
113 Majlis!, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 20,210; vol. 22,331-332; Tabris!, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 
8,351.
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So when We have recited it, follow thou its recital. Then upon Us is its 
clarification (75:16-19).

Sometimes the Prophet would recite the Qur’an to his companions 
as soon as Gabriel had recited it to him, and before the Revelation had 
ended or the verses were finished, keen to have a verbatim record made 
of it. The Almighty told him not to do this also, saying:

Be not in haste with the Quran before its revelation to thee is complete, 
but say, ‘0 my Lord, increase me in knowledge...' (20:114).

And so the Almighty reassured him it would be remembered and 
preserved in its entirety. Thereafter when Gabriel came to him, the 
Messenger of God would listen to him, and when he had gone, he would 
recite it as he had made him recite.114 This is also mentioned in:

By degrees shall We teach thee to recite (the Message), so thou shalt 
not forget (87:6).

Alluding to this kind of revelation - which is like an itch in the heart 
- he said:

‘The Holy Spirit blew into my raw?115

Raw■ is the blackness of the heart, and represents the hidden interior 
which in turn alludes to his noble soul.

3- Direct Revelation
According to the companions’ description of the Prophet’s condition 

at the time when a revelation came down, it may be that most of it was 
direct and not through the intermediary of an angel. His soul would 
experience severe pressure that required a great exertion to withstand, 
and a feeling of faintness would take hold of him. He would lower his 
head, his face would become cold and he would sweat. Terrible fear would 
assail those present. They would also lower their heads on account of 
the frightening scene. The Almighty said:

Verily, soon shall We shall cast upon thee a weighty word (73:5).

According to Imam al-Sadiq:

114 Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-Kubrd, vol. 1,198-199.
115 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,127.
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That was when revelation came without an angel between him 
and God. A lethargy (sabtah)116 would take hold of him, and that 
particular state fell on him as it did on account of the weight of 
revelation upon him, whereas when Gabriel brought him revelation, 
he would say, ‘This is Gabriel,’ or say, ‘Gabriel said to me...’117

Sheikh Abu Ja'far al-Saduq writes in this regard:

The Prophet would be among his companions and he would faint 
and sweat. When he came to, he would say, ‘God said such and 
such,’ or ‘He commanded you to do such and such and told you 
not to do such and such.’

He continues:

Most of our opponents have claimed that that was when Gabriel 
came down to him, and so Imam al-Sadiq was asked about the 
fainting which would come over the Prophet. Was it when Gabriel 
came down? He said, ‘No. When Gabriel came to the Prophet, he 
would not enter without asking his permission. When he entered, 
he would sit before him the way a slave sits. It only happened when 
God spoke to him directly, without an interpreter or intermediary.1

In what follows are descriptions in the words of the companions of 
what would happen, referring to the state they witnessed taking hold of 
the Messenger of God at the time when revelation came to him:

The Commander of the Faithful said:

Surah al-Md’idah (The Table) was revealed to the Prophet while 
he was on his grey mule. The revelation weighed so heavy upon 
him that it stopped and stretched out its stomach until I saw its 
navel nearly touch the ground. The Messenger of God fainted 
until he put his hand on Shaybah ibn Wahb al-Jamahfs forelock.119

•118

116 It means a.lethargy which looks like sleepiness.
117 Abu Ja'far Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Khalid al-BarqT, al-Mahasin (Qum: al-Majma‘ 
al-‘AIamI li Ahl al-Bayt, 1413 q.) vol. 1, 69; MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar vol. 18, 271.

Al-Saduq, Kamal al-DTn, 85-86; MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18,260.
119 Abu Nazr Muhammad ibn Mas‘ud ibn ‘Ayyash al-Sulaml al-Samarqandl, Tafsiral- 
‘Ayyashi (Tehran: al-Maktabat al-‘llmTyyah al-lslamiyyah, n.d.), vol. 1,288; a dhuabah 
is a lock of hair at the front of the head.

118
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‘Ubadah ibn al-Samit said:

When revelation came down upon the Prophet, it would burden 
him and his face would glower.

And in another report:

He would lower his head and his companions would lower their 
heads. Then, when it had quit him he would raise his head.121

‘Ikrimah said:

When revelation came down to him, the Prophet would be felled 
(wuqidha) by it for an hour, looking like a drunk person.122

Ibn Arwa al-DusT said:

I saw revelation come down upon the Prophet when he was on 
his mount. It brayed and spread its front legs until I thought that 
its front legs would break. It may have knelt down or stood up, 
its front legs rigid until the weight of revelation was quit of him. 
[Sweat] poured from him like pearls.123

‘A’ishah recalls:

I saw revelation come down to him on a bitterly cold day. It was 
quit of him and his forehead poured with sweat.124

She also said:

Revelation would come to the Messenger of God while he was 
on his mount and he would strike the front part of its neck.125

Ibn ‘Abbas explains:

120

120 Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-Kubra, vol. 1,131; kuriba in the passive means his soul would 
be taken and his state would change; tarabbada means the colour of his face changed 
to a dusty hue.
121 Muhammad Farid WajdT, Dairat Maarifal-Qam al-Tshrm, 4th ed. (Da’irat Ma‘arif al- 
Qarn al-‘lshrln Printing Press, 1386 q.)t vol. 10,712.
122 Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-Kubra, vol. 1,197; wuqidha in the passive means that he fainted. 
A mawqudh is someone overcome by sleepiness; hence he became like a drunk person.
123 Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-Kubra vol. 1,131.
124 SahTh al-Bukhan, vol. 1,3.
125 TabrisI, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 10,378; MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18, 263.
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When revelation came to the Prophet he would have to deal with 
hardship, severe pain and weight from that and his head would ache.126

Ibn Shahr Ashub writes:

It is narrated that when revelation came to him, he would lower 
his head and his companions would lower their heads. Because 
of that one speaks of the paroxysm of revelation.127

Ibn Qayyim narrates:

One time revelation came to him and his thigh was on Zayd ibn 
Thabit’s thigh. It weighed so heavy on him that it nearly crushed it.128

The author of al-Muntaqa narrates that:

An accepted (maqbul) hadith says that revelation came to him 
while he was on his camel, and so it knelt down and laid the front 
part of its neck on the ground, unable to move. ‘Uthman [ibn 
Maz’un] used to act as a scribe for the Prophet, and so his thigh 
was on ‘Uthman’s thigh. The revelation made him pass out. His 
thigh weighed so heavily on ‘Uthman’s thigh that he said, ‘I was 
afraid it would crush it.’129

Finally, the Prophet described in astonishing terms how revelation 
came to him:

‘Abdullah ibn ‘Umar asked him, ‘Do you feel the revelation?’ So 
he said, ‘I hear clanking. Then I go quiet at that. There is not a 
single time when revelation came to me that I did not think that 
my soul would be taken.’130

126 MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar vol. 18, 261.
127 Muhammad ibn Ali Ibn Shahr Ashub, MazandaranT, Manaqib Al AbTTalib (Najaf: 
al-Matba'at al-Haydariyyah, 1956), vol. 1,41.

Muhammad Ibn-Abi-Bakr : Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Zdd al-Ma‘ad fi Hady Khayr 
al-'Ibad (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risalah, 1998), vol. 1,18.

MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18,263-264,268,269. This ‘Uthman is ‘Uthman ibn Maz‘un, 
as explicitly stated in a narration on the authority of Imam al-Baqir in Abu al-Qasim 
Ali ibn Musa ibn Ja‘far ibn Muhammad ibn Tawus, Sad al-Su'ud (Qum: Manshurat 
al-RadT 1363 q.), 122.
130 Al-SuyutI, al-Itqan, vol. 1,128, citing Ahmad ibn Hanbal, Musnad Ahmad (Beirut: 
Dar Sadir), vol. 2, 222.
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Al-Harith ibn Hisham asked him, ‘Messenger of God, how does 
revelation come to you?’ So he said, ‘Sometimes it comes to me 
like the clanking (salsalah) of a bell. It is the most difficult kind for 
me. When it leaves me I remember what it said.131 Sometimes the 
angel comes to me in the form of a man and speaks to me, and I 
remember what he says.132 It is the easiest for me.’133

Following on from this tradition - which is almost mutawatir - we 
have to draw the reader’s attention to some important points.

Firstly, the clanking of a bell in this tradition indicates a repetitive, 
ringing sound, and would signal a direct revelation. Fie would listen 
attentively with his entire being until he had received it in its entirety. It 
would have a severe impact on his soul. This expression - ‘the clanking of a 
bell’ - informs us of the severity of the impact, because the repetitiveness 
of incessant noise has an effect on one’s hearing, and penetrates into the 
depths. So it is as if it was repeatedly and forcefully grabbing the core of 
the heart. Hence he said, ‘I thought that my soul would be taken.’

Recognising that this clanking was likely to be a prelude to revelation 
coming to him, he could prepare himself for the powerful spiritual link. 
Hence he said, ‘Then I go quiet at that,’ meaning, ‘I listen attentively at 
the indication that revelation is coming down.’

True, revelation itself made an extremely loud noise which the 
inhabitants of the highest heavens could not withstand.

Abu Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Ali al-Baqir said by way of exegesis of the 
Almighty’s Words:

So far that when terror is lifted from their hearts, they will say, ‘What 
is it that your Lord commanded?’ They will say, ‘That which is true and 
just; and He is the Most High, Most Great’ (34:23).

The people of heaven had not heard revelation in the period 
between Christ and Muhammad’s prophetic mission. When God 
despatched Muhammad on his mission, the people of heaven

131 These words are among the things explained infra.
132 Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 1,3; Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-Kubra, vol. 1,132; MajlisT, Bihar al-
Anwar, vol. 18,260-261; salsala is the sound of iron beating on iron.
133 This addition appears in Abu ‘Awan’s narration in his Sahih; see al-Suyuti, al-Itqan,
vol, 129; Ibn Hajar al-‘AsqalanT, Shihab al-DTn, Fath al-Bari p Sharh al-Bukhari (Beirut:
Dar al-Ma‘rifah, 1400 q.), vol. 1, 20.

31



INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR’AN

heard the sound of the revelation of the Qur’an like the sound of 
iron falling upon rock and they were all dumbfounded. When God 
finished the revelation, Gabriel descended. As he passed by the 
inhabitants of each heaven, he would remove the fear from their 
hearts - meaning he would clear that covering from them - and 
they would start saying to each other, ‘What said your Lord?’ They 
would say, ‘The Truth; and He is the Most High, Most Great.

Ibn Mas‘ud’s narration says:

When God spoke through revelation, the people of heaven heard 
a clanking like the clanking of a chain on safwan (a smooth stone), 
and so they were afraid.135

Ibn ‘Abbas said:

When revelation came, its sound was like iron falling on smooth 
stone. The people of heaven would be dumbfounded, ‘until the 
terror was lifted from their hearts, and they would say ‘What said 
your Lord?’ The Messengers would say, ‘The truth...

It is narrated that the Messenger of God said:

When God wanted to reveal a commandment, he would speak 
through revelation. When He spoke, severe trembling from fear of 
Almighty God would take hold of heaven, and the people of heaven 
would be dumfounded and throw themselves down prostrate.137

Therefore, if the people of heaven could not withstand the terrifying 
sound, we can hardly be surprised at the fainting which would take hold 
of the Messenger of God when revelation came to him.

Secondly, this kind of powerful revelation which fell upon his noble 
soul was exclusive to direct revelation as mentioned above, just as the 
tradition itself informs us, because the first category it lists is the clanking 
of a bell, so it was the sound of revelation coming to him directly - hence, 
he said, ‘It was the most difficult for me’ - and the second category it

»134

”136

134 Abu al-Hasan Ali ibn Ibrahim al-Qumml, Ta/sir al-Qummf (Najaf: Matba'at al-Najaf, 
1387 q.), vol. 2, 202.
135 Al-SuyutI, al-Itqan, vol. 1,126.
136 Al-SuyutI, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 5,235.
137 Al-SuyutI, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 5,236.
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lists is when the angel spoke to him and he would understand what was 
revealed to him that very moment, because he was in his normal state.

Jalal al-DTn claims that one of the two kinds referred to by the tradition 
was when the angel bringing down the revelation was hidden from sight, 
and the other was when he appeared in a form,138 but this contradicts 
what the tradition itself says, as our Sheikh Saduq points out139 and as 
Imam al-Sadiq’s hadith140 says.

Thirdly, the powerful spiritual pull of the first kind may have given the 
impression that some of the revelation may have escaped him when he 
would visibly lose consciousness. However, he dispelled this impression 
by finding everything that had been revealed to him there in his mind 
when he recovered. It was just as if it had been written in a book, with 
none of it eluding him. This is what he means by, ‘When it leaves me I 
remember what it said.’

The reason for that is that revelation in its direct form would seep 
into the depths of his being, God having caused it to penetrate his heart:

By degrees shall We teach thee to declare [recite] (the Message),so that 
thou shalt not forget (87:6).

Thus the meaning of the hadith narrated by Ibn Abl Salamah on the 
authority of his uncle becomes clear.

It reached him that the Messenger of God would say: ‘Revelation 
would come to me in two ways. Gabriel would come to me and 
recite it to me the way a man recites to another man141. That is what 
slips away from me. Alternatively, it comes to me in something142 
like the sound of a bell until it blends with my heart. That is what 
does not slip away from me.143

138 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, vol. 1,128-129.
139 Al-Saduq, Kamal al-DTn, 85; MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18, 260.

Al-BarqT, al-Mahasin: Kitab al-‘Ilal, vol. 1,69; MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18, 271.
141 i.e. the way a man recites his words to his companion. This is the second kind, as 
mentioned above.
142 i.e. the revelation came to him without an angel as intermediary. It is the first 
kind as mentioned above.
143 Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-Kubra, vol. 1,131.

140
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His words: ‘That is what slips away from me,’ mean ‘what would almost 
slip away from me’ because it was hearing the revelation directly from 
the angel, for as soon as a person hears something from someone else, 
he forgets it if he does not memorise it. This kind of revelation is what 
was at risk of being forgotten and was feared to slip away - as is the case 
with hearing only, if it is not recorded by writing it down straight away 
- not that it would actually slip away from him. As for direct revelation, 
because it would blend with his heart by penetrating to its depths, he 
would have no fear that it would slip away from him.

This is what was about this hadith that caused some researchers to 
fall into error144 and others to reject it. However the meaning as we have 
stated is correct and in accordance with all the other traditions.

The Wording of the Qur'an is the Product of Revelation
The Holy Book - in addition to traditions reported by so many sources 

as to be indubitable - explicitly states that both the exact wording and 
meaning of the Qur’an came down in its entirety from God’s presence, and 
that the composition and arrangement of all its sentences and expressions 
is the precise phrasing of the revelation and the product of heaven. No one 
else whatsoever had a hand in it, neither Gabriel the entrusted one, nor 
the Prophet. Various verses of the Qur’an explicitly state that it is the Word 
of God.145 Words cannot be attributed to anyone unless they are his own 
work in terms of arrangement, composition, phraseology and meaning.

The same is true of the explicit statement that it is what God recited to 
the Prophet.146 It does not qualify as recitation unless it is a recitation word

144 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Ban, vol. 118.
145 They wish to change God's decree... (48:15); and If one amongst the idolaters seeks of thee 
protection, grant it to him, so that he may hear the Word of God (9:6). The Messenger of 
God said: ‘Almighty God said: He who explains my Words in accordance with his own 
opinion does not believe in Me’ (al-Sheikh al-Saduq Abu Ja'far Muhammad ibn Ali ibn 
al-Husayn ibn Musa ibn Babawayh al-Qumml: al-Amali, (Najaf, n.d.), 6. Imam Ali, the 
Commander of the Faithful, said of the Qur’an: ‘It is the Word of God and interpretation 
of it is not like human speech (Saduq, Abu Ja'far Muhammad ibn Ali ibn al-Husayn 
ibn Babawayh, al-Tawhid, Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, 1346 q. 264.)
146 It is for Us to gather it and to recite it: but when We have recited it, follow thou its recitation 
(75:17-18).
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for word. Simply conveying the meaning is not good enough, because that 
is not recitation of the Qur’an. It is no more than conveying the meaning.

Similar to that is the word used to signify that it is an instructed 
recitation (iqra) received by the Prophet.147 The same is true of its saying 
that he ‘received’ the Qur’an.148 Receipt (talaqqf) of the Qur’an means word 
for word in a given order, and not just the meaning of it, for the Qur’an 
is that which is recited and not that which is understood and perceived.

In the same vein, there are the verses specifying that the Prophet 
used to recite and not ‘speak’ the Qur’an.149 This is in addition to the fact 
that the Qur’an is the eternal miracle of Islam, for mankind in its entirety 
is unable to produce the likes of it, even if they all work together. This 
sweeping statement also applies to the Prophet himself. It is beyond the 
Prophet’s capability as a man to compose words the way the Qur’an is 
composed. How can it be thought that it is his creation, given that he 
would be unable to come up with the likes of it even with the help of 
all mankind?

Imam Badr al-DTn al-Zarkashl reports someone quoting al-SamarqandP50 
as citing three views on what was revealed to the Prophet:

1) The dominant opinion is that what was revealed to the Prophet 
was both the words and the meanings as the Qur’an explicitly states.

2) That Gabriel just brought the meanings and the Prophet would 
word them in the phrasing of the language of the Arabs. Those who 
ascribe to this rely on the apparent meaning of the verses such 
as Which the True Spirit hath brought down upon thy heart’ (26:193- 
194) and For he (Gabriel) it is who hath revealed it to thy heart by God’s 
leave (2:97), claiming that what the heart can retain is just the

147 By degrees shall We teach thee to recite (sanuqri'uka) (the Message), so thou shalt not 
forget (87:6).
148 The Qur'an is bestowed upon thee from the presence of One Who is Wise and All-Knowing (27:6).
149 A Qur’an which We have divided, in order that thou mayest recite it unto mankind at 
intervals (17:106).
When thou recitest the Qur’an We place between thee and those who believe not in the Hereafter 
a hidden barrier (17:45).
And when thou recitest the Qur’an, seek refuge in God from Satan the outcast (16:98).
150 Abu Bakr Muhammad ibn al-Yaman al-Samarqand! (d. 268). He was a Hanaff 
jurisprudent and theologian.
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meanings and not specific words, which have to be picked up by 
one’s hearing.

3) That Gabriel, having received it, would discharge the recitation 
in packages of words in Arabic to the Prophet. Thus, the inhabitants 
of Heaven would listen to Gabriel’s Qur’an and start reciting it 
in Arabic. However, there is no evidence for this opinion apart 
from purported traditions on the sending down of the complete 
Qur’an to al-Bayt al-Mamiir or to Bayt al-'Izzah in the lowest or the 
Fourth Heaven. It would then have been sent down gradually to 
the Messenger of God over twenty years.151

Al-JuwaynT has this to say on the matter:

There are two kinds of revelation. One is where God would tell 
Gabriel to say to the Prophet, ‘Do such-and-such a thing,’ or 
‘God commands such-and-such a thing.’ Gabriel would receive 
the meaning and cast it into the Prophet’s heart. The second 
is where He would say to him, ‘Recite such-and-such a thing to 
the Messenger of God.’ This he would deliver in the wording he 
received without any change, just as kings would write down 
messages and send them in the hands of messengers for them 
to deliver without any paraphrasing or change.

After citing the above from al-Juwaynl, Jalal al-DTn al-Suyutl opines that:

The Qur’an is like the second kind. Gabriel would receive it word 
for word and recite it to the Prophet as he had received it, without 
making any change either to its wording or to its meaning. It 
was not permissible for him merely to convey the meaning. The 
secret behind that is that what is intended by the Qur’an is to 
adhere explicitly (taabbud) to its exact wording in addition to 
acting explicitly in accordance with its meaning. Because this is 
evidence of its inimitability, no one - neither Gabriel nor anyone 
else - can come up with a word to take the place of another. Behind 
every letter of it there are meanings too numerous to reckon. No 
one can come up with a substitute which would cover them.152

151 See ZarkashT, al-Burhan, vol. 1,229-230; also cited by al-Suyutl in al-ltqan, vol. 1,126.
152 Al-Suyutl, al-ltqan, vol. 1,127-128.
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Al-Zarqani also says that:

Some people sank low, claiming that Gabriel would bring the 
Prophet the meanings of the Qur’an and the Messenger would 
express them in the language of the Arabs. Others claimed that 
the wording was Gabriel’s, and that God would only reveal the 
meaning to him. Both opinions are false and sinful, and clash with 
the explicit words of the Scripture, Sunnah and consensus. They 
are not worth the ink they were written with. My belief is that it 
was interpolated into the Muslims’ books. Otherwise, how could 
the Qur’an be a miracle if the wording was either Muhammad’s 
or Gabriel’s? Further, how could it be validly attributed to God if 
the wording is not God’s?153

As for the verses relied upon by those who propose such an interpretation, 
they are more indicative of the opposite! That is because what is meant 
by the heart is the Messenger’s hidden personality which was qualified to 
receive revelation from God’s presence, and not the circulatory organ hidden 
in the chest. Our senses are not equipped to receive such metaphysical 
things, and they only work within a limited framework.

A parallel to this limitation in material matters is wireless wave 
broadcasts received by purpose-built machines. They receive the exact 
same words, and even pictures, forms and colours, from a distant place 
which cannot be received by a normal external sensor. The same is true 
of souls which deserve to perceive matters which ordinary senses are 
unable to perceive, and which do not reach the level of refinement suited 
to the Heavenly Host!

Furthermore, the verse from Surah al-Shu‘ara’ (The Poets), ‘brought 
down by the Trusted Spirit upon thy heart’ is followed by the phrase ‘in a 
clear, Arabic language’ (26:193-195), which specifies that what is revealed 
from God’s presence and at the hand of Gabriel, the Trusted Spirit, is 
this Qur’an, verbatim, in its clear Arabic wording! So the verse is more 
indicative of the opposite of what it was claimed to prove.

153 Al-Sheikh Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘AzTm al-Zarqani, Manahil al-‘Irfan fiVlum al-Qur'an 
(Cairo: Matba‘ah Mustafa al-Babl al-HalabT, 1362 q.), vol. 1,49.
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At any rate, some have attributed this opinion to Mu'ammar ibn 
‘Abbad al-Sulam! (d. 215 AH), one of the leaders of the Mu'tazilites,154 on 
the basis of syllogism by equations (qiyas al-musawat), for he makes no 
explicit statement to that effect. It is just concomitant with his position 
on the Almighty’s speech, according to their claim. This is because he 
says that speech as such is an accident farad), and an accident, according 
to the Mu‘tazilites, is movement which subsists within the body (jism). 
It is, therefore, impossible for it to subsist in the Almighty, because He 
cannot be a locus (mahall) for accidents. Thus God’s Words are no more 
than what issues from the locus - be it a tree or a human being. Speech 
which issues from the tree is its action, and speech which issues from 
humans is their action, even if it is by God’s will.155

What that means, according to them, is that God’s Words which issue 
from the locus are tantamount to the capacity to receive - created by 
God in the tree or the human being. Thus the locus recites the speech 
through which God’s will manifests. The speech issuing from the locus 
is its own action, even though it may be attributed to God, since it only 
issues forth in accordance with God’s Will.

They further rely on what al-Rawandl attributes to Mu'ammar:

He claimed that the Qur’an is not God’s action or one of His Attributes 
within Himself as the common people believe. Rather, it is one 
of Nature’s acts.

However, Abu al-Hasan al-Khayyat al-Mu'tazill categorically rejects 
this attribution, saying:

Know - may God guide you to goodness - that Mu'ammar used 
to claim that it was God who spoke the Qur’an, that the Qur’an

154 Abu al-Mu‘tamir ibn ‘Amr. It is also said that he was Ibn ‘Abbad al-Basrl. There 
were debates and disputes between him and the government. Al-DhahabT, SiyarA'ldm 
al-Nubala (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risalah, 1993), vol. 10,546 no. 176.
155 Abu al-Hasan Ali ibn Isma‘!l Ash'arT, Maqalat al-Islamiyym wa Ikhtilafal-Musallm 
(Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1980.), vol. 1, 268. He states: ‘The fifth group is the followers of 
Mu'ammar. They claim that recitation (al-Qur’an) is an accident Card) and that it is 
impossible for God to have truly done it, because they believe it to be impossible for 
accidents to be actions performed by God. They claim that recitation (al-Qur’an) is 
an action performed by the locus from which it is heard. If it is heard from a tree 
then it is the tree’s action. From whence it is heard is the locus in which it inheres.’
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is God’s speech, His words and His revelation and His sending 
down. No one but He said it or spoke it. He also believed that the 
Qur’an was temporally created (muhdath), brought into being 
after it did not exist.156

However, in spite of that we find that one foreign orientalist157 followed 
by one Muslim writer158 - who did so without checking - held the view that 
Mu'ammar said that the Qur’an is not God’s Words and that God, Exalted 
is He, gave His Prophet the licence to formulate words into which the Will 
of God poured, which he would receive through revelation into his soul.

It is an erroneous conclusion based as it is on pure analogy and not on 
his explicit words. Further, God’s Words, and unto Moses God spoke directly 
(takllman) (4:164), confirm that God Himself uttered these aforementioned 
words and that it really was speech, and not figurative expression (majaz) 
or metaphorical borrowing (istiarah). Otherwise this emphasis through the 
maful mutlaq159 would not be possible. What Mu‘ammar said can be construed 
as meaning that speech which is heard from any thing was only made by 
God to be heard from that thing, not that it is the product of that thing. And 
so, if it is heard from the wind it is the wind’s action, i.e., it issues from the 
wind even though God caused it to do so. It is then the same case with the 
tree. As for what issues from a human being like the Prophet, it is through 
the inspiration of God to him, produced by God and not the Prophet himself.

The Qur’an Phrased as Spoken Word rather than as Book
One of the distinguishing features of books is the coherence of 

the contents from beginning to end. There is not a single article in a 
newspaper, treatise in a book or publication which is not interconnected 
and arranged coherently, each part joined to another like links in a chain.

156 See Abu al-Husayn ‘Abd al-RahTm ibn Muhammad ibn al-Khayyat al-Mu‘tazilT, al- 
Intisar ‘ala Ibn al-Rawandlal-Mulhid, (Cairo: Maktabat al-Thaqafah al-DTniyyah, n.d.), 104.
157 Harry Austryn Wolfson in The Philosophy of the Kalam (Harvard University Press, 
1979, translated by Ahmad Aram), 298,302.

Maqsud Farasatkhah, Zaban-e Qur’an (Tehran: Intisharat-i ‘llml-Farhangl, 1376 s.), 305. 
159 A literal translation of Qur’an 4:164 might be ‘and unto Moses God spoke a speaking.’ 
The words ‘a speaking’ are rendered by a single word in Arabic - takllman - which is 
an adverb or maful mutlaq. It is considered to be emphatic, and is often translated as 
‘utterly’ or ‘thoroughly,’ e.g. ‘destroyed them utterly’ as opposed to ‘destroyed them 
a destroying,’ and ‘cleanse you thoroughly’ as opposed to ‘cleanse you a cleansing.’

158
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Such coherence is frequently lost in speech, since the speaker is not so 
constrained by word order, either verbally or in terms of meaning. He 
may jump from one subject to another on account of something which 
occurs to him as appropriate while speaking, even if there is not such a 
strong link between the subject matter. This is something we encounter 
often in the Qur’an. The tendency to switch from the third person to the 
second person and vice versa, the use of pronouns and demonstrative 
pronouns that do not match the nouns to which they refer, switching 
from explicit to implicit meanings, as well as other characteristics, all 
indicate that it is composed in the style of the spoken word rather than 
written prose. Otherwise, the abrupt changes from one form to another 
would simply be poor grammar! When speaking it is also permissible to 
use types of parenthetical remarks which would not work well in writing. 
There follow some examples that demonstrate unique features of the 
spoken word which we find in the Qur’an.

1- Sudden Switching
A unique feature of oral communication is switching suddenly from 

one subject to another by relying on contextual indicators provided by 
the setting. There may not be any apparent link between the two, which 
would be considered to be a flaw in the discourse’s coherence if it were 
a book and not the spoken word.

Take for example Surah al-Qiydmah (The Resurrection), which begins 
by talking about Mankind, his state with regard to the coming of the 
Hour, up until it comes to the Almighty’s Words:

0, but man is a telling witness against himself, although he tenders his 
excuses (75:14-15).

Then suddenly the discourse turns to address the Prophet:

Stir not thy tongue herewith to hasten it. Lo! upon Us (resteth) the putting 
together thereof and the reading thereof And when We recite it, follow thou 
its recitation; then upon Us (resteth) the explanation thereof (75:16-19).

It abruptly goes back to confront Mankind with an adjunct:

Nay, butyou love the fleeting world and neglect the Hereafter (75:20-21).

Then it turns to talk about man’s condition on the Day of Resurrection:
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Upon that day will faces be resplendent, looking toward their Lord 
(75:22-23).

And so on right up to verse 30. After that it talks about the arrogant 
person who did not believe or pray, but instead denied and turned away, 
gleefully going back to his household. Thus we find the thread twists and 
turns. One moment there is condemnation, the next rebuke, and then 
fearful warnings up until the end of the chapter.

So this kind of advance and withdrawal occurs for no other reason 
than its being in the thread of the spoken word. The switch is made six 
times in this chapter, and is without a doubt one of the innovative features 
which makes the Qur’an unique.

Commentating on the words Stir not thy tongue herewith ... (75:16), 
Imam RazT says by way of defending this type of radical and sudden 
grammatical shift for rhetorical purposes (iltifat):

It is possible that it so happened that, when these verses were 
revealed, the Messenger hurried his recitation of them fearing 
they would get lost. So of course he was immediately told not to.
This is like when a teacher is giving his pupil a lesson, the pupil 
starts turning to the right and the left, the teacher brings his 
attention to it immediately, saying, during the lesson, ‘Do not 
turn to the right or to the left,’ and then goes back to the lesson.
If that entire lecture is recorded along with the interruption - 
such as if it is put onto tape - someone with no knowledge of the 
situation would not understand the reason, whereas someone . 
who knows would realise that it is in order.160

2- Grammatical Shift for Rhetorical Purpose (Iltifat)
Within Surah Yd Sin one finds a clear example of the rhetoric beauty 

known as iltifat:

Lo! those who merit Paradise this day are happily employed, they and 
their wives, in pleasant shade, on thrones reclining; theirs the fruit (of 
their good deeds) and theirs (all) that they ask; the word from a Merciful

See RazT, al-Tafsiral-Kabir, vol. 30,222-223. Here, as elsewhere, the author combines 
paraphrasing with his own commentary. [Trans.]
160
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Lord (for them) is: Peace! But avaunt ye, Oye guilty, this day! Did I not 
charge you, Oye sons of Adam, that ye worship not the devil - Lo! he is 
your open foe! - but that ye worship Me? That was the right path. Yet 
he has led astray of you a great multitude. Had ye then no sense? This 
is hell which ye were promised (ifye followed him). Burn therein this 
day for that ye disbelieved. This day We seal up their mouths, and their 
hands speak out to Us and their feet bear witness as to what they used 
to earn (36:55-56).

One may notice here that initially the discourse relates to the inhabitants 
of Heaven, in the third person. Then it turns to sending them a greeting, 
addressing them in the second person. The second person address suddenly 
turns to the sinners in But avaunt ye (‘begone,’ ‘away with you’). Then, 
however, it goes back to the third person with the words This day We seal 
up their mouths.

This kind of meandering in a written discourse is usually inappropriate, 
but is regarded as beauty of style in the spoken word.

Another example can be seen in Surah al-Fath (The Victory):

God was well pleased with the believers when they swore allegiance unto 
thee beneath the tree, and He knew what was in their hearts, and He sent 
down peace of reassurance on them, and hath rewarded them with a 
near victory, and much booty that they will capture. God is ever Mighty,
Wise. God promisethyou much booty that ye will capture... (48:18-20).

This starts with God addressing the Prophet in the second person, 
talking about the believers in the third person, and then turns to address 
the believers themselves in the second person.

This style is very elegant for the spoken word, but unsuitable for prose.
In Surah al-Fatihah or al-Hamd (The Praise) one begins by praising God 

in the third person, then the discourse turns to petitioning the Almighty 
in the second person. This is wonderful grammatical shift.

3- Attention to Rhyme
One of the distinguishing features of rhyming prose emerges when 

hearing it as opposed to reading it. There is a much rhyming prose in 
the Qur’an - at the expense of articulated speech - which cannot be 
adequately rendered in a written text.
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For example:

Bal al-insanu ‘ala nafsihi baslra[tun] wa law alqa ma‘adhirah[u]

0, but man is a telling witness against himself, although he tender his 
excuses (75:14-15).

The words only rhyme if there is a pause after both basira and maadhirah 
when they are pronounced with a yd’, ra and ha at the end, which cannot 
be achieved in the written word.

The same is true in the following:

Wa [i]ltaffati[a]l-saqu bial-saq[i] ila Rabbikayawma’idhini[a]l-masaq[u]

And (the) leg is wound about (the) leg; unto thy Lord that day will be 
the procession (75:28-29).

The prose only rhymes when it is recited with a pause after bi [a] 
l-saq and al-masaq.

Fa amma man utiya kitabahu bi yaminihi fa yaqulu ha’umu [ijqra’u 
kitabiyah. Innizannantu annimulaqin hisabTyahfa huwa pTshatin 
radiya[tin] fijannatin ‘alTya[tin] qutufuha daniya[tun]

Then, as for him who is given his record in his right hand, he shall say:
Here, take and read my book! Surely l knew that I should have to meet 
my reckoning. Then he will be in a blissful state in a lofty Garden whereof 
the clusters are in easy reach (69:19-23).

This only rhymes in articulated speech when there is a pause after 
every ta marbutah.

Wa amma man khaffat mawazmuhu fa urnmuhu hawiyaftun] wa ma 
hiyah narun hamiya[tun]

But as for him whose scales are light, his refuge will be an abyss. And 
what will convey unto thee what that is? (101:8-10).

This only rhymes if there is a pause after the ta marbutah in both hawiya 
and hamiya, making them consistent with the pausal ha in mahiyah. This 
is exclusive to recitation as opposed to the written word.

This is how it was recited to the Prophet and how he recited it to 
the people. It is mandatory to follow this way forever more. Even the
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written form here follows the style of recitation, because recitation of 
the Qur’an is what came first.

4- Melodies and Refrains
An important feature of the Qur’an, which suits its being recited 

as the spoken word rather than read as written lines, is its innovative 
vocal arrangement in melodies and refrains, which is what initially had 
the effect of captivating the Arabs’ feelings before they could proceed 
further. The Prophet had instructed that the Qur’an be read in these 
melodies in Arabic as the first step. This can only be done by reciting 
it aloud, guided by the tunefulness of the performance, as opposed to 
saying it quietly to oneself.

This is in addition to the fact that the tune followed in its phrases is 
either threatening, frightening, informative of glad tidings or warnings, 
wistful, sorrowful or something similar. It is only giving voice to it using 
one of those melodies that makes it effective.

This is a matter overlooked by those who suppose that the composition 
of the Qur’an was in writing rather than epic oral performance.

Indeed, there is an old adage that says, ‘The Qur’an is preserved through 
its recitation not through its writing.’

5- Reliance on Sources Beyond the Confines of the Text
If communication is in the form of a book, its meaning has to come 

across in the actual wording, either before, after or during the expression 
(adjunct contextual indicators). Reliance on evidence unconnected to the 
text161 is not permissible - but is allowed if the communication is in the 
form of the spoken word. The Qur’an is of the latter type. To understand 
its meanings one must normally rely on knowledge of the reasons for 
revelation (asbab al-nuzul).

It is not permissible for someone who composes a text to rely on 
specific events which are generally unknown to others and expect them 
to understand it, because the readership is general and not restricted to 
just those who know about the events. As for the Qur’an, it relies on many 
matters of context separated from its text - known as the reasons for

161 It is worth pointing out that if rational evidence - like rational deduction - can be
clearly inferred from the text, then it is deemed to be adjunct contextual evidence
and not evidence disconnected from the text.
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revelation - to convey its meanings. In order to recognise the contextual 
meanings within the Qur’an, there is no recourse other than to have prior 
knowledge of them, because the text becomes impossible to understand 
if one does not know the rationale behind the various sections.

Take as an example the following:

Lo! (the mountains) of Safa and Marwah are among the indications of 
God. It is therefore no sin for him who is on pilgrimage to the House (of 
God) or visiteth it, to go around them. And he who doeth good of his own 
accord, (for him) God is Responsive, Aware (2:158).

Whoever does not know the reason why this verse was revealed would 
think - on the basis of the literal meaning of it is therefore no sin for him - 
that going back and forth between Safa and Marwah is not mandatory. 
However, if one knows that it was revealed regarding those believers who 
were too reluctant to go back and forth between Safa and Marwah - after 
the idols were returned to them - out of fear that it would amount to 
veneration of them in the way the pagans venerated them, one realises 
that the verse was revealed to rebut this misconception. It is, therefore, 
not a mere licence to perform it without fear of doing something wrong, 
but rather the licence to perform it as a mandatory act without fear of 
proscription. However, this cannot be understood from the verse until 
one knows the reason why it was revealed, for there is no indication of 
it in the explicit wording.

There are many verses like this, which would be most unsuitable 
for writing a book intended as a general manifesto and a universal call.

This is the most important evidence that the wording of the Qur’an 
is that of the spoken word as opposed to that of the written word.

The Prophets and Revelation
At this juncture there are two very important matters pertaining to 

the Message of the Prophets and the truthfulness of their call to God which 
need to be dealt with in a scientific and acceptable way. Ahl al-Sunnah 
have all spoken of it in uncustomary ways which are perhaps not easy 
for instinctive reason to digest. As for our scholars - the Imamiyya - they 
have spoken of it rationally on the basis of logical reasoning supported 
by evidence transmitted on the authority of the Imams from the People 
of the Household.
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Firstly, how did the Prophet know that he had been given a mission? 
Why did he not think that perhaps the one who had come to him was a 
devil? Why was he sure it was Gabriel?

Secondly, is it possible:
i) for the Prophet to make a mistake with regard to what is revealed 

to him;
ii) for false things which he had imagined to fool him to present 

themselves to him in the form of revelation, or,
iii) for the deceiver (Iblis) to recite to him what he thinks is revelation 

from God?
With regard to the first matter, the majority hold that the Prophet 

was at first terrified, fearing that he had been touched by madness. He 
sought refuge in the embraces of his loyal wife, who in turn sought the 
help of her uncle Waraqah ibn Nawfil to reassure him and confirm that 
he was a Prophet, thus calming him and setting his mind at rest.

As for the second matter, it has been said that it was possible for the 
deceiver to interfere with revelation from heaven, and to recite to the 
Prophet what he thought was revelation - as in the cranes hadith - were 
it not for Gabriel’s putting things right and foiling the Devil’s plot.

In relation to both matters, the Imams of the Household have taken 
the position that neither case applies, since the Prophet is too precious 
to God for Him to let this happen, and not to illuminate him with clear 
evidence of his prophethood at that difficult time. Similarly, He would 
not allow the Devil to take hold of the Prophet’s feelings:

So wait patiently for thy Lord's decree, for surely thou art in Our sight; and 
proclaim the praise of thy Lord when thou risest up (52:48).

Furthermore, in order to maintain the dignity of the Messenger of 
God, it is worth discussing each of these issues comprehensively.

Propethood Linked to Shining Proofs
It is God’s duty - in the sense of a duty dictated by His Grace and 

Compassion for His Servants - to link His appointment of a Prophet with 
shining proofs which leave no room for doubt to creep into his soul, just 
as He showed Abraham the Kingdom of Heaven and Earth so that he 
would be certain,162 and as with Moses:

162 Paraphrased from 6:75.
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... he was called by name: 0 Moses, I am thy Lord... (20:11-12);

Lo! it is I, God, the Mighty, Wise (27:9);

0 Moses! fear not! Indeed, the emissaries fear not in My presence (27:10).

This is what the Rule of Grace (qaidat al-lutf) dictates, and which 
theologians (‘ulama al-kalam) have discussed.

Zurarah ibn A‘yan says on this topic:

1 asked Abu ‘Abdillah how the Messenger of God was not afraid 
that what came to him from God was not something the Devil 
insinuated. So he said: ‘If God makes a servant a Messenger he 
sends assuredness [a/-Sakfna] and mental balance [<al-Waqar] down 
upon him. So what came to him from God was like what he saw 
with his own eyes.163

This means the plain truth which was unobscured. He clearly sees the 
truth, and there is no doubt or disturbance in his mind. The Imam made 
that plain in another tradition, when he was asked how the Messengers 
knew that they were Messengers? He said:

The veil was lifted from them.164

‘AllamahTabrisI explains:

God only ever reveals to His Messenger with bright proofs and 
clear signs to prove that what has been revealed to him is from 
God Almighty alone, so he does not need anything else apart from 
them. He is not terrified and he is not dismayed.165

Al-QadT ‘Ayad al-Yahsabl writes:

It is not right [i.e. in the Almighty’s Wisdom - an allusion to the 
Rule of Grace (Qaidat al-Lutf)] for the Devil to appear to him in 
the form of an angel and to confuse matters for him, not at the 
outset of the Message or thereafter. The Prophet’s confidence in 
that is evidence of its being a miracle. Indeed, the Prophet does 
not doubt that what comes to him from God is the angel and His

163 Tafsir al-Ayyashl, vol. 2,201; Majlis!, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18, 262.
164 Majlis!, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 11, 56.

Tabris!, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 10, 384.165
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true messenger, either through instinctive knowledge God has 
created in him or through clear proof which God shows him, so 
that your Lord’s Words can be perfect in truth and justice, with 
no man capable of changing God’s Words.166

So when the Prophet is despatched as a Prophet, he has to have 
knowledge of certainty Cilmyaqm), or indeed the heart of certainty (‘ayn 
al-yaqin), about his task without doubting or being agitated. His mind is 
convinced and reassured through Almighty God’s care, protection and 
Grace, assisting him and supporting him, especially at the outset of the 
mission. So the Clear Truth (al-Namus al-Akbar) comes to him as though 
he sees it with his eyes and witnesses it in his heart. It is a defining and 
critical point at which a prophet should not waver or be afraid:

... the emissaries fear not in My presence (27:10).

Furthermore, God only chose the Prophet for his mission once He 
had perfected his mind and taught him those secrets of the heavens and 
the earth of which he was worthy, so that he could perform his task as 
ambassador and propagator of God’s Message among all beings, just as 
He had done with His bosom friend (al-Khalfl) Abraham. Imam Ali, the 
Commander of the Faithful, said:

From the time he was weaned, God linked His greatest angel 
to him to lead him night and day to the world’s best and finest 
of manners.167

Imam ‘Askar! said that God found the Prophet’s heart to be:

... the best and most attentive of hearts, and so He chose him as 
a prophet.168

Similarly, he said:

166 Abu al-Fadl ‘Ayad ibn Musa al-Yahsabl, al-Shifa bi TarifHuquq al-Mustafa (Beirut: 
Dar al-Kitab al-‘ArabT, 1984), vol. 2,112.
167 Al-RadT, Nahj al-Balaghah, :al-Khutbah al-Qasi‘ah (The Sermon of Disparagement) (no. 
192), 300.
168 MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18, 205-206.
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God did not send a single prophet or messenger until his intellect 
had been perfected, and thus his mind was better than all the 
minds of his nation.169

‘Allamah Majlis! explains:

From the time that God perfected his intellect, he remained 
supported by the Holy Spirit. He would speak to him, and he 
would hear His voice and have dreams which came true until God 
sent him on his mission as a messenger and prophet.170

The proofs that he had received God’s Grace and special attention 
from the very beginning are many. His people knew him to be a genius 
and inherently worthy. They recognised his honesty and astuteness, and 
found him to be a blend of rectitude and soundness ofjudgment, until he 
became dear to all the people and they nicknamed him ‘the trustworthy, 
truthful one’ (al-Sadiq al-Amin), whose judgment and behaviour they 
could trust.

According to Ali ibn Ibrahim’s tradition,171 the signs of prophecy 
appeared in him three years before he was given his mission, when he 
was thirty-seven. He would have dreams which came true and spend 
time on his own in the Cave at Hira’ pondering the Essence of God and 
the secrets of the Heavens and Creation, until the truth suddenly came 
upon him at the age of forty. His soul was prepared and he knew the 
signs of what was to happen - something which had been on the brink 
of happening for some time.

Such a person is not terrified and is not dismayed. He does not think 
he is insane or vulnerable to evil, or seek refuge in a woman with no 
experience of the secrets of prophecy or a man172 whose knowledge 
was based on corrupted and extinct books - works which had not been 
proven at that time to have touched on truths regarding the dominion 
(mulk) and heaven (malakiit) and not to have been transformed from 
their original form.

169 KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 1,12-13.
MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18, 277.

171 MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18,184 and 194.
172 Namely, Waraqah ibn Nawfil, Khadljah’s paternal cousin.

170
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Thus, the Prophet’s position with regard to the revelation of the 
Truth to him at the outset of his mission was that of someone who is 
aware of the true state of the matter, knowing the essence of the Truth 
being revealed to him, and extremely confident and self-composed. 
We may rest assured that he did not hesitate or doubt, and was neither 
agitated, terrified nor dismayed. We shall tell the story of the outset of 
this mission according to the traditions of the People of the Household, 
which explain aspects of the Prophet’s position at the time, and which 
are majestic, deferential, reverent and sublime.

The Story of Waraqah ibn Nawfil
What was mentioned above is the story of the Despatch according to 

the traditions of the People of the Household, and who know best what 
went on in their own domestic situation. There follows another account 
regarding the Prophet Muhammad’s despatch according to what other 
traditions say:

Bukhari, Muslim, Ibn Hisham, Tabari and the like narrate:

While the Prophet was spending time alone in the Cave at Hira’, 
all of a sudden he heard someone calling him. Terror took hold of 
him and he raised his head. Why, it was a terrifying form which was 
calling him. The terror grew in him and the horror of his position 
stopped him dead. He began turning his face away from what he 
saw and lo, he saw it on all horizons of the sky drawing near and 
moving away. The form would not go away no matter which way 
he turned. He occupied himself with that for a time, oblivious to 
himself. He almost threw himself from the top of the mountain 
on account of the severity of the horror of the terrifying scene 
which had overcome him. Meanwhile, Khadljah had sent someone 
to look for the Prophet in the cave, but he could not find him.
This continued until the form went away. He went back, his heart 
agitated, full of fear and dread until he walked in on Khadljah, 
shivering from fear as if he had a fever. He looked at his wife the 
way one seeking refuge and help looks, saying, ‘Khadljah, what 
is wrong with me?’ He told her what he had seen and informed 
her of his fears that his eyes were deceiving him. He said, ‘I felt 
sorry for myself. The only thing I think can be wrong with me is
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that I have been touched by a jinn.173 The cursed one [meaning 
his own self] is a soothsayer or a madman!’

His faithful wife looked at him with a sympathetic glance and said, 
‘Not so, cousin. Rejoice and be strong. God will never disgrace 
you. By Him in whose hand Khadljah’s soul rests, I wish you to 
be this nation’s Prophet. You will maintain good relations with 
kin, speak the truth, entertain your guests generously and assist 
in the face of calamity. You have never committed a lewd act.’ In 
this way she calmed him with her sharpened words.

Then she carried out a successful experiment. She said, 'Cousin, 
can you tell me about this friend of yours who comes to you?’ 
‘Yes,’ he replied. She continued, ‘When he comes, tell me.’ So the 
angel came as he would come to him and the Messenger of God 
then said, ‘KhadTjah, this is he who has come to me.’ She replied, 
‘Get up cousin and sit on my left thigh.’ So the Messenger of God 
got up and sat on [her thigh]. She asked, ‘Can you see him?’ He 
replied, ‘Yes.’ She said, ‘Turn around and sit on my right thigh.’ 
So the Messenger of God turned around and sat on her right 
thigh. She asked, ‘Can you see him?’ He replied, ‘Yes.’ ‘So turn 
around and sit on my lap.’ He then turned around and sat on her 
lap. She then bared her head and cast off her headscarf with the 
Messenger of God sitting on her lap. She asked, ‘Can you see him, 
cousin?’ He replied, ‘No,’ and so she said, ‘Cousin, rejoice and be 
strong. By God, it is an angel and not a devil.’

Then to corroborate what she had deduced from her experiment, 
she set off to her cousin Waraqah ibn Nawfil. He had become a 
Christian and read the Scriptures. She told him the story of her 
cousin Muhammad, and so Waraqah said, ‘Holy! Holy! Ifyou were 
to believe me, KhadTjah, the Archangel Gabriel who used to come 
to Moses has come. So tell him to be strong and that he is this 
nation’s Prophet. I wish I could stay alive for his days, to protect 
him and help him.’ KhadTjah went back to the Messenger of God

173 Ibn al-AthTr’s interpretation of'urida If.
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and told him what he had said. At that, his mind was put at rest, 
his fear subsided and he was convinced that he was a Prophet.174

There is no doubt that the story of the Prophet’s being terrified by 
that shocking image is a myth weaved by feeble minds ignorant of the 
sacredness (maqam) of God’s noble Prophets, and hence of their elevated 
importance.

First of all, it is surprising that scholars, who are people of analytical 
reasoning, prefer the intellect of a person who had nothing to do with 
the secrets of prophecy over the intellect of a perfect man, who had 
reached a pinnacle entitling him to carry God’s Message, then for her to 
carry out a critical experiment unknown to the Messenger of the Lord 
of All the Worlds, for him to be reassured by what she said, or by what 
was said by a man whose prestige rested on his knowledge of books 
which had undoubtedly been corrupted. We do not know what it was 
that the Messenger of God found in what she said that was the source 
of his reassurance, which he did not find in the Truth revealed to him 
from the presence of God, the Mighty and Wise.

Did not the true dreams which preceded his despatch.on his mission, 
the angel’s greeting him with ‘Peace be upon you, Messenger of God’ 
at the time of the despatch, the trees, stones and everything he passed 
on his way home to Khadljah’s house greeting him, and his inherent 
knowledge which had deepened during the time spent alone at Hira 
convince him of the matter, such that he had to seek the reassurance of 
a woman, or a man who had become a Christian? This is nothing but a 
terrible detraction from the sacred standing of God’s Messenger, if not 
an atrocious sacrilege.

Also, there is discrepancy in the rendition of the account which does 
lot fit together, evidence ab initio that it does not stand up. According 
co one narration, KhadTjah set off alone to Waraqah and told him what 
had happened. In another:

174 See Ibn Hisham, al-Sirat al-Nabawiyyah, vol. 1,252-255; Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 1,3-4; 
Sahih Muslim, vol. 1, 97-99; Abuja'far Muhammad ibn Jarir Tabari, Tarikh al-Rusul wa 
al-Muluk (Tarikh al-Tabari), (Cairo: al-lstiqamah, 1358q.), vol. 2, 298-303; Tabari, Jatm 
al-Bayan, vol. 30,161; Muhammad Hasanayn Haykal, Hayat Muhammad (Cairo: Matbaat 
Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyyah, 1354 q.), 95-96.
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... she set off with me to Waraqah and said, ‘Hear from your nephew.’
He asked me and I told him. He said, ‘This is the Archangel Gabriel
who was sent down to Moses.

There is another narration according to which Waraqah ibn Nawfil 
met him while he was circumambulating the House and said, ‘Nephew, 
tell me what you have seen and heard.’ Thereafter the Messenger of God 
told him and so Waraqah said to him, ‘I swear by Him in Whose Hand 
rests my soul that you are this nation’s Prophet. If I live to see that, God 
knows what help I will give Him. Another says, on the authority of Ibn 
‘Abbas, that Waraqah ibn Nawfil said, ‘I said, “Muhammad, tell me about 
this one who comes to you,” meaning Gabriel. He said, “He comes to me 
from Heaven, his wings are pearl and the bottoms of his feet are green.’”175 
This is not in Khadljah’s accounts regarding Waraqah or according to what 
the aforementioned authentic books (sihah) say. Yet another says that 
Abu Bakr went to see KhadTjah and she said, ‘Set off with Muhammad to 
Waraqah,’ and they set off together and told him the story.176

If the account is true, why did Waraqah not believe in him at that 
time, if he knew that he was a Prophet who had been sent?

According to the correct hadith, he died an unbeliever, not believing 
in the Prophet. Sibt ibn al-JawzT says:

He was the last person to die during the period [the first years of the 
prophetic mission] and he was buried in al-Hujun.

And adds:

He was not a Muslim.

The same is narrated on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas:

He died as a Christian.177

The matter of the Prophet’s dream - where Waraqah was dressed in 
white - is also fabricated, and its chain of narration is broken. Otherwise, 
Waraqah would have been recorded among those who believed in the 
Prophet. Ibn ‘Asakir says:

175 Ibn al-Athlr, Usd al-Ghabah, vol. 5, 88; the narration is weak on account of Rawh 
ibn Musafir. Waraqah died before Ibn ‘Abbas was born.
176 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,71.
177 See Ali ibn Burhan al-DTn al-Halabl al-Shafi‘T, al-Sirat al-Halabiyyah (Beirut: Dar 
al-Fikr, n.d.), vol. 1, 250.
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I do not know anyone who has said that he became a Muslim.178

This is in spite of the fact that Waraqah lived beyond the commencement 
of the prophetic mission - the author of al-Imta says that Waraqah ibn 
Nawfil died after the fourth year. Burhan al-DIn al-Halabl writes:

What Sirat ibn Ishaq says agrees with it, as does Kitab al-KhamTs.179

It is narrated that he passed by Bilal while he was being tortured.180 
Ibn Hajar says that this proves that he lived beyond the beginning of the 
Prophet’s call, his invitation to Bilal and the latter’s becoming a Muslim.

So why did he remain an unbeliever and not become a Muslim the 
way other people did? Why did he not help him the way other people 
helped him? He broke the promise mentioned in the myth.

Revelation Cannot Be Confused with Anything Else
This is the second matter referred to above. The Prophet cannot 

make a mistake over what is revealed to him. The matter can never be 
confused with anything else. When revelation was sent to the Prophet, 
the veil would be lifted from his eyes and he would see reality through 
his spiritual aspect, cut off from the vicissitudes of matter. At such a time, 
he would perceive manifestations and radiant illumination covering him 
from the heavenly realm, so that he could devote himself completely to 
meeting God’s Spirit and receiving His Words. He would see the Essence 
of the Truth revealed to him with understanding and piercing vision, 
like someone who sees the sun in broad daylight. There is no possibility 
of error in his vision or confusion over what he understands.

Thus, revelation was not an idea which sprang from inside his mind, 
making it prone to error by inferring conclusions or the possibility of 
confusion in its application.181 On the contrary, it is the clear perception 
of a present reality that rules out the possibility of error.

178 Ibn Hajar, al-lsabah, vol. 3, 633.
Ibn Hisham, al-Sirat al-Nabawiyyah, vol. 1, 250.
Ibn Hajar, al-lsabah, vol. 3,634.

181 Error is only possible in two fields: either in the field of thought or seeing things 
in the real world, for example, because rational deduction has conditions and rules, 
which, if are ignored by the thinker, cause him to fall into error. The same applies to 
seeing things in the real world - if seen from afar, there may be error in terms of the 
application of deep-seated principles and information within oneself to the particulars

179

180
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This illustrates a practical, philosophical method182 which leads us to 
acknowledge the impossibility of revelation being erroneous. Hence God’s 
law (sharTah) as revealed to His messengers is clear from the beginning 
of any possibility of error.

There is another rational method which demonstrates the infallibility 
of the prophets regarding what they communicate from God. Theologians 
discuss this in detail, and it can be summed up by saying that the prophet 
who communicates from God must, in accordance with the Law of Grace 
(iqaidat al-lutf), be blessed with complete soundness of sensory perception 
and intellect, as well as in his opinions, speculation, moral behaviour, 
and even disposition and form. In a nutshell, God has to choose as a 
messenger someone with perfect formal qualities and ethics, so that 
people do not turn away from him, and instead have confidence in what 
he communicates from God. Otherwise, it would defeat the purpose of 
devising a code of law (tashrT).

Therefore the Prophet is protected (masum) from error and forgetfulness, 
especially with regard to communicating the laws of the sharTah. This 
is the consensus of Muslims and other rational people who obey the 
Message of the Prophets. Otherwise, adhering to religious laws would 
be a folly which good sense would been inclined to reject.183

Also, it is impossible for IblTs to come in disguise and interfere with 
what is revealed to the Prophet, by making evil insinuations in the form 
of revelation and tricking the Prophet into claiming that it is from God, 
because the Devil cannot take possession of the minds of God’s messengers 
and honoured servants:

observed. The error lies in this personal application and not in the actual thing seen, 
because seeing means imprinting an image from outside - an unchangeable reality 
- on the mind through the medium of the eye. This is a natural phenomenon which 
happens under given conditions. Admittedly, it is one’s self which makes a decision 
on what is observed: ‘That it is such-and-such,’ But the error can only occur in the 
interpretation, and not in the actual perception. Therefore, insofar as revelation has 
nothing to do with either, that is, thinking or seeing from afar, and is the perception 
a present reality, there is no room for error.
182 See TabatabaT, Wahy Yd Shu'ur-e Marmuz (Qum: Dar al-Fikr. n.d.), 104.
183 See Mabahith al-‘Ismah, which is the third matter in the fourth Maqsad (objective) of 
Mabahith al-Nubuwwah al-‘Ammah (The Discussions on General Prophethood) in Jamal 
al-DTn al-Hasan ibn Yusuf ibn ‘Ali ibn al-Mutahhar al-‘Allamah al-HillT, Kashfal-Murad 
ft Shark TajrTd al-l‘tiqdd (Qum: Mu’assasatal-Nashr al-Islaml, 1417 q.), 195.
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Lo! My (faithfiil) bondmen - over them thou hast no power... (17:65);

for it would contradict the Almighty’s Words:

And if he had invented false sayings concerning Us, We assuredly had 
taken him by the right hand... (69:44-45);

and:

Nor doth he (Muhammad) speak of (his own) desire. It is naught but an 
inspiration that is inspired, which one of mighty powers (Gabriel) hath 
taught him (53:3-5);

the Devil having already said:

But I had no authority over you, save that I called unto you, and you 
responded to me (14:22).

Therefore the supposition contradicts the Rule of Grace (qaidat al- 
lutf) referred to above and is inconsistent with the Almighty’s Wisdom 
in sending prophets as explained earlier on.

It is true that Sunni hadith scholars believe that it is possible for 
the Devil to take possession of the Messenger’s mind, as their tradition 
on the story of the cranes says, but this is something we believe to be 
impossible and, accordingly, a fabrication interpolated by those who 
want to detract from the Messenger’s status and capture feeble minds. 
It is a story ripe for the picking by the enemies of Islam. Here is the text 
of the myth followed by a critique of it:

The Myth of the Cranes
Ibn Jarir al-Tabari narrates via a chain of narration which he claims 

to be authentic, on the authority of Muhammad ibn Ka‘b, Muhammad 
ibn Qays, SaTd ibn Jubayr, Ibn Abbas and others, that the Prophet was 
among a group of pagans from Quraysh in the open area around the 
Ka'bah or in one of its outhouses. It afflicted his soul if some of the Qur’an 
brought about fierce quarrelling between him and his people, because 
he was upset at being distanced from them and wished for harmony, at 
no matter what cost. When the chapter entitled The Star (Surah al-Najm) 
was revealed to him, he began reciting it until he reached:
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Have ye thought upon Al-Lat and Al-Vzza and Manat, the third, the 
other? (53:19-20);

and then the Devil recited to him: ‘Those high cranes - their intercession 
is desired.’184

He thought it was revelation and recited it to the crowd of Quraysh. 
Then he carried on and recited the remainder of the chapter. When he 
completed it, he prostrated, the Muslims prostrated and the pagans also 
prostrated out of deference for the agreement Muhammad had shown 
them in honouring their gods and desiring their intercession. This news 
spread until it reached the migrants in Ethiopia, and they began returning 
to their homes in Mecca, joyful over this sudden accord, just as the Prophet, 
too, was joyful at the realisation of his old dream of uniting his people.

It is said that a white devil is what appeared to the Prophet in Gabriel’s 
form and recited the words to him.

It is also said that the Prophet was praying by Abraham’s footprints 
(Maqam) when drowsiness took hold of him, and the words rolled across 
his tongue without his realising it.

Alternatively, it is said that the Prophet spoke the words of his own 
accord, out of desire for Quraysh’s hearts to be in accord, and later regretted 
it, for it was a lie about God.

Then, when night came, Gabriel came and said to him, ‘Read me 
the chapter.’ So the Prophet began reciting it until he reached the point 
in question. Then Gabriel said, ‘Indeed! From where did you get these 
words?’ So the Messenger of God felt remorse and said, ‘I attributed them 
falsely to God and said that God had said what He did not say.’ Then he 
felt severe sorrow and had a great fear of God.

It is said that the Prophet said to Gabriel, ‘Someone who came to me 
in your form brought it to me and cast it upon my tongue.’ So Gabriel 
said, ‘God forbid that I should have recited this to you.’ That troubled the 
Messenger of God and the following was revealed:

And they indeed strove hard to beguile thee from that wherewith We 
have inspired thee, that thou shouldst invent other than it against Us; 
and then would they have accepted thee as a friend. And if We had not

184 Cranes (gharaniq); here, gharnuq (sing.) means a soft, white youth. Its root meaning 
is the name of a waterbird (malik al-hazin), and it likens the pagan gods to white birds 
hovering in the sky, symbolising their nearness to God.
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made thee wholly firm, thou mightest almost have inclined unto them 
a little. Then had We made thee taste a double (punishment) of living 
and a double (punishment) of dying, then hadst thou found no helper 
against Us (17:73-75).

The Messenger’s sorrow over this surprising incident was profound, and 
he remained grief-stricken and worried until the following was revealed:

Never sent We a messenger or a prophet before thee but when he recited 
(the message) Satan proposed (opposition) in respect of that which he 
recited thereof, but God abolisheth that which Satan proposeth. Then 
God establisheth His revelations. God is the Knower, Wise (22:52).185

This was a consolation for his sorrowful heart, and his worry went 
away and his soul was happy.186

Criticism of the Hadith’s Chain of Narration
Orientalists and those attacking the pure Islamic faith have become 

fond of this fabricated myth of the cranes, which is falsely attributed to 
the Prophet, and have broadcast it and stirred up false suppositions,187 
whereas it is a lie forged by the talents of storytellers and attributed by 
them to some of the successors (tabim) and companions up to Ibn ‘Abbas. 
The proof that it is a lie and falsely attributed is clear from its content.

Firstly, the chain of narration does not go back without a break to 
any of the companions. It is merely attributed to a number of successors 
and others who were not present at the time of the Prophet. Accordingly, 
the hadith has an unspecified source (mursal) and therefore lacks an 
unbroken chain of narration.

As for its being attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas, this can hardly be the case, 
since Ibn ‘Abbas was born in the third year before the Migration, and 
could not possibly have witnessed the incident. It could only possibly 
have been narrated to him.

Thus in all its forms, the tradition does not have an unbroken chain of 
narration going back to any witness to the incident, assuming it actually

185 This is discussed at the end of the section.
Tabari,Jami' al-Bayan, vol. 17,131-134; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,194 and 

366-368; Fath al-Bdri, vol. 8,333.
187 See The History of the Islamic Peoples by Karl Brockelmann, 34.

186
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happened. The rules governing the chains of narrations do not allow such 
a mursal hadith to be relied upon as evidence.

Secondly, Ahmad ibn al-Husayn al-Bayhaql, the Shafi‘1 Imam known 
widely for his precise scrutiny says:

This hadith is not proven in terms of narration. Its narrators are 
all disparaged.188

And al-Qadl ‘Ayad has said:

None of the authors of authentic collections have cited this hadith, 
nor has it been narrated by any reliable source via a sound, unbroken 
chain of narration. Only historians enamoured of every strange 
thing and who piece together from pages every sound and sickly 
thing are enamoured of it.

Thirdly, the consensus of the critical judges among the scholars of 
Islam, both historically and latterly, is that the hadith is fabricated. They 
have decided it is an obvious lie, without paying attention to whether 
its chain of narration is unbroken or broken, sound or ‘sickly,’ because 
above all it contradicts the explicit text of the Qur’an, according to which:

Falsehood cannot come at it from before it or from behind it. (it is) a 
revelation from the Wise, the Owner of Praise (41:42).

Imam RazT says:

This is the account of all literalist exegetes. As for critical judges, 
they deem it to be false and fabricated. It has been argued against 
using many rational and textual arguments.189

Sayyid TabatabaT says that the indisputable proofs of the infallibility of 
the Prophet refute the wording of the hadith even if its chain of narration 
is presumed to be authentic. It is essential to clear the Prophet’s holiness 
of falsehoods like these which detract from the esteem in which the 
prophets are held. 190

188 RazT, al-Tafsfr al-Kabir, vol. 23, 50.
189 Ibid.
190 TabatabaT, al-MTzan, vol. 14,435.
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Scribes of the Revelation
Ali, peace be on him, was the first to act as scribe for the Prophet in 

Mecca, and continued until the end of his lifetime.
One of his unique characteristics was that he did not let any revelation 

elude him and would write it all down in a book. The Prophet would even 
keep that which was revealed in his absence for him until he came back, 
and dictate it to him.

Another unique characteristic was that he would not restrict himself 
to writing down the text of the revelation, but would accompany it with 
whatever interpretation it needed and write that down as well.

Sulaym ibn Qays al-Hilali al-‘Amiri (who died around 90 AH and was 
one of the most eminent companions) narrates:

I sat with Ali in Kufa in the mosque, and the people were around 
him. He said, ‘Ask me before you lose me. Ask me about the Book 
of God, for I swear by God, not a single verse of the Book of God 
was revealed without God’s Messenger making me recite it and 
teaching me the interpretation of it.’ So Ibn al-Kawwa’191 said,
‘What about that which was revealed while you were away?’ So 
he said, ‘Yes. He would keep what I had missed and when I came 
to him, he would say to me, “Ali, God has revealed such-and-such 
and such-and-such while you were away.” Then he would recite it 
to me. “The interpretation of it is such-and-such,” and he would 
teach it to me.’192

The first to act as a scribe in Medina was Ubayy ibn Ka‘b al-Ansarl. 
He was one of the few who could write well at that time. He was the 
first to end letters with ‘and So-and-So wrote.’ The Prophet personally 
presented him with the Qur’an in its entirety, and he was among those

191 His name was ‘Abdullah of Ban! Yashkur. He was one of the Kharijite chiefs when 
they rebelled against Ali at the Battle of Siffin. He and a group then returned to the 
fold after being advised by Ibn ‘Abbas. He would stay close to Ali asking him difficult 
questions, not with the intention of trying to understand but rather with the intention 
of trying to cause annoyance. Nevertheless, the Imam would give him wise answers a 
large number of which, filled with various fields of knowledge and humanities, have 
been preserved for us.
192 Sulaym ibn Qays al-Hilall, Kitab Sulaym ibn Qays (Qum: Dar al-Kutub al-Islamiyyah, 
n.d.), 213-214.
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who attended the last presentation. Later, he took on the supervision of 
the scribes during ‘Uthman’s time, and was the authority they turned 
to whenever they disagreed with each other.193

Zayd ibn Thabit used to live near the Prophet and was a fortitudinous 
youth who wrote well. If Ubayy was away, the Prophet would send for 
Zayd to act as a scribe for him until he became one of the official scribes. 
Mostly he would attend to writing his letters and orders. The Prophet 
instructed him to learn Hebrew in Jewish schools of the time, called 
masilah, to help him write his letters in Hebrew.

The main official scribes were Ali, Ubayy and Zayd, while others were 
secondary. Ibn al-Athlr writes:

‘Abdullah ibn al-Arqam al-Zuhrl was a regular letter writer. As 
for covenants and treaties, Ali would write them. A number of 
Companions were deemed to be his scribes including the three 
caliphs, Zubayr ibn al-‘Awam, Khalid and Aban sons of Sa'Td ibn al- 
‘As, Hanzalah al-Usaydl, ‘Ala’ ibn al-Hadrami, Khalid ibn al-Walld, 
‘Abdullah ibn Rawahah, Muhammad ibn Maslamah, ‘Abdullah ibn 
Ubayy ibn Sullul, MughTrah ibn Shu'bah, ‘Amr ibn al-‘As, Mu‘awiyah 
ibn AbT Sufyan, jahm or Juhaym ibn al-Salt, Mu'ayqab ibn AbT 
Fatimah and SharhabTl ibn Hasanah.

He adds:

The first from Quraysh to write for him was ‘Abdullah ibn Sa‘d ibn 
AbT Sarh. He migrated with him to Medina, then he apostatised 
and fled to Mecca, denouncing the Messenger of God, making 
fun of the matter of revelation. He would say to the Quraysh: ‘I 
would turn Muhammad any way I wanted. He would dictate to 
me: ‘Mighty, Wise,’ and I would say, ‘Or All-Knowing, Wise?’ He 
would say, ‘Yes, it’s all correct.’ On the day of the Conquest, the 
Prophet wanted to spill his blood. However, ‘Uthman - who was 
his milk brother through sharing the same wet nurse - interceded 
on his behalf, persisted and continued to do so until the Prophet

193 See Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-Kubra, vol. 3, part 2, 59; Ibn Hajar, al-Isabah, vol. 1, 19; 
Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, al-Istfab, vol. 1,50-51; Abdullah ibn AbTDawud al-SijistanT, al-Masahif 
(Cairo, 1355 q.), 30
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forgave him after a long silence, wanting someone to take the 
initiative and kill him. He died under Mu‘awiyah’s sponsorship 
in the year thirty-seven.194

Ibn Abl al-Hadld says:

What biographers say is that Ali, Zayd ibn Thabit and Zayd ibn 
Arqam used to write down the revelation. Hanzalah ibn al-RabT 
al-Tayml and Mu'awiyah ibn Abl Sufyan used to write to kings 
and tribal chiefs for him, write down his daily requirements, and 
write down what charity monies came in and what shares were 
given to whom.195

It appears that those we mentioned were the number known for 
their knowledge of writing and the Messenger of God’s using them for 
his needs in this respect.

Al-Baladhurl cites al-Waqidl as saying:

Islam appeared among the Quraysh when seventeen men knew 
how to write: Ali ibn AbITalib, ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, ‘Uthman 
ibn ‘Affan, Abu ‘Ubaydah ibn al-Jarrah, Talhah ibn ‘Ubaydillah,
YazTd ibn Abl Sufyan, Abu Hudhayfah ibn ‘Utbah ibn RabTah, Hatib 
ibn ‘Amr brother of Suhayl ibn ‘Amr al-‘AmirI, Abu Salamah ibn 
‘Abd al-Asad al-Makhzuml, Aban ibn Sa‘Td ibn al-‘As ibn Umayyah,
Khalid ibn Said and his brother ‘Abdullah ibn Sa‘d ibn Ablal-Sarh 
al-‘Amiri, Huwaytib ibn ‘Abd al-'Uzza al-‘Amiri, Abu Sufyan ibn 
Harb ibn Umayyah, Mu'awiyah ibn Abl Sufyan, Juhaym ibn al-Salt 
ibn Makhramah ibn al-Muttalib ibn ‘Abd Manaf and al-‘Ala’ ibn 
al-Hadraml.

Among the women who knew how to write when Islam appeared 
were: Umm Kulthum bint ‘Uqbah, Karlmah bint al-Miqdad and 
al-Shifa’ bint ‘Abdillah al-‘Adawiyyah. The Messenger of God asked 
the latter to teach Hafsah bint ‘Umar how to write the way she

194 Ibn al-Athlr, Usd al-Ghabah, vol. 1,50 at the end of the entry for Ubayy ibn Ka‘b and 
vol. 3,173 under the entry for ‘Abdallah himself.
195 Ibn Abl al-Hadld, Sharh Nahj al-Balaghah (Beirut: Dar Ihya al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyyah, 
1959), vol. 1, 338.
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had taught her raqnat al-namlah,196 Umm Salamah knew how to 
read the Codex (al-Mushaf) but did not know how to write. The 
same is true of‘A’ishah bint Abl Bakr.

He further reports from al-Waqidl:

Hanzalah ibn al-Rabf ibn Rabah al-UsaydT from Banu TamTm 
happened to write in front of the Messenger of God once and he 
was named Hanzalah the scribe.

And also:

Few among the Aws and Khazraj knew how to write Arabic. Some 
of the Jews knew how to write Arabic and the children in Medina 
had learnt from them since olden times. So when Islam came 
along there were among the Aws and Khazraj a number who 
knew how to write: Sa‘d ibn ‘Ubadah ibn Dulaym, al-Mundhir 
ibn ‘Amr, Ubayy ibn Ka'ab and Zayd ibn Thabit - he could write 
Arabic and Hebrew197 - Rafi‘ ibn Malik, Usayd ibn Hudayr, Ma‘an 
ibn ‘Udayy al-BalawT, Bashir ibn Sa‘d, Sa‘d ibn al-RabT, Aws ibn 
KhullT and ‘Abdullah ibn Abl al-Munafiq.198

196 Al-Raqnah means making oneself up with henna and saffron. Raqnat al-namlah may 
have been a way in which women made themselves up.
197 Al-Waqidi states via his chain of narration going back to Kharijah ibn Zayd that his 
father Zayd ibn Thabit said: The Messenger of God told me to learn Jewish writing. 
He said to me, ‘I do not trust any Jew to do my writing for me. It only took me a little 
while to learn it. Then, I would write to the Jews for him. If they wrote to him I would 
read their letter.

Al-Baladhurl, Futuh al-Buldan, 456-460.198
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There is an important matter linked to the revelation of the Qur’an 
and how it ties in with the beginning of the Message. This is because the 
commencement of the Prophetic Mission, which was in the month of 
Rajab, coincided with the revelation of some of the Qur’an (five verses 
from the beginning of The Blood Clot (Surah al-‘Alaq), whereas the Qur’an 
explicitly states that it was revealed on the Night of Destiny during the 
month of Ramadan. How can this be reconciled? The same applies to 
determining the period over which the Qur’an was gradually revealed 
and the chapters which were revealed before the Migration, technically 
making them Meccan, and which were revealed after that, making them 
Medinan. Are there any verses which are exceptions regarding the chapters 
in which they are placed? The best answer is that there are no exceptions. 
If a chapter is Meccan, then all its verses are Meccan. The same principle 
applies to the Medinan chapters, because there is no reliable evidence 
of any exceptions, as we will explain in the detailed discussion of these 
elements which follows.

The Start of the Revelation - the 

Prophetic Mission

According to the eminent and reliable Sheikh Ali ibn Ibrahim al- 
Qumml, when the Prophet turned thirty-seven, he would see someone 
coming towards him in his dreams saying, ‘Messenger of God!’ He kept 
that to himself for some time. One day he was tending one of Abu Talib’s 
herds along the clefts in the mountains, when he saw someone who said to 
him, ‘Messenger of God!’ He asked, ‘Who are you?’ and the other replied, 
‘I am Gabriel; God sent me to you to make you a messenger.’ He began 
teaching him ablution from minor impurity, and prayer. That was when 
he was forty. So one day Ali came in while he was praying. He asked, ‘Abu 
al-Qasim, what is this?’ He replied, ‘It is the prayer which God has told 
me to perform.’ So he began praying with him. KhadTjah joined them as 
a third. Ali would pray on the Messenger of God’s right hand side and
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KhadTjah would be behind him. Thereafter, Abu Talib told his son Ja‘far 
to pray on the Messenger of God’s left hand side. Zayd ibn Harithah, the 
slave freed by the Messenger of God,199 had become a Muslim when the 
Messenger of God became a Prophet and he would also pray with them. 
Through this group the seed of Islam was planted.200

The Imam’s exegesis201 says that:

The Messenger of God would go out to Hira every morning and look 
at the signs of God’s Mercy, pondering on the Kingdom of Heaven 
and the Earth and worshipping God as He should be worshipped 
until he was about to turn forty. God found his noble heart to be 
the best, most sublime, most obedient and humblest of hearts. He 
granted permission for the Gates of Heaven to open. He granted 
the angels permission to descend and for Muhammad to observe.
Mercy came down upon him from the leg of the Throne. He looked 
at the trustworthy one, Gabriel, crowned with light. He came down 
to him, grabbed his upper arm, shook it and said, ‘Muhammad, 
recite!’ He asked, ‘What shall I recite?’ He replied:

199 It is said that the Messenger of God bought him for KhadTjah. When he married her 
she gave him to him as a gift. The Messenger of God freed him. Alternatively, it is said 
that Khadijah asked her nephew Hakim ibn Huzam ibn Khuwaylid to give him to her 
as a gift when he came to Mecca with slaves, among whom was Zayd, who was still 
a boy who had not yet reached adolescence. He said to her, ‘Aunt, choose whichever 
of these slaveboys you like.’ She chose Zayd, then gave him to the Messenger of God 
as a gift. The Messenger of God freed him and adopted him.
200 MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18,184 and 194.
201 Tafsiral-lmam, 157. This exegesis is attributed to the eleventh Imam, al-Hasan ibn 
Ali al-’Askarl. Some careful critics have refuted this attribution because of the shocking 
things it contains. However, if what is meant is that it is the Imam’s work written 
by him personally and his own composition, then it is categorically unacceptable. 
However, if the imputation is with regard to the narrator’s having attended the 
Imam's class and asked him things pertaining to the exegesis of verses of the Qur’an, 
then having returned home and written down what he remembered, possibly adding 
or omitting things in accordance with his personal knowledge, then it is something 
which cannot be denied. This is what we believe. Thus, we rely on much of what is 
included in this exegesis that is in accordance with other authentic sources. See also 
MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18, 205-206.
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Recite: In the Name of thy Lord Who createth, createth man from a blood 
clot. Recite: And thy Lord is the Most Bounteous, Who teacheth by the 
pen, teacheth man that which he knew not (96:1-5).

Then he revealed to him what he revealed. Gabriel ascended to 
his Lord and Muhammad came down from the mountain. He had 
fainted from God’s greatness and the sublimity of His splendour 
which gave him a severe fever. The fear of Quraysh’s calling him 
a liar and attributing it to insanity weighed on him, his being the 
most rational of God’s creatures and the noblest of his created 
beings. The thing he hated most was the devil and the things mad 
people do, so God wanted to encourage his heart and sooth his 
breast, so every time he passed by a stone or tree it would call 
out to him, ‘Peace be upon you, Messenger of God.’

In his commentary on Nahj al-Balaghah, Ibn AbT al-Hadld says:

One of Abuja‘far Muhammad ibn Ali al-Baqir’s companions asked 
him about God’s Words, Mighty and Sublime is He:

... save unto every messenger whom He hath chosen, and 
then He maketh a guard to go before him and a guard 
behind him... (72:27).

He replied, ‘Almighty God appoints angels for His prophets to 
count their deeds and to report to Him on their propagation of 
the message. He appointed a great angel for Muhammad from 
the time he was weaned to guide him towards good deeds and 
the best manners and keep him away from evil deeds and bad 
manners. It was he who would call out to him, ‘Peace be upon 
you, Muhammad, Messenger of God,’ when he was a young man 
and had not yet reached the state of being a messenger. He would 
think it was coming from a stone or the earth and look closely 
but not see anything.’202

See the Sermon of Disparagement for some of the Commander of the 
Faithful’s words on this matter, some of which is cited above. It is Sermon 
no. 238 in Sharh Nahj al-Balaghah by Ibn AbT al-Hadld.

According to Tarikh al-Tabari:

202 Ibn AbT al-Hadld, Sharh Nahj al-Balaghah, vol. 13, 207.
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Before Gabriel appeared to the Messenger of God with God’s 
Message to him, he would receive and be marked out with the 
signs of someone whom God wants to honour and single out for 
His favour. An example of that was the aforementioned tradition 
about the two angels who came to him, cleft open his belly,203 and 
extracted the rancour and impurity from it while he was with his 
wetnurse HalTmah. Another example was his never passing a tree 
or stone when walking along a road without their greeting him.

Similarly:

When he went out on errands he would go out so far that he 
could not see any houses. He would reach the clefts [between 
mountains] and the bottoms of valleys and not pass by a single 
stone or tree without its saying, ‘Peace be upon you, Messenger 
of God.’ He would turn to the right, left and right around but not 
see anyone.204

Based on al-Ya'qubl’s account:

Gabriel would appear to him and speak to him or perhaps call to 
him from Heaven, from a tree or from a mountain. Then, he would 
say to him, ‘Your Lord commands you to avoid the impurity of 
idols.’ That was his first order. The Messenger of God would come 
to KhadTjah, daughter of Khuwaylid, tell her what he had heard 
and talk about it. She would say to him, ‘Keep it quiet, cousin. I 
swear by God that I hope God will do you good.205

The Messenger of God was forty when he was despatched on his 
prophetic mission. It was ten years into the reign of Khusraw Abarwlz 
ibn Hurmuz ibn Anushirwan.206 According to al-Ya‘qubT:

These words do not appear in any hadith transmitted from the People of the 
Household. They may signify intangible matters, and be for protecting him from 
shameful characteristics.

Tarikh al-Tabari, vol. 2, 294-295.
205 Ahmad ibn AbT Ya'qub ibn Ja'far ibn Wahb ibn Wadih, Tarikh al-Yaqubi (Najaf: al- 
Maktabat al-Haydariyyah, 1384 q.), vol. 2,17.

‘Izz al-DTn ibn al-Athlr, al-Kamil fi al-Tarikh (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1399 q.), vol. 2,29-30.

203

204

206
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He was despatched on the prophetic mission in the month of Rabf 
al-Awwal, or as stated in the alternative, Ramadan. According to 
the non-Arab calendar it was in February.

He continues:

Gabriel came to him on Friday night and Saturday night. Then, 
he appeared to him with the Message on Monday.207

Ibn Sa‘d states:

The angel came down to the Messenger of God in Hira’ on Monday 
the seventeenth of the month of Ramadan.208

According to Abu Ja‘far al-Tabari:

This, that is, the revelation of the Message to him on a Monday, 
is something over which no people of knowledge disagree. They 
only disagree over which Monday it was. Some of them say that 
the Qur’an was revealed to God’s Messenger on the eighteenth of 
Ramadan. Others say the twenty-fourth. Others say the seventeenth 
of the month of Ramadan. They rely on the Almighty’s Words, 
and that which We revealed unto Our slave on the Day of Separation, the 
day when the two armies met (8:41), as evidence of that. It refers to 
God’s Messenger’s confrontation with the pagans at Badr, which 
was on the morning of the seventeenth of Ramadan.209

However, there is no indication in the verse that his despatch coincided 
with that date, first of all, because what is meant is the proofs of truth 
and signs of victory sent down to him, not the entire Qur’an or the 
commencement of its revelation. Secondly, we shall refer to the fact 
that the commencement of the revelation of the Qur’an, as heavenly 
scripture, came after the day he was despatched with the message, for 
he was despatched as a messenger to the people on 27 Rajab, and the 
Qur’an was revealed to him in the month of Ramadan on the Night of 
Destiny. It is possible that it was after a period of three years, as stated 
below. Thirdly, ‘the Day of Separation’ means the day on which truth was 
separated from and defeated falsehood, making it wane. It was a critical

Ibn Wadih, Tarikh al-Yaqubi, vol. 2,17-18.
Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-Kubra, vol. 1,129.

209 Tarikh al-Tabari, vol. 2,293-294.

207

208
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day in the life of the Muslims. The Devil despaired on that day of ever 
being worshipped or obeyed.

According to al-Mas‘udI:

The first part of the Qur’an to be revealed to him was:

Recite: In the Name of thy Lord...

Gabriel came to him on Friday night, then on Saturday night and 
addressed him, and communicated the Message to him on Monday.
That was in Hira’. It was the first place in which the Qur’an was 
revealed. He uttered the first chapter to him up to the words:

taught man what he knew not,

and the rest was revealed after that.That was five years after 
the Ka'bah was built, at the beginning of the twentieth year into 
Khusraw AbarwTz’s reign and at the beginning of the two hundredth 
year after the treaty at Rabadhah.211

It was six hundred and nine years after the birth of Christ.212

In our opinion, the correct date for his despatch on the mission was 
the twenty-seventh day of the month of Rajab, according to the People 
of the Household’s traditions. It is commendable to fast and perform 
rites exclusive to that day, which the Imami Shi‘a adhere to every year 
in veneration of this hallowed day on which blessing descended upon all 
people of the earth from the Gates of Heaven. It is because the Prophet 
was sent as a mercy to all the worlds that is is such a blessed day.

According to Imam al-Sadiq:

On the twenty-seventh day of Rajab, prophethood came down 
upon the Messenger of God.213

He says:

210

210 See al-Sayyid ‘Abdallah Shubbar, Tafsiru Shubbar (Cairo: al-Sayyid Murtada al- 
RadawT, 1966), 195.
211 Ali ibn al-Husayn al-Mas'udi, Muruj al-Dhahab (Beirut: al-Sharikah al-‘Alamiyyah 
li al-Nashr, 1989), vol. 2, 282.
212 Jurjl Zaydan, Tarikh al-Tamaddun al-IslamT, (Cairo: Dar al-Hilal, 1958), vol. 1,43.
213 Ibn al-Sheikh, al-Amali(Najaf, n.d.) 28; see MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18,189.
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Do not fail to fast on the twenty-seventh day of Rajab, for it is the 
day on which prophethood came down upon Muhammad.214

Imam Rida explains:

God, Mighty and Sublime is He, sent Muhammad as a mercy to all 
the worlds on the twenty-seventh of Rajab. God will record sixty 
months’ fasting for whoever fasts on that day.215

The People of the Household’s traditions on this matter are numerous.216 
Similarly, Ahl al-Sunnah have traditions specifying the same day.

In his biography, Hafiz DimyatT cites Abu Hurayrah:

Almighty God will record sixty months’ fasting for whoever fasts 
on the twenty-seventh of Rajab. It is the day on which Gabriel 
brought the Message down to the Prophet and the first day on 
which Gabriel came down.217

BayhaqT narrates on the authority of Salman al-FarisT in Shuab al-Iman:

There is a night and day in Rajab. Whoever fasts that day and 
stands that night in prayer will be as one who has fasted for 
a hundred years and stood in prayer for a hundred years. It is 
three days before the end of Rajab. On that day God despatched 
Muhammad on the mission.218

The author of al-Manaqib narrates on the authority of both Ibn ‘Abbas 
and Anas ibn Malik:

God revealed to Muhammad on Monday the twenty-seventh of 
Rajab. He was forty years old.219

According to ‘Allamah MajlisT:

.
'

214 Kulaynl, al-Kafi, vol. 4,149.
215 Kulaynl, al-Kafi, vol. 4,149.
216 See Muhammad ibn al-Hasan al-Hurr al-‘AmilT, Wasa’il al-ShVah (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ 
al-Turath al-‘ArabI), vol. 7,329.
217 Ibn Hisham, al-Strat al-Nabawiyyah, vol. 1, 238.

Ali ibn Hasan al-Muttaqlal-Hindl, Muntakhab Kanz al-'Ummal, (printed in the margin
of Musnad Ahmad ibn Hanbal, Beirut: Dar Sadir, n.d.), vol. 3,362.
219 Ibn Shahr Ashub, ManaqibAl AbiTalib, vol. 1,173; MajlisT, Bihar al-An war, vol. 18,205.
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They have five divergent opinions on the day on which the Prophet
was despatched:

First: the seventeenth of the month of Ramadan;

Second: the eighteenth of the month of Ramadan;

Third: the twenty-fourth of the month of Ramadan;

Fourth:the twentieth of RabT al-Awwal;

Fifth: the twenty-seventh of Rajab.

The Shi‘a are agreed on the last one.220

My comment is that there are two more opinions - the eighth of Rabf 
al-Awwal and the third of Rabf al-Awwal - referred to by Ibn Burhan al- 
HalabT in his biography. He then states the opinion that it was the twelfth 
of Rabr al-Awwal - the day of the Prophet’s birthday - to conform with 
the opinion that he was despatched at the beginning of the fortieth year.221

We consider that the majority of those who say that he was despatched in 
the month of Ramadan may have confused the beginning of his prophethood 
with the commencement of the revelation of the Qur’an as a Book in which 
there is clarification of everything. This confusion seems to arise from the 
interpretation of everything that indicates that the Qur’an was revealed 
on the Night of Destiny in the month of Ramadan as evidence of the date 
of his despatch. We can demonstrate that there is no link between the 
two incidents. He was despatched on the 27th Rajab. However, the Qur’an 
began to be revealed to the Prophet in the month of Ramadan - on the 
Night of Destiny- three years after he had become a prophet. The duration 
of his prophethood was twenty three years. However, the revelation of the 
Qur’an was spread over twenty years. It commenced at the beginning of 
the fourth year after the despatch and ended with his death in the tenth 
year after the Migration.

220 MajlisI, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18,190.
221 Ibn Hisham, al-Sirat al-Nabawiyyah, vol. 1, 238.
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The Beginning of the Revelation 

of the Qur’an

There is no doubt that the Qur’an was revealed to the Messenger of 
God on the Night of Destiny in the blessed month of Ramadan according 
to the Almighty’s Words:

The month of Ramadan in which was revealed the Qur'an (2:185);

We have sent it down in a blessed night (44:3)

and:

Lo! We revealed it on the Night of Destiny (97:l).

According to us, the Night of Destiny is one of two of the last ten 
nights of the blessed month of Ramadan - either the 21st or the 23rd. 
It is more likely to be the latter on the basis of al-Juhanl’s tradition.222

According to al-Saduq:

Our Sheikhs unanimously agree that it is the twenty-third night.223

Working out the date of the Night of Destiny is not the matter at hand. 
All that concerns us is the assessment of certain aspects of it, such as the 
revelation of the Qur’an on a single night - the Night of Destiny - within 
the month of Ramadan.

Firstly, it appears to contradict what we have stated above regarding 
the Shi‘a consensus and a number of traditions circulated by others 
which say that the despatch was in Rajab. There is no doubt that the 
despatch coincided with the revelation of some verses - five verses 
from the beginning of The Blood Clot (Surah al-‘Alaq) - so how can that 
be, considering the belief that the Qur’an was revealed in its entirety or 
partially at the beginning of its revelation in the month of Ramadan on 
the Night of Destiny?

Secondly, what is meant by the Qur’an being revealed on a single night 
- the Night of Destiny? Was the entire Qur’an revealed in one go on that 
night, even though we know that the Qur’an was revealed in instalments

222 See al-Hurr al-‘AmilT, Wasd'i! al-ShVah, vol. 7,262.
223 Abu Ja'far Muhammad ibn Ali ibn al-Husayn ibn Babawayh al-QummT al-Saduq, 
al-Khisal (Qum: Jami'at al-MudarrisTn, 1403 q.), 519.
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over a period of twenty or twenty-three years, coinciding with various 
incidents and circumstances called the reasons for revelation (asbab al- 
nuzul)? How do these matters relate to each other?

And thirdly, what was the first verse or chapter of the Qur’an to be 
revealed? If it were The Blood Clot (Surah al-‘Alaq), or verses from it, why 
is The Praise (al-Hamd) called The Opening of the Book (Fatihat al-Kitab)? It 
cannot mean that it was written at the beginning of the codex, because 
this arrangement came after the death of the Prophet, or at the very least 
during a late stage in his life, in spite of the fact that it had from the time 
it was first revealed been known as The Opening. According to a tradition 
from the Prophet’s tongue, there is no prayer without The Opening224.

To answer these three questions in broad terms, we say that the 
beginning of the mission is different from the commencement of the 
Qur’an’s revelation as Heavenly Scripture, because the Prophet was only 
commanded to tell everyone that he was a prophet three years after 
having become one, during which period he invited people in secret, 
until the following verse was revealed:

So proclaim that which thou art commanded, and withdraw from the 
idolaters (15:94).

From that time onwards, the Qur’an began to be revealed serially as 
a Book sent down from Heaven. It was recorded over twenty years on 
palm leaves and pottery, written down by a small number of believers 
who knew how to write.

The revelation of the Qur’an commenced after the initial phase, on 
the Night of Destiny, in the month of Ramadan. In this respect, it is true 
to say that the Qur’an was revealed on the Night of Destiny, even though 
its revelation was spread over twenty years, because every important 
event has a particular duration, and history records its first appearance, 
as will be discussed in detail.

As for the earliest revelation, it was the first five verses of The Blood 
Clot (Surah al-‘Alaq). The rest of it was revealed later on. However, the first 
complete chapter of the Qur’an to be revealed was The Praise (Surah al- 
Hamd), and hence it was called The Opening (al-Fatihah). This is a summary 
of these matters which are followed up in more detail below.

224 Al-MuttaqI al-Hindi, Muntakhab Kanz al-Vmmal, vol. 3,180.
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The period of three years
Let us suppose that the despatch was in Rajab, in line with the tradition 

of the People of the Household and a number of others. However, the 
Qur’an, as a Heavenly Book and eternal, divine constitution, was only 
revealed three years later; in the interim, the Prophet hid his mission 
from the people at large and invited individuals to God in secret. Hence, 
apart from verbal attacks, the pagans did not set about harassing him, 
because they did not see in his affair anything to fear for their religion.

Four people would pray with the Messenger of God at that time: Ali, 
Ja‘far, Zayd and Khadljah. Every time a crowd of Quraysh passed by them 
they would mock them.

According to Ali ibn Ibrahim al-Qumml:

After three years, God revealed to him: So proclaim that which thou 
art commanded, and withdraw from the idolaters. Lo! We defend thee 
from the scoffers... (15:94-95). He says that that was three years 
after he was made a Prophet.225

Al-Ya‘qubT states:

The Messenger of God remained in Mecca for three years, hiding 
his mandate.226

Muhammad ibn Ishaq says:

Three years after he was despatched, So proclaim that which thou 
art commanded... was revealed and he was instructed to make his 
call public and issue counsel for everyone.227

According to Imam al-Sadiq:

The Messenger of God remained in Mecca for thirteen years after 
revelation came to him from Blessed and Almighty God, including 
three years out of view and afraid, not exposing his mandate

225 Tafsir al-QummF, vol. 1. 378; MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18, 53 and 179.
226 Ibn Wadih, Tarikh al-YaqubT, vol. 2,19.
227 Ibn Hisham, al-SJrat al-Nabawiyyah, 1:280; Ibn Shahr Ashub, Manaqib Al AbTTalib, 
vol. 1, 43; MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18,193-194.
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until God told him to proclaim what he had been commanded 
and make his call known.228

If we consider these traditions in conjunction with the traditions that 
say that the Qur’an was revealed to the Prophet over a period of twenty 
years, they tell us that the Qur’anic revelation comenced three years after 
the despatch, because there is no doubt that the revelation continued 
right up until the year of his death. This fits in with the opinion that the 
Qur’anic revelation commenced in the month of Ramadan on the Night 
of Destiny, as explicitly stated in the Holy Qur’an itself.

Imam al-Sadiq said:

Then the Qur’an was revealed over twenty years.

This is according to KulaynT’s229 and al-‘Ayyash!’s230 traditions, and 
al-Saduq231 and Majlis!232 alluded to it; there are many texts which specify 
that the period during which the Qur’an was revealed was twenty years.233

The tradition on the authority of Sa‘Td ibn al-Musayyab makes a 
similar allusion:

Revelation came down to the Prophet when he was forty-three 
years old.234

This would be so, because there is no doubt that prophethood devolved 
upon him when he had completed forty years, if everyone else agrees on 
this, then how can it elude someone like SaTd?

Al-WahidT narrates via a chain of narration going back to al-Sha‘bI:

228 Abu Ja‘far Muhammad ibn al-Hasan al-TusT, al-Ghaybah (Qum: Mu’assasat al-Ma‘arif 
al-Islamiyyah, 1411 q.), 333; al-Saduq, Kamal al-DTn, vol. 2,344; MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, 
vol. 18,177.
229 KulaynT, al-Kdft, vol. 2, 628-629.

Tafsir al-'Ayyashi, vol. 1,80.
231 Abuja'far Muhammad ibn Ali ibn al-Husayn ibn Musa ibn Babawayh al-Qumml 
al-Saduq, al-Ftiqadat ft Din al-Imamiyyah (lithograph, Tehran: Markaz Nashr Kitab, 
1370 s.), 101.
232 MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18, 250 and 253.
233 See al-Suyutl al-ltqan, vol. 1,118 and Tafsiru Shubbar, 350.
234 Abu ‘Abdillah al-Hakim al-Naysaburl, al-Mustadrak ‘ala al-Sahihayn (Beirut: Dar 
al-Ma‘rifah), vol. 2, 610.

230
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God divided up His Revelation and its beginning to end was a 
period of twenty years, or roughly twenty years.235

Even clearer is what Imam Ahmad narrates via an unbroken chain 
back to ‘Amir al-Sha‘bT:

Prophethood came down upon the Messenger of God when he 
was forty years old, so Raphael was linked to his prophethood for 
three years. He would teach him, but the Qur’an was not revealed.
After three years, Gabriel was linked to his prophethood and the 
Qur’an was revealed upon his tongue over twenty years, ten in 
Mecca and ten in Medina. He died when he was sixty-three years 
old. According to Ibn KathTr, it is an authentic chain of narration 
back to al-Sha‘bT.236

Even though this tradition contains things which we do not concede, 
which may be the result of al-Sha‘bfs own interpretation (ijtihad), what 
is of use to us in this narration is the reference to the Qur’an’s revelation 
taking twenty years, and that it commenced three years after the despatch. 
This is something upon which there is consensus.

Views and Interpretations
Scholars have various opinions and interpretations of what is meant 

by the revelation of the Qur’an on the Night of Destiny in the month of 
Ramadan. In view of the fact that we know that the Qur’an was revealed 
serially over twenty or twenty three years, and at particular times and 
in various circumstances, the following assertions have been made:

l) That the revelation began on the Night of Destiny in the month 
of Ramadan.

This is the view of Muhammad ibn Ishaq237 and al-Sha'bl238. According 
to Imam RazT:

235 Abu al-Hasan Ali ibn Ahmad al-WahidT, Asbabu Nuzul al-Ayat (Cairo: Mu’assasat 
al-Halabl wa Shuraka’ihi li al-Nashr wa al-Tawzf, 1968), 3.
236 Abu al-Fida’ Isma'Tl ibn KathTr al-DimashqT, al-Bidayah wa al-Nihayah (Beirut: Dar 
Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘ArabI, 1988), vol. 3, 4; al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 1,128; Ibn Sa‘d, al- 
Tabaqat al-Kubra, vol. 1,127; Ibn Wadih, Tarfkhal-Yaqubi, vol. 2,18.
237 TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 2,276.
238 Al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 1,119.
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That is because calendars are based on when nations and states 
begin, on account of their being the most important times, and 
because they are also precise, known times.239

Zamakhsharl also explains the verse this way:

Its revelation to him began then.

This is the opinion we adopt in view of the fact that if any important 
event is protracted over a period of time, history records its start date, 
just as with the time of the formation of a state, foundation or particular 
group, or some other particular event; for if one is asked about such 
things, the answer will invariably be the date when it began.

Also, there are God’s Words, wherein the Quran was sent down (2:185), 
and other such verses, for if it were otherwise, they would be in the 
present tense or adjectival. These very words are evidence that some 
of the Qur’an was revealed after the Night of Destiny, unless of course 
they are interpreted without reference to evidence, as will be explained 
below, just as the the relevence of different verses accord with particular 
circumstances. This the greatest proof that they were revealed in different 
places, because it links every specific verse with a particular time and 
place. This is true of every verse that pertains to a particular incident at 
a particular time - the verse is revealed there and then, to address the 
situation. All this proves that the Qur’an was not all revealed at once. 
Otherwise, there would have been no reason for the pagans to say:

Why is the Qur’an not revealed to him all at once? (25:32).

The Almighty responded as follows:

(It is revealed) thus that We may strengthen thy heart therewith; and 
We have arranged it in right order (25:32)

This means that it was more supportive for the revelation to be in 
instalments and at appropriate times, so that the Prophet’s heart would 
be reassured with the realisation of the presence of God’s continuous 
care at all times and on every occasion.

240

239 RazI, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, vol. 5, 85.
Abu al-Qasim Jarallah Mahmud ibn ‘Umar al-Zamakhsharl, al-Kashshaf‘an Haqd'iq 

al-Tanzil wa ‘Uyun al-Aqawil (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘ArabI, 1947), vol. 1,227.
240
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Ibn Shahr Ashub also expresses this opinion in Manaqib Al AbTTalib f 
where he says:

The month of Ramadan wherein the Qur’an was sent down means 
the revelation began.

In Mutashabihat al-Quran he contends that:

The correct view is that ‘Qur’an’ here does not mean the whole 
of it. Instead it means the genus. Anything revealed fits the 
literal meaning.241

It appears from the end of his response to Abuja‘far al-Saduq infra 
that Sheikh Mufid is also of this opinion:

What may be meant by the tradition which says that the Qur’an 
was revealed jumlatan on the Night of Destiny is that a portion 
(jumlatun) of it was revealed on the Night of Destiny. Then, it 
was followed by revelations up until the Prophet’s death. As for 
its being revealed in its entirety on the Night of Destiny, that 
is far from what the literal meaning of the Qur’an, indubitable 
traditions (al-mutawatir min al-akhbar) and the consensus of the 
scholars dictate, in spite of the difference in their opinions.242

2) What people needed that year from the Qur’an would be revealed 
to the Prophet every Night of Destiny. Then, as needed, Gabriel would 
bring down what Almighty God told him to. Thus, what is meant by 
‘Ramadan’ is every Ramadan, not a specific Ramadan. It is an explanation 
which Imam RazT believed to be possible.243

This opinion is adopted by Ibn Jurayj244 and al-Suddl, and also attributed 
by the latter to Ibn ‘Abbas.245 Al-QurtubT cites it on the authority of Muqatil 
ibn Hayyan, and al-Hallml and al-Marudi agree with it.246

241 Ibn Shahr Ashub, Manaqib Al AbTTalib, vol. 1,173; Ibn Shahr Ashub, Mutashabih 
al-Qur’an wa Mukhtalafuh (Qum: BTdar, 1328 s.), vol. 1,63.
242 Mufid, TashThu Ttiqadat al-Imamiyyah, 58.
243 RazT, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, vol. 5,85.
244 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 1,189.
245 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 2,276.
246 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,118.
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However, this choice contradicts the literal meaning of the Almighty’s 
Words wherein...was sent down (2:185) and We sent it down (97:l), which refer 
to a past event, otherwise it would have been more appropriate to say, 
‘We are sending it down (nunazziluhu).’

Another problem with this is what we think to be remote about the 
fifth opinion (see infra), which asks why the Qur’an would be revealed 
before it is needed. And this is indicative of its being revealed in relation 
to particular incidents, and not before.

3) Shahru Ramadan alladhf unzila fihi al-Qur’an means ‘The month of 
Ramadan, about which the Qur’an was revealed,’ and is used in this context 
to mean that fasting was made mandatory, just as one says the Qur’an 
was revealed about So-and-So or about such-and-such an occasion. What 
is meant here by ‘the Qur’an’ is one or more verses of it.247

According to al-Dahhak, Shahru Ramadan alladhf unzila ffhi al-Qur’an 
(2:185) means the month of Ramadan regarding which the duty to fast 
was revealed in the Qur’an.248 This is the opinion chosen by al-Husayn 
ibn al-Fadl and Ibn al-Anbari.249

However, this explanation is restricted to the verse in The Cow (Surah 
al-Baqarah). It does not apply to the verses in The Smoke (Surah al-Dukhan) 
and The (Night of) Destiny (Surah al-Qadr), as is obvious, not to mention 
that it is an interpretation (ta’wfl) of the wording for which there is no 
reason or evidential basis.

4) Most of the Qur’an was revealed in the month of Ramadan. Hence 
it is correct to attribute the whole of it to it. This is a second explanation 
considered to be possible by Sayyid Qutb. He asserts:

The month...wherein the Qur’an was sent down means either 
that its revelation began in the month of Ramadan or that most 
of it was revealed during months of Ramadan.250

However, there is no evidence that most of the verses of the Qur’an 
were revealed during months of Ramadan, or specifically on the Night 
of Destiny. It may be more realistic to dismiss this possibility altogether.

247 TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 1,276; Zamakhsharl, al-Kashshaf, vol. 1,227.
Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 1,190.

249 RazI, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, vol. 5, 85.
Sayyid Qutb, FTZilal al-Qur’an (Cairo: Dar al-Shuruq, 1400 q.), vol. 2, 245.

248

250

81



INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR'AN

5) The Qur’an was sent down complete on one night, namely the 
Night of Destiny, to the House of Might (Bayt al-lzzah) or the Inhabited 
House (al-Bayt al-Ma‘mur). Then, it was sent down to the Messenger of 
God at different times in relation to particular events over a period of 
twenty or twenty- three years. A number of hadith scholars believe this 
in light of the literal meaning of various traditions.

Sheikh Saduq states:

The Qur’an was sent down complete in the month of Ramadan 
on the Night of Destiny to the Inhabited House in the Fourth 
Heaven. Then it was sent down from the Inhabited House over a 
period of twenty years. God gave the knowledge to the Prophet 
in one go. Then, He said to him: And hasten not with the Qur’an ere 
its revelation hath been perfected unto thee... (20:114).251

‘Allamah Majlis! says as a follow-up to this statement:

Verses indicate that the Qur’an was sent down on the Night of 
Destiny. It is likely that it was sent down in its entirety. Textual 
evidence and oral narrations indicate that it was sent down over 
twenty252 or twenty-three years.253 Some traditions say that the 
Qur’an was sent down on the first night of the month of Ramadan.
Some indicate that its revelation began with the despatch.254 They 
can be reconciled by saying that on the Night of Destiny, the 
Qur’an came down complete from the Guarded Tablet (al-lawh 
al-mahfuz) to the Fourth Heaven (the Inhabited House), to come 
gradually down from the fourth heaven to the earth.

The whole of the Qur’an came down to the Prophet on the first 
night of the month of Ramadan for him to know, but not to recite 
to the people. Then, it began to be revealed verse by verse and

251 Al-Saduq, al-Vtiqadat fiDm al-Imamiyyah, 101.
252 KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 2,628-629.
253 The length of his prophethood, assuming that the revelation began on the day he 
was despatched on the prophetic mission and ended with his passing.
254 Narrations indicating that the first chapter to be revealed was The Blood Clot, revealed 
at the beginning of the despatch on 27 Rajab. See Majlis!, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 92, 39; 
vol. 18, 206.
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chapter by chapter at the despatch and at other times for him 
to recite to the people.255

TabaranT and others cite on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas that the Qur’an 
was sent down complete on the Night of Destiny to the Lower Heaven 
and it was placed in the House of Might (bayt al-izzah). Thereafter, it was 
sent down to the Prophet serially over twenty years.

According to Jalal al-DIn, this is the likeliest and most commonly held 
opinion. Many traditions, most of which are deemed to be authentic, are 
narrated to that effect on the authority of Hakim, TabaranT, BayhaqT, 
NisaT and others.256

Tabari narrates via his chain of narration on the authority of Wathilah 
ibn al-Asqa‘ that the Prophet said:

The scrolls of Abraham were sent down on the first night of the 
month of Ramadan, the Torah was sent down six days into Ramadan, 
the Gospel was sent down thirteen days in, and the Qur’an was sent 
down on the twenty-fourth of Ramadan.257

Tabari also says that al-Suddl says on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas:

‘The month of Ramadan’ and ‘the Blessed Night’ mean the Night 
of Destiny, for the Night of Destiny is the Blessed Night. And it is 
in Ramadan. The Qur’an was sent down in one go to the Inhabited 
House. It is the position of the stars in the world’s heaven where 
the Qur’an fell. Then it came down to Muhammad after that, 
with regard to commands and prohibitions and about wars, little 
by little.258

Doubt about this verse had crept into ‘Atiyyah ibn al-Aswad’s soul, 
because the Qur’an had come down in all the months of the year. So he 
asked Ibn ‘Abbas about it and he gave him the above answer.259

So, too, narrates Jalal al-DIn via his chain of narration back to Jabir 
ibn ‘Abdillah al-Ansari:

255 MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18, 253-254.
256 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,116-117.
257 Tabari Jam i'al-Bayan, vol. 2, 84.
258 TabariJami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 2,84-85. 

Al-SuyutI, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 1,189.259
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God sent the scrolls of Abraham down on the first night of Ramadan, 
sent the Torah down to Moses six days into Ramadan, sent the 
Psalms down to David twelve days into Ramadan, sent the Gospel 
down to Jesus eighteen days into Ramadan, and sent the Furqan 
down to Muhammad twenty-four days into Ramadan.260

Via our chains of narration, ‘AyyashT narrates that Ibrahim asked 
Imam al-Sadiq about the Almighty’s Words:

The month of Ramadan in which was revealed the Qur’an... (2:185)

How was the Qur’an sent down in this way when the Qur’an was 
sent down over twenty years from beginning to end?

The Imam replied:

The Qur’an came down complete in the month of Ramadan to 
the Inhabited House. Then it was sent down from the Inhabited 
House over twenty years.

He then continued:

The Prophet said, ‘The scrolls of Abraham came down on the 
first night of the month of Ramadan, the Torah was sent down 
six nights into the month of Ramadan, the Gospel thirteen 
nights into the month of Ramadan, the Psalms were sent down 
on the eighteenth of Ramadan, and the Qur’an was sent down 
on the twenty-fourth of Ramadan.261

The same hadith also appears in al-Kafi, except that it says at the end:

...and the Qur’an was sent down on the twenty-third of the month 
of Ramadan.

The narration is on the authority of al-Hafs ibn Ghiyath.262 
Part of the hadith appears in TahdhTb al-Ahkam, narrated by Abu BasTr. 

At the end it says:

260 Ibid.
261 TafsTr al-'Ayyashi, vol. 1, 80. 

KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 2,628-629.262
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...and the Furqan came down on the Night of Destiny.263

These are collected traditions which explain the Qur’an’s being sent 
down in one go in one night, either to the Inhabited House in the Fourth 
Heaven according to Shi‘a narrations, or to the House of Might in the 
Lower Heaven according to some Sunni narrations; from there, its verses 
came down separately, little by little to the Messenger of God in relation 
to particular circumstances.

Hadith literalists take these traditions at face value, and seek comfort 
for themselves by straightforward acceptance.

In contrast, critical scholars were not content to merely accept what 
seemed incomprehensible; there is, after all, no duty to slavishly accept 
anything which has nothing to do with the fundamentals of worship. 
Hence, they began criticising these hadiths in a scholarly fashion, asking 
themselves what palpable good there was in the Qur’an’s coming down 
all at once to one of the High Heavens, then coming down gradually to 
the Messenger of God.

In answer to this question, Fakhr RazI says that it may be that it was 
to make it easy for Gabriel, or for the benefit of the Prophet who would 
be awaiting revelation from the nearest point.264

However, this response is very weak and has no foundation. Furthermore, 
it is conjecture about the unseen. We are surprised at such empty words 
issuing from someone so skilled in analysis.

Mawla265 Fayd KashanT says:

It is as if this means its coming down to the Prophet’s heart, as 
in the Almighty’s Words, Which the True Spirit brought down upon 
thy heart...(26:193-194). Thereafter it came down in instalments 
spread over twenty years, from the bottom of his heart to the 
tip of his tongue, every time Gabriel brought him revelation and 
recited it to him in words.266

263 Abu Ja'far Muhammad ibn al-Hasan al-TusT, Tahdhib al-Ahkam ft Shark al-Muqanmah 
li al-Sheikh al-Mufid (Tehran, Dar al-Kutub al-Islamiyyah, 1365 s.), vol. 4,193-194.
264 RazT, al-TafsTr al-Kabir, vol. 5,85.
265 Honorific title translatable as ‘Master.' [Trans.]
266 Fayd KashanT, al-SafifiTafsir al-Qur’an, vol. 1,42.
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He interprets the Inhabited House as the Messenger’s heart, and it 
is possible that al-Saduq also means the same by saying that:

He gave the knowledge to the Prophet in one fell swoop.

Sheikh Abu ‘Abdillah al-Zanjanlalso favours the same interpretation 
of this tradition. He contends:

We may say that the spirit of the Qur’an, namely the universal 
objective for which it is intended, manifested to his noble heart 
on that night: Which the True Spirit brought down upon thy heart... 
(26:193-194). Then it appeared on his actual tongue spread over 
twenty years: And (it is) a Quran which We have divided, that thou 
mayst recite it unto mankind at intervals, and We have revealed it by 
(successive) revelation (17:106).267

‘Allamah Tabataba’T takes this interpretation and explores it 
further, asserting:

The Book has another reality beyond what we comprehend 
through ordinary understanding. It is a reality with a coherent 
unity which cannot be divided up or broken into parts, on account 
of its going back to a single meaning with no parts or sections.
This division into sections seen in the Scripture only happened 
subsequent to the coherent unity. God said, (This is) a Book whose 
verses are perfected (uhkimat) and then expounded (fussilat), from One 
Wise, Informed... (ll:l); this is indeed a noble Quran in a Book kept 
hidden which none toucheth save the purified (56:77-79); and, Verily 
We have brought them a Scripture which We expound with knowledge, 
a guidance and a mercy for a people who believe (7:52).

So what is meant by the Qur’an’s being sent down on the Night 
of Destiny is the Book’s consolidated reality being Sent down, 
all at once, to the Messenger’s heart, just as the divided up Book 
was gradually sent down in parts, also to his heart, throughout 
the duration of his calling as a prophet. 268

267 See Tarikh al-Qur’an, 10.
268 Tabataba'T, al-MTzan, vol. 2,14-16. This is heavily paraphrased as is the author’s 
custom when quoting. [Trans.]
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What he says is all very well. However, it is no more than a particular 
reading which has no evidence. Above all, the matter is textual, and 
neither rational nor academic. Hence we might ask these luminaries what 
the basis is for interpreting the Inhabited House - which is in the Fourth 
Heaven according to Shi‘a traditions, or the House of Might according 
to Sunni traditions - as the Prophet’s heart. Why was this expression 
worded this way?

In the section on allegorical verses, we shall debate Sayyid ‘Allamah’s 
view of there being more than one dimension to the Qur’an.

A useful enquiry
According to al-‘Allamah al-Sheikh Abu ‘Abdillah al-Mufid:

The basis of the position taken by Abu Ja'far under this heading 
is a khabar wahid i.e. it is not indubitable (al-mutawatir al-maqtu‘ 
bihi). It does not make knowledge or action necessary. Revelation 
of the Qur’an for reasons occurring, incident by incident, indicate 
the opposite of what this hadith says. For the Qur’an contains 
rulings on what happened, and states what occurred the way it 
occurred. That is only plausible if revelation occurred at the time 
of the reason for the said revelation.

For example there are the Almighty’s Words, God has heard the 
saying of her that disputeth with thee concerning her husband, and 
complaineth unto God. And God heareth your dialogue... (58:l).

This verse was revealed in relation to Khawlah bint Khuwaylid, 
who came to complain about her husband Aws ibn al-Samit, who 
had divorced her by way of zihar - a type of divorce which was 
valid during the days of ignorance.269

Other examples are the Almighty’s Words, But when they spy some 
merchandise or pastime they break away to it and leave thee standing 
(62:11); and, Of the believers are men who are true to what they covenanted 
with God. Some of them have fulfilled their vow by death (in battle), 
and some of them still are waiting; and they have not altered in the 
least... (33:23).

269 TabrisI, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 9,246.
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Words in the past tense - ‘they said’ (qdlu), ‘they came’ (jau) and 
‘he came’ (jd’a) - are common in the Qur’an. It also contains that 
which abrogates and that which has been abrogated. None of this 
is compatible with its having been revealed complete, at a time 
before any of that had happened.

He says further:

If we follow up the stories in the Qur’an, we find that what we 
have referred to comes up frequently - there is not enough room 
in the treatise to deal with it all. How similar this hadith is to the 
position (madhhab) of the anthropomorphists who claim that God 
has always spoken the Qur’an, i.e., belief in the sempiternity of the 
Qur’an, telling of what will be using the past tense. Monotheists 
(ahl al-tawhTd) have responded to them in the way we have stated.

It is possible that the tradition which says that the Qur’an was sent 
down jumalatan on the Night of Destiny means that the essential 
meaning (jumlah) of it came down on the Night of Destiny, then 
it was followed by what came down periodically up to the death 
of the Prophet. The whole of it coming down in its entirety on 
the Night of Destiny is a departure from what is dictated by the 
literal meaning of the Qur’an, unquestionable traditions and the 
consensus of scholars, despite the different opinions of the latter.270

According to al-Murtada ‘Alam al-Huda:

If the position taken by Abu Ja‘far ibn Babawayh - certainty of its 
being revealed in one go - is based on traditions narrated by him, 
those traditions are hadiths narrated via one or only a very few 
chains (ahad), and this is not grounds for certainty. Conversely, 
there are many other more widely circulated traditions which state 
that it was not revealed all at once, that some of it was revealed 
in Mecca and some in Medina. That is why some of the Qur’an is 
said to be Meccan and some Medinan. When events such as zihar 
divorce and other such things occurred, he would wait for what 
would be revealed to him from the Qur’an, saying, ‘Nothing has 
been revealed to me on this matter.’ Had the Qur’an been sent

270 MufTd, Tashihu 1‘tiqadat al-Imamiyyah, 58.
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down all at once, that would not have happened, and the ruling 
on zihar and other matters over which he hesitated would have 
been known to him. One does not resile from such evident, widely 
circulated matters solely on the basis of isolated narrations.

As for the Qur’an itself, it states, And those who disbelieve say; Why 
is the Qur’an not revealed unto him all at once? (25:32). If it had been 
sent down all at once, the response to them would have been that 
it was sent down as you suggested, and not, (it is revealed) thus 
that We may strengthen thy heart therewith; and We have arranged it 
in right order (wa rattalnahu tartila) (25:32).

All the exegetes have interpreted that by saying that it means: ‘We 
sent it that way, i.e., in instalments, to give it a chance to be heard and 
to progress gradually, enabling it to be digested. Tartll also means ‘one 
thing appearing after another.’ Construing it otherwise is incorrect, 
because the literal meaning contradicts it, and the people did not say, 
‘Why did we not know that the Qur’an was sent down all at once?’ They 
said, ‘Why has the Qur’an not been revealed all at once?’ If it had been 
sent like that, the response would have been, ‘It was as you asked,’ and 
there would have been no argument for it being revealed in instalments 
as the end of the verse states.

As for the verse, The month of Ramadan in which was revealed the Qur'an 
(2:185), it indicates that the genus of the Qur’an - most of it or the beginning 
of it - came down in this month. It does not indicate that the whole of 
it came down then.

And as for the verse, And hasten not with the Qur'an ere its revelation 
hath been perfected unto thee (20:114), we do not understand how it can 
mean that it was sent down all at once. It should be explained how it 
could mean that. The verse is more indicative of the opposite, because 
the Almighty said, Ere its revelation hath been perfected unto thee, which 
indicates that more was to come before it was completed.

A long time ago I was asked to write an interpretation of this verse 
and wrote a comprehensive treatise on it. I cited two explanations given 
by the exegetes and added a third explanation which was mine alone. 
One of the two exegeses was that when the angel brought some of the 
Qur’an, the Prophet would recite before the angel had finished, keen to
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remember and master it. So he was told to wait until the recitation was 
finished, because parts of it depended on others.

The second one was that he was told not to pass on any of the Qur’an 
before it had been revealed to him, along with its meaning and interpretation.

My own explanation was that he was told not to demand what had 
not yet been revealed to him of the Qur’an, because whatever he needed 
would inevitably be revealed to him without his asking, because God does 
not withhold what he needs. What he does not need is not sent down in 
any event, and so there is no need to ask. Thus the verse has nothing to 
do with the matter at hand.271

The Difference between Inzal and Tanzil 
Another point relied upon by those who say that the Qur’an was sent 

down twice - first complete and then gradually - is the difference between 
the words, inzal and tanzil, which are used in this context. They say that 
whenever inzal al-Quran is used, what is meant is its entire revelation. 
Examples of this phraseology are in God’s words:

The month of Ramadan in which the Qur’an was revealed (unzila) (2:185);

Lo! We revealed it (anzalnahu) on a blessed night (44:3);

and:

Lo! We revealed it (anzalnahu) on the Night of Destiny (97 :l).

As for the word tanzil, it means coming down gradually:

And (it is) a Qur’an that We have divided, that thou mayest recite it 
unto mankind at intervals, and We have revealed it (wa nazzalnahu) 
by (successive) revelation. (17:106).

Al-ZamakhsharT asks rhetorically why it is that God says nazzala in 
respect of the Book, and anzala regarding the Torah and the Gospel, in 
the following:

2nJawab al-Masail al-Tarabulusiyyat (Answer to the Three Questions from Tripoli), in 
the first group of treatises in al-Sharlf al-Murtada, Rasail al-Sharif al-Murtada (Qum: 
Dar al-Qur’an al-Karlm, 1405 q.), 403-405.
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He hath revealed (nazzala) unto thee the Scripture with truth, confirming 
that which was before it, even as He revealed (wa anzala) the Torah 
and the Gospel (3:3).

And he answers himself by saying that the Qur’an came down in 
instalments whereas the other two Scriptures came down all at once.272 

According to al-Raghib:

The difference between inzal and tanzil describing the Qur’an and 
the angels is that tanzil is exclusively used to indicate that it is 
sent down one instalment after another whereas inzal is general.

His comment on the first three verses is:

The only reason for using the word inzal instead of tanzil is because 
of what is narrated - that the Qur’an came down all at once to the 
lower heaven and then came down instalment by instalment. In 
the Almighty’s Words, The wandering Arabs are more hard in disbelief 
and hypocrisy, and more likely to be ignorant of the limits which God hath 
revealed (anzala) unto His Messenger (9:97).

The word inzal is used to refer to either. Also in the verse, If We 
had caused (law anzalna) this Qur’an to descend upon a mountain...
(59:21), God did not say law nazzalnd, thus drawing attention to 
the fact that if it had been revealed to the mountain once what 
was conferred upon the Prophet in several parts, then ...thou 
wouldst have seen it humbled...(59:2l).273

Our Sayyid ‘Allamah TabatabaT followed them in that and confirmed it, 
insisting that inzal was only used on account of the non-composite (basit) 
reality of the Qur’an coming down all at once on the Night of Destiny in 
the month of Ramadan. As for its tanzil, it means its distinct parts coming 
down gradually throughout the Prophet’s lifetime.274

However, the truth appears to be something else, for the unbelievers asked:

Why is the Qur’an not revealed (nuzzila) unto him all at once? (25:32).

272 Zamakhsharl, al-Kashshaf vol. 1,336.
273 Al-Raghib, al-Mufradat, 489.
274 TabatabaT, al-Mlzan, vol. 2,14.
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So the Qur’an coming down all at once is referred to as tanzTl. There
is also:■

)
...We would have sent down (nazzalna) for them from heaven an angel 
as messenger (17:95).

But an angel is an individual entity, and does not come down gradually 
in parts.

And even though the sign comes down alone, the same is true in 
the following:

They say: Why hath no portent been sent down (nuzzila) upon him 
from his Lord? (6:37).

The same applies to God’s Words:

And those who believe say: 0, if only a chapter were revealed 
(nuzzilat)/ (47:20),

meaning all at once,
And:

Had We sent down (nazzalna) unto thee (actual) writing upon parchment, 
so that they could feel it with their hands...(6:7),

which here means all at once.
And in the Almighty’s Words:

It is He who sent down (anzala) upon thee the Book, wherein are verses 
clear that are the Essence of the Book, and others allegorical (3:7),

the phraseology challenges the ‘Allamah’s assertion that the word 
inzal is exclusive to those things which are non-composite, because the 
Book sent down (munzal) has verses which are clear and others which 
are allegorical, therefore the Qur’an can be said to have distinct parts. 

God has said:

Shall I seek other than God forjudge, when He it is Who hath revealed 
(anzala) unto you this Scripture, fully explained? Those unto whom We 
gave the Scripture aforetime know that it is revealed (nuzzila) from thy 
Lord in truth. (6:114).
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That which came down fully explained is the Qur’an which came 
down in instalments.

Both words are used in relation to the Qur’an in a single verse:

...and We have revealed (anzalna) unto thee the Remembrance that thou 
mayest explain to mankind that which hath been revealed (nuzzila) 
for them (16:44).

ZamakhsharT makes two mistakes here. Firstly, he considers the Gospel 
to be a Scripture, when in fact it was nothing but good news which Jesus 
recited to the Apostles. He did not have a Scripture in the technical sense 
of the word,275 for what is meant in the verse where Jesus says:

...He hath given me the Scripture... (19:30),

is the code of religious law (al-shanah), since it is a commonly used 
technical term. Also, where the Qur’an states:

... to instruct them in the Scripture and in wisdom... (2:129),

this means to teach them the code of religious law (shanah) as well 
as wisdom or insight into the religion.

Secondly, he regarded the Torah as coming down from Heaven in the 
form of a book, when in fact it was stone tablets which Moses took with 
him to write down what the Merciful dictated to him on Mount Sinai. 
Moses’ Book, according to the Qur’an,276 was written by his own hand. 
What came to Moses was what God dictated to him gradually throughout 
his stay on Mount Sinai.277

The First Revelation
Researchers disagree over various matters pertaining to the Qur’an, 

including concerns over which verses or chapters came down first. There 
are three opinions on the matter:

l) The Blood Clot (Surah al-‘Alaq), because the prophetic mission began 
with the revelation of three or five verses from the beginning of The Blood

275 See Ma'rifat, al-Tamhid fi Vitim al-Qur’an, vol 8, ‘What happened to the Gospel which 
came down to Christ’ (not included in this abridgment); ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Najjar, 
Qisas al-Anbiya (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Halabl, 1386 q.), 399.
276 Yet before that, the Book of Moses was an example and a mercy (46:12).
277 See Exodus 34:27.
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Clot. That was when the truth came to the Prophet by surprise while he 
was in the Cave at Hira’ and the angel told him, ‘Recite.’ He then protested, 
‘I cannot recite.’ Thereafter, he covered him completely and told him:

Recite: In the Name of thy Lord who createth, createth Man from a clot.
Recite: And thy Lord is the Most Bounteous,278 Who teacheth by the pen, 
teacheth Man that which he knew not (96:l-5).279

Tafsir al-Imam (The Imam’s Exegesis) states that Gabriel:

...came down to him, grabbed his upper arm, shook it and said, 
‘Muhammad, recite!’ He said, ‘What shall I recite?’ He said, 
‘Muhammad, Recite: In the Name of thy Lord who createth, createth 
Man from a clot. Recite: And thy Lord is the Most Bounteous, Who teacheth 
by the pen, teacheth Man that which he knew not' (96:1-5).280

It is narrated on the authority of Imam al-Sadiq that:

The first thing to be revealed to the Messenger of God was, In the 
Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate; Recite: In the Name of 
thy Lord; and the last thing to be revealed to him was When comes 
the help of God.281

2) The Shrouded (Surah al-Muddaththir), on account of what is narrated 
by Umm Salamah:

I asked Jabir ibn ‘Abdillah al-Ansari, ‘Which part of the Qur’an 
was revealed first?’ He replied, ‘0 thou shrouded in thy mantle.’ I 
suggested, ‘Or Recite: In the Name of thy Lord?’ He replied, ‘I will 
tell you what the Messenger of God told me: ‘I confined myself 
at Hira’ and then, when I finished my confinement, I went down 
and headed for the bottom of the valley. Then I looked towards 
the sky, and there he was,’ meaning Gabriel. ‘Trepidation took

278 Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 1,3.
279 See Sahih Muslim, vol. 1,97.

Imam al-Hasan ‘Askar! (‘Alayhi al-Salam), Tafsir [attributed to] al-Imam (Qum, 
1409 q.), 157; Majlis!, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18, 206; al-Sayyid Hashim al-Bahranl, Tafsir 
al-Burhan (Tehran: Aftab Printing Press, 1374 q.), vol. 4,478 .

KulaynT, al-Kap, vol. 2, 628-629; Abu Ja'far Muhammad ibn Ali ibn al-Husayn ibn 
Babawayh al-Qumml, ‘Uyun Akhbaral-Rida (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-A‘lam! li al-Matbu‘at, 
1984), vol. 1,9; Majlis!, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 92,39; Bahrani, Tafsir al-Burhan, vol. 1,29.

280

281
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hold of me and I went to KhadTjah. I told her to shroud me in my 
mantle and she did so. Then, God revealed to me: 0 thou shrouded 
in thy mantle, arise and warn/”282

On the other hand Jabir may have worked out for himself that it was the 
first chapter, because there is no other indication in the Prophet’s words. 
The preferred opinion is that Jabir said this after a period during which 
revelation had come to a halt, therefore he thought it was the commencement 
of the revelation.283 Here is the hadith on the period during which the 
revelation had come to a halt, also in accordance with Jabir’s narration:

I heard the messenger of God speak of the time of revelation. He 
said, ‘While I was walking, I heard someone call out from heaven, 
so I raised my head and there was the angel who had come to 
me at Hira’, sitting on a chair between heaven and earth. I was 
terrified of him, so I went back. I said, ‘Wrap me up, wrap me 
up, shroud me in my mantle,’ and so Blessed and Almighty God 
revealed: 0 thou shrouded in thy mantle, arise and warn! Thy Lord 
magnify, thy raiment purify, defilement shun (74:1-5),’meaning the 
idols. He said: ‘Then revelation resumed.’284

In Bukhari’s words:

revelation increased and resumed.285

3) The Opening (Surah al-Fatihah). According to ZamakhsharT:

Most exegetes say that The Opening (al-Fatihah) was the first thing 
to be revealed.286

‘Allamah TabrisI narrates on the authority of his teacher Ahmad 
al-Zahid’s book al-Idah via its chain of narration back to Sa'Td ibn al- 
Musayyab, that Ali ibn AbITalib said:

282 Sahih Muslim, vol. 1, 99.
283 ZarkashT, al-Burhan, vol. 1, 206.
284 Sahih Muslim, vol. 1,98; Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 1,4.
285 Sahih Muslim, vol. 1, 98; Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 1,4.
286 ZamakhsharT, al-Kashshdf, vol. 4,775; Ibn Hajar challenges it superficially, but there 
is no room to include it after the explanation below on how to reconcile the three 
opinions. See Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 8, 548.
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I asked the Prophet about the reward in the Qur’an and so he told 
me about reward, chapter by chapter, in the order it came down 
from heaven. The first thing that came down to him in Mecca was 
The Opening of the Book (Fdtihat al-Kitdb), then Recite in the Name of 
thy Lord, then Nun, The Pen...287

Al-WahidT narrates in Asbab al-Nuzul, via his chain of narration back to 
Abu Maysarah ‘Amr ibn Sharhabll, that when the Messenger of God was 
off on his own, he would hear a call and be terrified by it. The last time, 
the angel called to him, ‘Muhammad.’ He replied, ‘I am at your service.’ 
He continued, 7n the Name of God the Merciful, the Compassionate: Praise be 
to God, the Lord of the Worlds’ until he reached, ‘Nor of those who go astray.

My comment is that there is no doubt that the Prophet prayed from 
the time he was despatched, and that Ali, Ja‘far, Zayd ibn Harithah and 
KhadTjah would pray with him,289 and that there is no prayer for someone 
who has not recited The Opening of the Book.290 The tradition says that 
Gabriel began by teaching him ablution and prayer,291 so The Opening had 
to have been linked with the despatch.

According to Jalal al-DTn al-Suyutl:

It is not recorded that there was ever any prayer without the 
Opening of the Book in Islam.292

Furthermore, we do not see any fundamental contradiction between 
the three opinions in view of the fact that the three or five verses from 
the beginning of The Blood Clot only came down to give glad tidings of the 
Messenger’s prophethood. This is the consensus of all. Secondly, after 
a while, verses also came to him from the beginning of The Shrouded, as 
Jabir’s hadith says. As for The Opening, it was the first complete chapter 
to be revealed. As for other verses which were revealed before it, they 
came down for other purposes, although they were recorded later on 
within the verses and chapters of the Qur’an.

TabrisT, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 10,405.
Al-WahidT, Asbdbu Nuzul al-Ayat, 11.
Tafslr al-Qummi, vol. 1,378.

290 NaysaburT, al-Mustadrak ‘ala al-Sahihayn, vol. 1,238-239; Sahih Muslim, vol. 2,9.
Ibn Hisham, al-Sirat al-Nabawiyyah, vol. 1,260-261; Majlis!, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18, 

184; vol. 14,194.
292 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,30.
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Thus it is correct to refer to The Praise as The Opening, meaning the 
first complete chapter revealed in this specific capacity. The extreme 
importance given to it at the beginning of the prophetic mission, and 
its unique aspect of being mandatory in all prayers, made it equivalent, 
in terms of merit, to the whole of the Qur’an:

We have given thee seven of the oft-repeated (verses) and the great 
Qur’an (15:87).

God conferred this special revelation as a grace to His Messenger 
equivalent to the rest of the Qur’an.

True, if you count chapters by their beginnings, Praise comes fifth 
according to Jabir ibn Zayd’s tradition293 - infra.

The Last to be Revealed
Our traditions say that the last to be revealed was The Help (Surah 

al-Nasr). It is narrated that when it came down and the Prophet read it 
to his companions, they were happy and rejoiced, except for ‘Abbas ibn 
‘Abd al-Muttalib, who wept. The Prophet asked, ‘What is making you 
cry, Uncle?’ ‘Abbas replied, ‘I think that you have announced your death 
to yourself, 0 Messenger of God,’ and he said, ‘It is as you say,’ and so he 
only lived for two more years after that.294

According to Imam al-Sadiq:

The last chapter to come down was When comes the help of God, 
and victory...295

Muslim cites Ibn ‘Abbas as saying:

The last chapter to come down was When comes the help of God, 
and victory...296

It is narrated that the last chapter to be revealed was The Repudiation 
(Surah al-Baraah). It came down in the ninth year, after the year of the 
Conquest on the return from the Battle ofTabuk. Verses from the beginning

293 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,72.
TabrisT, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 10, 554.

295 BahranT, Tafsfr al-Burhan, vol. 1, 29.
296 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,79.

294
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of it were revealed, and the Prophet sent them with Ali to recite them 
to an assembly of pagans.297

Alternatively, it is narrated that the last verse to be revealed was And 
guard yourself against a day in which ye will be brought back to God. Then every 
soul will be paid in full that which it hath earned, and they will not be wronged 
(2:28l), which Gabriel brought down and told the Prophet to put after 
verse 280 of The Cow. The Messenger of God only lived another twenty- 
one days - some say seven days - after that.

According to Ibn Wadih al-Ya‘qubI:

It is said that the last to be revealed to him was, This day I have 
perfected your religion for you and completed My favour unto you, and 
have chosen for you as religion al-Islam (5:3).

His comment on the above is that:

It is the authentic, confirmed and explicit narration. Its revelation 
was on the day of the Commander of the Faithful Ali ibn AbTTalib’s 
appointment at GhadTr Khumm.299

My comment is that there is no doubt that The Help (Surah al-Nasr) was 
revealed before The Repudiation, because it was glad tidings of the Conquest. 
Alternatively, it was in Mecca, during the year of the Conquest.300 The 
Repudiation was revealed a year after the Conquest. The way to reconcile 
these traditions is that the last complete chapter to be revealed was The 
Help, when the Prophet said, ‘My soul has announced my death.’301 The 
last chapter opening to be revealed was The Repudiation.

As for the verse, And guard yourself against a day in which ye will be brought 
back to God (2:281), if it is true that it was revealed at Mina on the day of the 
ritual slaughter during the farewell pilgrimage, as Mawardf s tradition says,302 
the last verse to be revealed was the verse of completion (ayat al-ikmal) - as 
al-Ya‘qubIsays - because it was revealed on the 18th of Dhu al-Hijjah during 
the return from the farewell pilgrimage. Otherwise, if it is correct that the

298

297 Fayd KashanT,al-Sa/7/iTa/srral-Quran, vol. 1, 680. 
TafsTru Shubbar, 83.
Ibn Wadih, Tartkh al-Ya'qubl, vol. 2, 35.
Al-SuyutT, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 2,145.
TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 2, 394.

302 ZarkashT, al-Burhan, vol. 1,187.
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Prophet lived for another twenty-one, seven or nine days after the verse 
And guard against... was revealed, then it was the last verse to be revealed.

In our view, the most correct opinion is al-Ya'qubi’s, in view of the 
fact that it is the verse telling of the completion of the religion, and so a 
warning to the Prophet, upon the end of the revelation, to be delivered and 
carried out. It may be the former verse was the last of the verses pertaining 
to laws (ayat al-ahkam) and the latter was the very last verse of revelation.

There are other opinions which have no value, and are not based on 
the evidence of an explicit statement by one of the Infallibles.

Al-QadI (Judge) Abu Bakr says in al-Intisar:

There is nothing in any of these opinions which was raised with 
the Prophet. It is possible that whoever said them did so based on 
his ownjudgment and putting his assumption first. Knowledge of 
that is not one of the duties of the religion such that critics have 
to criticise, as they have done, for lack of precision. It is possible 
that each of them narrated, on the authority of someone else, 
what he had heard on the authority of the Messenger of God, and 
someone else heard him after that; and it is also possible that the 
verse which was the last one to be revealed, was recited by the 
Messenger along with other verses revealed with it. So, the order 
was given to write down what had been revealed with it, and for 
it to be recited to them after having written down and reciting 
the last verse to be revealed, leading the listener to think that it 
was the last in order to be revealed.303

Meccan or Medinan

There is a great benefit in knowing where the verses and chapters were 
revealed - whether Mecca or Medina - and their relevance to particular 
reasons for revelation. This helps the exegete and jurist work out the 
general meaning of the verse, determine aspects of abrogation, distinguish 
the general from the particular and the qualified from the unqualified and 
so on. Hence, scholars have made great efforts to tell apart the Meccan 
and Medinan revelations. They have reached a consensus on a large

303 ZarkashT, al-Burhan, vol. 1,210.
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number of them and disagree on others. Similarly, they have said that 
there are Medinan verses within Meccan chapters and vice versa. This 
will be discussed with a fresh approach later on.

Different Ways of Telling Meccan from Medinan
The criteria for distinguishing Meccan from Medinan varies in line 

with different views on the matter. In what follows are three general 
perspectives.

The first is a determination based on the Migration and the Prophet’s 
arrival in the Radiant city of Medina (al-Medina al-Munawwarah). Whatever 
was revealed before setting off for the Migration, including during the 
journey itself, is Meccan, whereas whatever was revealed after that 
is Medinan.

The criterion for this is that of time. Whatever was revealed before 
the time of the Migration, even if was not actually in Mecca, is Meccan. 
Whatever was revealed after the Migration, even if it was not actually in 
Medina, and even if it was revealed in Mecca the year of the Conquest or 
on the farewell pilgrimage, is Medinan, in light of its having been revealed 
after the Migration. According to this terminology, all the verses which 
were revealed in relation to wars and journeys are Medinan, since they 
were revealed after the Migration.

According to Yahya ibn Salam:

Whatever was revealed in Mecca or on the way to Medina before 
he got there is Meccan. Whatever was revealed after his arrival 
in Medina, on his travels or during battles, is Medinan.

Jalal al-DTn’s comment is:

This is a subtle distinction. From it can be understood that whatever 
was revealed on the journey of Migration is Meccan, according 
to the terminology.304

An example of this is God’s Words:

He who hath given thee the Quran for a law will surely bring thee home 
again (28:85).

304 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,23.
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It is said that it was revealed at Juhfah when the Prophet was in flight 
on the way to Medina.305

The second method of determination is that whatever was revealed 
in Mecca and its environs is Meccan, even if came after the Migration. 
Whatever was revealed in Medina and its environs is Medinan. Whatever 
was revealed outside both towns and far away from both is neither Meccan 
nor Medinan, according to God’s Words:

Thus Vie send thee unto a nation, before whom other nations have passed 
away, that thou mayest recite unto them that which Vie have inspired 
in thee, while they are disbelievers in the Beneficent. Say: He is my Lord; 
there is no god save Him. In Him do I put my trust and unto Him is my 
recourse (13:30).

It is said that this was revealed at Hudaybiyyah when the Prophet 
made a peace treaty with the pagans from Quraysh. The Messenger of God 
told Ali, ‘Write in the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate...,’ 
and Suhayl ibn ‘Amr and the rest of the pagans said, ‘We do not know any 
Merciful apart from the man in charge of Yamamah,’ meaning Musaylamah 
al-Kadhdhab (Musaylamah the Liar), and so the verse was revealed.306 
Similarly, the verse in The Spoils of War (8:l) revealed at Badr when the 
Muslims argued amongst themselves about how to divide the booty,307 is 
neither Meccan nor Medinan according to this terminology.

The third determination is that whatever addresses the people of 
Mecca is Meccan and whatever addresses the people of Medina is Medinan. 
This is taken from Ibn Mas'ud’s words:

Everything that says, ‘O people...,’ was revealed in Mecca, and 
everything which says, ‘0 ye who believe...,’ was revealed in Medina.308

ZarkashT adds:

...because what took hold of the people of Mecca was infidelity, 
and what took hold of the people of Medina was faith.309

305 ZarkashT, al-Burhan, vol. 1,197.
306 TabrisI, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 6, 293.
307 See Ibn Hisham, al-Sirat al-Nabawiyyah, vol. 2,322. 

NaysaburT, al-Mustadrak ‘ala al-Sahihayn, vol. 3,18.
309 ZarkashT, al-Burhan, vol. 1,187
308
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This difference of opinion caused disagreement over whether many 
verses and chapters are Meccan or Medinan.310 However, of all these 
definitions the first is predominant, and is the majority opinion of 
scholars.311 Our arrangement of the chapters in the order in which they 
were revealed, as set out below, relies on this definition.

It is a fact that there are very few ways to ascertain the actual places 
of revelation - whether Mecca, Medina or elsewhere - because the earliest 
scholars did not pay attention to this important aspect, except what they 
stated by way of digression in their expositions, and it is thus of precious 
little benefit. Therefore, to find out it is necessary to refer to the evidence 
of contextual indicators within the wording of verses, such as deducing 
information from the tone of what is said and the situation in which 
the people are addressed, whether it was in battle or not, whether it is a 
promise, a threat, guidance or dispensing duties. Where that generates 
a decisive solution to any confusion arising from the wording of a verse 
such as the following:

It is therefore no sin for him who is on pilgrimage to the House (of God) 
or visiteth it, to go around them... (2:158),

the problem of whether it means unqualified permission rather than 
an obligation is solved by what the reason for the revelation is claimed 
to be.312 This generates confidence in the authenticity of the tradition, 
regardless of the chain of narration. Hence, the above verse is Medinan.

According to al-Ja‘barT, there are two ways to distinguish Meccan 
from Medinan:

...the method based on tradition (simai), and the method based 
on analogical reasoning (qiyast): simai is word that has reached us 
telling us that it was revealed in one of the two. Qrydsf is as ‘Alqamah 
ibn Mas'ud said: every chapter containing, ‘0, people...’ as the only 
form of address, or ‘Icalia, or at the beginning of which are letters

As with the verse on trusts (4:58). Al-Nahhas claims that it is Meccan on account 
of Ibn Jurayj’s tradition. See TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 3, 63.
311 ZarkashI, al-Burhan, vol. 1,187 and al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 1,23.
312The Muslims were embarrassed to walk and run between Safa and Marwah, claiming 
that it was a custom of the days of ignorance to venerate the position of Isaf and 
Na’ilah,, and so the verse was revealed to nullify this misconception. See TabrisT, 
Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 1,240.

310
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of the alphabet - with the exception of the zahrawayn (The Cow and 
The Family of Imran) and The Thunder -or which contain the story of 
Adam and Iblls, with the exception of the longest (The Cow), or which 
contains stories of the prophets and extinct nations, is Meccan. 
Every chapter containing a punishment or duty is Medinan. Every 
chapter containing, ‘0 ye who believe../ is Medinan.

The Order of Revelation
In this exposition we have relied on several traditions upon which 

there is a consensus and upon which the majority of scholars rely. The 
most important of them is Ibn ‘Abbas’ tradition narrated via chains of 
narration acknowledged by leading scholars on the subject.313

According to Imam Badr al-Zarkashl:

The tradition of reliable narrators has settled on this arrangement.314

We have adopted this as the authoritative statement in this exposition, 
and filled in the gaps using traditions of Jabir ibn Zayd and others along 
with reliable historical texts.315 It is true that there is some disagreement 
between them, either over which were Meccan or Medinan chapters or 
over the number of each. This amounts to a disagreement over whether 
more than thirty chapters are Meccan or Medinan.

In this exposition a preponderance was given to the beginnings of the 
chapters, so if some verses from the beginning of a chapter were revealed, then 
another chapter was revealed and the first one was completed afterwards, 
the first one comes before the second according to this terminology.

There follows a list of Meccan chapters, which are eighty-six in number, 
followed by the Medinan chapters, of which there are twenty-eight. 
Chapters over which there is disagreement are discussed in a later section.

313 See TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 10,405-406 and al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 1,26 and 72.
314 ZarkashT, al-Burhan, vol. 1,193-194.
315 See Ibn al-Nadlm, al-Fihrist, 44 and Ibn Wadih, Tarikh al-Yaqiibi, vol. 2, 26.
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Meccan Chapters

ORDER
OF REVELATION

ORDER AS PER 
THE MUSHAFCHAPTER

The Blood Clot (al-‘Alaq)1 96

The Pen (al-Qalam)2 681

The Enwrapped (al-Muzzammil)3 73

The Shrouded (al-Muddaththir)4 74

The Opening (al-Fatihah)
[T/ie Opening is omitted in Ibn ‘Abbas’ 
tradition. We have included it on the basis 
ofjabir ibn Zayd’s narration - see al-Suyutl, 
al-Itqan, vol. 1,25 - and the text of Ibn Wadih, 
Tarfkh Yaqubi, vol. 2, 26.]

5 1

Palm Fibre (al-Masad)6 111

The Rolling Up (al-Takwir)7 81

The Most High (al-A‘la)8 87

The Night (al-Layl) 929

The Dawn (al-Fajr) 8910

The Forenoon (al-Duha) 9311

The Expanding (al-Sharh)12 94

The Declining Day (al-‘Asr)13 103

The Chargers (al-‘Adiydt) 10014

The Abundance (al-Kawthar) 10815
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ORDER
OF REVELATION

ORDER AS PER 
THE MUSHAFCHAPTER

Rivalry (al-Takathur) 10216

Charity (al-Maun) 10717

The Unbelievers (al-Kafirun)18 109

The Elephant (al-Fil)19 105

The Daybreak (al-Falaq)20 113

Mankind (al-Nas)21 114

The Unity (al-TawhTd) 11222

The Star (al-Najm) 5323

He Frowned (‘Abasa)24 80

The (Night of) Destiny (al-Qadr)25 97

The Sun (al-Shams) 9126

The Constellations (al-Buruj) 8527

The Fig (al-TTn) 9528

Quraysh (Quraysh) 10629

The Great Calamity (al-Qanah) 10130

The Resurrection (al-QTyamah) 7531

The Traducer (al-Humazah) 10432

Those Sent Forth (al-Mursalat) 7733

Qaf(Qa/) 5034
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ORDER
OF REVELATION

ORDER AS PER 
THE MUSHAFCHAPTER

The City (al-Balad)35 90

The Night Star (al-Tariq)36 86

The Moon (al-Qamar)37 54

Sad (Sad)38 38

The Heights (al-A‘raf)39 7

The Jinn (al-Jinn)40 72

Ya Sin (Yd Sin)41 36

The Criterion (al-Furqan)42 25

The Originator (Fatir)43 35

Mary (Maryam)44 19

Ta Ha (Td Hd)45 20

The Inevitable (al-Waqiah)46 56

The Poets (al-Shuara’)47 26

The Ant (al-Naml)48 27

The Narrations (aJ-Qasas)49 28

The Night Journey (al-Isra)50 17

Jonah (Yunus)51 10

Hud (Hud)52 11

Joseph (Yusuf)53 12
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ORDER
OF REVELATION

ORDER AS PER 
THE MUSHAFCHAPTER

al-Hijr (al-Hijr)54 15

The Cattle (al-An‘am)55 6

Those Arrayed in Ranks (al-Saffat)56 37

Luqman (Luqman)57 31

Sheba (Saba)58 34

The Troops (al-Zumar)59 39

The Believer/The Forgiver 
(al-Mu’mTn/Ghdfir)

60 40

Explained in Detail (Fussilat)61 41

The Counsel (al-Shura)62 42

The Adornments (al-Zukhruf)63 43

The Smoke (al-Dukhan)64 44

The Crouching (al-Jathiyah)65 45

The Sand Dunes (al-Ahqaf) 4666

The Winds That Scatter (al-Dhanyat)67 51

The Enveloper (al-Ghashiyah) 8868

The Cave (al-Kahf)69 18

The Bee (al-Nahl) 1670

Noah(Nuh) 7171

Abraham (Ibrahim) 1472
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ORDER
OF REVELATION

ORDER AS PER 
THE MUSHAFCHAPTER

The Prophets (al-Anbiya)73 21

The Believers (al-Mu'minun)74 23

The Prostration (al-Sajdah)75 32

The Mount (al-Tur)76 52

The Kingdom (al-MuJk)77 67

The Indubitable (al-Haqqah)78 69

The Ways of Ascent (al-Maarij)79 70

The Good Tidings (al-Naba)80 78

Those Who Tear Out (al-Naziat)81 79

The Rending (al-Infitar)82 82

The Sundering (al-Inshiqaq)83 84

The Romans (al-Rum)84 30

The Spider (al-‘Ankabut)85 29

The Dealers in Fraud(al-Mutaffifin)86 83
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Medinan Chapters

ORDER AS PER 
THE MUSHAF

ORDER
CHAPTER

OF REVELATION

The Cow (al-Baqarah) 287

The Spoils of War (al-Anfal) 888

The Family of Imran 
(A l ‘Imran) 389

The Confederates (al-Ahzab) 3390

She Who is Tested 
(al-Mumtahanah) 6091

The Women (al-Nisa) 492

The Earthquake (al-Zilzal) 9993

Iron (al-Hadid) 5794

Muhammad (Muhammad) 4795

The Thunder (al-Rad) 1396

The Merciful (al-Rahman) 5597

The Man (al-Insan) 7698

Divorce (al-Talaq) 6599

The Clear Sign (al-Bayyinah) 98100

The Mustering (al-Hashr) 59101

The Help (al-Nasr) 110102

The Light (al-Nur) 24103
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ORDER
OF REVELATION

ORDER AS PER 
THE MUSHAF

CHAPTER

The Pilgrimage (al-HaJj)104 22

The Hypocrites (al-Munafiqun)105 63

The Dispute (al-Mujadalah)106 58

The Chamber (al-Hujurat)107 49

The Prohibition (al-TahrTm) 66108

The Congregation (al-Jumuah) 62109

The Mutual Disillusion 
(al-Taghabun)

64110

The Ranks (al-Saff)
[in al-Burhan, ZarkashT placed the chapter 
entitled The Ranks after Prohibition and before 
The Congregation.]

61111

The Victory (al-Fath) 48112

The Table (al-Ma’idah)
[in al-Burhan, ZarkashT put The Repentance/ 
The Disavowal before The Table and made the 
latter the last chapter.]

5113

The Repentance (al-Tawbah) 9114
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Chapters over which there is disagreement
Based on the above, the Meccan chapters are eighty-six in number. 

The first is The Blood Clot (al-'Alaq) and the last is The Dealers in Fraud (aT 
Mutaffifin). The Medinan chapters are twenty-eight in number, the first 
of which is The Cow (al-Baqarah) and the last The Repentance (al-Baraah).

However, not everyone agrees on this order as set out in the two 
tables, in certain cases on more than thirty chapters. A brief exposition 
of the disagreement follows, along with a short outline of how we arrived 
at our conclusion on the matter. We shall postpone a detailed discussion 
of this to our tafsir book, al-Tafsir al-WasTt.

1- The Opening (al-Fatihah)
According to Mujahid it is Medinan.316
Al-Husayn ibn al-Fadl says:

This is a mistake on Mujahid’s part, because scholars disagree 
with what he says317 on account of what Ali said:

The Opening of the Book came down in Mecca from a 
treasure trove under the Throne.318

and because of the Almighty’s Words:

We have bestowed upon thee the seven oft-repeated 
(verses) and the mighty Qur'an (15:87).

and because it is the first complete chapter to be revealed to the Messenger 
of God, taught to him by Gabriel,319 and it was named the Opening of the 
Book 320 Further, “There is no prayer without the Opening of the Book.'321 •

According to Jalal al-DTn:

It is not recorded that there was ever any prayer without the 
Opening of the Book.322

316 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 1,17.
317 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,30.

Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1, 30.
HalabT, Al-Slrah al-Nabawiyyah bi Hamish al-STrah al-Halabiyyah, vol. 1,161. 
As mentioned under ‘The First to be Revealed.’

321 Sahih Muslim, vol. 2,9; NaysaburT, al-Mustadrak, vol. 1,238 and 239.
322 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,31.

318

319

320
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2- The Women (al-Nisa)
Al-Nahhas claims that it is Meccan in view of the Almighty’s Words:

God doth command you to render back your trusts to those to whom 
they are due... (4:58).

Ibn Jurayj says that it was revealed in Mecca in the year of the Conquest 
and relates to the key to the Holy House. The Prophet wanted to give it 
to ‘Abbas ibn ‘Abd al-Muttalib, but God told him to give it to ‘Uthman ibn 
Talhah, because he had taken it from him.323

However, exegetes agree that it is Medinan in view of the weakness of the 
chain of narration of this hadith, and also based on the fact that the revelation 
of a verse or chapter in Mecca in the year of the Conquest does not make it 
Meccan. According to the terminology used by the majority, whatever was 
revealed after the Migration is Medinan, even if it was revealed in Mecca.

Finally, an entire chapter does not get classified according to a single 
verse within it, where the revelation of that verse does not concur with 
that of the chapter as such.

3- Jonah (Yunus)
A ‘rogue’ tradition on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas says that it is 

Medinan.324 This tradition has not been confirmed, irrespective of the 
fact that it contradicts the aforementioned explicit statement (nass) on 
the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas himself on the order in which the chapters 
were revealed, and upon which there is practically a consensus.

4- The Thunder (al-Ra’d)
According to Muhammad ibn al-Sa’ib al-Kalbl, Muqatil and ‘Ata’, it is 

Meccan.325 The same is true of a tradition on the authority of Mujahid, 
based on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas.

Sayyid Qutb has the following view:

This chapter’s being Meccan is painfully clear, both with regard 
to the nature of its subject matter, the way in which it is recited

326

323 TabrisT, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 3,63.
324 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,31.
325 Al-SuyutI, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,42; TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 6, 273.
326 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,24.
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and its general atmosphere, the fragrance of which cannot be 
mistaken by anyone who lives under the shade of this Qur’an.327

However, the consensus of the traditions regarding the order is that it 
is Medinan, and was revealed after the chapter on fighting, according to 
Tkrimah and al-Husayn ibn AbT al-Hasan’s tradition, as well as Khusayf’s 
tradition on the authority of Mujahid, which has authority from Ibn 
‘Abbas himself.328 Al-Hasan and Qatadah agree.

As for the context of the chapter, it includes various concepts from 
general directives for mankind to the verses of‘the challenge’ (al-tahaddi), 
something common to both Meccan and Medinan chapters, like many 
verses in The Cow and other Medinan chapters. The main evidence is 
the consensus of traditions on the sequential order, which will become 
clearer in the discussion on The Merciful.

329

5- The Pilgrimage (al-Hajj)
According to Abu Muhammad al-Makkl ibn AbTTalib, it is Meccan.330 

On the authority of Mujahid via his chain of narration, which, however, 
has some weakness in it,331 he narrates:

I asked Ibn ‘Abbas about the revelation of the chapters until he 
reached The Pilgrimage. He said, ‘It was revealed in Mecca except for 
three verses from it (19,20 and 21) which were revealed in Medina.332

327 Sayyid Qutb, FTZilal al-Qur’an, vol. 13,63, ft.
Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1, 27.

329 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 6, 273; al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,42.
Abu Muhammad MakkTibn AbTTalib, al-Kash/‘An Wujuh al-Qiraat al-Sab‘ (Damascus: 

Majma‘ al-Lughah al-Arabiyyah, 1974), vol. 2,116.
333 Because of Abu ‘Ubaydah Mu'ammar ibn al-Muthanna (d. 210), regarding whom 
it is said: ‘He believed in the Kharijites’ belief; despicable and sacrilegious, he paid 
little attention to the Qur’an. When he recited it, he would recite it based on opinion. 
He was one of the biggest linguists and literary experts. He was the first to write on 
Gharib al-Qur’an (unusual vocabulary in the Qur’an). He wrote a book on the Arabs’ 
shortcomings cited by Abu ‘Ubayd al-Qasim ibn Salam.’ See Ibn al-Nadlm, al-Fihrist, 
85, Shams al-DTn Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-DhahabT, MTzan al-Ftidal (Egypt: Dar Ihya’ 
al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyyah, 1386 q.), vol. 4,155 and Shihab al-DTn Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalam, 
Tahdhib al-Tahdhib (Beirut: Dar al-Sadir, 1325 q.), vol. 10, 247.
332 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1, 24.

328

330
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What Tabari says regarding the hadith on the cranes,333 along with 
its severe tone, is consistent with its having been revealed in Mecca.

My comment is that all of this does not overcome the consensus of 
the traditions on the order of the revelation of the chapters together with 
historical documents, not to mention the weakness of the chain of narration 
of Mujahid’s tradition.334 As for the cranes hadith, it is a folk tale with no 
basis to it. As for the tone, it works most of the time, but not throughout, 
so it is not a suitable evidential basis for arriving at a ruling on the matter.

6- The Criterion (al-Furqdn)
Al-Dahhak claims that it is Medinan in view of the verses at the end of it, 

and it is indeed said that it is Medinan.335 Yet this on its own is not suitable 
evidence for its being Medinan, given the consensus of the traditions on 
the order of the revelation of the chapters.

7- Yd Sin
It has been said to be Medinan,336 but the person who made this claim 

and the evidence upon which he relied are not known. The consensus 
is that it is Meccan.

8- Sad
It is also said to be Medinan,337 but this is a rogue opinion contrary 

to the consensus.

9- Muhammad
There is a weak claim that it is Meccan,338 which is strange given that 

it is a chapter on fighting!

10- The Chambers (al-Hujurdt)
It has been said to be Meccan, but the consensus is that it is Medinan.339

333 Tabari Jam i‘al-Bayan, vol. 17,131-132.
334 See al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,27 and 72; Ibn al-Nadlm, al-Fihrist, 44 and al-SuyutT, 
al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4, 342. .
335 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,27.
336 Ibid.
337 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,32.
338 Ibid.
339 Ibid.
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11- Hie Merciful (al-Rahman)
According to the text of al-Fihrist and al-Yaqubiit is Meccan. The 

majority also take that position. Jalal al-DTn agress that this is correct, on 
account of what al-TirmidhT and al-Hakim say on the authority of Jabir:

When the Messenger of God recited The Merciful to his companions, 
after he had finished, he said, ‘How come I see you silent? The 
jinn had a better response than you! I did not once recite: Then 
which of the bounties of your Lord will ye deny? (55:13) without their 
saying, ‘And we do not deny any of Your bounties, 0 Lord, so 
praise be to Thee.”

According to Jalal al-DTn:

The story of the jinn happened in Mecca.340

He says:

More explicit than that is what Ahmad narrates in his Musnad on 
the authority of Asma’, daughter of Abu Bakr: ‘I heard and the 
pagans heard the Messenger of God say while he was praying near 
the corner (al-rukn), before shouting what he was commanded:
0 which of your Lord’s bounties will ye deny? (55:13).341

His comment is that:

This proves that it was revealed before al-Hijr.

Sayyid Qutb says:

Characteristics of the Meccan Qur’an are clear in the arrangement 
of the chapter.342

My own comment is that there is no doubt that its reproachful tone 
resembles the tone of the majority of the Meccan chapters, and indeed 
the heaviest of them upon the soul’s ears. However, this alone is not proof 
that it is Meccan, given that it is not a unique feature, and can also be 
found in Medinan chapters such as The Earthquake, The Clear Sign, The Man

340 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,33.
341 Ibn Hanbal, al-Musnad, vol. 6,349.
342 Sayyid Qutb, FiZilal al-Qur’an, vol. 27, 670.
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and others. Further, many Meccan chapters such as Joseph, Jonah, Hud, 
The Cattle, The Heights and several others have a dulcit tone.

As for the hadith about the jinn, there is no evidence that it is Meccan, 
since there is no concomitance between this hadith and the hadith on the 
revelation in Mecca of The Jinn. It is possible that it happened in Medina.

As for tradition regarding Asma’, assuming it to be authentic, it indicates 
that it was revealed in the early days of the transmission - which no one 
claims - because she said, ‘...before shouting what he was commanded.’ 
This is in addition to the weakness of the hadith as it appears in the 
Musnad, due to the inclusion of Luhay'ah, a judge of Egypt, in its chain 
of narration. He has been criticised, and therefore Ibn Mu‘Tn considers 
him to be weak. He says:

His narration cannot be relied upon as evidence. Yahya ibn Sa‘Td 
did not think he amounted to anything.343

Finally, such weak reasons do not overcome the traditions on the 
order of the revelation of the chapters, upon which there is agreement.344

12- Iron (al-Hadfd)
A number have said that it is Meccan, relying on the hadith on ‘Umar 

ibn al-Khattab becoming a Muslim as evidence. He went to see his sister 
and found in her possession a scroll which had the chapter Iron on it. 
He read it until he reached What cause have ye why ye should not believe in 
God? (57:8) and found Islam was to his liking, so he went to the Prophet 
and became a Muslim at his hands.345

This hadith contradicts Ibn Ishaq’s hadith, in which Ta Ha was on the 
scroll, and he read it until he reached ...that every soul may receive its reward 
by the measure of its endeavour (20:15). Alternatively, it is said that Ta Ha 
was on the scroll and that ‘Umar read it until he reached ...then shall each 
soul know what it has put forward (81:14) and his heart inclined to Islam.346

It also contradicts Shurayh ibn ‘Ubayd’s hadith, which claims that 
‘Umar said, ‘I went out to raise objections with the Messenger of God before 
I became a Muslim, and found that he had beaten me to the Mosque, so

343 See al-Dhahabl, Mizan al-I'tidal, vol. 2,475 and Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, vol. 5,374.
344 See TabrisI, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 10,405 and al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 1,27 and 72.
345 Ibn al-Athlr, Usd al-Ghabah, vol. 4,54.
346 Ibn Hisham, al-Sirat al-Nabawiyyah, vol. 1,370.
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I stood behind him; he began The Indubitable (al-Haqqah) and I began to 
be amazed at the Qur’an’s composition. When he finished it, Islam fell 
right into my heart.’347

These two hadiths both have broken chains of narration (mursal) cited 
by those who cannot be relied upon. According to Ibn Hajar:

The hadith is via a chain of narration which contains Ishaq ibn 
‘Abdillah ibn AbT Farwah.348

He alluded thereby to a flaw in the chain of narration, because this 
Ibn AbT Farwah is criticised and his traditions are rejected.349

Some rely on Ibn Mas‘ud’s hadith as evidence:

There were only four years between our becoming Muslims and 
our being reproached by the Almighty’s Words, Has not the time 
arrived for the believers that their hearts in all humility should engage 
in the remembrance of God... and that they should not become like those 
to whom was given revelation aforetime... and their hearts grew hard?
For many among them are rebellious transgressors (57:16), and so the 
believers began reproaching each other.350

My comment is that his hadith is also contradicted by others which 
either explicitly state that it was revealed in reference to the hypocrites 
a year after the Migration,351 or that it was after some of the believers 
had become wealthy and their hearts had become somewhat mean.352

13- The Ranks (al-Saff)
According to Ibn Hazm it is Meccan.353 However, a majority of the 

scholars and traditions on the order of the revelation of the chapters

347 Ibn al-Athlr, Usd al-Ghabah, vol. 4, 53; Ibn Hajar, al-Isabah, vol. 2,519.
348 Ibn Hajar, al-Isabah, vol. 2,519.
349 See Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, vol. 1,240; Shams al-DIn Muhammad ibn Ahmad 
al-Dhahabl, al-Mughm fi al-Du'afa’ (Aleppo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1391 q.), vol. 1,71 and al- 
DhahabT, MTzan al-I'tidal, vol. 1,193.
350 TabrisI, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 9, 237; al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,33.
351 TabrisI, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 9,237.
352 Al-SuyutT, Lubab al-Nuqul fi Asbab al-Nuzul, vol. 9,94.
353 Ali ibn Ahmad ibn Sa‘Td Ibn Hazm al-AndalusT, al-Nasikh wa al-Mansiikh fi al-Qur’an 
al-Karim (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, 1406 q.), vol. 2,199.
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contradict what he says. The correct opinion is that it is Medinan, since 
Ibn al-Gharas attributes that to the majority.354

14- The Congregation (al-Jumu'ah)
This is Medinan by consensus. There is an unknown scholar who 

claims otherwise. Jalal al-DTn says it is confirmed in authentic texts that 
it is Medinan in its entirety.355

15- The Mutual Loss and Gain (al-Taghabun)
According to ‘Abdullah ibn al-Zubayr, it was revealed in Mecca. He 

attributed that to Ibn ‘Abbas,356 except that the consensus of the traditions 
on the order of the revelation of the chapters is that it is Medinan in 
its entirety.

16- The Kingdom (al-Mulk)
There is a strange claim that it is Medinan,357 but the correct view by 

consensus is that it is Meccan.

17- The Man («al-Insan)
According to ‘Abdullah ibn al-Zubayr, and a number of those who like 

denying the People of the Household’s having any merit, it was revealed 
in Mecca.358 The core of this strange claim359 is Ibn al-Zubayr’s enmity 
towards the People of the Household, which is well known.

Similarly, Sayyid Qutb insists that it is Meccan in a similar context:

The possibility that this chapter is Medinan is in our opinion very 
weak, and can almost be ignored.360

Hafiz HasakanT asserts:

354 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,33.
355 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,34.
356 TabrisT, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 10,296.
357 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,34.
358 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6, 297; Tafsiru Shubbar, 542.
359 ‘Ubaydullah ibn Abdillah Hakim HasakanT, Shawahid al-Tanzil (Beirut: Mu’assasat 
al-A‘lamT, 1393 q.), vol. 2, 299.
360 Sayyid Qutb, FTZildl al-Quran, vol. 29,391.
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Some of the Nawasib361 have objected by saying that this chapter 
is Meccan according to the consensus of the exegetes. This story, 
if anything, is Medinan, so how can it have been the reason for 
the revelation of the chapter?

He says in response:

How can he claim consensus when the majority agree that it 
is Medinan?

He then makes reference to the clear statements (nusus) of the leading 
scholars on the order of the revelation of the chapters which make it 
clear that it was revealed in Medina after The Merciful and before Divorce, 
in line with what we have stated above.362

TabrisT confirms the same in his exegesis, as do other cautious exegetes.
The main evidence is the consensus of the traditions on the order of 

the revelation of the chapters to which there is not a single exception.363 
Thus, the matter of context is weak, given that it is not a universal rule 
which always applies.

According to al-Sayyid Shubbar, the claim that it is Meccan is disproven 
by authentic textual evidence.364

18- The Dealers in Fraud (al-Mutaffifiti)
Al-Ya‘qubl states that it was the first chapter to be revealed in Medina.365 

It is said that it was revealed to the Prophet during the Migration to 
Medina.366 According to Jalal al-DIn:

When the Prophet arrived in Medina, the people there were 
most devious with regard to weights and measures, and so God 
revealed this chapter. Thereafter, they were fair in their weights 
and measures.367

361 The Nawasib (singular: Nasibf) are those who show open enmity to the Prophet’s 
family through word or deed (translator).

HasakanT, Shawahid al-Tanzil, vol. 2,310 and 315.
363 See TabrisT, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 10,405.
364 Tafsiru Shubbar, 542.
365 Ibn Wadih, Tarikh al-Yaqubi, vol. 2,35.
366 Ibn Hazm, al-Nasikh wa al-Mansukh, vol. 2, 202.
367 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,34.

362
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My comment is that this contradicts the traditions on the order 
of the revelation of the chapters, on which there is consensus, which 
say that it was the last Meccan chapter. Similarly, the harsh tone of the 
chapter is incompatible with the Prophet of Mercy’s arrival in Medina 
and first dealings with its people, who were, after all, giving themselves 
over to him, especially given the repetition of the word[s] ‘No indeed’ 
(kalla), which indicates stubbornness on the part of the audience and is 
inconsistent with the environment of healthy belief which the people of 
Medina displayed at that time. What al-ja‘barl says - that every chapter 
containing kalla is Meccan - was discussed above.368

19- The Most High (al-A'ld)
It is said that it is Medinan because of the Almighty’s Words: But those 

will prosper who purify themselves, and mention the name of their Guardian 
Lord, and (lift their hearts) in prayer (87:14-15), an allusion to the Eid (Td) 
prayer and Zakat al-Fitrah.369

My comment is that the verse is general, and the tradition - assuming it 
is authentic - came along to apply this general rule to one of its instances; 
it is not meant to inherently exclude anything else. Further, even if we 
were to concede that these two verses were revealed in Medina, this does 
not indicate that the entire chapter is Medinan.

What is correct is that the chapter is Meccan even if some of its verses 
are Medinan, not to mention its tone’s testifying to its being Meccan.

20- The Dawn (al-Fajr)
This is Meccan by consensus. No one is known to say otherwise.

21- The City (al-Balad)
This is Meccan by the consensus which avers it refers to the blessed

city of Mecca. It would be very difficult to claim that it is Medinan.371

370

368 Supra under the heading: ‘Different Ways of Telling Meccan from Medinan.’
369 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,34. Zakat al-Fitrah is the charity given on the day of the 
‘Id before the ‘Id prayer. The ‘Id to which this refers comes immediately after the 
month of Ramadan on the first day of Shawwal. (translator).
370 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,35.
371 Ibid.
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22- The Night (al-Layl)
It is said that it is Medinan based on a tradition concerning the reason 

it was revealed. A date palm overhung the home of a poor man, and his 
children would eat its dates. The owner of the date palm - a rich man - would 
treat them harshly, and so the Prophet tried to bargain with him, offering 
a date palm in heaven, but he refused until an Ansar! man bargained with 
him over forty date palms. He bought them from him and gave them to 
the Prophet as a gift. The Prophet then gave them to the poor man as a 
gift. It is said that thereafter was revealed: But as for him who hoardeth and 
deemeth himself independent, and disbelieveth in goodness... (92:8-9). However, 
the chain of narration is broken, not uninterrupted. Furthermore, the verse 
does not completely fit the intended meaning of the story.

The correct opinion according to many of our traditions and those 
of many others is that the verse is universally applicable to anyone who 
is miserly with God's right, and does not fear His punishment.372

23- The (Night of) Destiny (al-Qadr)
According to Ibn Hazm and Abu Muhammad, it is Medinan,373 on 

account of what al-Hakim narrates on the authority of al-Hasan ibn Ali:

The Prophet saw the Umayyads jumping on his pulpit like monkeys 
and this upset him, so it was revealed to console his noble mind.374

Jalal al-DIn reports al-Mazz! as saying that it is a disavowed hadith,375 
but this is an ignominious prejudice, since al-Hakim narrates it via an 
authentic chain of narration and al-Hafiz al-Dhahab! confirms it in al- 
Talkhis. He adds another chain of narration and confirms that, too, to be 
reliable. He continues:

I do not know where the hadith’s unsoundness comes from.376

372 See TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 10,502; Tabarljami'a/-Bayan, vol. 3,142 and Fayd 
KashanT, al-SaftftTafsTr al-Qur’an, vol. 2,825.
373 Makkl ibn AbITalib, al-Kashf, vol. 2, 385 and Ibn Hazm, al-Nasikh wa al-Mansukh, 
vol. 2, 203.
374 NaysaburT, al-Mustadrak *ala al-Sahihayn, vol. 3,171.
375 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,36.

Shams al-DIn al-Dhahabl, Talkhis al-Mustadrak bi al-Hamish (Abridged Version of 
al-Mustadrak In the Margin of NayshaburT, al-Mustadrak), vol. 3,170.

376
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My comment is that the claim of its unsoundness came from an 
Umayyad grudge which infused hearts overcome by ignorant and tribalistic 
(qawmiyyah) leanings, thus making it difficult for them to bow to the truth 
even when it is at the level of indubitability (tawatur) and certainty.377

However, this alone does not prove the point, because it is possible 
that he was shown it in Mecca before his migration as glad tidings of the 
elevation of his position, as well as giving him a brief view of the usurpation 
which would be perpetrated by the most evil ones from his nation. So 
there is no conflict at all between this tradition and the traditions on 
the order of the revelation of the chapters.

To support this, we assert that the verse We granted the vision which 
We showed thee, but as a trial for men - as also the cursed tree in the Qur’an 
(17:60) alludes to the same vision mentioned above. The verse is from 
The Night Journey which by consensus is Meccan. No one claims that any 
of this chapter is an exception, even if they believe that verses in other 
chapters are exceptions, as will be discussed below.

Ibn AbTHatim cites Ibn ‘Umar as saying that the Prophet said:

I saw the progeny of al-Hakam ibn AbT al-‘As on the pulpits like 
monkeys and God revealed with regard to that: We granted the 
vision which We showed thee, but as a trial for men - as also the cursed 
tree in the Qur’an (17:60). The cursed tree means al-Hakam and 
his progeny.

He also cites Ya‘la ibn al-Murrah as saying on the authority of the 
Messenger of God:

I was shown the Umayyads on the earth’s pulpits. They will speak 
to you and you will find them to be evil-doers. The Messenger of 
God became saddened and so the verse was revealed.

Ibn Mardawayh also cites ‘A’ishah as saying that it was revealed about 
Marwan ibn al-Hakam:

I heard the Messenger of God say to your father and grandfather:
‘Verily you are the cursed tree in the Qur’an.’

377 See Tabari,Jdmi‘ al-Bayan, vol. 15,77 and vol. 30,167; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, 
vol. 4,191 and vol. 6,371 and al-Mas'udi, Muruj al-Dhahab, vol. 3, 250.
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Ibn AbT Hatim, Ibn Mardawayh, al-Bayhaql and Ibn ‘Asakir cite Sa‘Td 
ibn Musayyab as saying:

The Messenger of God saw the Umayyads on the pulpits and that 
upset him. Thereafter God revealed to him that it was just wordly 
gain given to them and so he was glad (qarrat aynuhu). That is what 
the Almighty’s Words: We granted the vision which We showed thee, but 
as a trial for men - as also the cursed tree in the Quran (17:60) are about.
It means a trial for men.378

24- The Clear Sign (al-Bayyinah)
According to MakkT ibn AbTTalib it is Meccan.379 
However, the consensus of the traditions and explicit statements on 

the order of the revelation of the chapters is that it is Medinan. What is 
reported about the Prophet’s calling Ubayy ibn Ka‘b when it was revealed 
to him and reciting it to him380 supports that - Ubayy was Ansar! and 
became a Muslim at the hands of the Messenger of God in Medina.

25- The Earthquake (,al-Zalzalah)
Al-Dahhak and ‘Ata’ claim that it is Meccan. So, too, says MakkT ibn 

AbTTalib and Sayyid Qutb agrees with them, in view of its rousing tone.381 
However, it is the consensus of the traditions that it is Medinan.382 Further, 
Ibn AbT Hatim cites Abu Sa‘!d al-Khidri as saying:

When and whoso has done an atom’s weight of good shall see it (99:7) 
was revealed, I said, ‘Messenger of God, I will see my deeds?’ He 
replied, ‘Yes.’ I asked, ‘The major, major ones?’ He replied, ‘Yes.’
I said, ‘The tiny, tiny ones?’ He replied, ‘Yes.’ I said, ‘Then my 
mother should be bereaved of me!’383.

378 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,191.
379 MakkT ibn AbTTalib, al-Kashf, vol. 2,385.

Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6, 378.
TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 10, 524; MakkT ibn AbTTalib, al-Kashf, vol. 2, 386; 

Sayyid Qutb, FTZilal al-Qur'an, vol. 30, 639.
382 Ibn al-Nadlm, al-Fihrist, 44; TabrisT, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 10,405; al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, 
vol. 1, 27; al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6, 379.
383 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6, 381.

380
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Abu Sa‘Td al-Ansar! (i.e., Abu Sa‘!d al-Khidri) only attained puberty 
after the Battle of Uhud.384

26- The Chargers (al-Adiyat)
According to Qatadah, it is Medinan385 on account of a tradition 

attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas:

It was revealed about horses which the Messenger of God despatched 
in a military detachment. They were late back and it troubled 
him, so God told him what had happened to them.386

However, there is obvious intrigue and incoherence in the tradition, 
and at the same time, it is contradicted by what is also narrated on the 
authority of Ibn ‘Abbas by Ibn Jurayr, Ibn AbT Hatim, Ibn al-Anbarl, al- 
Hakim - who further says it is authentic - and Ibn Mardawayh:

Ali reproached him for interpreting the chargers as horses becoming 
fervent in God’s cause.

He explained to him:

It is the flood (of people) from ‘Arafat to Muzdalifah.

Ibn ‘Abbas comments:
So I gave up what I had been saying and went back to what Ali said.387

27- Rivalry (al-Takathur)
Jalal al-DTn’s chosen view is that it is Medinan and he relies on the 

following matters as evidence for this:
1) Ibn Buraydah’s tradition that it was revealed about two Ansar! 

tribes who were boasting to each other.
2) Qatadah said that it was revealed about the Jews.
3) It is reported from Ubayy ibn Ka‘ab, the Ansar!:

We used to believe that [the Prophet’s statement], ‘If the son of 
Adam had two valleys of gold he would wish for a third’ was a 
Qur’anic verse until al-Takathur was revealed.

384 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,36; Naysaburl, al-Mustadrak ‘ala al-Sahihayn, vol. 3,563.
385 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 10,527.

Al-Suyuti, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6,383.
Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6,383; Tabari, Jam\ al-Bayan, vol. 30,177.

386

387
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4) That it is reported from Ali:

We used to doubt in the punishment of the grave until it was revealed.

Jalal al-DTn’s comment is:

Punishment of the grave was only mentioned in Medina, in 
accordance with the authentic narration on the story of the 
Jewish woman.388

However, all the evidence he relied on is invalid:
Firstly, this chapter has nothing to do with boasting to each other, 

and only addresses the aspect of rivalry.
Secondly, how could Ubayy ibn Ka‘b, given that he was his chief scribe, 

remain in doubt about a Qur’anic verse until his doubt was dispelled by 
the revelation of a chapter that had no involvement in proving something 
else not to be of the Qur’an, and not ask the Messenger of God?

Thirdly, how can we allow ourselves to believe a tradition that attributes 
doubt about matters pertaining to the Hereafter to someone like Ali, the 
Commander of the Faithful and gateway of the Prophet’s knowledge?

As for its being revealed exclusively about the Jews, it is restriction of 
the general intended meaning of the chapter, which deals with mankind’s 
life being wasted on lowly pursuits.

The correct view, according to the consensus of traditions on the order 
of the revelation of the chapters, is that it was one of the first Meccan 
chapters. Jalal al-DIn himself explicitly states so in al-Durr al-Manthur, 
narrating on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas.389

This is in addition to the stern tone we note in the chapter that suits 
the environment of Mecca, which was strongly dominated by materialistic 
tendencies. Use of the word[s]: ‘No, indeed!’ (kalla) exclusively to the 
people of Mecca - as mentioned above - emphasises this sternness.

28- Charity (al-Ma'iin)
According to al-Dahhak, it is Medinan.390 However, the traditions 

on the order of revelation and explicit statements upon which there 
is consensus refute this statement. Added to that is the chapter’s tone

388 Al-SuyutI, al-Itqan, vol. 1,37.
Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6,386. 

390 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 10,546.
389
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of stern rebuke of those who do not believe in the Day of Judgment, so 
it is more likely to be one of the earliest Meccan chapters. It was the 
seventeenth in order of revelation, after Rivalry.391

29- The Abundance (al-Kavothar)
According to ‘Ikrimah and al-Dahhak, it is Medinan.392 Jalal al-DTn 

prefers this opinion, as does al-NawawT in Sharh Muslim, on account of 
what Muslim narrates on the authority of Anas:

While the Messenger of God was among us, he dozed off. He then 
raised his head and ... said, ‘A chapter was just (artifan) revealed 
to me.’ So he recited it.

However, we have discussed this hadith393 and shown that it does not 
mean that the Qur’an was revealed to him in that state, with reference 
to al-RafiTs interpretation of the hadith as its occurring to the Prophet 
in that state followed by his reciting it to them. Further, Muslim himself 
supports that - he narrates this hadith without the words ‘...was...revealed 
to me’ via another chain of narration. He says:

The Prophet dozed off, then he raised his head and recited it.394

Finally, the consensus of the exegetes is that it is Meccan, and was 
revealed to console the Messenger of God’s mind when that accursed, 
childless man (abtar) showed hate for him.395 This is in addition to the 
traditions on the order of revelation all saying that it was revealed in 
Mecca. Therefore, it is inappropriate for such an unreliable hadith to 
create doubt regarding the consensus.

30- The Unity (al-Tawhid)
Jalal al-DTn prefers the view that it is Medinan on account of traditions 

concerning its revelation. He asserts:

391 Ibn al-Nadlm, al-Fihrist, 28; TabrisT, Majma" al-Bayan, vol. 10,405; al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, 
vol. 1,27.

TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 10,548.
393 Under the heading ‘Dreams which came true’.
394 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6, 401.
395 Al-Suyutl.Lubdbal-Nuqu/, vol. 2,142; al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6,404; TabrisT, 
Majma al-Bayan, vol. 10, 549.

392
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It was revealed about a group of Jews in Medina who asked the 
Messenger of God to describe his Lord to them. So Gabriel brought 
down The Unity.

However, there are other traditions which refer to the pagans’ question:

They said: ‘Relate your Lord to us, Muhammad,’ and so it 
was revealed.397

This is in addition to the consensus of the traditions on the order 
of revelation.

Hence, some researchers have said that it was revealed twice!
My comment: That would not be surprising. However, the revelation 

of a chapter on two occasions means that the second time was a reminder 
to the Prophet of its relevance to the matter at hand. It is possible, based 
on this hypothesis, that the Jews asked the Prophet a question similar 
to one the pagans had already asked, and so the Prophet hesitated in 
reciting to them the same chapter that had answered the pagans' earlier 
question. That was in view of the difference in level between the Jews and 
the pagans. So Gabriel revealed the adequacy of the original response, 
given that Qur’anic chapters are neither particular to one people to the 
exclusion of others, nor to one level, because in spite of the difference in 
their levels, all people can benefit from all the verses of the Qur’an, even 
though the type of benefit may vary according to their cultural level.

Thus, the chapter is Meccan, even if it was revealed again in Medina.

396

31 8c 32- The Miiatwru)idhatan398
Al-Ya‘qubT considers them to be among the last of the Medinan,399 

and Jalal al-DTn says:

The preferred view is that they are Medinan, because they were 
revealed with regard to the story of Lubayd ibn al-A‘sam’s sorcery.400

396 Al-SuyutT, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 2,147; al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,37.
Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6,410.
The name given to the last two chapters of the Qur'an, because after ‘In the Name 

of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate,’ they commence with the words: ‘Say: I seek 
refuge... (Qul A'udhu...).’ [Trans.]
399 Ibn Wadih, Tarlkh al-Yaqubl, vol. 2,35.
400 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,37.

397
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The story, as reported in the two ‘authentic’ books (al-Sahihayn),401 
is told by ‘A’ishah:

A man among the Jews of Ban! Zurayq, called Lubayd ibn al-A‘sam, 
bewitched the Messenger of God.

She continues:

It reached the point that the Messenger of God was made to think 
that he was doing something which he was not. In other words 
he was bewitched, making him think he had been intimate with 
his wives when he had not.

Sufyan says:

This is the most powerful sorcery there can be.402 

She states:

Then one day or one night the Messenger of God invoked God, and 
kept on invoking Him and invoking Him. Thereafter, he said to 
me: ‘Do you realise that God has given me a ruling on what I asked 
Him for a ruling on? Two men403 came to me, and one of them 
sat at my head and the other at my feet. The one who was at my 
head asked the one who was at my feet: ‘What is ailing this man?’

He replied: ‘Magic has been cast on him.’

He asked: ‘Who cast it on him?’

He replied: ‘Lubayd ibn al-A‘sam.’

He asked: ‘Using what?’

He replied: ‘On a comb, the hair on it, and the husk of a male 
palm spathe.’

He asked: ‘Where is it?’

He replied: ‘In Dharwan’s well.’

401 Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 4,148; Sahih Muslim, vol. 7,14.
402 Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 7,77.
403 One tradition says: ‘Gabriel and MichaeL.So the former asked the latter...’ See Ibn 
Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 10,194.
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She continues:

So the Messenger of God went there with some of his companions, 
came back and said: ‘A’ishah, I swear by God its water was the 
colour of an infusion of henna and its palms like devils’ heads.’

She said:

So I asked him: ‘Did you try to take it out?’

He replied: ‘No. As for myself, God cured me, and I feared that 
that would stir up evil against the people.’

Then he ordered that the well be filled up with earth.

In a different version of hadith, the first man asked, ‘Where is it?’ and 
the other replied, ‘On the husk of a male spathe under a stone (raufah)404 
in Dharwan’s well.’ And ‘A’ishah said:

So the Prophet went to the well and got it out. He said: ‘This was 
the well I was shown. Its water was like an infusion of henna and 
its palms like devils’ heads.’

She asked: ‘So would you not?’ meaning, ‘Would you not expose it?’

He replied: ‘As for myself, God cured me, and I recoil from stirring 
evil against any of the people.’405

This story, as mentioned in the two authentic books, does not contain 
any reference to the revelation of the two chapters. Al-SuyutT noticed 
that, hence, he sought evidence for the matter from sources of which the 
chains of narration are not authentic. In Dalail al-Nubuwwah (Evidence 
of Prophethood), BayhaqT cites ‘A’ishah as follows:

The Messenger of God had a Jewish slave boy called Lubayd ibn 
A‘sam who served him. The Jew remained with him until he cast 
magic upon the Prophet. He was wasting away, not knowing what 
was causing his pain.

According to another version:

404 A ra'ufah is a solid rock or stone put at the mouth of a well and which cannot be 
removed. The person drawing water stands on it. Alternatively, it is put at the bottom 
for whoever cleans the well to sit on.
405 Sahih al-Bukharf, vol. 7,178.
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He was turning over, not knowing what was causing his pain.406

While the Messenger of God was asleep one night, two angels came 
to him and sat down, one of them at his head and the other at 
his feet. The former said to the latter, ‘What is causing his pain?’ 
The latter replied, ‘He’s had magic cast upon him.’

The first asked, ‘Who cast it upon him?’

The second replied, ‘Lubayd ibn A'sam.’

The first then asked, ‘What did he use to cast it upon him?’

And the second replied, ‘A comb, the hair on it and the husk of 
a male palm spathe at Dhu Arwan. It is under the well’s stone.’

When the Messenger of God woke up in the morning, he set off 
for the well, his companions with him, and a man went down 
and took the spathe out. Why, God’s Messenger’s comb and some 
of the hair of his head was in it, and lo and behold, there was a 
candlewax doll - a doll of the Messenger of God. And there were 
pins sticking out of it and a rope with eleven knots on it. So Gabriel 
brought him the mu'awwidhatayn and instructed:

0 Muhammad, say, I take refuge with the Lord of the Daybreak...

A knot came undone.

...From the evil of what He has created...

Another knot came undone, and so on until he reached the end of it 
and all the knots had come undone. He started pulling the pins out 
and did not pull a single one out without feeling pain. Thereafter 
he found comfort. He was asked, ‘Messenger of God, why don’t you 
kill the Jew?’ He replied, ‘God cured me. God’s punishment, which 
will come to him, is more severe.’

Another tradition says:

A Jew cast magic on the Prophet and he suffered, so Gabriel brought 
him the mu'awwidhatayn. He said: A Jewish man has cast magic 
on you. The charm is in So-and-so’s well.

406 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Barf, vol. 10,193.
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So he sent Ali, and he came to it. He told him to undo the knots 
and recite a verse. He began reciting and untying until the Prophet 
got up as though he had been released from hobbling.407

It is also said:

Lubayd’s daughters were witches, so they and their father used 
magic on the Messenger of God and knotted eleven knots against 
him. So God sent down the muawwidhatayn - eleven verses, one for 
each knot - and God cured the Messenger of God.40*

However, even if we were to accept this story, there is no evidence 
in the narrations in the authentic books that the muawwidhatayn verses 
were revealed in relation to it. As for the rest of the sources, they cannot 
be relied on as evidence, let alone their forming the evidential basis for a 
ruling in relation to matters pertaining to the Qur’an, on which a Muslim 
should not speak without knowledge or without reliable evidence.

According to Jalal al-DTn:

As for the entire basis of the story, it is evidenced by the two 
authentic books with the exception of the revelation of the 
two chapters.

He then comments:

However, there is evidence from elsewhere.

By this he means what al-Bayhaql cites, on the authority of al-Kalbl, 
on the authority of Abu Salih, on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas, which 
contains a reference to the story and the revelation of the two chapters.409

However, Jalal al-DTn himself, in al-Itqan, states that the weakest 
chain of narration back to Ibn ‘Abbas is al-Kalbl, then Abu Salih, then Ibn 
‘Abbas.410 He then refers to further evidence in what Abu Nu‘aym cites 
in Dalail al-Nubuwwah via Abu Ja‘far al-RazT on the authority of al-Rab? 
ibn Anas, on the authority of Anas ibn Malik.411

407 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6,417.
408 Muhammad ibn Ahmad Ibn JuzzT al-Kalbl, al-Tas-hil li ‘ilium al-Tanzft, (Beirut: Dar 
al-Kitab al-Arabl, 1393 q.), vol. 4, 225.

Al-SuyutT, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 2,148.
Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 4, 209.

411 Al-SuyutT, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 2,148.

409

410
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Further, Ibn Hibban contends:

Hadith specialists stay clear of al-Rabf ibn Anas’ hadith if Abu 
Ja'far al-RazT is narrating on his authority, because there is much 
disorder in his hadiths.412

So is it not surprising how a man so well-versed in the arts of hadith 
and exegesis could get himself embroiled in contradictory rulings and 
fall into disorder by adducing inappropriate evidence, and thereafter 
speak on matters of the Qur’an without reliable evidence?

As for the Shi'a, the fundamentals of our beliefs negate the possibility 
of influence on the Prophet’s heart - the safe repository of God’s revelation 
and His knowledge. In other words, Lubayd was incapable of manipulating 
a mind like that of God’s Messenger, the best of God’s creation and the 
noblest of prophets.

The Qur’an says:

Lo! My faithful bondmen - over them thou hast no power, and Thy Lord 
sufpceth as (their) guardian (17:65).

Therefore, even less would Lubayd be able to possess the heart of 
God’s noblest servant, since his heart is the property of Almighty God, 
and pollution could never approach it.

Thus, if we entertained the possibility of the Prophet being influenced 
in such a way that he could be made to imagine he had done something 
which he had not, faith would be lost in what he says being revelation. 
It could just be the work of an unclean sorceror that would cause him to 
think that it is revelation.

According to ‘Allamah TabrisI:

This is not possible, because it is to describe him as touched by 
magic, as if his mind had been befuddled. God refutes such a 
thing in His Words, And the evil-doers say, ‘Ye are but following a 
man bewitched.’ See how they coin similitudes for thee, so that they are 
all astray... (25:8-9).

However, it is possible that the Jew and his daughters, according 
to what is narrated, strove to do so but were unable, and God apprised 
His Prophet of the despicable act they had carried out, enabling him to

412 Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, vol. 3,239.
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remedy it. This is evidence of his truthfulness, for how could the illness 
have been a result of what they did? If they had been able to do that, they 
would have killed him and many of the believers, given the strength of 
their enmity towards them.413

‘Allamah Majlis! says:

General opinion among the Shi‘a is that magic does not have 
any effect on the Prophets and Imams (God’s blessings be upon 
them). Hence they have interpreted some of the traditions in this 
connection in a non-literal manner and rejected others, that is, 
those which cannot be interpreted.414

Al-Qutb al-Rawandl states:

It is narrated that a Jewish woman made a charm against him 
and thought that her scheme would work - but magic is futile 
and impossible - except that God showed him to it and so he sent 
someone to take it out (of the well). It was as they described it 
with the same number of knots, some of which someone would 
not even have noticed if they had seen it.415

According to Tibb al-A’immah:

Gabriel came to the Prophet and said to him, ‘So-and-so the Jew 
has charmed you.’ He described the charm and where it was, and 
so the Prophet sent Ali to the well. He looked for it but could not 
find it. He struggled to find it, eventually did so, and then took it 
back to the Prophet. Why, it was real. It had a piece of the lower 
ends of palm branches inside comprising a cord with eleven knots 
in it. Gabriel had sent down the muawwidhatayn and so the Prophet 
told Ali to recite them at the cord. Every time he recited, a knot 
came undone until he reached the end. Thus, God relieved the 
Prophet of what had charmed him, and cured him.416

Even though this tradition’s chain of narration is not authentic, it 
does not say anything about any influence on the Messenger’s mind. It is

413 TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 10,568.
414 MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18,70.
415 MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 57,11.
416 Abdullah ibn Sabur al-Zayy al-Naysaburl, Tibb al-A’immah (Qum: Amir, 1411 q.), 118.
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true that another tradition does mention an effect on his body that made 
him feel severe pain. This is the meaning of‘God relieved the Prophet 
of what had charmed him, and cured him’ in the narration in Tibb a\- 
A’immah, i.e., He cured him of the pain he felt. This is something which is 
possible. However, the more correct opinion in our view is what al-Qutb 
al-Rawandl said, namely, that magic has no effect on him. They wanted 
to scheme against him but they ended up as the losers.

Verses Which Are Exceptions
The earliest scholars said that certain verses are exceptions - they 

were revealed in a different place to the chapters in which they appear, 
so a Meccan chapter may contain Medinan verses and vice versa. Jalal 
al-DTn al-Suyutl dealt with this thoroughly in al-Itqan. However, he relied 
on traditions which we consider to be weak, and then later scholars relied 
on his findings without checking,417 when in fact the majority who attest 
to these exceptions have done so on the basis of conjecture or exercising

417 Exceptions appear in large letters in the AmTrT codex printed in Cairo with the 
permission of the Sheikhs of al-Azhar and under the supervision of the Board for 
Monitoring Islamic Studies (Lajnat Muraqabat al-Buhuth al-lslamiyyah). However, this 
is simply the copying of texts the overwhelming majority of which have no basis. It 
is also how Sheikh Abu ‘Abdillah al-ZanjanT records them in his book, TarTkh al-Qur’an. 
Add to that the contradictions which appear in such texts. For example, the AmTrT 
codex says that the chapter AlifLam Mfm Tanzil (Surah Sajdah) was revealed after The 
Believer (al-Mu'min) and that the Ha MimTanzil (Surah Fussilat) was revealed after The 
Forgiver (al-Ghafir), even though The Believer and The Forgiver are, in fact, two names 
for the same chapter.
Abu ‘Abdillah sets out two tables in Tarlkh al-Qur’an with regard to the order of the 
chapters, and states in the first table that the chapter entitled The Cattle (al-Anam) 
was revealed after al-Hijr, and in the second table, that it was revealed after The Cave. 
He also states in the first one that The Heights (al-A‘raf) was revealed after Sad and in 
the second one that it was revealed after The Spoils of War. He states that there are 
eighty-five Meccan chapters and twenty-eight Medinan chapters without noticing 
that that is one short of the total number of chapters in the Qur’an. I think in so doing 
he was just copying Imam Badr al-DTn al-ZarkashT.
A codex printed in Iran during the time of the Qajars contains two lists, the first showing 
the year each chapter was revealed, the second recording the order of revelation. The 
first list says that Those Arrayed in Ranks (al-Saffat) was revealed in the fifth year of the 
despatch (bi'thah) and that The Cattle (al-Anam) was revealed in the thirteenth. Then, 
the second list says that Those Arrayed in Ranks was revealed after The Cattle. There 
are many such contradictions.
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their own judgement, without relying on any text containing an authentic 
tradition as evidence. Ibn al-Hassar says:

There are among the people those who have relied on deduction as 
opposed to orally transmitted evidence with regard to exceptions/18

In knocking on this door we shall cast aside everything they have 
said on the matter, because it is not based on any acceptable evidence. 
For there is no doubt that the verses were recorded one after the other 
in a natural order, in line with the revelation in every chapter, after 
‘In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate,’ which appears 
at the beginning of them. As for a Meccan verse remaining unentered 
in any chapter until a chapter was revealed in Medina and then being 
inserted, or Medinan verses inserted in Meccan chapters, it is irregular 
and outside the known method of recording, and therefore needs to be 
proven with an explicit statement. Conjecture and theoretical deduction 
do not enter into the matter.

According to Ibn Hajar:

As for part of a chapter being revealed in Mecca and the revelation 
of the main part of the chapter being delayed till Medina, I have 
only seen this rarely. They are in agreement that The Spoils of War 
(al-Anfal) is Medinan. However, it is said that God’s Words, And when 
the unbelievers plot against thee (8:30), were revealed in Mecca, then 
The Spoils of War was revealed in Medina. This is very strange/19

We shall come to the refutation of this claim.
There follow some examples of both interpretations, along with a 

summary of the correct view.

Exceptions Within Meccan Chapters 

1- The Opening (al-Fatihah): Meccan
Abu Layth al-Samarqandl reports an opinion stating that half of it 

was revealed in Medina.
Jalal al-DIn’s comment is:

418 Al-Suyuti, al-ltqan, vol. 1,38.
419 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 9,38.

135



INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR’AN

There is no evidence for this opinion.420

As stated above, it was one of the first chapters to be revealed in its 
entirety in Mecca, and the Muslims would recite it in prayer.

2- The Cattle (al-Anatn): Meccan
It was revealed in Mecca and a thousand angels followed in procession. 

They gave off a soft humming sound of glorification and praise, and filled 
the whole space between heaven and earth. It was a Thursday night and 
they descended in grandeur. The Messenger of God began saying, ‘Exalted 
is God, the Great, Exalted is God, the Great,’ and fell down prostrate. Then 
he called the scribes and they wrote it down that very night.

This hadith is widely circulated (mustafid), narrated by both sects via 
channels which support each other.421 Jalal al-DTn’s comment is:

These are pieces of evidence which add strength to each other.422

Hence there is no weight to Abu ‘Amr ibn al-Salah’s claim:

The aforementioned tradition comes from Ubayy ibn Ka‘b’s hadith, 
and there is weakness in his chain of narration. We have not seen 
an authentic chain of narration for it. That which contradicts it 
has been narrated.423

My own comment is that the numerous channels back to a number 
of other companions in addition to Ubayy ibn Ka‘b means it is reliable 
evidence. Furthermore, the tradition which contradicts it is weak and 
unconfirmed.

Ibn Hassar states:

Nine verses are said to be exceptions, but there is no authentic 
hadith to support this.424

420 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,30 and 38.
421 Tafsir al-'Ayyashi, vol. 1,353; TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 4,271; al-Suyuti, al-Durr 
al-Manthiir, vol. 3,2.
422 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,108.
423 ZarkashT, al-Burhan, vol. 1,199.
424 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,38.
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We shall discuss what are claimed to be authentic traditions regarding 
the exceptions.425

The Amiri Codex and those who copied it say, with no corroboration, 
that nine verses are exceptions. We shall discuss each one of them in 
what follows:

1) the Almighty’s Words:

Those unto whom We have given the Book recognise (this revelation) as 
they recognise their sons (6:20).

2) the Almighty’s Words:

Then will they have no contention save that they will say, ‘By God, our 
Lord, we never were idolators’ (6:23).

There is no evidence at all for claiming that these two verses are 
exceptions. The reason may be that they refer to the People of the Book, 
though this is not entirely clear in the second one, since there is no 
evidence for that, given that the People of the Book are mentioned in 
several Meccan verses such as:

And argue not with the People of the Book unless it be in (a way) that 
is better... (29:46).

No one has claimed that to be an exception.
The same is true of God’s Words:

In like manner We have revealed unto thee the Book, and those unto 
whom We gave the Book aforetime will believe therein... (29:47).

There are several others which are similar.
3) the Almighty’s Words:

And they measure not the power of God its true measure when they say,
'God hath naught revealed unto any mortal.' Say: ‘Who revealed the 
Book which Moses brought, a light and guidance for mankind, which 
ye have put on parchments which ye show, but ye hide much (thereof), 
and (by which) ye were taught that which ye knew not yourselves nor 
(did) your fathers (know it).’ Say: ‘God.’ Then leave them to their play 
of cavilling (6:9l).

425 Exceptions are nos. 7, 8 and 9.
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Ibn KathTr and Abu ‘Amr read it as:

They put it on parchments, revealing them but hiding much...426

It is said that it was revealed in relation to a group of Jews who asked, 
‘Muhammad, has God sent a Book down to you?’ He replied, ‘Yes.’ Their 
response was, ‘We swear by God, that He has not sent any Book down 
from Heaven.

It is also said that it was revealed in relation to Malik ibn al-Sayf, who 
was one of the rabbis among the Jews of Qurayzah - hence revealed in 
Medina. He was fat, and so the Prophet said to him:

I implore you by Him who sent the Torah down to Moses, did you 
not find in the Torah, ‘Verily, God hates fat rabbis?’ He became 
angry and said, ‘God has not sent anything down to any man.’

It is further said that the one who opposed the Prophet with regard 
to these words was Fanhas ibn ‘Azura’ the Jew.

It is said also that it was revealed in relation to the pagans from 
Quraysh because they denied all prophethood.427

Abu Ja'far Tabari says:

The most likely to be correct is the last of these opinions, because 
there had been no mention of the Jews before that. Denial of 
revelation to mankind is not something the Jews ascribe to. On 
the contrary, what is known of their religion is a confirmation of 
Abraham and Moses’ Scrolls and David’s Psalms. The tradition 
saying that it was revealed in relation to the Jews is not an 
authentic tradition with an unbroken chain of narration, nor 
have exegetes reached a consensus on that. Further, the context 
of the chapter from start to finish pertains to the pagans, so 
it is appropriate that this verse should also be linked to what 
precedes it and not cut off therefrom. We can only claim that it 
is separate on the basis of indubitable proof, either traditional 
or rational.

426 MakkI ibn Abi Talib, al-Kashf, vol. 1,440.
427 Tabari, Jami* al-Bayan, vol. 7,177; TabrisI, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 4,333.
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What made this person fall into the aforementioned misconception 
is his reading it as ‘You put it.../ in the second person. However, 
the correct reading is in the third person.428

My comment is that while we agree with Abu Ja'far with regard to this 
finding, we add that the story they mention on the matter of the dispute 
between Malik ibn al-Sayf and the Prophet is wholly incompatible with 
the Messenger of God’s impeccable manners. The Prophet never hurt a 
person’s feelings at all, and similarly, God’s Book is far above addressing 
such petty matters which are of no value, or for a verse to be revealed 
in relation to them.

Thus, the words ...ye were taught... addresses the pagans in the second 
person after the account of the People of the Book in the third person - 
as preferred by Abu Ja'far.

As for the generally accepted reading - in the second person for all 
- it does not necessarily mean it is addressed to the People of the Book 
alone, but rather to all mankind, on account of the actions of some of 
those to whom the Book was revealed, especially in view of the pagan 
Arabs’ contact and mingling with the Jews in the peninsula. Hence, there 
is a lot of talk about the Children of Israel in many Meccan chapters, such 
as The Heights (al-A'raf), 7:102, 7:160.

The Almighty’s Words addressed to the people of Mecca testify to that:

Ask the followers of the Remembrance if you know not (16:43).

The same statement is also found in The Prophets (al-Anblya), which 
is also Meccan. As a matter of fact, the Arabs had strong links with and 
trust in the People of the Book. They knew them as people of knowledge 
and that they could be relied upon. They would often ask them about the 
history of peoples and prophets and rely on what they said, and therefore 
they liaised with the Jews round about them, with whom they mingled 
and whom they trusted.

4) the Almighty’s Words:

Who is guilty of more wrong than he whoforgeth a lie against God, or 
saith: 7 am inspiredwhen he is not inspired in aught; and who saith: 7 
will reveal the like of that which God hath revealed’? (6:93).

428 Tabari,Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 7,178. Similarly, Sayyid Qutb agrees with him in FTZildl 
al-Qur’an, vol. 7,302-303.
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Concerning this they say:

The Almighty’s Words, Who is guilty of more wrong..., were revealed 
in relation to ‘Abdullah ibn Sa‘d ibn AbT Sarh, who was breastfed by 
the same woman as ‘Uthman. He had become a Muslim and acted 
as a scribe for the Messenger of God. When We created man from a 
product of wet earth (23:12) was revealed, the Prophet summoned 
him and dictated to him. When he reached the words, and then 
produced it as another creation (23:14), ‘Abdullah was amazed by the 
details of man’s creation, and so he said, ‘Blessed be God, the fairest 
of creators.’ And so the Messenger of God said: ‘That is how it was 
revealed to me.’

At that point ‘Abdullah had doubt, and said, ‘If Muhammad is 
telling the truth, revelation will come to me the way it has come 
to him. If he is lying, I will say as he has said,’ and so he apostasised 
from Islam and rejoined the people of Mecca. They began to ask 
him, ‘How did you write the Qur’an for the son of the father of a 
sheep?’ He replied, ‘I would write as I liked.’ That is because the 
Messenger of God would dictate to him, ‘All-Knowing, All-Wise,’ 
and he would write, ‘All-Forgiving, All-Merciful,’ interpolating, 
deleting and making changes to the Book of God without the 
Prophet’s realising. Hence he doubted his being a messenger, 
became an unbeliever and rejoined Quraysh. So the Prophet 
wanted to spill his blood. However, ‘Uthman gave him shelter 
on the Day of the Conquest and pestered the Messenger of God 
until he pardoned him.'129

They also say in relation to God’s Words, he who... saith, ‘To me it has 
been revealed/when aught has been revealed to him, that they were revealed 
in relation to Musaylamah and al-Aswad al-‘AnasT. who both claimed to 
be prophets within the Messenger’s lifetime.430

429 See TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 4, 335; al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 3, 30; 
TabarTJdmi‘a/-Baydn, vol. 7,181; RazT, al-Tafsiral-Kabir, vol. 13,84; Sayyid Qutb, FiZildl 
al-Quran, vol. 7,306; ZarkashT, al-Burhdn, vol. 1, 200.

See TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 4, 335; al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 3, 30; 
Tabari,Jami al-Bayan, vol. 7,181; RazT,al-Tafsiral-Kabir, vol. 13,84; Sayyid Qutb, FiZildl 
al-Qur'an, vol. 7,306; ZarkashT, al-Burhdn, vol. 1,200.

430
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However, the hadith is entirely fabricated, because The Believers (al- 
Mu’minun) is Meccan and nobody has said that any of its verses are an 
exception. So how can Ibn Abl Sarh have acted as a scribe in Medina 
and then retreated back to Mecca? Further, far be it from a man to forge 
lies against God, claiming to be inspired, when God has guaranteed the 
protection of His Noble Book, and for the Messenger not to be aware of 
interpolations by a liar, falsely attributing things to God with regards 
to what God has revealed? If this possibility is accepted, can any faith 
remain in the Qur’an being exempt from false interpolations?

It is true that there are three verses from three chapters which are 
said to have been revealed in relation to Ibn Abl Sarh, and this is one of 
them. The second is:

but whoso findeth ease in disbelief.^ 16:106),431

and the third:

Those who believe, then disbelieve and then (again) believe, then disbelieve, 
and then increase in disbelief... (4:137).

This last one is most appropriate and worthy of being accepted as 
narrated on the authority of the two Imams Muhammad ibn Ali al-Baqir 
and Ja'far ibn Muhammad al-Sadiq.432

Therefore the correct opinion on the first verse is what Abu Ja'far 
Tabari said:

It is general, describing mankind’s overall position towards the 
messages of the prophets. Among them are stubborn people 
who do not accept any message sent by God. Others are gullible 
and weak, and believe any claim to be a messenger, even if it is 
Satanic insinuation, without hesitation or proper thought. Hence, 
the verse admonished this latter category of lowly gullibility and 
the former one of iniquitous insolence towards the Lord of Glory,

431 See Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 7,181.
432 TafsTr al-'Ayyashf, vol. 1, 281. As for what appears in the exegesis attributed to Ali 
ibn Ibrahim al-Qumml, vol. 1,210 about the verse from The Cattle (6:93) being revealed 
in relation to Ibn Abl Sarh, there are shocking things within it which negate the 
possibility of its having issued from an Infallible, for it says that the Messenger of 
God endorsed the changing of the text and said, ‘It is the same thing...’
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leading to the false and hostile forging of lies against Him. So the 
verse has nothing to do with the matter of Ibn Abl Sarh specifically.

Furthermore, the words, I will reveal the like of that which God hath revealed 
(6:93), do not apply to Ibn Abl Sarh’s position towards the Messenger of 
God. They might have applied if the verse had said, ‘I will reveal the like 
of that which Muhammad hath revealed../

Sayyid Qutb contradicts himself in relation to the verse. In one place 
he considers it more likely that the chapter is Meccan, and in another 
he relies on the traditions on exceptions.433

5) the Almighty’s Words:

Shall I seek other than God for judge, when He it is Who hath revealed 
unto you (this) Book, fully-explained? Those unto whom We gave the 
Scipture (aforetime) know that it is revealed from thy Lord in truth (6:114).

There is nothing in this verse that makes one think that it is Medinan 
except for the reference to the People of the Book. It was stated above 
that this alone is not proof. The likes of it appear in several Meccan 
verses. The reason goes back to the trust the pagan Arabs had in the 
People of the Book neighbouring their towns. They saw them as people 
of knowledge and cognisance. Hence the Almighty said, Ask the followers of 
the Remembrance if ye know not! (16:43),434 meaning the People of the Book, 
especially the Jews. This verse is Meccan by consensus, except what is 
attributed to Jabir ibn Zayd. However, al-Suyutl refutes it on two counts.435

6) the Almighty’s Words:

He it is Who produceth gardens trellised and untrellised... Eat ye of the 
fruit thereof when it fruiteth, and pay the due thereof upon the harvest 
day... (6:141).

It may be that whoever said it was Medinan interpreted ‘the due’ 
as zakat, and zakat was only decreed on defined amounts of agriculture 
and fruit in Medina.

However, this meaning is not specified in the verse because it has 
been explained as sadaqah (charity) generally without any qualification.

433 Sayyid Qutb, FTZilal al-Qur’an, vol. 7,106 and 306.
434 Also 21:7, but without the ending.
435 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,9.
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This general sense was compulsory in Mecca, and there is reference to it 
in, And in their wealth the beggar and the outcast had due share (51:19), the 
nineteenth verse of The Winds That Scatter (al-Dhariyat), which is Meccan 
by consensus. References to provision for and charity appear in several 
Meccan verses.

Several traditions say that the ‘share’ in these verses means providing 
for orphans and the destitute, on the authority of SaTd ibn Jubayr and 
others. They were then later abrogated by the verse on zakat,436 This is 
also narrated on the authority of Imam Abu ‘Abdillah al-Sadiq, on the 
authority of his forefathers.437

7) the Almighty’s Words:

Say: 'Come, I will recite unto you that which your Lord hath made a 
sacred duty for you...’ (6:151).

8) the Almighty’s Words:

And approach not the wealth of the orphan save with that which is 
better...( 6:152).

9) the Almighty’s Words:

This is My straight path, so follow it (6:153).

According to al-Suyutl:

The narration on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas that these three 
verses are exceptions is authentic.438

This tradition is what Abu Ja‘far al-Nahhas cites in his book, al-Nasikh 
wa al-Mansukh, via Abu ‘Ubaydah Muammar ibn al-Muthanna on the 
authority of Yunus, on the authority of Abu ‘Amr, on the authority of 
Mujahid, on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas.439

This Abu ‘Ubaydah was a man with odd views; he believed what the 
Kharijites believed, was foulmouthed, sacrilegious and paid little attention 
to the Qur’an. If he recited it, he would recite it according to his own

436 See al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 3,49 and TabariJami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 8,44.
437 TabrisI, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 4,375.
438 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,39.
439 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1, 24.
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opinion.440 Hence any narration of his on scripture or the sunnah is not 
relied upon, unless of course it is a narration on poetry and literature. We 
do not know on what basis Jalal al-DTn considered the chain of narration 
of this tradition to be authentic.

Furthermore, Abu Nu‘aym and al-Bayhaql both narrate in Dalail al- 
Nubuwwah that Ali ibn AbTTalib said:

When God commanded His Prophet to put himself out there in 
front of the tribes, he went out to Mina. I was with him and so 
was Abu Bakr who was an expert on genealogy. So he stood at 
their campsites at Mina, greeted them and they replied. He spoke 
with the people until they asked him, ‘What are you calling to, 
brother of Quraysh?’

So the Messenger of God recited, Come, I will recite unto you that which 
your Lord hath made a sacred duty for you..., reciting all three verses.

God’s Words amazed them and they said, ‘We swear by God, these 
are not the words of the people of earth, if they were, we would 
know them.’441

So the verses were revealed at that time in Mecca,442 in addition to 
the fact that the tone of the verses and their style of expression also 
testify to their being Meccan.

In summary, the whole of The Cattle is Meccan. There is not a single 
Medinan verse in it. None of what is said to be an exception has been 
corroborated, either by way of hadith or rational proof, as stated above.

3- The Heights (al-Ardf): Meccan
Ibn Durays, al-Nahhas and Ibn Mardawayh cite Ibn ‘Abbas as saying, 

via many chains of narration, that it was revealed in Mecca.443 
Qatadah says:

Except for one verse:

440 Ibn al-Nadlm, al-Fihrist, 85; Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib, vol. 10, 247; al-Dhahabl, 
MTzan al-I'tiddl, vol. 4,155.
441 Al-SuyutI, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 3, 54.
442 Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 8,60.
443 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 3,67.
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And ask them of the township that was by the sea... (7:163),

which according to him was revealed in Medina.444
Another source says up to the end of verse 171, i.e., the words:

And when We shook the mountain above them as if it were a canopy...

My comment is that Qatadah’s contention is that it addresses the 
Jews, which fits in, according to his claim, with its being in Medina. 
However, there is no evidence that the pronouns refer to the Jews. It may 
refer to the pagans themselves on account of their familiarity with the 
story of the people who transgressed the Sabbath. The township of Eilat 
was beside the Red Sea, towards the limit of the Hijaz in the environs of 
Syria, and was a small but prosperous Jewish town445 which the summer 
caravans of the Quraysh would pass. News from there would reach them, 
hence they were familiar with its Jewish inhabitants who had broken 
their Lord’s commandment.

As for what the other source said, there is no evidence at all for it, 
and no recognised chain of narration. So the correct view is that these 
verses fit in with other such stories passed down to Quraysh for those 
of the Prophets’ people with the sense to learn from them. Thus, the 
opinion that all of it is Meccan without exception is favoured.

4-Jonah (Yunus): Meccan
Some them say that four of the verses are exceptions:

1) the Almighty’s Words:

And of them is he who believeth therein, and of them is he who believeth 
not therein, and Thy Lord is best aware of those who corrupt (10:40).

Some claim that it was revealed in relation to the Jews. However, the 
context refutes this.

2) the Almighty’s Words:

And if thou art in doubt concerning that which We reveal unto thee, then 
question those who read the Scripture (that was) before thee (10:94).

3) the Almighty’s Words:

444 MakkT ibn AbTTalib, al-Kashf, vol. 1,460.
445 Shihab al-DTn Yaqut ibn ‘Abdillah al-HamawT, Mujam al-Bulddn (Beirut: Dar Sadir,
1376 q.), vol. 1,292.
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And be not thou of those who deny...( 10:95).

4) the Almighty’s Words:

Those for whom the Word of thy Lord hath effect... (10:96).

It is claimed that they, too, were revealed in relation to the Jews, but they 
have no evidence for it. Furthermore, it is a single, unbroken thread. It may 
be that the reference to the People of the Book is what provoked this claim, 
even though it is plain that these verses are no more explicit than His Words, 
Ask the followers of the Remembrance... (16:43), a Meccan verse by consensus.

It is also said that verse 40 and right up to the end of the chapter was 
revealed in Medina,446 but there is no evidence at all for this opinion. In 
addition, the tone and vernacular of the verses also refute this.

In summary, whoever says that there are exceptions within this 
chapter has no reliable evidence on which to rely. Similarly, the context 
indicates that it is clearly Meccan. Hence, we prefer the view that it is 
Meccan in its entirety.

5- Hud: Meccan
Three of its verses have been said to be exceptions:

1) the Almighty’s Words:

A likely thing, that thou w ouldst forsake aught of that which hath been 
revealed unto thee, and that thy breast should be straitened for it, because 
they say: ‘Why hath not a treasure been sent down for him, or an angel 
come with him?’ (11:12).

However, the context clearly testifies to its being Meccan. What also 
mcontrovertibly makes it Meccan has been narrated regarding the reason 
for its revelation.447

2) the Almighty’s Words:

Is he (to be counted equal with them) who relieth on a clear proof from 
his Lord, and a witness from Him reciteth it, and before it was the Book 
of Moses, an example and a mercy? Such believe therein, and whoso 
disbelieveth therein of the clans, the Fire is his appointed place... (11:17).

446 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,40.
447 TabrisT, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 5,146.
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Those who say that it is Medinan rely on the words ‘the Book of 
Moses’ and ‘of the clans’ (min al-ahzab).

However, neither phrase proves this, given that Moses is referred to 
in several Meccan verses.

*The clans’ is a reference to the Arab tribes who resisted the Messenger. 
They had banded together since the time the pagans first sensed that there 
was a danger of Islam penetrating the peninsula and spreading quickly.448 
There is no evidence that it refers to the Battle of the Clans (Waqat al-Ahzab). 

3) the Almighty’s Words:

Establish worship at the two ends of the day and in some watches of the 
night. Lolgood deeds annul ill-deeds (11:114).

Abu Ja'far narrates via his chain of narration that Abu Maysarah said:

A woman came to me to buy dates, and so I said to her, ‘There are 
better dates in my house.’ So I let her into my house, felt a desire 
to kiss her and get everything from her that a man gets from his 
wife except sexual union, to the point that I touched her bottom.
Then I went out and mentioned it to'Abu Bakr and ‘Umar.

They said, ‘Keep that to yourself and don’t tell anyone.’

I then mentioned it to the Prophet and he asked, ‘Have you 
equipped a warrior?’

I replied, ‘No.’

He asked, ‘Have you looked after the family of a warrior?’

I replied, ‘No.’

He said, ‘Seek your Lord's forgiveness and pray four rak'ahs.’

He then recited, Establish worship at the two ends of the day and in 
some watches of the night. Lolgood deeds annul ill- deeds, and said,
‘It is for people generally.’

Another tradition says that Gabriel brought it down at that 
very moment.449

448 Abu Ja’far Muhammad ibn al-Hasan al-TusT, al-Tibyan p Tafslr al-Qur'an (Qum:Jami‘ah 
MudarrisTn, 1413 q.), vol. 5,461.
449 Tabari, JamV al-Baydn, vol. 12,82-83.
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The context of this tradition is definitely false, because it encourages 
sin. It would mean that anyone could do whatever he wanted, then apply 
himself to prayer as penance, not to mention the incoherence in the 
tradition itself and its not fitting in with the verse, which is another 
proof of its weakness. Furthermore, it is recorded in other narrations 
that most traditions containing: ‘Then he recited the verse to him../ do 
not mean that it was revealed there and then.

The correct view in our opinion is that Hud is Meccan in its entirety, 
in view of the singularity of its context and its innovative, scolding style, 
which is consistent with a Meccan chapter.

6-Joseph (Yusuf): Meccan
The Amiri Codex says that the first three verses are exceptions, as

well as:

Verily in Joseph and his brethren are signs for the inquiring (12:7). 

According to Jalal al-DIn:

It is very weak and should not be paid any attention to/50

My comment is that we are surprised at the likes of Abu ‘Abdillah al- 
Zanjanl following what is set out in the Egyptian Codex without checking 
and recording it in his excellent book.451 There can be no illusions over 
the weakness of the matter.

7- Abraham (Ibrahim): Meccan 
Al-ZarkashI claims:

Except for two verses revealed about the pagans killed at Badr:

Hast thou not seen those who gave the grace of God in exchange for 
thanklessness and led their people down to the abode of loss, (even to)
Hell? They are exposed thereto. A hapless end! (l4:28-29)/52

The evidential basis for this is what is narrated on the authority of 
Sa‘d, on the authority of‘Umar ibn al-Khattab:

450 Al-SuyutI, al-ltqan, vol. 1,40.
451 Abu ‘Abdillah al-Zanjanl, Tarikh al-Qur’an (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-A'laml, 1388 q.), 28.
452 See ZarkashI, al-Burhan, vol. 1,200.
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Those who exchanged the bounty of God with unthankfulness 
were the two most depraved houses of Quraysh: Banu al-Mughlrah 
and Banu Umayyah. As for Banu al-Mughlrah, you wiped them 
out at the Battle of Badr.

Alternatively, he said:

God extirpated them at the Battle of Badr. As for Banu Umayyah, 
they have been allowed to enjoy themselves for a time.453

The same thing is narrated on the authority of Imam al-Sadiq, with 
the addition of:

In fact, it is the whole of Quraysh.454

However, there is no indication therein that it was revealed at or after 
the Battle of Badr. The Battle of Badr was just one example of the ruin they 
were warned about. As for the higher interpretation, it is Hell, of which it 
is said ‘they are exposed thereto’ and is ‘a hapless end.’ Considering this an 
exception was the result of not reflecting on the allegorical interpretation 
(taml) of this verse.

=
S

=

8-Al-Hijr. Meccan 
Jalal al-DTn claims:

God’s Words, And verily We know the eager among you and verily We 
know the laggards (15:24) should be considered an exception on 
account of what al-Tirmidhl cites, ‘It was revealed in relation to 
the rows of [congregational] prayer.’455

Al-Hasan says:

Except for God’s Words, We have given thee seven of the oft-repeated 
... (15:87) and, Such as We send down for those who make divisions, 
those who break the Qur’an into parts (l5:90-9l).456

My comment is that the context of verse 24 refutes its being construed 
as congregational prayer, as testified to by God’s Words before this verse:

453 TabarlJami al-Bayan, vol. 13,146.
454 Tafslr al-‘Ayyashi, vol. 2, 229; Fayd KashanT, al-SafipTafsir al-Qur’an, vol. 1,887-888.
455 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,41.
456 See TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 6,326
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Lo! it is We, even We, Who quicken and give death, and We are the 
Inheritor (15:23).

The meaning is: ‘We knew the dead who are gone and know the 
living who remain.’457

As for al-Tirmidhfs tradition, it is truncated and there is weakness 
in its chain of narration. Furthermore, it does not fit the verse.

Th claim that the second verse is an exception is based on Mujahid’s 
opinion that The Opening (al-Fatihah) was revealed in Medina. It was stated 
above that that was a slip on his part, and that the consensus supports 
the opposite.458

As for the verse about ‘those who make divisions,’ they claim that 
it was revealed in relation to the Jews and Christians, who were among 
those who believed in parts of the Qur’an but not others.459 However, 
this is false, because the Jews did not believe in any of the Qur’an and 
they were not those to whom the Qur’an was revealed. It is true of their 
belief in the Scriptures which were revealed to them - that they would 
believe in some but not others.

The correct view is that the aforementioned verse was revealed in 
relation to the pagans who said that some of the Qur’an was sorcery, tales 
of the ancients, fabrication and so on. They would split up and man the 
gates to Mecca, turning people away from the Qur’an and telling lies about 
God.460 Al-‘AyyashT narrates on the authority of the two Imams al-Baqir 
and al-Sadiq that it was revealed in relation to Quraysh.461

9- The Bee (al-Nahl): Meccan
Qatadah says:

Except for His Words, And those who became fugitives for the cause of 
God after they had been oppressed... (16:41), and it is said that from 
here right up to the end of the chapter was revealed in Medina.462

457 See Tabari, Jdmi' al-Bayan, vol. 14,16 and vol. 14,18.
458 See al-Suyutl, al-ltqan, vol. 1,30.
459 Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 14,42.
460 See TabatabaT, al-Mizan, vol. 12,205.
461 TafsTr al-'Ayyashi, vol. 2,251-252.
462 Al-Suyutl, al-ltqan, vol. 1,41; TabrisI, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 6, 347 attributes it to 
al-Hasan and Qatadah.
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According to ‘Ata’ ibn Yasar:

Except for His Words, If ye punish, then punish with the like of that 
wherewith ye were afflicted...( 16:126), up to the end of the chapter 
- three verses - which were revealed in relation to the incident 
at Uhud, after Hamzah was killed.463

A tradition on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas says that the following 
verses were revealed in Medina:464

And purchase not a small gain at the price of God's covenant... in proportion 
to the best of what they used to do (16:95-96).

My comment is that, as far as verses 41 and 42 are concerned, there 
is no indication that what is meant is the second migration to Medina. In 
fact the apparent meaning is that it was the first migration to Ethiopia, 
as also narrated on the authority of Qatadah.

As for the opinion that everything after verse 40 to the end of the 
chapter was revealed in Medina, there is no evidence for it, and the 
context of the verses also contradicts it.

As for verses 95 and 96, it is said that they were revealed in relation 
to Imru’ al-Qays al-Kindl. He had seized land from ‘Abdan al-Ashra‘ al- 
Hadramawti and so the latter complained about him to the Prophet. 
Imru’ al-Qays denied it and so ‘Abdan al-Ashra‘ made him swear an oath, 
but Imru’ al-Qays thought it too serious a matter to perjure himself. 
Thereafter, the verse was revealed.466 The event took place in Medina.

However, the story is uncorroborated, the tone of the verse is general 
and its context testifies to its fitting in perfectly with the verses aimed 
at fiercely scolding the stubborn pagans. A quick perusal of the verse 
makes us confident that it is wholly linked to verse number 91, Fulfil 
the covenant of God when ye have covenanted..., both emphasising it and 
strengthening the position of the believers at that time, telling them 
not to sell what they had covenanted to God for a paltry price, thereby

•165

463 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,135.
464 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 6,347.
465 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,118.
466 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 6,384.
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placing the life of this world on an equal footing with the great reward 
they had been promised.467

As for the verse, If ye punish, then punish with the like of that which 
wherewith ye were afflicted. But if ye endure patiently, verily it is for the patient 
(16:126), exegetes have three different opinions on it.

The first is that it was revealed on the day of the Battle of Uhud, 
when the Prophet stood over Hamzah’s mutilated body. It caused him 
distress, and he said: ‘I swear by God, I will mutilate seventy [or thirty] 
of them in return for you!’

Thus, when the Muslims heard that, they said, ‘If God gives us the 
upper hand over them, we will mutilate their living, never mind their dead.’

Some of them said, ‘We will mutilate them in a way the Arabs have 
never seen,’ and so Gabriel brought the verse down, the Prophet rescinded 
his oath, and refrained from doing what he had said.

The second opinion is that it was revealed on the Day of the Conquest. 
The Muslims wanted to descend upon the pagans and brutally kill them in 
order to make themselves feel better after what had been inflicted upon 
them at the Battle of Uhud - there had been sixty-four casualties from the 
Helpers (ansar) and six from the Migrants (muhajirun), including Hamzah 
ibn ‘Abd al-Muttalib, whom the pagans had mutilated. So the ansar said, 
‘If we have a day like this against them, we will do worse to them.’ When 
the Day of the Conquest came and God granted the Muslims victory over 
the pagans, the verse was revealed in order to restrain the Muslims, so 
that they would not exceed the bounds of what God had revealed.

The third view is that it has a general relevance, and applies to all 
who are oppressed who, when God has granted them victory, then seek 
vengeance on the oppressor. This verse came as a compromise between 
just revenge and forgiveness, something which tallies with the mood of 
the Muslims when they were in Mecca. They say that it was abrogated 
by the verses commanding them to fight (ayat al-qital):

And fight in the way of God against those who fight against you, but 
begin not hostilities. Verily God loveth not aggressors (2:190);

and:

...but if they attack you then slay them (2:191),

467 See al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,129.

152



THE DESCENT OF THE QUR'AN

which were revealed at the beginning of the Muslims’ time in Medina. 
Regardless of the abrogation, this last opinion is the correct one in 

view of the context of the verse itself and its complete compatibility with 
the verses before and after it.

For the Almighty said:

Call unto the way of thy Lord with wisdom and fair exhortation, and 
reason with them in the better way (16:125);

If ye punish, then punish with the like of that wherewith ye were 
afflicted (16:126);

and:

Endure thou patiently. Thy endurance is only by (the help of) God.
Grieve not for them, and be not in distress because of that which they 
devise (16:127).

This last verse came to give solace to the Prophet over the pagans’ 
harassment, and to console him over his sorrow for them, not the sorrow 
caused by them. It is proof that the verse was revealed at the time when 
the pagans defied the Prophet’s call and set about harassing him, and 
believing souls refused to put up with the wrongs they inflicted, and tried 
to get revenge on them no matter what hardship it entailed.468

10- The Night Journey (Isrd’J: Meccan
They say that seventeen of its verses - 26, 32, 33, 57, 60, 73, 74, 75, 

76,77,78, 79,80,81,85, 88 and 107 - were revealed in Medina. This is an 
exaggeration, for there is no evidence regarding most of them. Some of 
the details are as follows:

The first of these verses is:

And give the kinsman his due, and the needy, and the wayfarer, and 
squander not (thy wealth) in wantonness (17:26).

It is said that it was revealed in Medina after God had granted the 
Messenger of God victory at Khaybar, and he had given the oasis of Fadak 
to Fatimah.469

468 See TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 6,393; al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,135. 
Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,177; TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 6,411.469
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Abu Ja‘far al-Tabari cites Abu Daylam as saying:

Ali ibn al-Husayn asked a Syrian man, ‘Have you read the Qur’an?’

He replied, ‘Yes.’

He asked, ‘Have you not read in The Children of Israel: And give the 
kinsman his due...’?

The man asked, ‘Are you the kinsman to whom God, sublime is 
His Praise, has commanded us to give his due?’

He replied, ‘Yes.’470

Hafiz HasakanT cites a hadith with several chains of narration that 
says it refers to the Prophet giving Fadak to Fatimah .471

My comment is that the apparent meaning of the verse is that it is 
nonetheless a general duty for every Muslim, and mentions in distinct 
terms the duty to maintain kinsmen and the poor - in the nature of other 
examples of Meccan legislation. Later the paramaters were defined after 
the migration to Medina.

The universal applicability (‘umum) of the verse includes the Prophet, 
for he too, like any other Muslim, is commanded to maintain relations 
with his kin and to support both them and the poor.

However, it may be that the verse was sent down a second time after 
the conquest of Khaybar. After God had provided booty for the Messenger 
and the believers, Gabriel brought it down, thereby reminding him of 
the duty to maintain relations with his kin. Thereupon he summoned 
Fatimah and gave her Fadak. There is no evidence that the verse was 
revealed for the first time at that point.

It is possible that the verse revealed at Khaybar on maintaining relations 
with kin was another one. Minhal ibn ‘Amr’s hadith says, on the authority 
of Ali ibn al-Husayn, that it is about the following:

That which God giveth as spoil unto His messenger from the people of 
the townships, it is for God and His messenger and for the near of kin 
and the orphans and the needy and the wayfarer... (59:7).

470 Tabari,Jam? al-Bayan, vol. 15,53.
471 HasakanT, Shawahid al-Tanzil, vol. 1,338-341.
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The ‘people of the townships' means Banu Qurayzah and Banu Nadir. 
The cities are Fadak, Khaybar, ‘Uraynah and Yanbu\ which became booty 
at the Muslims’ disposal. The verse was revealed in relation to them at 
that time.472

If it is correct that Gabriel also brought the first of these verses, it was 
a reminder to the Prophet of the previous ruling, and a confirmation of 
the ruling at hand. This is so, providing that the narrator did not confuse 
one of the verses with the other.

The second verse is:

And come not near unto adultery. Lo! it is an abomination and an evil 
way (17:32).

And the third verse is:

And slay not the life which God hath forbidden save with right (17:33).

Whoever claims that these two verses are an exception does not give 
any explanation.473 It may be because they mention the unlawfulness of 
adultery and the taking of life, and legislative matters took place in Medina.

However, what would have been missed is that the parameters and 
particulars of various laws were established in Medina. As for the bare 
bones and generalities of the religious law (sharfah), they were frequently 
revealed in Meccan chapters, and these two verses were revealed in 
Mecca in the same way.

Al-SuddT says that the verse, And come not near unto adultery..., was 
revealed at a time when there were no set punishments, for they were 
sent down after that in The Light (Surah al-Nur), which is Medinan.474

Al-Dahhak says about the verse on slaying:

The pagans would slay the Prophet’s companions at that time, 
so the companions were about to do the same to them. Hence,
He said, Sublime is His Remembrance, that if someone slays, his 
father should not be slayed in return, nor his brother, nor any of 
the pagans, as was the custom in the days of ignorance, which was

472 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 9,260-261; there is also an allusion to it in al-SuyutT, 
al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6,189.
473 ZanjanT, Tarikh al-Qur’an, 28.
474 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,179.
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to kill someone’s brother, or others from that person’s tribe, in 
retaliation for one’s own brother being killed. One of you should 
only slay the slayer himself.475

The fourth verse is:

Those unto whom they cry seek the way of approach to their Lord, which 
of them shall he the nearest... (17:57).

The verse, in the context of the verse preceding it, fits in with its 
having been revealed in Mecca. We cannot find any reason why the Amiri 
Codex or others might have this as an exception.

The fifth verse is:

... and We appointed the vision which We showed thee as an ordeal for 
mankind, and (likewise) the accursed tree in the Qur’an (17:60).

According to Jalal al-DIn, this is an exception because the verse was 
revealed about the Messenger’s vision, in which he saw the Umayyads 
jumping like monkeys on his pulpit, and which saddened and troubled 
him so much, that he was not seen laughing again until he died.476

In any case, the Prophet did not have a pulpit in Mecca.
We have already stated our opinion on this, that he was shown the 

elevation of his blessed calling and the usurpers’ hands reaching out 
to his divinely appointed position, and it was this that troubled him.477

The sixth, seventh and eighth verses are as follows:

And they indeed strove hard to beguile thee away from that wherewith 
We have inspired thee, that thou shouldst invent other than it against 
Us; and then would they have accepted thee as a friend. And if We had 
not made thee wholly firm thou mightest almost have inclined unto them 
a little. Then had We made thee taste a double (punishment) of living 
and a double (punishment) of dying, then hadst thou found no helper 
for thee against Us (17:73-75).

There is no doubt that these verses are Meccan and were revealed 
about the pagans from Quraysh who offered the Prophet a truce with

475 Al-SuyutI, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,181.
476 Al-SuytitT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,191.
477 Stated above in relation to the chapter entitled The Power and in the section,
‘Chapters over which there is disagreement.’
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their gods. He rebuffed them and these verses were revealed to reinforce 
his position and to make the pagans despair once and for all of trying to 
coerce the Messenger of God - the propagator of pure monotheism and 
destroyer of polytheism - into a compromise which contradicted his call 
to the One God Who has no partner.478

We do not know any valid reason for saying these three verses are an 
exception, as Jalal al-DTn,479 the Amiri Codex and others have.

The ninth and tenth verses are:

And they indeed wished to startle thee (liyastapzzunaka) from the land 
that they might drive thee forth from thence, and then they would have 
stayed (there) but a little after thee. (Such was Our) method in the case 
of those whom We sent before thee (to mankind), and thou wilt not find 
for Our method aught of power to change (17:76-77).

What is given as the reason for its revelation is also the reason for 
making it an exception:

The Jews came to the Prophet and said to him, ‘If you are a Prophet, 
go to the Levant,480 the land of the prophets, and make them believe.’

He fought the Battle of Tabuk for the sole purpose of reaching 
the Levant, but when he reached Tabuk, God revealed these two 
verses to him, commanding him to return to Medina where his 
life, death and resurrection on the Day of Resurrection was to be.481

However, it is contradicted by another tradition which says that they 
were revealed in relation to the pagans of Mecca who plotted to expel the 
Messenger from Mecca in the same way. They said to him, ‘The Prophets 
all lived in the Levant, so why do you live in this land?’

Alternatively, they tried to expel him by force, because istifzaz means 
‘shaking out by force.’ The literal meaning of the verse supports the 
latter, because when the pagans behaved in this way, God’s wont with 
regard to His creatures later came to bear upon them, beginning with

478 See TabrisI, Majma4 al-Bayan, vol. 6,431; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,194.
479 Al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 1,41.
480 The Levant comprises Syria, Lebanon, Palestine and Jordan. [Trans.]
481 TabrisI, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 6,432; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,195.
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those killed at Badr and culminating in the conquest of Mecca and the 
final expulsion of the pagans.

The eleventh to fourteenth verses are:

Establish worship at the going down of the sun until the dark of night, 
and (the recital of) the Qur’an at dawn. Lo! (the recital of) the Qur’an at 
dawn is ever witnessed. And some part of the night awake for it, a largess 
for thee. It may be that thy Lord will raise thee to a praised estate. And 
say: ‘My Lord, cause me to come in with a firm incoming and to go with 
a firm outgoing. And give me from Thy presence a sustaining power.’And 
say: ‘Truth hath come and falsehood hath vanished away. Lo! falsehood 
is ever bound to vanish’(17:78-81).

The one who says these are an exception claims that they are a 
conclusion to the previous two verses revealed in Medina.483 However, 
this is a false claim given that the primary matter is not confirmed, let 
alone the secondary.

Abu Nu'aym and BayhaqT cite on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas that 
God’s Words:

482

My Lord, cause me to come in with a firm incoming...

were revealed in Mecca shortly before the Migration.484
At any rate, the unbroken context of the preceding and subsequent 

verses itself testifies to their having been revealed in Mecca, and they 
do not fit the opinion that they were revealed in Medina at all.

The fifteenth verse is:

They will question thee concerning the Spirit. Say: ‘The Spirit 
is of the bidding of my Lord. You have only been given a little 
knowledge.’

A number of hadith specialists have said that the question referred 
to was asked by the Jews in Medina after the Migration.485

However, it is contradicted by a tradition which says that it was the 
pagans from Quraysh who asked him about the Spirit mentioned in the

482 Ibid.
483 Al-SuyutI, al-Itqan, vol. 1,41.
484 Al-SuyutI, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,198; Tabari, Jami' al-Bayan, vol. 15,100.
485 Al-SuyutI, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,199; TabariJamf al-Bayan, vol. 15,105.
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Qur’an,486 or that the Jews suggested that the pagans ask Muhammad the 
question, saying, ‘If he answers you, he is not a prophet, but if he does 
not answer you, he is a prophet.

This is in addition to the fact that the end of the verse testifies to the 
fact that it was a conversation with the pagans. According to ‘Ata’ ibn 
Yasar the words, You have only been given a little knowledge, were revealed 
in Mecca.488

The sixteenth verse is:

Say: Verily though mankind and the jinn should assemble to produce 
the like of this Qur’an, they could not produce the like thereof though 
they were helpers one of another (17:88).

Tabari claims that this verse was revealed to the Messenger in Medina 
because a group of Jews had argued with him over the coherence of the 
Qur’an. They denied its being coherent and claimed that the Torah was 
more coherent.489

However, the reproachful tone of the verse indicates that it was revealed 
about the pagans from Quraysh, challenging them when they asked the 
Prophet for strange miracles and inane requests, rather than revelation.

It was revealed by way of an introduction to the condemnation directed 
at them in the following verses:

And they say, ‘We will not put faith in thee till thou cause rivers to gush 
forth...’ (17:90),

up to the end of the four verses and those which follow on, up to 
the seventeenth verse after this, which one may refer to independently.

The last verse is the seventeenth:

Say: Believe therein or believe not, lo! those who were given knowledge 
before it, when it is read unto them, fall down prostrate on their faces, 
adoring...’(17:107).

According to Jalal al-DIn:

M87

486 See TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 6,437; al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,199.
487 See TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 6,437; al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,199. 

Tabari, Jami1 al-Bayan, vol. 15,105-106.
Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 15,106.

488
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It was revealed in Medina on account of the reasons for revelation 
which we have cited.*90

However, he cites nothing on the matter either in Lubab al-Nuqul or 
in al-Durr al-Manthur.

The context of the verse testifies to its being Meccan. It was revealed 
as a rebuke of the pagans’ defiance towards the revelation of the Qur’an 
and their refusal to believe it, and it alludes to the fact that their stubborn 
resistance was the result of the blind ignorance which enveloped their 
souls. As for the people of Medina and those of culture, they perceived 
the clear truth of the Qur’an straight away and had no doubts, and the 
contrast indicates just how far from knowledge and culture these pagans 
were - hence their scorn and disdain.

11- The Cave (al-Kahf): Meccan
Some say that thirty-two verses are exceptions, claiming that they were 

revealed in Medina. This is excessive, because it would mean that a third of 
the chapter, including the first eight verses, were Medinan.

Jalal al-DTn claims:

The beginning of it up to His Word[s],... barren dust, verses one 
to eight, was revealed in Medina.*91

There is no evidence at all for claiming they are an exception, because 
it is the beginning of a chapter and some of its first verses that decide 
whether a chapter is Meccan or Medinan. Further, the complete consensus 
:s that The Cave is Meccan.492

It may be that the person who said they were an exception did so on 
account of the Almighty’s Words:

...and to warn those who say: God hath chosen a son (18:4).

However, just because there were Jews in Medina does not necessarily 
mean that it had to have been revealed in Medina. In fact it is general,

490 Al-SuyutI,aJ-/tgdn, vol. 1,41; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,205; Ibn Jarir cites 
on the authority of Mujahid: Those given knowledge before him were some of the 
People of the Book who heard what God had revealed to Muhammad. However that 
does not mean that it was revealed in Medina as is obvious.
491 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1, 41.
492 See al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4, 208.
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and is also relevant to the Christians and pagans, because a verse being 
revealed in relation to a Jewish story does not mean it had to have happened 
at the time when they were resisting Islam. There are many verses like 
this in Meccan chapters, because of the close link between the Jews and 
pagans before the Prophet’s migration to Medina, as alluded to above.

He also says that the words, Restrain thyself along with those who cry 
unto their Lord at morning and evening... (18:28),493 are an exception.

They claim that they were revealed about ‘Uyaynah ibn Hisn, who 
suggested to the Messenger - who was in Medina at the time - that he 
keep his distance from where poor believers gathered if he wanted the 
noblemen of the land to become Muslims.494

However, the correct opinion is that they were revealed about Umayyah 
ibn Khalaf, who suggested the same thing to him when he was in Mecca 
- he called on the Prophet to cast out the poor and to favour the nobles 
from Quraysh.495 The tone and context of the verse also shows that.

The Amiri Codex and al-Zanjanf s Tarikh al-Quran claim that nineteen 
verses are exceptions, from They will ask thee ofDhu al-Qarnayn... up to... 
and who could not bear to hear (18:83-101).

They claim that it was the Jews themselves who put this question 
to the Prophet. Hence the revelation of these verses as a response must 
have taken place in Medina.496

The correct view is that it was the pagans who asked this question. 
However, it was by Jewish instruction. The pagans had sent someone 
to ask the Jews about the Messenger’s attributes, and they responded 
by providing questions to put to him. If he could answer them, he truly 
was a prophet.

Abu Ja‘far al-Tabari narrates that the Quraysh had sent al-Nadir ibn 
al-Harith and ‘Uqbah ibn Abl Muayt to the Jewish rabbis in Medina and 
told them, ‘Ask them about Muhammad. Describe him to them and tell 
them what he has said, for they are the People of the First Book - the 
Torah - and they have knowledge of the prophets which we do not have.’ 
They set off, eventually reaching Medina, and asked the Jewish rabbis

See al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,41; ZanjanT, Tarikh al-Qur’an, 29 
Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4, 220.

495 Al-SuyutT, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 1, 230; al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4, 220.
Al- SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4, 340.

493

494

496
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about the Messenger of God. They described his affair to them along with 
some of what he had said. They said, ‘You are the people of the Torah, and 
we have come to you so that you can tell us about this friend of ours.’ So 
the Jewish rabbis replied, ‘Ask him about three things which we will tell 
you. If he tells you about them, he is a prophet sent. If he does not, he is 
a charlatan. Ask him what happened to the youths who went away in the 
First Age. Theirs is an amazing story. Ask him what the tidings were of the 
man who travelled around, reaching the eastern and western horizons 
of the earth. Ask him what the Spirit is. If he tells you about that, he is a 
prophet, so follow him...’ The hadith is long, and at the same time curious.497

Al-Itqan says that four verses are exceptions:

Lo! those who believe and do good works, theirs are the Gardens of Paradise 
for welcome,

up to the end of the chapter (18:107-110).
However, he does not explain his evidence for this strange claim. It 

may be oversight or careless words, for nothing in the verses suffices as 
evidence of their being Medinan and there is no tradition interpreting them 
in such a way that would indicate their having been revealed in Medina.

Admittedly it is narrated in al-Durr al-Manthur that Mujahid said:

There were among the Muslims those who fought, and wanted 
to see their position, and so God revealed, and whoever hopeth 
for the meeting with his Lord, let him do righteous work... (18:110).499

However the tone and meaning of the verse do not fit in with that, 
'abrisl narrates on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas:

When God’s Words, ...and of knowledge ye have been vouchsafed but 
little (17:85), were revealed, the Jews retorted, ‘We have been 
given the Torah and there is much knowledge in it,’ and so God 
revealed, Say: Though the sea became ink for the Words of my Lord...
That is why al-Hasan said, ‘By ‘words’ He means knowledge.’500

498

497 Tabari, Jdmi' al-Bayan, vol. 15,127; vol. 16, 7; al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4, 
210; al-SuyutT, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 1,228.

Al-SuyutI, al-Itqan, vol. 1,42.
499 See al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4, 255.

TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 6,499.

498

500
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However, this does not mean that it was necessarily revealed in Medina, 
as stated more than once above.

12- Mary (Maryam): Meccan
Jalal al-DTn claims that two of its verses are exceptions,501 of which 

the first is the Verse of Prostration:

These are they unto whom Cod showed favour from among the prophets, 
of the seed of Adam and of whom We carried with Noah...they fell down, 
adoring and weeping. (19:58)

What refutes this is the fact that this verse was revealed as a comment 
on the verses before it, from the beginning of the chapter up until this 
point, which talk in detail about matters pertaining to the prophets 
and past nations. Then praise for them all in general terms came along 
in this verse as a kind of summary and culmination. We either have to 
say that all of them, from the beginning of the chapter to this verse, are 
Medinan, or that they are all Meccan. There is no room for this strange 
exception, the evidence for which has not been explained.

The second exception he claims is:

There is not one of you but shall approach it. That is a fixed ordinance 
of thy Lord (19:71).

This, like the previous one, is completely linked to the verses preceding 
and following it, which leaves no room for it alone being an exception.

13- Td Hfi: Meccan
Two verses have been said to be exceptions, the first of which is:

Therefore, bear with what they say, and celebrate the praises of thy 
Lord ere the rising of the sun and ere the going down thereof... (20:130).

However the verse follows on from those preceding it, and its tone 
is exclusive to Meccan verses. There are also confirmations of its having 
been revealed in Mecca in traditions describing its exegesis.502

The second is:

501 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,42.
502 Tabari,Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 16,168.
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And strain not thine eyes toward that which We cause some wedded 
pairs among them to enjoy... (20:131).

Jalal al-DIn says:

... on account of what al-Bazzaz cites on the authority of Abu Rafi‘:

The Prophet had sent him to borrow food from a Jew, and he 
refused to do so without charging interest. The Messenger of God 
was sad about that and so the verse was revealed.503

However, this story, assuming it to be true, does not mean that the 
verse had to have been revealed in relation to it. Furthermore, there is 
no correlation at all between the story and the meaning of the verse.

14- The Prophets (al-Anbiya)\ Meccan
The words, See they not how We visit to the land, reducing it of its outlying 

parts? (21:44),504 are said to be an exception, but those who say so have 
not provided any evidence.

However, the context is indisputably Meccan. Something similar was 
also said about verse 41 of Thunder (al-Rad). Its tone might be thought to 
be Meccan if it were not for the consensus of traditions on order being 
that it is Medinan, as stated above.

15- The Believers (al-Muminim): Meccan 
Thirteen verses are said to be exceptions:

Till when We grasp their luxurious ones with the punishment...

505

to

...they are aghast thereat (23:64-77).

There is no evidence at all for saying so. Whoever claims so perhaps 
had a regard to traditions which explain chastisement as what happened to 
the pagans at the Battle of Badr or on the Day of the Conquest. However, he 
overlooks the fact that it is explanation of a promise previously made, and 
not a report on what currently was. See Abu Ja'far al-Tabari and others.506

503 Al-SuyutI, al-Itqan, vol. 1,42; See TabariJami' al-Bayan, vol. 16,169.
504 See al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 1,42.

Ibid.
506 See Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 18,28.
505
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16- The Criterion (al-Furqan): Meccan
Three verses - 68, 69 and 70 - are said to be exceptions.
However, these verses fit in completely with verses preceding and 

following them, making it impossible for them to stand alone as exceptions. 
There is a confirmation of their having been revealed in Mecca in Tafsir 
al-Tabari507

17- The Poets (al-Shu'ara): Meccan
Five verses are said to be an exception:
The first verse is:

Is it not a token for them that the learned of the Children of Israel know 
it? (26:197).

Ibn Gharas says that this is Medinan,508 possibly on account of what 
tradition says by way of exegesis, that what is meant by the learned of 
the Children of Israel here is Asad, Usayd, Ibn YamTn, Tha'labah and 
‘Abdullah ibn Salam.509

However, the object of the verse is without doubt the pagans of the 
Quraysh and it is a sharp rebuke to them. As for the exegesis in the 
tradition, it does not mean that the verse was revealed after those Jews 
became believers. It is just an explanation of an instance to which the 
verse applied, but which happened later on.

The pagans consulting the Jews about recognising the Messenger of God 
was referred to above.510 They would acquaint them of his characteristics 
and attributes, and the verse means simply that. This is something the 
People of the Book knew even before the Migration. They only denied 
it later out of greed for the vanities of the world. The verse does not 
signify their belief, only their acknowledgment. Thus, the exegesis in the 
tradition does not serve to situate the revelation of the verse in Medina.

The next four verses are:

As for poets, the erring follow them (26:224),

507 Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 19,26.
Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1, 42.

509 Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 19,69; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 5,95.
510 This was with regard to the saying God willing as per The Cave.

508
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and up to the end of the chapter. The claim of this as an exception is 
narrated on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas.511 The evidence of its being an 
exception is a narration - that it was revealed in relation to two men, one 
from the Helpers (ansar) and the other from the Emigrants (muhajirun), 
who ridiculed each other in satiric verse at the time of the Prophet.512

However it is contradicted by what has a stronger chain of narration 
and is reported via more sources - that it was revealed about the pagans 
from Quraysh whose poets ridiculed the Messenger in satiric verse, and 
the verse was revealed as a rebuke to their character and to criticise their 
hateful behaviour. TabrisT gives a very detailed account of the names of 
these pagans.513 Abu Ja‘far al-Tabari also prefers this opinion.514

18- The Narrations (Cll-QCLSClSj: Meccan
It is said that the following four verses are an exception:

Those unto whom We gave the Scripture before it, they believe in it...

to

...Peace be unto you! We desire not the ignorant (28:52-55).

It is said that they were revealed concerning a group of the People 
of the Book who had become Muslims, including ‘Abdullah ibn Salam, 
TamTm al-Darl, al-Jarud al-‘AbdT and Salman al-FarisT.515

Alternatively, it is said that it was revealed concerning the Negus’ 
companions who came to Medina and participated in the Battle of Uhud.516

However, if the two aforementioned interpretations are correct, 
it means foretelling what was to come, not reporting what was, never 
mind that these interpretations contradict that of it concerning a group 
of the People of the Book who believed in the Prophet before he was 
despatched, of whom there were forty men according to Tabrisfs, Tabarfs 
and others’ exegeses.517

511 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,24 and vol. 1,42.
512 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 5, 99; TabarTJdmf al-Bayan, vol. 19,78.
513 TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 7, 208.
514 TabarT,Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 19,78.
515 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 7, 258.
516 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,42.
517 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 7, 258; TabarT, Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 20, 57; al-SuyutT,
al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 5,133.
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What we have stated is confirmed by God’s Words:

And argue not with the People of the Book unless it be in a way that is 
better, save with such of them as do wrong... (29:46).

This verse is Meccan and came down in relation to dispute with the 
People of the Book.

It is also confirmed by God’s Words:

In like manner We have revealed unto thee the Scripture, and those unto 
whom We gave the Scripture aforetime will believe therein... (29:47).

This is also Meccan by consensus.
This is exactly like the verse discussed regarding foretelling what 

was to come.
The verse:

Lo! He who hath given thee the Qur’an for a law will surely bring thee 
home again... (28:85),

is also said to be an exception, revealed to the Prophet when he 
arrived at al-Juhfah, whilst migrating to Medina.518 According to the 
second classification,519 the verse is neither Meccan nor Medinan.

However, the generally accepted choice of classification is the first 
one, based on which the verse is Meccan, as stated above.

19- The Spider (al-Ankabut)\ Meccan
From the beginning of it up to the eleventh verse is said to be an 

exception. They say that it was revealed in Medina:520

The verses were revealed about Muslim people who lagged behind 
the Migration. Then God’s Messenger’s companions wrote to them 
and they resolved to migrate, but the Quraysh held them back, 
so there was fighting and violence between them.521

However, the verse is general, and was revealed about the believers 
in Mecca who fell into hardship. It was a test for them to ascertain the

518 TabrisT, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 7, 268.
519 Supra under the heading Different Ways of Telling Meccan from Medinan. 

Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1, 43.
521 Al-SuyutT, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 2,32.
520
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truth from error. That is how Abu Ja‘far al-Tabari explains it.522 There 
is also an tradition to that effect on the authority of Abu ‘Abdillah al- 
Sadiq,523 not to mention the fact that if it is correct that the beginning 
of the chapter is Medinan, that would make the whole of the chapter 
Medinan according to the aforementioned classification.524 Furthermore, 
no one disputes its being Meccan.

The Almighty’s Words:

And how many a beast there is that beareth not its own provision! God 
provideth for it and for you. He is the Hearer, the Knower (29:60).

According to Jalal al-Din this is an exception on account of what 
Ibn AbT Hatim narrates via a weak chain of narration on the authority 
of Ibn ‘Umar:

I set off with the Messenger of God until he entered one of the 
orchards of Medina. He started picking dates and eating them, 
then said:

‘This is the fourth morning I have not tasted or found food.’

Ibn ‘Umar said, ‘We remained, not moving until, And how many a 
beast..., was revealed.525

The tradition’s chain of narration is criticised, not to mention the 
incoherence of its wording and the inconceivability of its import.

Moreover, it is narrated on the authority of Muqatil and al-Kalbl that 
the words were revealed in connection with a group of poor believers 
who were under pressure whilst staying in Mecca before the Migration, 
and had fallen into difficulty and hardship. So they were instructed to 
migrate to Medina, and they said. ‘How can we go out to a land where 
we have no home, no land and no means to make a living?’ Thereafter, 
the following verses were revealed:526

0 My bondsmen who believe! Lo! My earth is spacious. Therefore serve 
Me only ...And how many a beast... (29:56-60).

522 TabariJami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 20,83.
523 TabrisI, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 7,272.
524 Supra under the heading Order of Revelation.
525 Al-SuyutI, al-Itqan, vol. 1,43; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 5,149.
526 See TabrisI, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 8,290.
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The second tradition is more appropriate to the wording of the Book, 
and worthier of being given credence. Hence it is authentic (sahihah) and 
accepted (maqbulah).

20- The Romans (al-Riim): Meccan
The AmTrT Codex, Abu ‘Abdillah al-Zanjanfs TarTkh al-Qur’an and Majma1 

al-Bayan say that the following verse is an exception:527

So glory be to God when ye enter the night and and when ye enter the 
morning (30:17).

There is no evidence for this, not to mention the verse’s strong link 
to the verses preceding and following it.

21- Lnqmani Meccan
Three verses are said on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas to be exceptions:

And if all the trees in the earth were pens, and the sea, with seven more 
seas to help it...

to

...God is informed of what ye do (31:27-29).

He explains the reason for their revelation as follows:

The Jewish rabbis in Medina said to the Messenger of God, ‘We
have been given the Torah and it contains much knowledge.’

So he replied, ‘Next to God’s knowledge, it is little.’

And so the verse was revealed.528

However, even though the reason could hypothetically fit in with 
verse 27, it does not fit in with the two verses after it, and therefore this 
does not suffice as a reason for its revelation.

The correct view is that the three verses, like those preceding and 
following them, fit in with each other. They are all an exposition of the 
greatness of the Lord of the Worlds. There is no reason for them to be 
separated from the surrounding verses. Hence, there is no reason at all 
for saying they are an exception.

527 See ZanjanT, Tarikh al-Qur’an, 30; TabrisT, Majma* al-Bayan, vol. 8,293.
528 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, 5:167; al-Suyutl, al-ltqan, vol. 1,43.
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If the aforementioned tradition on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas is 
authentic, it would have to mean that the Prophet recited them to them 
when they put this challenge to him, not that they were revealed there 
and then.

22- The Prostration (al-Sajdah): Meccan
The following verse is said to be an exception:

Who forsake their beds to cry unto their Lord in fear and hope, spend of 
that We have bestowed on them (32:16).

Jalal al-DTn explains that this is:

...on account of what al-Bazzaz and Ibn Mardawayh cite on the 
authority of Bilal:

We were sitting down while some of God’s Messenger’s 
companions were praying after Maghrib and ‘Isha’ prayers, and 
so it was revealed.529

My comment is that the verse is general and its compatibility with 
the adjacent verses is plain to see, not to mention that it does not fit in 
at all with the purport of the tradition.

According to the Amiri Codex and al-Zanjanfs Tarikh al-Qur’an, 
the words:

No soul knoweth what is kept hid for them of joy... (32:17),

are an exception. That may be in view of the fact that they are a 
culmination of the previous verse. However, the correct view, as with 
the previous example, is that it is general.

It is narrated on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas that the Almighty’s Words:

Is he who is a believer like unto him who is ungodly?...

to

...a welcome (in reward) for wthat they used to do (32:18-19), 

are an exception.
This is on account of what is narrated via several well-regarded 

(mutabarah) routes and chains of narration - that it was revealed about

529 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,43; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 5,175.
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an argument between Ali ibn AbTTalib and al-Walld ibn ‘Uqbah ibn AbT 
Mu‘ayt at the Battle of Badr. Walld said to Ali, ‘Be quiet! For you are just 
a boy and I am more simple-tongued than you, sharper of tooth than 
you and more useful to the troop.’ So Ali said to him, ‘Calm down! For 
you are ungodly and it is not as you say.’

This has been cited by Abu al-Faraj al-Isfahanl in al-Aghanl, al-WahidT 
in Asbab al-Nuzul, Ibn Mardawayh, al-Khatlb al-Baghdadl and Ibn ‘Asakir 
via routes leading back to Ibn ‘Abbas. Ibn Ishaq and Ibn Jarir cite it on 
the authority of ‘Ata’ ibn Yasar. Ibn AbT Hatim cites it on the authority of 
al-Suddl and ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn AbT Layla. Thus the believer mentioned 
in the verse is Ali ibn AbTTalib and the ungodly is al-WalTd.530

Hafiz HasakanT cites it via twelve routes which may be considered 
indubitable (tawatur).531

My comment is that the context of the verse is general and is linked 
to the rest of the adjacent verses. This becomes clear upon the slightest 
perusal of the chapter.

It is true that a verse may be revealed a second time on an occasion 
which calls for it, something which happened in several cases which we 
will point out. It is possible that the aforementioned dispute came to the 
Prophet’s attention and he recited a verse appropriate to the situation. 
This same Walld was called ungodly in other verses.

...If an ungodly man bring you tidings, verify it... (49:6)

This was revealed specifically in connection to him, as cited by Jalal 
al-DTn via chains of narrators (rijal) who are reliable (thuqat).532

23- Sheba (al-Saba*): Meccan
The following verse is said to be an exception:

Those who have been given knowledge see that what is revealed unto 
thee from thy Lord is the truth and leadeth unto the path of the Mighty, 
the Owner of Praise (34:6).

See al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 5, 178; Tabari, Jami' al-Bayan, vol. 21, 68; 
TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 8, 332.
531 HasakanT, Shawahid al-Tanzit, vol. 1,445-453.
532 Al-SuyutT, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 2, 80-82.

530
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This verse is an allusion to the fact that real people of knowledge have 
a sincere belief in the Book through knowledge and certainty. There is 
no doubt that this should be so, that reasonable, observant people and 
those of virtue and maturity do not hesitate to believe the Qur’an as soon 
as they are introduced to it. Such is the case with every clear truth. This 
is the interpretation favoured by ‘Allamah TabrisT, who says:

This is more appropriate on account of its general applicability 
Curmlm)... because they reflect and ponder on it and realise through 
consideration and reasoning that it is not of human origin.533

However, Abu Ja‘far al-Tabari explains the verse primarily in terms 
of the People of the Book who became Muslims, such as ‘Abdullah ibn 
Salam and the like.534 Hence, some claim that the verse is Medinan and 
was revealed after such people became Muslims.535

Nevertheless, Abu Ja'far did not rely on hadith evidence to arrive at 
that explanation.536 He simply narrates on the authority of Qatadah that 
they were Muhammad’s first and earliest companions who discovered 
Islam to be the plain truth, and embraced it on the basis of knowledge 
and certainty. There is some discrepancy between his narration and 
his opinion.

Seven other verses are also said to be exceptions:

There was indeed a sign for Sheba in their dwelling-place...

to

...and thy Lord taketh note of all things (24:15-21).

Farwah ibn Musayk narrates that he asked the Messenger of God - or 
heard a man ask him - whether Sheba was a mountain or a land, a man 
or a woman, and the verses were revealed in response. The question was 
asked after returning from raids on the tribes of Sheba. The Messenger 
of God recalled him because he had not been commanded to go.537

533 TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 8, 378-379.
534 Tabari,Jami‘al-Bayan, vol. 22,44.
535 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,16.

TabrisT, Majma1 al-Bayan, vol. 8,378 states that it is what al-Dahhak said.
537 TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 8, 386; Tabari, Jami' al-Bayan, vol. 22, 53; al-Suyutl, 
al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 5, 231.

536
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According to Ibn al-Hassar:

This means that the verses were revealed in Medina, because 
Farwah’s migration happened after ThaqTf became Muslim, nine 
years AH.538

However, he says after that:

It is possible that the words, There was indeed a sign for Sheba..., 
referred to what had been revealed earlier in Mecca before the 
Migration, not to its being revealed there and then.

My comment is that if the story is to be believed, it has to be construed 
as referring back, for the possibility is extremely remote of a verse being 
revealed in response to the question of a man whose curiosity regarding 
the tradition would have been satisfied by being given an answer. It would 
not require the detail into which the verses went. A fleeting consideration 
of the story of Sheba as it appears in the Qur’an suffices as proof that, like 
all the other stories which appear in the Qur’an, it was aimed at guiding 
mankind towards proper conduct, drawing their attention to errors in 
times gone by, so that they might learn a lesson on how to proceed in 
the present.

The correct view on the story of Farwah is that he asked the Prophet 
about the story of Saba’ after he had read it in the Qur’an. He asked 
whether Sheba was a man or woman, a land or a mountain, and the 
Prophet explained to him that it was an Arab man who had such and 
such a number of sons.539 This indicates that the question came after the 
revelation of the verse.

Finally, the tradition about Farwah is incoherent and self-contradictory, 
and this makes it impossible to rely on as evidence on the revelation 
of verses.

Ibn AbT Hatim cites Ali ibn Rabah as saying:

So-and-So told me that Farwah ibn Musayk al-Ghatafanl came to 
the Messenger of God and said to him, ‘0, Prophet of God, Sheba 
were a people who had combat experience in the days of ignorance.
I fear that they will apostasise from Islam. Should I fight them?’

538 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1, 43. 
TabrisT, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 8, 386.539
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So he replied, ‘I have not been given any instruction with regard 
to them yet.’

And so the verse, There was indeed a sign for Sheba in their dwelling- 
place..., was revealed.540

This tradition is disorderly in terms of its chain of narration, wording 
and style, and what it says does not relate to the revelation of such a verse. 
This makes us sure that it was woven by a person who paid little attention 
to what he said. The same is true of other traditions on the matter.541 If 
occasions such as this called for a revelation of the Qur’an, we would be 
better off avoiding making connections with any particular incident, 
for the number of them that people might find would be overwhelming.

24- The Originator (al-Fatir): Meccan 
Al-Hasan makes an exception of two verses:

Surely those who read the Book of God, and establish worship, and spend 
of that which We have bestowed on them... (35:29),

and:

Then We gave the Scripture as inheritance unto those whom We 
elected... (35:32).

The first one may be on account of the reference therein to prayer.
The second one is on account of its being followed by:

But of them are some who wrong themselves and of them are 
some who are luke-warm, and of them are some who outstrip 
(others) through good deeds...

Tkrimah narrates on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas that those who wrong 
themselves are the hypocrites.542

However, prayer was made compulsory in Mecca, and applying ‘those 
who wrong themselves’ to the hypocrites does not mean that the verse 
had to have been revealed, according to the explanation of Ibn ‘Abbas, 
in Medina, where the hypocrites were - and assuming the hadith to

540 Al-SuyutT, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 2,55.
541 Tabari,Jdmi‘ al-Bayan, al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur and others.
542 TabrisT, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 8,399 and 409.
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be correct. Furthermore, the wording is general and not restricted to a 
particular application.

25- Yd Sin: Meccan
Two verses are said to be exceptions:
Firstly:

Verily, We it is Who bring the dead to life. We record that which they 
send before (them), and their footprints. And all things We have kept in 
a clear register (36:12).

Al-Hakim and al-Tirmidhl cite Abu Sa‘Td al-Khidrl as saying:

Banu Salamah were on the outskirts of Medina, and they complained 
to the Messenger of God about the remoteness of their homes 
from the Mosque and praying with him, so the verse was revealed, 
and the Messenger of God told them, ‘What you have sent before 
is recorded.’

Therefore they did not move house.543
However, this story does not account for the revelation of every part 

of the verse. It may be that the Prophet relied on part of it as evidence 
after they complained about the remoteness of their homes, because the 
best deeds can be the most painful ones.

And secondly:

And when it is said unto them: ‘Spend of that wherewith God hath provided 
youthose who disbelieve say unto those who believe: ‘Shall we feed 
those whom God, if He willed, would feed?’ Ye are in naught else than 
error manifest (36:47).

According to Ibn ‘Abbas, this was revealed in reference to the hypocrites 
in Medina.544

However, it is clearly addressed to those who became unbelievers. 
Also, Abu Ja'far explicitly stated that it refers to the pagans.545 In addition, 
the context of the verse itself testifies to the same thing.

543 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 8, 418; al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 1, 43; Tabari, Jami al- 
Bayan, vol. 22,100.
544 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1, 44; TabrisT, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 8,413.
545 Tabari,Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 23,9.
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The Amiri Codex and al-Zanjani’s TarTkh al-Qur’an say that verse 45 is 
an exception. However they may have got the number mixed up. On the 
assumption that it is correct, however, it is in the same context as verse 
47, and what was said about that applies here as well.

26- The Troops (al-Zumar): Meccan
These Words of the Almighty have been said to be an exception:

Say: 0 My bondmen who believe! Observe your duty to your Lord. For 
those who do good in this world there is good, and God’s earth is spacious.
Verily the steadfast will be paid their wages without stint (39:10).

Al-Sakhawl narrates on authority in Jamal al-Qurra that it was revealed 
in Medina.546

However, the verse itself illustrates that it is Meccan and was revealed 
to urge the poor believers to migrate. The same is narrated on the authority 
of Ibn ‘Abbas.547

The following is also said to be an exception:

God hath (now) revealed the fairest of statements, a Book consistent, 
(wherein promises of reward are) paired (with threats of punishment), 
whereat doth creep the flesh of those who fear their Lord... (39:23).

Ibn al-Juzrl also narrates on the authority of one other that it was 
revealed in Medina.548

However, the resonant tone that plucks at the heartstrings testifies 
to the fact that it is Meccan, as does the context, so there is no reason at 
ill for saying that it is an exception.

Similarly, three other verses are said to be exceptions:

Say: 0 My slaves who have been prodigal to their own hurt!...

to

....whenye know not... (39:53-55).

546 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,44.
547 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 8,492.
548 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,44.
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It is said through a weak chain of narration on the authority of Ibn 
‘Abbas that they were revealed about WahshT, the slayer of Hamzah!549

However, via an authentic chain of narration Ibn AbT Hatim cites Ibn 
‘Abbas as saying:

This verse was revealed about the Meccan pagans.550

Abuja'far explained it the same way, on the basis of hadith evidence 
transmitted via many routes (turuq).551

Nevertheless, WahshT - a monster in human form - does not deserve 
a verse to be revealed about him with such a tender emotional resonance 
and hidden allusions that are imperceptible to all but those with a mature 
understanding and acute faculties.

‘Allamah TabrisT contends:

It is incorrect to say that this verse was revealed about WahshT, 
because the verse was revealed in Mecca and WahshT became a 
Muslim many years after that. However, it is possible that the 
verse was recited to him and was the reason for his becoming 
a Muslim.552

27- The Believer or The Forgiver (al-Mumin or al-Ghafir): Meccan
Three of its verses are said to be an exception.
The first is:

...and hymn the praise of thy Lord at fall of night and in the early 
hours (40:55).

Al-Hasan says that this is because it refers to the sunset prayer and 
the dawn prayer. It is confirmed that the obligation to pray was revealed 
in Medina.553

My comment is that this is strange, because prayer was the first duty 
to be imposed and that happened in Mecca. The Muslims used to pray 
both in congregation and individually. It was stated above that prayer

549 Al-Suyuti, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 2, 63.
550 Ibid.
551 Tabari,Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 24,10. 

TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 8,503.
553 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 8, 528.
552
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was the first thing brought by Gabriel at the beginning of the Prophet’s 
mission, when he taught him the ablution from minor impurity and 
how to pray.554

Furthermore, the beginning of the verse, Then have patience. Lo! the 
promise of God is true. And ask forgiveness of thy sin, is evidence that it is 
Meccan, not to mention its context.

The second and third verses are:

Verily, those who wrangle concerning the revelations of God without a 
warrent having come to them...

to

...but most of mankind know not (40:56-57).

According to Jalal al-DTn:

Ibn Hamid and Ibn AbIHatim, via an authentic chain of narration, 
cite Abu al-‘Aliyah as saying:

The Jews came to the Prophet and said, ‘The Antichrist (dajjal) is 
among us. He will appear at the end of time...’

They began extolling his importance and so God revealed these 
two verses which contain:

Assuredly the creation of the heavens and the earth is greater... (40:57).555

My comment is that we seek refuge in God from vain talk. How can 
a Qur’anic verse be revealed refuting an insignificant claim that a Jew 
bragged about, making a comparison between the deceit of the Antichrist 
and the creation of the heavens and the earth?

Abu Ja‘far al-Tabari did well556 in not mentioning any of those vacuous 
nadiths with which Jalal al-DIn al-Suyutl filled his exegesis. We declare 
the Holy Qur’an to be completely free of them.

Next, the verse compares the creation of the heavens with the creation 
of mankind, making the former greater, and this is evidence of a disavowal 
which took place with regard to man’s creation, which is something that 
does not fit in with such an absurd claim.

554 Supra under ‘The First to be Revealed.’
555 Al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 5,353; al-Suyutl, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 2, 65.
556 TabarIJami4 al-Bayan, vol. 24, 50.
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It is strange that TabrisI557 should have fallen in with the likes of al- 
SuyutT with regard to this vacuousness.

28- Consultation (al-Shurd): Meccan
The following three verses are said to be exceptions:

Or they say:'Hath he invented a lie concerning God?'...

to

...As for the disbelievers, theirs will be an awful doom (42:24-26).

It is said that they were revealed about the Helpers (ansar). Al-TabaranT 
narrates this on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas via a weak chain of narration.558

Also, it is said that the Almighty’s Words:

And if God were to enlarge the provision for His slaves... He is Informed, 
a Seer of His bondsmen (42:27),

were revealed about the poor refugees who lived off charity (ashab 
al-suffah). Al-Hakim cites this and declares it to be authentic.559

My comment is that it would be very surprising if the first of these 
verses were revealed about the Helpers (ansar). How can the words, ‘Hath 
he (the Prophet) invented a lie concerning God?' conceivably be attributed 
to them? Next, the tradition states that the Helpers thought ill of the 
Messenger of God and that he was fighting exclusively in defence of the 
People of his Household, and so this verse was revealed!

As for the last verse, it is general. If the tradition narrated on the 
authority of Ali is authentic, it means that it applies to the poor refugees on 
account of its generality (urnum), and not that it was revealed exclusively 
about them. Assuming that to be the case, it would be a scolding rebuke 
of the poor refugees who lived off charity. Far be it from the Qur’an to 
hurt the feelings of a group of believers on account of their poverty.

TabrisI also adds:

Say: 7 ask of you no fee therefor, save loving kindness among kinsfolk' (42:23).

557 TabrisI, Majma‘ al-Baydn, vol. 8,528.
558 Al-Suyut7, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 2, 68.
559 Al-SuyutT, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 2, 68.
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Ibn ‘Abbas says that when this verse was revealed, a man said,
‘God has not revealed this verse!’ and so God revealed:

Or say they: ‘He hath invented a lie concerning God’? (42:24).

The man then repented and felt regret, and so, And He it is Who 
accepteth repentance from His bondsmen... And as for disbelievers, theirs 
will be an awful doom (42:25-26), was revealed.

He says on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas and Qatadah that four verses 
were revealed in Medina.560 It may be with regard to the verse about love 
for kinsfolk being revealed regarding the Messenger’s kinsfolk from his 
Pure Family, as we have confirmed.561 However, that does not contradict 
the idea of the ‘fee’ for the Message being love for one’s kinsfolk, and 
recorded as a debt owed by the believers because it was for their own good, 
and they would be aware of that from the beginning of their Islamic life.

Similarly, they thought:

...and whose affairs are a matter of counsel... (42:38),

was revealed after Islam was established in Medina, for the Muslims 
did not have an institution when they were in fear of the pagans in Mecca.

However, the verse indicates the modus operandi for a group of believers, 
whatever condition they are in, whether weak or strong. They should 
work as one wherever they settle and wherever they travel.

The Almighty’s Words:

And those who, when wrong is done to them, defend themselves...

to

...there is no cause of blame against them. (42:39-41).

Ibn al-Gharas narrates on the authority of one of them that it was 
revealed in Medina,562 except that the context is completely Meccan and 
the verses preceding and following it are definitely linked to it, making 
it impossible for it to be an exception. They were all revealed about the 
believers in Mecca in the days when they were considered weak. This 
cannot be doubted by anyone who refers to the verses.

560 TabrisI, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 9,20.
561 See Ma'rifat, al-Tamhid, part 8: ‘Consideration of the Traditions, The Seventh Kind.’
562 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,44.
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29- The Adornment (al-Zukhruf): Meccan
The following is said to be an exception:

And ask those of Our messengers whom We sent before thee: Did We ever 
appoint gods to be worshipped beside the Beneficent? (43:45).

According to al-Muqatil this was revealed at the Dome of the Rock at 
the time of the Night Journey.563 Alternatively, it is said that it was revealed 
in Medina.564 However, the verse is closely linked to the surrounding verses, 
and was revealed in the tone of, ‘I am talking to you but I want others to 
listen,’ so it is without a doubt Meccan, and concerns the pagans. As for 
its being revealed in Heaven or at the Dome of the Rock, that would not 
make it Medinan. It is only Meccan on account of its being revealed before 
the Migration, in accordance with the aforementioned classification.565 
The Amiri Codex and those who follow it say that verse 54 is an exception, 
but this could be confusion over the number.

30- The Crouching (al-Jdthiyab): Meccan
According to Qatadah, the following was revealed in Medina:566

Tell those who believe to forgive those who hope not for the days of 
God (45:14).

The correct view is that it is one of the verses of forgiveness which 
were revealed in Mecca in the days when the believers were considered 
weak. Hence it was abrogated later, when Islam’s power became strong 
in Medina.567

31- The Sand Dunes (al-Ahqaf): Meccan 
The following is said to be an exception:

Bethinkyou that if it is from God and ye disbelieve therein, and a witness 
of the Children of Israel hath already testified to the like thereof and hath 
believed, and ye are too proud... (46:10).

563 TabrisI, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 9,38; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6,19.
564 Al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 1,44.
565 Supra under ‘Different Ways of Telling Meccan from Medinan.’
566 TabrisI, Majma1 al-Bayan, vol. 9,70; al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 1,44.
567 See Tafsir al-Tabari, vol. 25,87.
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TabaranTstates that it was revealed in Medina and concerns how ‘Abdullah 
ibn Salam became a Muslim.568 It is indeed odd how the exegetes seem 
infatuated with connecting every verse where there is an allusion to the 
People of the Book becoming believers with ‘Abdullah ibn Salam and his kind.

The correct view is that it is rebuke of the Quraysh for dragging their 
heels in believing in a religion brought at the hand of one of their own 
and in their native tongue, while those such as the Children of Israel and 
others believed in it. The only reason the Children of Israel were singled 
out for mention is the extra attention given them by the Arabs at the 
time, and the trust they had in their knowledge and culture.

Moreover, Ibn Abl Hatim cites Masruq as saying:

This verse was revealed in Mecca about the pagans.

Abu Ja‘far states the same via several chains of narration.569
Five other verses are said to be exceptions:

We have commanded unto man kindness toward parents...

to

...and they will not be wronged (46:15-19).

It is said that they were revealed about Abu Bakr - because he was kind to 
his parents - and his son ‘Abd al-Rahman when he was recalcitrant towards 
his parents when they were trying to persuade him to become a Muslim.570

However, the verses are general, as evidenced by the plural form 
indicative of generality in both cases. Thus, they are a portrayal of anyone 
who is kind to his parents as compared with obstinacy towards them.571

In any event, deeming it to have been revealed about Abu Bakr and his 
son ‘Abd al-Rahman does not mean the verses have to be Medinan, given 
that the relevant story - assuming it to be true - took place in Mecca.

Similarly, there is no reason for saying that God’s Words:

Then have patience even as the stout of heart among the messengers of 
old had patience (46:35),

568 Al-Suyutl, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 2, 72; Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 26, 8; al-Suyutl, 
al-Itqan, vol. 1, 44.
569 Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, 26:7; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, 6:39.

Al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6,41; TabarIJami' al-Bayan, vol. 26,13.
571 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 9,87.
570
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are an exception, given their Meccan tone and their melody being 
directed at the pagans of Quraysh. It was revealed during the days when 
the Muslims were weak, and was abrogated later by the verse telling 
them to fight (ayat al-qital).

32- Qaf: Meccan
Hakim and others state that the following verse was revealed in 

Medina in response to a Jewish claim that God rested on the Sabbath 
after creating the heavens and the earth in six days:572

And verily We created the heavens and the earth, and all that is between 
them, in six days, and naught of weariness touched Us (50:38).

Majma al-Bayan adds:

...up to His Words, and before the setting of the sun (50:39), on the 
authority of al-Hasan.

My comment is that it is true that it was revealed in response to a false 
claim, but not that it was revealed in Medina. This is because the Arabs, as 
repeatedly stated, were in constant contact with the People of the Book, 
and they may have accepted teachings pertaining to the creation of the 
heavens and the earth from them, making them well known among the 
pagan Arabs. So this response - assuming it to be a response - does not 
prove that it was revealed in Medina. It may be that the tradition which 
says that it was revealed about the Jews means what we have stated - 
that it was revealed about teachings they had spread among the Arabs.

Testimony to the fact that the verse is Meccan, is what comes after 
it - one of the verses of forgiveness that were abrogated later:

...so bear with what they say...(50:39).

33- The Star (al-Najm): Meccan 
The following is said to be an exception:

He is Best Aware of you (from the time) when He created you from the 
earth, and when ye were hidden in the bellies of your mothers. Therefore 
ascribe not purity unto yourselves. He is Best Aware of him who wardeth 
off (evil) (53:32).

572 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthiir, vol. 6,110; al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,45.
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Al-WahidT states that Thabit ibn al-Harth al-Ansarl said:

The Jews would say, ‘Righteous (Siddiq)! if one of their small boys 
died. That came to the attention of the Messenger of God and so 
he said, ‘They’re lying. There is not a single soul created by God 
in his mother’s womb who is not either wretched or happy.’ So 
at that, God revealed, He is Best Aware of you...573

My comment is that if the tradition is authentic, it does not indicate 
that the verse was revealed in Medina. It may be that what was said by the 
Jews - who spread their corrupt teachings among the Arabs - reached the 
Messenger when he was in Mecca and thence the verse was revealed there.

However, the tradition has nothing at all to do with the import of the 
verse, because God’s Words, He is Best Aware of you, are an explanation 
of ....wide in His forgiveness, meaning that mankind has a propensity to 
succumb to base desires in accordance with human nature, which consists 
of tendencies and cravings, and which God knows very well. Hence, He 
covenanted forgiveness upon Himself as a mercy to mankind and out of 
compassion for man’s particular position.

Nine verses are said to be exceptions, beginning with:

Didst thou observe him who turned away... (53:33-41).

It is said that they were revealed about a man who came to the Prophet 
when he was setting out for battle, asking him for a mount and weaponry, 
but none could be found. So he met up with a friend of his and said, ‘Give 
me something.’ He replied, ‘I will give you this in exchange for your bearing 
my sins.’ He agreed, and so these verses were revealed.574

However, the verses do not tally with the meaning of the story at all. 
They were simply revealed in reference to one of the leaders of Quraysh 
in a long story referred to by Abu Ja'far al-Tabari.575

34- The Moon (al-Qamar): Meccan
Three verses are said to be exceptions, firstly:

The hosts shall all be routed, and will turn and flee (54:45).

573 Al-SuyutT, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 2, 88-89; al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6,128.
574 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6,128.
575 Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 27,41-42.
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It is claimed that this was revealed at the Battle of Badr.576
The truth is that they promised the Muslims victory later on and so 

the Battle of Badr took place.577
The second and third are:

Surely the godfearing shall dwell amid gardens and a river in a sure 
abode, in the presence of a King Omnipotent (54:54-55).

However, whoever said that these are exceptions gave no reason, 
nor is there any reason for their being so, given the unbroken context 
(wahdat al-siyaq) of the verses and their being firmly in keeping with 
those before and after.

The Amiri Codex says that verses 44, 45 and 46 are exceptions, but 
this may be because of confusion over the numeration.

35- The Inevitable (al-Waqiah): Meccan
The following is said to be an exception:578

A multitude of those of old and a multitude of those of later time (56:39-40).

This may be on account of Ibn Mas'ud’s tradition about a vision the 
Messenger of God had. He told his companions of it, and then recited the 
two verses.579 This is said to have happened in Medina.

However, his reciting it does not prove that it was revealed there 
and then.

Also, the following verses are said to be exceptions:

Nay, I swear by the places of the stars - and lo! that verily is a tremendous 
oath, if ye but knew - that (this) is indeed a noble Qur’an in a Book 
kept hidden which none toucheth but the purified, a revelation from 
the Lord of the Worlds. Is it this Statement that ye scorn, and make 
denial thereof your livelihood? (56:75-82).

This is on account of what Muslim, Hakim and others narrate, that 
the companions were either afflicted by drought or their water ran out

576 Al-Suyutl, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 2, 90.
577 TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 9,194; see al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 1,45 and 104; Tabari, 
Jami' al-Bayan, vol. 27, 65.
578 See al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 1,45.
579 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 9, 219.
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during a journey or at the Battle ofTabuk. They then complained to the 
Prophet and he rose up and prayed two rakahs. He then petitioned God, 
Who sent a cloud which rained down on them. Thereafter some of them 
started whispering to each other, ‘We have been given rain by the setting 
of such-and-such a star,’ and so the verse was revealed.580

However, the verses do not apply to this story. They are a response to 
those who rejected the revelation from God, and have nothing whatsoever 
to do with the setting of the stars, either in their literal meaning or 
their import, just as the verses preceding and following them make it 
impossible to accept the aforementioned tradition.

36- The Kingdom (al-Mulk): Meccan
It is narrated on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas that the whole chapter, 

apart from three verses, was revealed in relation to the people of Mecca.581
My comment is that this does not mean that all of it was revealed in 

Mecca other than three verses which were revealed elsewhere.
On the contrary, this chapter was revealed as a reprimand to the 

pagans of Mecca. All the verses are a threat to them except for three 
verses about the believers, which are as follows:

Surely those who fear their Lord... (67:12);

It is He who made the earth... for you... (67:15);

Say: ‘He is the All-Merciful. We believe in Him...’ (67:29)

The correct view, as in Ibn Khudayj’s hadith, is that the whole chapter 
was revealed in Mecca.582

37- The Pen (al-Qalam): Meccan
Al-Sakhawl narrates in Jamal al-Qurra’ that these seventeen verses 

are exceptions:

Lo! We have tried them as We tried the owners of the garden...

to

...if they did but know (68:17-33);

580 Al-Suyuti, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 2, 92-93.
581 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6, 246.
582 Ibid.
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along with another three verses:

But wait thou for thy Lord’s decree...

to

...and He placed him among the righteous (68:48-50).

It is claimed that these twenty verses were revealed in Medina.583 
Majma1 al-Bayan adds verses 51 and 52.584

Ibn AbT Hatim and Ibn Jurayj state that Abu Jahl said at the Battle of 
Badr: ‘Take them, tie them with ropes and do not kill any of them,’ and 
so, Lo/ We have tried them..., was revealed.585

However, what Abu Jahl said does not ostensibly fit in with the import of 
the aforementioned verses, such that it could account for their revelation.

The correct view is that they were revealed about the pagans in 
general, in keeping with the rest of the verses in the chapter. That is how 
‘Allamah TabrisT and Abu Ja‘far al-Tabari explain them.586

As for, But wait thou for thy Lord's decree..., they are without a doubt 
Meccan verses of forgiveness. We do not know the reason for the strange 
belief that they are an exception.

38- Enfolded (,al-Muzzammil): Meccan
Al-IsbahanI narrates that the following are exceptions:587

And bear with patience what they utter...

to

...and do thou respite them awhile (73:10-11).

However, the two verses are a consolation to the Prophet in the face 
of harassment by the pagans, and a threat to them. Thence they are 
Meccan verses of forgiveness, and there is no reason to think that they 
are Medinan.

Ibn al-Gharas narrates that God’s Words:

583 Al-SuyutI, al-Itqan, vol. 1,46.
584 TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 10, 330.
585 Al-SuyutI, al-Durr al-Manthiir, vol. 6, 253.
586 TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 10,336 and TabarT, Jami' al-Bayan, vol. 29,19.
587 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,46.
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Lo! thy Lord knoweth how thou keepest vigil...

to

...God is Forgiving, Merciful (73:20),

are an exception.
According to Jalal al-DIn:

What Hakim states - that it was revealed a year after the beginning 
of the chapter - refutes this. That was when standing in prayer 
all through the night was mandatory - when Islam first came 
along - before the five prayers were made mandatory.588

‘Abd ibn Hamid narrates the same on the authority of Tkrimah:

The Muslims carried on doing what they were doing for a whole 
year after, 0, thou enwrapped in thy robes, keep vigil at night..., was 
revealed. It was difficult for them and their feet cracked, until 
the end of the chapter, Recite, then, of the Quran, that which is easy 
for you, abrogated it.589

My comment is that whoever says that the verse is Medinan relies on 
the belief that prayer and charity were not made obligatory in Mecca.590 
It is a strange reasoning, because prayer was the first duty to be imposed 
in Mecca.591 As for charity, it does not mean compulsory almsgiving with 
prescribed parameters and a minimum quantity of property that incurs 
liability (nisabs). At the time, it simply meant a discretionary but compulsory 
amount, as in God’s Words:

...And who are payers of the poor-due (23:4)

and:

...Who give not the poor-due, and are disbelievers in the Hereafter (41:7).

It is true that specific rulings came about in Medina, but there was 
undoubtedly a compulsory foundation of alms-giving in Mecca.

588 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,46.
Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6, 280.

590 TabrisT, Majma4 al-Bayan, vol. 10,372.
591 See Ibn Hisham, al-Sfrat al-Nabawiyyah, vol. 1,259.

589
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The narrator might rather have relied on God’s Words, ...and others fight 
in God's cause..., and the fact that fighting was only made part of the law in 
Medina. However, that would have to be based on the presumption that 
what is meant by fighting is actual fighting, and not that which would be 
made a duty and which would take place later on. The second possibility 
is more likely in view of the fact that, in this verse, God mentions the 
reasons for which the first difficult duty would be replaced by another, 
easier one. A reason for fighting being made part of the law later on, was 
that there was no clear evidence of what was meant by actual fighting.

39- Those Sent Forth (al-Mursalat): Meccan
It is said that the following of God’s Words are an exception:

When it is said unto them: Bow down, they bow not down (77:48).

According to Muqatil it was revealed when the Messenger told the 
Banu Thaqlf to pray and they protested, ‘We do not bow because that is 
dishonour for us.’592 They became Muslim in Medina.

However, the complexion of the verse and its context indicates that 
it refers to the pagan Arabs. There is no reason for there to be a space 
left in the chapter for this verse, to be filled in the last years after the 
Migration, because that would rupture the harmony and eloquence of 
the chapter.

Nevertheless, in this context ‘bowing’ means submission to God, 
obeying his commandments, and not bowing in the technical sense 
as a part of prayer, for example. This is Abu Ja‘far al-Tabari’s favoure 
opinion,593 in the same way as, And perform the prayer, pay the alms and be 
with those that bow means the same thing.

See TafsJru Shubbar, where it says:

Alternatively, it means submission and obedience to the Truth.

It states with conviction regarding Those Sent Forth:

If they are told to bow, means submitted, humbled themselves
and followed.594

592 TabrisI, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 10,419 .
593 See Tabari Jam/' al-Bayan, vol. 29,150.
594 Tafsiru Shubbar, vol. 46, 545.
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Therefore the verse has nothing to do with the matter of the Banu 
Thaqlf becoming Muslims. Instead, it talks generally about the pagans’ 
stubborn resistance in the face of manifest Truth.

40- The Dealers in Fraud (al-Mutaffif ITl): Meccan
They say that the beginning of this chapter was revealed in Medina 

when the Messenger of God first arrived there. The people of Medina 
were amongst the most unfair with regard to weights and measures, and 
so God revealed the first six verses, beginning with:

Woe unto the dealers in fraud... (83:l).

Thereafter, they were reformed.595
It was stated above that it would be extremely surprising for the 

Messenger to confront the Helpers (ansar) with such sternly-worded 
verses upon his first meeting with them, when they had given him refuge 
in their own territory, and gone to great efforts to help him in the cause 
of spreading the word of Islam.

Hence, the correct view is that the whole chapter is Meccan.
There are yet more verses said to be exceptions, but we have omitted 

them to avoid prolixity and because they are not based on adequate 
evidence. Some of these are in The Night (al-Layl) and Charity (al-Maun), 
and are referred to by al-Suyutl in al-Itqan.

Exceptions within Medinan Chapters
It was stated above that it would be surprising if a verse remained 

unrecorded in a Meccan chapter until a later Medinan chapter was revealed 
:n which it was. Others, including Ibn Hajar in Sharh al-Bukhan, believe 
hat to be a remote possibility.596

Nevertheless, it is said that several verses which are recorded in 
Medinan chapters are in fact Meccan. These will be examined in the 
order in which they appear in the Noble Codex (al-Mushaf al-Sharlf) and 
comment on them.

595 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1, 47; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6, 324; TabrisT, 
Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 10,452.

Supra under ‘Verses Said to Be an Exception.’596
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1- The Cow (al-Baqarah): Medinan
Three of the verses are said to be exceptions.
The first of these is:

... Forgive and be indulgent (toward them) until God gives His
command (2:109).

They claim that they were revealed about the pagans in the days 
when the Muslims in Mecca were weak.

However, the beginning of the verse:

Many of the People of the Book long to...

is testimony to its having been revealed about the People of the Book 
shortly after the Messenger’s migration to Medina, before Islam had 
become strong. It was later abrogated by:

Fight against such of those who have been given the Scripture as believe
not...until they pay the tribute readily, Being brought low (9:29).

See TabarsT regarding the revelation of the verse and its abrogation 
by a verse freeing them from obligation (ayat baraah).597

The second verse is the Almighty’s Words:

The guiding of them is not thy duty... (2:272).

This is also claimed to have been revealed regarding the pagans’ 
stubborn resistance to accepting the Truth, as in His Words:

Thou guidest not whom thou lovest... (28:56).

However, the verse was revealed in connection with the Muslims’ 
expenditure on the disbelievers, because they had refused to do so, believing 
it to be forbidden because the disbelievers did not follow their religion.598

The third verse is:

And guard yourself against a day in which ye will be brought back to
God... (2:281).

597 TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 1,184-185; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 1,107. 
TabrisT, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 2,385; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 1,357.598
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It is said that this was the last verse to be revealed to the Messenger 
of God when he was at Mina on the Farewell Pilgrimage.599 Assuming that 
to be the case, it is Medinan as stated above.

2- The Women (al-Nisd): Medinan
TabrisI claims that the following are exceptions:

God commandeth you that ye restore deposits to their owners... (4:58),

and:

They ask thee for a pronouncement. Say: God hath pronounced for you 
concerning distant kindred... (4:176).

However, he gives no evidence and no others agree.
The reason for the first verse may be that it is said on the authority 

of Ibn Jurayj that it was revealed after the conquest of Mecca, and is 
addressed to the Prophet, instructing him to give the key of the Ka‘bah 
back to ‘Uthman ibn Talhah, having taken it from him on the day of the 
conquest, intending to give it to to al-‘Abbas.

However, what determines whether a verse is Meccan is whether it 
was revealed before the Migration, as stated above. Moreover, the verse 
does not apply to the aforementioned story because the key was not given 
to the Prophet for safekeeping or as a deposit. Otherwise, far be it from 
the Prophet to betray a trust and have his attention drawn to it by God 
through the revelation of a verse. TabrisI also rejects this explanation 
for the revelation.

As for the second verse, we neither acknowledge the reason given, nor 
that it is even possible. TabrisI refers to explanations for its revelation 
which are inappropriate as evidence for saying that it is an exception. 
The tone of the verse also cries out that it is Medinan, because it is one of 
the verses containing a ruling (ayat al-ahkdm).

However, the declaration that it is an exception is based on the second 
system of classification. As for the first system, which is generally accepted,

600

601

602

599 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 1,370. 
600 TabrisI, Majma1 al-Bayan, vol. 3,1.

TabrisI, Majma* al-Bayan, vol. 3,63.
602 TabrisI, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 3,149.
601
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whatever was revealed after the Migration is Medinan, even if it was 
revealed in Mecca. The verse is therefore Medinan.603

3- The Table (al-Maidah): Medinan
The following Words of God are said to be an exception:

This day are those who disbelieve in despair of (ever harming) your 
religion; so fear them not, but fear Me. This day have I perfected your 
religion for you and completed My favour unto you, and have chosen 
for you as religion Islam (5:3).

It is said that this was revealed to the Messenger of God while he was 
staying in ‘Arafah on the Farewell Pilgrimage.604 Abu ‘Abdillah al-Zanjanl 
claims the same in TarTkh al-Qur’an.

However, Abu ‘Abdillah al-Sadiq explains:

The verse was revealed after the Messenger of God appointed Ali as 
the banner of the nation on the Day of GhadTr Khumm on his way 
back from the Farewell Pilgrimage. So God revealed on that day:

605

This day have I perfected your religion for you...606

So, too, is it recorded by Ibn Wadih al-Ya‘qubT:

It was revealed on the day he appointed Ali ibn AbTTalib Commander 
of the Faithful at GhadTr Khumm.

He comments:

It is the tradition which is confirmed and clear.607

Hafiz HasakanT cites it via several routes.
Furthermore, the verse being revealed at ‘Arafah or at GhadTr Khumm 

does not make it an exception to the Medinan chapters according to the 
generally accepted classification.

608

Supra under ‘Different Ways of Telling Meccan from Medinan.’
604 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 2, 257.
605 ZanjanT, TarTkh al-Qur’an, 27.
606 TOsT, al-Tibyan, vol. 3,435.

Ibn Wadih, TarTkh al-Ya‘qubT, vol. 2,35.
HasakanT, Shawahid al-TanzTl, vol. 1,156-160.

603

607

608
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4- The Spoils of War (al-Anfal)\ Medinan 
The following is said to be an exception:

And when those who disbelieve plot against thee to wound thee fatally, 
or to kill thee or to drive thee forth; they devise, but God deviseth; and 
God is the best of devisers (8:30).

It is said that this was revealed in relation to the story of the council 
hall (dar al-nadwah) where the Quraysh had gathered to plot against the 
Messenger of God, and their plot was foiled by the Messenger’s Migration 
and Ali’s sleeping on his bed.609

However, this does not mean that the verse had to have been revealed 
there and then, especially in view of the adverbial preposition of time, 
which indicates the past tense - idh (when) - at the beginning of the 
verse, referring to a past event.

According to the Amiri Codex and Zanjanfs Tarikh, verses 31 to 36 are 
exceptions in view of the fact that they were revealed about the pagans 
from Quraysh. However, the verse mentioned refers to a past event and 
there is no evidence that it was revealed there and then. Further, His Words:

But God would not punish them while thou wast with them, nor will He 
punish them while they seek forgiveness (8:33),

also refer to the past and speak of the present, meaning that God did 
not punish them before because the Prophet was among them, and does 
not punish them now after his leaving them because of the presence of 
a group of believers who were unable to leave, even though they were 
determined to migrate. Thus God lifted the punishment from the people 
of Mecca out of respect for the forgiveness sought by those believers who 
remained among them.

Moreover, Jalal al-DIn narrates on the authority of Qatadah:

The verse, And when those who disbelieve plot against thee..., was 
revealed in Mecca.

However, this is refuted by what is authentically narrated on the 
authority of Ibn ‘Abbas, that this very same verse was revealed in Medina.611

610

609 TabrisI, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 4,537.
TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 4,539. 

611 Al-SuyutI, al-Itqan, vol. 1,39.
610

194



THE DESCENT OF THE QUR’AN

It is stated in Asbab al-Tanzfl on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas that the verse 
was revealed after the Prophet’s arrival in Medina.612

Ibn al-‘ArabT and others say that the following of God’s Words are 
an exception:613

0 Prophet! God is sufficient for thee and those who follow thee of the 
believers (8:64).

This is on account of what is stated by Abu Muhammad via Tariq on 
the authority of‘Umar ibn al-Khattab:

1 was the fortieth to become Muslim and so, 0 Prophet, God is 
sufficient for thee and those who follow thee of the believers, was revealed.

The same is narrated on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas.614 
However, it is contradicted by what is narrated on the authority of 

al-KalbT. He says that this verse was revealed in the desert at the Battle 
of Badr.615 According to al-WaqidT, it was revealed in Medina about Ban! 
Qurayzah and Ban! al-Nadlr.616

Moreover, the context of the verse testifies to its being Medinan. It was 
revealed when fighting was first made lawful both with the pagans and with 
the People of the Book. The verse is preceded by the Almighty’s Words:

Those of them with whom thou hast made a pact, then at every opportunity 
they break their pact... (8:56);

If thou comest upon them in the war, deal with them... (8:57);

And let not those who disbelieve suppose that they can outstrip (God’s 
purpose). Lo! they cannot escape. (8:59);

Make ready for them all thou canst of (armed) force and of horses 
tethered... (8:60);

And if they incline to peace, incline thou also to it... (8:6l);

And if they would deceive thee, then lo! God is sufficient for thee. He it 
is that supporteth thee with His help... (8:62).

612 Al-SuyutT, Lubab al-NuquI, vol. 1,170.
613 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,39.
614 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 3,200.
615 TabrisT, Majma’al-Bayan, vol. 4, 557.
616 TusT, al-Tibydn, vol. 5,152.
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Then comes:

0 Prophet! God is sufficient for thee and those who follow thee of the 
believers (8:64);

followed by:

0 Prophet! Exhort the believers to fight... (8:65).

Looking at the verse within its context, each part of which fits in 
with the others, makes us confident that it is a part of a coherent whole 
that was revealed together.

Furthermore, it makes no sense, since they were still a weak force, as if 
forty men becoming Muslim was enough. This confirms that the verse was 
revealed in Medina, because the Muslims’ power was increasing by the day.

This is how Abu Ja‘far al-Tabari explains it:

He says to them, Sublime is His Praise, ‘Resist your enemy, for 
God will suffice you, and do not let the size of their numbers 
and the paucity of yours frighten you. For God will support you 
with His Help.’

He refers to traditions in support of this explanation and does not 
address any of the traditions which claim that it was revealed in relation 
to ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab’s becoming a Muslim.617

5- The Repentance (al-Bara’ah): Medinan 
Four verses have been said to be an exception.
The first and second are:

It is not for the Prophet, and those who believe, to pray for the forgiveness 
of idolaters, even though they may be near of kins...

to

...Abraham was soft of heart, long-suffering (9:113-114).

It is claimed that they were revealed about Abu Talib when death came 
upon him. The Prophet went to see him and Abu Jahl and ‘Abdullah ibn 
AbT Umayyah were with him. The Prophet said, ‘Say: ‘There is no god but 
God,’ Uncle, and I will rely on it as evidence in God’s presence.’ So the two

617 TabarTJdmi‘a/-Bayan, vol. 10,26.
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Qurayshi men said, ‘Do you have a distaste for ‘Abd al-Muttalib’s religion?’ 
Every time the Prophet put the testimony of faith to him they repeated 
what they had said. Abu Talib’s last words were that he followed ‘Abd 
al-Muttalib’s religion and refused to say that there is no god but God, so 
the Prophet said, ‘I will seek forgiveness for you provided I am not told 
otherwise.’ Thereafter, the verse was revealed, as also was:

Thou guidest not whom thou lovest, but God guideth whom He 
will... (28:56).618

It is also said that it was revealed about the parents of the Prophet; he 
wanted to seek forgiveness for his father, and similarly, sought his Lord’s 
permission to visit his mother’s grave, and was granted it. It occurred 
to him to seek forgiveness for her, and so the verse was revealed telling 
him not to. The Messenger of God was never seen crying more than he 
did that day.

My comment is may God destroy ignorant fanaticism. It is an Umayyad 
leaning set on detracting from the Hashimites’ dignity and on distorting 
the image of the Prophet’s relatives, making out that his parents were 
pagans and that Abu Talib died an unbeliever, when in fact he was the 
first protector and only defender in his time of the Messenger of God. 
The Almighty said:

...and those who are akin are nearer one to another in the ordinance of 
God (8:75).

There is no doubt that Abu Talib was the first to give him refuge, 
help him and defend him with his life and property. The verse above is 
a general testimony which undoubtedly includes him.

What he said in his ode (qasidah) in which he defended the Messenger 
of God suffices as evidence of his sincere belief:

They know that none of us calls our son a liar and that he does not occupy 
himself with telling falsehoods;

619

620

See al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 3, 282; Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 2,119; 6:87.
619 Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 11,319.
620 Al-Sayyid ‘Abdallah Shubbar, Haqqal-Yaqln p Mari fat Usui al-DTn (Beirut: Mu’assasat 
al-AMaml, 1997), vol. 1,100.

618
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He became the most laudable among us in origin short of which the 
vehemence of the insolent falls;

I took care of him by myself, protected him with shelter and chests;

The Lord of the servants supported him with His help and manifested a 
religion, the truth of which is not falsehood.621

As for us, the Imamiyyah, the fundamentals of Shi‘a beliefs dictate 
the necessity of the purity of the Prophet and the Imams’ ancestors, both 
male and female, unpolluted in the slightest by the stain of polytheism. 
They continued throughout the generations, as the seventh salutation 
(ziyarah) of Imam Abu ‘Abdillah says:

I testify that you were light in the noble loins and pure wombs.
The days of ignorance did not sully you with impurity or clothe 
you in darkness.

A hadith from Ibn ‘Abbas on the authority of the Prophet says:

God kept moving me from the noble loins to the pure wombs, 
cleansed and refined.622

An interpretation of the Almighty’s Words says the same:

...and your movement among those who fall prostrate (in prayer) (26:219);

that is to say, your seed moved from believer to believer. Mujahid explains:

...from Prophet to Prophet until you were brought out as a Prophet.623

According to ‘Allamah TabrisT:

It is said on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas, narrated by ‘Ata’ and 
‘Ikrimah, that it means your turning over in the loins of the 
monotheists, from Prophet to Prophet until you were brought 
out as a Prophet. It is what is narrated on the authority of Imam 
Muhammad ibn Ali al-Baqir and Abu ‘Abdillah Imam Ja'far ibn 
Muhammad al-Sadiq:

621 Ibn Hisham, al-STrat al-Nabawiyyah, vol. 1,299.
622 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 3, 294. 

Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 5, 98.623
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...in the loins of Prophets, Prophet after Prophet until He took 
him out of his father’s loin, via marriage, not fornication, from 
the time of Adam.624

The correct view on the reason for the revelation of this verse is what 
Abu Ali al-TabrisI says:

The Muslims came to the Prophet asking him to seek forgiveness 
for their dead who had passed on as unbelievers or hypocrites.
They said, ‘Will you not seek forgiveness for our forefathers who 
died in the days of ignorance?’ and so the verse was revealed.625

What proves the authenticity of this narration is that the verse is 
worded: ‘It is not for the Prophet and those who believe../ If the first 
narration were authentic, there would be no conceivable reason to include 
other believers with him in this severe rebuke.

Finally, this verse - verse 80 - and verse 84 were revealed in the same 
way. The reason for their revelation is one thing: that the believers hoped 
that the Prophet would invoke mercy upon their kinsfolk who had died 
as unbelievers, begging the Prophet to help them. The following verses 
were revealed to scupper this hope, if they knew that their kinsfolk had 
remained polytheists until they died:

Lo! God forgiveth not that a partner should be ascribed unto Him. He 
forgiveth (all) save that to whom He will... (4:48),

and:

Lo! God pardoneth not that partners should be ascribed unto him. He 
pardoneth all save that to whom He will (4:116).

For more clarification, see the exegesis of the two verses. 
The third and fourth verses are the following:

There hath come unto you a messenger, (one) of yourselves, unto whom 
aught that ye are overburdened is grievous, full of concern for you, for the 
believers full of pity, merciful. Now, if they turn away say: God sufficeth

626

624 TabrisT, Majma4 al-Bayan, vol. 7,207.
625 TabrisT, Majma4 al-Bayan, vol. 5,76.
626 Tabari, Jami4 al-Bayan, vol. 10,137 and 141; TabrisT, Majma4 al-Bayan, vol. 5, 54 and 
56; al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 3, 264 and 266.
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me. There is no god save Him. In Him have I put my trust, and He is Lord 
of the Mighty Throne (9:128-129).

They are the last two verses of the chapter.
According to Ibn al-Gharas they are Meccan. Jalal al-DIn says that this 

is strange given that it is said that they were the last thing to be revealed.627
My comment is that the claim that the two verses were revealed 

in Mecca is not corroborated, and the one who claimed that they were 
gives no evidence for it. The placing of the verse in a Medinan chapter - 
especially the last Medinan chapter - is in itself proof that it was revealed 
in Medina, given that the first principle of situating verses is to place them 
where they naturally belong, in line with revelation, and in addition to 
what is said regarding the reason for its revelation. When the Messenger 
of God first came to Medina, Juhaynah came to ask him for a promise of 
security, and so the two verses were revealed.628 Similarly, it is narrated 
that they were the last Qur’anic verses to be revealed in Medina.629

6- The Thunder (al-Ra'd): Medinan
Abu Sheikh reports from Qatadah:

The Thunder is Medinan except for the Almighty’s Words:

...As for those who disbelieve, disaster ceaseth not to strike 
them because of what they do, or it dwelleth near their 
home, until the threat of God come to pass... (l3:3l).630

According to TabrisT:

Had it been possible for a Quran to cause the mountains to move... (13:31) 

to the end of the verse and what follows it are an exception.631

However, the verse is a rebuke of the pagans’ fluctuating position 
and intimidation of them, just as it announces the glad tidings of the 
Muslims’ imminent victory. Therefore, since it is nothing but a conclusion 
to the previous verses, it is more likely to have been revealed about the

627 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,39; al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 3, 296.
628 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 3,297.

Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 3, 297; TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 5, 86.
630 See al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,40.
631 TabrisT, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 5, 273.

629
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treaty of Hudaybiyyah.632 It is said on the authority of ‘Ikrimah that it 
was revealed in Medina concerning the Prophet’s raiding parties. The 
‘striking’ is the raiding party which would subjugate them, and the ‘threat’ 
is the conquest.633

7- The Pilgrimage (al-Hqjj): Medinan
According to Jalal al-DTn, three verses, beginning with the following, 

were revealed in Medina:634

These twain (the believers and the disbelievers) are two opponents... (22:19).

My comment is that, on that basis, one would have to go all the way to 
verse 22, or even verse 24 - six verses - in view of the tight link between 
them, which indicates that they cannot be separated.

In addition, there is no evidence for saying that these verses constitute 
an exception. Hence it is a strange claim, especially when considered in 
conjunction with a solid tradition which says that they were revealed in 
connection with three believers, Hamzah ibn ‘Abd al-Muttalib, ‘Ubaydah 
ibn al-Harith and Ali ibn AbTTalib, and three of the unbelievers, ‘Utbah 
and Shaybah, sons of Rabfah, and WalTd ibn ‘Utbah, who went out to 
meet each other in combat. Ali said: ‘I will be the first to fall on his knees 
before God in the dispute on the Day of Resurrection,’635 and so the verse 
was revealed either during or after the Battle of Badr.636

Four other verses are also said to be an exception:

Never sent We a messenger or a prophet before thee but when he recited 
(the message) Satan proposed (opposition)...

to:

...the doom of a disastrous day (22:52-55).

632 See TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 6, 292.
633 Tabari, Jami' al-Bayan, vol. 13,105.
634 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1, 24.
635 Sahih al-Bukhari, vol. 6,123 and 124; Sahih Muslim, vol. 8, 246.
636 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4, 348-349; Tabari, Jdmi‘al-Bayan, vol. 17,99.
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Ibn Mundhir states on the authority of Qatadah that they are Meccan.637 
They say that they were revealed in Mecca in relation to the cranes story.638

We have shown the cranes hadith to be a fabrication concocted by 
the atheists to damage the reputation of Muhammad and the Qur’an.639

The verses allude to the innovations which beset the prophets’ codes 
of religious law (shara’i* al-anbiya’) at the hands of forgers. However, God 
preserves His religion at the hands of His scholars in every age, who foil 
the innovations of mischief-makers, as the hadith says.640 These alternative 
narrations are a temptation for those with sickness in their hearts.

According to the Amiri Codex and Zanjanfs Tarikh, the verses were 
revealed between Mecca and Medina. However, there is no known rational 
or orally transmitted basis for this qualification.

8- Muhammad'. Medinan
The following is said to be an exception:

And how many a township stronger than thy township which hath cast 
thee out, have We destroyed, and they had no helperi (47:13).

Al-Sakhawl reports in Jamal al-Qurra:

It is said that when the Prophet set off on his migration towards 
Medina, he stopped and looked towards Mecca and wept, and so 
it was revealed as a consolation for his noble heart.641

However, the context of the verse fits in snugly with the verses preceding 
tnd following it, leaving no scope to claim that they can be separated, 
.ither they are all Meccan or all Medinan.

Given that the chapter is a stern rebuke of the pagans, and a general 
incitement for the believers as a prelude to making fighting lawful, it is 
Medinan, and revealed in a sharp tone that enumerates the misdeeds 
committed by the Quraysh, threatening them with terrible failure and

637 Al-SuyutT, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4,342. See also ZarkashT, al-Burhan, vol. 1, 202.
638 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 7, 90; Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, vol. 17,131; al-Suyutl, 
al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4, 366.
639 Supra under ‘The Myth of the Cranes.’
640 Sheikh Abbas Qummi, Safinat al-Bihar wa Madinat al-Hikam wa al-Athar (Tehran: Dar 
al-Uswah, 1414q.), vol. 1,204 under article a-w-1.
641 Al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 1,55-56; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6, 48.
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a quick death in return for their stubborn resistance to the Truth. The 
aforementioned verse fits this pattern, without departing from the other 
verses in its context.

9- The Chambers (al-Hujurat): Medinan
It is said that Ibn ‘Abbas claimed that the following is an exception:642

0 mankind! Lo! We have created yon male and female... (49:13).

It may be on account of its being addressed to ‘mankind,’ which some 
believe to be one of the proofs that a passage was addressed to Meccans. 
We stated above that this proves nothing, as is clear from the occurrence 
in The Cow of:

0 mankind! Worship your Lord... (2:21).

10- The Merciful (al-Rahmdn): Medinan
The following is said to be an exception,643 but the reason for this 

strange claim is unknown:

All that are in the heavens and in the earth entreat Him... (55:29).

11- The Dispute (al-Mujadalah): Medinan
The following is said to be an exception,644 but the reason for this is 

also unknown:

There is no secret conference of three but He is their fourth... (58:7).

12- The Prohibition (al-Tahrim): Medinan
According to Qatadah, the first ten verses are Medinan and the rest is 

Meccan.645 This is refuted by the fact that the last two verses are a conclusion 
to the similitude struck by God by way of advice to the Messenger’s wives 
who had been insolent to him. If they are separated from the rest of the 
verses of the chapter, there would be nothing innovative about them.

642 See TabrisI, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 9,128.
643 Al-SuyutT,. a/Ttyan, vol. 1,45.
644 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,46.
645 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,46.
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13- The Man (al-Imdn): Medinan
The following verse up to the end of the chapter is said to be an exception:

So submit patiently to thy Lord’s command... (76:24).

It is claimed that these verses were revealed about Abu Jahl.
However, the verse follows on from the previous verses, so to separate 

it from them is out of the question. Nevertheless, the instruction to be 
patient in the face of stubborn opposition and the aberrations of ignorant 
people is a particularity of the prophets at all stages of their lives of 
striving for good. Hence, it is said that the verse is general, and applies 
to any disobedient person, sinner or unbeliever.647

There are other Medinan chapters which are said to contain strange 
exceptions, but which we have not included, since the discussion is already 
protracted, and what we have already said is enough to prove that there 
is no basis at all for claiming that they are exceptions. This applies to 
both Meccan and Medinan chapters. Such claims are either based on 
guesswork or weak traditions, and there is no reason to rely on them.

This concludes the discussion, and praise be to God, the First and 
the Last.

646

646 Al-SuyutI, al-Durral-Manthur, vol. 6,302; Tabrisi, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 10,402 and 413.
647 Tabrisi, Majma' al-Bayan, vol. 10,413.

204



CHAPTER IV

THE REASONS 

FOR REVELATION

AS BAB AL-NUZUL

205



INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR’AN

Knowing the Reasons for Revelation

The Qur’an was revealed serially, in periods separated from each other 
and on various occasions which called for the revelation of a verse or verses 
to deal with the context. These occasions have been termed ‘reasons for 
revelation’ (asbab al-nuzul) or ‘background to revelation’ (sha’n al-nuzul) - 
there is a difference between the two - and it is an important and noble 
science pertaining to the very essence of the meaning of revelation, and 
directs the exegete in search of guidance and the jurist who seeks to 
deduce rulings on the straight path.

In order to carry out this study comprehensively, we must look at a 
number of issues. What is the value of this knowledge and its contribution 
in the fields of jurisprudence and exegesis? How can one be guided to 
an understanding of the reasons for a revelation? Is there a difference 
between the expressions ‘reason for’ and ‘background’ to a revelation, 
or between reasons for revelation and allegorical interpretation (ta’wil); 
and similarly, the exoteric (zahir) and esoteric (batn) meaning of a verse 
according to the terminology of the original generation (salaf)? What 
does it mean when it is said that a verse was revealed about such and 
such a thing? Is it necessary for the original narrator of the reason for 
revelation to have been present at the scene? Is what matters most the 
general meaning of the wording or the specifics of the situation in which 
it was revealed? What does it mean that the Qur’an was addressed to 
one person but that others should pay attention? Or that it courses like 
the sun and moon? How can one be guided to the main pointers in the 
Qur’an and by what means do we find them? There are wide-ranging and 
extensive discussions of this type.

The Value of This Knowledge
Knowing the background to the revelation plays an important role 

in understanding the meaning of the Qur’an, and solves problems of 
exegesis in both the fields of fundamentals (usul) and secondary issues
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(furu‘). It lifts the veil on many aspects of verses that were revealed to 
address problems contemporary to that time. However, at the same time, 
these verses also have a general message for the problems of a nation 
throughout its duration. It may be that pausing over the original reason 
is one of the best ways to clear up ambiguity in a verse, for there would 
most certainly be an allusion to that within it.

According to al-Wahidl:

It is not possible to know the exegesis of a verse without pausing 
over the story behind it and explaining the reason for its revelation.

Al-SuyutT contends that the benefits of knowing the reasons for 
revelation are the arrival at an accurate meaning and the removal of 
ambiguity.648 He considers this unavoidable, given that the verse is linked 
to the incident which provoked its revelation.

Al-QushayrT explains:

Clarifying the reasons for the revelations is a robust way of 
understanding the meanings in the Mighty Book.649

There are examples of that in the Revelation itself:

Safa and Marwa are among the indications of God. It is therefore no sin 
for him who is on pilgrimage to the House (of God) or visiteth it to go 
around them... (2:158).

The expression ‘it is...no sin for him’ has confused some exegetes, 
because it removes blame without meaning that there is any obligation. 
Therefore, the verse means that it is permissible, not compulsory, to 
pass back and forth (al-say) between Safa and Marwa, even though the 
consensus considers it compulsory.

However, if we know the reason why it was revealed, there is no 
confusion. That is because the rites of the hajj and ‘umrah were well 
known since the age of ignorance, except that the Arabs had polluted 
these rites with innovations they had made, including the placing of an 
idol in the form of a man called Isaf on Safa, and an idol in the form of 
a woman called Na’ilah on Marwa, claiming that they had fornicated in 
the Ka‘bah and God had transfigured them into two stones, which they

648 Al-SuyutI, al-ltqan, vol. 1,82.
649 ZarkashI, al-Burhan, vol. 1,22.
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placed on the two mountains so that a lesson could be learned from them. 
Then, after much time had passed, the Arabs began worshipping them 
out of ignorance, and would rub them to seek a blessing as they passed 
back and forth between them.

Then, when Islam came along and the idols were smashed, the Muslims 
refrained from this passing back and forth, believing that obtaining 
blessings from the two idols was an innovation from the days of ignorance. 
However, the verse was revealed in order to remove this misconception 
from the minds of the Muslims.650

According to Imam al-Sadiq:

The Muslims believed that Safa and Marwa were among the 
innovations of the people of ignorance, and so God revealed 
this verse.651

It is also narrated on his authority that it was when making up for 
the missed ‘umrah (‘umrat al-qada). That was because the Messenger of 
God had imposed a condition upon the Quraysh to remove their idols, 
and one of the companions had seen that they had been put back. They 
came to the Messenger and asked him about it. He was told that So-and- 
So had not passed back and forth between them, because the idols had 
been replaced. Thereafter, God revealed this verse.652

God has said:

There shall be no sin (imputed) unto those who believe and do good works 
for what they may have eaten (in the past). So be mindful of your duty 
(to God), and believe, and do good works; and again: be mindful of your 
duty, and believe; and once again: be mindful of your duty and do right.
God loveth the good. (5:93).

It might be claimed that there is no harm in drinking wine if a man’s 
faith is strong and his deeds are good, because drinking moderately does 
no harm. This is what ‘Amr ibn Mu‘dT Karb is said to have claimed.653 
Alternatively, it is said that it was a claim made by Qudamah ibn Maz'un,654

650 See Al-WahidT, Asbab al-Nuzul, 25.
651 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 1,240.
652 Tafsir al-'Ayydshi, vol. 1,70.
653 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,83.
654 Al-DhahabI, al-Tafsir wa al-Mufassirun, vol. 1,60.

208



THE REASONS FOR REVELATION

except that this verse was revealed in connection with those who had 
done so in the past but had repented, become a believer, and done good 
deeds. They had then been guided, and God forgave what was in the past.

The Almighty said:

It is not righteousness that ye go to houses from the backs thereof, but 
the righteous man is he who wardeth off (evil). So go to houses by the 
gates thereof, and observe your duty to God, that ye may prosper (2:189).

The beginning of the verse states:
They ask thee of new moons. Say, ‘They are fixed seasons for mankind 

and for the pilgrimage.’
The reason for the link between the two is obscure, as is the reference 

to entering houses.
However, if we refer to the reason for the revelation concerning the 

entering of houses, which is that the puritans (al-hums)655 or six Arab 
tribes who, when they were in the state of pilgrim sanctity, would refrain 
from entering tents and houses any other way than from the back, and 
would accordingly make a hole to pass through, then the confusion is 
cleared up on both counts.

Again, the Almighty said:

The postponement (al-nasf) (of a sacred month) is only an excess of 
disbelief whereby those who disbelieve are misled; they allow it one year 
and forbid it (another) year, that they may make up the number of the 
months which God hath hallowed, so that they allow that which God hath 
forbidden. The evil of their deeds is made fairseeming unto them (9:37).

The Arabs used to believe in the sanctity of four months as a throwback 
to Abraham’s religion. However, it was difficult for them to go for thee 
whole months without raiding, or if a war were in progress when the 
crescent moon heralding one of the holy months appeared, thus making it 
difficult for them to abandon fighting. Therefore they would postpone the 
month to another time, allowing them to continue raiding and plundering.

655 Al-Hums with a dammah followed by a sukun is the plural of ahmas and hamsa, 
meaning ‘rigorous in his religion and school of thought.’ It was said of the six well- 
known tribes: Quraysh, Khuza‘ah, Kinanah, ThaqTf,Jashm and Ban! ‘Amir ibn Sa‘sa‘ah. 
See TabrisT, Majma1 al-Bayan, vol. 2, 284.
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Similarly, they would postpone the pilgrimage so that it coincided with 
springtime every year. Before the Farewell Pilgrimage, the pilgrimage fell 
in Dhu al-Qa‘dah. When the Prophet went on his pilgrimage the following 
month, he said in his sermon:

Lo! Time has rotated the same as the first day on which the Lord 
created the heavens and the earth. Surely the number of months 
with God is twelve months, in God’s ordinance, since the day 
when He created the heavens and the earth, of these four being 
sacred, three consecutive ones - Dhu al-Qa‘dah, Dhu al-Hijjah 
and Muharram - and Rajab which is between between Jumada 
and Sha'ban...

By this he meant that the holy months had been returned to their 
rightful places, the pilgrimage had been returned to Dhu al-Hijjah, and 
that postponement was wrong.656

Ascertaining the Reasons for Revelation
There are accepted ways of ascertaining the correct reasons for 

revelation that specialists normally use, such as ensuring that the attribution 
is authentic, or that the narration is widespread (mustapd) or indubitable 
(mutawatir). With these one can be sure that the incident truly occurred. 
However, there is another way which may be more precise and reliable, 
and more in keeping with the principles of the study of history, that is, 
the oral tradition that provides the background of the revelation, since 
this can completely clear up any apparent ambiguity in a verse and solve 
the problem of its exegesis, provided it is not incompatible with the 
fundamentals of religion or counterintuitive to sound reason. This alone 
suffices as testimony to the authenticity of a hadith, no matter what its 
chain of narration may be.

It is worth bearing in mind in this section that the majority of hadiths 
on the background to revelation are characterised by weak or broken 
chains of transmission and unknown narrators, not to mention fabrications, 
interpolations and forgery. This is how the imams describe them:

According to Imam Badr al-DIn al-Zarkashl:

656 TabrisI, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 5, 29.
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One must be wary of ones with weak chains of narration and 
fabricated ones, because there are many.

Al-MaymunT says:

I heard Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal say, ‘There are three types of 
hadith which do not have any basis,’ or ‘There is no basis to three 
types of hadith: the battles (maghazl), apocalyptic (malahim) and 
exegesis (tafsTr),’ meaning that there is no basis which can be 
relied upon. The careful researchers among his companions say,
‘It means that the majority do not have authentic, unbroken 
chains of narration. Otherwise, much of it would be authentic.’657

Jalal al-DTn al-Suyutl complains:

Very little of it is authentic. In fact it is extremely rare for there 
to be an evidential basis of an unbroken chain of narration.

Al-SuyutT, at the end of his book, refers to approximately three hundred 
hadiths with unbroken chains (marfu1) ranging from weak to ‘thin’ to 
problematic. The rest are narrated omitting the narrator in between 
the successor and the Prophet (mursal), and which are of no evidential 
value at all.658

What the early Muslims (salaf) can be accused of is their sloppiness 
with regard to the recording of events. Hence, what we know today about 
the matter is extremely little, and is of little help to the exegete.

Al-WahidT himself inclined towards collecting anomalies amongst the 
reasons for revelation, therefore he could not have been wary of weak 
and unknown narrators and of that which is of no evidential value. For 
example, we see that he often narrates on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas 
via al-Kalbl, on the authority of Abu Salih.

According to Jalal al-DTn al-Suyutl:

The weakest line of exegesis is via al-Kalbl on the authority of 
Abu Salih, on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas. If the narration of 
Muhammad ibn Marwan al-SuddT al-SaghTr is appended to that

657 ZarkashT, al-Burhan, vol. 2,156.
Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 4,181,214-257.658
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it is a chain of falsehood. Al-Tha4labT and al-Wahidl often quote 
from the latter chain.659

He says regarding God’s Words, When they meet those who believe 
they say: 'We believe,’... (2:14), that al-Wahid! and al-Tha‘labi state 
via al-SuddT on the authority of al-Kalbl, on the authority of Abu 
Salih, on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas, ‘This verse was revealed 
about ‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy and his companions...’

He then says, ‘This chain is very weak, for al-SuddT al-Saghlr is 
a liar, as is al-KalbT, and Abu Salih is weak.’660

With regard to The Almighty’s Words, God is not ashamed to strike a 
similitude... (2:26), he says what al-Wahidl states via ‘Abd al-Ghan! 
ibn Sa‘Td al-Thaqafi - who is very weak.661

There are misprints in the printed edition of Asbab al-Nuzul. There 
is reference to a tradition on the authority of ‘Abd al-‘AzTz ibn Sa'Id,662 
but there is no reference to him in the catalogues of narrators (kutub 
al-tarajim).

The following was revealed as a response to the Jews over their 
recrimination of the Muslims for changing the direction in which they 
prayed (qiblah), as stated above:

Unto God belong the East and the West, and whithersoever ye turn, there 
is the Face of God... (2:115).

According to al-Suyutl:

The chains of narration of the traditions which say this are strong.
The import is also meaningful, so it can be relied upon.663

He says:

There are other, weak traditions on the verse...including what al- 
WahidT and others narrate on the authority of Ash'ath al-Samman.664

659 Al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 4,209.
660 Al-SuyOtT, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 1,9.
661 Al-Suyutl, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 1,11, ft. 

Al-WahidT, Asbab al-Nuziil, 13.
663 Al-Suyutl, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 1,24.
664 Al-WahidT, Asbab al-Nuzul, 20.

662
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He explains:

Ash'ath is reckoned as weak regarding hadith.665

Al-Dhahabfs comment is:

Ash'ath ibn SaTd Abu al-Rabf al-Samman is weak. Al-DaraqutnT 
and others disregard him.666

We see reliance on narrations that omit the narrator between the 
successor and the Prophet, and narrations with unknown narrators by 
Jalal al-DTn al-Suyutl himself, who criticises al-Wahidl, embroiling him in 
unlikely things contrary to reason and religion in some of his explanations 
of the causes of revelation in his book Lubab al-Nuqul.

For example, he narrates via BayhaqT on the authority of Abu Hurayrah 
that the Prophet stood over Hamzah, who had been martyred and mutilated 
at Uhud, and said, ‘I will mutilate seventy of them in return for you,’ as 
the background for the following:667

If ye punish, then punish with the like of that wherewith ye were afflicted.
But if ye endure patiently, verily it is better for the patient. Endure thou 
patiently. Thine endurance is only (by the help of) God. Grieve not for 
them, and be not in distress because of that which they devise. Surely 
God is with those who keep their duty unto Him and those who are doers 
of good (16:126-128).

He says:

Al-TirmidhT states on the authority of Ubayy ibn Ka‘b:

Sixty-four of the Helpers (ansar) and six of the Emigrants (muhajirun) 
were struck down at Uhud, including Hamzah who had been 
mutilated. The Helpers said, ‘If we get a day like this against 
them, we will do worse to them.’ When the day of the Conquest 
came, God revealed these verses.

This is in spite of knowing that The Bee (al-Nahl) is Meccan. All its 
verses were revealed in Mecca before the Migration, as stated above.

665 Al-SuyutT, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 1,25.
666 Al-DhahabI, al-Mughnl, vol. 1,91. 

Al-SuyutT, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 1,213.667
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Nevertheless, al-Suyutl himself noticed the aforementioned weakness. 
Hence, he resorted to supposing that the verse was revealed three times 
- before the Migration, after it at Uhud, and then again in Mecca on the 
day of the Conquest.

What makes matters worse is the presence of strange things like 
this in major hadith collections like Bukhari, Muslim and others, which 
according to Sunni understanding are the most authentic books of hadith. 
However, in spite of this claim, they are full of such myths which are 
unbecoming to the sacredness of Islam.

We spoke above about the myth of the cranes and the story of Ibn 
Nawfil - deemed to be authentic by the people, but which violate the 
sanctity of the Qur’an and the holiness of the station of prophethood. 
Here is another example from al-Suyutl:

TabaranT, Ibn AbT Shaybah in his Musnad, al-Wahidl and others 
state via a chain of narration including someone who is unknown, 
on the authority of Hafs ibn Maysarah al-Qarashl, on the authority 
of his mother, on the authority of her mother Khawlah who was 
God’s Messenger’s servant, that a puppy entered the Prophet’s 
house, went under his bed and died. Three days went by without 
the Prophet’s receiving any revelation so he said, ‘Khawlah, what 
has happened in God’s Messenger’s house? Does not Gabriel come 
to me?’ So I said to myself, ‘What if I clean the house?’ So I got down 
to clean under the bed and got the puppy out. The Prophet came 
along, trembling with shame - whenever revelation came down 
to him he would be overcome with trembling - and God revealed,
By the morning hours... up to ...so that thou wilt be content (93:l-5).669

Ibn Hajar says in Sharh al-Bukhari:

The story about Gabriel’s delay because of there being a puppy 
under his bed without his noticing is well known. However, its 
being a reason for revelation would be strange. In fact it is odd 
and refuted.670

668

668 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,96; al-Suyutl, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 1, 214.
669 See al-Suyutl, al-Itqan, vol. 1,92; al-Suyutl, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 2,135-136.
670 Ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari, vol. 8,545.
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My comment is that the alleged story is Medinan, but no one disputes 
that the chapter is Meccan. However a liar’s memory betrays him.

The two Sheikhs (Bukhari and Muslim) state on the authority of 
al-Musayyab:

When death came to Abu Talib, the Prophet came to see him. Abu 
Jahl and ‘Abdullah ibn AbT Umayyah were with him. The Prophet 
said, ‘Uncle, say, ‘There is no God but God,’ and I will rely on it as 
evidence in God’s presence.’ So Abu Jahl and ‘Abdullah said, ‘Abu 
Talib, do you have a distaste for ‘Abd al-Muttalib’s religion?’ Then 
the Prophet said, ‘I will seek forgiveness for you provided I am not 
told not to.’ Thereafter was revealed:671

It is not for the Prophet and those who believe to pray for the forgiveness 
of idolaters, even though they may be near of kin after it hath become 
clear that they are people of hell-fire (9:113).

What refutes this claim, or rather this fabricated lie, is the fact that Abu 
Talib died three years before the Migration and was the Messenger’s strong 
support. As for the verse of The Repentence (al-Tawbah), it was revealed in 
the ninth year after the Migration, i.e., twelve years after Abu Talib’s death. 
This is not to mention the abundant proofs of Abu Talib having become a 
Muslim which we have cited.

Al-SuyutI resorted to the verse’s having been revealed twice.672
The traditions on the reasons for revelation which appear in the 

major books of hadith giving chains of narration, plus those with broken 
chains, those which omit the narrator between the successor and the 
Prophet, and those with narrators who are unknown, all demonstrate 
the pedigree of the narrations we have on this subject. Now that one is 
aware of their value, one can appreciate what Imam Ahmad said:

There is no reliable basis to three types of hadith: the battles 
(maghazl), apocalyptic (malahim) and exegesis (tafsfr).

Take another example from al-SuyQtl, who gives five explanations 
for the following:

...whithersoever ye turn, there is the Face of God (2:115).

671 See Sahih al-BukharT, vol. 6,87 and vol. 2,119.
672 Al-SuyutT, al-Itqan, vol. 1,95.
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1) It is about the change of the direction in which one should pray 
(qiblah) and the Jews’ doubt regarding that, according to Ibn Jarir, 
Ibn AbIHatim via Ali ibn AbITalhah on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas.

2) One should pray in whichever direction one’s mount faces. Al- 
Hakim and others state that on the authority of Ibn ‘Umar.

3) It was on a journey on a dark night. Every man prayed in whichever 
direction he was facing, not knowing the direction of the qiblah. Al- 
TirimidhT states this from ‘Amir ibn Rabfah’s hadith, and similarly, 
al-Daraqutnl does so from Jabir’s hadith.

4) When Call upon Me and I will answer you (40:60) was revealed, they 
asked, ‘Where to?’ and so it was revealed. Ibn Jarir states that on the 
authority of Mujahid.

5) Qatadah says that the Prophet said, ‘Your brother has died, so 
perform the funeral prayer for him. They protested, saying, ‘He did 
not used to pray towards the qiblah,’ and so it was revealed. 
Al-SuyOti’s comment is:

These are five different reasons, the weakest of which is the last 
one on account of its enigmatic nature, followed by the one before 
it on account of its omission of the narrator between the successor 
and the Prophet, followed by the third one on account of the 
weakness of its narrators. The second is authentic; however, it 
says, ‘It was revealed about such and such a thing,’ and does not 
explicitly state the reason. The first one is authentic and explicitly 
states the reason, so it is the one which can be relied upon.673

Reasons for Revelation (Sabab al-Nuzut) versus 
Background to Revelation (Shan al-Nuzut)

What is the difference between the ‘reason for revelation’ and the 
‘background to revelation’?

A cause or reason for a Qur’anic revelation to appear would be if there 
had been a present problem which did not have a clear-cut solution.

This is more specific than the background to revelation, because the 
background is more general. According to the scholastic terminology, 
the background refers to any matter for which a verse or chapter of the

673 Al-SuyutT, al-ltqan, vol. 1,93.
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Qur’an was revealed in order to clarify or explain. A majority of the stories 
of people of ages past, including the lives of prophets and saintly people, 
have been distorted. Hence the Qur’an was revealed to deal with such 
things and to clarify the truth of the matter by explaining what really 
happened. In this way, doubts and confusion are dispelled, and the holy 
name of the noble friends of God is restored.

Thus the difference between cause and background according to the 
terminology is that the former refers to an existing problem presented by 
some event, whereas the latter refers to any matter in need of clarification, 
either present or past. This, then, is the terminology, over which there 
is no dispute.

When they say ‘it was revealed about such and such,’ it could mean 
either of the two: a present cause or something which happened in the 
past. Sometimes, the clarification of a religious duty is intended. Al- 
ZarkashT explains:

It is known to have been the custom of the companions and 
successors for one of them to have meant, if he said that this 
verse is about (ji) such and such a thing, that the verse contains 
this ruling and not that this was the reason for its revelation.67*

However, al-Suyutl believes that the term ‘reason’ for revelation 
exclusively refers to the first kind, and that a clarification of something 
in the past cannot be a reason for the revelation of a Qur’anic chapter 
or verse. Hence, he challenges what al-Wahidl says in Asbab al-NuzuI:

The Elephant was revealed in relation to the story of Abrahah’s 
companions who came along to destroy the Ka'bah.675

His response is:

What is clear with regard to the reason for revelation is that the 
verse was not revealed during the days when it happened so as to 
justify what al-Wahidl said about The Elephant - that the reason 
for it was the story of the Ethiopians’ coming - because that was 
by no means one of the reasons for its revelation. On the contrary, 
it falls under the heading of relating past events, like the stories

674 ZarkashT, al-Burhan, vol. 1,31-32.
675 Al-Wahidl, Asbab al-Nuzul, 259.
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of the people of Noah, and of‘Ad and Thamud, the building of 
the House and so on.676

This is in spite of the fact that al-Wahidl did not explicitly state that it 
was the reason. On the contrary, he only stated that it was revealed about 
(fi) the people with the elephant. Thus, there is no reason for al-Suyutfs 
constraining himself and others, given that what are termed reasons for 
revelation are the events which were the reasons for the revelation of the 
Qur’an, irrespective of whether they were current events, a disagreement 
over a secondary legal (shariyyahfariyyah) or doctrinal matter, a historical 
account with a lesson to learn, or any other disagreement which Almighty 
God wanted to clarify.

Exoteric (tanzit) and Esoteric Meaning (ta,fwil)
Al-Fudayl ibn Yasar asked Imam Abu Ja‘far al-Baqir about the well- 

known hadith: There is not a single verse in the Qur’an which does not 
have an exoteric and esoteric meaning.

He said: ‘Its exoteric meaning (zahiruhu) is the reason for its 
revelation (tanziluhu) and its esoteric meaning (batinuhu) is its 
allegorical interpretation (ta’wiluhu). Part of it is what is past 
and part of it is what has not yet been, coursing the way the sun 
and moon course...677

He also said:

The exoteric meaning of the Qur’an refers to those about whom 
it was revealed and its esoteric meaning refers to those who do 
as they do...678

That is because the verse has an aspect linked to an event which 
occurred, which caused it to be revealed, and another aspect which has a 
universal context. Therefore, its particularity addresses a given problem, 
whereas it also has a timeless and universal application.

Imam Abu Ja‘far said:

676 Al-SuyutI, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 1,5.
677 Muhammad ibn al-Hasan al-Saffar, Basair al-Darajat (Qum: Maktabat Aytollah 
Mar'ashT, 1404 q.), 196
678 Tafsir al-‘Ayydshi, vol. 1,11.
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If a verse is revealed solely about a people and those people die, 
the verse would die and nothing would be left of the Qur’an. 
However, the beginning of Qur’an proceeds in accordance with 
the end of it for as long as the Heavens and Earth remain. There 
is good or ill derived therein for every people that recite it.679

Hence, the wisdom in the revelation of a verse or chapter is not just a 
temporary cure for a particular problem, such that its benefit ends with 
a change in circumstances. On the contrary, every verse and chapter of 
the Qur’an was revealed to remedy problems throughout all time. This 
is what the following alludes to:

The Qur’an was revealed by way of: ‘I’m talking to you, but I want 
the neighbour to listen.’680

This universality is the greater revelation hidden behind the particular, 
shedding light from behind an exoteric veil.

Part of the uniqueness of the Qur’an is its having two sides to its 
meanings - the particular and the universal. Hence it has a meaning which 
is tanzil (for a particular situation) and one which is ta'wil (a universal 
application). The former is the exoteric meaning and the latter is the 
esoteric meaning.

However, understanding the hidden meanings of the verses and 
knowledge of the esoteric meaning of the Qur’an is exclusive to those 
firmly rooted in knowledge (al-rasikhuna who have been firm on
the path and to whom their Lord has given copious water to drink (72:16).

Hence, Imam Abu Ja'far said after reciting this verse, ‘We know it, 
i.e., its interpretation (al-ta’wTl). Another tradition states, ‘The Imams 
know it.’682

The Almighty says:

Unto God belong the East and the West, and whithersoever ye turn, there 
is the Face of God. Lo! God is All-Embracing, All-Knowing (2:115).

This verse is an example of the verses which have two sides - that for 
which they were revealed (tanzil) and their true interpretation (tawil),

»681

679 Tafsir al-‘Ayyashi, vol. 1,10. 
TafsTr al-'Ayyashl, vol. 1,10.

681 Al-Saffar, Basair al-Darajat, 196.
680

682 Ibid.
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the exoteric and esoteric meanings. Only those with insight into religion, 
the Infallible Imams, know the universally applicable hidden secret.

On the face of it, this verse appears to contradict those verses instructing 
the believers to face towards the Sacred House in prayer (2:144,149,150). 
However, taking into consideration the reason for its revelation - that it 
was to refute a misconception held by the Jews, and to dispel their doubt 
over the change of direction in which one prays (qiblah) - it becomes 
clear that there is no contradiction, and any ambiguity is cleared up. 
That is because the direction in which one faces in prayer and other acts 
of worship is purely subjective, and ultimately depends on God and the 
interests He sees as dictated by circumstances and situations. God’s Face 
is not limited to the Holy Mosque of Jerusalem or the Blessed Ka‘bah.

Thus, any initial problem presented by the verse is solved and its 
ambiguity is cleared up. It is not simply a licence to face in any direction.

However, the Imams also deduced something else from the hidden 
meaning of the verse - since allegorical interpretation is an ongoing process 
- that it is permissible to perform supererogatory prayers in whatever 
direction one’s mount is facing, and that if the direction of the qiblah is not 
known, one can pray in any direction. We have found traditions explicitly 
stating this on the authority of the Imams of the People of the Household.683

Sayyid Tabataba’T says that if one peruses the words of the Imams on 
the general and particular and the unqualified and qualified within the 
Qur’an, one will often find a deduction of one ruling from the general 
meaning of the verse followed by another ruling deduced from its particular 
meaning. Commendability (istihbab) may be understood from the general 
leaning of a verse and obligation from its particular meaning. Similarly, 

lawfulness or reprehensibility (karahiyya) may be understood from 
ferent interpretations of a verse.
He explains:

Through this criterion one may discover principles which are 
the keys to many things locked away in the verses. One will only 
find them in their words, no one else’s.

He continues:

683 See al-Hurr al-‘AmilI, Wasail al-Shfah vol. 3,225 and 239 and Tafsir al-'AyyashT, vol. 
1,56-57.
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Thus one can deduce two fundamental rules from the gist of what 
is said regarding Qur’anic knowledge:

Firstly, that every element within a single verse means something 
and sheds light on one of the laws of the sharVah. Then along with 
the element which follows it, it produces another rule and along 
with the third one, a third rule and so on.

For example, in God’s Words:

Say: ‘God’and leave them to their idle chatter (6:91)

‘Say: ‘God,” produces a complete meaning. Along with ‘and leave 
them' it means something else which is also complete. And similarly, 
along with ‘to their idle chatter' there is a complete statement 
which means something complete.

The same can be applied to any of the Qur’an’s verses.

Secondly, if two stories or two meanings share a sentence or the 
like, they both refer to the same concept.

And:

These are two secrets beneath which there are many secrets, and 
God is the Guide.684

It is narrated on the authority of Sa'Td ibn Jubayr that God’s Words:

And the places of worship (al-masajid) are only for God, so pray not unto 
anyone along with God (72:18),

are said to concern the jinn who sought the Messenger’s permission 
to attend his mosque, but for whom it was difficult because they were 
spread throughout the earth. Therefore it was revealed that any place 
on earth can be a place for the worship of God. The only provision is that 
the worship has to be of Him alone.685

This is if al-masajid is understood to mean places of worship (al-maabid). 
It may be interpreted as meaning the verbal noun - that all acts of worship 
are for God alone. It is not permissible to worship anyone else apart from 
Him. This is narrated on the authority of al-Hasan.

684 TabatabaT, al-Mizan, vol. 1,262. 
Al-SuyutT, Lubab al-Nuqul, vol. 2,121.685
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A number of exegetes, such as Sa‘Td ibn Jubayr, al-Zajjaj and al-Farra’, 
say that there are seven parts of the body with which one prostrates. 
They belong to God because He created them, and He it is who blessed 
mankind with them. One should not use them to worship anyone else 
apart from Almighty God.686

Imam Abu Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Ali al-Jawad adopted this explanation 
when al-Mu‘tasim al-‘AbbasI asked him about this verse. He told him:

It means the seven parts of the body on which one prostrates.687

This hadith appears in the story of a thief who was brought to al- 
Mutasim’s royal court. The jurists present disagreed with each other over 
the ‘cut-off point’ for the hand. The Imam believed that it should be cut off 
at the finger joints. When al-Mu‘tasim asked him why, he answered that 
the palm of the hand is one of the seven parts of the body on which one 
prostrates (mawadi‘al-sujud al-sabaah), and that the parts on which one 
prostrates (al-masajid) belong to God and should therefore not be cut off.688

Thus, in this unique way he deduced a legal ruling from the words of the 
Qur’an which was a decisive, permanent solution to the jurists’ problem.

This is part of the hidden and esoteric meaning of the Qur’an - known 
to the Imams of every time - which ‘flows’ with every age in accordance 
with the need of that time. According to Imam al-Sadiq:

The Qur’an has an esoteric meaning (ta’wil). Some of it concerns 
what has already been, and some of it concerns what is yet to 
come. If the taml occurs in the time of one of the Imams, the 
Imam of that time knows it.689

Imam Abu Ja'far al-Baqir explains:

No one but the Executors can claim that he has the whole of 
the Qur’an - both its literal meaning and its hidden meaning.690

■

686 This is how the Imams from the People of the Household explained it according 
to hadith-based exegesis (al-tafsTr bial-ma’thur). See alsoTabrisT,Majma‘a/-Baydn, vol. 
10,372 and BahranT, Tafsir al-Burhan, vol. 4, 394-395.
687 TabrisT, Majma‘ al-Bayan, vol. 10,372.

Al-Hurr al-‘Amili, Wasa'il al-ShTah, vol. 18,490.
689 Al-Saffar, Basair al-Darajdt, 195.

KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 1, 228.

688

690
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Al-Sadiq said:

I swear by God that I know the Book of God from beginning to 
end as though it is in my hand. It contains information on Heaven 
and information on the Earth, information on what was and is. 
It contains an exposition of everything, as the Almighty says.691

Does the Person Narrating the Cause of Revelation Have to Have 
Been Present?

Al-WahidT states:

It is only permitted to speak of the causes of revelation on the 
basis of hearing from those who witnessed the revelation, who 
knew the reasons for it, and seeking knowledge of them.692

This condition is only to ensure that what is narrated is first-hand 
witness evidence and not personal judgment or guesswork. We then 
know that the narrator is truthful, reliable and alert in what he says, 
avoiding conjecture and uncertainty. Such a person may be trusted, 
even if he was not present at the scene. Hence we can rely on the best 
of the companions, even if they do not explicitly state that they were 
there, and similarly, the reports of their successors and the imams 
after them.

For the same reason, we can rely on what our Infallible Imams say 
concerning the exegesis of the Qur’an, the reasons for its revelation and 
its esoteric meaning (ta'wf/), because they are the most knowledgeable 
in the sciences of the Qur’an and both its literal and hidden meaning. It 
is important to know that narrations attributed to them are authentic 
and indubitable.

The general meaning is what matters, rather than specific use 
This is a general usuli693 rule with regards to all laws of the shariah. 

Whatever issues from the Source of Revelation to explain God’s Laws and

691 KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 1,229. This refers to 16:89: ‘And We reveal the Scripture unto thee 
as an exposition of all things...'

Al-WahidT, Asbab al-Nuzul, 4.
693 Usui al-Fiqh is a study of legal presumptions, e.g., the presumption that what is 
said is what is meant, what is not said is not intended, that things are as they were
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the servant’s duties to Him is not specific to one situation and exclusive 
of others. The law did not come along simply to deal with current events, 
but for all time, and this is why jurists overlook specifics in order to glean 
a universally applicable law (itlaq al-hukm), on the basis of the wording 
(lafei) and a full explanation (maqamt)694 of the terminology.

This applies to all the laws of the shariah, both from the Sunnah and 
the Scripture, even though it is more definite with regard to the Scrip­
ture. One is already familiar with the traditions which explicitly refer 
to this universality in the verses of the Qur’an. Thus the jurists look at 
all the laws and duties that appear in the verses of the Qur’an as univer­
sal legislation, without attaching undue significance to the specifics of 
where they appear.

Of course, there are some messages addressed to particular groups 
of the time as specific propositions (sing, qadiyyah kharijiyyah).695 This 
means that the specifics do not literally apply to everyone, whereas the 
principle involved may apply universally if it can be determined with 
certainty. There are many examples of this in the Qur’an.

The Almighty said:

(istishab), and that with regard to a given matter one has no obligation either way 
until proven otherwise (asalat al-baraah). (Trans.)

A reference to the general applicability to be inferred from maqam al-bayan. Maqam 
al-bayan is the status of a speaker who intends to explain his intention fully. For 
example, a woman must switch to a hajjah mufradah followed by an ‘umrah mufradah 
if she begins menstruating before entering the state of pilgrim sanctity (ihram), or 
can choose to do so if she starts menstruating after entering ihram. In either case, she 
is not required to perform hajj al-tamattu‘ the following year. This is because in the 
traditions which say that she should perform a hajjah mufradah say nothing about the 
need to perform hajj al-tamattu' the following year. Had that been incumbent upon her, 
the Imam would have drawn attention to it. For in his speech, we presume that the 
Imam is in the position of intending to explain fully what he means (maqam al-bayan) 
with regard to what it is she is required to do. Therefore, by saying nothing about hajj 
al-tamattu', the meaning is that she is not required to perform one the following year, 
and this is based on the assumption that the speaker is in the position of intending to 
explain fully what he means and not qualifying his statement (itlaq maqami). (Trans.) 
695 A term used in logic meaning that the subject in the proposition is already present, 
as when it is said for example, ‘Treat with deference whoever is in the school,’ the 
meaning applies to whoever is currently in the school at that time, and does not 
apply to all times or all schools.

694
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As for those who heard the call of God and His messenger after the harm 
befell them (in the fight): for such of them as do right and ward off (evil), 
there is great reward. Those unto whom men said: ‘Lo! the people have 
gathered against you, therefore fear them’ (The threat of danger) but 
increased them in faith and they cried: ‘God is sufficient for us! Most 
Excellent is He in Whom we trust!’ (3:172-173).

The verses were revealed about the believers after they dispersed 
from the Battle of Uhud. They were badly wounded and Abu Sufyan 
tried to make a comeback and regretted leaving the fighting. News of 
this reached the Muslims, and the one who spread the news was Nu‘aym 
ibn Mas'ud al-Ashja‘1 according to the hadith on the authority of the two 
Imams al-Baqir and al-Sadiq.696 It is said that the riders Abu Sufyan slipped 
in were to spread lies among the believers. It is also said that they were 
the hypocrites in Medina.

However the sincere believers remained firm in belief and resolved 
to confront the enemy with all their efforts, and the Messenger of God 
commissioned them to terrify the pagans. At the forefront of those 
commissioned was the Commander of the Faithful.

This is indicated in the words, those unto whom men said, which is an 
allusion to known people or a known individual. What is meant here 
by ‘men’ is those who had been gathered together for them, i.e., Abu 
Sufyan’s cohorts.

The whole incident teaches us to remain firm in belief and not fear 
an enemy, and that we should not doubt the truth for God helps us and 
cares for us, excellent Master and Helper that He is.

As for the Almighty’s Words:

As for the unbelievers, alike it is to them whether thou has warned 
them or has not warned them, they do not believe. God has set a 
seal on their hearts and on their hearing, and on their eyes is a 
covering, and there awaits them a mighty chastisement...

This indicates only those who were unbelievers at the time, who 
stubbornly resisted and were unyielding, even after the truth was clear 
with shining proof, and not necessarily unbelievers thereafter. This was

696 TabrisI, Majma4 al-Bayan, vol. 2,541.
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an instruction to the Prophet to desist, so that his soul would not be 
distressed over them.

According to ‘Allamah Tabatabal:

It would not be surprising if what is meant is the chiefs of Quraysh 
and the elders of Mecca who stubbornly resisted and were unyielding 
with regard to the matter of religion, and spared no effort in 
that, because it is not possible to carry on saying this about all 
unbelievers. Otherwise, the door of guidance would be closed.
It is more likely that the unbelievers (alladhina kafaru) here and 
elsewhere refers to the unbelievers of Mecca at the outset of the 
Mission unless there is a contextual indicator to the contrary. 
Likewise, what is meant in the Qur’an by ‘those who believe,’ if 
there is nothing in the context to indicate that all believers are 
meant, is the vanguard, the first of the believers, exclusively 
addressed as such out of deference to them.697

Similarly, he says by way of exegesis of The Unbelievers

Those are people previously referred to, not every unbeliever.
What proves it is the instruction to the Prophet to tell them of his 
disavowal of their religion and their refusal to accept his religion.698

Thus the problem presented by many verses in which this and similar 
expressions appear is solved.

Nevertheless, this rule also applies to those who are like them, in 
'erms of stubborn resistance to the truth, once it has become clear.

697 TabatabaT, al-Mizan, vol. 1,50. 
Tabatabal, al-Mlzan, vol. 20,526.698
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I‘jaz is derived from the root word ‘ajaza, which means ‘to render 
incapable.’ This can be interpreted two ways, one of which is when a 
particular ability is forcibly taken from someone and he is rendered 
incapable. For example, if a person has wealth and position and these are 
taken from him by force, he is ‘made incapable.’ The other is when one 
does something and others are incapable of doing the same thing, without 
them being actively prevented from doing so. For instance, someone may 
advance to a state of excellence that others cannot achieve, and they 
may give up out of disappointment. If it is said: ‘So-and-so rendered his 
adversary incapable,’ then he has advanced beyond the shortcomings of 
others who are no match for him. The poet says:

To the grief and sorrow of those who envy him and the anger and anxiety 
of his enemies;

It is enough for the seer to open his eyes and for the listener to lend his ears.

In other words, his virtue is so pervasive that anyone who opens his 
eyes and lends his ears cannot but see or hear anything else, and thus 
those who envy him have to give up.

The ijaz, or inimitability, of the Qur’an is of this second type. Therefore, 
in rhetoric, eloquence, consistency, clarity of expression, gnosis, legal 
rulings and other features, it is far beyond any human ability. For this 
reason, the Qur’an is known as ‘the eternal miracle.’

Background of the Discourse
The inimitability of the Qur’an has been discussed by scholars from 

the very beginning. According to Ibn al-Nadlm,699 one of the first to deal 
with this topic in writing was the great theologian Muhammad ibn Zayd 
al-Wasitl (d. 307/919), who wrote the theological works al-Imamah and 
Ijazal-QuranfiNazmih wa Ta’lifih (‘The Inimitability of the Harmony and 
Authority of the Qur’an’). Some have mentioned Abu ‘Ubaydah Mu'ammar 
ibn al-Muthanna (d. 209/824), who wrote a two-volume tract on the same 
topic, and a book by Abu ‘Ubayd Qasim ibn Salam (d. 224/839). However, 
none of these writings are extant today.

The oldest available book on this subject is a treatise entitled Bayan Ijoz 
al-Quran, written by Abu Sulayman Hamad ibn Muhammad ibn Ibrahim

699 See Ibn al-Nadlm, al-Fihrist, 63,259.

228



INIMITABILITY (I'JAZ) OF THE QUR'AN

KhattabTBostT700 (d. 388/998). This work has recently been published in a 
collection entitled Thalath Rasail filjaz al-Quran.701 The author has dealt 
with the material in an interesting fashion, and covers the rhetoric of the 
Qur’an and the harmonious and perspicacious choice of words.

Another treatise in this collection was written by Abu al-Hasan ‘All 
ibn ‘Isa al-Rummanl (d. 386/996), who was one of the great theologians 
and scholars in the Muslim world. His writings on Qur’anic sciences are 
invaluable, and are much referenced by Shaykh al-Ta’ifah Abu Ja‘far al- 
TusT in his important exegesis al-Tibyan. Another treatise is al-Shafiyah 
by Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qahir al-JurjanT (d. 471/1078), who was the founder 
of the science of rhetoric (balaghah) as a specific discipline. This great 
personality in the field of knowledge and literature has left for posterity 
two other books on this subject, namely, Asrar al-Balaghah and Dalail 
al-Tjaz. His treatise al-Shafiyah is a summary of the discussions in these 
two books, and serves as an introduction to a discussion on inimitability.

Abu Bakr al-BaqillanT (d. 403/1012), Imam Fakhr al-DTn RazT (d. 606/1209) 
and Kamal al-DTn ZamalkanT (d. 651/1253) each wrote an extensive book in 
this field. Imam Yahya ibn Hamzah ibn ‘Allal-‘AlawIal-ZaydT (d. 749/1348) 
wrote al-Taraz fi Asrar al-Balaghah wa Haqaiq al-Tjaz in three volumes, in 
volume 3 of which he compares the rules and secrets of eloquence and 
literary techniques within the Qur’anic verses. In addition, Jalal al-DTn 
al-SuyutT (d. 910/1504) wrote three volumes under the title Mutarakal- 
Aqran filjaz al-Quran.

Recognising the Divine Miracle
The miracle of the Qur’an is such that the people of the time recognised 

its sublimity. This is so for all time, because it is necessary to make clear 
that the function of the prophets is totally beyond human ability, since 
they are inspired by the Will of a supernatural Being. If one were to say 
hypothetically that they functioned in conventional terms, and that 
this remained concealed from others, it would mean that the prophets 
skilfully deceived the people with their claims of prophethood.

700 Bost is a district near Kabul where he lived.
See the introductions to Thalath Rasa ilfiTjaz al-Quran, (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1976), 

and Ma‘rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 1, 8.
701
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Yet the prophets performed deeds far beyond human capabilites. 
Perhaps the most outstanding characteristic of the Arabs of the time 
was their language and speech. The miracle of Islam is the Qur’an, which 
was presented in the most eloquent and expressive form of the Arabic 
language, so full of meaning that the Arabs could easily recognise that it 
could never have been composed by a human being. In terms of harmony, 
content or any other characteristic, the zenith of the Arabic language 
is the Qur’an.

Walld ibn MughTrah al-Makhzuml, who was a powerful speaker and 
a high-ranking chief of the Arabs, said this of the Qur’an: ‘By God! What 
the son of Abl Kabshah702 recites is neither poetry, nor magic, nor the 
vainglory of the unwise, and indeed it is nothing but the word of God.’

Also, upon passing the Prophet and hearing him recite some verses 
of Surah al-Mu’minun in prayer, he said:

By God! Recently I have heard speech from Muhammad which is 
neither like that of a man nor like that of a jinn. By God! His speech has a 
special melody and elegance. It is like a tall abundant tree whose branches 
are full of fruits, whose trunk is firm with roots well entrenched. Indeed 
it is superior [to other speech] and none can surpass it.

Tufayl ibn ‘Amr al-DusT, who was known as a leading poet, thinker and 
noble man of Quraysh, went to the Ka'bah. Some people surrounded him in 
order to prevent him from approaching the Prophet and listening to him, 
but they failed. After listening to the words of the Prophet, he hurriedly 
returned to his tribesmen and told them what he had experienced, and 
all of them subsequently embraced Islam and he himself became one of 
its most outstanding propagators. He narrates thus:

I found Muhammad in the mosque and listened to his speech. He 
welcomed me. I followed him and told myself: ‘Woe to you as you listened

703

702 This is what the polytheists would call the Holy Prophet, thereby associating him 
with Abu Kabshah who belonged to the tribe of Khuza'ah and opposed the Quraysh 
in matters of religion. It is said that he was a maternal forefather of the Prophet, who 
was for this reason associated with him.

See Tafsir al-Tabari, vol. 29,98; STrah Ibn Hisham, vol. 1,288; SuhaylT, al-Rawd al-Anaf, 
vol. 2,21; Ibn al-Athir, Usd al-Ghabah, vol. 2,90; Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, al-IstVab, vol. 1, 412; 
Ibn Hajar, al-Isabah, vol. 1, 410; QadT ‘Ayad, al-Shifd’, 220; GhazalT, Ihya Vlum al-Din, 
vol. 1,281; Sayyid Hibat al-DTn ShahristanT, al-Mu‘jizah al-Khalidah, 21; Naysaburl, al- 
Mustadrak ala al-Sahihayn, vol. 2,507; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 6, 283.

703
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to him! Accept if he tells the truth, and if not, disregard it.’ I followed 
him up to his house and told him: ‘Present to me whatever you have.’ 
He presented Islam to me and recited to me some verses of the Qur’an. 
By God! I had not heard such eloquent and elegant speech before, nor 
more valuable content. As such, I embraced Islam and verbally testified 
to the truth from my heart and soul.704

Nadr ibn Harith ibn Kaldah was one of the chiefs of Quraysh and had 
a brilliant mind, but he was an open enemy of the Prophet. Hence, the 
testimony of someone like him regarding the greatness of the Qur’an and 
its influence in the advancement of the mission is worth considering. 
Concerning how they should deal with the Prophet, he said to the chiefs 
of Quraysh:

By God! Something has happened to you for which you have not yet 
thought of a solution. Amongst you is Muhammad, a handsome youth, 
acceptable to all; he is the most truthful in speech and the most trustworthy. 
It was so until his beard turned white and he brought what he brought. 
Then you said: ‘He is a sorcerer.’ No, by God! He is no sorcerer. You said: 
‘He is a magician.’ No, by God! His words are not those of a magician. You 
said: ‘He is a poet.’ No, by God! His speech is not poetry. You said: ‘He is 
mad.’ No, by God! His behaviour does not indicate that he is mad. So, you 
yourselves must know and realise that something great has happened 
which must not be taken lightly.705

Aspects of the Qur’an’s Inimitability
Scholars have studied extensively the significance of the inimitability 

(ijaz) of the Qur’an and have put forward different ideas on the subjec 
amongst which there are some divergent opinions. Early scholars hac 
particular understanding, while contemporary scholars have a differe 
one and have added certain points to the views of their predecessor. 
The different views could be summed up as follows:

l) Arab litterateurs and rhetoricians regard the Qur’an as inimitable 
due to its high degree of eloquence and rhetoric. The clarity of diction and

STrah Ibn Hisham, vol. 2,21-25; Ibn al-Athlr, Usd al-Ghabah, vol. 3, 54.
STrah Ibn Hisham, vol. 1,320-321; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 3,180. For more 

information on the testimonies of Arab rhetoricians and prominent personalities on 
the Qur’an, see Ma'rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 4.

704

705
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fluency of expression observed in the choice and ordering of words have 
created a cohesive composition in every verse and chapter. All of these 
features point to the power and force of the Divine Speech. Moreover, 
the choice of words is so distinctive that substituting them with other 
words could never be possible. This is a secret discovered by men of 
knowledge and literature, who have said it would be impossible to change 
any word in the Qur’an, because no other could be found that conveyed 
the same meaning and harmony, or that was in such unison with those 
preceding and following it. This shows that the words have been chosen 
with a precision beyond human ability. Such comprehensive precision 
demonstrates that no matter how advanced and prepared a person is in 
the knowledge of the particularities of words, he would never possess 
such overarching wisdom. It has been said in this respect: ‘If one word of 
it were taken from its place, and then all the Arabic language searched 
for a similar word to replace it, nothing would be found.

2) The modes of expression, composition and arrangement in the Qur’an 
are totally unprecedented and inimitable. Although the arrangement and 
composition were different, they were not outside the framework of Arabic 
styles of expression. The forms of verbal expression that were common 
amongst the Arabs were poetry, prose and rhyming prose, each of which 
has its own merits and drawbacks. The value of poetry is its elegance, 
which makes it attractive and reaches the depths of the heart, but the 
constraints of rhyme and a specific measure somehow deprive the speaker 
of freedom. On the other hand, the merit of prose lies in the freedom 
given to the speaker. He freely chooses any words and expressions that 
suit his intended meaning, but it lacks the grandeur and attractiveness 
of poetry. It is true that sometimes rhyming prose is seemingly elegant 
and may be considered a kind of oral art, but the difficulty in composing 
it sometimes entails the use of unsuitable words that diminish it.

The Qur’an combines these three types of speech, with the merits 
of each, but without their drawbacks. This is one of the wonders of the 
Quranic style. It has the splendour of poetry, the freedom of prose, and the

» 706

706 The quotation is from Abu Sulayman Hamad ibn Muhammad BostT, Ibn ‘AtTyyah 
GhanatT, the author of Tafsir al-Muharrar al-Wajiz and Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qahir JurjanT, 
and other authorities in learning and literature whose details are given in Ma’rifat, 
al-Tamhid, vols. 4-5.
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beauty of rhyming prose. These astonishing features have been obvious 
to Arab rhetoricians and verbalists from the very beginning. Many great 
scholars and men of letters, including Shaykh ‘Abd al-QahirJurjani, SakkakI 
and Raghib Isfahan!, regarded this as the most outstanding feature of 
the Qur’an’s inimitability.

Successive scholars have added that the language is composed in such 
a melodious way that it soothes the soul. The harmony of the letters of 
every word in relation to the letters of the adjacent words is so accurate 
that it bespeaks of ever-increasing melodies of serenity. All the appeal 
of poetry is manifested in this rhymed prose.

Both short and long phrases in the Qur’an are composed in such a 
way that they are in unison with voice tones and melodies, and unless 
the reciter is familiar with the range of voice tones, he cannot recite 
the Qur’an in the way its phrases are formed. This is a truth which the 
Holy Prophet stated from the very beginning and has been emphasised 
by the Imams of guidance, and which is widely acknowledged today.

3) The Qur’an contains transcendent knowledge and wise teachings 
which were beyond human ability to acquire at the time. The astonishing 
wisdom of the Qur’an about the secrets of creation and the wonders of 
existence; its exposition of the Attributes of Beauty and Majesty; the 
philosophy regarding the Divine spark hidden in the human constitution; 
man’s origin and ultimate destiny: these are all amongst the uncertainties 
of the time that were clarified by the Qur’an.

A brief perusal of the unestablished notions of the time and the 
contradictory statements of today’s secular scholars, compared with 
the wisdom of the Qur’an, demomstrates very well the superiority of the 
teachings of the Qur’an and is evidence of its inimitability.

4) The style of reasoning in the Qur’an is unique, and this can be 
considered to be one of the forms of literary inimitability in the combination 
of two styles, namely, the demonstrative and persuasive. In essence, 
these two styles are at odds, for demonstrative reasoning is based upon 
definitive premises (a priori data and axioms), where the emphasis is 
on the elite who need definite proof; but the persuasive style relies on 
conjectural premises (widely accepted facts and common sense) and

707

708

707 See Ma‘rifat, al-Tarnlud, vol. 5. 
708 See Ibid. vol. 6.
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its goal is to convince the common people. The Qur’an has reconciled 
these two apparently conflicting styles and addresses both groups. With 
a single message, it has been able to win the acceptance of both the elite 
and the generality. The arguments of the Qur’an - notwithstanding their 
simplicity of expression - have much depth and profundity. The common 
people who are not well-versed in the secrets of rational arguments are 
convinced by persuasive arguments. The elite, however, benefit from the 
precision of expression and the secrets contained therein.

In this regard, Ibn Rushd al-AndalusT has cited a clear example in his 
valuable book al-Kashf‘An Manahij al-Adillah:709

In order to know the Essence of God, the Qur’an has given the 
metaphor of light:

God is the Light of the heavens and the earth (24:35).

This simple metaphor for knowing the Essence of God, and His Station 
in the world of being is sufficient for the common people and can convince 
them. Yet, at the same time, it is so accurate and descriptive that it can be 
regarded as the most eloquent and accurate way of likening an intangible to 
a tangible. It is a metaphor which reflects all aspects of the Essence of God.

God is the Necessary Being (wajib al-wujud) and all existence depends 
on Him. His Essence is utterly hidden whilst at the same time His Being 
is perceptible within existence to all.

Nothing in the tangible world can be found with these characteristics 
other than the example of light. Its radiance encompasses all creatures 
and manifests all things; the appearance of everything depends on light. 
Yet, the appearance of light is self-generated. The substance or reality of 
light itself is unknown, but its luminosity and the effects of its existence 
are known and apparent to all. If a sage wanted to express a metaphor for 
the Essence of God, no better could be found than this Qur’anic symbol.

5) Unique scientific indicators, in the sense that occasionally we 
encounter in the Qur’an some passing indications that reflect the Author’s 
knowledge of the secrets hidden in nature:

Say: The (Qur’an) was sent down by Him Who knows the Mystery (that 
is) in the heavens and the earth (25:6).

709 Ibn Rushd, al-Kashf'an Manahij al-Adillah, 92-93.
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In the expressions of the Qur’an, some of the secrets of nature are 
sometimes indicated by God, although the essential intention or main 
goal is not to state them; they are never emphasised or elaborated upon, 
since the main intent is to give spiritual precepts and guidance. Only 
erudite scholars can detect these secrets and passing indications, which 
constitute a proof of the Qur’an’s uniqueness.

Of course, it should be pointed out that scientific achievements must 
not be imputed to the Qur’an, because they are impermanent, while 
the content of the Qur’an is unalterable truth compared to which there 
is nothing.

However, according to some, established scientific facts can be used 
to understand some of the scientific indications in the Qur’an, although 
not with definitive certainty. The reason for this is that if this apparently 
fixed scientific theory changes, it would not undermine the status of the 
Qur’an. According to this view, whenever a verse of the Qur’an apparently 
contradicts a scientific hypothesis or proven scientific theory, the words 
of the Qur’an prevail, and we should regard the supposed scientific theory 
or hypothesis as erroneous.

In my opinion, the scholars who have accepted such a theory are 
mistaken. I have cited elsewhere many instances where definitive technical 
research has unveiled some of the scientific hints in the Qur’an.

6) Unique firmness of expression. The text of the Qur’an is homogeneous 
and free of inconsistencies and contradictions. Although the Qur’an 
was revealed gradually over a relatively long period in different places, 
and in some instances has repeated certain ideas and statements, never 
has there been any inconsistency. If it were human speech, certain 
inconsistencies would be expected over the course of a long period in 
differing circumstances when reiterating particular topics. The words of 
the Qur’an give this as one of the proofs of its inimitability:711

Do they not consider the Qur'an (with care)? Had it been from other than 
God, they would surely have found therein much discrepancy (4:82).

7) The concept of sarfah, whereby certain scholars are not convinced by 
the explanations given for the inimitability of the Quran and impossibility

710

710 See Ma'rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 6, ‘On the Scientific Inimitability.’ 
711 Ibid. vol. 7, ‘On Removing Scepticism.’
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of challenging it in those areas. They have put forward a very different 
view regarding inimitability. Great personalities like Abu Ishaq al-Nazzam 
(d. 231/845) and his student, Jahiz (d. 255/869), Sayyid Murtada (d. 
436/1044) and Ibn Sinan al-Khafaji (d. 466/1073) are of the opinion that 
the secret behind the inimitability of the Qur’an lies in the concept of 
sarfah, in the sense that God Himself is the deterrent of those who want 
to challenge the Qur’an. According to this view, although it is possible 
for individuals to challenge the Qur’an, they are prevented from doing 
so by the overpowering Will of God.

Those who behave arrogantly on the earth in defiance of right - them 
will 1 turn away from My signs (7:146).

According to those who subscribe to the notion of sarfah, turn away 
from My signs here means preventing them from harming the Qur’an by 
challenging it or disproving it.

However, this verse has many different interpretations; many have 
considered ‘turn away’ to mean the refutation of objections made by 
the arrogant who wanted to corrupt the Signs of God, meaning that God 
presents His proofs so clearly that any avenue for doubt or distortion 
is closed.712

Critics state that sarfah deprives the Qur’an of merit, and attributes 
the inimitability of the Qur’an to an external cause which overrides any 
Alternative by forceful prevention. However, this claim conflicts with the 
pparent - and at times even explicit -ntrinsic.

The notion of sarfah can be interpreted in three ways, as stated by 
^mlr Yahya ibn Hamzah al-‘AlawI al-Zaydl (d. 749/1392):713

(i) that God would deprive individuals of their intention to challenge 
the Qur’an. That is, the motive or drive which prompts them to challange 
the Qur’an would die down at the time of acting upon it, and they 
would experience a state of disinterest and indifference.

(ii) that God would deprive them of the relevant faculties of knowledge 
or skills necessary for challenging the Qur’an, since these facilities 
are not in man’s control. This is exactly the meaning of sarfin the

712 See TabrisI, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 4,477-478.
713 Amir Yahya al-‘AlawT, al-Tiraz (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, n.d.), vol. 3,391-392.
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abovementioned verse. Also the following verse states that mankind 
does not have at its disposal the knowledge contained in the Quran:

Nay, they charge with falsehood that whose knowledge they cannot 
compass... (10:39).

If this is the case, by what means are they to challenge it? Also, 
another verse states that the turning aside of the hearts is the outcome 
of their own incompetence to discern the truth:

God hath turned their hearts (from the light); for they are a people who 
understand not (9:127).

(iii) that they are forcibly dissuaded. Although they have the necessary 
means at the time of executing their plan, they would experience a 
state of lethargy, and would thereby be unable to vilify the Qur’an. 
The difference between this and the first interpretation is that in the 

first one, their motive, enthusiasm and ambition would be suppressed, 
while here the motive remains but they would lose the courage to take 
action. It is like someone who is hindered by force despite his efforts 
and strong motive.

It seems that the first and the third interpretations and the first part 
of the second view are contrary to historical knowledge and incompatible 
with the propositions of the Arabs of that time, for if it were really so, then 
the Arabs should have been bewildered by the change in their inner state, 
rather than being astonished by the pleasant and attractive melody of the 
Qur’an. This is especially true in view of the fact that some like Abu Jahl 
and others in the tribe of Quraysh would plug the ears of their tribemen 
when entering the Sacred Mosque (al-masjid al-haram), or prevent them 
from getting close enough to hear the recitation of the Qur’an. This in 
itself is testimony to the appeal of the Qur’an and its spiritual attraction, 
its inimitability and the impossibility of challenging it.

Admittedly, the concluding part of the second interpretation seems 
reasonable to some extent, and it is implied in the opinions of Sayyid and 
other great personalities. However, in reality, all good is embedded in 
the essence of the Qur’an, and mankind is incapable of challenging it.714

714 See Ma'rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 4,135-190.
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The Challenge of the Qur’an

(tahaddi)
Tahaddi literally means to challenge. Technically it is the challenge 

the Qur’an has repeatedly posed to those who deny it, which is in effect 
that if you do not believe that this Qur’an is the word of God and you 
suppose that it is a human invention, then this is easy to test. Persuade 
your litterateurs and orators to join forces and compose an oration as 
eloquent, consistent and full of wisdom as the Qur’an. You could never do so, 
because you know very well that the Qur’an is totally unlike human speech.

The Stages of Challenge
The Qur’an has put forth several challenges:

1) to produce something similar:

Or do they say: "He fabricated it (the message)’? Nay, they have no faith!
Let them then produce a recital like unto it - if (it be) they speak the 
truth (52:33-34).

2) to produce just ten chapters (surahs), no matter how short:

Or they may say: ‘He forged it! Say: ‘Bring ye then ten surahs forged, like 
unto it, and call (to your aid) whomsoever ye can, other than Cod! - if 
ye speak the truth!’(11:13).

3) then to produce just one surah like the Qur’an:

Or do they say: ‘He forged it? Say: 'Bring then a surah like unto it.. (10:38).

4) then again a most decisive statement regarding the 
unbelievers’ inability:

And if ye are in doubt as to what We have revealed from time to time to 
Our servant, then produce a surah like thereunto; and call your witnesses 
or helpers (if they are any) besides God, should you be truthful.

But if ye cannot - and of a surety ye cannot - then fear the Fire whose fuel 
is men and stones - which is prepared for those who reject faith (2:23-24).

5) and the Qur’an declares its inimitability and a challenge for all 
times to come:
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Say: ‘If the whole of mankind andjinns were to gather together to produce 
the like of this Qur’an they could not produce the like thereof even if 
they backed up each other with help and support’ (17:88).

It is interesting that in the verses that lay down a challenge - especially 
the last two verses - there is a striking remark which clarifies more than 
anything else the secret of uniqueness. In verse 24 of Surah al-Baqarah, 
the expression and of a surety ye cannot informs us regarding the future 
in absolute terms, in that it is impossible to challenge the Qur’an for all 
time to come. In verse 88 of Surah al-Isra, all the jinns as well as mankind 
are incapable of challenging the Qur’an. This is an account of the unseen 
which could not come from anyone else but ‘the Knower of the seen and 
the unseen.’

To draw a parallel, an athlete who wants to challenge others will 
try as much as he can to assess the strength of his opponents against 
his own in order to tell whether or not he is superior. But no one would 
dare consider himself superior to all future challengers, because he has 
no knowledge of them. Yet, the Qur’an has the confidence to do so, by 
declaring that mankind is impotent to challenge the Qur’an for all time to 
come. This boldness is the greatest proof of the inimitability of the Qur’an.

l

I

:
i

Challenge on the Superiority of Language
People do not have the same abilities when it comes to the art of 

oration and powers of expression, which differ from person to person 
according to their zeal, taste, thought patterns and insight. Also, the 
styles of writing and speaking of each person differ from one another. So 
how can one compare them if people cannot compete with one another 
in this respect?

In reply, it must be stated that the essence of the Qur’an’s challenge 
to others is not that they might produce speech similar or identical 
to that of God, in such a way that the syle of expression is completely 
identical, for such a similarity is impossible except by imitation.715 The 
challenge is rather to bring forth speech which is like the Qur’an in 
terms of sublime spirituality in the most eloquent rhetoric. Based on

I

715 This kind of imitation is that which was done by Musaylamah the Liar and others, 
whereby they merely embarrassed themselves. See MaYifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 4,228,257.
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specific criteria, rhetoricians have determined levels of superiority and 
inferiority in terms of every word.

We do not deny that every person’s speech is a product of an inner 
constitution and particular disposition, and it is never possible for anyone 
to be identical to another in their way of thinking. But the point here 
concerns correspondences in the degree of excellence of literature, which 
would determine the superiority of one form of literature over another. 
Such a comparison is based upon the powers of expression, lucidity and 
subtleties of speech.

After enumerating the criteria for the evaluation of literature, al- 
SakkakT writes in Miftah al-Vlum:

The elevation or demotion of the status of literature depends on 
the observance of the above points and subtleties. The more these 
points are observed, the more elevated the literature becomes, and 
the less they are observed, the more its status diminishes. Rhetoric 
progressively excels until it reaches the level of inimitability 
which is the highest degree in the art of rhetoric or somewhere 
close to it.716

It can be inferred from this statement that the stage of inimitability 
has different degrees, but the stage of the Qur’an is at a level beyond 
human reach.717

In sum, the superiority or similarity of two forms of speech depends on 
points of rhetoric and other subtleties. The rhetorical criteria mentioned in 
the science of rhetoric give more importance to the meaning and content 
than to the words and expressions. As Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qahir JurjanT states:

If an expert of literature who is acquainted with the values of speech 
appreciates a poem or commends prose, he would say the following 
words: ‘It is pleasant and fine; it is beautiful and graceful; it is lucid 
and pleasing; it is interesting and charming.’ So, be it known that this 
description does not bespeak the melody of its words. Neither does it 
depend on the order of the words. Rather, it has something to do with a

SakkakT, Yusuf ibn Abi Bakr, Miftah al-Vlum (Cairo: Matba'ah Mustafa al-Babl al- 
Halabl, 1356 q.), 80, 84,196.
717 See Sa‘d al-DIn Mas'tid ibn ‘UmarTaftazanI, al-Mutawwal (islambul, 1330 s.), 31.

716
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dimension which affects the human heart, and it is a superiority which 
illuminates reason.718

Inna al-kalama la pal-fuadi wa innama

Ju'ila al-kalamu ‘ala al-fuadi dalila

That is to say, all speech is an indication of the truth that dwells 
within the heart.

The Dimensions of Inimitability

Nowadays three essential aspects of the uniqueness of the Qur’an are 
discussed: the rhetorical, the scientific and the legislative.719

Rhetorical inimitability deals mostly with the terminology, the use 
of apposite expressions, and oratorical features and subtleties in which 
meaning and content play a pivotal role.

Scientific inimitability deals with the passing suggestions of some of 
the secrets of nature which are sometimes spontaneously found amongst 
the phraseology of the Qur’an, which scholars have discovered with the 
passage of time and advancing scientific knowledge.

The legislative inimitability pertains to the original approach that 
the Qur’an adopted in terms of wisdom and edicts, which at the time was 
inaccessible to mankind, and even since then is impossible to achieve 
without the guidance of religion. The Qur’an contains a comprehensive 
ontology as well as a multi-dimensional system of legislation.

1. Rhetorical Inimitability
The rhetorical inimitability of the Qur’an can be divided into five 

areas: (i) the choice of words, (ii) the mode and style of expression, (iii) 
the harmonious melody, (iv) thematic unity and consistency, and (v) 
beauty and subtlety.

i) The Choice of Words
The choice of words in the Qur’an is perfectly measured. If any word 

were replaced with another, the new word would be lacking in certain

‘Abd al-Qahir JurjanI, Asrar al-Balaghah (Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, n.d.), 3.
719 In this summary we discuss the first two dimensions only.
718
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specific criteria, rhetoricians have determined levels of superiority and 
inferiority in terms of every word.

We do not deny that every person’s speech is a product of an inner 
constitution and particular disposition, and it is never possible for anyone 
to be identical to another in their way of thinking. But the point here 
concerns correspondences in the degree of excellence of literature, which 
would determine the superiority of one form of literature over another. 
Such a comparison is based upon the powers of expression, lucidity and 
subtleties of speech.

After enumerating the criteria for the evaluation of literature, al- 
Sakkakl writes in Miftah al-'Ulum:

The elevation or demotion of the status of literature depends on 
the observance of the above points and subtleties. The more these 
points are observed, the more elevated the literature becomes, and 
the less they are observed, the more its status diminishes. Rhetoric 
progressively excels until it reaches the level of inimitability 
which is the highest degree in the art of rhetoric or somewhere 
close to it.716

It can be inferred from this statement that the stage of inimitability 
has different degrees, but the stage of the Qur’an is at a level beyond 
human reach.717

In sum, the superiority or similarity of two forms of speech depends on 
points of rhetoric and other subtleties. The rhetorical criteria mentioned in 
the science of rhetoric give more importance to the meaning and content 
than to the words and expressions. As Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qahir JurjanT states:

If an expert of literature who is acquainted with the values of speech 
appreciates a poem or commends prose, he would say the following 
words: ‘It is pleasant and fine; it is beautiful and graceful; it is lucid 
and pleasing; it is interesting and charming.’ So, be it known that this 
description does not bespeak the melody of its words. Neither does it 
depend on the order of the words. Rather, it has something to do with a

716 SakkakT, Yusuf ibn Abl Bakr, Miftah al-Vlum (Cairo: Matba'ah Mustafa al-Babl al- 
Halabl, 1356 q.), 80, 84,196.
717 See Sa‘d al-DIn Mas'ud ibn ‘Umar Taftazanl, al-Mutawwal (Islambul, 1330 s.), 31.
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dimension which affects the human heart, and it is a superiority which 
illuminates reason.718

Inna al-kalama la fi al-fuadi wa innama

Ju‘ila al-kalamu ‘ala al-fuadi dalila

That is to say, all speech is an indication of the truth that dwells 
within the heart.

The Dimensions of Inimitability

Nowadays three essential aspects of the uniqueness of the Qur’an are 
discussed: the rhetorical, the scientific and the legislative.719

Rhetorical inimitability deals mostly with the terminology, the use 
of apposite expressions, and oratorical features and subtleties in which 
meaning and content play a pivotal role.

Scientific inimitability deals with the passing suggestions of some of 
the secrets of nature which are sometimes spontaneously found amongst 
the phraseology of the Qur’an, which scholars have discovered with the 
passage of time and advancing scientific knowledge.

The legislative inimitability pertains to the original approach that 
the Qur’an adopted in terms of wisdom and edicts, which at the time was 
inaccessible to mankind, and even since then is impossible to achieve 
without the guidance of religion. The Qur’an contains a comprehensive 
ontology as well as a multi-dimensional system of legislation.

1. Rhetorical Inimitability
The rhetorical inimitability of the Qur’an can be divided into five 

areas: (i) the choice of words, (ii) the mode and style of expression, (iii) 
the harmonious melody, (iv) thematic unity and consistency, and (v) 
beauty and subtlety.

i) The Choice of Words
The choice of words in the Qur’an is perfectly measured. If any word 

were replaced with another, the new word would be lacking in certain

‘Abd al-Qahir JurjanI, Asrar al-Balaghah (Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, n.d.), 3.
719 In this summary we discuss the first two dimensions only.
718
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respects. This is because the words in the Qur’an have a symmetry whereby 
the sounds of the letters of adjacent words are concordant, thus making 
the recitation of the Qur’an easy and smooth. Secondly, there is a spiritual 
congruence of words, which forms cohesive combinations of meanings. 
Moreover, the choice of words according to the conditions of eloquence 
set by the science of rhetoric is observed completely. These three aspects 
closely take into account the special features of every word. In sum, each 
word is specifically placed in such a way that it cannot be substituted.

In this regard, Ibn ‘Atiyyah says:

‘The Book of God is such that if a word were taken out and all 
the Arabic language were searched to replace it with something 
better, nothing could be found.’

Abu Sulayman BostT says:

Known that the basic foundation of rhetoric of the Qur’an which 
combines together the above qualities is that all kinds of terms - 
in which the above particularities are present - is correctly used 
in its place, which is exclusive and suitable, such that if another 
term is used in its place, either the meaning would totally change 
and lead to a distortion of the intended meaning, or it would lose 
its smooth flow and resplendence and fall from the ideal level 
of rhetoric.720

Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qahir JurjanT states:

Litterateurs and rhetoricians were completely enamoured by 
the choice of words in the Qur’an, for they have not found any 
word which is unsuitable in a given place or located in a strange 
place, or another word more suitable, more deserving or more 
appropriate. Instead, they have found such cohesion and accurate 
arrangement that the wise have been astounded, and everybody 
has been rendered incapable of imitating it.

Such praise from great rhetoricians and men of letters for the unique 
choice of words in the Qur’an is plentiful. Of course, this accuracy in 
the choice of words depends on two conditions which are by nature 
impossible for mankind to fulfil: a comprehensive knowledge of the specific

Ma'rifat, Thalath Rasail p 1‘jaz al-Quran, 29.720
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aspects of each word, to the extent that the particularities throughout 
the language are known and can be used appropriately; and a thorough 
comprehension of each word so that no vacillation or confusion occurs. 
It seems impossible for common individuals to fulfil these conditions .

The most illustrious example in this regard is the verse on 
retaliation (qisas):

Wa lakum fial-qisasihayatunya ulial-albab laallakum tattaqun. (2:179)

And there is for you in legal retribution (saving of) life, Oye (people) of 
understanding, that ye may restrain yourselves (2:179).

In order to easily memorise their civil and penal laws, the Arabs were 
accustomed to stipulating them in concise, elegant statements, and they 
sought the assistance of their outstanding orators to codify their laws in 
the most concise and articulate way. They eventually agreed to coin the 
expression al-qatl anfa li al-qatl, that is, killing is the best deterrent for 
killing, but their choice overlooked certain points. First of all, nothing 
negates itself, and it is a big mistake to regard killing as such as the 
antidote for killing. It can only be regarded as a deterrent if it is done 
as retribution.

Secondly, in the opposition of ‘retribution’ (qisas) and ‘life’ (hayat) 
in the verse, the special pun oftibaq is used, which is a combination of 
opposites. Retribution, which is a type of killing, is the opposite of life, 
yet in the verse it is regarded as the source of life.

Thirdly, in the same expression, the comparative form is used without 
mentioning the noun with which the comparison is made. From a literary 
point of view this is deficient, for it is a source of ambiguity; in other 
words, it is not clear what killing is more of a deterrent for.721 Nevertheless, 
such a deficiency does not exist in the verse. The guarantee of life hinges 
solely on retribution (qisas).

Fourthly, the verse is affirmative while the stated expression is negative. 
From a literary point of view, an affirmative expression is superior to a 
negative one, especially in the codification of legal matters.

And finally, by the use of the word qisas, the concept of legal justice is 
invoked, and suggests that the law emanates from a source ofjustice. This

721 If the ellipsis is min kulli shay' (from all things), it is totally incorrect, and if it is min 
badal-ashya (from certain things), it is ambiguous, and should not be so in legal texts.

243



INTRODUCTION TO THE SCIENCES OF THE QUR’AN

is while using the word qatl at the beginning, previously unmentioned, 
lacks this property. Moreover, the word qatl is somewhat aversive, whereas 
qisas affirms a sense of justice, peace of mind and retribution.722

ii) The Mode and Style of Expression
There is no similarity or parallelism between the style of expression 

in the Qur’an with any other conventional style of Arabic.
The wonder of the Qur’an is that it has a style which is acceptable 

to Arabic speakers even though it is different from their conventional 
styles of speaking. What is more remarkable is that it possesses all the 
merits of conventional linguistic styles, but with no trace at all of any 
of their drawbacks.

It was stated above that each of the three conventional styles of 
poetry, prose and rhyming prose, has its own merits and drawbacks. The 
Qur’anic style has the charm and elegance of poetry, the liberty of prose, 
and the beauty and fineness of rhyming prose, without the restrictions 
of rhyme, rhythm or any difficulty in composition. This was why the 
Arab orators were astounded by it.

iii)The Harmonious Melody
One of the most striking dimensions of the rhetorical uniqueness of 

the Qur’an - which recently has been given more attention by scholars 
- is its melody, which is so elegant that from the very beginning the 
Arabs had to confess that the language of the Qur’an was beyond human 
capability, and could only be words from God.

In this respect Sayyid Qutb thus says:

Such melody is produced as a result of a special orderliness and 
symphony of letters in a word, as well as the concordance of 
words in a space. For this reason, the Qur’an has the peculiarities 
of prose as well as the salient features of poetry. This superior 
rhetoric in the Qur’an has rendered it needless of the restrictions 
of rhyme, and it has a complete liberty of expression. At the same 
time, among the features of poetry, it possesses its own inner 
music and intervals which create a kind of rhythm.

722 See Ma‘rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 5,90-130.
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At the time of reciting the Qur’an, its inner tune can be completely 
felt. This tune is more manifest in short surahs with their short intervals, 
and in descriptions and depictions as a whole, and less manifest in long 
surahs, but the system of its tune is alway intact. For example, we read 
thus in verses 1-22 of Surah al-Najm:

VJa [a]l-najmi idha hawa

Ma dalla sahibikum wa ma ghawa

Wa mayantiqu ‘an al-hawa

In huwa ilia wahyunyuha

‘Allamahu shadid al-quwa

Dhu mirratin fastawa

Wa huwa bi [a]l-ufuqi [a]l-a‘ala

Thumma dana fatadalla

Fa kana qaba qawsayni aw adna

Fa awha ila 'abdihf ma awha

These intervals have an approximately equal rhythm - but not according 
to the Arab system of prosody - and rhyme is observed in it as well, and 
out of the concordance of the letters of words and the symphony of 
words within the sentences, a musical rhythm is produced. Because of 
inner feeling and musical perception, this peculiarity makes one rhythm 
differ from another, even though they might have the same intervals 
and metres.

As we have said, such a melody in the verses and intervals is obvious 
throughout the Qur’an. The reason for our claim is that if we change a 
word which is used in a particular form to another of its other forms 
which has the same meaning, or if we omit or change the word order, 
there would be a disruption of this tuneful order.

An example of the first kind is the story of Prophet Ibrahim (Abraham) 
in Surah al-Shuara (26: 75-82), where, in order to maintain rhyme with 
such words as tabudun, al-aqdamun, al-din and the like, ya al-mutakallim 
in the words yahdin, yasqin, yashfin and yuhyin is omitted.

Another example can be found in these verses (Surah al-Fajr 89:1-5):

I

!

'

I

\

I
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Wa [a]l-fajr

Wa hyalin ‘ashr

Wa [a]l-shafi wa [a]l-watr

Wa [a]l-layli idhayasr

Hal p dhalika qasamun li dhihijr

Here the originalya’ of the word yasr is omitted for concordance with 
fajr, ‘ashr, al-watr and hijr.

Another example is in Surah al-Kahf 18:64:

Qala dhalika ma kunna nabgh fartadda ala atharihima qasasa

Here, if we prolong the lettered' of nabghi according to general rule, 
the rhythm would be somehow disrupted.

Hence, as stated earlier, there is a kind of inner music in the words 
of the Qur’an that can be felt but is beyond description. This music is 
hidden in the warp and woof of the words as well as in the composition 
of the sentences, and it can only be discerned with that inward sense 
which is a sublime faculty.723

As Rafi‘1 writes:

The Arabs were contesting with one another in writing prose 
and reciting poetry, thereby taking pride in themselves. Yet 
their style of speech was always based on a single manual. They 
were free in logic and expression, knowing the art of oration.
Of course, the Arabs’ eloquence, on the one hand, was innate, 
and on the other, was inspired by nature. When the Qur’an was 
revealed, however, they observed that the Qur'an was put forth in 
a different scheme. The words were the same as those they used 
to know, but it flowed successively without any interruption, and 
the composition, symphony and harmony were exquisite. The 
Arabs were astonished by its splendour, realising the fundamental 
weakness and insignificance of their mental framework. The 
eloquent Arabs also heard a kind of speech which was previously 
unknown to them. They could discern a resplendent melody in

723 Sayyid Ibrahim Husayn al-Qutb, al-Taswir al-Fannipal-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab 
al-‘ArabT, 1980), 80-83.
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the letters, words and sentences of this new kind of speech. All 
these words were so compatibly grouped together that they are 
as if a single unit. The Arabs readily sensed this melody in the 
words, which left them weak and helpless.

All those who can discern the musical secret and psychological 
philosophy of the Qur’an believe that no kind of art can rival the natural 
harmony and melody of the Qur’anic text, nor can any fault be found in 
it. This being said, it should be noted that the Qur’anic melody is much 
superior to music, to the extent that it cannot be called music.

In the musical tones, variation of the voice, flow, resonance, subtlety, 
vigour and the different accompanying movements, in addition to the 
modulation and vibration known as the ‘rhetoric of sound’ in musical 
language, bring about a spiritual stirring. If we take this dimension of 
the Qur’an into account in recitation, we find out that no language could 
be more eloquent than that of the Qur’an, and it is this very dimension 
which arouses feelings in people, whether Arabic speakers or not. Taking 
this into consideration, the exhortation to recite the Qur’an in a loud 
voice becomes clear.

The intervals with which the Qur’anic verses end are complete 
silhouettes of the musical sentences. Each of these intervals is itself 
compatible with the sounds, and has a unicity with the type of voice in 
which it is expressed. In addition, most of these intervals end with one 
of the two letters nun and mfm, both of which are common in music, or 
with letters with a stretching sound (madd).72A

Some experts have said that most of the intervals in the Holy Qur’an 
end with madd and iFn letters and the addition of the letter nun, and the 
reason for this is to create a kind of melody. SIbawayh has also said:

Whenever the Arabs wished to give a melody to what they said, 
they would add the letters alif,ya or nun, thereby prolonging the 
words, and if this were not their intention, they would refrain 
from adding those letters. This method is also used in the Qur’an, 
but in a richer way. However, if a word cannot end with one of 
these letters - for example, if it should end with a sakin letter 
- then, of course, this letter becomes in line with the tone of

i

:

724 Ma'rifat, Thaldth Rasailfiljazal-Qur’an, 188-216.
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the sentence and the grouping of its words, and maintaining 
consistency with the tune of the statement, it is placed in the most 
appropriate way. Such letters mostly occur in short sentences 
and from qalqalah (shaking, echoing)725 letters or similar ones, 
which in music are believed to contain melody. The effect in 
people’s hearts is but natural. In a recitation of the Holy Qur’an, 
the unmatchable tunefulness of the voice addresses all - both 
those who can understand the language and those who cannot.

It is said that this unmatchable dimension of the Qur’an is traceable to 
the multi-layered feelings in the heart of the reciter or listener. In other 
words, the letters are placed alongside each other in an unprecedented 
manner, such that by listening to them unaided by any template of music, 
rhyme, rhythm or poetic metre, the resplendent cadence of the words 
can be heard.

The Inward Melody of the Qur’an
Melody in literature might refer to such manifest artistic achievements 

as rhyme, metre, the division of rhymed speech into equal hemistiches, 
and other conventional rhythms and measures which can all be regarded 
as abstract verbal frameworks. However, the ‘inward’ melody is a result of 
the beauty of expression that emanates from the substance of literature. 
The difference between these two types is immense, for in the second 
type, words and meaning are elegantly interwoven in a way that produces 
\ melody that caresses the spirit and arouses the inner self.

Professor Mustafa Muhammad writes: ‘This secret is one of the most 
profound secrets of the rhetorical structure of the Qur’an. The Qur’an is 

not poetry, prose or rhyming prose, but rather a sort of speech architecture 
which discloses inward music.’

One should be aware of the great difference between straightforward 
harmony and an inner harmony. For example, let us recite a couplet from 
the poems of‘Umar ibn AbTRabfah whose poems are known for being 
accompanied by music and melody:

Qala If sahibi liya'lama ma b\

725 Whenever one of the letters qaf, ta, bd’JFm or dal carries a sukun, the letter is 
‘shaken’ or echoed (qalqalah). [Trans.]
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atuhibbu al-qatula ukhta al-rubdbl

When people listen to this couplet, they are aroused by its music, 
but the music is of an outward nature. Two equal hemistiches with a 
homologous rhyme - an elongated ya'- in either of the two hemistiches 
has helped make the couplet melodious. But the music comes from outside 
and not from within. In other words, rhyme, rhythm and cadence create 
a musical harmony. But when we recite the following verse:

Wa [a]l-duha

Wa [a]l-layli idha saja

By the glorious morning light, and by the night when it is still... (93:1-2),

we are faced with a hemistich with no conventional rhyme or rhythm, 
and yet it is full of melody, and each of the letters produces a pleasant 
sound, an inner melody. How and from what does this melody originate? 
Inward melody is one of the architectural secrets of the Qur’an, and no 
other literary structure has ever compared. The following verses have 
an intrinsic musical structure whose melody emanates from within in 
an astonishing manner:

Al-rahmanu ‘ala al-arsh istawa,

The All-Merciful is firmly established on the throne (20:5);

Qala rabbiinniwahanaal-‘azmuminniwashtaalaal-ra’su shayba wa 
lam akun biduaika rabbi shaqiyya,

He said: ‘O my Lord! indeed my bones have become feeble, and the hair 
of my head doth glisten with grey, but never am I unblest, 0 my Lord, 
in my prayer to Thee!’ (19:4);

Inna[a]l-saataatiyatun akadu ukhfiha litujza kullu nafsin bima tasa...,

'...Verify the Hour is coming - My design is to keep it hidden-for every 
soul to receive its reward by the measure of its endeavour...’ (20:15);

Innahu manya'ti rabbahu mujrimanfa inna lahujahannama layamutu 
fihd wa layahya,

Verily he who comes to his Lord as a sinner (at Judgement) - for him is 
hell; therein shall he will neither die nor live (20:74).
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When the Qur’an gives the account of the Prophet Moses, it adopts 
a wonderful symphonic approach, thus:

Wa laqad awhayna ila Musa an asri bi ‘ibadi fadrib lahum tariqan fi 
al-bahri yabasd la takhafu darakan wa la takhsha,

We sent an inspiration to Moses: ‘Travel by night with My servants, and 
strike a dry path for them through the sea, without fear of being overtaken 
(by Pharaoh) and without (any other) fear (20:77-79).

The words are an effortless concordance. Such words as yabasan or la 
takhafu darakan - which means la takhafu idrakan - are an embodiment of 
sympathetic accord. It is as if the words melt in the hands of their Creator, 
acquire a harmony, and a unique melody manifests in them.

There is no similarity whatsoever between this melody and either 
the poetry of the Age of Ignorance (al-jahiliyyah) or contemporary poetry 
and prose, and notwithstanding those enemies who wished to undermine 
the status of the Qur’an, not a single example of anything similar has 
been recorded in history. Amidst all this clamour, the Quranic text has 
preserved its distinctive features as an indescribable phenomenon. The 
only convincing explanation for this is that the Qur’an emanates from 
something beyond the reach of man.

Reciting the Qur’an Melodiously
And recite the Qur’an with a measured tone (73:4).

As we become generally familiar with the wonderful inner 
melody of poetical sound and tone in the Qur’an, we realise why 
reciting the Qur’an in melodious tone has been recommended. The 
reciter is enjoined to observe all the subtle points of recitation, 
including voice range, pitch, resonance and the like. There are 
some traditions in this regard:

The Messenger of God said:

Everything has an ornament, and the ornament of the Qur’an is 
a beautiful voice;

Amongst the most beautiful things are beautiful hair and a 
pleasant voice;
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Recite the Qur’an in [clear] Arabic tones, but avoid the [vulgar] 
tone of those who are corrupt;726

A beautiful voice is an ornament for the Qur’an;

Make the Qur'an pleasant with your voice, for a pleasant voice 
increases the beauty of the Qur’an;

Embellish the Qur’an with melodious tones.

On the interpretation of And recite the Qur’an in a measured tone (73:4) 
Imam al-Sadiq has said: ‘This means that you should recite it with reflection 
and make your voice pleasant.

Imam al-Baqir has said: ‘Recite the Qur’an tunefully, for God, the 
Almighty, likes the Qur’an to be recited with a beautiful voice.’728

The Messenger of God said: ‘The Qur’an has been revealed in a 
melancholic tone. So, recite it with weeping [out of ecstasy], and if you 
cannot weep, have a weeping tone and recite it with a pleasant tune, for 
whoever does not recite it with a pleasant tune is not of us,’ and ‘He is 
not of us who does not recite the Qur’an with a pleasant tunefulness.’729

Imam al-Sadiq said: ‘The Qur’an has been revealed with melancholy. 
So, recite it in a melancholic tone.’730

Of course, there are plenty of sayings of the Holy Prophet narrated 
by his companions, as well as proof to substantiate those sayings.

’727

iv) Thematic Unity and Consistency
Another salient feature of the Qur’an is the consistency of the concepts 

and meanings throughout the verses, even though they may not have been 
revealed together, but a little at a time over longer or shorter periods. 
The dispersion of the revelations due to various circumstances would 
seem to dictate that there would not be a relationship or consistency in 
the verses, and that this would be clear. Particularly in recent times, close 
examination of content of each surah by scholars has meant that, on the 
whole, they have come to the conclusion that all the verses in each surah

726 KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 2, 614-616.
727 MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 89, ‘Kitab al-Qur’an,’ 190-195.
728 KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 2, 616.
729 MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 89,191.

KulaynT, al-Kafi, vol. 2,614.730
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are summed up by a particular purpose expressed in the whole surah. 
This is nowadays called the ‘thematic unity’ of the surah. It is the same 
thematic unity which constitutes the unity of style of that surah, and an 
aspect of inimitability originates from this point.

The scholars cite certain proofs to substantiate this claim, amongst 
which is the different number of verses in the surahs. This cannot be 
accidental, because it would indicate a lack of reason, calculation and 
wisdom, and it is impossible for any uncalculated action to have come 
from a Wise Agent. Most surahs of the Qur’an, especially the short ones, 
were revealed in a complete form. The longer surahs of the Qur’an would 
also begin with Bismillahi al-rahmani al-rahim (in the Name of God, the 
All-Beneficent, the All-Merciful), and every subsequent verse would be 
recorded by instruction of the Holy Prophet until another Bismillahi al- 
rahmani al-rahTm indicating the conclusion of one surah and the beginning 
of the next. Hence, the number and arrangement of the verses of every 
surah is intentional, through revelation and the instruction of the Prophet.

Now, this question is raised: what is the reason for this difference 
in the number of verses of the surahs? The correct answer has been 
stated. That is, every surah pursues a certain goal, and having done that 
a surah would end, and this accounts for different numbers of verses in 
the surahs. It was never accidental or without a reasonable cause, and this 
is something which constitutes the thematic unity or unity of style in 
every surah; that is, there is a conceptual relationship and close harmony 
amongst the verses of every surah.

Contemporary exegetes have realised this fact and worked hard to 
discover the specific aim of each surah with a certain amount of success. 
Amongst them is Sayyid Qutb who, in the introduction to an exegesis of 
each surah, briefly explains its intention according to his understanding. 
One of his students, ‘Abd Allah Mahmud Shahatah, in his book AhddfKull 
Surah wa Maqasiduhd, has also attempted this with some success.

Professor Muhammad ‘Abd Allah al-Darraz also says in this regard: 
‘Although the Qur’an has been revealed according to the demands of 
particular circumstances at various times, it has preserved a logical and 
literary unity, and this is the greatest testimony to the inimitability of 
the Qur’an.’731

i

731 Muhammad ‘Abd Allah al-Darraz, al-Madkhal ilaal-Qur'anal-Kanm (Cairo, 1957), Preface.
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Professor Muhammad Muhammad al-Madanl, Dean of the Faculty of 
Theology at al-Azhar University, also emphasises this point, believing 
that an accurate understanding of the objectives of each surah is the best 
way to understand the meaning as a whole. He says: ‘Unless you look at 
the general picture of the surah with an open mind, you will never be 
able to discern the details drawn out throughout the surah!732

In sum, contemporary scholars acknowledge that every surah is cohesive 
throughout, and this plays a role in the integration and connectivity of 
the verses, and the primary duty of the exegete, before embarking on the 
exegesis of a verse, is to understand the all-encompassing unity prevailing 
in the surah in order to detect its objectives. Moreover, rhetoricians have 
regarded the ‘good opening’ (husni matla‘) and ‘good ending’ (husni khitam) 
of each surah as one of the axiomatic merits of the Qur’an. As such, every 
surah begins with an elegant opening and ends with a subtle conclusion. 
It is said that the essence of rhetoric dictates that the speaker commence 
his speech with the utmost agility by preparing the listener and indicating 
the main point of the speech. This way of beginning a speech is called the 
‘the excellence in opening’ - the skill to draw the attention of the listener. 
Ibn Ma'sud, the famous accomplished litterateur, says: ‘The beginnings of 
all the surahs of the Holy Qur’an observed this fundamental principle of 
rhetoric in the best and most effective manner.’733 Ibn AthTr also mentions 
the beginning of the surahs of the Qur’an as the best example.734

Regarding the ‘good ending’ (husn khitam), Ibn AbT al-Isba‘ says:

The speaker must end his speech with the utmost elegance, because 
the effect of the final phrases remains in the mind of the listener.
So he must try to end his speech with the most expressive and 
appropriate turn of phrase.

He then goes on to elaborately examine each of the surahs and cla. 
the style of each of the endings from the perspective of oration.735

The rhetoricians have a consensus of opinion that the endings of tr» 
surahs, like their openings, are expressed with the utmost subtlety and

732 Muhammad Muhammad MadanT, al-Mujtama al-Isldnu (Cairo: Dar al-Ihya’, 1935), 5-7.
733 Ibn Ma'sum, Anwar al-RabT fiAnwa al-BadV (Najaf: Matba'at al-Nu‘man, 1389 q.),
vol. 1,34.
734 ‘Izz al-DIn ibn al-AthTr, al-Mathal al-Sa'ir, (Cairo: Matba'at al-Tha’ir, 1379 q.), vol. 3,98.
735 Ibn AbT al-Isba‘, Badt al-Qur’an, (Cairo: Nahdat Misr, 1377 q.), 343, 346-353.
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elegance. Ibn Ma‘sum says: ‘The closing parts of the surahs, like their 
beginnings, all accord with the strictest rules of rhetoric.’ Thereafter, 
he mentions the ending of some surahs and presents their merits, and 
concludes: ‘And if you ponder on the closing sentences of all the other 
surahs, you will find them at the peak of eloquence and ultimate beauty.

In his book Mutarak al-Aqran, Jalal al-DTn al-Suyuti has dealt extensively 
with this topic.

» 736

737

2. Scientific Inimitability
The scientific inimitability of the Qur’an refers to points which are 

indicated by certain verses without being the main purport, for the 
Qur’an is not a book of science but a guidance for mankind. As such, if 
we sometimes encounter a scientific clue in the Qur’an, it is because the 
source of the text is divine Wisdom, the fountainhead of infinite knowledge.

Say: ‘It was sent down by Him Who knows the mystery (that is) in the 
heavens and the earth’ (25:6).

It is to be expected that the statements of any learned person - even 
when talking about something outside his expertise - will sometimes 
contain expressions that reflect his area of expertise. For example, if a 
jurist (faqlh) speaks on a common subject, those who are familiar with 
jurisprudence might detect from his expressions that the speaker is a 
urist, even though he may not deliberately intend it. This is how it is 
vith scientific indications in the Qur’an, which are but sprinklings within 
;he main purpose of the text. Before presenting some examples of these 
clues, there are three points worth considering:

l) There are some who suppose that within the Qur’an are comprised 
all the fundamentals of natural sciences, mathematics, astronomy, and 
even industrial sciences, technology and the like. They have attempted 
to illustrate this false notion with passages from the Qur’an such as 
the following:

...and We have sent down to thee a Book explaining all things (16:89);

736 Ibn Ma‘sGm, Anwar al-RabT, vol. 6,325.
737 Jalal al-DTn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-SuyGtT, Mutarak al-Aqran (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr al- 
‘Arabl, n.d.), vol. 1, 75-79; al-SuyGtT, al-Itqan, vol. 3,316-319. See Ma‘rifat, al-Tamhid, 
vol. 5,290-304.
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Nothing have We neglected in the Book (6:38);

...nor anything fresh or withered but is (inscribed) in a record clear (6:59).

It is thus stated in a tradition narrated by ‘Abd Allah ibn Mas‘ud: 
‘Whosoever desires knowledge of the people of the past and of the people 
of the future should reflect on the Qur’an.’738 Had such notions not issued 
from certain prominent figures739 or been attributed to them, we would 
not have contested them, because the weakness of their bases is obvious.

The first question that should be asked is how and where can these 
sciences, crafts, and ever-increasing discoveries be inferred from the 
Qur’an? Why were our predecessors not aware of them, and why do our 
contemporaries not pay attention to them? Moreover, the verses cited 
are unrelated to the claim. The verse in Surah al-Nahl concerns the all- 
encompassing provision of the religious law, and aims to exhaust the 
arguments of the unbelievers regarding the Day of Resurrection, when 
every prophet will be called as a witness to the actions of his community, 
as the Holy Prophet is the witness to his community. Hence, everything 
is laid down complete in the Book and the law (sharTah) sent to him:

...and We shall bring thee as a witness against these (thy people); and We 
have sent down to thee a Book explaining all things... (16:89).

That is to say: ‘We have not left any shortcoming in the guidance, 
mercy and good news sent to the Muslims.’ By examining the background 
to this revelation, it becomes very clear that ‘explaining all things’ refers 
to the comprehensive nature of the religious law.

In principle, the scope of the meaning of each word should be determined 
by the status of the speaker. For example, Muhammad ibn Zakariyya, 
who wrote Man La Yahduruh al-Tabib, declared as an expert physician 
that whatever is needed is provided in that book. What he meant by 
‘whatever is needed’ is within the framework of medicine. In the same 
way, Shaykh Saduq wrote Man La Yahduruh al-Faqih in a bid to present 
whatever was needed within the domain of jurisprudence. In the same

f .

I

■

738 GhazalT, Ihya al-Vlum, vol. 1, section 4, ‘Adab Tilawat al-Qur’an,’ 296.
739 Among them are Abu al-Fadl MarsamT (d. 655/1257) and Abu Bakr Ibn al-‘ArabT al- 
Ma'afarT (d. 544/1149), and implications in the statements of Abu Hamid al-Ghazall, 
ZarkashT and al-Suyutl also seem to agree. Of course, these statements are subject to 
other interpretations, as we have stated in the introduction to volume 6 of al-Tamhid.
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manner, since God is the Legislator, He uses such expressions in relation 
to the books and codes of law (shara’i‘) solely to imply the universality 
of the legislation.

The same applies to the words Nothing have We neglected in the Book 
(6:38), if‘the Book’ in this case refers to the Qur’an. However, the apparent 
meaning is something else, and refers to the Book of Creation and the 
eternal Knowledge of God. The whole verse is as follows:

There is no animal (that lives) on the earth, nor a being that flies on 
its wings, but (forms part of) communities like you. Nothing have We 
omitted from the Book, and they (all) shall be gathered to their Lord in 
the end (6:38).

The following verse makes it even clearer that all creatures and their 
actions and thoughts are recorded and actually present in the Knowledge 
of God:

With Him are the keys of the unseen, the treasures that none knoweth but 
He. He knoweth whatever there is on the earth and in the sea. Not a leaf doth 
fall but with His knowledge; there is not a grain in the darkness (or depths) 
of the earth, nor anything fresh or withered, but it is in a record clear (6:59).

However, the tradition of Ibn Mas‘ud relates only to the field of religious 
science with which he was acquainted, and ‘the first (awwalin) and the last 
(akhirin)’ means the earlier and succeeding prophets and their respective 
doctrines as presented in the Qur’an.

2) A second point is that it is extremely difficult to draw conclusions 
about science from the Qur’an, because scientific claims change with the 
passage of time. In many cases a scientific theory assumes the status of 
fact for a while before being displaced. Therefore, if we equate Qur’anic 
concepts with unreliable theories, we will undermine the unchangeable 
and truth-based meanings of the Qur’an with unstable interpretations. 
Therefore it seems inappropriate to draw conclusions about scientific 
achievements from the Qur’an.

If ever a scientist manages by scientific means of which he is certain 
to explain some of the ambiguities in the clues supplied by the Qur’an, it 
might be acceptable provided that he uses the provision ‘perhaps,’ and 
concedes that perhaps this is what the verse means. In this way, even if 
there is some change of theory, it would not arbitrarily affect the Qur’an,
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and we would know that the scientist’s interpretation was wrong. A firm 
connection between a definitive religious vision and changeable scientific 
views cannot be established.

3) The third point concerns whether the challenge of the Qur’an or tahaddf 
as a manifestation of the Qur’an’s inimitability also covers this scientific 
dimension of the Qur’an, in the sense that it also challenges any rival with 
these scientific clues. Or, is it the case that the discovery of previously 
unknown scientific facts hinted at by the Qur’an is part of the clarification 
of its inimitability? In other words, after scientists have explained with 
the tools at their disposal what were previously ambiguous clues, do we 
then realize that the clues in the Qur’an could only have originated from 
God’s Knowledge as Lord of the Universe? This is one more reason why the 
question of the scientific inimitability of the Qur’an is raised.

Some believe that these scientific clues are a proof of inimitability, 
although there is no tahaddlin this regard. This is because the challenges 
in those particular verses are addressed to people unacquiainted with 
the sciences in question. On this basis, from a scientific perspective, the 
Qur’an is the same as other books with a heavenly origin which did not 
challenge their audience, although scientific clues in them may well b< 
a proof of inimitability (i'jaz).740

Examples of Scientific Clues

1. Contraction (.Ratq) and Expansion (Fatq) of the Universe
Do not the unbelievers see that the heavens and the earth were a joined entit 

(ratq) and We clove them asunder (fatq)? (21:30).
Ratq means to be interwoven, while fatq indicates an unravelli 

It is stated in this verse that the heavens and the earth were at fi 
interwoven and then unravelled. Most exegetes were of the opinion tl 
the interweaving and unravelling refer to the opening of the sky and th. 
pouring down of rain:

So We opened the gates of heaven, with water pouring forth (54:11).

It is also suggested that it means the opening up of the earth and 
the growing of plants:

See Ahmad Abu Hijr, al-Tafsir al-’Ilmf li al-Quran ftal-Mizan (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 
1970), 131.
740
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And We split the earth in fragments, and produce therein grain (80:26-27).

‘Allamah TabrisI says in this regard: ‘This interpretation has been 
narrated from two Imams (Imam Abu Ja'far al-Baqir and Abu ‘Abdillah 
al-Sadiq).’741 In Rawdat al-Kafi there is a tradition with a weak chain of 
transmission from Imam al-Baqir, while in Tafsir al-Qummithere is a tradition 
from Imam al-Sadiq which has no continuous chain of transmission.

Another interpretation tells us that initially the heavens and the 
earth were once interwoven and then split and expanded to how they 
are today. For instance, we read in Surah Fussilat:

Then He turned to the heaven while it was smoke and said to it and to 
the earth: ‘Comeye together, willingly or unwillingly’ They said: ‘We do 
come willingly.’And He completed them as seven firmaments (41:11-12).

This verse bespeaks a scientific fact which modern science has more 
or less realised, and that is that the origin of the universe was gaseous in 
form. In this case, the Arabic word dukhan (smoke) is the most opportune 
for describing the original matter that constituted the universe.

As recorded in Nahj al-Balaghah, the Commander of the Faithful has 
time and again pointed this out. In the first sermon of Nahj al-Balaghah 
concerning the creation of the universe, we read:

Then the Almighty created the openings of the atmosphere, the 
expanse of the firmament and the strata of winds.742

And in Sermon 211:

Then He made it from layers, and separated them into seven skies 
after they had joined together.743

Therefore, in his commentary on Rawdat al-Kafi, ‘Allamah Majlis! comments 
on the two traditions; he mentions: *These two traditions are inconsistent 
with what has been transmitted from the Commander of the Faithful.’744

741 TabrisI, Majma al-Bayan, vol. 7, 45.
742 Al-RadI, Nahj al-Balaghah, Sermon 1.
743 Ibid. Sermon 211.
744 ‘Allamah Muhammad Baqir MajlisT, Mir at al-'Uqul (Tehran: Dar al-Kutub al-Islamiyyah, 
1394 q.), vol. 25,232. As such, the abovementioned two traditions cannot be cited on 
account of weakness in the chain of transmission. Only the statement of the Commander
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The Role of Mountains in the Stability of the Earth
In nine places in the Qur’an mountains are referred to as rawasT ( 13:3; 

27:61; 15:19; 50:7; 16:15; 31:10; 21:31; 41:10; 77:27):

And We have set on the earth mountains standing firm, Jest it should 
shake them (21:3l).

Mountains are described as rawasT because they are the ‘firm ones’ 
based on strong foundations. The term rawasT is derived from rasa al- 
safinah, which means ‘the ship anchored.’ Because of the anchor, the 
ship remains stable in the middle of the raging sea, and as such, the 
mountains are like anchors that prevent the earth from shaking with 
its tectonic movements.

Mountains are also referred to as awtad, meaning ‘pegs,’ for they keep 
the earth from falling apart:

Have We not made the earth as a wide expanse, and the mountains as 
pegs? (78:6-7).

In this regard, the Commander of the Faithful said the following:

He also created high hills, rocks of stones and lofty mountains.
He put them in their positions and made them remain stationary.
Their peaks rose into the air while their roots remained in the 
water. In this way He raised the mountains above the plains and 
fixed their foundations in the vast expanse wherever they stood.
He made their peaks high and made their bodies lofty. He made 
them like pillars for the earth and fixed them in it like pegs. 
Consequently, the earth became stationary; otherwise it might 
bend with its inhabitants or sink inwards with its burden, or shift 
from its positions. Therefore, glorified is He who preserved it 
after the flowing of its waters.745

This means that, notwithstanding its movements, the earth is prevented 
from shaking and falling apart. From this it can be inferred that the earth 
has various movements, yet despite these movements, it remains stable 
and firm; that the earth’s surface is firm and solid so that its inhabitants

of the Faithful which has an authentic chain of transmission can be an interpretation 
of the verse. See Ma'rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 6,129-139.
745 Al-RadT, Nahj al-Balaghah, Sermon 211,328.
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and the forms upon it do not sink into it; and that in its rotation and 
other movements, the earth is constant and firm, and does not swerve 
from the axis determined for it. These points have been confirmed by 
scientific research. In view of the vital role the mountains have in making 
life possible on earth, they are scattered on the surface of the earth like 
chains around it.

Now we can better grasp the subtle elements in what Imam ‘All says in 
the first sermon of Nahj al-Balaghah, in which instead of jibal (mountains) 
the word sukhur (rocks) is used. In an interpretation of the verse:

And We have set on the earth mountains standing firm, lest it should 
shake with them (21:31).

The Imam connects the mountain’s being sakhrah to the stability and 
firmness of the earth.

The mountain ranges, with their curves and contours, therefore play a 
vital role in maintaining the stability of the earth’s surface, notwithstanding 
the fiery activity beneath the surface.

Difficulty in Breathing with the Increase in Height

Those whom He willeth to leave astraying - He maketh their breast close 
and constricted, as if they had to climb up to the skies (6:125).

This verse deals with the difficulties faced by the misguided ones, and 
likens them to those who ascend to the higher layers of the atmosphere 
where they would experience difficulty in breathing and narrowness of 
the breast.

Earlier exegetes had different views regarding the nature of the 
metaphor in this verse. Some of them were of the opinion that it refers 
to anyone who tries in vain to fly in the air like the birds. Since this is not 
possible for him, he becomes intensely frustrated and breathing becomes 
difficult. Others have said that it refers to young trees that desire to grow 
in a thick jungle: the thick foliage of the mature trees closes their path, 
and the young trees hardly have any space to grow. But none of this 
clearly conveys the meaning of the verse.

Today, however, because of the discovery of the correlation of air 
pressure with blood pressure inside the body causing external and internal 
pressure, the nature of simile becomes clearer than the earlier explanations,
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whose mistake lies in the interpretion ofyassa'adu fi[ajl-sama - with an 
emphatic (tashdid) sad and ‘ayn, and the preposition fi (in) - as an endeavour 
to ascend to the sky. If this were actually so, then the preposition ila (to/ 
toward) should have been used instead of/T. Moreover, lexically the word 
yassaadu does not convey the meaning ofsuud or ascending. Instead, 
this word - in the tafa'ul verb form (tasaud) - is used to indicate the 
constriction of breathing due to intense difficulties. Tasaada nafsuhu 
means difficulty in breathing, a narrowing of the breast and the feeling 
of anxiety and pain. The words saud and saada, on the other hand, mean 
passing through difficult terrain, and are used to describe any extremely 
difficult task. It is thus stated in Surah al-Jinn:

But if any turns away from the remembrance of his Lord, He will cause 
him to undergo a growing (sa‘ada) penalty (72:17).

Also, in Surah al-Muddaththir:

Soon I will visit him with a mount of calamities (sa'uda) (74:17).

As such, the meaning of ka annama yassaadu fi [a]l-sama is that he is like 
someone who experiences hardship and extreme difficulty in breathing 
at elevated heights. In reality, anyone who forgets God in his life is like 
one who climbs such heights, experiencing pain, distress and difficulty 
in breathing. Hence, it can be easily inferred from this expression that 
someone located in an elevated place with no means of protection will 
experience these problems.

Water as the Origin of Life

We made from water every living thing (21:30).

The Holy Prophet has said: ‘Everything is created from water.’746 
According to the verse above and this saying of the Prophet, all creatures 
have derived their existence from water. Shaykh Saduq narrates on the 
authority ofjabir ibn Yazld al-Ju‘fT - who is regarded as one of the prominent 
figures amongst the Successors (tabi'un)747 - that Imam Baqir was asked 
questions regarding the origin the universe, and the Imam replied: ‘The

746 MajlisT, Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 54, 208; al-Suyutl, al-Durr al-Manthur, vol. 4, 317.
747 Tabi'un (Successors) refers to the second generation of Muslims who came after 
the Companions, who had met the Companions but had not seen the Prophet.
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first thing He created from amongst His creation is something through 
which everything originates, and that is water.’748

In Rawdat al-KdfT, Shaykh KulaynT has recorded a tradition from Imam 
al-Baqir which was a reply to a man from the Levant:

He created first the thing through which all things emanate, 
and that thing from which all things are created is water. As a 
result, God traces the origin of everything to water, but traces 
no origin to water.749

Also, Muhammad ibn Muslim, a man with a prominent reputation, 
has narrated from Imam al-Sadiq:

Everything was water and His Throne was upon the water;750

He it is Who created the heavens and the earth in six days - and His 
Throne was upon the water... (ll:7).

This verse shows that prior to the emergence of the universe - 
including the heavens and the earth - there was water, because in the 
expression and His Throne was upon the water the word arsh alludes to the 
Throne of measure and management (tadblr), by which is meant God’s 
Knowledge to do whatever was good and necessary for the creation at a 
time when nothing existed other than water. As such, the verse alludes 

o the fact that in the beginning was God and there was nobody with 
[im, that God made water prior to the creation of the universe, and that 

.11 other creatures were created from water. And in several places the 
Holy Qur’an identifies the source of life - whether as the origin or the 
essential substrate - as water:

...and We made every living thing of water (21:30);

God has created every living thing from water (24:45).

And regarding mankind:

It is He who has created man from water (25:54).

I

748 Saduq, al-Tawhid, 67.
749 Kulaynl, al-Kafi, vol. 8,94.
750 Ibid. 95.
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Here, water may mean the same water which is the source of all beings, 
as stated in the other verses, or it may mean semen, as in the following:

He is created from a fluid emitted (86:6);

Did We not create you from a base fluid? (77:20).

Most exegetes, however, have maintained that the ma in the verse 
refers to the same initial substance from which all phenomena emanated: 
‘The first thing created by God was water.’751 This is because the seed 
of the first living being only comes from water, the same primary seed 
which changed into simple creatures as well as those with complex parts 
composed of billions of cells.

However, the origin of life in the seas is one of the most complex 
issues yet to be resolved by empirical science. The theory of evolution - 
in whatever form it has been presented - has examined the stage after 
the emergence of the living cell, but what was prior to that remains 
unknown. What is known so far is that life came into being by the divine 
Will which has power over all existence, and there is no option other than 
accepting this, for both infinite regress and self-creation are impossible, 
as empirical science today admits.752

!

I

The Atmosphere as Protection for the Earth

We made the sky as a canopy well guarded; yet they turn away from 
its portent (21:31).

The planet earth is surrounded by an atmospheric covering estimated 
at about anything up to 1000 kilometres thick, and as consisting of 
approximately 78% nitrogen, 21% oxygen, 0.93% argon, 0.04% carbon 
monoxide, and small amounts of water vapour and other gases. This 
atmospheric covering is like an impenetrable shield surrounding the 
earth, protecting it from meteoroids that approach the earth in abundance 
from all directions753 and are seen as a terrible threat.

The fact that the earth’s inhabitants are protected from the manifold 
rocks that fall from the sky as well as the menace of radiation is in itself

751 RazT, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, vol. 24,16.
See Ma'rifat, al-Tamhid, vol. 6,31-61.

753 Every day innumerable rocks fall from the sky to the earth.
752
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a manifestation of the divine Mercy, for otherwise life on earth would 
be impossible. Moreover, the ozone layer around the earth is also vitally 
important, since it protects the earth from the harmful rays of the sun. Without 
it life on earth would be unsustainable, therefore it must be declared that:

Glorified is He Who hath subdued these for us, and we were unable to 
have control over it (43:13).
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