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XVI THE HISTORY OF THE QUR'ANIC TEXT

with serious misgivings, Orientalists have often focused on the possibility of
deep-seated corruptions crawling into the text within this time span. Stran­
gely, many Biblical scholars deem the text of the Old Testament to be
historically viable even though some of the OT books were maintained
purely as an oral tradition for up to eight centuries. 1

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

Along similar lines, there exist Mushafs in the Hejazi script from the early
first century of Hijra (late 7th-early 8th C.E.)2 as well as dated manuscripts
of portions of the Qur'an belonging to the first century. Discarding the
value of these specimens, Orientalists claim that they are still too late to
prove that the text is untainted by corruption; some choose to simply regard
them as fakes." By comparison the oldest complete and dated manuscript
of the Hebrew Bible belongs to the beginning of the 11 th century C.E.,4 and

1 Even the existence of this oral transmission ishighly questionable; see Chapter 15.
2 Whenever possible I will use C.E. (common era) as a substitute for A.D. (anno

Domini), the latter of which means 'year of the Lord.'
3 M. Minovi in his article "Outline History of Arabic Writing," claimed that the

extant early Qur'anic specimens are all either forgeries or suspect. [A. Grohmann,
"The Problem of Dating Early Qur'ans", DerIslam, Band 33, Heft 3, Sep. 1958, p.
217].

4 In the words of A.B. Beck in his introduction to the Leningrad Codex, "The
Leningrad Codex is the world's oldest complete manuscript of the Hebrew Bible ...
The only other extant manuscript of the 'complete' Hebrew Bible from this scribal
tradition is the Aleppo Codex, which is about a century older ... However, the
Aleppo Codex is now fragmentary and undated, while the Leningrad Codex is
complete and dated 1008 or 1009 C.E." ["Introduction to the Leningrad Codex", in
The Leningrad Codex: A Facsimile Edition, WB. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1998, pp. LX­
x.]. For further detail see this work pp. 238-40.
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the earliest dated Greek manuscripts of the Gospels were written c. the
10th century C.E.,5 yet these same concerns do not seem to apply here.
This discrepancy in the attitudes towards the Qur'an on the one hand,
and the 01' and NT on the other, must be addressed if we are to fully
assess the Qur'an's integrity.

The established practice at the dawn of Islamic literary history was that
any religious text tqfsir,jiqh etc.) had to be transmitted by those who
had learned the work directly from its authors, they in turn teaching it to
the next generation. Full records of these transmissions were kept, allowing
us to peer into the pedigree of every book regarding shan'a,6 at least in its
early stages - a method of authentication unsurpassed in the world even
now.7 If we were to apply the tenets of Muslim literary transmission to any
random book at the local bookstall, proving its authenticity and authorship
would in all likelihood be impossible. Despite all the books of the 01' and
NT having been penned anonymously, however, Western scholarship fmds
it easier to grant them historical legitimacy than to the Muslim transmission
chains, which are often cast under suspicion or found altogether inadequate.
After delving into both the Muslim and Western methodologies, I will let
the reader decide which of the two is the most reliable.

Judaism and Christianity are undoubtedly religions in history, but where
the doubt does arise is on the authorship of the Old and New Testaments.
The answer cannot in fact be established. The 01' was initially considered
a work of revelation, but was later deemed the work of Moses; the latest
theory is that multiple sources (extending over approximately one thousand
years) contributed to the authorship of the five books of Moses." Who
were these shadow writers? How honest and accurate were they? How
reliable was their knowledge of the incidents involved? Did they ever
participate in any of these incidents? And how did these books eventually
reach us? The only known facts are that the 01' books appeared on the
scene only to disappear promptly for a few hundred years, before abruptly
resurfacing? Again they disappeared without trace for many centuries,

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

6 Islamic law.
7 See Chapter 12.

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

9 See 2 Kings 14-l6.





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

"They cannot represent themselves; they must be represented." - Karl
Marx. 14

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

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

Professor Wensinek comments on the famous regarding the five
pillars of Islam:

r\.,.PJ ,.t5")1 .l.::<lJ ,.J\...dl rt:9lJ ,ill! :11 .01:1 J\ :<L-..>- (A,,:jl <5'

...:...".,JI C:-J

Islam has been built on five pillars: testifying that there is no god but
Allah,performing the prayers,paying the zakat, fastingRamadan, and
making the pilgrimage to the House."

He views this as spurious since it contains the kalima shahiida
bearing testimony that there is no god but Allah). According to his view,
the Companions of Prophet Muhammad introduced the kalima only after
coming across some Christians in Syria who employed a declaration of
faith, thus thieving this idea from the Christians to develop one of the core
pillars of Islam. Confronted with the problem that the kalima shahada is also
part of the tashahhud in the daily prayers, Wensinck put forward another
theory instead of modifying his earlier one: the prayer was standardised
after the Prophet's death." Perhaps a further theory is required, since
Wensinck has not explained the existence of the kalima in the adhiin
and the iqiima (....t:91), 17 nor when these two were introduced into Islam.

14 EdwardSaid, Orientalism, Vintage Books, NewYork, 1979, p. xiii.
IS Muslim, Sa1J0, al-Iman:22. The 'House' refers to the HolyMosque in Makkah.
16 A.J. Wensinck, Muslim Creed, Cambridge, 1932, pp. 19-32.
17 These are the two calls to the Muslims five daily prayers. The adhdn is the first

callwhile iqiima is the second call Gust prior to the initiation of the prayer).
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My second example is Goldziher, who theorised that the differences in
the qird'at (..:..>I.I): readings) of the Qjir'an are due to the consonantal text
used in early copies. Bringing forth a few examples to show the validity
of his idea, he avoids alluclingto the hundreds of instances where his theory
fails - though that has not stopped it from acquiring great popularity in
certain circles.18

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

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

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

And a note of caution. A Muslim's faith requires firm belief in the purity
and righteous conduct of all of Allah's prophets. I will be quoting from non­
Muslim sources however, some of whom feel no hesitation in referring to
their own LordJesus Christ as an adulterer or a homosexual, to David as
an adulterous schemer, or to Solomon as an idolater (0 Allah, how unjust
are such words.) As it is very cumbersome to insert a note whenever I

18 For a detailed discussion, see Chapter 11.









CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION
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"0you whobelieve! StandoutfirmlyfOr Allah, as witnesses tofair dealing,
andletnot the hatred if others toyou makeyou swerve towards inequity and
departftomjustice. Bejust: thatiscloser toPiety: andftar Allah. For Allah
is well-acquainted with all thatyou do."

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

"What is the Koran?", the lead article of the January 1999 issue of The
AtlanticMonthly, raised many issues concerning the origins and integrity
of the Qur'an." The author's credentials, a certain Toby Lester, are given

1 Qur'an 5:8.
2 Quoted in M. Broomhall, Islam in China, New Impression, London, 1987, p. 2.
3 Cited thereafter as Lester. Also, though his article spells the Qur'an as 'Koran',

this is technically incorrect and I will utilise the proper spelling whenever I am not
directly quoting.
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in the magazine and suggest that he does not have any knowledge of Islam
aside from having lived in Yemen and Palestine for a few years, though
this hardly seems to hinder him for he delves headlong into controversy.
He mentions that:

WesternKoranic scholarship has traditionally takenplace in the context
of an openlydeclared hostilitybetween Christianity and Islam.... The
Koran has seemed, for Christian and Jewish scholars particularly, to
possess an aura of heresy... 4

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

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

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

4 Lester, p. 46.
5 ibid, pp. 46-7.
6 London, 18February 1999.

7 Lester; p. 44. Italics added.
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The outcome of tills revisionist approach is a complete erasure of Islamic
history, and the fabrication of another in which such events as the pre­
Islamic presence of paganism in Makkah, the Jewish settlements near
Madinah, and the Muslim victory over the Byzantine Empire in Syria
are absolutely denied. In fact, revisionism argues that the paganism which
afflicted Makkah prior to Islam is simply a fictitious back-projection of a
pagan culture that thrived in southern Palestine.P

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

Attempts to distort Islam and its sacred texts are in fact as old as the
religion itself, though the strategy behind these efforts has fluctuated
according to the intended goal. Beginning with the rise of Islam and up
until the 13th century A.H. (7th-18th century C.E.), the first objective was
to establish a protective fence around Christians to counteract the rapid
advance of the new faith in Iraq, Syria, Palestine, Egypt, Libya etc. Among
the notables of this period were John of Damascus (35-133 A.H.l675-750
C.E.), Peter the Venerable (1084-1156 C.E.), Robert of Ketton, Raymond
Lull (1235-1316 C.E.), Martin Luther (1483-1546 C.E.) and Ludovico
Marraci (1612-1700 C.E.), their pens dipped in unsophisticated yet wilful
ignorance and falsehood. Spurred by the change in political fortunes and
the start of colonialism from the 18th century onwards, the second phase
of attack witnessed a shift in posture from defensive to offensive, aspiring
to the mass conversion of Muslims or, at the least, of shattering any pride
and resistance that emanated from their belief in Allah.

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

Future chapters will bring to light other names which have spearheaded
this second phase, including Noldeke (1836-1930), Go1dziher (1850-1921),
Hurgronje (1857-1936), Bergstrasser (1886-1933), Tisdall (1859-1928),
Jeffery (d. 1952) and Schacht (1902-1969). A third phase, beginning in
the mid 20th century on the heels of the founding of Israel, has actively

20 ibid, pp. 100-102. See also this work pp.337-8.
21 For more on this essential topic, refer to Chapter 19.



INTRODUCTION 9

sought to purge all verses that cast an unfavourable light onJews. Among
the followers of this school are Rippin, Crone, Power, Calder and not
least of all Wansbrough, whose theory, that the Qur'an and hadith. are a
community product spanning two centuries which were then fictitiously
attributed to an Arabian prophet based onJewish prototypes, is doubtlessly
the most radical approach to ousting the Qur'an from its hallowed status.

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

Traditional Islam had not been resistant to the notion that the revelation
reflected the milieu in which it was revealed ... But traditional Islam
could never have made the leap from the idea of a scripture which
engages the society in which it was revealed to the notion of one which
is a product of it. For most Muslims in the modern world any significant
move in this direction is still hardly an option, and it is unlikely to
become one in the near foreseeable future. 22

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

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

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

22 Michael Cook, TheKoran: A Very Short Introduction, Oxford Univ.Press, 2000, p. 44.
23 ibid, p. 46.
24 ibid, p. 46. Italics added.
25 For details, refer to Stefan Wild's (ed.) Preface to The Qyr'an as Text, EJ. Brill,

Leiden, 1996, p. vii-xi.
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Speaking of the Biblical scholar Van Buren, Professor E.L. Mascall states
that " [he] finds the guiding principle of the secularization of Christianity
in the philosophical school which is commonly known as linguistic analysis."26
If such is the aim of linguistic analysis in Biblical studies, what other motive
can there be in applying it to the Qur'an?

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

There is necessarily a mismatch between the Arabic of the Koran and
the locallanguage of primary education... The tensionisexacerbated by
the fact that modernity brings an enhanced concern for the intelligibility
of scripturesamong the believers at large.As the TurkishnationalistZiya
Gokalp (d. 1924) put it: ':<\ country in whose schools the Koran is read
in Turkish is one in which everyone, child and adult, knows God's
commands't.F

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

To date, the non-Arab Muslimworld shows littlesignof adopting the idea
of a vernacularscripturein the manner of sixteenth-century Protestantism
or twentieth-century Catholicism."

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

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

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

27 M. Cook, TheKoran: A Very Short Introduction, p. 26. Interestingly ZiyaGokalpwas
a Donma]ew who convertedto Islam [M. al-Mustashriqim tea al-Isldm, p. 198].

28 M. Cook, The Koran: A Very Short Introduction, p. 27.
29 ibid, p. 33, emphasis added. Cook'swords, 'that was central to traditionalIslam',

seem to imply that it is no longer appropriate for modern Islam.
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Cook writes this under the heading "Tolerating the beliefs of others",
but what he expounds instead is universalism. Imbued with tolerance, Islam
maintains clear and fIrm injunctions governing the rights of non-Muslims;
this is well known. Cook's thrust here is instead about doubt and relativism:
the notion that all religions are equally valid because to think otherwise
is to betray oneself as provincial and ignorant. This, sadly, is an easier
pitfall for many contemporary, ill-educated Muslims. And as a corollary
to this idea, "There [is] a nearly unanimous rejection of any attempt to
distinguish between a non-Muslim and a Muslim scholarship in present­
day Qur'anic studies."30

A rising chorus of Western scholars now come forward to assail the
traditional tofsir literature," demanding something altogether new. Arguing
for the exclusive right to interpret the holy text, many Orientalists dismiss
earlier Muslim writings on this topic "on the grounds that Muslims ­
being dupes, as it were, of the notion that [the Qur'an] was Scripture ­
of course could not understand the text so well as could a Western
scholar free from that limitation't." Basetti-Sani and Youakim Moubarac
both insist that tafsir be made compatible with 'Christian truth', a sentiment
endorsed by WC. Smith and Kenneth Cragg.33 This last, an Anglican
bishop, urges Muslims to scrap the verses revealed in Madinah (with their
emphasis on the political and legal aspects of Islam) in favour of their
Makkan counterparts, which are generally more involved with basic issues
of monotheism, leaving precious little of the religion intact aside from the
verbal pronouncement that there is no god except Allah. 34-

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

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

31 Exegesis of the Qur'an,
32 we. Smith, 'The True Meaning of Scripture", J]MES, vol. 11 (1980), p. 498.
33 Peter Ford, "The Qur'an as Sacred Scripture", Muslim fiVorld, vol. lxxxiii, no. 2,

April 1993, pp. 151-53.

34 A. Saeed, "Rethinking 'Revelation' as a Precondition for Reinterpreting the Qur'an:
A Qur'anic Perspective", JQ.S, i:93-114.
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These will be pondered over the course of this work, to reveal not only
the following answers but also the logic which stipulates them:

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

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

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

« 0J.b-t r-W\ \..L. 0[»

This knowledge constitutes your deen (religion), so be wary of
whom you take your religion from."

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

37 i.e. the skeleton of the text whichmay showsomevariations in vowel writing, see
further Chapters 9, 10and II. Wemustnevertheless take into consideration that there
are over 250,000 manuscripts of the Qur'an scattered all over the globe [see p. 316
note 38]. When comparing them it is always possible to find copyingmistakes here
and there; this is an exampleof human fallibility, and has been recognised as suchby
authors who havewritten extensively on the subjectof "unintentional errors." Such
occurrences cannot be used to prove any corruption (...;..;..J.) within the Qur'an.

38 In fact Ibn Hibban has credited this saying to other scholars as well, e.g. Abu
Huraira (d. 58 A.H.), Ibrahim an-Nakha'i (d. 96 A.H.), ad-Dahhak b. al-Muzahim (d.
circa 100 A.H.), al-Hasan al-Basri (d. 110 A.H.) and Zaid b. Aslam (d. 136 A.H.). [Ibn
Hibban, i:21-23].
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Arabia who, more than any other group of people, have retained the
Semitic characteristics in their physical features, manners, customs,
habit of thought and language. The people of Arabia have remained
virtually the same throughout all the recorded ages.??

Most hypotheses regarding racial origins emanate from linguistic research
(and occasionally the information supplied by the OT),l0 and much of this
is neither scientific nor historically accurate. For example, the OT includes
among nations of Semitic stock many who are not Semites, such as the
Elamite and Ludim, whilst discarding many which are Semitic, such as
the Phoenicians and Cannanites.!' Given the myriad viewpoints, I subscribe
to the notion that the Semitic races emerged from within Arabia. As to the
question of who is or is not Semitic, Arabs and Israelites share a common
ancestry through Abraham. 12

ii. Ibrahim and Makkah

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

9 M. Mohar Ali, Sirat an-Nabt, vol. lA, pp. 30-31, quoting P.K. Hitti, History of the
Arabs, pp. 8-9.

lO Jawad 'Ali, al-Mufassal, i:223.

II ibid, i:224.
12 ibid, i:630. The OT declares that both Arabs and Jews are descendants of Shem,

son of Noah.
13 King James Version, Genesis 21:10.
14 Al-Bukhari,$a)/iJ}, al-Anbiya', hadith nos. 3364-65 (withIbn Hajar's commentary).
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Soon the roots of this supplication had visibly blossomed and Makkah
was no longer desolate,gaining lifein the presence of Allah's noble sanctuary,
the waters of Zamzam, and a burgeoning population. It eventually became
a central junction on the trade routes to Syria, Yemen, Ta'if and Nejd.l?
which iswhy "from the time of AelliusGallus down to Nero all the emperors
cherished the desire of extending their influence to the important station
of Mecca and made tentative efforts in this direction."20

There were naturally other population movements within the Arabian
Peninsula. Of note were the Jewish refugees who, many centuries later,
introducedJudaism to Arabia during the Babylonian Exile,settling in Yathrib
(present-day Madinah), Khaibar, Taima' and Fadak in 587 B.C.E. and 70
C.E.21Nomadic Arab tribes were also in flux. Banu Tha'liba (the tribe of
Tha'Iiba) from the Qahtanite stock also settled in Madinah; among their
descendants were the tribes of Aws and Khazraj, later dually known as
al-Ansar'" (Supporters of the Prophet). Banu Haritha, later known as Banu
Khuza'a, settledin Hejaz and displacedthe earlier inhabitants, BanuJurhum,23
becoming the custodians of the House in Makkah. They were subsequently
responsible for introducing idol worship/" Banu Lakhm, another clan of
Qahtanite origin, settled in Hira (present-day Kufa in Iraq) where they
founded a buffer state between Arabia and Persia (c. 200-602 C.E.).25 Banu
Ghassan settled in lower Syria and founded the Ghassanid Kingdom, a
buffer state between Byzantine and Arabia, which lasted till 614 C.E.26

Banu Tayy occupied the Tayy Mountains while Banu Kinda settled in
central Arabia.'? The common feature of all these tribes was their lineage
to Ibrahim through Isrna 'il. 28

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

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

20 ibid, p. 256, quoting Lammens, LaMecque aLa Vielle deL'Hegire(pp. 234, 239) and
others.

21 Jawad 'All, al-Mufassalfi Tiirfkh al-'Arab Qgbl al-lsldm, i:658; ibid, i:614-18 contain
very important information on Jewish settlements in Yathrib and Khaibar.

22 M. Mohar Ali, Sirat an-Nabi, vol. lA, p. 32.
23 ibid, voL lA, p. 32.

24 Ibn Qutaiba, al-Ma'arif, p. 640.
25 M. Mohar Ali, Sirat an-Nabi, voL lA, p. 32.

26 ibid, voL IA, p. 32.
27 ibid, voL lA, p. 32.

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

iii. Qusayy Gains Full Control of Makkah

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

(born c. 365 C.E.)

'Abdul-Dar 'Abd Manaf
(born c. 430 C.E.)

'Abd 'Abdul-'Uzza

Naufal Muttalib Hashim
(born c. 442 C.E.)

'Abd Shams

Na<;llaAbu Saifi

...
«e

cS·

'Abdul
Muttalib

(born c. 497 C.E.)

i

Asad

'Ali ]a'far (Ii)
(born c. 570 C.E.)

Figure 2.1: A briefgenealogy qf Q,ll.}qyy.

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

29 Ibn Qutaiba, al-Ma'drif, pp. 640-41. The Byzantine Empire had a new prospect
of extending their influence on Makkah a fewgenerations later when a Makkan, 'Uthman
ibn al-Huwairith of the Asad clan, embraced Christianity. The Emperor placed a crown
on his head and sent him to Makkah with Ukase, ordering the Makkans to accept
him as their king. But even his own tribe refused to accept him. [TheCif:y State if Mecca,
pp. 256-7, quoting as-Suhaili (Raurf.ul urif, i:146) and others].
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power and pass custody of the House into the hands of his descendants"
The tribe of Quraish, scattered throughout the region, was finally brought
together in Makkah and forged into a single unity under his leadership."

Figure 2.1 (above) shows genealogy in brie£32

iv. Makkah: A Tribal Society

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

"which was a nation-state of relationship binding the familyto the tribe,
a state based on flesh and bones, on flesh and blood, i.e. a nation-state
based on lineage. It was family connections that bound together the
individuals in the state and gathered them into one unit. This was for
them the religion of the state and its agreed and acknowledged law."33

Every tribal member constituted an asset for the entire tribe, so that
the presence of an accomplished poet, an intrepid warrior, or someone of
famed hospitality within the tribe, generated honour and credit for all those
of his lineage. Among the prime duties of every stalwart clan was defence,
not only of its own members but also those who temporarily came under
its umbrella as guests, and in protecting the latter there was always much
honour to be gained. Thus Makkah, the city-state, welcomed people who
either sought to attend fairs, or perform pilgrimage,34 or pass through with
their caravans. Serving this demand required security and the appropriate

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

31 Ibn Qutaiba, al-Ma'ari], pp. 640-41.
32 Ibn Hisham, Sira, vol. 1-2, pp. 105-108. For the dates in the chart, see Nabia

Abbott, TheRiseif the North Arabic Script anditsKuranic Development, withafUllDescription
if the Kuran Manuscripts in the Oriental Institute, The University of ChicagoPress, Chicago,
1938, pp. 10-11. Abbott has mentionedsomedisagreement among Orientalists about
the dates.

33 Ibn Hisham, Sira, vol. 3-4,p. 315.
34 By this time the Ka 'ba was surrounded and housed with hundreds of idols.
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facilities, and so the following institutions were set up in Makkah (some of
them by Qusayy himselfj:35 Nadioa (city council), Mashura (advice council),
Qiyiida (leadership), Sadiina (administration of the sanctuary), lfijiiba (gate­
keeper of the Ka'ba), Siqiiya (supplying water to the pilgrims), 'Imdratul-bait
(ensuring that the sanctity of the Ka'ba was not violated), gada (those who
permitted the first departure in a ceremony), [jiiza, Nasi' (the institution of
adjusting the calendar), Qybba (pitching a tent to collect donations for some
public emergency), A'inna (reins of the horse), Rcfiida (tax for feeding the
poor pilgrims), Amwiilmul;ajjara (offerings to the Sanctuary), Aysiir, Ashndq
(assessing the value of pecuniary liabilities), Hukiima, Sifirah (ambassador­
ship), 'Uqdb (standard-bearer), liwiiJ (banner) and lfulwiin-un-nafr (mobilisation
gratuity).

v. From to Muhammad

These sundry duties became the responsibilityof sons. Descendants
of 'Abdul-Dar for example retained the custody of the Ka'ba, the council­
hall and the right of mounting the banner on its staff in case of war.36'Abd­
Manaf managed the foreign relations "with the Roman authorities, and the
Ghassanide prince. Hashim [son of 'Abd-Manaf] himself concluded a treaty,
and he is said to have received from the Emperor a rescriph authorizing the
Quraish to travel through Syria in security?" Hashim and hisparty maintained
the office of providing food and water to the pilgrims; his wealth allowed
him to entertain pilgrims with princely magnificence."

While trading in Madinah, Hashim met and became enamoured of a
Khazarite noblewoman, Salma bint 'Amr. He married her and returned
with her to Makkah, but with the onset of pregnancy she chose to journey
back to Madinah and there gave birth to a son, Shaiba. Hashim died in
Gaza on one of his trade journeys,39 entrusting his brother Muttalib to take
care of his son'? who was still with his mother. Travelling to Madinah for
this purpose, Muttalib found himself embroiled in a fight with Hashim's
widow over the custody of young Shaiba, which he eventually won. With

35 The City State ifMecca, pp. 261-276.
36 William Muir, The 4ft if Mahomet, 3rd edition, Smith, Elder, & Co., London,

1894,p.xcvi.
3 i ibid, p. xcvii.
38 ibid, p. xcvi.

39 Ibn Hisham, Sira, vol. 1-2, p. 137.
40 ibid, vol. 1-2, p. 137.
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professed in fact was a distorted remnant of Ibrahim and Isma'il's mono­
theistic faith, corrupted by centuries of superstition and ignorance. The
legends which the Jews and Arabs held in common were, therefore, a
result of their common ancestry.

The Christianity of the 7th century was itself mired in corruption and
myth, caught in a state of complete stagnation. Formally submitting Arabia
to Christianity would have required, not religiouspersuasion, but the political
coercion of a superior Christian power." No such power bore down upon
the pagan Arabs, and idolatry held Arabia in the tightest of grips. Five
centuries of Christian evangelism had produced meagre results: converts
were limited to the Bam} Harith of Najran, the Bam} Hanifa of Yarnama,
and some of the Banu 'fayy at Tayma' .46 In these five centuries, historical
records do not show any incidence involving the persecution of Christian
missionaries.This isvastlydifferent from the fate which awaited Muhammad
and his earliestfollowers in Makkah, revealingperhaps that while Christianity
was viewed as a tolerable nuisance, Islam was deemed overtly dangerous
to the institutional fabric of pagan Arabia.

2. Prophet Muhammad (53B.H.-IIA.H.I571-632c.E.) 47

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

45 ibid, p. Ixxxiv. This also holds true for more recent times, when Christianity was
often advanced by dint of Colonialist coercion.

46 ibid, pp. lxxxiv-lxxxv.

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

As mentioned earlier 'Abdullah, Muhammad's father, died while Amina
was in pregnancy. Muhammad was therefore born into precarious circum­
stances, a member of a poor but very noble family. Soon bereft of hismother
as well, he became an orphan at the age of six and took to working as a
shepherd in Makkah's barren landscape." Following in the footsteps of
Quraishi fashion he began engaging in trade, and here his integrity and
success as a merchant attracted the attention of an older and particularly
intelligent rich widow,Khadfja, who eventually married him.t? Muhammad
was renowned throughout the city for this honesty and integrity in all
matters; quoting Ibn Ishaq: "Prior to the revelations, Quraish labelled the
Prophet as 'the trustworthy one' (c:r.,..\tl: am'in)".50

ii. Muhammad the Amm

There came a time when Quraish concurred on the necessity of rebuilding
the Ka'ba; allocating the work among themselves, each sub-clan gathering
stones and built a portion of the structure by itself As the construction
reached the Black Stone \t\pI) a controversy ignited. Every sub-clan
quarrelled for the sole honour of depositing the Black Stone into its appro­
priate corner, to the point where alliances were quickly formed and hostilities
appeared inevitable. Abu Umayya, who at the time was the oldest man in
Quraish, urged them to consent to the judgment of the first man entering
the gate of the Holy Sanctuary, and they approved. It so happened that
the first to enter was none other than Muhammad, Seeing him Quraish
exclaimed, "Here comes the amin, we are pleased with him [as a judge].
Here comes Muhammad." When he was informed of the dispute he asked
for a cloak. He then took the Black Stone, placed it on the cloak, and told
each sub-clan to clutch a side of the garment and lift it collectively. This
they did, and once they were at the designated spot he raised the Black
Stone and set it in with his own hands. With the controversy dissipated
to everyone's satisfaction, the construction continued without incident.!'

48 Al-Bukhari, SaWz, Ijara:2.
49 Ibn Hisham, Sira, vol. 1-2, pp. 187-189
50 ibid,vol. 1-2,p. 197.
51 ibid, vol. 1-2, pp. 196-7.
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iii. Muhammad the Messenger of Allah

25

Blessed with an ideal nature and a hatred of idolatry, Muhammad never
prostrated before Quraish's idols nor took part in any of their polytheistic
rituals. Instead he worshipped one God, in whatever manner he thought
best, his complete illiteracy precluding any knowledge of Jewish or Christian
practices.Soon the time wasripe for his commissionas Prophet and Messenger,
and Allah prepared him for this task gradually. First he started beholding
true visions.52 He noticed a rock salutinghim;53 he alsoobserved the Archangel
Jibrll (Gabriel) calling him from the sky by his name," and observed a
light."

reports that the prelude of prophethood for Muhammad were
his perfect dreams: for six months he witnessed visions so accurate that they
seemed to materialise from the very fabric of reality. Then suddenly the first
revelation descended upon him while he was secluded in the cave of Hira';
Jibrll appeared before him and repeatedly asked him to read, countering
Muhammad's insistence that he was illiterate by continuing the same
demand, till at last he divulged to him the first verses of Sura al-'Alaq:56

rf-ll i)1 ,Q; i .j1; l$;J1 i)1 fr
.,r" -- ",J 11 11",

57 L L: :, <, 'i11 !/f))..J,iJL
't r-' '>{oj,;

"Readin the name ofyour Lordand Cherisher, who created. Created man,
out of a leech-like clot. Proclaim!AndyourLordisMost Bount:jjUl. He Who
taught (the use qf) the Pen. Taught man thatwhich heknew not. "

This was the first descent of the wahy (c.?J: revelation), the very beginning
of the Qur'an. -

And so, unexpectedly at the age of forty, Allah summoned Muhammad
with a simple message, sharply outlined and crystal clear: illl '1

ill\ JY'.J ('There is no god except Allah, and Muhammad is His Messenger').
And with this he was given a living eternal miracle, something to satisfy
the intellect, capture the heart, and give rebirth to stifled souls: the Holy
Qur'an,

52 Ibn J:Iajar, Fathul Ban, i:19; al-Bukhari, SaI;z!;, Bad) al-WaJ:.1y:2.

53 Muslim, Sa!;z!;, Fac.la'il:2, p. 1782.
54 'Urwah b. az-Zubair, al-Maghiizl, compiled by M.M. al-A'zami, Maktab at-Tarbiya

al-'Arabia Liduwal al-Khalij, 1st edition, Riyad, 1401 (1981), p. 100.
55 Ibn Hajar; Fathul Ban, i:23.

56 Sura 96, see al-Bukhari, Sa!;z!;, Bad' al-Wahv

57 Qur'an 96:1-5.
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"Therefore expound openly whatyou are commanded, and turn awqyfrom
those whojoinfalsegods withAllah. Jteare sujficient untoyou against those
who scoff"

27

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

vi. Quraish Offers Muhammad Great Temptations

The conversion of Hamza (one of the Prophet's uncles)was noted by Quraish
with considerable alarm. 'Utba bin Rabi'a, a chieftain, observed the Prophet
praying in the Holy Sanctuary alone and informed the Quraishi assembly,
"1 will go to Muhammad with some proposals which he might accept. We
will offer him whatever he seeks, and then he will leave us in peace." So
'Utba went to the Prophet and said, "0 my nephew, you are one of us, of
the noblest of the tribe and of admirable ancestry. You have come to your
people with a great matter that has divided their society and mocked their
way of life, have insulted their gods and their religion, and stated that their
forefathers were disbelievers, so pay attention to me and 1 will make you
offers,and perhaps you willconsent to one of them." The Prophet approved,
and 'Utba continued, "0 my nephew, if you seek - with what you have
brought - money, we will gather from our wealth so that you will be the
richest among us; if you seek honour, we will make you our leader so that
no decision can be made without you; if you wish sovereignty,we will make
you king; and if this thing that comes to you is a bad spirit that you can
see but cannot get rid of, we will find you a physician, and will use our

61 'Urwah, al-Magjuiri, p. 104.
62 Ibn Hisham, Sira, vol. 1-2, pp. 322-323; Ibn Sayyid an-Nas, 'Uyiin al-Athar, i:115.
63 'Urwah, al-Maghdei, p. Ill.
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"In the Name ifAllah, Most Gracious, MostMercful. HiiMim. A revelation
from (Allah) the Most Gracious, Most Merciful. A Book, ichereof the verses
are explained in detail - a Qy..r'an in Arabic.for people who comprehend.
Bestowinggladtidings andadmonition:yet mostif them turnaway, andso
they hear not. Theysay: 'Ourhearts are under veils, (concealed) from that to
whichyou invite us, and in ourears isa deafness, and between us andyou
isa screen: so do whatyou will; and we shalldo what we will!'"

And the Prophet continued reciting while 'Utba listened attentively till
he reached a verse that required prostration, and prostrated himself He
then said, "You have heard what you have heard, it is up to yoU."65

riches in having you cured, for often a spirit possesses a man till he can
be cured of it." Having listened patiently, the Prophet then replied, "Now
listen to me:

vii. Quraish Boycotts Muhammad ;lj and his Clans

Stinging from their failure to tempt Muhammad, the Quraish went to Abu
Talib, a highly respected elder who was the Prophet's uncle and tribal
protector, and demanded that he put an end to Muhammad's behaviour,
whom they accused of cursing their gods, denouncing their forefathers and
insulting their religion. Abu Talib sent for his nephew and conveyed to him
Quraish's message. Anticipating that his uncle had forsaken him and that he
was about to lose his support, he replied, "0 my uncle, by Allah, if they were
to place the sun in my right hand and the moon in my left, to force me to
abandon this thing, I would not, till Allah let it come forth or I perished
therein." And he turned his back and wept. Touched by his words, Abu
Talib assured him that he would not turn him away. Soon afterwards the
sub-clans of Hashim and al-Muttalib, unwilling to desert one of their own,
decided against giving up Muhammad even though they were idolaters

64 Qur'an 41:1-5.

65 Ibn Hisham, Sira, vol. 1-2, pp. 293-94. In the translation, here and in other places,
Guillaume's work has been consulted.
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(1) Not to associate any partners with the one true God, Allah; (2) To
obey the Prophet in all righteous matters; (3) To refrain from stealing; (4)
And adultery; (5) And infanticide; (6) And slander.

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

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

ix. The Plot to Assassinate the Prophet

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

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

x. Muhammad in Madinah

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

68 ibid, voL 1-2, p. 442.
69 ibid, vol. 1-2, p. 485.

70 ibid, vol. 1-2, p. 486.



EARLY HISTORY OF ISLAM: A BRIEF LOOK 31

arrival, in the third Islamic calendar month of Rabf' I, the streets resonating
with excitement and poetry. With the incessant persecution lifted he set
to work immediately,building a simple mosque that was neverthelessspacious
enough to accommodate students, guests and worshippers for the daily
and Friday prayers. Before long a constitution was drafted, outlining the
responsibilities of the emigrants from Makkah and the inhabitants of Madinah
towards each other, and towards the new Islamic state; and the Jews, their
position and their responsibility towards the community and the state.
This was, in fact, the first written constitution in the history of the world. 71

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

The clear enmity between the Muslims and Arabia's polytheists, in addition
to the neighbouringJews and their wayward allegiances, resulted over the
years in several ghazawat (battles) and a few more modest raids. The most
prominent battles were: Battle of Badr, Ramadan, 2 A.H.72; Battle of Uhud,
Shawwal, 3 A.H.; Battle of the Ditch ( Shawwal, 5 A.H.; Battle of Bani
Quraiza, 5 A.H.; Battle of Khaibar, RabI' I, 7 A.H.; Battle of Mu'ta.jumad I,
8 A.H.; Conquest of Makkah, Ramadan, 8 A.H.; Hunain and Ta'if Shawwal,
8 A.H.; The Year of Deputations'"; and Tabuk, Rajab, 9 A.H.

71 M. Hamidullah, The First Written Constitution in the WOrld, Lahore, 1975.
72 A.H. (After Hijra) is the Muslim lunar calendar. Initiated during the reign of the

2nd caliph, 'Umar (and most likely earlier), it begins with the Prophet's migration to
Madinah (the Hijra).

73 Though not a battle, I have included this because it signifies pagan Arabia's growing
warmth and receptiveness towards Islam. Gharua (OJ)') means to expend energy in
the spread of Islam, and the Year of Deputations is a lovely example of Arab tribes
coming to the Prophet, sans compulsion, and contributing to the spread of the religion
by embracing it voluntarily.
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Though the Prophet's adversaries in these battles were generally idolaters,
they did on occasion includeJews and Christians who had allied themselves
with Quraish against the Muslims. I willmention a few incidents from some
of theseghazawat, not for the sakeof detailbut rather to facilitate a comparison
of Islam's rapid spread under the Prophet's leadership with the disarray of
the Israelites' desert wanderings at the time of Moses, and the struggles of
the twelve Apostles during the time of Jesus. 74

xi. Prelude to the Battle of Badr

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

Receiving intelligence concerning both the caravan's new route and
Abu jahl's army, Muhammad informed the people of the circumstances
before them and sought their advice. Abu Bakr stood up and spoke nobly,
and 'Umar followed suit. Then al-Miqdad bin 'Amr rose and said, "0
Prophet of Allah, go where Allah tells you to go and you will fmd us with
you. By Allah, we willnot say to you what Banu-Isra'il" said to Moses, 'Go,
you with your Lord, and fight while we sit here (and watch),'76 but 'Go, you
with your Lord, and fight for we will fight with you.' By the One Who
has sent you with the Truth, if you were to take us to Bark al-Chimad?
we would fight resolutely with you against its defenders until you conquered
it." His intrepid words fell gratefully on the Prophet's ears, and he thanked
him and prayed for him.

Then he exclaimed, ''Advise me, 0 people," by which he meant the
Ansar, There were two reasons behind this: (a) they formed the majority;
and (b) when the Ansar gave their pledge to him in 'Aqaba, they made it
clear that they were not liable for his safety till he entered their boundaries.
Once there they would protect him as they would their own wives and
children. Hence the Prophet's concern that they might view with reluctance

74 See Chapters 14 and 16.
75 Children of Israel.
76 Qur'an 5:24.
77 A place in Yemen, others say the farthest stone. Regardless, it means, "as far as

you would go".
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xiii. The Conquest of Makkah

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

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

Abo. SufYan hurried to Makkah and cried at the top of his voice, "0
Quraish, this is Muhammad who has come to you with a force you cannot
resist. He who takes refuge in the house of Abu Sufyan is safe,he who shuts
his door upon himself is safe, and he who enters the Holy Sanctuary is
safe." And so the Prophet returned to his birthplace, the very city which
had menaced him a few years before with brutish cruelty and assassination,
now heading an army that marched bloodlessly through the veins of
Makkah. The resistance was minor at best, and the Prophet soon stood
at the door of the Ka'ba and delivered a speech, concluding with, "0
Q}1raish,what do you think I am about to do to you?" They replied, "0
noble brother and son of a noble brother! We expect nothing but kindness
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from you." And he said, "Go, for you are free."81 Thus was the clemency
he granted the Makkans, to those who had persisted in the torture of Muslims
for twenty years."

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

3. Death if the Prophet andAccession if Abu Bakr

i. Abu Bakr Handles Widespread Apostasies

Prophet Muhammad's death in 11 A.H. led to Abu Bakr's unanimous nom­
ination as his heir to the burgeoning Muslim state. During the Prophet's
twilight days some of the hypocrites, among them Musailama al-Kadhdhab
('Musailama the Liar'),83 had claimed prophethood for themselves. Now,
spurred by the Prophet's passing, wholesale apostasy" flared across most
of the region." Some of the tribal leaders who had lost their seats during
the Prophet's lifetime followed Musailama's example, giving rise to new
'prophets' such as Tulaiha bin Khuwailid and the prophetess Sajah bint
al-Harith bin Suwaid, a stalwart Christian."

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

81 Ibn Hisham, Sira, voL 3-4, pp. 389-412.

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

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

84 Generally, apostasy is the desertion of one's religious faith.
85 Some refused to pay the Zakat (mandatory alms) to the central government.
86 At-Tabari, TaTikh, iii:272.
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I would fight them over it."87 Abu Bakr stood alone in his resolve, like an
unshakable mountain, till every sincere person sided with him.

To combat these heretics Abu Bakr hurried to Dhul-Qassa, six miles
from Madinah.P' He summoned all the available forces of the Muslim army
and, distributing them into eleven regiments, appointed a distinguished
commander for each, along with a banner and a specific target: Khalid bin
al-WalId to Tulaiha bin Khuwailid; 'Ikrima son of AbUJahl, with Shurahbil,
to Musailama; Muhajir son of Abu Umayya to the remnants of al-Aswad
al-(Ansi, then to Hadramout; Khalid bin Sa'Id bin al- to al-Hamqatain,
near the Syrian border; 'Amr bin al- to Quzu'ah and others; Hudhaifa
bin Mihsinal-Ghalafanl to Daba, on the Gulf of Oman; 'Arfaja bin Harthama
to Mahara; Turaifa bin !:lajiz to Bani Sulaim; Suwaid bin Muqarrin to
Tahama of Yemen; Al-(Ala' bin al-Hadrami to Bahrain; and Shurahbil b.
Hasana to Yamama and Quda'a."

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

Following the suppression of these rebellions and the return of the Arabian
Peninsula to Muslim control, Abu Bakr next ordered Khalid bin al-Walid
to march towards Iraq." There he encountered and defeated the Persians
at Ubulla, Lady's Castle, Mazar, Ullais (Safar 12 A.H./May 633 C.E.), Walajah
the river of blood (in the same month), Amghisia, and Hfra (Dhul Qj'da
12 A.H./January 634 C.E.),91 where he established his headquarters.P? After
Htra he advanced to Anbar (12 A.H./ Autumn 633 C.E.) and discovered a
fortified city with protective ditches. His terms for peace being accepted
however, he proceeded to 'Ain at-Tamr, a town straddling the desert three
days west of Anbar.93 Here the enemy was a potent mixture of Persians
and Arab Christians, some belonging to the Christian prophetess Sajal).;94

87 Muslim, Sa1J1J;, Iman:32.

88 At-Tabari, Tiirikh, iii:248.

89 At-Tabari, Tiirikh, iii:249; see also W. Muir, Annals rf the Early Caliphate, pp. 17-18.

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

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

92 W. Muir, Annals rf the Early Caiiphaie, p. 81.

93 ibid, p. 85.
94 ibid,p. 85.
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CHAPTER THREE

REVELATIONS AND THE PROPHET MUI:IAMMAD

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

Islam refers to theJews and Christians as 'people of the Book'. These three
religions have a common patriarch in Ibrahim, and hypothetically worship
the same God that was worshipped by Ibrahim and his sons Isrna 'nand
Ishaq. In discussing these religions we inevitably encounter some common
terms, but though the words appear similar to the eyes the underlying
implications often are not. For example, the Qur'an states explicitly that
everything in the universe has been created for the solepurpose of worshipping
Allah, while inJewish mythology the entire universe was created for the merit
of the children of Israel. 1 In addition the Israelite prophets supposedly
indulged in fashioning images of false gods (Aaron) or committed adultery
(David), while Islam insists on the virtuous character of all the prophets.
Meanwhile, the Christian concept of a trinity - withJesus being the sole
member of the Godhead visible within church confmes - thoroughly con­
tradicts the precise Oneness of Allah in Islam. We will therefore briefly cover

1 See the quotes at the beginning of Chapters 14 and 15.
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"Say: 0 myservants who have transgressed against their souls! despair not
if the mercy ifAlliih:forAlliihforgives allsins:for He isqft-jOrgiving, Most
MercifUl."
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"Alliihforgives notthatpartners should be setupwithHim;butHeforgives
anything else to whom Hepleases; whoever sets uppartners with Alliih has
committed a most heinous sin indeed."

i. The Purpose Behind Mankind's Creation

Allah created humans solely that they may worship Him.
",., ,>,JI -::.,,JI,,.,...... ...

':JI ' '':JI' V),.. -, Jr
"I have createdjinns andmen, on!J thatthry mqy serve Me."
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Given that food, water, shelter, reproduction and thousands of other
matters are inextricably tied to human survival, Islam has transformed all
of these into acts of worship, so long as the intention behind them is to
better serve Allah.

ii. The Message of the Prophets

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

6 Qur'an 39:53.

7 Qur'an 4:48.

8 Qur'an 51:56.

9 This is clear from the badlth of the Prophet, "There is none born but is created
to his true nature [Islam]. It is his parents who make him a Jew or a Christian or a
Magian ... " [Muslim, SaI;lb, rendered into English by Abdul-Hamid Siddiqi, Sh. M.
Ashraf, Kashmiri Bazar - Lahore, Pakistan, hadith no. 6423].



THE HISTORY OF THE QUR' ANIC TEXT

f.
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<S> l-6J'I"
"Nor would VVe send down Our wrath until VVe had sent a messenger (to
give warning)."

The Creator purged His messengers, paragons of virtue and piety
without exception, from all evil. They were model examples of human
behaviour, and instructed their respective communities to follow their
lead in the worship of Allah. Their core message throughout history was
ageless.

11 JJ. ,.,4,; Q".t__ 'SJ ,...'" .... '" J?; "" J. J.? ."" ",... !-,...

b\ 0-.:.1 jJ -'--l!:'i o: l::Ljl L.J t
"Never did VVe dispatch a messenger before you without revealing to him
this: that there is nogodbut1; therefore worship andserve Me."

And the message of all the prophets was,
J. f- ...

uHlj....u1
"So be minriful if Allah (proclaimed the messensers} 'and obey me."

The concise phrase ..151 -.11 (there is no god but Allah) is the core
belief uniting all the prophets from Adam to Muhammad; the Qur'an
approaches this theme time and again, particularly calling the attention
ofJews and Christians to this point.

2. The Final Messenger

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

WI, ' ,:' ":...:....9 )., J. ,- ry- r") p-' .J U'I"
,... t,. ? (. '" J.

13" (i"t'f' ;..,s::;J I ';",.::: II c.:, I -ili I '- c;"';",jn:-;:fi
"OurLord! send amongst them aMessenger if their own) who shall rehearse
Your Signs to them andinstruct them in the Book and Wisdom) andpuri.JY
themi for You are the Exalted in Might) the Wise."

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

10 Qur'an 17:15.

Il Qur'an 21:25.

12 Qur'an26:108. See also the sarne Sura verses: 110, 126,131,144,150, 163 and
179. This indicates that all the prophets have asked the same from their community.

13 Qur'an 2:129.
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"Muhammad isnotthefather if any ifyourmen, but[he is] the Messenger
ifAllah, andthe Seal if the Prophets."
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"ue have not sentyou but [as a messenger] to all mankind, giving them
glad tidings andwarning them [against sin]; but people are n£tm;;are."
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"ue have notsentyou butas a mercy for all worlds."
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And in verse 97:1,

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

3. Receiving the Revelations

Concerning the revelation of the Qjir'an we find verse 2: 185,
... y,",J.. ........ -:: '" ,::fy. Yo ... l _ .-::....... ,........ y.... ,

i» ..,.:,j --....>J...A <.S;JI ..,r. ,, ... ... ...

C0lijjTj
"The month ifRamadan in which the Qyr'anwas[first] bestowedfrom on
High as aguidance unto man anda self-evident proofif that guidance..."

e > ., .... ... ".... J ....", t J
,,( rG'Y .Ji..iJ I ;;J..J . :u:J.rI [:,1 1.

,- I.,! fT

"Behold,from on High ue bestowed this [divine writ] on the Nzght ifDestiny."

Over a span of twenty-three years the Qur'an came to be revealed bit­
by-bit according to the impending circumstances. Ibn 'Abbas (d. 68 A.H.),

one of the greatest scholars among the Companions, explains that the Qur'an
was sent in its entirety to the lowest heaven of the world (Bait al-'Izza) in
one night, arriving from there to the earth in stages as necessary,'?

The reception of revelation (wal;y) is outside the realm of the common
person's experiences. For the previous fourteen centuries no true messenger

14 Qur'an 33:40.

15 Qur'an 34:28.

16 Qur'an 21:107.

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

Al-Harith bin Hisham inquired, "0 Messenger of Allah, how does
the revelation come to you?" He replied, "Sometimes it comes like
the ringing of a bell, and that is the hardest on me, then it leaves me
and I retain what it said. And sometimes the angel approaches me
in human form and speaks to me, and I retain what he said."19 'A'isha
related, "Verily I saw the Prophet when the revelation descended
upon him on a day severewith cold, before leaving him. And behold,
his brow was streaming with sweat.'?"
Ya'la once told 'Umar of his desire to observe the Prophet while he
was receiving wahy. At the next opportunity 'Umar called out to him,
and he witnessed the Prophet "with his face red, breathing with a
snore. Then the Prophet appeared relieved [of that burden],"21
Zaid b. Thabit stated, "Ibn Um-Maktum came to the Prophet while
he was dictating to me the verse,

? '" .. ... J ..... .......:

'Not equal are those believers who sit ... ' On hearing the verse Ibn Urn­
Maktum said, '0 Prophet of Allah, had I the means I would most
certainly have participated injihad.' He was a blind man. So Allah
revealed [the remainder of the verse] to the Prophet while his thigh
was on mine and it became so heavy that I feared my thigh would
break."23

Clear physiological changes enmeshed the Prophet during the reception
of wahy, but at all other times his manner and speech were normal. He never

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

19 Al-Bukhart, $ab'ib, Bad' al-Wahy: I.

20 ibid,Bad' al-Wahy.I.

21 Muslim, $abfb, Manasik.S.

22 Qur'an 4:95.

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

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

, ' .. I , r:. ' " I 1;1 !IT,,' I ", "I ", I' }..u.::,. ..l..T, •. U L:..J .... JyJr
, '

"And wh); didyou not(0 people), whenyou heard (the tumour), sqy, 'It is not
right qf usto speak ofthis: glory to 'You (our Lord) this isamost serious slanderl"
Meanwhile, in the case of Ibn Um-Maktum's objection on account
of his blindness, the Prophet received the revelation instantly:

;ti J J)>> ;)/".ail
J ! ., £

25,,( , . ·1' , . k L
;

"Not equal are those believers who sit (at home)---excepting those who are
disabled-and those who strive andfight in the cause qf Alliih withtheirgoods
andtheir lives."

i. The Beginning of Wa1).y and the Miracle of Qur'an26

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

24 Qur'an 24:16.

25 Qur'an 4:95.

26 In the following pages I will backtrack a little, relating some incidents from
Muhammad's first few years as Prophet. These differ from the biographical overview
of the previous chapter in that the focus here is explicitly on the Qur'an,

27 Ibn I:Iajar, Fatbul Ban, viii:716.
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"Read! in the name if your Lord and Cherisher, Who created. Created
man, outif a leech-like clot. Proclaim! Andyour Lordis Most Bountiful.
He Who taught [the use if} the Pen) Trzught man thatwhich heknewnot."

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

ii. The Impact of the Prophet's Recitation on the Polytheists

The passage of time helped to settle the Prophet into his new role, and
as he busied himself expounding Islam to his closest companions by day,
so Allah encouraged him to recite the Qur'an during the stillness of night.

t ... j. j..J t J"" '" P'.... J ._. J ...1J J. "'.... At ..
; '.1 rnl '.>\..Jj ...:;... '.=1:.1 .1 :tTY '.>\..Jj '11 1 II (QY -. : \I I" lI.J
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"0 enwrapped one! Keep awake [inprayer] at night) all but a smallpart
if one-half thereof - or make it a little less than that) or add to it [at
will]; and [during that time] recite the Qyriin calmly and distinctly, with
your mindattuned to its meaning. "

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

writes:

28 Qur'an 96:1-5.

29 Qur'an 73:1-4.



REVELATIONS AND THE PROPHET MUI:IAMMAD

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

49

Despite the severity of their hatred the Prophet continued reciting, and

the eavesdroppers continued to increase till they constituted a sizeable portion

of Quraish, each of them wary of having his secret exposed." The Prophet

was not asked to argue with his antagonists about Allah's Oneness because

the Qur'an, clearly not the work of a man, contained within itself the logical

proof of the existence and Oneness of Allah. Yet as his recitations spilled
from the stillness of night into the bustle of day and became public, Makkah's
anxieties were quickly brought to the boil.

With a popular fair fast approaching, some people from amongst Quraish

approached al-Walid bin al-Mughira, a man of some standing. He addressed

them, "The time of the fair has come round again and representatives of

the Arabs willcome to you. They willhave heard about this fellow of yours,

so agree upon one opinion without dispute so that none will give the lie
to the other." They said, "Give us your opinion about him," and he replied,

30 Ibn Hisham, Sira, vol. 1-2, pp. 315-16.

31 Ibn Ishaq, as-Seyr wa al-Maghdei, pp. 205-6.
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"No, you speak and I will listen." So they said, "He is a kahin Cr"'\5': clair­
voyant)." al-Walld responded, "By God, he is not that, for he has not the
unintelligent murmuring and rhymed speech of the kahin", "Then he is
possessed." "No, he is not that. We have seen possessed ones, and here there
isno choking, no spasmodic movements or whispering." "Then he is a poet."
"No, he is no poet, for we know poetry in all its forms and meters." "Then
he is a sorcerer." "No, we have seen sorcerers and their sorcery, and here
there is no spitting and no knots." "Then what are we to say, 0 Abu 'Abd
Shams?" He replied, "By God, his speech is sweet, his root is as a palm­
tree whose branches are fruitful, and everything you have said would be
known as false. The nearest thing to the truth is your saying that he is a
sahir (?l.: sorcerer), who has brought a message by which he separates
a man from his father, or from his brother, or from his wife, or from his
family."32

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

4. The Prophet)s RolesRegarding the OJtriin

The Qur'an consistently employs derivations of talii ("YU: recited): Jutlii)
atlii, tatlu)Jatlu etc. (.J;., p, We read this in verses 2:129, 2:151,
3:164,22:30,29:45 and 62:2, among many others; all of them allude to the
Prophet's role of disseminating the revelations throughout the community.
But recitation alone is insufficient if it is unaccompanied by instruction. The
Prophet's responsibilities towards the Word of Allah are easily discerned
in the following verses, the first being from Prophet Ibrahnn's supplication:

"OurLordi Send amongst them a messenger if their own) who shall rehearse
Your Signs to them andinstruct them in the Book and Wisdom) andpurijj
them."34

32 Ibn Ishaq, as-Seyr wa al-Maghiizi, editedby Suhail Zakkar, p. 151; Ibn Hisham,
Sira, vol. 1-2, pp. 270-7l.

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

34 Qur'an 2:129.
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5. Recitation qf the Oy,r'an in TUrns with]ibril

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

Fatima said, "The Prophet informed me secretly, Jibril used to recite
the Qur'an to me and I to him once a year,but this year he has recited
the entire Qur'an with me twice. I do not think but that my death
is approaching.'''38
Ibn 'Abbas reported that the Prophet would meet withJibril every
night during the month of Ramadan, till the end of the month,
each reciting to the other. 39
Abu Huraira said that the Prophet andJibril would recite the Qur'an
to each other once every year, during Ramadan, but that in the year
of his death they recited it twice.'?
Ibn Mas'ud gave a similar report to the above, adding, "Whenever
the Prophet andJibril finished reciting to each other I would recite
to the Prophet as well, and he would inform me that my recitation
was eloquent."!'
The Prophet, Zaid b.Thabit, and Ubayy b.Ka'b recited to one another
after his last session with jibril.t? The Prophet also recited twice to
Ubayy in the year he passed away.43

Each of the above hadiths describes these recitations between Archangel
and Prophet using the term Mu'drada.":

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

38 Al-Bukhari, Fada'il al-Qur'an.Z.

39 Al-Bukhari, Saum.Z,
40 Al-Bukhari, Fada'il al-Qur'an:7.

41 At-Tabari, at-Tafsir, i:28. The isnad is very weak.

42 A Jeffery (ed.), Muqaddimatiin, p. 227.
43 ibid, p. 74; also Tahir al-jaza'irt, at- Tibyiin, p. 126.
44 MU'iira¢a (:a...,;,)L....) is from Mufd'ala (ili-Li...), meaning that two people are engaged

in the same action. For example muqiitala (;J;\k ): to fight each other. Thus Mu'arada indicates

that Jibril would read once while the Prophet listened, then vice versa. This general
practice continues to this day. A few of the Companions were in fact privy to this
Mu'arada between the Prophet andJibril, such as 'Uthman [Ibn Kathir, Far/ii'il, vii:440],
Zaid b. Thabit, and 'Abdullah b. Mas'ud,
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explain it" instead of "it is for you (Muhammad) to explain it", Allah was
conferring full legitimacy on the Prophet's elucidation of all verses - not
as guesswork on his part, but rather as divine inspiration from Allah Himself
The same holds true regarding the compilation of the Qur'an.

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

6. A Few Remarks on Orientalist Claims

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

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

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

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

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

4S Refer to Manfred Barthel's quote in p. 295 note 65.
46 In the first three or four centuries of Christianity, ordination to the deaconate or

priesthood required that the applicants memorise a certain portion of the Scriptures,
though the exact requirement differed from bishop to bishop. Some insisted onJohn's
Gospel, others offered a choice between twenty Psalms or two Epistles of Paul; the more
demanding may have even wanted twenty Psalms andtwo Epistles. [Bruce Metzger, The
Text qf the New Testament, p. 87, footnote no.l] This requirement for hopeful deacons
and priests ispaltry at best; how can memorising the Gospel according toJohn or twenty­
five Psalms by a clergyman compare with the complete memorisation of the Q)lr'an
by Muslim children?



CHAPTER FOUR

TEACHING THE QUR'AN

The first verse revealed to the Prophet was:
"""'" .... '" J"'......
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"Read! in the name qfyourLord and Cherisher; Who created."

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

"If anyone pursues a path in search of knowledge, Allah will thereby
make easy for him a path to paradisc.t'''

Conversely he warned,

"He who is askedabout somethinghe knows and conceals it will have
a bridle of fire placed around him on the Day of Resurrection?"

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

I Qur'an 96:1.

2 Abu Khaithama, al-Tlm, hadtth no. 25.
3 At-Tirmidhi, Sunan, al-'Ilm:3.

4 Al-Haithami, Mopna' az-Zawii'id, i:164.
5 Al-Kattani, at-Tardtib al-Idiiriya, ii:239, quoting ad-Durr al-Manthur, Abu Nu'aim

and ad-Dailami,
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"If it would please you to place a bridle of fire around your neck then
accept that gift."6

Even non-Muslims were employed in teaching literacy.

"Ransoms for the prisoners of Badr varied. Some of them were told
to instruct children on how to write."?

l.lncentivesfor Learning, Teaching andReciting the Holy OJtr'an

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

a. 'Uthman bin 'Allin reports that the Prophet said, "The best among
you is the one who learns the Qur'an and teaches it."8 The same
statement is reported by 'All bin AbI Talib.?

b. According to IbnMas'ud the Prophet remarked, "If anyone recites
a letter from the Book of Allah then he willbe credited with a good
deed, and a good deed attains a tenfold reward. I do not say that
Alij LamMim are one letter; but Alijis a letter, Lam is a letter and
Mim is a letter,"!"

c. Among the immediate rewards for learning the Qur'an was the
privilege of leading fellow Muslims in prayer as Imam, a crucial post
especially in the early days of Islam. 'A'isha and Abu Mas'ud al­

both report that the Prophet said, "The person who has
memorised, or learned, the Qur'an the most will lead the others
in prayer,"!' 'Amr b. Salima al-jarmi recounts that the people of
his tribe came to the Prophet, intending to embrace Islam. As they
turned to depart they asked him, "Who will lead us in prayer?",
and he replied, "The person who has memorised the Qur'an, or
learned it, the most."12 During the Prophet's last days it was Abu

6 Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, vi:315.
7 Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqiit, ii:14. Also Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, i:247.
8 Al-Bukhari, ix:74, no. 5027-8;AbuDawud, Sunan, hadith no. 1452; Abu 'Ubaid,

Farjii'il, pp. 120-124.
9 Abu 'Ubaid, Fa4ii'il, p. 126.

!O At-Tirmidhi, Sunan, Fa9a'il al-Qur'an.Ifi; seealso Abu 'Ubaid, Farjii'il, p. 6l.
II Abu 'Ubaid, Farjii'il, p. 92; at-Tirrnidhi, Sunan, hadfth no. 235; Abu Dawud,

Sunan, hadith no. 582-584.
12 Abu 'Ubaid, Fa¢ii'il, p. 91; al-Bukhart, $a&f&, no. 8:18; Abu Dawud, Sunan, no.

585,587.
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4. When 'Utba b. Rabt'a went to the Prophet with his proposal, on
behalf of Quraish, offering him every conceivable temptation in
exchange for abandoning his mission, the Prophet waited patiently
before replying, "Now listen to me," and then reciting a few verses
as his response to the offer."

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

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

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

8. In the secondpledge of 'Aqaba, the Prophet again recitedthe Qur'an.30

9. He recited to Suwaid bin Samit in Makkah.:"
10. Iyas bin Mu'adh came to Makkah, seeking an alliance with Quraish.

The Prophet visited him and recited the Qur'an.32

11. Rafi' bin Malik al-Ansariwas the first to bring Sura YUszifto Madinah."
12. The Prophet taught three of his Companions Sums Yiinus, Taka,

and Hal-atii respectively.34

13. Ibn Urn Makturn came to the Prophet asking him to recite the
Qur'an."

ii. The Companions as Teachers

Ibn Mas'ud was the firstCompanion to teach the Qur'an in Makkah."

26 Ibn Hisham, Sira, vo!. 1-2, pp. 293-94.
27 Ibn Ishaq, as-Seyar wa al-Magjuiri, ed. by Zakkar, p. 218.

28 Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqdt, iii/2: 138-39.

29 Ibn Hisham, Sira, vo!. 1-2, p. 428.

30 ibid, vo!. 1-2, p. 427.
31 ibid, vo!. 1-2, p. 427.

32 ibid, vo!. 1-2, p. 427.
33 Al-Kattani, at-Tariitzb al-Lddriya, i:43-4.

34 Ibn Wahb, al-Jiimi'fi 'uliim al-OJir'iin, p. 271. These are siiras no. 10, 20 and 76
respectively.

35 Ibn Hisham, Sira, vo!. 1-2, p. 369.
36 Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqiit, iiil I: 107; Ibn Ishaq, as-Seyar wa al-Maghiizz, ed. by Zakkar, p.

186.
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• Khabbab taught the Qpr'an to both Fatima ('Umar bin al-Khattab's
sister), and her husband Sa'ld bin Zaid."

• Mus'ab bin 'Umair was dispatched by the Prophet to Madinah, as
a teacher.38

iii. The Outcome of this Educational Policy in the Makkan Period

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

• Upon the Prophet's arrival in Madinah he was presented with Zaid
bin Thabit, a boy of eleven who had already memorised sixteen
suras."

• Bara' states that he was familiar with the entire Mufrwal : from
Sura & till the end of the Qur'an) before the Prophet's arrival in
Madinah."

These roots soon blossomed in various mosques, whose walls echoed
with the sound of the Qur'an being taught and read before the Prophet had
set foot in Madinah. According to al-Waqidi, the first mosque honoured
by recitation of the Qur'an was the Masjid of Bani Zuraiq.41

3. The Madani Period

i. The Prophet as Teacher

• Arriving in Madinah, the Prophet set up the Suffa, a school dedicated
to instructing its attendees in the skillsof literacy, providing them with
food and a place to sleep as well. Approximately 900 Companions
took up this offer.42While the Prophet imparted the Qur'an, others

37 Ibn Ishaq, as-Seyar wa al-Maghii::;'i, ed. by Zakkar, pp. 181-84.
3B Ibn Hisham, Sira, vol. 1-2, p. 434.
39 AI-.E:Iakim, al-Mustadrak, iii:476.
40 Ibn Sa'd, Tobaqat, iv/2:82.
41 An-Nuwairi, Nihiiyatul Arab,xvi:312.
42 Al-Kattani, at-Tardtib al-Idiiriya. i:476-80. According to Qatada (61-117 A.H.) the

number of pupils reached nine hundred, while other scholars mention four hundred.
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Anas bin Malik commented, "The Prophet came to us while we were
reciting, among us Arabs and non-Arabs, blacks and whites ..."Y

Additional evidence shows that Companions travelled beyond Madinah
to serve as instructors:

Mu'adh binJabal was dispatched to Yemen."
On their way to Bi'r Ma'una, at least forty Companions known for
teaching the Qjir'an were ambushed and killed.59
Abu 'Ubaidah was sent to Najran.s"
Wabra bin Yuhannas taught the Qur'an in San'a' (Yemen) to Um­
Sa'id bint Buzrug during the Prophet's lifetime."

4. The Outcome of the Educational Activities: ljuffi?:

The sea of incentives and opportunities for learning the Holy Book,
coupled with the waves of people involved in disseminating it, soon yielded
a prodigious number of Companions who had thoroughly memorised it
by heart (the Many were subsequently martyred on the fields of
Yamama and Bi'r Ma'una, and the full details of their names have, in
most cases, been lost to history. What the references do show are the names
of those who lived on, who continued to teach either in Madinah or in
the newly conquered lands of the growing Muslim realms. They include:
Ibn Mas'ud,52 Abu Ayyl1b,53 AbU Bakr as-Siddiq,54 AbU ad-Darda',55 AbU
Zaid,55 Abu Musa al-Ash'art.f? Abu Huraira," Ubayy b. Ka'b,59 Um-

57 Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, iii:146; also al- Faryabi, Farjii'il, pp. 244-45.
58 Al-KhalIfa, Tarfkh, i:72; ad-Dulabi, al-Kunii, i:19.
59 Al-Baladhuri, Ansdb, i:375.

60 Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, iii/2:299.
61 Ar-Razi, TankhMadfnat$an'a',p. 13l.

62 Adh-Dhahabi, Seyar al-'Aliim an-Nubalii', ii:245; Ibn Hajar, Fathul Ban, Lx:52.

63 Ibn I:Iajar, Fathul Ban, ix:53.
64 Ibn I:Iajar, Fathul Ban, ix:52; al-Kattani, at-Tardtib al-Iddriya, i:45-6.
65 Ibn Habib, al-Muhabbar, p. 286; an-Nadirn, al-Fihrist, p. 27; ad-Dulabi, al-Kund,

i:31-2; al-Kattani, at-Tardtib al-Idiiriya, i:46.

66 Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat, ii/2: 112.

67 Ibn I:Iajar, Fat1}ul Ban, ix:52.
68 Al-Kattani, at-Tariitib al-Iddriya, i:45; Ibn Hajar, Fathul Barf, ix:52.
69 Al-Bukhari, hadith nos. 5003, 5004; Ibn Hablb, al-Muhabbar, p. 86; an­

Nadim, al-Fihrist, p. 27; adh-Dhahabi, Tabaqdtal-Qyrra', p. 9.



TEACHING THE QUR' AN 65

Salama," Tamim ad-Dart;" Hudhaifa.i? Zaid b. Thabit," Salim
client of Hudhaifa.i'' Sa'd b. 'Ubada," Sa'd b. 'Ubaid al-Qan," Sa'd b.
Mundhir," Shihab al-Qurashi," Tal1:J.a,80 'A'isha,8l 'Ubada b. as-Samit,"
'Abdullah b. Ibn 'Abbas,84 'Abdullah b. 'Umar.'" 'Abdullah b. 'Amr,86
'Uthman b. 'Amin,8? 'Ata' b. Markayud (a Persian, living in Yemen),88
'Uqba b. 'Amir,89 'All b. AbI Talib,90 'Umar b. al-Khattab.?' 'Amr b. al­

Fudala b. 'Ubaid," Qays b. Abr Sa'sa'a," Mujamma' b. ]arlya,95

70 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Biin. ix:52, quoting Abu 'Ubaid,
71 Ibn J:Iajar, Fatbul Biin, ix:52.
72 Al-Kanam, at-Tariitib al-Iddriya, i:45; Ibn Hajar, Fatbul Biin, ix:52.

73 Ibn J:Iajar, Fatbul Biin, ix:52; as-Suyutl, al-Itqiin, i:202.

74 Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqiit, ii/2:112; al-Bukhari, $abib, hadith no. 5003, 5004; Ibn
Habib, al-Muhabbar, p. 86; an- Nadim, al-Fihrist, p. 27; adh- Dhahabi, Seyar al-'Aldman­
Nubalii', ii:245, 318.

75 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bdri, ix:52; al-Kattani, at-Tardtib al-Idiiriya, i:45.
76 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bdri, ix:52.

77 Ibn Habib, al-Muhabbar, p. 286; al-Hakim, Mustadrak, ii:260; an-Nadim, al­
Fihnst, p. 27; adh-Dhahabi, Tabaqiii al-Qyrrii', p. 15; Ibn Hajar, Fatl;ul Biin, ix:52; as­
SUyUF, al-Itqiin, i:202.

78 Ibn Hajar; Fatbul Biin, ix:53.

79 Ibn Hajar, al-Isdba; ii:159; al-Kattani, at-Tardtib al-Iddriya, i:46.

80 Ibn Hajar; Fathul Bdri, ix:52; al-Kattanl, at-Tariitib al-Iddriya, i:45.

81 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Ban, ix:52; as-Suynn, al-Itqiin, i:202.
82 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Biin, ix:52-53.

83 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Basi; ix:52; al-Kattani, at-Tariitib al-Iddriya; i:45.

84 Ibn KathIr, Farjii'il al-Qyr'iin, pp. 7, 471; Ibn J:Iajar, Fatbul Bdri, ix:52.

85 Ibn Hajar; Fatbul Biin, ix:52; as-Suynn, al-Itqiin, i:202; adh-Dhahabi, Tabaqdi al-
Qyrrii', p. 19.

86 Ibn J:Iajar, Fatbul Ban, ix:52.

87 Ibn Hajar, Fatbul Biin, ix:52; adh-Dhahabi, Tabaqat al-Qyrrii', p. 5.

88 Ibn Hibban, Thiqiit, p. 286; ar-Razl, Tankh Madinai $an'a',p. 337.

89 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Ban, ix:52; as-Suyuti, al-Itqdn, i:203; adh-Dhahabi, Tabaqdt al­
Q.,urra', p. 19.

90 An-Nadirn, al-Fihnst; p. 27; Ibn Hajar, Fatbul Ban, ix: 13, 52; adh-Dhahabi,
Tabaqiit al-Qyrrii', p. 7; al-Kattani, at-Tariitib al-Iddriya, i:45; as-Suyutl, al-Itqiin, i:202.

91 AI-KaWinI, at-Tariifib al-Idariya, i:45; Ibn Hajar, Faihul Bari, ix:52; as-Suyuti, al-
Itqiin; i:202; See also Ibn Wahb, al-Jiimi'fi 'uliim al-Qyr'iin, p. 280.

92 Ibn Hajar, Fatbul Ban, ix:52.

93 As-SUyU!I, al-Itqdn, i:202; Ibn Hajar, Fathul Ban, ix:52.
94 As-SUyUp, al-Itqiin, i:203; Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bdri, ix:52.
95 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Bari, ix:52; al-Kanant, at-Tardtib al-Iddriya, i:46.





CHAPTER FIVE

THE RECORDING AND
ARRANGEMENT OF THE QVR'AN

1. During the Makkan Period

Though revealed verbally, the Qjir'an consistently refers to itself as kitab
(ylS: Book), as something written, indicating that it must be placed into

written form. In fact verses were recorded from the earliest stages of

Islam, even as the fledgling community suffered innumerable hardships

under the wrath of Quraish. The following narration concerning 'Umar
bin al-Khattab, taken just prior to his conversion to Islam, helps illustrate

this point:

One day 'U mar came out, his sword unsheathed, intending to make for
the Prophet and some of his Companions who (he had been told) were
gathered in a house at as-Safa. The congregation numbered forty, in­
cluding women; also present were the Prophet's uncle Hamza, Abu Bakr,
'Ali:, and others who had not migrated to Ethiopia. Nu 'aim encountered
'Umar and asked him where he was going."I am making for Muhammad,
the apostate who has split Quraish asunder and mocked their ways,who
has insulted their beliefs and their gods, to kill him." "You only deceive
yourself, 'Umar," he replied, "if you suppose that BanI 'Abd Manaf will
allow you to continue treading the earth if you dispose of Muhammad.
Is it not better that you return to your family and resolve their affairs?"
'Umar was taken aback and asked what was the matter with his family.
Nu'aim said, "Your brother-in-law, your nephew Sa'td, and your sister
Fatima have followed Muhammad in his new religion, and it is best
that you go and deal with them." 'Umar hurried to his brother-in-law's
house, where Khabbab was reciting sura TaHa to them from a parch­
ment. At the sound of 'Umar's voice Khabbab hid in a small room,
while Fatima took the parchment and placed it under her thigh .... 1

'Umar's angry quest that day culminated in his embrace of Islam; his

stature and reputation proved a tremendous boon to those who,just a few

hours before, he had meant to kill. The point of this tale is the parchment.
According to Ibn 'Abbas verses revealed in Makkah were recorded in Makkah.?

I Ibn Hisham, Sira, vol. 1-2, pp. 343-46.
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ii. The Prophet's Dictation of the Qur'an

Upon the descent of wa!Jy, the Prophet routinely called for one of his
scribes to write down the latest verses." Zaid b. Thabit narrates that, because
of his proximity to the Prophet's Mosque, he was often summoned as scribe
whenever the wahy commenced. 10 When the verse pertaining to jihad )

was revealed, the Prophet called on Zaid b. Thabit with inkpot and writing
material (board or scapula bone) and began dictating; 'Arm b. Um-Maktum
al-A'ma, sitting nearby, inquired of the Prophet, "What about me? for I
am blind." And so came, «)paJ\ J)I y.P»11 ("for those who are not among

the disabled"]." There is also evidence of proofreading after dictation;
once the task of recording the verses was complete, Zaid would read
them back to the Prophet to ensure that no scribal errors had crept in."

iii. Recording the Qur'an was Very Common Among Companions

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

9 Abu 'Ubaid, Farfii'il, p. 280; See also Ibn I:Iajar, Fathul Biirf, ix:22, quoting
'Uthman, referring to Sunan of at-Tirmidhi, an-Nasa'i, Abu Dawud, and al-Hakim
in his al-Mustadrak.

10 Ibn AbI Dawud, al-Masahif, p. 3; see also al-Bukhari, SaWl, Fada'il al-Qur'an:4.
11 Qur'an 4:95.

12 Ibn I:Iajar, Fatl;ul Biirf, ix:22; as-Sa'atI, al-Ma'biid, ii: 17.
13 As-Still, Adabal-Kuttiib, p. 165; al-Haithami, Mojma'az-Zawii'id, i:152.
14 Muslim, az-Zuhd:72; also Ibn AbI Dawud, p. 4. For a detailed

discussion see M.M. al-A'zami, Studies in Early Hadith Literature, American Trust
Publications, Indiana, 1978, pp. 22-24.

15 See al-Baihaqi, Sunan al-Kubrii, vi:16.
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3. The Arrangement of the Qy,r'an

i. The Arrangement of Verses Within Suras

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

So it is with the Book of Allah, for He is the sole Author and He alone
has the right to arrange the material within His Book. The Qur'an is very
clear about this:

'\IV ,; -: <t J J ,; J .. J ...J ... ,; .....-. J ,; J J ,...,,"" " ....,; -:01 >001;) cflj bp >00I;)j ><U..i":- 01
16

}, ,
A',""

"It isfor Us to collect it [inyourheart} soyou mayrecite [and compile it}.
But when VVe have recited it,flllow its recital [as promulgated]: Nay more,
it isfor Us to explain it [throughyour tongue]."

In lieu of descending to earth to explain His verses, Allah entrusted
the Prophet as His viceroy. The Qur'an states:

,; ,; ,...... -:1,.... "'...J .... " .. ,I .... " .... - ",...

'-'\\ J) t, UJ
rT-"f, """;"" , • f

" ...and We have sent down unto you the Message [0 Muhammad]; that
you mayexplain clearly to people whatissenifor them."

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

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

16 Qur'an 75:17-19.

17 Qur'an 16:44.

18 As mentioned previously, in this light the Prophet's sunna - which is in fact a
working explanation of the Qur'an - has also been practically and verbally sanctioned
by Allah, with no one possessing the authority to deny it its rightful place.
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'Dthman states that whether the revelation consisted of lengthy,
successive verses, or a single verse in isolation, the Prophet would
summon one of his scribes and say, "Place this verse [or these verses] in
the sura where such-and-such is mentioned."? laid bin Thabit remarks,

·t\j)l,y 0T.;iJ1 ...J:,; illl J.r"')..J..:s.l:S' :J\j -4j,y
"We would compile the Qur'an in the presence of the Propbet."?? And

according to 'Uthman bin AbI the ArchangelJibrIl came to the
Prophet once expressly to instruct him about the placement of a certain
verse."

'Dthman bin AbI reports that he was sitting with the Prophet
when the latter fixed his gaze at a defmite point, then said, "The
Archangel JibrIl has just come to me and expressly asked me to
place the verse:

_,.. ,.,..,... .... .,,... ,.. ,.,.. _,... ..... ., 7" ., ...'" ,,1.,... .. 11

if' Jj.ill y..:w4 oUll 0) ,
,... ,... , '" " ,... (. ., "".. ,... , .,..

-: .:,011' L-.:W
"Z .....:...J.y r.....-::-:: l.S':-' J..r---- J, ,

in a certain position within a particular sura."23
Al-Kalbi narrates from AbU on Ibn 'Abbas' authority regarding
the verse:

-:
'C J ,-, Yo.JA-' J l'

He states, "This was the last verse revealed to the Prophet. The
ArchangelJibrIl descended on him and instructed him to place it
after verse two hundred and eighty in Sura al-Baqara."25
Ubayy bin Ka'b states, "Sometimes the beginning of a sura is revealed
to the Prophet, so I write it down, then another revelation descends
upon him so he says, 'Ubayy! write this down in the sura where such­
and-such is mentioned.' At other times a revelation descends upon
him and I await his instructions, till he informs me of its rightful
place.?"
laid bin Thabit remarks, ''While we were with the Prophet compiling
the Qjir'an from parchments, he said, 'Blessed be the Sham.F' He
was asked, 'Why so, 0 Prophet of Allah?' He replied, 'Because the
angels of the Most Compassionate (.,r>)I) have spread their wings

19 See at-Tirmidhi, Sunan, no. 3086; also al-Baihaqi, ii:42; Ibn Hanbal, Musnad,
i:69; AbU Dawud, Sunan, i:290; al-Hakim, al-Mustadrak, i:22I; Ibn Hajar, Barf,
ix:22; see also Abu 'Ubaid, Farjii'il, p. 280.

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

21 As-Suynti, al-Itqdn, i:173.
22 Qur'an 16:90.
23 Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, iv:218, no. 17947; see also as-Suytitl, al-Itqdn, i:173.
24 Qur'an 2:281.
25 Al-Baqillani, al-Intisiir, p. 176.
26 ibid, p. 176.
27 Sham is the name given to present-day Syria,]ordan and Lebanon.
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upon it."28 In this haditii we again note that the Prophet was super­
vising the compilation and arrangement of verses.
Finally we have the clearest evidence of all, that of reciting suras
in the five daily prayers. No public recital can occur if the sequence
of verses has not been universally agreed upon, and there is no
known incident of a congregation disagreeing with its imam on
his sequence of verses, whether in the Prophet's era or our own.
In fact, the Prophet would occasionally recite entire suras during
theJumu'a (Friday) sermon as well.29

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

The Prophet remarked to 'Urnar, "The concluding verses of Sura
an-Nisi' would alone be sufficient for you [in resolving certain cases
of inheritance]."30
Abu Mas'ud al-Badri reports that the Prophet said, "The final two
verses from Sura al-Baqara will suffice for whoever recites them at
night."!'
Ibn 'Abbas recalls, "Spending the night in my aunt Maimuna's house
[wife of the Prophet], I heard the Prophet stirring up from his sleep
and reciting the final ten verses from Sura Ali-'Imriin. "32

ii. The Arrangement of Suras

Some references allege that the Mushafs (c..A>- L......: compiled copies of the
Qur'an)33 used by Ubayy bin Ka'b and Ibn Mas'ud exhibited discrepancies
in their arrangement of suras, based on the universal norm. But nowhere
do we find any reference to a disagreement in the ordering of verses within
a particular sura. The Qjir'an's unique format allows each sura to function
as an independent unit; no chronology or narrative carries over from one
to the next, and therefore any change in the sequence of suras is purely
superficial. Such were these discrepancies, if indeed they did exist, that
the message of the Qur'an remained inviolate. Variations in word order or
the sequence of verses would be a different matter altogether - a profound
alteration that thankfully not even the best-known variant Mushafs can
make claims to.

28 Al-Baqillani, ai-Intisiir, pp. 176-7.
29 Muslim,
30 Muslim, al-Fara'id.S.
31 Al-Bukhari, Fada'il al-Qur'an: 10.

32 Al-Bukhari, al-Wuqu':37; Muslim, Musafirm, no. 182. For details
see Muslim, Kitiib at-Tamyiz; edited by M.M. al-A'zami, pp. 183-5.

33 Literally a collection of sheets, here meaning sheets of parchment containing
the Qjir'an. See pp. 84-85.
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carry bulky volumes in my suitcase, I simply photocopy those portions
that I need during my trip.

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

Figure 5.1: A parchmentfrom the Yemeni collection. Dimensions are
1Bem x 13cm. Courtesy: National Archive Museum ofYemen.

Figure 5.2: Another parchmentfrom the Yemeni collection. Dimensions are
13cm x Bem. Courtesy: National Archive Museum of Yemen
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Manuscript No. of
Order qf suras DateNo. suras

263 6 36, 48, 55, 56, 67 and 68 1278 A.H. (=1862 c.z.)
264 6 44 1,36,48,56,78 and 67 c. Early 10th
265 6 45 18,36, 71, 78,56 and 67 c. Late 13th
266 6 36, 55, 56,62, 63 and 78 989 A.H. (=1581 C.E.)

267 5 36, 48, 56, 67 and 78 1075 A.H. (=1664 o.s.)
268 5 36, 48, 56,67 and 78 1104 A.H. (=1692 C.E.)

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

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

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

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

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

279 5 36,48,56,67 and 78 Copied by Yaqut al-
I

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

281 5 36, 48, 56, 59 and 62 c. Early 10th
282 5 1,6, 18,34 and 35 c. Early 10th
284 5 6, 36,48, 56 and 67 c. Late 10th
296 5 18,36,44,67 and 78 c. Early 12th
308 4 6, 18,34 and 35 c. Early 9th
310 4 6-9 c. Early 12th

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

4. Conclusion

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

44 Six suras with some supplicationsin accordance with the Shiite creed.
45 In addition to some supplications in accordance with the Shiite creed.
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1. Compilation if the Qyr'an During AbuBakr's Reign

i. Appointment of Zaid bin Thabit as Compiler of the Qur'an

Zaid reports,

Abu Bakr sent for me at a time when the Yarnama battles had witnessed
the martyrdom of numerous Companions. I found 'Umar bin al-Khattab
with him. Abu Bakr began, '''Umar has just come to me and said, 'In
the Yamama battles death has dealt most severely with the qurrii',4 and
I fear it will deal with them with equal severity in other theatres of war.
As a result much of the Qur'an will be gone (01.;11 ...,.......i.;). I am therefore
of the opinion that you should command the Qur'an be collected.'"
Abu Bakr continued, "I said to 'Umar, 'How can we embark on what
the Prophet never did?' 'Umar replied that it was a good deed regardless,
and he did not cease replying to my scruples until Allah reconciled me
to the undertaking, and I became of the same mind as him. Zaid, you
are young and intelligent, you used to record the revelations for the
Prophet, and we know nothing to your discredit. So pursue the Qur'an
and collect it together." By Allah, had they asked me to move a mountain
it could not have been weightier than what they requested of me now.
I asked them how they could undertake what the Prophet had never
done, but Abu Bakr and 'Umar insisted that it was permissible and good.
They did not cease replying to my scruples until Allah reconciled me
to the undertaking, the way Allah had already reconciled Abu Bakr and
'Umar."

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

ii. Zaid bin Thabit's Credentials

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

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

4 Qyrrii' [literally: reciters] is another term for the those who had completely
memorised the Qur'an. The qurra', in their piety,alwaysfought in the front linesduring
combat and hence suffered greater losses than other soldiers.

5 Al-Bukhari, al-Qur'an, hadith no. 4986; see also Ibn AbI Dawl1d,
pp. 6-9.

6 See Ibn AbI Dawud, p. 6.
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one Q/ them should make a mistake, the other could remind her. And the
witnesses mustnotrefuse [to give evidence) whenever thry are called upon. "10

This law of witness played an essential role in the Qur'an's compilation

(as well as in badlth methodology), and constituted the very core of Abu
Bakr's instructions to Zaid. Ibn Hajar relates:

: -'ijJ J\i 4\ 0\ '0..,;\ ,f ,.Jf J. ,u.... J:.)o ,f 4\ .>Jb w-!\ J

.•L,.:S1.; .wI yl::5"<J"''';- W"'.b,. Y4 l..wi

Abu Bakr told 'Umar and Zaid, "Sit at the entrance to the [prophet's]
Mosque. If anyone brings you a verse from the Book of Allah along
with two witnesses, then record it." II

Ibn Hajar comments on what Abu Bakr may have meant by 'witness':

0\ .>\)1 Ji ,yL;SJIJ ..t2kl1 Cr.!,uW4 .>1)\ 0l5'» : 0'1 J\i

0i .>1)1 J\ JY") ,-?-'i 0;! y p:J.1

,-?-'i 0;! I.A l.J':" <J" 0i r+'".J- 0lS'J ,0T,;JI 4-! Jj .}I •Y'"}I

12 «..t2kl\ .>fi <J"

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

«l>-L.....,. .Ut ,;. "--!

According to Professor ShauqI Daif Bilal bin Rabah paced the streets

of Madinah requesting the attendance of any Companion who possessed
verses recorded by the Prophet's own dictation."

The second opinion finds the most favour with me: acceptance of only

those materials which, according to the sworn testimony of two others, had
been written in the Prophet's very presence. Ibn Hajar's statement affirms

this view, that "Zaid was unwilling to accept any written material for con­
sideration unless two Companions bore witness that the man received his
dictation from the Prophet himself.v"

10 Qur'an 2:282. The decree of substituting two women for one man may be due
to the former's lesserfluencywith generalbusiness procedures.See Muhammad Asad's
translation of the Qur'an, Sura 2 footnote 273.

II Ibn Abi Dawud, al-McqiiJ;ij, p. 6; see also Ibn Hajar, Fathul Ban, ix:14.
12 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Ban, ix: 14-15.
13 Ibn Hajar, Fathul Ban, ix:14. Forthe sourcesof collecting materials,seeal-Bukhari,

Sa1J0, hadith no. 4936.
14 Shauqi pall, Kitab as-Sab'a if Ibn Mujiihid, Introduction, p. 6.
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place, and the circumstances at hand. Scholars generally insist on at least
half a dozen channels while preferring that this figure be much higher,
since greater numbers make falsification less likely and more difficult.

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

vii. Placement of the Suhuf into the State Archives

Once complete, the compiled Qur'an was placed in the 'state archives'
under the custodianship of Abu Bakr. 23 His contribution, we can sum­
marise, was to collect all first-hand Qur'anic fragments, then scattered
about Madinah, and arrange for their transcription into a master volume.
This compilation was termed It is a plural word literally,
sheets of parchment), and I believe it bears a different connotation from the
singular which now designates a written copy of the Qur'an).
At the conclusion of Zaid's efforts all suras and all verses therein were
properly arranged, most likely penned using the prevalent Madanite script

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

23 Al-Bukharl, Faqa'il al-Qur'an.S; Abu 'Ubaid, Far/a'il, p, 281; at-Tirmidhi,
Sunan, hadith no. 3102.
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and spelling conventions (-JJ.l1 .bll r J) as he was a native son of Madinah.
But it seems that sheets of unequal size were used for this task, resulting
in what may have been a disorderly heap of parchments. Thus the plural
appellation Suhuf. A mere fifteen years later, when Caliph 'Uthman sought
to dispatch copies to the far corners of the expanding Muslim realms, the
revenues from military conquests had greatly enhanced the availability of
quality parchments and he was able to adopt books of equal sheet sizes.
These came to be known as Mushafs,

2. 'Umar's Role in the Spread if the Qyr'iin

Appointing 'Umar as the next Caliph on his deathbed, Abu Bakr entrusted
his successor with the Aside from decisivevictories on the battlefield,
'Umar's reign was marked by the Qur'an's rapid spread beyond the confmes
of the Arabian Peninsula. He dispatched at least ten Companions to Basra
for the purpose of teaching the Qjir'an," and likewise sent Ibn Mas'ud
to KUfa.26 When a man subsequently informed 'Umar that there was a
person in Kufa dictating the Holy Qur'an to them solely by heart, 'Umar
became furious to the point of madness. But discovering the culprit to be
none other than Ibn Mas'tid, and recalling his competence and abilities,
he calmed down and regained his composure.

Significant information also exists about the spread of the Qjir'an in
Syria. Yazld bin Abu Sufyan, Syria's governor, complained to 'Umar about
the masses of Muslims requiring education in Qur'an and Islamic matters,
and urgently requesting him for teachers. Selecting three Companions for
this mission - Mu'adh, 'Ubada, and Abu ad-Darda' - 'Urnar instructed
them to proceed to Hirns where, after achieving their objectives, one of
them would journey on to Damascus and another to Palestine. When this
triumvirate was satisfied with its work in Hirns, Abu ad-Darda' continued
on to Damascus and Mu'adh to Palestine, leaving 'Ubada behind. Mu'adh
died soon afterwards, but Abu ad-Darda' lived in Damascus for a long time
and established a highly reputable circle, the students under his tutelage
exceeding 1600.27 Dividing his pupils into groups of ten, he assigned a
separate instructor for each and made his rounds to check on their progress.
Those passing this elementary level then came under his direct instruction,
so that the more advanced students enjoyed the dual privileges of studying
with Abu ad-Darda' and functioning as intermediary teachers."

24 Abu 'Ubaid, Fa¢ii'il, p. 281.
25 See ad-Darimi, Sunan, i:135, edited by Dahman.
26 Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqiu, vi:3.
27 Adh-Dhahabi, Seyar al-A'ldm an-Nubala', ii:344-46.
28 ibid, ii:346.
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3. 'Uthmdn Makes an Independent Copy if the

i. Appointing a Committee of Twelve to Oversee the Task

89

The second account is somewhat more complex. Ibn SIrIn (d. 110 A.H.)

reports,

J (j-i ,}.. If' J r.}1 JwP Ji » :L!-ft'"" J J..-¢..:..r
8« J J -4j) ,...,...£

When 'Uthman decided to collect the Qur'an, he assembled a
committee of twelve from both the Quraish and the Ansar, Among
them were Ubayy bin Ka'b and Zaid bin Thabit.

The identities of these twelve can be pieced together from various sources.
Al-Mu'arrij as-Sadusi states, "The newly-prepared Mushaf was shown to
(1) Sa'td b. al- b. Sa'ld b. al- for proofreading;"? he further adds (2)
Nafi' b. Zuraib b. 'Amr b. Naufal." Others include (3)Zaid b. Thabit, (4)
Ubayy b. Ka'b, (5) 'Abdullah b. az-Zubair, (6) 'Abdur-Rahman b. Hisham,
and (7) Kathir b. Aflah." Ibn Hajar lists a few more: (8) Anas b. Malik, (9)
'Abdullah b. 'Abbas, and (10)Malik b. AbI 'Amir.J2 And al-Baqillani com­
pletes the set: (11) 'Abdullah b. 'Umar, and (12)'Abdullah b. 'Amr b. al-'A.5. 13

ii. Arranging for an Autonomous Copy

'Uthman commissioned these twelve to manage this task by collecting and
tabulating all the Qpr'anic parchments written in the Prophet's presence. 14

The great historian Ibn 'Asakir (d. 571 A.H.) reports in his History of Damascus:

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

8 Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqat; iiil2:62. Note here that Ibn Sirin used the word (to collect).

9 Al-Mu'arrij as-Sadusi, Kitiib Hadhfin minNasab 0f.raish, p. 35.
10 ibid, p. 42.

Il Ibn Abi Dawud, al-MrLiiibif, pp. 20, 25-26.
12 Ibn Hajar, Fatbul Biin, ix: 19.
13 Al-Baqillani, al-Intisdr (abridged), p. 358.

14 A detailed study of one of the personal Mushafs (seepp. 100-2)reveals that these
twelve were subdivided into more than one group, each engaged in dictation and
working independently.



http:YJllS..J


'UTHMAN'S

reign, an excessivelytalkative man approached the Caliph and told him
that the people were differing in their pronunciation of the Qur'an,
'Umar resolved therefore to collect all copies of the Qur'an and stand­
ardise their pronunciation, but he suffered that fatal stabbing before he
could carry the matter any further. During 'Uthman's reign this same
man came to remind him of the issue, so 'Uthman commissioned [his
independent] Mushaf Then he sent me to [the Prophet's widow] 'A'isha
to retrieve the parchments upon which the Prophet had dictated the
Qur'an in its entirety. The independently-prepared Mushaf was then
checked against these parchments, and after the correction of all errors
he ordered that all other copies of the Qur'an be destroyed." 23
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There are some useful details in this narration regarding the acquisition

of parchments from 'A'isha's custody, though by traditionist standards the

narrative chain is weak." The following report however lends strength to
the previous one. Ibn Shabba narrates on the authority of Harun bin 'Umar,

who relates that,

When 'Uthman wanted to make an official copy, he asked 'A'isha to
send him those parchments which were dictated by the Prophet and
which she kept in her house. He then ordered Zaid bin Thabit to correct
accordingly, as he himself was not free since he wanted to devote his
time to governing the people and judging among them. 25

Similarly Ibn Ushta (d. 360 AH./97 1 c.s.) reports in that

'Uthman, resolving on an autonomous copy using primary sources, sent
to 'A'isha's house for the In this account a few differences were

found, with 'Uthman's copy being corrected as necessary'"

Gathering these narratives together gives us the following: 'Uthman pre­

pared an independent copy relying entirely on primary sources, which

included the Companions' parchments along with additional material
held by 'A'ishaY

23 Ibn Shabba, Tiifikh al-Madina, pp. 990-991;Alsoas-Suyuti,al-Itqan, ii:272,quoting
Ibn Ushtah's al-Masdhi].

24 One of the narrators is of very low repute (!l)y: matruk).

25 Ibn Shabba, Tiifikh al-Madina; p. 997.
26 As-Suyuti, al-Itqiin; ii:272
27 This can also be concluded from the followinghadiths in of al-Bukhari:

')r.f-I ..:.>..l>:-) ,Jl>:-)1 )),)..,0) J\>J.JI) Cr' <J. -'!j Jl>

,;,I/- at\>. ( ... o- Jr ) r->,l>:- ..uiJ) "pp..\>-i t: Lo..l>:-i t <,? .....;- <'pit: ,-<'pI

,oil,>- ,.JJ\,l>j ..$v. <'pi.J.:.>.

Zaid bin Thabit reports that when he was compiling the Qur'an during the
reign of Abu Bakr,he could not locate two ayahs from the end of Sura Barii'a
till he found them with Abu Khuzaima with no one elsepossessing
a first-hand copy. The completed were kept in Abu Bakr's custody till
he passed away ... [al-BukharI, hadlth no. 4986]. - cont.
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Zaid bin Thabit said, "When I was revising ['Uthman's independent]
Mushaf I discovered that it lacked the ayah ( ... J6:-) rY), so I
searched among the Muhajirin and the Ansar [for someone who had
written it in the Prophet's presence], till I found it with Khuzaima bin
Thabit al-Ansari, So I wrote it down .... Then I revised once more, and
did not find anything [questionable]. 'Uthman then sent to Hafsa and
asked to borrow the Suhu]'which had been entrusted to her; she gave it
to him only after he vowed to return it. In comparing these two, I
found no discrepancies. So I gave it back to 'Uthman and he, with an
elated spirit, ordered the people to make duplicate copies of the Mushaf."
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So this time the independent copy was rechecked against the official
$ubufwhich resided with Hafsa,

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

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

4. The Sanctioning andDistribution if 'Uthmdn's

i. The Final Copy Read to the Companions

This definitive copy, once verified against the $ubuj, was
«0l....:?<.?J.;. c:r.,; -? -:.J';

"read to the Companions in 'Uthman's presence.t"? With the final
recitation over, he dispatched duplicate copies for distribution throughout
the many provinces of the Islamic nation. His general injunction that
people "write down the Mushafs" suggests that he wanted the Companions
to make duplicate copies of the Mushaf for their own personal use.

29 Ibn Kathlr, Faljii'il, vii:450.
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ii. The Number of Certified Copies Made

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

iii. 'Uthman Burns All Other Manuscripts

With the task complete, the ink on the final copy dry, and duplicate copies
dispatched, there was no need for the numerous fragments of the Qjir'an
circulating in people's hands. So all such fragments were burned. Mus'ab
bin Sa'd asserts that the people were pleased with 'Uthman's decision; at
the very least no one voiced any objections." Other reports confirm this
unanimous approval, including 'All bin Abi:Talib who says,

L:... >l-,y:/) J (,S.lJ\ L.. .illl}» :YI1-.j.l J. J>- JL;

By Allah, he did what he did with these fragments in the presence of

us all [i.e. and none of us objected].

iv. 'Uthrnan Sends Reciters Along with Mushafs

No copy was sent forth without a qdri' (0)L;: reciter). These included Zaid
b. Thabit to Madinah, 'Abdullah b. as-Sa'ib to Makkah, al-Mughira b.
Shihab to Syria, '.Amir b. 'Abd Qais to Basra and Abu 'Abdur-Rahman
as-Sulami to Kufa, 'Abdul-Fattah al-Qa<;lI says:

30 Ad-Dani, al-Muqni', p. 19; see also Ibn Kathir (whofavours seven),Faljii'il, vii:445.
31 Shauqi Daif, Kitiib as-Sab'a ofIbnMujiihid, introduction, p. 7.
32 See pp. 97-99.
33 Al-Ya'qubi, Tdrikh, ii:170.
34 Abu 'Ubaid, Fa¢ii'il, p. 284; ad-Dani, al-Muqni', p. 18.
35 Ibn Abl Dawud, p. 22; see also pp. 12, 23.
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<Y'.....k; l..>.0.F" Jo>i t>fi oL...Wi 0'1y. <Y' ..I>-IJ j5"015:; Cl;4JI-¥ JL;

0J:> J.-all r-"J .;-i1.,:!1 ;i .JJI J.r"J ,f ..:.>101.;.11

t>JI..ilI JL.Jl <Y' :>.,....utl r-"J 0lS' 0!J :>1.>\tl

t: t ... ,ijlj ....,.. J.,B4 ..:.>101.;.11 <Y' r-")1 L. t:
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r-")IJ

"Each of these scholars recited to the people of his respective city in
the manner he had learned it through authenticated, multiple channels
going back to the Prophet, insofar as these channels lay in complete
agreement with each other and fit the Mushaf''s consonantal skeleton.
Any mode of recitation arriving through a single channel (or containing
verses that had been abrogated during the Prophet's lifetime) was dis­
carded. Dispatching reciters with the Mushafs meant limiting the possi­
bilities that were compatible with the consonantal script to only those
that enjoyed authenticated and multiple backing.... Sending a scholar
with every Mushaf was, therefore, elucidating that proper recitation was
dependent on the learning through direct contact with teachers whose
transmission channels reached to the Prophet, not simply a product of
script or spelling conventions.t'''?
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Early copies of 'Uthman's were largely consonantal, frequently
dropping vowels and containing no dots," much like the image in Figure
7.1 which is taken from a Mushaf in the I:Iejazi script. 39

These copies could be read erroneously in many different ways.t" In
undertaking this second compilation, 'Uthman's main purpose was to elim­
inate all occasion for disputes in recitation; sending a Mushaf by itself, or
with a reciter at liberty to devise any reading, was contrary to the unity
'Uthman sought to establish within the populace. The existence of total
unity in the Qur'anic texts throughout the world for fourteen centuries,
between all countries and all divergent Muslim sects, is proof enough of
'Uthman's unparalleled success in gathering all Muslims upon a single text.

36 'Abdul-Fattah al-QadI, "al-Qjra'at fi Nazar al-Mustashriqin wa al-Mulhidin",
Mojallatal-Azhar, vol. 43/2, 1391 (1971), p. 175.

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

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

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

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

v. 'Uthman's Instructions with the Mushafs He Sent

I. 'Uthman decreed that all personal Mushafs differing from his own
should be burned, as failure to eliminate these would engender further
strife. Anas bin Malik reports,

u:-l-ll cr J5" Jl J.-},» ... ..:.lJt.. J. .)..;;>-1 :(,$Y")I JL;
41« J.-) (,$.DI JJt>..; J5" f<!. .)1 ..r'1)

Sendingeach Muslim army itsownMushaf, 'Uthrnan instructed
them to burn all other copieswhich differedfrom his.

Anas' statement represents only one possible scenario out of many.
According to other narratives, 'Uthman ordained that all earlier
copies were to be torn or burned.f In another account, by erasing
away the ink. Abu Qilaba states, "'Uthman wrote to every centre,
'I.. .have erased what was in my possession, now erase what is in
yours'."43 Once, a delegation travelled from Iraq to Madinah and
visited Ubayy's son, informing him that they had journeyed with
great hardship solelyto see Ubayy's Mushaf He replied that 'Uthman
had taken it away. Perhaps thinking that he was simply reluctant,
they repeated their request and he repeated his answer.44

Ibn Hajar says that despite most reports incorporating the word
at-tahriq (J<..rdl : burning), every possibility must be considered. The

41 Ibn AbI DaW11d, al-Masahif, pp. 19-20; see also al-Bukhari, Bab jam'i al-
Qjir'an, hadtth no. 4987; Ibn Kathir, Fatjii'il, vii:442.

42 Ibn Hajar; Barf, ix:20.
43 ibid, ix:21.
44 Ibn AbI Dawud, al-Masahif, p. 25.
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i. Studies on the Mushaf of Malik bin AbI 'Amir al-Asbahi

Here we delve into a comparison between 'Uthman's Mushaf and another,
personal copy kept by a well-known scholar. Malik bin Anas (94-179 A.H.

1712-795 C.E.) once handed this Mushaf to his students'" and recounted
its history: it belonged to his grandfather, Malik bin AbI 'Amir al-Asbaht
(d. 74 A.H.l693 C.E.), a student of Caliph 'Umar;" who had written it down
during 'Uthman's preparation of the Malik bin Anas' students
quickly noted some of its features:

It was decorated with silver.
It contained sura separators in black ink along an ornamental band,
like a chain running along the entire line.
It had ayah (verse) separators in the form of a dot,"!

Intrigued by this find, the students compared Malik's Mushaf on the one
hand, and the Mushafs of Madinah, Kufa, Basra, and 'Uthman's master
copy on the other. Malik's Mushaf, they found, differed from the Mushafs
of Kufa and Basra (and 'Uthrnan's master copy) in eight characters, and
from the Mushaf of Madinah in only four. These variations are summarised
belowr'?

Sura:
of

of Present-Day
I'Uthmiin, Kiift.

Medinah
Miilik's

verse
and Basra I

i 2:132 I""'I.r.l 4-< ;.","" !,""",,1.r.14-< l..S"""i" I""'IA 4-< I..S"""i" I"'"IA 4-< ;.","" II

2 3: 133 ....." .....

3 5:53 lyTv-iJl Iyl v-iJl lyTv-iJl Iyl v-iJl

4 5:54 ,..G.r.Cr' ,..G.r.Cr'

58 These included Ibn al-Qasim, Ashhab, Ibn Wahb, Ibn 'Abdul-Hakam, and others.

59 Ibn Hajar, Taqrib at-Tahrib, p. 517, entry no. 6443.

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

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

62 Ad-Dam, in his book al-Muqni' [p, 116] mentions the four discrepancies between
the Mushafs of Malik and Madinah, continuing that "the rest of Malik's Mushaf is
according to the Mushaf of Madinah as described by Isma'il binJa'far al-Madani."
Thus in preparing the chart I have taken advantage of al-Madani's work. [See Abu
'Ubaid, Fa4Ji'il, pp. 328-9; ad-Dani, al-Muqni', pp. 112-4.]

63 Based on the narrative of Hafs from 'Asim,
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many of these private copies were scribed; in the statement recorded by
Ibn Shabba,

0\ ,-",WI .r1.i»

'''Uthman ordered the people to write down the Mushafs." This can
be taken to mean that people were encouraged to pen copies for their
own use.

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

6. Al-lfajjiij andHis Contribution to the

From Caliph 'Uthman we now turn our gaze to al-I:Iajjaj bin Yusuf ath­
Thaqafi (d. 95 A.H.), governor of Iraq during the Umayyad Caliphate and
a man of considerable notoriety. His unflinching, iron-fisted rule won him
many unflattering remarks in the annals of Iraq's history. Ironically he also
played a role in serving the Qjir'an, though even in this regard he had no
shortage of enemies. Ibn Abi Dawiid quotes 'Auf bin AbiJamila (60-146
A.H.), alleging that al-I:Iajjaj altered the 'Uthmani Mushaf in eleven places.'"
Closer examination reveals that 'Auf, though a trustworthy person, had Shiite
tendencies as well as being anti-Umayyad.68Al- I:Iajjaj, one of the strongest
towers in the Umayyad garrison, would have been a natural target for him;
any report issuing from the opposite camp must be approached with extreme
caution. Additionally Mu'awiya (the first Umayyad ruler) fought 'Ali on
the pretext of 'Uthman's blood, and this makes al-I:Iajjaj's supposed changcs
in the 'Uthmani Mushaf particularly implausible, as it would harm the
Umayyad cause.

Whatever the truth, the following is the list of words al-I:Iajjaj is accused
of alteringr"

66 Ibn Shabba, Tiirikh al-Madina, p. 1002.
67 Ibn Abi Dawud, al-Masahif, p. 117
68 Ibn Hajar, Taqtib at-Taheib, p. 433, entry no. 5215.
69 Ibn Abi Dawud, pp. 117-8.
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Sura: verse 'Uthmans
Al-lfqjjiij's alleged

alteration

1 2:259 u--"!t
2 5:48 i.>:-lr-) i.>:-lr-)

3 10:22 rS?",JJ\r rS.fr"'i.",JJ\ r
4 12:45 .u,.). .

5 23:87 and 89 .w.:>},;"", .wI .:>}.;.,...

6 26: 116 CP.:'/I :.r- 0;-0)"0)1 :.r-

7 26:167 0;-0)"0)1 cr: CP.:'/\ o:

8 43:32

9 47:15 .:r-; .r:" .L. :.r- cr:T.r:" .L. cr:

10 57:7

11 81:24
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Long before 'Auf bin Abi:]amila cast his accusation against al-J::Iaiiaj,
scholars poured over all of 'Uthman's official copies and meticulously com­
pared them letter-by-letter; the variants mentioned by these early scholars
do not tally with the variants mentioned by 'Auf The Mushafs commissioned
by 'Uthman did not incorporate dots," and even by al-J::Iaiiaj's era the use
of dots was by no means ubiquitous. There are several words in the above
table which, with the removal of dots, become identical. 71 So then, how could
he have modified these words when the dots were absent and the skeletons
were precisely the same?" None of the alleged alterations bear any weight
on the meanings of these verses, and the accusation itself (in light of the
above) seems baseless." The following case, mentioned by Ibn Qutaiba,
may provide a clue to an alternative interpretation.

Based on al-jahdarl's report, al-Hajjaj appointed him, Najiya b.
Rumh and 'Ali:1. Asma' to scrutinise Mushafs with the aim of tearing
up any that deviated from the Mushaf of 'Uthman, The owner of any
such Mushaf was to be compensated sixty dirharns.?"

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

71 Such as and The same may be said about examples 3 and 4.
72 As for example I in the table, earlier we mentioned that the spelling 'Uthman

decided upon for this phrase was: '-'-'; f.
73 It may be that he carried out the changes in his own personal copy, as was the

case with 'Ubaidullah b. Ziyad, who standardised the orthography (spelling) in his own
copy [see this work p. 133]. Had al-Hajjaj made any changes to the actual 'Uthmani
Mushaf, neither the Muslim community nor those in power would have kept silent.
Moreover the Abbasids, successorsto the Umayyad dynasty,would have exploited any
such action for its full potential.

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

Following 'Uthman's lead, al-Hajjaj also distributed copies of the Qur'an
to various cities. 'Ubaidullah b. 'Abdullah b. 'Utba states that the Mushaf of
Madinah was kept in the Prophet's Mosque and read from every morning;75

in the civil strife surrounding 'Uthman's assassination someone absconded
with it. Muhriz b. Thabit reports from his father (whowas among al-Hajjaj's
guards) that al-Hajja] commissioned several Mushafs," and sent one of
them to Madinah. 'Uthman's family found this distasteful, but when they
were asked to bring forth the original, that it may be recited from again,
they declared that the Mushaf had been destroyed (,-:--=""i) on the day of
'Uthman's assassination. Muhriz was informed that 'Uthrnan's master copy
still survived in the possession of his grandson, Khalid b. 'Amr b. 'Uthman,
but we can assume that the Mushaf sent by al-J:Iajjaj was adopted for public
recitation in the Prophet's Mosque, in lieu of the original. According to as­
Sarnhudi, who quotes Ibn Zabala,

J>? J! J-w.J\j ,,:.Ai-...i J! J...Yo! J. Cb:J.-\ J-w)>>

77«(5,;)1 J!-...A>-L..d.4 J-w) 0" J)i yo) '4-:-­
al-J:Iajjaj sent the Qur'an to major cities, including a large one to Mad­

inah, and was the first to dispatch the Mushaf to towns.

Ibn Shabba says,

And when [the Abbasid ruler] al-Mahdi became Caliph he sent another
Mushaf to Madinah, which is being read from even now. The Mushaf
of al-Hajja] was removed and kept inside a box next to the pulpit. 78

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

75 Ibn Shabba, Tdrikh. al-Madina, p. 7; also, Ibn Qutaiba, Ta'wllMushkil al-Qy.r'iin,
p.5l.

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

77 As-Samhudi, Wqfii' al-Wqfii', i:668, as quoted by al-Munaggid, Etudes de Paleographic
Arabe, Beirut, 1972, p. 46.

78 Ibn Shabba, Tiilikh al-Madina, pp. 7-8.
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..

people needed Mushafs to recite, Ibrahlm replied, "Buy the parchment
and ink and have the help of volunteers't.P" But with the Muslim population
swelling beyond the frontiers of the Arabian Peninsula, the rise in demand
for copies of the Qur'an placed tremendous strain on volunteer scribes and
triggered a new phenomenon: the paid copyist.

This new profession brought in its wake a theological dilemma, about
the legitimacy of paying someone to serve the Word of Allah. A person may
only sell items that belong to him or her, many reasoned, so on what basis
could the Qur'an be sold when it was not the property of an individual, but
of the Creator? The majority of scholars disliked the idea of paid copying
and of introducing Mushafs as a marketplace commodity, among them Ibn
Ma'ud (d. 32 A.H.), 'Alqama (d. after 60 A.H.), Masruq (d. 63 A.H.), Shuraih
(d. 80 A.H.), Ibrahlm an-Nakha'l (d. 96 A.H.), Abu Mijlaz (d. l06 A.H.) and
others.f" while Ibn al-Musayyib (d. after 90 A.H.) spoke staunchly against
it.86 There were others, however, who sought to temper their colleagues'
criticism by pointing out that the payment was not for the Word of Allah,
but rather for the ink, parchment and labour; taking the acute shortage
of volunteers into account, such scholars as Ibn 'Abbas (d. 68 A.H.), Sa'Id
b. Jubair (d. 95 A.H.) and Ibn al-Hanafiyya (d. 100 A.H.) did not find the
sale or purchase of Mushafs distasteful.P? The same debate extended to the
revision of Mushafs and the amendment of any scribing mistakes therein
which, initially the volunteer's task, soon passed into the hands of the paid
proofreader. Sa'Id b.Jubair, once offering a Mushaf to Musa al-Asadi, as­
serted that he had gone through, corrected the errors and that it was for
sale." Following their earlier argument Ibrahun an-Nakha'i and others
disapproved of paying for revision, though Ibrahim in particular altered
his stance afterwards."

'Amr b. Murra (d. 118 A.H.) contends that it was the slaves who first
initiated the business of selling Mushafs." Ibn 'Abbas' slave, for example,
would charge 100 dirhams for copying the Qur'an.?' The trade in Mushafs
appears to have originated during Mu 'awiya's reign, according to Abu
Mijlaz, which places this just ahead of the middle of the first century A.H. 92

The growth of commerce soon brought about shops specialisingin Mushafs;

84 ibid, p. 169.

85 Ibn Abi: DaW11d, pp. 160, 166, 169, 175; see also Ibn Abi: Shaiba,
Musannof, iv:292.

86 Ibn Abi:DaW11d, p. 166.
87 Ibn Abi:Shaiba, Musanncf, iv:293; see also Ibn Abi DaW11d, al-Masiihif, P: 175.

88 Ibn Abi DaW11d, pp. 175-76.
89 ibid, pp. 157, 167, 169.
90 ibid, p. 17I.

91 Al-Bukhari, Khalq AJiil al-'Ibiid, p. 32.
92 Ibn Abi:Dawud, p. 175.
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if they happened to pass by such a shop Ibn 'Umar (d. 73 A.H.) and Salim
b. 'Abdullah (d. 106 A.H.) would pronounce it "a dreadful trade",93 while Abu
al-'Niya (d. 90 A.H.) wished punishment for those who put the Qur'an up
for sale."

A more altruistic trend was the public library. Mujahid (20-103 A.H.)

reports that Ibn Abi Laila (d. 83 A.H.) founded a library containing only
the Holy Qur'an, where people would gather for recitation." 'Abdul-Hakam
b. 'Amr al-jumahi established a different sort of library by the middle of
the first century A.H., housing Kurriisiit (ul.l)'": booklets) on assorted subjects
in addition to various games, and here people freely used the facilities for
reading and amusement." Sources mention another library belonging to
Khalid b. Yazld b. Mu'awiya.'" there may have been others whose details
are now lost to US. 98

8. Conclusion

The efficacy of 'Uthman's endeavours is clear in at least two ways. First, no
Muslim province remained but that it absorbed this Mushaf into its blood­
stream; and second, that a span of fourteen centuries has not been able to
corrupt or dent the skeletal text of his Mushaf Truly a manifestation of the
Holy Qur'an's miraculous nature; any other explanation fails. Later caliphs,
perhaps seeking a foothold in the chronicles of posterity, commissioned and
dispatched further official copies, but nothing was ever sent forth which
contradicted 'Uthman's universal standard.

Over time surface alterations began to materialise in the Mushafs cir­
culating within the community, which bore no effect on the pronunciation
of words or the meaning of verses. 'Uthrnan himself may have been familiar
with aspects of this phenomenon; his decision to minimise written vowels,
keep away from verse separators, and avoid the use of dots was most likely
meant as a deterrent to those who would memorise the Qur'an by them­
selves without proper guidance. But with the passing of time (and no long
stretch at that) the inclusion of dots and verse separators become the norm,
so let us examine the full implications of this over the next few chapters.

93 ibid, pp. 159, 165; see also Ibn Ab! Shaiba, Musannof, iv:292.
94 Ibn Abt Dawud, p. 169.
95 Ibn Sa'd, Tabaqiit; iv:75; see also Ibn Abi Dawud, al-Masahif, p. 151.
96 Al-Asfahani, al-Aghiini, iv:253.

97 Contrary to Krenkow's supposition ["Kitabkhana", Encyclopaedia qf Islam, first
edition, iv:1045], this library was probably founded after those of Ibn Abi Laila and
'Abdul-Hakam b. 'Amr al-jumahr, and is therefore not the earliest of its kind.

98 M.M. al-'Azaml, Studies in Early HadithLiterature, pp. 16-17.





CHAPTER EIGHT

THE EVOLUTION OF READING AIDS
WITHIN THE

Here we briefly explore some of the visual aids and aesthetic improvements
that scribes incorporated into Mushafs, before embarking on the more
complex topics of Arabic palaeography and the dotting system in the next
chapter.

1. Sura Separators

While initial copies of 'Uthman's Mushaf lacked sura separators (J.-oI}
JrJI), the beginning of each sura was readily discernible from the phrase:

)1 )I...Ll1r, usually preceded by a small clearance. This we can see
in the example below.

Figure 8.1: A from the first century A.H. in script.
Source: San'ii', plate 4.

The numerous unofficial copies penned concurrently with 'Uthman's
Mushaf provide us with our first glimpse of sura separators, through the
introduction of a simple ornament. Naturally the phrase )I o-r:)I...Ll\ r
is still there. Malik bin Abi 'Amir's Mushaf is one such example. 1

1 For further details, see pp. 100-2.
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Figure 8.2: A Mushof in lfriii::;z scriptfrom thefirst century A.H.

Source: San'd', plate 11.

This was soon followed by the introduction of the sura title, possibly in
a different colour, while still retaining the ornament and )I )I....lli r'

Figure 8.3: A Mushof from the late first orear/)! second century A.H.

An ornamentfi llowedby the title (in gold ink) separates the siaas.
Courtesy: National Archive Museum of Yemen.
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2. Ayah Separators

'Uthman's Mushaf was also devoid of ayah separators, as we can see from
the two figures below; both are attributed to him, meaning that they are
either originals or duplicate copies thereof.

Figure 8.4: The of Tashkent. Source: al-Munaggid, Etudes, p. 51.

Figure 8.5: The of Samarqand. Source: $an'ij', p. 35.

Before long ayah separators trickled in. No fixed style was observed,
each scribe freely devising his own. The three examples I present are all
taken from Mushafs in the Hejazi script (first century A.H.). In the first
sample, the ayah separator consists of two columns of three dots each; in
the second, a row of four dots; in the third, a triangular arrangement.
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Additional refmements were subsequently devised, in the form of special
markers for every fifth and/or tenth ayah.

Figure 8.9: A from the second century A.H. with a
special marker on every tenth ayah (second line from the top).

Courtesy if National Archive Museum if Yemen.

Figure 8.10: This from the third century A.H. hasa markerfor every fifth
ayah (third linefrom the top) in the shape if a golden teardrop) andanotherfor every

tenth ayah (third line from bottom). All other ayahs are separated by a triangular
arrangement. By permission if the British Library) manuscript Or. 1397)j 15b.
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have Y Khalil an-Nami's theory that the "Hijaz was the home of the
birth and evolution of the North Arabic script to the exclusion of all other
localities, including Hirah."? As to why Gruendler completely neglects this
third premise, I will leave to the reader.

Among the missionary Orientalists there are those who believe that
Arab Muslims did not have their own writing system during the Prophet's
lifetime. In the words of Professor Mingana,

Our ignorance of the Arabic language in the earlyperiod of its evolution
is such that we can not even know with certainty whether it had any
[alphabet] of its own in Mecca and Madina. If a kind of writing existed
in these two localities, it must have been something very similar to
Estrangelo [i.e. Syriac] or the Hebrew characters."

Nabia Abbott has further partially championed this hypothesis.

A study of Christian Arabic manuscripts shows the interesting fact that
some of the earliest of these come the nearest to showing an estrangelo
influence, though indirectly through the Nestorian, in the general app­
earance of the script, which isfIrm and inclined to squareness.Others ...
show the effectof Jacobite serto. Furthermore, a comparison of several
of these Christian manuscripts with largelycontemporary Kufic Kurans
reveals a decided similarity of scripts."

All is not as it seems, however. According to Abbott, "The earliest dated
Christian Arabic manuscript [is from] 876,"5 meaning 264 A.H. 'Awwad
has mentioned an even earlier dated manuscript, written in 253 A.H.l867
C.£.6 The earliest dated Christian Arabic manuscripts therefore stem from
the second half of the third century A.H. There are literally hundreds if not

thousands of Qur'anic manuscripts belonging to this period; comparing
these hundreds with one or two estrangelo (Syriac) examples and claiming
that the latter influenced the former is very poor science indeed, if it can
be called a science at all. On top of this I would add that the Syriac script
c. 250 A.H. (angular and forward-slanted) does not correspond at all with

the general Arabic of that period, which is inclined to curves and unslanted

2 Nabia Abbott, The Rise of the North Arabic Script and its Kur'iinic Development, witha
jUllDescription ofthe Kur'iin Manuscripts in the Oriental Institute, The University of Chicago
Press, Chicago, 1938, p. 6, footnote 36.

3 Mingana, "Transmission of the Kuran", The Moslem VVorld, vol. 7 (1917), p. 412.
4 Nabia Abbott, The Riseof the North Arabic Script, p. 20.
5 ibid, p. 20, footnote 20.
6 K. 'Awwad, Aqdamul-Makhtidd: al-'ArabfyyafiMakiabiit al-'.Alam, Baghdad, 1982, p. 65.
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strokes. One wonders why Abbott shied away from using dated Arabic
documents and Qjir'anic manuscripts from the first century A.H., which
rest on library shelves in relative abundance.

Leaving the Syriac aside, the other culture to be credited with providing
the impetus for Arabic palaeography is the Nabataean. According to Dr.
jum'a, extensive research by authoritative scholars has proved that the
Arabs derived their writing from them; in this he quotes a multitude of
scholars such as Abbott and Wilfinson.? Analysing a set of the earliest
Muslim inscriptions, coins and manuscripts, against those from the pre­
Islamic Arabic and then comparing the entire group with the Nabataean,
Abbott concluded that the Arabic script in use at the dawn of Islam was
a natural development of pre-Islamic Arabic which in turn was a direct
development of the Aramaic Nabataean script of the first centuries of our
era."

o 100 J<>Q

I
45

Figure 9.1: Probable routes if diffusion if the earty north Arabic script, according
toAbbott. Source: Abbott, The Rise of the North Arabic Script, p. 3.

7 Ibrahtm jum'a, Diriisiitunfi Tataunour al-Kitiibiit 1969, p. 17
8 N. Abbott, TheRiseif the North Arabic Script, p. ]6.
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call his people for the worship of the one true God Allah, to establish
prayers and pay alms to the poor.l? Since Allah sends every messenger in
the language of his own people.t" Isma'il must have preached in Arabic.
Genesis credits Isma'll with twelve sons," among them Nebajoth/Nabat;
born and nurtured in these Arabian surroundings they must have adopted
Arabic as their mother tongue. These sons may have preserved their father's
message by using the prevailing Arabic script; certainly they would not
have resorted to whatever script was then current in Palestine (Ibrahim's
homeland), since two generations had already lived in Arabia. When Nabat
subsequently migrated northwards hemusthave taken the Arabic language and
alphabet with him. It was his descendants who established the Nabataean
Kingdom (600 B.C.E - 105 C.E.)22

Commenting on the sounds of certain Arabic characters which are not
represented in Aramaic, Gruendler declares, ''Asthe writers of Nabataean
texts spoke Arabic, and given the close relation between the two languages,
[these writers] could find Nabataean cognates to guide them in the ortho­
graphy of Arabic words with such unusual sounds."23 Or to put it more
directly, that the Nabataean language and script were in fact a form of
Arabic.

If the Nabataeans spoke Arabic, who named their language Nabataean?
Is there any proof that they called their language this? Or does this stem
perhaps from the same tendency that labels Muslims as 'Mohammedans',
Islam as 'Mohammedanism', and the Qur'an as the 'Turkish Bible'? If this
so-called Nabataean script had been properly named as 'Arabic' or 'Naba­
taean Arabic' (just as we sometimes speak of 'Egyptian Arabic' or 'American
English'), then the whole research may have taken a different turn, and
hopefully a more correct one for that. The Arabic language and script,
in their primitive forms, gave birth to the Nabataean and most probably
predated the Syriac.

19 Qur'an 19:54-55.
20 Qur'an 14:40.

21 KingJames Version, Genesis 25:12-18.

22 There are different opinions regarding the origins of the Nabataeans. In jawad
'All's view, the Nabataeans are Arabs who are even closer to Quraish and the Hejazi
tribes than are the tribes of Southern Arabia. Both had common deities and their script
bore a close resemblance to that which was used by the early scribes for recording the
Qur'an. (The Syrians and Nabataeans were different cultures, the latter residing not
in Syria but in present-day Jordan.) According to historians Nebajoth is Nebat or
Nabatian, the eldest son of Isma'il. These are the facts which lead jawad 'Ali:to his
conclusion. [jawad 'All, al-Mufassalfi Tankh al-'Arab Qgbl al-Islam, iii:14.J

23 Gruendler, The Development of the Arabic Script, p. 125. Italics added.



http:qll.>.o.4




124 THE HISTORY OF THE QUR'ANIe TEXT

Figure 9.9: Prophet's letter to al-Mundhir (note the seal of the Prophet at
lower lift). Reproduced with kindpermission of AksiJon newsmagazine of

1Urkey.

Figure 9.10: Prophet Muhammad's letter to Hiraql, the Emperor of
Byzantine. Source: Hamidullah, Six Originaux, p. 149.
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Figure 9.11: Tombstone in southern Egyptdated 31 A.H.

Source: Hamidullah, Six Originaux, p. 69.

2. Aninscription in Kuficscript near Ta'if (eastof Makkah), containing
prayer. This one is dated 40 A.H. 34

'j' 4.Ul

L.J::U.. c!::. d J L-."

b\) .J rj

l.¥J L .J

Figure 9.12: Attractive KUjic inscription dated 40 A.H., with a sketch if the
original. Source: Al-Atlal, vol. i, Plate 49. Reproduced with their kind

permission.

The inscription may be translated, "Mercy and blessingsof Allah
upon 'Abdur-Rahman bin Khalid bin written in the year
forty [A.H.]"

3. Dam of Mu'awiya near Ta'if, with an inscription in unadorned
Kufic." dated 58 A.H. 36

34 AH. Sharafaddin, "Some Islamic inscriptions discovered on the Darb Zubayda",
al-Atidl, vol. i, 1397 (1977), pp. 69-70.

35 Gruendler, The Development qf theArabic Script, pp. 15-16.
36 See Figure 10.5 and the accompanied text.
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4. A dated (80 A.H.) Qjir'anic verse in Kufic script discovered near
Makkah.37

Figure 9.13: A Qyr'iinic verse in lllffic script, dated 80 A.H.

Source: ar-Riishid, Kitabat Islamiyya, p. 160.

5. An inscription near Makkah based on Qur'anic verses" in Kufic
script, dated 84 A.H.39

Figure 9.14: A beautifullllffic inscription dated 84 A.H.

Source: ar-Riishid, Kitabat Islamiyya, p. 26.

37 S. ar-Rashid, Kitiibiit Isldmiyya min Makkai al-Mukarrama, Riyad, 1416 (1995), pp.
160-61.

38 This inscription is not a Qur'anic verse but is derived from two different Qur'anic
verses (2:21 and 4: I). It could be due to a slip in the writer's memory. Quoting Bruce
Metzger, "The memory can play strange tricks when one quotes even the most familiar
passages .... a remarkable instance of this in no less a person thanJeremy Taylor, who
quotes the text 'Except a man be born again he cannot see the kingdom of God' nine
times, yet only twice in the same form, and never once correctly" [The Text of the New
Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, andRestoration, 3rd enlarged edition, Oxford Univ.
Press, 1992, pp. 88-89, footnote no. 3].

39 S. ar-Rashid, Kitiibiit Isldmiyya minMakkat al-Mukarrama, pp. 26-29.
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The last five examples (Figures 9.11-9.14) along with many otherst"
confirm that even in the first century A.H. the Kufic script had achieved
considerable prominence throughout the Muslim lands (Egypt, I:Iejaz,
Syria, Iraq etc.). These inscriptions argue against Gruendler, who alleges
that all Kufic Mushafs belong to the second and third century A.H. 4 1

Well-known by the middle of the first century, this script came to be used
widely throughout the Islamic world, especially in coinage.f and there is
no plausible reason why it had to wait a century or more before being
adopted for Mushafs, In fact the Mushaf of Samarqand, attributed to
Caliph 'Uthman (first half of the first century A.H.), is penned in Kufic
script.

3. Conclusion

Arabia's rocks are adorned with numerous examples of Arabic script be­
ginning from the middle of the 3rd century C.E. Primitive in some respects,
early Arabic nevertheless provided the impetus for the Nabataeans' own
form of Arabic while its historical roots, anchored in the epoch of Ibrahlm
and Isma'Il, predated the Aramaic. Like any other language, Arabic pal­
aeography and orthography were in a constant state of flux. The expansion
of Muslim territories led to the parallel evolution of clifferentArabic scripts,
e.g. I:Iejazi, Kufic and cursive, each with its own characteristics. None of
the scripts dominated the others, and none was confmed to a specific locale.
With multiple examples of Kufic script taken from first century inscriptions,
we have negated the theory that Kufic Mushafs can only be dated to the
second or third century A.H.

40 There are many other dated examples of Kufic inscriptions which I did not re­
produce due to space considerations. Some of the more notable ones are: (I) Hafnat
al-Ubayyid inscription near Karbala, Iraq, dated 64 A.H. [al-Munaggid, Etudes De
Pal.eographie Arabe, pp. 104-5]; (2) Inscriptional band of the Dome of the Rock inlaid
in mosaic,]erusalem, dated 72 A.H. [Gruendler, TheDevelopment if the Arabic Script, pp.
17-18, 155-56]; (3) Road milestone built during the reign of caliph 'Abdul Malik
(65-86 A.H.) [al-Munaggid, Etudes, p. 108].

41 Gruendler, The Development if the Arabic Script, pp. 134-35.
42 Caliph 'Abdul Malik unified the coinage throughout the Islamic world in the year

77 A.H.l697 C.E. [Stephen Album, A Checklist if Islamic Coins, 2nd edition, 1998, p. 5].
These purely epigraphic coins in gold, silver and copper bore mottos from the Qur'an,
the year in which they were struck, and in the case of silver and copper coins the name
of the mint all in Kufic script. This practice continued even after the fallof the Ummayad
caliphate in 132 A.H. ["Islamic Coins - The Turath Collection Part I", Spink, London,
25 May 1999, Sale No. 133].



CHAPTER TEN

ARABIC PALAEOGRAPHY AND ORTHOGRAPHY
IN THE QUR'AN

The lapse of years and wizening of new nations can cause dramatic changes
in spelling conventions, retaining certain peculiarities from the past while
others evolve or become obsolete. Back in 1965 while I was working to­
wards my Ph.D at Cambridge, I came across a young British student who
was studying Arabic to be an Orientalist by profession. He complained about
the absurdity of Arabic orthography and how difficult it was to master,
insisting that the Arabs ought to switch to Latin script- as was the case
in modern day Turkey - which made more 'sense'. I countered him with
the absurdity of the a sound in ftthf:f,ftt,ftte, shape; and u in put, but, not to
mention right and write, and the past and present tenses of read. A plethora
of examples were burning holes in my pockets from my sheer frustrations
while learning English as a third language. He argued that these irregularities
were owing to individual words and their historical development, but he
seemed to overlook that if English had the unquestionable right to these
peculiarities then it was only fair that the same should be afforded to Arabic.

Below I have provided the verbatim title of a randomly chosen (and typi­
cally verbose) English treatise from the 17th century C.E., to illustrate the
orthographic changes that have taken place in under four centuries.

The Boy of Bilson: or, A True Discovery of the late notorious Impos­
tures of certaine Romish Priests in their pretended Exorcisme, or expulsion
of the Divellout of a young boy, named William Perry, sonne of Thomas
Perry of Bilson,in the country of Stafford,Yeoman. Upon which occasion,
hereunto is permitted A brU:ft Theological Discourse, by way of Caution,
for the more easie discerning of such Romish spirits; and iudging of
their false pretences, both in this and the like Practices. I

The spelling may seem laughable by our current criteria, but it is in
complete accordance with the established standards of 17th century England.

1 Peter Milward, Religious Controversies of theJacobean Age (A Survl!Y ofPrinted Sources),
The Scolar Press, London, 1978, p. 197. This is the actual title of a book published in
1622 C.E. I have italicised the words that have different spellings than our current
standard. Notice that judging' is written with an 'i' instead of j'.
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in the Prophet's letters." A document from the third century A.H. draws a
couple of letters in multiple ways.'? There is no shortage of evidence
regarding the variance in writing styles during the early days of Islam.

2. Studies on the Orthography if 'Uthmdn's

Numerous books allude to the spelling peculiarities found in 'Uthman's
Mushaf, with some of the more detailed ones analysing all instances of
spelling anomalies. Among the chapters in al-Muqni', for example, one
bears the heading, "Examination of Mushaf spellings where [vowels are]
dropped or listed. [Subheading:] Examination of words where alif(l) is
dropped for abbreviation." Ad-Dani quoting Nafi' bin Abi:Nu'aim (c. 70­
167 A.H.), the original author, then produces a list of the verses where alif
is pronounced but not written:

Sura: verse
The spelling usedin Actualpronunciation
'Uthmiin's Mushof

2:9

2:51 is:"j-' uJ.») ;lJ is"j-' UJ.»I) ;lJ

20:80 )) r5u J.»\) )

These three instances I chose arbitrarily, otherwise the examples in his
book occupy the length of twenty pages. Additionally, alifin 'Uthman's
Mushaf is universally removed from c,y-ll and ..:..> (a total of 190 oc­
currences), except in verse 41: 12 where it is spelled ..:..>Iy-l\. II Randomly
perusing the present-day Mushaf printed by the King Fahd Complex in
Madinah, I have verified this one instance of anomalous spelling, and so far
have found nothing in my cursory searches to contradict Nafi's tabulated
results." The two remaining vowels along with the hamra (,) also display
a dynamic tendency for change, one which is not limited to 'Uthman's

Of the Companions who penned their own private copies many
incorporated additional peculiarities based, perhaps, on regional differences
in spelling. Here are two examples:

9 M. Hamidullah, Six Originaux DesLettres Du Prophete De L'Islam, pp. 127-133.
IO See the discussion on Gharih al-Hadith manuscript in this work, pp. 146-7.
II Ad-Dant, al-Muqni', pp. 20, 27.
12 The copy I used, which is well known throughout the world, is without doubt

one of the most accurate printings of the Mushaf for this the Center deserves our
due congratulations and gratitude.
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A.H.) maintained that all scholars from Malik's time to his unanimously
shared this same conviction."

.:r Cli i.S;i )\}\ ClT.."Al1 J Cl j )/-1 1!.llL.

y1!.llJ.s' ..; CJ J..>.,. )

.'1:Jt;

J )I}I ,JiliH J cs-)..wl 'r-")\ J )I}I Yoi Jt;
J .\"lII!.llJ.s') ... '1 )i» ... J ) «IYo)I» ...

L.) «..:.... ::r-l-ih> ...

Imam Malik was approached about certain vowels in the Mushaf which
are silent; he dismissed the idea of eliminating them. Abu 'Amr (ad-Darn)
comments, "This refers to the extraneous and silent wawand alif, such as
waw in ... IYo )\ , alif in ... '1 )i, and also the ya' in '" ..:.... J.l-ii." This
indicates that Imam Malik was against any institutionalised updating; while
scribes may have chosen to incorporate different conventions in their own
copies, in his mind such conventions were never to receive precedence or
sanction over 'Uthman's orthography.

3. The Nuqat (Dotting) Scheme in Early

From orthography we now switch our focus to palaeography'"Just as in the
previous chapter we placed Arabic palaeography in a historical perspective,
so now we place it in the context of the Qur'an and examine itsdevelopment.
Much of this discussion will revolve around nuqat (J....Aj: dots), which in the
early days of Islam embodied a dual meaning:

1. Skeletal dots:
These are dots placed either over or under a letter to differentiate
it from others sharing the same skeleton, such as b(d, kh (c) and

21 Ad-Datil, al-Muqni', p. 19.Some scholars have suggested that the Mushaf be written
in accordance with their period's prevailing conventions. One such scholar is 'Izz bin
'Abdus-Salam [az-Zarakhshi, Burhiin, i:379]. Others writing on this topic include: Ibn
Khaldun, who favours change [Shalabl, Rasmal-Musho], p. 119]; Hifni Naslf, who is
against any change [ibid, p. 118]; The Azhar'sjatwii board, which decided to stick to
the early orthographic system [ibid, p. 118]; The Saudi committee of major 'ulema, who
also decided in 1979 to maintain the old system; and A similar consensus was reached
by the World Muslim League [al-Finaisan (ed.), al-Badi', Introduction, p. 41].

22 Ad-Dani, al-Muqni', p. 36.
23 As a reminder: orthography refers to spelling conventions, while paleography (in

this context) deals with a language's script, with the shape of its letters and the placement
of dots etc.
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j kJ. Known as nuqaial-ijam this system was familiar to
Arabs prior to Islam or, at the latest, in Islam's youth preceding
'Uthman's Mushaf as we will soon demonstrate.

2. Diacritical marks:
Known in Arabic as tashkil i.e. [amma.fatha, kasra) or nuqat
al-i'rab (ylf)/I.k.4;);24 these can take the form of dots or more con­
ventional markings, and were invented by Abu al-Aswad ad-Du'ali
(c. 10 B.H. - 69 A.H.l611 - 688 C.E.).25

We will cover both of these schemes at length.

i. Early Arabic Writings and the Skeletal Dots

The rasm ai-khat (lit: the drawing of the script)of the Qur'an in the 'Uthmani
Mushaf does not contain dots to differentiate such characters as b (y), t
(-.:,;), and so on, and neither does it possess diacritical marks such esfatha,
damma, and kasra. There is a good deal of evidence to show that the concept
of skeletal dots was not new to the Arabs, being familiar to them even prior
to Islam. These dots were nevertheless absent from the earliest Mushafs.
Whatever the philosophy behind this may have been,26 I will introduce some
examples to prove that early Arabic palaeography did indeed have dots
to accompany the skeleton of the characters.

1. The Raqush tombstone, the oldest dated pre-Islamic Arabic inscrip­
tion, c. 267 C.E., contains dots on the letters dhal, ra' and shin."

2. An inscription, most probably pre-Islamic, at Sakaka (northern
Arabia), written in a curious script:

Figure 10.2: A curious inscription found in Sakaka. Source: Winnet and
Reed, Ancient Records from North Arabia, Figure 8.

Reprinted with the publisher's kindpermission.

21 These are meant to represent short vowel sounds. Yet another name is al-haraka
(;;S.}-I), and in Urdu they are known as zair, zabar, paish ... etc.

25 Ad-Dani, al-Muhkam, p. 6. A renowned author, ad-Du'ali wrote his treatise on
grammar (and invented tashkzl) probably around 20 A.H./640 C.B.

26 See p. 95 for a discussion on the motive. Whether it caused divergences in the
readings of the Qur'an is subject of Chapter 11.

27 For more detail, see p. 119.
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the same skeletal shape: n (0), kh (d, dhH, sh C;), z (j),ya (,-?), b (y), th
(.;., ),j(J) and t (.;,.,). A total of ten characters. Concentrating on only the
first three inscriptions, which predate 'Uthman's Mushaf, we find that dots
were standardised into the same pattern that is in usage today.

Muhammad bin 'Ubaid bin Aus al-Gassani, Mu'awiya's secretary, states
that Mu'awiya asked him to carry out some tarqisli (J-Jj) on a particular
document. Inquiring what was meant by tarqish, he was told, "To give
every character its due dots." Mu'awiya added that he had done the same
thing once for a document he had written on behalf of the Prophet." Al­
Cassani is not well known in traditionist circles, and this weakens his nar­
rative." but we cannot discount this incident in light of the irrefutable facts
proving the early use of dots (however sparingly).

ii. The Invention of the Diacritical Markings

As mentioned earlier the diacritical marks, known in Arabic as tashkil
were invented by Abu al-Aswad ad-Du'ali (d. 69 A.H./688 C.E.). Ibn AbI
Mulaika reports that during 'Umar's reign, a Bedouin arrived asking for
an instructor to help him learn the Qur'an. Someone volunteered, but
began making such a string of mistakes while acting as tutor that 'Umar
had to stop him, correct him, then order that only those with adequate
knowledge of Arabic should teach the Qur'an. With such an incident no
doubt haunting his mind, he eventually requested Abu al-Aswad ad­
Du'all to compose a treatise on Arabic grammar.36

Ad-Du'ali took his assignment to heart, composing the treatise and
inventing four diacritical marks that could be posted on the concluding
letter of each word. These took the form of coloured dots (to differentiate
them from skeletal dots, which were black); initially they consisted of a
single colour (red in the example below), with each dot's position signifYing
its specific mark. A single dot placed after, on, or below the letter constituted
a damma.fathaor kasra, respectively. Similarly two dots placed after, on, or

34 Al-Khatib al-Baghdadt, al-Jami', i:269.

35 Refer to the chapter on Muslim methodology for greater details.
36 Ad-Danl, al-Muhkam, pp. 4-5, footnote 2, quoting Ibn al-Anbari, al-Iddh, pp. l5a­

l6a. An-Nadirn gives a detailed description of the manuscript of ad-Du'all's treatise
on grammar. He discovered it in Ibn Abl Ba'ra's library, consisting of four folios and
copied by the famous Grammarian Yahya bin Ya'mar (d. 90 A.H.l708 C.E.). It contained
the signature of another Grammarian, 'Allan an-Nahawi, and beneath it the signature
of an-Nadr bin Shumail. [an-Nadnn, al-Fihrist, p. 46.J These signatures established the
legitimacy of Abo. al-Aswad ad-Du'all's original authorship of the treatise.
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below the letter indicated damma tanween (double tanween or
kasra tanween, respectively'? (this synopsis does little justice to his actual
conventions, which were quite elaborate). During Mu'awiya's reign (d. 60
A.H.l679 C.E.) he accepted a commission to apply this dotting system to
a copy of the Mushaf, a task probably completed c. 50 A.H.l670 C.E.

Figure 10.6: Example if a written in the Klific script, bearing ad-Du'ali's
dotting scheme. Courtesy if the National Archive Museum if Yemen.

This scheme was transmitted from ad-Du'ali to later generations through
the efforts of Yahya bin Ya'mar (d. 90 A.H.l708 C.E.), Nasr bin al­
Laithi (d. 100 A.H.l7l8 C.E.), and Maimun al-Aqran, arriving at Khalil bin
Ahmad al-Fraheedi (d. 170 A.H./786 C.E.) who finally altered this pattern
by replacing the coloured dots with shapes that resembled certain char­
acters.t" Centuries lapsed, however, before al-Fraheedf's scheme finally
superseded the earlier system.

Every centre appears to have practised a slightly different convention
at first. Ibn Ushta reports that the Mushaf of Isma'il al-Qust, the Imam
of Makkah (100-170 A.H.l7l8-786 C.E.), bore a dotting system dissimilar
to the one used by the Iraqis.t? while ad-Darn notes that the scholars of

37 Ad-DanI, al-Muhkam, pp. 6-7.

38 ibid,p. 7.

39 ibid, p. 9.
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San'a' followed yet another framework.'? Likewise, the pattern used by
the Madinites differed from the Basarites; by the close of the first century
however, the Basarite conventions became ubiquitous to the extent that
even the Madlnite scholars adopted them." Later developments witnessed
the introduction of multi-coloured dots, each diacritical mark being assigned
a different colour.

Figure 10.7: Example if a in the KUfic script. The diacritical dots are
multi-coloured (red, green, yellow, anda paleshade if blue). Note also the ayah
separators and the tenth ayah marker, as discussed in Chapter 8. Courtesy if the

National Archive Museum if Yemen

iii. Parallel Usage of Two Different Diacritical Marking Schemes

Khalil bin Ahmad al-Fraheedi's diacritical scheme won rapid introduction
into non-Qur'anic texts, so for the sake of differentiation the script and dia­
critical marks reserved for masterly copies of the Qur'an were deliberately
kept different from those that were common to other books, though slowly
some calligraphers began to use the new diacritical system in the Qur'an,
however.'? I am fortunate to have a few colour pictures of the Qjir'anic

+0 ibid, p. 235.
41 ibid, p. 7.

42 Some of those calligraphers are: Ibn Muqla (d. 327 A.H.), Ibn al-Bawwab (d.
circa 413 A.H.) ... etc. In fact Ibn al-Bawwab even shied away from 'Uthman's orth­
ography. The current trend is to fall back to the early orthography, e.g. the Mushaf
printed by the King Fahd complex in Madinah [See p. 131].
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fragments from the San'a' Collection, through which the development of
such schemes can be demonstrated.

Figures 10.6 and 10.7 (above) probably date from the second century
A.H., while the next is an example of the Qur'anic script from the third
century A.H.43

Figure 10.8: Example qf Qyr'iinic scriptfrom the third century A.H. Note again
the multi-coloured dots. Courtesy qf the National Archive Museum qf Yemen

The next figure is an example of non-Qur'anic script from the same
period; the difference is readily visible in the script and in the schemes
employed for skeletal dots and diacritical marks. For further examples,
see Figures 10.11 and 10.12.

Figure 10.9: Example qf a non-Qyr'iinic script, end qf the second century A.H.

Note the diacritical marks, in line with al-Frdheedi's scheme. Source: A. Shakir
(ed.), ar-Risalah of ash-Shafi'I, Cairo, 1940, Plate 6.

43 Based on the description in the catalogue: Mt¥iilJif San'ii', Dar al-Athar al-Islamiyyah
(Kuwait National Museum), 19 March - 19 May 1985, Plate no. 53. In this regard I
have some reservations; for example, I believe that Figure 10.6 belongs to the late first
century.
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Syriac becomes a difficult proposition; moreover we have clear pre-Islamic
evidence of the usage of skeletal dots, hailing from the early 7th century
and perhaps from as long ago as the 3rd century C.E.51

Now let us proceed to diacritical markings in Syriac, of which two sets
exist. According to Yusuf Dawud Iqlaimis, the Bishop of Damascus,

It is confirmed without doubt that in the life of Jacob of Raha, who
died in the beginning of the 8th century C.E. there did not appear any
diacritical marking method in Syriac, neither the Greek vowels, nor
the dotting system.52

According to Davidson though,53 Jacob of Raha (d. 708 C.E.) invented
the first set of markings in the 7th century, while Theophilus invented the
second set (Greek vowels) in the 8th. Keeping in mind that the end of the
seventh century c.s, corresponds to 81 A.H., and the end of the eighth to
184 A.H., the question becomes: who borrowed from whom? In light of
what Davidson mentions the verdict could fall either way, so let us seek an
answer by examining the scripts. The figure below illustrates some Syriac
vowels.t"

.,Q a read all

.,Q or.,Q e " ay
\ .

1 n ee

t

o!:l o " 0"

U " 00

Figure 10.10: Examples if Synac vowels.

The signs used by Jacob of Raha bear some resemblance to the Qur'anic
diacritical system. Now recall that the inventor of the Arabic system, Abu
al-Aswad ad-Du'ali, died in 69 A.H. (688 C.E.), and that he dotted the entire
Mushaf during Mu'awiya's reign c. 50 A.H.l670 C.E. Suddenly the issue
of who borrowed from whom becomes crystal clear. For six hundred years
the Syriacs wrote their Bibles without any diacritical markings, though they
boasted a university in Nisibis and several colleges and monasteries, all in
operation since 450 C.E. Yet their diacritical marks were not conceived until

51 Referback to the Raqush inscription, Chapter 9.
52 Yusuf Dawud Iqlaimis Bishop of Damascus, al-Lam'a ash-Shahiyya fi Nahu. al­

Lugha as-Siryan'!Y.Ya, 2nd edition, Mosul, 1896, p. 169.
53 B. Davidson, Reading Lessons, London, 1851.
54 B. Davidson, Reading Lessons, London, 1851.



ARABIC PALAEOGRAPHY AND ORTHOGRAPHY IN THE QUR'AN 145

the late 7th/early 8th century, while ad-Du'all's dotted Mushaf was fmished
in the third quarter of the 7th century C.E. Logic clearly dictates that Jacob
copied the system from the Muslims. This is if we accept Davidson's claim;
if we accept the verdict of the Bishop of Damascus however, then there is
no need for even this argument.

As regards Rev. Mingana's allegation that the Arabs failed to elaborate
this system till the latter half of the 8th century, consider the following:

1. There is a report that Ibn Sirin (d. 110 A.H./728 C.E.) possessed a
Mushaf originally dotted by Yahya bin Ya'mar (d. 90 A.H./708 C.E.J.55

2. Khalid al-Hadhdha' used to follow the recitations of Ibn Sirm from
a dotted

Both incidents are much earlier than the proposed borrowing scheme.
Syriac grammar gained its identity through the efforts of Hunain bin

Ishaq (194-260 A.H./8l 0-873 C.E.);57 contrary to Mingana's beliefs,Hunain's
treatise on Syriac had no influence on Arabic grammar whatsoever because
Slbawaih (d. 180 A.H./796 C.E.),58 the greatest Arabic grammarian, died
before Hunain was even born. .E:Iunain himself was in fact a product of
the Islamic civilisation. He learned Arabic in Basra, from a pupil of one
of the students of the famous Muslim lexicographer Khalil bin Ahmad
al-Fraheedi (100-170 A.H./7l8-786 C.E.).59

5. Orthographic andPalaeographic 'Irregularities) in Early Non-OJJr'anic Script

Earlier we discussed how two different diacritical schemes were employed
in parallel, one for the Qur'an and another for all other works. We also
noted the difference in the Qur'anic and non-Qur'anic scripts, and the
scholars' legal opinion against modernising the spelling conventions found
in 'Uthman's Mushaf But what about the other books, how did they evolve
in response to changes in the palaeography and orthography of the Arabic
script?

55 Ad-DanI, al-Naqt, p. 129.
56 Ad-Dani, al-Muhkam, p. 13.

57 Hunain b. Ishaq (194-260 A.H.l810-873 C.E.): Born at Hira in a Christian (Syriac­
speaking) family. "On account of his attitude to iconoclasm he was suspected of blas­
phemy and excommunicated by Bishop Theodosius ..." [J. Ruska, "Hunain b. Ishak",
Encyclopaedia if Islam, First edition, EJ. Brill, Leiden, 1927, p. 336].

58 Sibawaih (c. 135-180 A.H.l752-796 C.E.): One of the greatest authorities on Arabic
grammar, and the author of that famous tome, al-Kitiib. [See Kahhala, ivfuJam al­
Muu/alifin, ii:584.]

59 Kahhala, MuJam al-Muu/allifin; i:662.
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dots (red arrow: lines I, 2 and 4);with a single dot underneath (green arrow:
lines 3 and 4); with two dots above the character (blue arrow: last line). The
isolated ya' ((,> ):62 void of dots blue arrow: line 3); as before but in a
different form (violet arrow: last line); with two dots underneath (yellow
arrow: line 8).

Figure 10.12: Another example if a non-Qyr'iinic script, dated 252 A.H.

Source: Leiden University Library, manuscript no. Or. 298,] 239b.
Reproduced with their kindpermission.

The interesting point is that all these 'irregularities' take place within a
single page. Surely a single copyist was involved, but his decision to script
these letters in multiple styles suggests that all were equally valid, and re­
inforces what we discussed earlier regarding the numerous permissible
forms given to the three vowels, (,>, ), \. 'Irregularity' itself exists only in
our judgment since, if both styles were permissible at the time, we cannot
in good conscience label the scribe as inconsistent. Whatever reason we
conjure up for the liberal palaeography of that era is actually unimportant.
Islamic methodology dictates that every student must learn directly from
a teacher and is never entitled to study any text on his own; so long as this
oral tradition remained, and the teacher was able to decipher the irregu­
larities in his own handwriting, there was no risk of corruption.

Hundreds of excellent references are devoted to the spelling and dotting
schemes used in Mushafs, and for further reading I suggest: (I) Kitiib an-

62 In scripting isolatedya', the scribe used two different skeletons. See for example
the third line (blue arrow) and the last line (violet arrow).
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NaqtbyAbU'Arm ad-Darn (371-444 A.H.). Published by al-Azhar University,
Cairo; and (2) Al-Muhkxmi.fiNaqtal-MOJiibijby ad-DanI, edited by Dr. 'Izzat
Hasan, Damascus, 1379 (1960).

Interested readers should also consult the introduction to ol-Badi'fiRasm
MOJiibif 'Uthmiin (pages 43-54), edited by al-Funaisan, where he cites eighty
works on this topic. The main purpose of these works is to educate the
reader on the 'Uthmani conventions, and not to suggest that these were in
any way flawed or underdeveloped. We have already observed the discrep­
ancies between 17th century written English and that of modern times,
and if we view these changes as an evolutionary process (instead of pro­
claiming one or the other as flawed) then that is surely the attitude we
must extend to Arabic.

6. Conclusion

Skeletal dots (known to Arabs prior to Islam) and diacritical marks (a
Muslim invention) were both absent from 'Uthman's endeavours to inde­
pendently compile the Qur'an. By its consonant-heavy and dotless nature,
it was uniquely shielded from the guiles of anyone attempting to bypass
oral scholarship and learn the Qur'an on his own; such a person would
be readily detected if he ever dared to recite in public. In his reluctance
to incorporate extraneous material into the Mushaf 'Uthman was not
alone: Ibn Mas'ud was of a similar mind. At a later date Ibrahim an­
Nakha'I (d. 96 A.H.), once noticing a Mushaf with added headings such
as "The Beginning of [such-and-suchJ Sura," found it distasteful and
ordered that they be erased." YaJ:tya bin AbI Kathir (d. 132 A.H.) notes,

Dots were the first thing incorporated by Muslims into the Mushaf, an
act which they said brought light to the text [i.e. clarified it].
Subsequently they added dots at the end of each verse to separate it
from the next, and after that, information showing the beginning and
end of each sma.54

Recently I came across a harsh comment on Qur'anic orthography, which
insisted that we should follow the modern Arabic layout and discard the
conventions of those who scripted the 'Uthmani Mushaf as the folly of
illiterates. I wholly disagree. It is sheer folly, on the part of this person and
such giants as Ibn Khaldun, to forget the inevitable evolution of language

63 Ad-Dani, al-Muhkam, p. 16.

64 See Ibn Kathtr; Far/ii'il, vii:467.
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to negate the idea that dotless Arabic palaeography could have resulted
in any kind of corruption, distortion, or tampering within the Qur'an.

I. The Qjrii'at is Sunna

Knowledge of correct qiriiai (the science of proper recitation) comes from
the Prophet himself, a sunna which dictates the manner of reciting each
verse. Aspects of this are intrinsically linked with the Qur'anic revelations:
the text was revealed verbally, and by promulgating it verbally the Prophet
simultaneously provided both text and pronunciation to his community.
Neither can be divorced from the other.

'Urnar and Hisham bin Hakim once differed in reading a verse from
Siira al-Furqdn; having learned this passage directly from the Prophet, 'Umar
asked Hisham who had taught him. He replied, "The Prophet."3 A similar
incident occurred with Ubayy bin Ka'b." None of these Companions were
innovating so much as a syllable: all minutiae of recitation had been in­
herited from the Prophet.

We also find a grammarian" who declared that reciting certain words in
this or that fashion was grammatically preferable in his opinion, through
alteration of diacritical marks which bore no weight on the meanings. Yet
scholars held steadfast to the manner of recitation that arrived through
authoritative channels, refusing his innovation and insisting that qirii'at is
a sunna which no one has the authority to change.

We must note that people were not casually purchasing Mushafs from
the local bazaar, having fmished their morning shopping at the greengrocers
or fishmongers, and taking them home to memorise suras by themselves. 6

Verbal schooling from an authorised instructor was required, generally at

3 Al-Bukhari, $a#/;, Fada'il al-Qur'an:5.
4 Muslim, Musafirm, hadith no. 273.
5 Ibn Shanbudh (d. 328 A.H.). See this work p. 205.

6 As mentioned in pp. 105-7, the trade in Mushafs rose to prominence by the middle
of the first century A.H. The manner of Islamic education was to instruct pupils in the
skills of literacy, followed immediately (or concurrently) with a reading of the Holy
Qur'an from cover to cover, under appropriate guidance. The Qur'an was thus the
first book they learned, and by its completion they were in a strong position to master
the Arabic language. Naturally they had a need for their own copies of the Mushaf
afterwards, whether to refresh the memory or to use for instructing others, and so the
purchaser of the Mushaf from the local bazaar was already well versed in the art of
qirii'at from his or her early days of schooling, already familiar with the strras that lay
within. Only in recent times has this pattern of using the Qur'an as a teaching aid
somewhat relaxed (sadly).
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the rate of five verses a day. Such was the pace as late as the first quarter
of the 2nd century Hijra when AbU Bakr b. 'Ayyash (d. 193 A.H.) went to
learn the Qjir'an from Ibn Abi: an-Najud (d. 127 A.H.) in his youth." The
point is that no reading emanated from a vacuum or some innovator's per­
sonal guesswork; where more than one authoritative reading existed, the
source of this multiplicity was traceable to the Prophet. During the life of
the Companions a book appeared on the subject of multiple readings,
envisaged on a small scale." With time larger works evolved, comparing
the recitation of famous scholars from different centres and culminating
in the work of Ibn Mujahid.

2. TheNeedfor Multiple Readings: SimplifYing
Recitation for Unaccustomed Masses

The unity of dialect which the Prophet had been accustomed to in Makkah
vanished with his arrival in Madinah. Islam's spread over the Arabian ex­
panses meant the incorporation of new tribes with new dialects, and for
some of them the purity of the Quraishi vernacular proved difficult. In his

Muslim quotes the following hadith.

Ubayy bin Ka'b reported that the Prophet was near the locale of Banu
Ghifar whenJibIil came to him and said, '1\llah has commanded you
to recite the Qur'an to your people in one dialect." To this he said, "I
ask Allah's pardon and forgiveness. My people are not capable of this."
He then appeared for the second time and said, "Allah has commanded
that you should recite the Qur'an to your people in two dialects." The
Prophet replied, "I seek pardon and forgiveness from Allah, my people
would not be able to do so."Jibril came for the third time and said, '1\llah
has commanded you to recite the Qur'an to your people in three dialects,"
and again he responded, "I ask pardon and forgiveness from Allah. My
people would not be able to do this." He then came to him for the fourth
time and stated, '1\llah has permitted you to recite the Qur'an to your
people in seven dialects, and in whichever dialect they recite, they will
be correct.i'"

7 Ibn Mujahid, Kitiib as-Sab'a, p. 71.
8 See Arthur Jeffery (ed.), Muqaddimatiinfi 'uliim al-Qyr'iin (Two Muqaddimas to the

Qur'iinic Sciences), Cairo, 1954, p. 276. It is worth noting that prior to Ibn Mujahid
some forty four works had already been authored on the subject [Dr. 'Abdul Ham al­

Fadli, Qjrii'at Ibn Kath'ir ioaAthamhiifi ad-Diriisiit an-NaJ;.awi)ya (Ph.D. Thesis), University
of Cairo, 1975, pp. 60-65, as quoted by Ghanim Qaddari, Rasm p. 659].

9 Muslim, $a&'i&, Kitab as-Salat, hadith. no. 1789, as translated into English by A.
Siddiqi (with some modifications).
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Ubayy (bin Ka'b) also reported,

J y j JL<J ..I}I jG,.>-1 ..<.:.Y i)l..J1 ...,Js:. -Y-P"=" .illl JYj '\1-1<y

·i')\.;JIJ \,s""WI r+-' L! Jt c"i!
r-! :Ju

The Prophet encounteredJibril at the mira' stones [on the outskirtsof
Madinah, near Quba'] and told him, "I have been sent to a nation of
illiterates, among them is the prowling sheikh, the old woman and the
young."Jibril replied, "So command them to recite the Qur'an in seven
ahru]' (dialects)."

Over twenty Companions have narrated 1;aditlzs confirming that the Qur'an
was revealed in seven dialects ( r-i ).11 To this we can add that forty
scholarly opinions exist as to the meaning of (literally: letters). Some
of these opinions are very far fetched, but most agree that the main objective
was to facilitate the Qur'an's recitation for those who were unaccustomed
to the Quraishi dialect. Such a concession was granted through the grace
of Allah,

Earlier we saw how these variant dialects resulted in disputes a few de­
cades later, prompting 'Uthman to prepare a Mushaf in the Quraishi dialect.
The end tally for all multiple readings found in the skeletons of five official
Mushafs did not exceed forty characters, and all dispatched reciters were
obligated to follow this skeletal text and to reveal which authority they had
learned their recitations from. Zaid b. Thabit, so central to the collection
of the Qur'an, stated that, «a...,:;..':"" ••1.)51 »12 ("The qirii'a: is a sunna that is
strictly adhered to"). These are details which we covered in previous chapters.

The term 'variants' is one that I dislike using in such cases because a
variant results, by defmition, from uncertainty. If the original author pens
a sentence one way, and the sentence is then corrupted due to scribal
errors, then we have introduced a principle of uncertainty; a subsequent
editor who is unable to distinguish the correct wording from the incorrect
will place what he believes to be the correct version in the text, whilst
citing the others in margins. Such is the variant reading. But the Qur'an's
case differs distinctly because the Prophet Muhammad, Allah's sole vice­
gerent for the walg's reception and transmission, himself taught certain
verses in multiple ways. There is no principle of doubt here, no fog or
confusion, and the word 'variant' fails to convey this. Multiple is a far more
accurate description, and so in that spirit I will refer to them here as multiple

10 Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, v:132, hadith no. 212+2.
11 See as-Suyuti, al-Itqdn, i: 131-141.
12 As-Suyutt, al-Itqdn, i:21 1.
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1. Variations due to lack of skeletal dots. Three examples will suffice:
a. 0 r-=5 L.--' can be read: 0 r-=5 L.--' .16

b. IH .JJ\ J rr'=' can be read: Ip .J.l\ J rr'='
c. C J--.I- (,$.iJ\ r --' can be read: Ir-' J.-.I- (,$.iJ1 r --' .18

2. Variations due to lack of diacritical markings.
For those unfamiliar with the history of quii'at, such examples may seem

valid. But all theories must be tested before they can be deemed viable
however, and Islamic studies are unfortunately littered with ones that have
been drafted and pressed into service without the benefit of testing. So let
us evaluate their premises.

Jeffery and Go1dziher completely ignored the tradition of oral scholar­
ship, the mandate that only through qualified instructors could knowledge
be gained. A great many Qjir'anic phrases contextually allow the inclusion
of more than one set of dots and diacritical marks, but in the lion's share
of cases, scholars recite them injust one way. Where variations arise (and
this is rare) the skeleton of both readings remains faithful to the 'Uthmani
Mushaf and each group can justily its reading based on a chain of authority
extending back to the Prophet. 19 With this we can easily dismiss the notion
of each reciter whimsically supplying his own dots and marks. Had there
been even a semblance of fact in their theories, consider then the number
of reciters and the thousands of skeletons that can be read in four or five
ways; would not the list of variants run into hundreds of thousands or per­
haps millions? In the Mushaf's entirety Ibn Mujahid (d. 324 A.H.) counted
roughly one thousand multiple readings only.20 To compare theory with
reality is to demonstrate the fallacy of their hypotheses.

A few concrete examples will help to cement my point.
(aJ First example (in the first column, the word in question is marked

in different colour; the middle column is the sura.verse reference):

16 Qur'an 7:48. This is a false example, see Ibn Mujahid, Kitiib as-Sab'a, pp. 281-2.
17 Qur'an 4:94.

18 Qur'an 7:57.

19 The Muslim community at large did not trouble itself with isniids when memor­
ising the Qur'an, because this was impractical and unnecessary for the layman given
the Qur'an's ubiquitous presence in every horne and on every tongue. Professional
reciters and scholars did follow isniids however, as they were guardians entrusted with
making sure that the text reaching the public was accurate and free of corruptions.
Even I, writing in the 15th century A.H.l21 st century C.E. can provide an isniid for the
recitation of the Qur'an.

20 Scholars examining 'Uthrnan's official copies noted differences in forty characters;
these were based on divergences in the skeleton itself. Ibn Mujahid's one thousand
multiple readings are due to the varying placement of dots and marks on certain words,
in addition to the skeletal differences.
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I"": • t
Unanimously read ,:;..,. 25:3:fiO -....;.) -

j:.';;,; J.u.:.; 34:42 Unanimously read I:;'"J .., ... ..

<' s, Some read (,:.. others G:..1<.. ,;)1' 1 • I 48:11.: J \)}

Again, lexicographically both forms are valid in each case."
I could spillmuch ink in citing more examples, but the above are sufficient

to prove my point. There are literallythousands of instanceswhere two forms
of a word are both contextually valid but only one is collectively used; so
many instances in fact, that they cease to be coincidence and overwhehn
Jeffery and Goldziher's theories.

Let us ask: in incorporating dots into a dotless text, when does a textual
error cause corruption and become harmful? When we do not have the
means for distinguishing what is correct from what is not, then this is cause
for alarm. Suppose that we have two manuscripts, each bearing one of the
following: y f' oi}1 p "He kissed the woman, then ran away", and
y f' (1)1 j.;:J "He killed the woman, then ran away". Now in the absence
of a context with which to extract a clue, deciding which is right becomes
impossible; clearly we have a textual problem confronting us. Assume next
that we have ten manuscripts with different transmission chains, nine of
them containing: y f' 01)\ P "He kissed the woman, then ran away",
while the tenth bears Y.T' oi)1 j.."J, that is, "Woman's elephant then he
ran away." Besides being absurd, this sentence is contrary to the other nine
manuscripts that unanimously agree on a sensiblemeaning, so that discarding
the 'elephant' reading becomes the only sensibleanswer.The same holds true
for Qur'anic manuscripts. If we select one hundred Mushafs, originating
from numerous locales and each bearing a different hand-writing and a
different date, and if all but one in this entire collection completely agree
- moreover, if the aberrant one makes no sense - then any rational person
will attribute the aberrancy to a scribal error.

Jeffery accuses Muslims of tampering with their Book.

When we come to the Qur'an, we fmd that our early manuscriptsare
invariably without points or vowel signs, and are in Kufic script very
different from the script used in our modern copies. The modernizing
of the script and the orthography, and supplying the text with points

2\ Fora detailed study of thistopic, see 'Abdul-Fattah a1-Qa<;II, "al-Qjra'at fi:Nazar
al-Mustashriqin wa al-Mulhidtn", MaJaliat ai-Arhar, Ramadan 1390/1970 onwards.









162 THE HISTORY OF THE QUR'ANIC TEXT

This merit, andJeffery's "searching criticism of modern scholarship", are
sadly nothing more than slogans flaunted about with little or no meaning.

5. Altering a Wordfor its Synonym During Recitation

Goldziher, Blachere and others uphold that in early Muslim society,changing
a word in the Qur'an for its synonym was perfectly tolerable." Their basis
for this claim is two-pronged:

At-Tabari reports through 'Umar that the Prophet said, "0 'Umar,
all of the Qur'an is correct [i.e. it will remain valid if you accidentally
skip some verses], unless you mistakenly slip from a verse espousing
Allah's mercy for one that informs of His Wrath, and vice versa.t""

This hadith. has proven itself a fertile ground for active imaginations,
for those insisting that synonyms could be used freely so long as the
spirit of the words was sustained. Was this ever the case? We know
from our legalistic dealings that no author will consent to have his
wording replaced by a slew of synonyms, irrespective of how accur­
ately chosen. In the Qur'an's case, not being the product of earthly
authorship, even the Prophet did not possess the authority to alter
its verses. So how is it that he should allow others to do SO?38 If a person
misquotes an office clerk accidentally, its impact may be minimal, but
misquoting a magistrate willinstigate far greater repercussions; how
then if one intentionally misquotes the Almighty Himself?

Anyone with a habit of reciting from memory knows well how
easily the mind can slip,jumping to another sura half a Mushaf away
while the person continues unaware. In fearing mistakes of thisnature,
people may have chosen to refrain entirely from reciting from memory.
Ever mindful of encouraging his Companions to memorise and re­
cite as much as possible, the Prophet's statement was a great relief
to the community's apprehensions on this account.
The second basis for this Orientalist claim is that, in many instances,
the qirii'atof Ibn Mas'nd and others were peppered with exegetical
commentary Al-Bukhari records the following:

36 R. Blachere, Introduction au Coran, 1947, pp. 69-70; see also 'Abdus-Sabur Shahin,
Tiirfkh al-Qyr'an, pp. 84-85.

37 At-Tabart, Tofsir, i:13.
38 Qur'an 10:15 reads: "And if Our verses are recited to them in all their clarity, those

who do not wish to meet Us retort, 'Bring us a Qur'an other than this, or alter it'. Say
[0 Muhammad], 'It is not for me to change it of my own accord; I only follow what is
revealed to me. I dread, should I disobey my Lord, the punishment of a most tremendous
day.'"
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born Muslim state, and how it differed from the turmoil of the ]udeo­
Christian communities in their infancies. The disparity could not be more
striking. A child of well-established lineage is being compared with one
abandoned before an orphanage, and the irony is that in determining the
parentage of this known child, the procedure for the abandoned one is
being insisted on. I have endeavoured to show the gaping flaws in Orientalist
logic but, as my previous experiences have taught me," I expect that all
these observations will go totally ignored by that camp. Here I simply seek
to point out the fallacy of their approaches, but I am very much aware that
these duels of refutation must end somewhere; otherwise Muslim scholars
will be kept busy in an endless war of words.

As for the pious Muslim there can be no question that Allah, vowing
repeatedly to preserve His Book, would never have selected a 'defective'
language or script to carry the burden of His [mal revelations. In its literary
capacity, depth of expression, poeticism, orthography and palaeography,
Arabic was sufficiently advanced that Allah blessed it as His choice from
among all others. And from then it was the privilege of the Muslim masses
to continue reciting it in the original, and to incorporate markings so that
non-Arabs may also recite the original with ease.

Long have I alluded to the Islamic methodology and its pivotal role in
preserving the qird'a: of the Qjir'an and the sunna of the Prophet free from
adulteration throughout the centuries. Examining this methodology in detail
is the aim of my next chapter.

44 Most of my early work, such as Studies in Early lfadith Literature, my criticism of
Goldziher, and On Schadit's Origins ifMuhammadan jurisprudence (a work devoted to refuting
Schacht), are all serious academic works which Prof. John Burton labelled as 'Islamic
Perspective' [An Introduction to the Hadith, Edinburgh Dniv. Press, 1994, p. 206] and which
have been generally ignored in academic circles.
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author's name. How can such mischievous doings be prevented? In seeking
an answer Muslims devised a working solution long ago, developing a
watertight system which they employed faithfullyfor eight or nine centuries;
only with the weakening of Islam's political arena was this procedure dis­
continued and neglected. Examining this system entails entering the very
heart of how Islamic knowledge was taught and learned.

1. The Hungerfor Information

Before the advent of Islam, sources do not record the existence of any
Arabic books in the Peninsula. The first book in Arabic was in fact the
Qjir'an, its first revealed word being iqra' read). With these syllables
the pursuit of knowledge became an obligation: to memorise at least a
few suras by heart, regardless of whether one was Arab or otherwise, so
that the daily prayers could be performed. Upon reaching Madinah the
Prophet hastened to accommodate this need, arranging for schools" and
ordering that anyone with even a minimal amount of knowledge (Js.I.,.-L
....T)J) should pass it on to others. The sixty scribes who worked for him
are a tribute to this burgeoning literacy"

During the time of the Caliphs, and especially the first three till 35
A.H., Madinah served as the religious,military, economic and administrative
centre of the Islamic nation, casting its influence from Afghanistan to Tunisia,
and from southern Turkey to Yemen, Muscat, and Egypt. Extensive archives
dealing with these facets of government were established, categorised and
stored during 'Uthman's reign in a Bayt al-Qgriifis y: archive
house).' Administrative lessons, religious rulings, political and military
strategies, and all of the Prophet's traditions, were passed on to subsequent
generations through a unique system,"

3 For details see M.M. al-A'zami, Studies in Early Hadith Literature, pp.183-199; al­
A'zami, Studies in Hadith Methodology and Literature, American Trust Publication,
Indianapolis, 1977, pp. 9-31

4 See M.M. al-A'zami, Kuttab an-Nabi, 3rd edition, Riyad, 1401 (1981). This is a
detailed study of the scribes of the Prophet Muhammad.

5 Al-Baladhun, Ansib al-Ashriif, i:22. It appears to have been next to Caliph
'Uthman's house, where Marwan hid himself when the Caliph was assassinated.

6 See for example, Letters of the Second Caliph 'Umar, 'Abdur-Razzaq
San'anl, Musanncf, for example: vol 1, pp. 206-291, 295-6, 535, 537; vol 7, pp. 94,
151,175,178,187,210, ... etc. For further detail see al-A'zami, "Nash'at al-Kitaba
al-Fiqhiyya", Dirasat, ii/2: 13-24.
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2. Personal Contact: An Essential Elementfir Learning

167

Time is an essential reference for all events: past, present and future. The
present moment instantaneously becomes part of the past; as soon as it
does so, it is imperceptible. Most past incidents escape our grasp and remain
intangible, but if they do approach us indirectly (such as through written
material) then the accuracy of the information becomes a key concern.
When the Prophet passed into history, and preservation of the Book and
sunna came to rest on the Companions' shoulders, the community set up an
intricate system to minimise the uncertainties inherent in the transfer of
knowledge. This was based on the law of witness.

Consider this simple statement: A drank some water from a cup while
standing. We know of this person's existence, but to verify this statement's
truth based on reason is impossible. Perhaps A did not drink the water at
all,or drank it bycupping his hands, or while sitting;none of these possibilities
can be excluded by deduction. So the case hinges on the truthfulness of
the narrator and his accuracy as an observer. Thus C, a newcomer who
has not seen the incident, must rely for his information on the eyewitness
account of B. In reporting this event to others C must then specify his
source, so that the statement's veracity depends on:

1. B's accuracy in observing the incident, and his truthfulness in
reporting it.

2. C's accuracy in comprehending the information, and his own
truthfulness in reporting it.

Venturing into the personal lives of Band Cwould not generally interest
the critic or historian, but Muslim scholars viewed the subject differently.
In their opinion anyone making statements about A was testifying, or bearing
witness, to what A had done; likewise Cwas bearing witness to B's account,
and so on with each person testifying about the preceding narrator in the
chain. Validating this report meant a critical examination of each element
within this chain.

3. Beginning andDevelopment if the Isniid System

This method was the genesis of the isniid system. Originating during
the Prophet's lifetime and developing into a proper science by the end of
the first century A.H., its foundations lay in the Companions' custom of
relating hadiths to each other. Some of them made arrangements to attend
the Prophet's circle in shifts, informing the others of what they had seen
or heard;' in so doing they must naturally have said, "The Prophet did so

7 Al-Bukhari, Sa!;!!;, Bab at-Tanawub fi al-Tlm.
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This manuscript, Nuskhat Abuaz-Zubair bin 'Adz al-Kiifi, is well known to
be spurious ;;,;;....j\) even though the text of the hadiths themselves is
not. Most of the material in this fraudulent copy actually consistsof authentic
hadiths narrated by Anas bin Malik, a renowned Companion. But the trans­
mission chain is defective: Bishr b. Husain, a narrator, claims to have learned
these from az-Zubair b. 'Acll,who in turn was among Anas b. Malik's
pupils. Bishr b. Hussain's reputation is so infamous that the muhadduhin have
branded him as a 'liar' and demonstrated that this narrative chain never
occurred, being a pure fabrication on Bishr's part. The page shown contains
ten hadiihs; al-Bukhari and/or Muslim have cited the core text of six as
genuine, with three others cited by Ahmad b. Hanbal. But the forged isniid,
though appended to authentic sayings of the Prophet, invalidates the book's
value as a reference."

Discovering a narrator's duplicity, through examination of historical data
and the scrutiny of books and the kinds of papers and inksused, is often too
difficult; in most cases one is forced to rely on the narrator's contemporaries
to uncover his morality and characteristics. Given that enmity or favour may
sometimes influence the recommendation of peers, scholarly deliberations
have resulted in guidelines which allow the researcher to proceed with due
caution. 22

B. SOUNDNESS OF KNOWLEDGE (TESTING LITERARY ACCURACY)

Most narrators' mistakes cannot be ascribed to malice, but naturally these
errors must be catalogued in the course of assessing the narrator. Testing
accuracy entails extensive cross-checking; to understand the full scope of
this we turn to the celebrated scholar Ibn Ma'In (d. 233 A.H.), in a case
likely belonging to the second century. He went in to see 'Affan, a pupil
of the great scholar Hammad b. Salama (d. 169 A.H.), to read the works
of Hammad back to him. Surprised that a scholar of Ibn Ma'ln's calibre
was approaching him, 'Affan inquired whether he had read these books
to any other of Hammad's students; he replied, "I have read these to seven­
teen of his students before coming to you." 'Affan exclaimed, "By Allah,
I am not going to read them to you." Unfazed, Ibn Ma'm answered that
by spending a few dirhams he could travel to Basra and read there to
other students of Hammad. True to his word Ibn Ma'ln soon found himself
amid the busy streets of Basra, and went to Musa b. Isma'tl (another of
Hammad's pupils). Miisa asked him, "Have you not read these books to
anyone else?"23 He answered, "I have read them completely to seventeen

21 For further details see al-A'zami, Studies inEarly Hadith Literature, pp. 305, 309-310.

22 Al-Yamani, at-Tankil, pp. 52-59.

23 One may wonder why these two pupils asked Ibn Ma'In the same question. The
reason was simple: for Ibn Ma'in, a giant scholar of the 2nd and 3rd centuries, to
approach a lower grade of teachers for reading a book was certainly cause for aston­
ishment.



THE MUSLIM EDUCATIONAL METHODOLOGY 175

of Hammad's students and you are the eighteenth." Musa wondered
what he intended to do with all these readings and he replied, "Hammad
b. Salama committed errors and his students compounded a few more to
his. So I want to distinguish between Hammad's mistakes and those of his
students. If I fmd all of Hammad's pupils committing a mistake unanimously,
then the source of the mistake is Hammad, If I find the majority saying
one thing, and a lone student saying another, then that student is responsible
for that particular error. In this way I can distinguish between his mistakes
and those of his students.t''"

Following this protocol enabled Ibn Ma'In to grade the various students
and determine their individual competence. Such was the fundamental basis
for assessing hadith. narrators and placing them into categories. Ibn Ma'in
did not invent thismethod nor was he the first to apply it, but as far as I know
he was the first to express it clearly. In fact this scheme was in usage from the
time of Caliph Abu Bakr, and though there was a difference in the quantity
of documents cross-referenced, the quality of these efforts remained.P

C. CLASSIF1CATION OF NARRATORS

The pairing of 'adl and sound knowledge with a person earned him the
general title of 'trustworthy' Among the muhaddithin some graded more
specifically by using these traits to establish twelve categories: the highest
being imam (r\..): leader) and the lowest kadhdhiib (yIJs: habitual liar). This
emphasis on the ranking of narrators necessitated access to the biographies
of the transmitters involved,and to accommodate this a new science evolved,

wa at-Ta(dil (J....l.dJ eftl), offering a massive biographical library
which ran into thousands of volumes.P'

ii. The Unbroken Chain

As the narrator's trustworthiness is the first prerequisite for accepting a
report, so the presence of an unbroken chain is the second. This chain is
the isniid. Establishing the value of any isniid first involves a study of the
participating transmitters' biographies (in our previous example, persons
A,E, and C); once they pass the checks on morality and sound knowledge we
are ready to judge the isndd itself. We must confirm that the individuals

24 Ibn Hihhan, vii:11a.
25 Al-A'zami, Hadith Methodology, pp. 52-53.

26 I:IajIKhalifa, Kashf a?:'-Zuniin, ii:1095-1108.
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less) lacking support through other isndds. Ultimately a narrator
from this generation is considered weak if many of his hadiths
cannot be independently confirmed.f

Though recorded in the Prophet's lifetime it was not until a generation
later, during the second half of the first century, that hadiths were categorised
by subject into booklets. In the wake of these the second century saw works
of an encyclopaedic nature, including the Muwatta) of Malik, Muuaua' of
Shaibani, Athiirof AbUYl1suf,]limi'of Ibn Wahb, and Kitiib of Ibn Majishun,
The third century finally heralded the arrival of voluminous tomes such
as the of al-Bukhari and Musnad of Ibn Hanbal. The generational
outline above gives a rough idea on the valuation of isndds and illustrates
the tremendous difficulty (and unlikelihood) of someone fabricating a hadith.
which then goes undetected by the meticulous scholars who penned these
encyclopaedic works.

6. Preserving BooksJrom Adulteration: A Unique System

To preserve their integrity from the glosses and adulterations of future
scholars, a unique method was applied to these works which is still unparal­
leled in literary history. Based on the same concept as the transmission of
hadith, it entailed that any scholar relaying a collection of hadiths had to be
in direct contact with the person he was transmitting from, since he was
essentiallybearing witness about him in written form. To use a book without
hearing it from the author (or conversely, reading a copy to the author)
made the culprit guilty of giving false evidence.

Bearing in mind the law of witness, the followingmethods were recognised
for obtaining knowledge of hadith; each bore its own rank, some requiring
more extensive contact than others and consequently receiving a superior
status.

a) Sarna'(tL....- ). In this a teacher reads to his students, and it includes
the following sub-features: oral recitation, reading of texts, questions
and answers, and dictation.

b) 'Ard (Jof). Here the students read to the teacher.
c) Munduala (;;J)L.). To hand someone the text, allowing him to transmit

that material without the involvement of any reading.
d) Kitaba ("-il:5). A form of correspondence: the teacher sends hadiths

in written" form to other scholars.
e) Wa,rfYya )). Entrusting someone with a book of hadith, which can

then be transmitted on the original owner's authority.

32 See adh-Dhahabi, al-Miiqiza, pp. 77-78.
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long, so occasionally only the author and the first few transmitters are
inserted. Let us examine the Muuxuia' of Malik bin Anas according to the
recension of Suwaid bin Sa'id al-Hadathani (d. 240 A.H.). The chain of
transmission given at the Muwatta"s beginning is: (1) Thabit bin Bundar
al-Baqqal, from (2) 'Umar bin Ibrahim az-Zuhri, from (3) Muhammad
bin Gharieb, from (4) Ahmad bin Muhammad al-Washsha', from (5) Suwaid
bin Sa'td al-Hadathani, from (6) Malik bin Anas, the original author.

At the start of each hadith. lies an abbreviated version of this chain:

Muhammad read to us that Ahmad related on the authority of Suwaid,
who narrated from Malik ... 36

Following this comes the isniid proper for that culminating in the
core text of the itself Though this pattern is not uniformly observed
across the wide array of manuscripts, the transmitters' names always gain
inclusion into the text.

i. Conditions for Utilising a Book

To teach or utilise a text, among the sternest requirements was for the scholar
to stick exclusivelyto the copy which bore his name in the reading certificate,
This certificate was his license: proof that he had attended the relevant
lectures in which his teacher relayed that manuscript." While free to make
a duplicate of his teacher's book or to employ the book of a higher authority
along the same chain, the use of all other copies was strictly forbidden.
Suppose A is the original author, and his book is spread through the following
students:

Figure 12.4: A, the original author hasL, Hand G as students.

36 See any page in Muioatta'of Malik, recension of Suwaid.
37 For details refer to next page.



182 THE HISTORY OF THE QUR'ANIC TEXT

Despite all these copies originating from A, we fmd that M is not entitled
to use the copy of R or N, or of H or L. Instead he must limit himself to the
copies of G,M, or A; attempting to break out of this restriction will bring
disgrace. Additionally, after scribing a copy for himself he must go through
the original text and make corrections as necessary, and should he decide
to use it without the benefit of a thorough revision then he must make this
clear, or else risk soiling his name.

ii. Glosses: the Addition of External Material

Students possessing their own copies would occasionally add material to
the fixed text to clarify an obscure word, provide fresh evidence not quoted
by the original author, or some such thing. Because these extra items were
marked off by a completely different isndd, or at the least the inserter's name,
there was no danger of spoiling the text. A very clear instance appears in one
of my works," wherein the copyist added two lines before completing the
sentence. Other examples include the insertion of two lines into al-Muhabbar

by Abu Sa'ld,39 and extra material supplied byal-Firabri in the $al}'if;
of al-Bukharl;40 in both cases the new isniid is readily discernible.

Running contrary to the example of first and second century Christian
scribes who altered their texts if they believed themselves inspired," or to
Jewish scribes who inserted changes in the interest of doctrine," interpol­
ations were never tolerated in the Islamic framework; every instance of
personal commentary required the student's signature and perhaps even
a fresh isndd. Adherence to these rules insured that such glosses did not
invalidate the text since the source of the new material was always made
clear.

iii. Establishing Authorship

When confronted with a manuscript, the fingers that scribed it now long
deceased, how do we establish that the contents really do belong to the
supposed author?Just as an elaborate system of checks must validate each
hadith, so the same roughly applies to every compilation of hadiihs. Figure
12.5 shows a manuscript's title page; a summarised translation reads:

38 Al-A'zami, Studies in Early Hadith Literature, appendix 4.

39 Ibn I:Iablb, al-Muhabbar, p. 122.
40 Al-Bukhari, !ia&z&, i:407; ii: 107. For other examples see Abu Dawild, Sunan,

no. 2386; Muslim, p. 304.
41 P.W Comfort, Early Manuscripts & Modern Translations if the New Testament, p. 6.

42 Ernst Wurthwein, The Text if the Old Testament, 2nd Edition, WB. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1995, p. 17.
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Ilztab al-Ashnba [Book regarding various drinks] by Abu 'Abdullah Ahmad
bin Muhammad binHanbal. read to Abu al-Q,iisim 'Abdullah binMuhammad
bin 'Abdul- 'Azlz al-Baghaioi ibnbintAhmad binMani'.

[Second Page:]
In the Name of Allah, Most Gracious, Most Merciful. Beginning of lGtab
al-Ashnba. AbU al-Qiisim 'Abdulliih bin Muhammad bin 'Abdul- al-Baghawl
ibn bint Ahmadbin Man'! al-Baghdadi read to us in Baghdad, stating that
Abu 'Abdullah Ahmadbin Hanbal read to him in the year 228 from his
book. ...

The normal procedure for establishing this work's authenticity is:
a. To examine the original author's biography (Ahmad bin Hanbal),

much of which willundoubtedly stem from his contemporaries. The
focus of our search is two-fold:first, to ascertain whether Ibn Hanbal
ever authored a book titled Kitiib al-Ashriba; second, to organise a list
of all his pupils and determine if Abo al-Qjisim ibn bint Ahmad
bin Manl' was ever among them. Assuming that both enquiries are
positive we proceed to:

b. Here we analyse the biography of Abo al-Qasim ibn bint Ahmad
bin Manl', again with a two-fold purpose. First to establish whether
he is trustworthy, and thereafter to compile a list of all his pupils.

c. And so on, examining the biographies of every link in the chain.
Should our research conclude that Ahmad bin Hanbal did indeed author

a work by this title, that every element in the chain is trustworthy, and that
the chain is unbroken, only then can we authoritatively confirm the book's
authorship. Naturally some manuscripts are not so clear cut and occasion
much perplexity; such a topic is beyond the scope of this basic introduction,
however, and for those interested I advise looking into any work on the
science of al-Hadidi ).43

7. Certificates if Reading

As discussed previously,scholars faced stringent limitations on whieh books
they could use in the form of a 'licence' or reading certificate. Inpromul­
gating badlth books a regular attendance record was always kept, written
either by the teacher or one of the famous scholars present, supplying exact
details of attendance such as who had listened to the entire book, who joined

43 Such as Ibn Salah, al-Muqaddimafi 'Ulum al-Hadith; ar-Ramahurmuzi,
Ibn I:Iajar; Nueha: an-Nazar Sharl: Nukhbat al-Fikrft AIdal-Athar.

\
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'Abdullah bin 'All bin M. M. al-Farra, Dulaf, Abu Huraira, Ibn Qudama,
'Abdul-Ghanl, Ahmad bin Tariq, etc. Tuesday, 19 Rabi' al-Akhir, 561 A.H.

By copying this, even with abridgement, Ibn Qudama al-Maqdisi estab­
lishes two points:

1. That he has the authority to use this manuscript for the purposes
of teaching and quotation, since he learned it through the proper
channels.

2. That this copy of Ibn Mqja is a duplicate of the same original that was
read to his teacher, so he is not violating any rules of transmission.

Below I have provided a summary of the notes for the sixth part; as the
manuscript's binding is no longer in fair condition the pages have been
shuffled and out of order for some time, meaning that a few pages may
be misplaced or missing. I verified that no sheets from other parts entered
this portion, since pages often mention which part they belong to in their
reading notes. 50

Reading Name cf Name oj Scribe Writing
Date qf Reading

Approx.
Note No. Teacher Reader the Certificate attendance

1 Describes Ibn Qudama's authority to use Sunan IbnMaia
2 'Abdullah 'Ubaidullah 'Ubaidullah 15 Shawwal, 30

bin Ahmad bin 'Abdul- bin 'Abdul- 604A.H.
al-Maqdisi GhanI Ghani
(Ibn
Qudama)

3 Ibn Muhammad (illegible) Tuesday, 12 32
Qudama al- bin Ahmad Ramadan, 569
Maqdisi

4 'Abdul- Muhammad Mahrnud Sunday Rabl'- 21
Qadir ar- bin Qasim bin Ayyoub II, 596
Rahawi bin al- as-

Hasan Suharwardi
5 Ibn 'Abdur- (illegi.ble) (illegible) (illegible)

Qudama Razzaq
6 Ibn Yusuf bin Ibrahim bin Thursday, 8 33

Qudama KhalIl ad- 'Abdullah, Dhiil-Qi'da,
Dimashqi client of 600

'Abdan bin
Nasr al-
Bazzaz ad-
Dimashqi

50 The original reading notes contain much detail, pertaining to the method of
transmission used (e.g ijaza or sarna), and in some cases whether only a portion of the
text was read. Here I have sufficed with a simple outline of all the transmission
chains.
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Reading Name of Name r!f Scribe Writing
Dateo] Reading

Approx.
NoteNo. Teacher Reader the Certificate attendance

7 Ibn Mahfilz bin Mahfuz bin Sunday, 12 1
Qudama 'lsa 'Isa Dhul-Qj.'da,

600
8 Ibn Yahya bin bin ... [5177 20

Qudama 'Ali: al- Abu Bakr
Maliqi:

9 Teachers: 50
(a)Ibn ash-Shihna - Anjab - Abu Zur'a
(b) Sittil Fuqaha' - Anjab, Ibn Qabitf, and al-Hashimi:-

Abu Zur'a
(c) Ibn - ar-Rikabi - as-Suharwardi - Abu

Zur'a
(d)Ibn al-Muhandis - Ba'labakki - Ibn al-Ustadh -

Muwaffaq - Abu Zur'a
(e) Ibn al-Muhandis - Ba'labakki - Ibn Qudama - Abu

Zur'a
(j) An-Nawwas - Ibn al-Baghdadi - - Ibn Qudama - Abu

Zur'a
(g) An-Nawwas - Ibn al-Baghdadi - ar-Rahawi - Abu

Zur'a
Reader and Scribe:

Ibn as-Sairafl
Date:

10-11-725A.H.
-

10 Teachers: 100
(a) 'Abdur-Rahman bin Muhammad bin Qudama
(b) Ibrahim bin 'Abdullah
(c) Muhammad bin 'Abdur-Rahtm
(d) Ahmad bin Ahmad bin 'Ubaidullah
Scribe:

'Abdul-Hafiz al-Maqdisi
Date:

17-10-659 A.H.

11 Mahmud Ibrahim bin Ibrahim bin Tuesday, 11-5- 20
bin Yai).ya bin Yahya bin 665
'Abdullah Ahmad Ahmad
ar-Raihani
- as-
Suharwardi
-Abu
Zur'a

12 Mahmud 'Ali bin 'Ali: bin (VVashed away) 12
bin Mas'ud bin 'Abdu1-Kan
'Abdullah Nans al-
ar-Raihani Mausili
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For history, see the Tiirikh of Khalffa bin Khayyat (d. 240 A.H.).
For law, see the Muuaua' of Imam Malik (d. 179 A.H.).

• For literature and folklore, see al-Baydn wa at-Tabyin by
(150-255 A.H.), and al-Aghiinfby al-Asfahani (d. 356 A.H.). This latter
occupies twenty volumes and relates the stories of composers, poets,
and singers (both men and women), along with a hearty sprinkling
of their vulgar anecdotes. Interestingly one finds that even these
bawdy tales have been cited through proper isniid channels, and
that if the author appropriates material from a book for which he
does not have an apt licence he states clearly, "I copied this from
the book of so and so".

9. Isniid and the Transmission if the Qyran

All these studies raise an essential question. When this disciplined metho­
dology served as an everyday workhorse for transmitting information,
everything from the sunna to the love lives of singers, why was it not also
applied to the Qur'an?

Answering this entails that we recall the nature of this Holy Book. As
it is the Word of Allah and a vital element of all prayers, its usage is far
more ubiquitous than the sunna. The need to use transmission chains and
reading certificates for everyone setting out to learn the Qur'an was there­
fore superseded. Individuals wishing to learn the art of professional recitation,
of keeping in practice the sounds and makhiirij inflections) used by
famous reciters, did possess certificates and unbroken chains leading back
to the Prophet. Abu al-'Ala' al-Hamadhani al-'Agar (488-569 A.H./ 1095­
1173 C.E.), a well-known scholar, compiled a biography of reciters entitled
al-IntisiirfiMa(rjjat Qyrrii' al-Mudunwa al-Amsdr. This twenty-volume work
has long perished unfortunately. But we can still reap a few grains of
information from what others have written about it: for example, that the
author's full list of his teachers and their teachers, on a path converging
back to the Prophet, covered pages 7-162.5 1 All these were professional
reciters. Any attempt to extend this sketch and include non-professionals
would be a hopeless task indeed. Even the speed with which the Qur'an
spread is difficult to fathom. To appease his curiosity about the number
of pupils studying the Book in his Damascus circle, Abu ad-Darda' (d. ca.

35 A.H./655 C.E.) requested Muslim bin Mishkam to count for him: the
final tally exceeded 1600. Attending Abu ad-Darda'is circle in successive

51 Al-Hamadhani, Ghayat al-Ikhtisdr, i:7-162.
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identical. The former report fails to arrive at any collective agreement
about the sequence of suras however, and is greatly overshadowed by the
sureness of the latter. Clearly this more concrete version is the one that
warrants our consideration. Al-Qurazi recounts seeing the Mushafs used
by Ibn Mas'ud, Ubayy, and Zaid b. Thabit, and finding among them no
differences."

By consensus, professional reciters follow the vocal inflections of any of
the seven most distinguished reciters (djJ\): 'Uthman, 'All, Zaid b. Thabit,
Ubayy, Abu Musa al-Ash 'ari, Abu ad-Darda', and Ibn Mas'ud. Transmis­
sion chains for these recitations continue unbroken back to the Prophet,
and the sura arrangement in each is identical to that of the existing Qur'an.
We must also recall that, even if we give any credence to the aberrant
accounts, differences in sura arrangement do not affect the contents of
the Qur'an in any way."

Having memorised most of the Book directly from the Prophet, Ibn
Mas'ud was critical and furious for being excluded from the committee
which prepared the 'Uthmani Mushaf resorting to some harsh remarks
which the Companions found distasteful. Afterwards, his anger spent, he
may have expressed remorse for his hasty comments and rearranged the
suras in his Mushaf to reflect the 'Uthmani sequence. This might be the
origin of both reports, that his sequence was similar and dissimilar to
'Uthman's, though the truth is best known to Allah. The divergent nature
of the many 'Mushafs of Ibn Mas'ud' that materialised after his death,
with no two in agreement, shows that the wholesale ascription of these
to him is erroneous, and the scholars who did so neglected to examine
their sources well. Sadly the less scrupulous among antique dealers found
it profitable, for the weight of a few silver pieces, to add fake Mushafs of
Ibn Mas'ud or Ubayy to their wares."

2. Second Point: The Text Differedfrom Our MU!!Jaf

I mentioned above the need for some kind of certitude about Ibn Mas'ud's
Mushaf While researching variant readings, Abu Hayyan an-Nahawi
noticed that most of the reports were channeled through Shiite sources;
Sunnt scholars on the other hand stated that Ibn Mas'ud's readings were
in line with the rest of the Muslim umma.' What has trickled through to us

4- A. Jeffery (ed.), Muqaddimatiin, p. 47.
5 See this work pp. 72-73.
6 See A. Jeffery (ed.), Muqaddimatiin, pp. 47-48.

7 Abu Hayyan an-Nahawi, Tafi'ir Bahr al-Mu&'i{, i:161.
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3. ThirdPoint: Three Sums were Omitted

199

The first and last two suras (Sura al-Fiitiha, al-Falaq and an-NO.5) were,
according to some accounts, absent from the Mushaf of Ibn Mas'nd.'?
The whole case seems dubious. Jeffery begins his book with the alleged
variants from Sura al-Fdiiha: !,j..w.) instead of !,j..iAi, and;" instead of <J.!J.H. 13

Elsewhere he argues that this sura was never present, so then where
exactly did he get his variants? The reader may recall an-Nadim's earlier
comment, that he happened upon a Mushaf attributed to Ibn Mas'ud
which contained Sura al-Fiitilui. Bear in mind also that al-Fiitiha is un­
questionably the most recited sura in the Qur'an, an integral part of
every rak'a (J....5'J) within each prayer. In the audible prayers alone it echoes
from mosques six times a day and eight times on Friday. Any claims of a
variant recitation for al-Fiitiha cannot be taken seriously, based on pure
logic and the sheer repetition of this sura on every Muslim ear since the
time of the Prophet.'!

Anyone with a penchant for copying certain suras and not others is
free to do so; even the scribbling of extra information in the margins is
permitted, so long as it is kept separate from the holy text. Such occur­
rences cannot be taken as an argument against the Qur'an's integrity.
That the 'Uthmani Mushaf contains the unadulterated Words of Allah
as sectioned into 114 surahs, is the firm belief of the Muslim umma;
anyone eschewing this view is an outcast. Had Ibn Mas'ud denied these
three suras their rightful status then his fate would have been no different.

Al-BaqillanI arrives at a comprehensive and highly convincing argument
against these reports. He observes that anyone denying a particular sura
as part of the Qur'an is either an apostate or aJasiq (..:;...-\.;: wicked deviant),
and so one of the two must apply to Ibn Mas'ud if the accounts are indeed
true. In several hadiths the Prophet praised him and lauded his piety how­
ever,which is inconceivable had he harboured such deviance. Ibn Mas'ud's
peers were also under obligation, if they knew anything sacrilegious about

12 As-Suynti, al-Itqiin, i:220-21. These are siiras No.1, 113 and 114 respectively.
13 A. Jeffery, Materials, p. 25.
14 Today nearly half a millionpeople participate in the tarii.l.vlJJ (r!-J1;) prayers in Makkah

during the month of Ramadan (and in some nights, especially the 27th, in excess of
one million). [See the Saudi daily,Ar-Riyad, lJan. 2000J Only the best among the
(who have completely memorised the Qur'an) are chosen to lead this massive con­
gregation. With modern technology we can instantaneously watch these proceedings,
and we find that if even the best hafiz commits an error, the people behind correct him
immediately. A congregation will never allow an error to pass uncorrected, irrespective
of the imam's reputation or greatness. This gives us a measure of the community's
sensitivity towards the Book of Allah.
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his beliefs, to expose him as a deviant or apostate because failure to do so
would lead to their own censure. But his contemporaries praised his schol­
arship unanimously without a single dissenting voice. In al-Baqillanl's
mind this can only mean one of two possibilities: either Ibn Mas'ud never
denied the rightful status of any sura, or that his scholarly peers and all
who knew him are guilty of covering up his blasphemy and deserve im­
mediate denunciation en masse. 15

i. Analysis of the Contents of Ibn Mas'ud's

Reports concerning the omission of these siiras can be listed as follows;
the transmission chain precedes each narration.

• - Zirr (one of Ibn Mas'ud's students) - Ibn Mas'ud: a narration
claiming that he did not write two suras (Nos. 113 and 114) in his

• Al-A'mash - AbU Ishaq 'Abdur-Rahman b. Yazid: Ibn Mas'11d
erased the mu'awwadhatain Suras 113 and 114) from his
Masahif (plural) and said that they were not part of the Qur'an."

• Ibn 'Uyayna - 'Abdah and 'Asim - Zirr: "I told Loayy, 'Your
brother erases Snras 113 and 114 from the Mushaf", to which he
did not object." Asked whether the reference was to Ibn Mas'ud,
Ibn 'Uyayna replied in the affirmative and added that the two suras
were not in his Mushaf because he believed them to be invocations
of divine protection, used by the Prophet on his grandsons al-Hasan
and al-Husain, Ibn Mas'ud remained adamant of his opinion, while
others were sure about them and kept them in the Qur'an. 18

So in the second and third report Ibn Mas'ud was deleting suras that
had somehow found their way into his Mushaf; why then had he penned
them down in the first place? It makes no sense. If we suppose that the
Mushaf had been scribed for him and initiallycontained the two conclucling
suras, then they must necessarily have been an integral part of the Mushaf
which was then in circulation. Had he any doubts about these two siiras,
it was Ibn Mas'ud's duty to verify this issue with the scholars of Madinah
and elsewhere. In one fttwa legislative ruling) he declared that a man
marrying a woman but divorcing her prior to any consummation was free
to then wed her mother. Visiting Madinah and discussingthe matter further,

15 AI-Baqillanl, al-lntisdr, pp. 190-191.
16 Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, v:129, hadith nos. 21224-25.
17 ibid, v:129-130, hadith no. 21226.

18 ibid, v:130, hadith no. 21227.
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that the Prophet used to recite the Qur'an with Archangeljibril annually
during Ramadan, doing so twice in the year of his death. In that final
year Ibn Mas'ud was a participant. He also twice recited the Book to the
Prophet, who extolled him with the words laqad ahsanta ( ..liJ: 'you

have done well'). Based on this incident Ibn 'Abbas considers Ibn Mas'ud's
readings to be definitive.P Such accolades demonstrate that the Qur'an
was etched in his memory with full certainty; his pupils, distinguished
names such as 'Alqarna, al-Aswad, Masrnq, as-Sulami, Abu W;i'il, ash­
Shaibani, al-Hamadani, and Zirr, transmitted the Qur'an from him in its
114sura entirety. One of Zirr's students, is alone in reporting this
abnormal account even though he himself taught the whole Book on Ibn
Mas'ud's authoriry."

One of Ibn Hajar's works, a small treatise on &adZth named Nueha: al­
Na;:;,ar, tells us that if a trustworthy narrator (say a grade B scholar) goes
against another narrator of higher standing (a grade A scholar), or that
if we have more scholars (all of the same grade) supporting one version
of the story over the other, then the lower narration is labelled shiidh (>w,:
abnormal and weak). In the above report what we have is a lone statement
swimming against a tidal wave of thousands, so this must be treated as
bii{il (J14: false).24 This is based on the muhaddithin': own methodology, and
though Ibn Hajar cites the rule in his book, it seems that he had a mental
lapse and forgot about it in this instance, as even the greatest minds are
prone to do. One may argue that building a case against a shiidh or bii{il
report requires the presence of two conflicting statements, while what we
have here is a single account regarding the erasure of suras 113 and 114,
with nothing to the contrary. The reason is simple: in a normal situation
only abnormality gets reported. For example, that the blood gushing in our
veins isred issomething we take for granted, but blue blood (the horseshoe
crab) is out of the ordinary and so gains a measure of publicity. By the same
token, we cannot reproach Ibn Mascud'sstudents for failing to tell us whether
their teacher believed in 114suras, since that is the norm. Only those who
believe in less, or more, become news.

The comments I have made about Ibn Mas'ud's Mushaf can be similarly
repeated for Ubayy bin Ka'b, or anyone else for that matter.

22 For details see Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, hadnh nos. 2494, 3001, 3012, 3422, 3425,
3469,3539 and 3845. Of particular note are 3001 and 3422.

23 As-Suyutl, al-Itqan, i:221.
24 Ibn J:Iajar, Nuduu al-Naear, pp. 36-37.
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written as I;;. Conceivably the same could be true of the Yemeni fragments.
Differences on this level pose no confusion; we must treat the issue exactly
the same as color V5. colour, and center V5. centre, since orthographic diver­
gence isan integral thread of every language.P But if any scrap of parchment
falls into our inquisitive hands and, despite our best allowance for ortho­
graphic differences, fails to slip comfortably into the 'Uthmani skeleton, then
we must cast it out as distorted and void. Of course if there is a consonantal
character missing due to scribal error then it will be accepted as a piece
of the Qur'an with such. For example, J->yiJ\ is scribed (mistakenly) as
J->)1, where the scribe dropped the letter J.30

ii. Examples of Scholars Punished for Violating the Above Principles

Ibn Shanbudh (d. 328 A.H./939 C.E.), one of the greatest scholars
of his day in the field of qira'at, decided to ignore the 'Uthmani
text in reciting the Qjir'an. Because the reading was proven correct
through different transmission channels and conformed with the
rules of Arabic grammar, he claimed that it retained validity even
if it differed from 'Uthman's Put to trial, he was asked to
repent and finally received ten lashes as punishment. 31

An-Nadim quotes Ibn Shanbudh's letter of confession."

J) l.;J? i}1 ..1.9» y y-IJ ..L..>-I J..w:

tk.>. 0\ J ,"';.I} Jy.J ,_,.>1..,.......1 ...-UIJ

...-UI Y' ow... oiS " ....r. ............I:Yo .illl JlJ J ,yW wiJ
«Ji' l)< YJ ,.u')\>. jp.< Y

In these lines Ibn Shanbudh accepts his guilt for violating the
one Mushaf which enjoys the backing of the entire umma, and seeks
Allah's pardon.
Another scholar, Ibn Miqsam (d. 354 A.H./965 C.E.), was asked to
repent in the presence of fuqahd' professors of Islamic law)
and qurrd' for his theory on recitation. This theory held that any
reading, if in line with the Mushaf of 'Uthman and the rules of

29 To this we can append certain differences in the pronunciation of the consonantal
text; just as 'bridge' is read 'brij', so in the Qur'an we eye but read mimba'd, and
this in no way constitutes a deviation from 'Uthman's Mushaf

30 F.Deroche and S.N. Noseda, Sources de la transmission manuscnte du texte Coranique, Les
manuscrits destyle lJigii:(i, Volume 1, p. 126.

31 Al-jazarl, Tabaqdial-Qyrrli', ii:53-55.

32 An-Nadim, al-Fihrist, p. 35.
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language, was valid, obviating the need to search the proper channels
of qira'at and verify the correct diacritical marks associated with
every verse. 33

One scholar sought to ignore the second principle, and the other the first.
Rev. Mingana felt sorry for these two scholars." At least we can take comfort
in knowing that they were shown greater mercy than William Tyndale (c.
1494-1536) who, for his English translation of the Bible (on which the King

James Version is based), was sentenced to burn at the stake. 35

5. Conclusion

Judeo-Christian scholars have long cast their eyes towards the Qur'an in
search of variances, but so securely has Allah preserved His Book that their
vast efforts and resources have yielded them little more than fatigue. In
the 20th century the University of Munich set up an Institute of Qur'anic
Research. Its halls lay host to over forty thousand copies of the Qur'an,
spanning different centuries and countries, mostly as photos of originals,
while its staff busied themselves with the collation of every word from every
copy in a relentless excavation for variants.

Shortlybefore the Second WorldWar,a preliminary and tentativereport
was published that there are of course copying mistakes in the manu­
scriptsof the Qur'an, but no variants.During the war,American bombs
fell on this Institute, and all was destroyed, director, personnel, library
and all... But this much is proved - that there are no variants in the
Qur'an in copies dating from the first to the present century."

Jeffery acknowledges this fact bleakly, lamenting that, "Practically all the
early Codices and fragments that have so far been carefully examined, show
the same type of text, such variants as occur being almost always explainable
as scribal errors".37 Bergstrasser also reached a similar conclusion.38Jeffery

33 ibid, ii:124.
34 Mingana, Transmission, pp. 231-2.
35 "William Tyndale", Enryclopedia Britannica (Micropaedia), 15thedition, 1974, x:218.
36 M. Hamidullah, "The Practicability of Islamin ThisWorld", Islamic Cultural Forum,

Tokyo, japan, April 1977, p. 15;see alsoA. jeffrey, Materials, Preface, p. 1.
37 Arthurjeffery'sreview of "The Riseof the North ArabicScriptand It's Kur'anic

DevelopmentbyNabiaAbbott", TheMoslem World, vol. 30(1940), p. 191. Tocomprehend
his statementread this workpp. 155-6.

38 Theodor Noldeke, Gesduchte des Qgrans, Georg 01ms Verlag, Hildesheim - New
York, 1981, pp. 60-96.
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insists though that this text type "would seem not to have been fixed till
the third Islamic century'? ... [and so] it is curious that no examples of any
other type of text have survived among all the fragments that have so far
been examined".40 The answer to his quandary is so obvious that he seems
not to see the forest for all the trees. Plainly put, there never were any other
text types.

Instead of languishing at the feet of the Orientalist camp, which shifts
its footing regularly to suit the aim of the moment, Muslims must tread
firmly along the path pioneered by the early muhaddithin. What would the
outcome be if we applied our criteria to the study of the Bible?Just ponder
this next example, which illustrates the brittleness of their foundations. In
the Dictionary 0/ the Bible, under the article Jesus Christ', we read: "The
only witnesses of the burial [of Christ] were two women ... " Then under
'The Resurrection': "There are many difficulties connected with this subject,
and the narratives, which are disappointingly meager, also contain certain
irreconcilable discrepancies; but the historian who fiLlows the most exacting rule
imposed by his scientific disciplinefinds the testimony sufficien: to assure the facts. "41

We can only assume that these 'facts' lie above others and do not require
any corroboration. What if we employ our methodology? What can we say
about the story of Christ's burial? First, who are the authors of the gospel
accounts? They are all anonymous, which immediately invalidates the story.
Second, who conveyed the statement of these two women to the author?
Unknown. Third, what transmission details do we have? None. The entire
story may as well be fabricated.

The search for Qur'anic variances continues unabated, and Brill is con­
tributing through the production of the Encyclopaedia 0/ the Qyr'iin (in four
volumes) within a few years. Among its advisory board are such notables
as M. Arkoun and N asr Abu Zaid, declared heretics in Muslim countries
and Islamic circles everywhere, in addition toJewish and Christian scholars.

I have already referred to Biblical scholarship repeatedly in passing, and
to its overarching desire to inject the Qur'an with the same doubts and
unruly conundrums that suffuse the Old and New Testaments. Now I must
take a more active approach and delve into the histories of the Scriptural
texts themselves, and not solely for comparative purposes. Every scholar
and critic is the product of a specificenvironment, and Orientalists - whether
Christian,Jewish or atheist - are hatched from aJudeo-Christian backdrop

39 One must emphatically ask what proof there is that the Qur'an was fixed in the
third Islamic century, when all the earliest first-century manuscripts of the Qur'an
agree with one another!

40 ibid, p. 191.

41 Dictionary of the Bible, p. 490. Italics added.
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which necessarily filters their view on all matters Islamic. It encourages
them to forcibly transmute Islamic Studies into a foreign mould by using
terminology that is primarily employed for the Bible: Blachere for example
uses the term 'vulgate' when referring to 'Uthman's Mushaf in his Introduction
au Coran, andJeffery describesthe Qur'an as a Masoretic text, a term generally
connected with the Hebrew OT. Stripping away all Qur'anic terminology,
Wansbrough speaks instead of Haggadic Halokhic exegesis, and Deutungs­
bediiiftigkeit.12 Everyone also refers to the canonisation of the Qur'an, and the
codices of Ibn Mas'ud, The vast majority of Muslims live in total ignorance
of this jargon. While the hypotheses ofJeffery, Goldziher and others have
been dealt with and dismissed,we have yet to fullygauge the motives behind
such efforts. A sketch of early Judeo-Christian history, coupled with the
histories of the Old and New Testaments, will hopefully facilitate a more
thorough comprehension of these scholars' mindset and lead to a detailed
consideration of Western objectives regarding the Qjir'an,

42 J.Wansbrough, OJiranic Studies: Sources andmethods qf scriptural interpretation, Oxford
Univ. Press, 1977, Table of Contents.







CHAPTER FOURTEEN

EARLY HISTORY OF JUDAISM: A BRIEF LOOK

Israel was in the thought of God before the creation of the Universe
(Gen. R. 1.4) that heaven and earth were only created through the merit
of Israel. As the world could not exist without the winds, so is it im­
possible for the world to exist without Israel.'

In examining the Scriptures it is best to proceed chronologically, beginning
with the religious and political history ofJudaism. The traditional Jewish
accounts may well come as a shock to some, riddled as they are with idol­
atrousness, paganism and a frequent disregard for the Oneness of God.

My main objective here is to show that the early followers ofJudaism were
not favourably inclined towards Moses, or his message. Numerous tales
illustrate the early Jews' unfavourable opinions of their prophets and reveal
mind-boggling conceptions of God, and after recounting some of these I
will move on to the history of the Kings of Israel and Judah and their
idolatrous lives. This will provide the reader with a taste of the circumstances
under which the Old Testament (OT) laboured for many centuries, and
which ultimately decimated any hope of its faithful preservation."

1.Jewish History Prior to Establishing the Kingdom

Birth rif Ishmael and Isaac, sons rif Abraham

I Now Sarai Abram's" wifebore him no children: and she had an hand­
maid, an Egyptian, whose name was Hagar.

I Rev. Dr.A. Cohen, Everyman's Talmud, London,p. 61, quotedbyS.A.Zia,A History
of.7ewish Crimes, Union BookStall, Karachi, 1969,p. 53.

2 The reader must take into account that the majorityof historicalincidentsmen­
tionedin thischapterhaveeithera directbearingon the OT, or showhowunfavourable
the prevalent religious and moralpractices wereto the OT's intact survival. Mypurpose
is not to provide a comprehensive historyof the Israelites; the interested reader can
easilyfmd many references that are equipped with detailsof their militaryexcursions
and politicalallegiances etc.

3 This is how the name appears in Genesis, with 'Abram' changing to 'Abraham'
upon his conversation with God.
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27 Then the man asked, "What is your name?" 'jacob," he answered.
28 The man said, "Your name will no longer beJacob. You have wrestled
with God and with men, and you have won. That's why your name will
be Israel." 12

To someone from outside the Judeo-Christian tradition, the notion of
a human physically tackling God into the daylight hours (and winning) is
inconceivable, if not profane.

Jacob:' famil)!
Jacob had two wives,

a. Leah, who gave birth to
L, Reuben, 2. Simeon, 3. Levi, 4.Judah, 5. Issachar, and 6. Zebulun
b. Rachel, who gave birth to
i.Joseph, and 2. Benjamin.
He also had two concubines,
a. Bilhah, Rachel's handmaid, who bore him
t. Dan, and 2. Naphtali
b. Zilpah, Leah's handmaid, who bore him
t. Gad, and 2. Asher
Thus 'jacob had twelve sons."13
The terrible famine which struck duringJacob's twilight years was the

impetus for his migration to Egypt;'! his son Joseph had ascended to the
post of Egypt's governor by then, and invited his parents and brothers to
join him as the land still held grain. 15 "Sixty-six members of Jacob's family
went to Egypt with him, not counting his daughters-in-law. Jacob's two
grandsons who were born there made it a total of seventymembers ofJacob's
family in Egypt." 16 This includes all his children and grand-children from
both wives and both concubines.

Moses
Moses' grandfather Kohath had arrived in Egypt from Canaan with his
grandfatherJacob, 17 such that the only person in the lineage to be Egyptian­
born was Moses' father, Amram." Though born there Moses left more

12 HolyBible, Contemporary English Version, American Bible Society, New York, 1995,
Genesis32:24-28. In Hebrew one meaning of 'Israel' is "a man who wrestleswith God"
(see the footnote for Genesis 32:28). Cited thereafter as

13 Genesis 35:23-26.
14 Genesis 41:53-57.
15 Genesis 45.
16 CEV, Genesis 46:26-27.
17 Genesis 46:8-15.
18 Refer to Exodus 6:16-20.
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the books ascribed to Moses were in fact written several hundred years later.
Only a short while afterwards Moses passed away, as had most of the

generation that fled across the sea four decades earlier. With Joshua in­
heriting leadership, he resumed the march towards Canaan and led them
across the Jordan River to victories over Jericho and other towns."

The Time if the]udges - the Arkfalls into enemy hands (c. 1200-1020 s.c.)
The elders of Israel decreed that the Ark35 should be removed from the
temple of Shiloh, to lead the Israelite army in its assault on the Philistines.
But the Ark fell into enemy hands, and soon most of the Israelite cities,
including the temple of Shiloh, were reduced to ruins."

2. Jewish History AfterEstablishing the Kingdom

Saul's reign (c. 1020-1000 B.c.)
Given that the Israelites' hierocratic government had proved ineffectual
in resisting the Philistines, the prophet Samuel assisted in establishing a
hereditary monarchy. Saul became its first beneficiary, ascending to the
throne despite Samuel's possible misgivings."?

David's reign (c. 1000-962 B.C.)
Though expelled from Saul's court David had always demonstrated re­
markable qualities of leadership, and when Saul fell at Gilboa he declared
himself King. 38

Bathsheba's story is worth recounting: David once spied an exquisite
woman bathing in the moonlight. After inquiry he learned her to be Bath­
sheba, wife of Uriah, a Hittite officer on active service at the front. David
discreetly sent for her and made love to her, through which she became
pregnant. To avoid an impending scandal he recalled her husband from
the front at Bathsheba's request, that he might go to his wife. But as Uriah
spent his leave with friends instead of going to her, David plotted to have

34 James Hastings, D.D., Dictionary of the Bible (Second Edition), T.& T.Clark, Edinburgh,
1963, p. 433. Cited thereafter as Dictionary qf the Bible.

35 According to Deuteronomy 10:1-5, the Ark contained the second pair of stone
tablets on which God had again chiselled the Ten Commandments - "It has been
suggested that the original Ark was a box containing sacred stones in which the Deity
was conceived to dwell." [Dictionary qf the Bible, p. 53].

36 Dictionary qf the Bible, p. 434.
37 ibid, p. 434.
38 2 Samuels 2:4.
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him killed in the battlefield. This being done, he soon married her. The
child she bore did not survive,but later she bore him a second son, Solomon,
and was instrumental in appointing him King. 39

Solomon's reign (c. 962-931 B.C.)

Solomon's lavish lifestyle was a drastic departure from his father's simple
ways and, according to Biblical legend, he was not content with marrying
the daughters of his tributaries for he f:tlled his harem with other women
besides. The claim made in I Kings 11:3, that he possessed 700 wives and
300 concubines, is likely an exaggeration though.t" He built the Temple
in Jerusalem on a massive scale," dedicating it to the singular worship of
Yahweh.f Simultaneously though he erected pagan shrines for his numerous
heathen wives; "he himself, moreover, is said to have been influenced by
his wives to pay some tokens of respect to their gods, while he remained
essentially a Yahwist.i't"

i. The Divided Kingdoms

Following his death, Solomon's realm was splintered into the twin states
of Judah and Israel.

When the kingdom was divided ... [the] empire came to an end. The
time of her political glory had been less than a century, and her empire
disappeared, never to return. The nation, being divided and its parts
often warring with one another, could not easily become again a power
of importance."

A. KINGS OF ISRAEL

Here I will briefly mention some of the kings of Israel, to give the reader
a taste of the political and religious anarchy which seized that country.

1. Jeroboam 1, son if Solomon (931-910 B.C.)

He was the first king of Israel after the splitting of the monarchy.
As people were discontent with Solomon's taxation policies, he had

39 Who, i:65-6, 93. In Islam this tale is a brazen lie.
40 Dictionary of the Bible, p. 435.
41 1 Kings, Ch. 5-8.

42 The Hebrew term for God.
43 Dictionary of the Bible, p. 410. Islam rejects these allegations.
44 ibid, p. 436.
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2. Asa toJehoshaphat (91l-848 B.c.)
Asa (911-870 B.C.) is praised in the Bible for his piety.

He stamped out idolatrous practices and restored the Temple
in Jerusalem as the center of worship. It was decreed that un­
believers would be put to death. Asa even stripped of her dignities
his grandmother Maacah ... [who] had fashioned an obscene
idol connected with the cult of the Phoenician fertility goddess
Ashtoreth.i"

He sent Temple treasure to Benhadad of Damascus, to persuade
him to invade Israel and thus relieve the pressure onJudah.60His son
Jehoshaphat (870-848 B.C.) continued Asa's reforms and destroyed
many of the local hill-shrines.'"

3. Jehoram toAhae; (848-716 B. c.)
This period, covering the reign of eight kings, saw a return to
idolatry and moral degeneracy. Jehoram (848-840 B.C.) constructed
high places in the mountains ofJudah and compelled the inhabitants
ofJerusalem to commit fornication." while his son Ahaziah intro­
duced Baal as one of the gods ofJudah.63 Similarly, Amaziah (796­
781 B.C.) set up the gods of Seir as his own gods, prostrating before
them." His successor Uzziah put much effort into developing the
kingdomj" but with Ahaz (736-716 B.c.)Judah declined rapidly.
Ahaz "indulged in pagan cults and revived the primitive custom of
child sacrifices,"66 going so far as to sacrifice his own son as a means
of invoking Yahweh's favour.'? Eventually, as a token of his sub­
mission to Assyrian rule, he was compelled to replace the worship
of Yahweh in Solomon's Temple with that of Assyrian deities."

59 Jll!ho's Jll!ho, i:56.
60 Dictionary if the Bible, pp. 59-60.
61 Jll!ho's Jll!ho, i:193.
62 KJv, 2 Ch 21:11 (seealso 21:13). In the CEVhowever the reference to fornication

is omitted. See this work pp. 292-3.
63 Dictionary if the Bible, p. 17.

64 2 Chronicles 25:14.
65 Jll!ho's Who, i:377-8; Dictionary if the Bible, p. 1021.

66 Who's Who, i:44.
67 Dictionary if the Bible, p. 16.
68 ibid, p. 16.



EARLY HISTORY OF JUDAISM: A BRIEF LOOK 223

4. He;:;ekiah (716-687 B.C.)
Succeeding his father Ahaz at the age of 25, he proved himself to
be one ofJudah's most prominent rulers and carried out the following
reforms:

He destroyed the brazen serpent that Moses had made, which
had been an object of worship in the Temple."
He cleansed the country sanctuaries from idolatry and cut
down the groves used for pagan rituals of promiscuity.70

5. Manasseh to Amon (687-640 B.C.)
Manasseh (687-642 B.C.) reacted against his father's reforms by re­
instating the altars which Hezekiah had abolished, establishing new
altars for Baal and worshipping the host of heavens and serving
them. His son Amon continued these practices."

6. Josiah (640-609 B.C.): the 'Torah miraculously rediscovered
Succeeded his father at the age of eight. In his eighteenth year as
king, the high priest Hilkia showed Shapham, the royal scribe, a
'Book of the Law' which he had unearthed in the Temple during its
renovation. It was read toJosiah and he became greatly agitated at
how the religious practices of his time had gone astray," calling a
public assembly in the Temple and reading the entire Book to all
those present before setting out on a programme of sweepingreforms.

The Temple was purged of all heathen altars and cult objects,
particularly those belonging to the Assyrian worship of the sun,
the moon and the stars ... The practice of child sacrifice ... was
stopped 'that no one might burn his son or his daughter as an
offering to Molech.' [2 kg 23: lO] The idolatrous priests were
killed, the pagan house of male prostitutes was pulled down,
and the local shrines outside Jerusalem were destroyed and
defiled by burning human bones on them.P

7. Jehoaha;:; to Zedekiah (609-587 B.C.)
During this turbulent periodJudah faced mounting pressure, first
from the Egyptians and then the Babylonians. The latter were led
by King Nebuchadnezzar, who tookJudah's royal household captive

69 2 Kg 18:4.

70 Dictionary if the Bible, p. 382; Who:r Mo, i:152; 2 Kings 23:14.
71 Dictionary if the Bible, p. 616; Who:r Mo, i:50.
72 JiVlIO'S JiVho, i:243
73 ibid, i:243.
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to Babylon and left none behind but the poorest of the land."
Zedekiah (598-587 n.c.) whose original name was Mattaniah, the
last ruler of Judah, was himself appointed by Nebuchadnezzar as a
puppet king; after nine years of subservience he unwisely revolted
through Egyptian encouragement, precipitating a Babylonian attack.75

ii. The Destruction of the First Temple (586 B.C.)

and the Babylonian Exile (586-538 B.C.)

Pressing their siege of Jerusalem until the city surrendered in August 586 B.C.,

the Babylonian army tore down the city walls and destroyed the Temple.

Perhaps fifty thousandJudaeans, including women and children, had
been transported to Babyloniain twodeportations of Nebuchaclnezzar.
These, with the exception of a few political leaders, were settled in
colonies, in which they were permitted to have housesof their own, to
visit one another freely, and to engage in business."

iii. The Restoration ofJerusalem and the
Establishment of the Second Temple (515 B.C.)

A generation after the Exile, Babylon fell under Persian control;Jews were
permitted to return to their homeland and a small number accepted the
offer, establishing the Second Temple in Jerusalem by 515 B.C. 77 It was
during these Second Temple times that the prophet Ezra first began his
ceremonial reading of the Torah publicly (c. 449 B.C.). More of a religious
than a political figure, he became the founder of legalJudaism and remained
highly influential in Jewish thought throughout the ensuing centuriea."

u: The Hellenistic rule (333-168 B.C.) and the
Maccahaean Revolt (168-135 B.C.)

With Alexander the Great's successful conquest of Palestine in 331 B.C.,

the Jews soon assimilated into Hellenistic culture.

74 Hlho's Who, i:188-190. Seealso2 Kings Ch. 24.
75 Jt'ho's Who, i:388; Dictionary if the Bible, pp. 1054-5.
76 Dictionary if the Bible, p. 440. Seealso]acob Neusner, The Wqy if Torah, Wadsworth

Publishing Co., California, 4th edition, 1988, p. xiii.
77 Neusner, The Wqy if Torah, pp. xiii, xxi.
78 Dictionary if the Bible, p. 441. See also Nehemiah8.
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One curious aspect of this era of Hellenistic assimilation appears
in the fact that one high priest, Onias IlL, deposed by the Seleucid
authorities, went to Egypt and established at Leontopolis in the
name of Heliopolis a dissident temple to Yahweh, which existed
there for a hundred years.??
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Antiochus Iv, King of Syria, was particularly zealous in imposing Greek
fashions and Greek religion on this conquered realm. Becoming suspicious
of Jewish loyalty he commanded, in 168 B.C., that altars to Zeus be erected
throughout the land, and especiallywithin the Temple atJerusalem. Although
fear of the Syrian army secured widespread obedience to this decree,Judas
Maccabee, a warrior, revolted and was able to defeat Antiochus' generals
in several successive battles, raging from 165-160 B.C. He cleansed the
Temple from Syrian influences and established a dynasty which survived
until 63 B.C., though he himself was killed in 160 B.C. 80

v. The End of The Maccabaean Dynasty (63 B.C.), the Roman Rule
and the Destruction of the Second Temple (70 C.E.)

The Maccabaean dynasty ended with the Roman conquest of Jerusalem,
and just over one century later, in 70 C.E., Roman troops destroyed the
Second Temple. "The second destruction proved final.?"

Here are some of the dates which Neusner provides as cornerstones of
Jewish achievement, in the centuries following the Second Temple's collapser"

Table if dates

F80-110 Gamaliel heads academy at Yavneh
Final canonization of Hebrew Scriptures
Promulgation of Order of Prayer by rabbis

120 Akiba leads rabbinical movement

132-135 Bar Kokhba leads messianic war against Rome
Southern Palestine devastated -1c.220 Babylonial academy founded at Sura by Rab

c.250 Pact betweenJews and Persian king, Shapur I: Jews to keep
state law; Persians to permitJews to govern selves, live by
own religion

79 Dictionary of the Bible, p. 442.

80 ibid, pp. 603-4.

81 Neusner, The Wqy of Torah, p. xiii.

82 ibid, pp. xxi-xxii. Neusner's claim that the [rna! canonisation of the Hebrew Scrip­
tures occurred between 80-!1 0 C.E. is highly inaccurate. See this work pp. 252-6.
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c.300 Closure of the Tosefta, corpus of supplementary material
in exegesis and amplification of the Mishnah

c.330 Pumbedita school headed by Abbaye, then Raba, lays
foundation of Babylonian Talmud

c.400 Talmud of the land of Israel completed as a systematic
commentary on four of the Mishnah's six divisions, in
particular Agriculture, Seasons, Women, and Damages
(omitted: Holy Things and Purities)

c.400 Rab Ashi begins to shape Babylonian Talmud, which is
completed by 600

630-640 Moslem conquest of Middle East

c.700 Saboraim complete the fmal editing of Babylonian Talmud as
a systematic commentary on four of the Mishnah's six
divisions (excluded: Agriculture and Purities)

This table reveals that the complete lossof political power compelled the
Jews to begin an era of literary activity, with the establishment of various
academies culminating in the compilation of the Mishna,Jerusalem Talmud,
and the Talmud Babylonia. Infact this last acquired its fmal shape in Islamic
Iraq c. 700 C.E. or perhaps even later (since all dates aside from the Muslim
conquest are approximate), maturing under the strong influence of Islamic
fiqh which had taken hold in Iraq six decades earlier.

3. Conclusion

The annals of Judaism do not encourage faith in the OT's text, as most
of the rulers were idolaters who sought by various means to turn their
subjects away from God. The very progenitors of Israel were sadly no
better an example, dealing treacherously with their kith and kin. Moses,
the greatest Israelite prophet, had to contend with a nation tremendously
ungrateful to the Lord and to him: after the presentation of numerous
miracles, the plagues and the parting of the sea, he had only to leave for
forty days before the Israelites set up their infamous golden calf. Such an
attitude casts serious doubt on theJews' preservation of Moses' teachings
during his own lifetime, let alone in later eras. The text itself was lost
more than once, each time for centuries while the kings and their subjects
reverted to outright paganism. Let us now shift our focus, and examine
the extent to which these Scriptures were preserved.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE OLD TESTAMENT AND ITS CORRUPTION

In heavens God and the angels study Torah just as rabbis do on earth.
God dons phylacteries like aJew and prays in the rabbinic mode. He
carries out the acts of compassionJudaic ethics call for. He guides the
affairs of the world according to the rules of Torah, just as the rabbi
in his court does. One exegesis of the creation legend taught that God
had looked into the Torah and created the world from it.'

It is customary that when a human being builds a palace, he does not
build it according to his own wisdom, but according to the wisdom of
a craftsman. And the craftsman does not build according to his own
wisdom, rather he has plans and records in order to know how to
make rooms and corridors. The Holy One, blessed be He, did the
same. He looked into the Torah and created the world.f

1. History of the Old Testament

The previous chapter afforded a glimpse of the historical circumstances
which made any safeguarding of the OT highly implausible, and in this
section I will provide a history of the text itself. The extensive quotes I
utilise both here and in other chapters, concerning the histories of the OT
and NT, are purely from the Judeo-Christian camp. Unlike the outdated
notion that Easterners cannot represent themselves and must be repre­
sented, I will let these scholars represent themselves and have their say
before I bring forward my own arguments regarding their views.

In Hebrew the OT consists of three parts: the Pentateuch, the Prophets,
and the Writings, which are reckoned byJews as twenty-four books. The
received text of the Hebrew OT is known as the Massoretic text (MT).3

1 Jacob Neusner, The Way if Torah, p. 81. For Neusner, this is the central myth
underlying classicalJudaism. But myth does not necessarily mean something untrue;
he quotes Streng's defmition, that myth is "the essential structure of reality [that]
manifests in particular moments that are remembered and repeated from generation
to generation." [ibid, p. 42].

2 Dennis Fischman, Political Discourse in Exile, Karl Marx and the Jewish OJlestion, p.
77, quoting Susan Handelman, TheSlayers qf Moses: TheEmergence of Rabbinic Interpretation
in Modern Literary Theory, Albany: State University of New York Press, 1982, p. 67,
which quotes Bereishit Rabbah 1:1.

3 Dictionary if the Bible, p. 972. For a defmition of the Masorah see thiswork pp. 238.
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i. History of Torah According to Jewish Sources

A. MOSES DELIVERS THE TORAH TO LEVITES WHO PLACE IT BESIDE

THE ARK

9 And Moses wrote this law, and delivered it unto the priests the sons
of Levi, which bore the ark of the covenant of the Lord, and unto all
the elders of Israel.
10And Moses commanded them, saying,at the end of every seven years,
in the solemnity of the year of release, in the feast of tabernacles,
11 When all Israel is come to appear before the Lord thy God in the
place which he shall choose, thou shalt read this law before all Israel
in their hearing.
12 Gather the people together, men, and women, and children, and
thy stranger that is within thy gates, that they may hear, and that they
may learn, and fear Lord your God, and observe to do all the words
of this law.4

24 And it came to pass, when Moses had made an end of writing the
words of this law in a book, until they were finished,
25 That Moses commanded the Levites, which bore the ark of the
covenant of the Lord, saying,
26 Take this book of the law, and put it in the side of the ark of the
covenant of the Lord your God, that it may be there for a witness
against thee.
27 For I know thy rebellion, and thy stiff neck: behold, while I am yet
alive with you this day, ye have been rebellious against the Lord; and
how much more after my death?
29 For I know that after my death ye will utterly corrupt yourselves,
and turn aside from the way which I have commanded you; and evil
will befall you in the latter days; because ye will do evil in the sight of
the Lord, to provoke him to anger through the work of your hands."

B. TORAH LOST AND REDISCOVERED

Proving the existence of the Torah and its usage in the time of the First

Temple is very difficult. To quote Aaron Demsky:

Another feature of the sabbatical year is the public reading of the Torah
during the holiday of Booth (Tabernacles), which concludes the year
(Deuteronomy 31:10-13). There is no textual evidence attesting to the
observance of the sabbatical and jubilee years in First Temple times. In

4 Deuteronomy 31:9-12.
5 ibid, 31:24-29.
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Century B.C.

III Chronicles, Ecclesiastes.

II Book of Psalms completed (largely out of much earlier
poems). Ecclesiasticus, Daniel, etc.

I Book of Wisdom, etc.

The collection and codification of Israel's ancient laws resulted in the
so-called Pentateuch, or the Five Books of Moses (covering Genesis to
Deuteronomy); according to C.H. Dodd these received their final shape
around the fourth century B.C.E. The works of the prophets were also
edited, with historical records often altered in the interest of bringing
them into line with the prophet's teachings."

A. BIBUCAL SOURCES EDITED IN THE FIFTH TO SECOND CENTURY B.C.E.

William G. Dever, Professor of Near Eastern Archaeology and Anthro­
pology at the University of Arizona, presents another view. He states that
the Biblical sources were edited in the late Persian (fifth-fourth centuries
B.C.E.) and Hellenistic (third-second centuries B.C.E.) eras. And there are
others such as Tom Thompson of Copenhagen, his colleague Niels Peter
Lemche, Philip Davies of Sheffield, "and a number of other scholars,
both American and European, who believe that the Hebrew Bible was
not only edited in the Persian/Hellenistic periods but was written then." 15

Meanwhile Professor Frederick Cryer of Copenhagen,

concludes that the Hebrew Bible "cannot be shown to have achieved
its present contents prior to the Hellenistic period." The people we
call Israel did not use that term for themselves, he says, before the
fourth century B.C.E. The Saul and David narratives, for example,
were written under "the probable influence" of Hellenistic literature
about Alexander the Great. That these Biblical texts were composed
so late "necessarily forces us to lower our estimation of the work as an
historical source." 16

Niels Lemche has gone even further, tracing the creation of ancient
Israel to "19th-century German historiography that sawall civilizations in

14 C.H. Dodd, The Bible To-day, pp. 59-60.
15 H. Shanks, "Is This Man a Biblical Archaeologist?", Biblical Archaeology Review,

July/August 1996, vol. 22, no. 4, p. 35.
16 H. Shanks, "New Orleans Gumbo: Plenty of Spice at Annual Meeting", Biblical

Archaeology Review, March/April 1997, vol. 23, no. 2, p. 58.
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terms of its own concept of the nation-state."!" To him the social and
political concept of an ancient Israel is thus a whimsical ideal, born of
Europe's own preoccupation with the nation-state in the 1800s. IR

2. The Sources Q/ Jewish Literary Culture

i. Original Language of the Old Testament was Not Called Hebrew

The pre-exilic language used by Jews was a Canaanite dialect not known
as Hebrew. The Phoenicians (or,more accurately, the Canaanites) invented
the first true alphabet c. 1500 B.C.E., based on letters instead of descriptive
images. All successive alphabets are indebted to and derivative of this
Canaanite accomplishment. 19

In general culture the Canaanites are no less remarkable, and not a
little of that culture was taken over by the Hebrews.... The Hebrews
were not great builders, nor very apt in the arts and crafts.As a result
they had to rely heavilyon the Canaanites in this field, and in others
as well. Hlhatever language theHebrews spoke before settling in Palestine, it was
a dialect if Canaanite that became their language after the settlement-"

Some scholars believe that Hebrew and Aramaic are simply two dialects
of Canaanite." The pre-exilicJewish script was in fact Canaanite.i'' although
it is now falsely designated as old Hebrew or paleo-Hebrew. Abraham
and his descendants formed too small a clan in Canaan to establish their
own unique language, and by necessity they must have used the pre­
dominant Canaanite; it is very unlikely that the Israelites, present in such
small numbers and forced to endure hardship and slavery in Egypt, were
in a position conducive to setting up a new language. At best they may
have adopted a particular Canaanite dialect at some point, but certainly
nothing separate and unique. In fact the OT itself never refers to theJewish
language as Hebrew, as illustrated by these two verses from Isaiah 36:

17 ibid, p. 58.

18 Muslims cannot practice such cynicism; they must believe in the existence of
Davidand Solomon, as well as in the Torah (as revealed to Moses and whose traces
may be found in some books of the OT).

19 Isra'IlWilfinson, Tar'ikh al-Lugat as-Sdmiyya (History if Semitic Languages), Dar al-
Qalam, Beirut, Lebanon,P.O. Box3874, ND,p. 54. Cited thereafter asWilfmson.

20 Dictionary if the Bible, p. 121; italics added.
21 Wilfinsull, p. 75.

22 Wilfmson, p. 91.
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11 Then said Eliakim and Shebna andJoah unto Rab-shakeh, Speak,
I pray thee, unto thy servants in the Syrian language; for we understand
it: and speak not to us in the Jews' language, in the ears of the people
that are on the wall.
13 Then Rab-shakeh stood, and cried with a loud voice in the Jews'
language, and said, Hear ye the words of the great king, the king of
Assyria.
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Such is the rendering in the King James Version, and the same phrase is
found in the New World Translation,23 the Holy Biblefrom the Ancient Eastern
'Text,24 the Revised Standard Version,25 and the Arabic Edition. These last three
substitute 'Aramaic' for 'Syrian language', but none of them designates the
other as Hebrew'" 2 Kgs 18:26 and 2 Ch 32: 18 chronicle the same incident
and incorporate the same expression. In another chapter of Isaiah we read:

In that day shall five cities in the land of Egypt speak the language of
Canaan, and swear to the Lord of hosts; one shall be called, The city
of destruction.i"

The above translations unanimously agree on this phrasing; surely if
Hebrew had been founded by then the OT would bear testimony to it,
instead of vague wordings about the Jews' language' or the 'language of
Canaan.i" Given that the text makes the reference to the language of
Canaan generically - which, simply put, is Canaanite - we can infer that
the Israelites did not possess a unique tongue at the time of the Divided
Kingdoms of Israel andJudah.

In fact the word 'Hebrew' was indeed in existence, but it predated the
Israelites and did not refer to anything remotelyJewish. The words 'Ibri
(Habiru) and 'Ibrani (Hebrew) were in usage even before 2000 B.C.E. and
referred to a group of Arab tribes from the northern reaches of the
Arabian Peninsula, in the Syrian desert. The appellation spread to other
Arab tribes in the area until it became a synonym for 'son of the desert'.

23 New f;Vorld Translation of the HolyScriptures, WatchtowerBibleand Tract Societyof
New York, Inc., 1984.

24 George M. Lamsa's translation from the Aramaic of the Peshitta,Harper, San
Francisco.

25 Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1952.

26 The Revised Standard Version uses"language of Judah".
27 KJv, Isaiah 19:18.

28 Of all the Bibles in mycollection onlythe CEVexplicitly writesHebrew in Isaiah
19:18, Isaiah 36:11-13, 2 K 18:26, and 2 Ch 32:18. But the accuracy of this work is
highly suspect, while the other versions adhere far more closely to the original text.
See this workpp. 293-4.
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Cuneiform and Pharaonic texts from before the Israelites also use such
words as 'Ibn, Hobin, Habiru, Khabiru, and 'Abiru. In this sense the term
'Ibrani, as ascribed to Abraham in the Bible, means a member of the 'Abiru
(or nomadic Arab tribes), of which he was a member. The phrase 'Ibru,
denoting Jews, was coined later on by the rabbis in Palestine. 29

ii. The Early Jewish Script: Canaanite and Assyrian

The pre-exilic Jewish script was Canaanite." When Aramaic became the
predominant tongue of the ancient Near East, theJews adopted this lan­
guage and soon assumed its script as well - which was then known as
Assyrian."

This ''')\!IN :m:J or simply n''')\!JN Assyrian script' was so called because

it was the originally Aramean form of the 'Phoenician script' which had

been coming into use ... since the 8th century B.C. and which was brought

back by Jews returning from the Exile. The 'square script' (YJ.")J J.n:J)
was derived from this form of the alphabet.V

This square script was not formally designated as Hebrew until the writings
of Bin Sira andJosephus in the first century C.E., and in the Mishna and
Talmud.P all of which are very late developments.

So which language was the OT originally written in? From the inform­
ation above we see a process of scriptural evolution: Canaanite, Aramaic
(Assyrian), and fmallysquare, which later on came to be regarded as Hebrew.
We can conclude that, prior to their return from the Babylonian Exile in
538 B.c.E.,Jewsdid not have any means of written communication distinctly
their own. Interestingly Wtirthwein annexes the Canaanite alphabet by
declaring, "This was the Phoenician-Old Hebrew script, the ancestor of all
the alphabets of past and present."34

29 Wilfinson, pp. 73-79.

30 Wilfinson, p. 91.

31 Ernst Wurthwein, The Text qf the OldTestament, 2nd Edition, William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1995, pp. 1-2. Cited thereafter as
Wurthwein.

32 ibid, p. 2, footnote 4.
33 Wilfinson, p. 75.

34 Wurthwein, p. 2. Italics added. There is yet another twist to this history of fabri­
cations. Now in Wadi el-Hol in Egypt, near Luxor, a 'Semitic inscription' dated some­
where between 1900 and 1800 B.C.E. has been discovered by Dr. Darnells and his wife
Deborah. - cont.
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4.Jose b.Joezer of Zeredah andJose b.Johanan ofJerusalem received
[the Law] from them ... 42
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And so on. In short the Mishnah's own account of its legitimacy, contained
in this tractate, consists mostly of sayings in praise of the Oral Law along
with the names of the teachers who handed it down from generation to
generation. "Excepting the last four paragraphs the sayingsare anonymous.'?"

This traditional account of the Oral Law and its transmission, passing
from Moses in an unbroken chain to the rabbis of post-Exile Jerusalem,
is easily disproved by a glance at Jewish history. 2 Kings 22-23 relates the
discovery of a 'Book of the Law' during King Josiah's reign (640-609
B.C.E.).44 The multitude of reforms he carried out - purging the Temple
of heathen altars, eliminating child sacrifices, destroying the pagan house
of male prostitutes, and so on - bears witness that even the most basic
fundamentals of the Law had been wiped clean from Israelite consciousness.
The extent of these practices belies the existence of thoseJewish teachers
who were supposedly memorising and transmitting the Oral Law for
centuries. The Oral traditions are clearly an exponent of the Written Law;
even if the latter had disappeared, any faithful preservation of the former,
orally, would have sufficiently informed rabbis that such pagan rituals
constituted sacrilege.Where were the religiousleaders who were transmitting
the Law generation after generation? IndeedJosiah's grandfather, King
Manasseh, thought that by restoring the altars to Baal which Hezekiah
had destroyed, he was "returning to the early worship of the nation, and
the Baal whom he worshiped was probably identified in the minds of the
people with the national God Yahweh,"45

Whatever the form of Oral Law originally received by Moses, it was
lost several millennia ago and no longer exists. The current Oral Law,

probably dates from the time when the Written Lawwas first read and
expounded to the people [by Ezra]. This oral expounding inevitably
led to differingexplanations. Hence in later times it was necessary to
reduce to writing the explanations considered authoritative and
correct. This processbegan in the time of Hilleland Shammai (end of
Ist century s.c.) and came to be called mishnah .. , Frequently, each
teacher would compile his own Mishnah.t"

42 H. Danby(trans), TheMishnah, p. 446.
43 ibid, p. 446, footnote no. 1.
44 Dictionary ofthe Bible, p. 382.
45 ibid, p. 616.
46 ibid, p. 954.
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i. The Role of the Council of Jamnia - Late First Century C.E.

Wiirthwein writes,

The consonantal text which is preserved in the medieval manuscripts
and forms the basis of our present editions goes back to about A.D.
100. As part of the greatJewish revivalwhich marked the decades after
the catastrophe of A.D.70, the canonical status of certain disputed books of the
Old Testament wasdefined at the Council of]amnia (late first century A.D.), and
an authoritative textof the Old Testament wasalso established.60
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The text preserved in the period following 70 C.E. was simply that of the
most influential group, the Pharisees. The text types supported by lesser
groups disappeared, making the current standard text a result of historical
development and evolution.P! Wiirthwein's assertion that the Council of
Jamnia established an authoritative text appears to be nothing short of
wishful thinking, since this contradicts his claim elsewhere that the OT
text was finally established in the tenth century C.E. 62

ii. The Old Testament Text was known in a
Variety of Differing Traditions

A false impression has been created among general readers that the OT
has been transmitted through the ages exactly word for word, and character
for character." Such is hardly the case; even the Ten Commandments differ
in two versions.v'

Scholars agree that, at the end of the pre-Christian era, the OT text was
known in a variety of traditions that differed from each other to varying
degrees. Attempting to solve this puzzle of multiple text types, scholars have
relied on different approaches. "Frank M. Cross would interpret them as
local Palestinian, Egyptian, and Babylonian textual forms,"65 meaning that
each of these centres nurtured its own OT text, independent of whatever
textual forms other centres were using. Shemaryahu Talmon has objected

60 ibid, p. 13. Italics added.
61 ibid, p. 14.
62 See thisworkp. 246.
63 See "Are Torah Scrolls Exactly the Same?", Bible Review, voL xiii, no. 6, Dec.

1997, pp. 5-6.
61 Seefor instance Wurthwein's analysis of the Nash Papyrus [Wurthwein, p. 34].
65 ibid, pp.14-l5.
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to Cross' theory; he believes instead that "the ancient authors, compilers,

tradents and scribes enjoyed what may be termed a controlled freedom

of textual variation ... From the very first stage if its manuscript transmission, the
Old Testament textwasknown in a variety if traditions which diffiredfrom each other
to agreater orless degree. "66 So whereas Cross endorses the view of each centre

establishing its own form of the text, Talmon argues that the variations

are due not to different centres but to the compilers and scribes themselves,

who from the startexercised a limited freedom in how they could re-shape

the text. Whatever the answer may be, the existence of different textual

forms is irrefutable.

iii. Approximately 6000 Discrepancies Between the

Samaritan and Jewish Pcntateuchs Alone

A separate religious and ethnic Hebrew sect, the Samaritans claimed Moses

as their sole prophet and the Torah as their only Holy Book, the perfect

recension of which they insisted they (and not the Jews) possessed." The

exact date of the Samaritans' split from theJews remains unknown, but it

most likely occurred during the Maccabean Dynasty (166-63 B.C.E.) with

the ravaging of Shechem and the Mount Gerizim sanctuary.'f

The problem of the Samaritan Pentateuch is that it differs from [the
Masoretic Hebrew text] in some six thousand instances.... [many] are
trivial and do not affect the meaning of the text, yet it is significant
that in about nineteen hundred instances [the Samaritan Pentateuch
agrees with the Septuagint?" against the Masoretic text]. Some of the
variants in [the Samaritan Pentateuch] must be regarded as alterations
introduced by the Samaritans in the interest of their own cult. This is
true especially of the command inserted after Exod. 20:17 to build a
sanctuary on Mount Gerizim, of Deut. 11 :30where IJ:J\!J 'J)Y.:l is added

66 ibid, pp.l4:-15. Italics added.
67 Dictionary of the Bible, p. 880. Recension is the process of examining all available

manuscripts, and forming a text based on the most trustworthy evidence.
68 Wurthwein, p. 45.
69 The Septuagint refers to the Old Testament as translated into Greek, supposedly

during the third century B.C., and used by Jews living in the Greek diaspora to read
their Scriptures in the language most familiar to them. Wtirthwein writes that "what
we find in [the Septuagint] is not a single version but a collection of versions made
by various writers who differed greatly in their translation methods, their knowledge
of Hebrew, their styles, and in other ways." [ibid, pp. 53-4].
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to ;')D (m N)D), and of nineteen passages in Deuteronomy where
the choice of the holy place is set in the past and the reference to
Shechem is made clear.?"
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One is certainly tempted to question how many of these 6000 discrep­
ancies are due to Samaritan alterations, and how many toJewish ones. As
we will see on p. 245, no single authoritative version of the OT existed prior
to at least the first century C.E., let alone an authoritative version that was
being transmitted with any appreciable degree of fidelity. Infer, at least in
the nineteen hundred instances of agreement between the Septuagint and
Samaritan against the Masoretic, that the Jews altered this last text. The
Septuagint came about in the 3rd century E.C.E. under the direction (according
to traditional sources) of six translators from each of the twelve tribes of
Israel. 71 So a minimum of three or four centuries separates the Septuagint
from the earliest possible date for an authoritative edition of the OT. Based
on the deep-rooted enmity betweenJews and Samaritans, and the latter's
insistence that they alone possessed the perfect recension, the probability
of a Samaritan effort aimed at changing their Pentateuch to conform with
the Jewish Septuagint seems very remote indeed. Clearly the best conclusion
isone of corruption in the Masoretic text in those nineteen hundred instances,
after the 3rd century B.C.E., to say nothing of the corruptions prior to that
date which must have been incorporated into the Septuagint.

iv. Unintentional Corruptions of the Text

Errors can creep into a text from every conceivable avenue, as even the
most professional copyist will attest. Most are unintentional. In connection
with this OT scholars have devised their own vocabulary for the classi­
fication of these mental lapses. Delving into the most common categories
we find: confusion of similar characters (such as :I and :>, il and n); ditto­
graphy (accidental repetition); haplography (accidental omission when a
character is present as a doublet in a word); homoiote1euton (omission
when two words have identical endings and the scribe skips from the first
to the second, omitting everything in between); errors due to vowels, and
several others." When perusing contemporary research for details regarding

70 ibid, p. 46. Version symbols have been translated and are placed inside square
brackets.

71 For a total of 72 translators. 'Septuagint' translates to 'The Version of the Seventy'
and is commonly denoted as LXX. of the Bible, p. 347J.

72 Wtirthwein, pp. 108-110.
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certain aberrations in old fragments, it is not at all unusual to find th
contemporary author invoking homoioteleuton (for example) to dispe
any notion that the error was deliberate on the scribe's part; this may be
proffered as a potential explanation even if the same omission is present
in other important manuscripts."

v. No Qualms Felt in Altering the Text when there
Appeared to be Adequate Doctrinal Reasons

We should be more concerned with intentional alterations however, as
they are naturally far more serious. Until the Middle Ages the text of the
OT was not yet established," and "before the text of the Old Testament
was officially established, it was not regarded as unalterable". 75 Therefore
the scribes and transmitters would occasionally make deliberate alterations
which, regardless of their intentions, served in a very real sense to corrupt
the original text. Parallel manuscripts demonstrate that not even the Mas­
oretic text, intended to safeguard the OT [rom further changes, was immune
to this phenomenon."

Yet the restoration of the early traditional text, reconstructing and
preserving it even where it was open to criticism, is only one of the
marks of (rabbinic) occupation with the [Masoretic] text.A second mark
reveals an opposite tendency. There is clear evidence thatno qualms were filt in
altering the textwhen there appeared to be adequate doctrinal reasons. 77

What were some of these pressing doctrinal reasons? Occasionally they
were merely linguistic, changing an esoteric word into a more common one.
Other times they involved the removal of religiously offensive wording, or
(most serious of all) the insertion of certain words to champion one possible
interpretation of a verse over all others.78Jewish tradition preserved a partial
record of these textual alterations in notes known as the Tiqqune sopherim and
the Itture sopherim,79 which must of course be relatively late works.

73 SeeWurthwein, p. 154.
74 See this work p. 246.
75 Wurthwein, p. Ill.

76 ibid, p. Ill.

77 ibid, p. 17. Italics added.
78 ibid, pp. 111-112.

79 ibid, p. 17.
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and letters of the Law and other parts of the Scriptures as a procedural
aid in monitoring manuscripts and in checkingtheir accuracy'"
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Rabbi Akiba's statement is not entirely clear: certainly the counting of
verses and letters was impractical in his time (c. 55-137 C.E.), and most
likely did not become feasible until the late 9th and early 10th century, when
the Masora system made its first actual appearance. Wtirthwein himself

remarks:

We should therefore assume that when the consonantal text was estab­
lished ca. A.D. 100, it did not result in the immediate suppression of all
other forms of the text, but that manuscriptswith variant textscontinued
to circulatefor a long time, especially in private hands. Theimpressive unity
if tenth-century andlater manuscripts is due ... to the work of the earlier and
later Masoretes who championed the established text and assisted it to
victory over all the variant forms of the text.B9

It should be clear from Wurthwein's own words that this impressive
unity of text was achieved in the 10th century C.E. and later, not in the
first century C.E.

6. TheJewish Revival: a Legacy if Islamic Literary Advancements

i. Pointing and Vocalization Induced by Islamic Achievements

In the matter of vocalization...there was no written tradition of symbols
[i.e. diacritical marks, or 'pointing') for indicating the pronunciation or
intonation of a text. It is not known when pointing originated."

Initial claims that it was founded in the 5th century C.E. have now been
discarded. Noting that the Babylonian Talmud contains no references to

pointing, Bruno Chiesa places the date between 650-750 C.E. But in this
he assumes that the Babylonian Talmud was completed around 600, which
amounts to little more than personal guesswork, and all he can really infer

88 Wurthwein, p. 19. Wurthwein qualifies himself in the footnote: "It is not
certain, however, whether in Rabbi Akiba's statement (Pirqe Aboth 3:13) the word
'Masora' refers to the activities of textual transmission, as it is usually understood....
R. Akibawouldmean that the Tradition of the Fathers(the Oral Law) was intended
to prevent the violation of the Written Law." [p. 18,footnote 24].

89 ibid, p. 20; emphasis added.
90 ibid, p. 21.
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is that pointing began afterwards, not any sort of precise duration. Indeed,
the Dictionary if the Bible suggests 500, while Neusner maintains that the final
editing of only four parts (out of six) was finished c. 700. Basing the start
of pointing on the completion of the Babylonian Talmud is therefore hope­
less. Moshe Goshen-Gottstein,

assumesa time around A.D. 700 as probable. He believes the invention
of vowelsignsand accents was induced by the Islamic conquestswhich
threatened to extinguish the tradition of precise liturgical recitation.?'

That vowels were invented as a reaction to the threat of Islamic invasion
seems silly; it is far more probable that they were invented based on the
Arabic vowel system, which was coming into widespread recognition at the
time due to the spread of Islam.

Eventually from the seventh century A.D. a system of vowel signs
written above and below the consonants was adopted, patterned perhaps
after Syriac usage. This system was called 'pointing,' from the Jewish
technical term"

I deliberated this point at length in Chapter 10.93 Despite an active Uni­
versity in Nisibis, along with colleges and monasteries established since 450
C.E., the Syrians failed to invent diacritical marks until 700 C.E. Moreover
Hunain b. Ishaq (194-260 A.H./810-873 C.E.), the father of Syriac grammar,
was a student of one of the pupils of the famous Arab grammarian al­
Khalil b. Ahmad al-Frahldi (l 00-1 70 A.H.1718-786 C.E.). This compelling
sequence shows pointing to be a Muslim invention which was adopted by
the Syriacs and, from them, by the Jews.

The date at which the vowelswere attached to the consonants of the
Hebrew text can be determined only within broad limits. Neither the
Talmud (c. A.D. 500) nor Jerome (A.D. 420) knows anything about the
written vocalization. G.D.Ginsburgsaysthat introductionof the graphic
signs took place c. A.D. 650-680 and that the work of the Massoretes
was complete about A.D. 700.94

Though I have reservations about the accuracy of these dates, I must
note that they (as suggested) correspond perfectly with the dawn of Islam.

91 ibid, p. 21.
92 ibid, p. 22; italics added.
93 See this workpp. 143-5

94 Dictionary of the Bible, p. 972.
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Mishnah. It wascomposedin Arabic under the title Kiliib es-Siriij, 'The
Bookof the Lamp'... Not contentwithexplaining details he endeavours
also to keep before his reader the general principles governing the
subjectof study, so removingone of the chief difficulties in the wayof
understanding the Mishnah.103
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To extract the general principles relating to a subject is to utilise Usiil
al-Fiqh (Principles of Jurisprudence). This is the established Islamic meth­
odology for religious studies, which Maimonides clearly appropriated. From
these examples we are made aware of a great discrepancy between what
Western scholars allege and what, in fact, actually took place: Muslims
are often accused of borrowing shamelessly from the Christians andJews,
and even the Prophet Muhammad, when he is not being taken to task for
'stealing' from Biblical sources, is cast as a fictitious character based on
Rabbinical prototypes. In reality the Jews and Christians both benefited
heavily from the advancements of Islamic methodology and culture, using
these to inspire their own future achievements.

7. Establishing the Datefor a Fixed, Authoritative OT 'Text

i. Qumran and the Dead Sea Scrolls: The Western View

Certainly the most significant Biblical event of recent times has been the
discovery of manuscripts at Qumran and WadI Murabba'at, near the
Dead Sea, starting in 1947. Several centuries older than any material which
scholars previously possessed, and coming from an era when no single
form of the text was considered absolutely authoritative, these manuscripts
have generated a frenzy of interest.l'" Progress has been made, to the satis­
faction of most Biblical scholars, concerning the authenticity and age of
these documents. The Qumran cave is closelyassociated with the settlement
of Khirbet Qumran, which was razed in 68 C.E. during the First Jewish
revolt, and archaeological examination of relics found in the cave places
them roughly within this period; for example, a piece of linen has been
dated via Carbon-l4 to somewhere between 167 B.C.E. and 233 C.E. Ex­
cavations to the site have thus concluded it most probable that the manu­
scripts in Qumran were deposited during this FirstJewish revolt of 66-70
C.E. 105

103 ibid, p. xxix.
104 Wurthwein, pp. 31-32.
105 ibid, p. 31.
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the implication is that the text of the OT was standardised somewhere
between 70-135 C.E.

But the very basis for this conclusion is false, as we can discern from
the following two points:

The caves were never made inaccessible, for the obvious reason
that a young Bedouin discovered the scrolls without any digging.
The Bedouin in question, Muhammad Dhi'b, was fifteen at the
time and either a shepherd or a smuggler, venturing off in search
of a lost sheep or whilst taking shelter from the rain. Joined soon
after by his friends, their cursory exploration yielded sight of the
Dead Sea Scrolls; they had no recourse to any shovels or axes (let
alone more sophisticated gear), but their hands proved sufficient
and they visited the cave more than once, to retrieve all the parch­
ments. It may even be that they entered the cave barefoot. Though
the caves were supposedly sealed in 135 C.E., this in no way implies
that the site was inaccessible given how easily and coincidentally
the scrollswere discovered. With this in mind we can conclude that
the scrolls could have been deposited at any time, and that the
suggested terminum datum of 135 C.E. lJI has no legitimacy.
Reviewing a book titled Discoveries in the]udaean Desert, 112H. Shanks
writes that two of the authors (Cross and Davila) believe one of the
Genesis fragments they studied came, not from Qumran as they
were originally informed, but from Wadi Murabba'at,

Cross and Davila base their suspicious not only on a paleo­
graphical analysis of the script, but on the fact that the leather
is coarse and poorly prepared, unlike the Qumran manuscripts.
Davila tells us that the Bedouin may have inadvertently mixed
up this manuscript with their [Qumran] fmds. 113

This suspicion is furthered by a recent Carbon-14 test of an artefact
(a piece of linen) supposedly taken from Qumran, but which the
test reveals came from Wadi Murabba'at, leading Shanks to wonder,
"What else did the Bedouin mix up?" II 4

111 See Wiirthwein, p. 164.

112 E. Ulrich, EM. Cross, J.R. Davila, N. jastram, J.E. Sanderson, E. Tov and J.
Strugnell, Discoveries in theJudaean Desert, VOl. XII, Qymran Cave 4 - VII:Genesis to Numbers,
Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1994.

113 H. Shanks, "Books in Brief", Biblical Archaeology Review, Sep./Oct. 1995, vol. 21,
no. 5, pp. 6, 8.

114 ibid, p. 8.
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Conclusively proving which scrollbelongs to which cave therefore becomes
extremely difficult. Archaeology is not a precise science, in that a great
many things can easily be interpreted one way or another. 115 Additionally,
different methods of carbon dating do result in conflicting conclusions
(sometimes varying by centuries), so the reliability of such tests cannot be
guaranteed.

Yet the greatest problem one faces in dating these caves is the existence
of Arabic fragments which were found in the same cave of WadI Murraba'at,
or very close by (one hesitates to accept in good faith which fragments
come from which caves). Of these Arabic fragments, moreover, one has a
clear Hijra dating of 327 A.H. (938 C.E.; see Figure 15.2).116 The fragment
reads: 117

.fi ,f y.1 if

lJ!.?J C::' p

e::u J jl...>- J.

.J.l\ J.>-..::.15' ;; if JJ)'\

Figure 15.2: An Arabicfragmentjound in a cave in Wadi" Murraba'iii with a
clear Hijra dating if 327 A.H./938 C.E. Source: Eisenman andRobinson,

A Facsimile Edition of the Dead Sea Scrolls, vol. 1, plate 294.

This translates to:

In the Name of Allah Most Gracious Most Merciful. J have collected
from the inheritors of Abu Ghassan the taxes which were due on the

115 Fora detailedanalysis of thissubject, including dozens of test cases, lookformy
forthcoming book Islamic Studies: WhatMethodology?

116 R.H. Eisenman and].M. Robinson, A Facsimile Edition if the Dead Sea Scrolls,
Biblical Archaeology Society, Washington, DC, 1991, Vol. I, plateNo. 294. Formore
samples refer to plates Nos. 643-648.

J17 Mahmild al-'AbidI, Makhtiitiit al-Bahial-Mayylt, 'Amman,jordan, 1967, p. 343.
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Santin property, totalling one-third and one-eighth of one dinar for
the year seven and twenty and three hundred. Written by Ibrahim bin
Hamrnaz in the month of Rabi' al-Awwal of this same year, and I
have placed my faith in Allah.
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A total of seven Arabic fragments have been reproduced in the Facsimile
Edition of the Dead Sea Scrolls; the one above is the most legible and complete.
At least five other Arabic fragments, one of them of considerable length,
were found in the Wadi Murraba'at cave but were not seen fit by the
authors for inclusion in this edition, although they have been reproduced
elsewhere.!"

Whatever the explanation for these Arabic fragments may be - that
the caves were never properly sealed, or were sealed but rediscovered over
ten centuries ago, or that portions were sealed and others were not - the
fact is that absolutely none of the OT fragments can be pigeon-holed
definitively into one of the two golden periods of 66-70 C.E. and 132-135
c.E. ll9 This sheds light onJ.T. Milik's statement concerning the Minor
Prophets Scroll, that "there are even striking similarities to the script of
medieval manuscripts." 120 If an Arabic fragment from the I Oth century
C.E. lay within these caves, what would have prevented someone from
depositing OT fragments in any century up to and including the tenth as
well? Excavations from the 1950s already concluded that these caves
were "inhabited repeatedly from 4000 B.C. to the Arabian period", 121 so
unless the implication is that Jews wholly abandoned these caves from
135 C.E. to the 20th century, even as Medieval Muslims enjoyed access to
them, then the premise for assigning dates is utterly void. What conceivable
proof is there that no Jews entered the Wadi: Murabba'at in 35] , or 5] 3,
or even 700 C.E.?122

118 ibid, pp. 342-346.

119 The parchments taken from Qumran, which on occasion differ considerably
fromthe Masoretic text,werewrittenbymembersof the Essene community. This was
a monastic order that sought to practice the strictestJudaism, believing for example
that "the bowels mustnot performtheir wontedfunctions" on the Sabbath. [Dictionary
if the Bible, p. 268.J The eventual disappearance of thisordermeansthat allthe material
from Qumran whichfollows the textualvariantspreferredby the Essenes, must have
been scribedwhilst the order wasstillalive. On the other hand, the WadIMurabba'at
texts coincide more or less with the one text type that is still current, and so could
havepossibly originatedat any point up until the Middle Ages.

120 See Wurthwein, p. 164.
121 ibid, p. 164.

122 This isquitepossible, since "someJewishgroupshad continuedto live in Palestine
probably right through the Moslem domination". [Dictionary if the Bible, p. 720.]
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9 And God said unto Abraham, Thou shalt keep my covenant there­
fore, thou, and thy seed after thee in their generations.
10 This is mycovenant, whichye shall keep, betueen me andyou andthyseed ofter
thee; Every man child amongyou shall becircumcised.
II And ye shall circumcise the flesh of your foreskin; andit shall bea
token of the covenant betwixt me andyou.
14 And the uncircumcised man child whose flesh of his foreskin is not
circumcised, that soul shall be cut off from his people; he hath broken
my covenant.
15 And God said unto Abraham, As for Sarai thy wife, thou shalt not
call her name Sarai, but Sarah shall her name be.
16 And I will bless her, and give thee a son also of her: yea, I will bless
her, and she shall be a mother of nations; kings of people shall be of
her.
17 Then Abraham fell upon his face, and laughed, and said in his
heart, Shall a child be born unto him that is an hundred years old?
and shall Sarah, that is ninety ycars old, bear?
18 And Abraham said unto God, 0 that Ishmael might live before
thee!
19 And God said, Sarah thy wife shall bear thee a son indeed; andthou
shalt call his name Isaac: and I will establish my covenant with himfur an
everlasting covenant, andwith his seed after him.
20 And as for Ishmael, I have heard thee: Behold, I have blessed him,
and will make him fruitful, and will multiply him exceedingly; twelve
princes shall he beget, and I will make him a great nation.
21 But my covenant will I establish with Isaac, which Sarah shall bear unto
thee at this set time in the next year.
22 And he left off talking with him, and God went up from Abraham.
23 AndAbraham took Ishmael hisson, and all that were born in his house,
and all that were bought with his money, every male among the men
of Abraham's house; andcircumcised the flesh of theirforeskin in the selfsame
day, asGod hadsaidunto him.
25 And Ishmael his son was thirteen years old, when he was circumcised
in the flesh of his foreskin.
26 In the selfsame day wasAbraham circumcised, andIshmael hisSOn. 125
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The objective reader will discern a problem with this narrative. God
pledges, confirms, and reassures Abraham repeatedly about His covenant,
the symbol of which is circumcision. Now the only son Abraham had at
that time was Ishmael, a boy of thirteen, and father and son were both
circumcised on the same day. Regardless of whether he bears this stamp
or not however, Ishmael is thrown entirely out of the covenant - and for

125 Emphasis added.
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no fathomable reason. God throws a boy out of His covenant against His
Own dictates.

Returning to Genesis, in 17:16-21 Abraham is given the glad tidings that
Sarah shall have a child named Isaac "at this set time in the next year". But
in Chapter 18 we read:

10 And [the Lord] said, I will certainly return unto thee according to
the time of life; and, lo, Sarah thy wife shall have a son. And Sarah
heard it in the tent door, which was behind him.
II Now Abraham and Sarah were old and well stricken in age; and it
ceased to be with Sarah after the manner of women.
12 Therefore Sarah laughed within herself, saying, After I am waxed
old shall I have pleasure, my lord being old also?
13 And the Lord said unto Abraham, Wherefore did Sarah laugh,
saying, Shall I of a surety bear a child, which am old?
14 Is any thing too hard for the Lord? At the time appointed I will
return unto thee, according to the time of life, and Sarah shall have a
son.

The news was a tremendous shock for Sarah, who was so taken aback
that she burst into laughter. But this same discussion had taken place in
the previous chapter: "And God said, Sarah thy wife shall bear thee a son
indeed; and thou shalt call his name Isaac: and I will establish my covenant
with him for an everlasting covenant, and with his seed after him." If the
narrative bears out then Sarah had no cause for astonishment in the next
chapter. That she really had no prior knowledge of this incident establishes
a strong case for the deliberate interpolation of these verses in Genesis 17,
which seek to dismiss Ishmael from God's covenant regardless of whether
or not he is circumcised.

Let us turn our attention to Josephus. Earlier he describes Ishmael as
being the first son of Abraham, then suddenly claims Isaac as the legitimate
son of Abraham and his only begotten.I" On what basis does Isaac become
the legitimate son to the exclusion of Ishmael? Does that imply Ishmael
being illegitimate, and (by extension) Ahraham being adulterous? Jose­
phus' intentions are not clear, but what is clear is that he mirrors the O'T's
aversion of Ishmael - an aversion which rears its head in a few other
verses as well. In Genesis 22:2 we find:

And [the Lord] said, Take now thy son, thine only son Isaac, whom
thou lovest, and get thee into the land of Moriah; and offer him there
for a burnt offeringupon one of the mountains which I willtell thee of

126 Josephus, Antiq., Book I, Ch. 12,No.3 (215), and Book I, Ch. 13,No. 1(222).
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How is it possible for Isaac to become the onlY son, when Ishmael was
at least thirteen years older? 'Most beloved' one could comprehend, but
the two obviously do not equate. And if this verse implies that Isaac is the
only worthy or legitimate son, because Ishmael's mother was a slave, then
what about the twelve sons ofJacob, all of whom have the same status as
progenitors of the twelve tribes of Israel, regardless of whether they were
born of wives or concubines? To my mind this is another obvious case of
textual corruption within the OT, perhaps motivated in no small measure
by the Israelite hatred of Ishmaelites. Nowhere is this animosity more glaring
than in Psalms 83, a few verses of which are rendered here from the Revised
Standard "Version:

1 0 God, do not keep silence; do not hold thy peace or be still, 0 God!
2 For 10, thy enemies are in tumult; those who hate thee have raised
their heads.
4 They say, "Come, let us wipe them out as a nation; let the name of
Israel be remembered no more!"
5 Yea, they conspire with one accord; against thee they make a covenant­
6 the tents of Edam and the Ishmaelites, Moab and the Hagrites,
7 Gebal and Ammon and Amalek....
13 0 my God, make them like whirling dust, like chaff before the wind.
17 Let them be put to shame and dismayed for ever; let them perish
in disgrace. 127

Could Jewish scribes, bearing such historical hatred towards the Ish­
maelites, have shown generosity (or even fairness) towards Ishmael himself
in transmitting the OT text? Or would they have made him out as an
'unbegotten', an inferior, and in the process raised the rank of their own
ancestor Isaac if the opportunity afforded itself?128 Such possibilitiesdeserve
serious attention.

Being cast out of the covenant was not only Ishmael's lot however, but
also that of half of Isaac's family,as can be seen by the inclusion of 'Edom'
in verse 6 above. Based on the OT Isaac had twin sons.!" (a) Esau (or
Edom), who was born from the womb first, and (b)Jacob, who is the rec­
ognised ancestor of the twelve tribes of Israel.

Curiously, Jacob managed to cheat his brother twice: first when he
refused him red lentil soup until Esau had relinquished his rights as first-

127 Emphasis added.
128 Once again I quote Wurthwein's The Text of The Old Testament. "There is clear

evidence that no qualms were felt in altering the text when there appeared to be
adequate doctrinal reasons," P: 17.

129 Genesis 25:23-26.
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not ruled by the Israelites for more than 250 years, beginning from the
time of David (c. 1000-962 B.C.E.) and ending with the surrender of Samaria
and the fall of the northern kingdom of Israel (721 B.C.E.). God's promise
of an everlasting ownership clearly goes against historical reality in this
case. One has to discard either God's proclamation or the interpolated verses
which banish Ishmael and his progeny. And if we choose to discard the
latter then God's promise will have been fulfilled, since Canaan has always
been in the possession of the children of Abraham.

A brief passage from Genesis 13 furthers this idea:

14 And the Lord said unto Abram, after that Lot was separated from
him, Lift up now thine eyes, and look from the place where thou art
northward, and southward, and eastward, and westward:
15 For all the land which thou seest, to thee will I give it, and to thy
seed for ever.
16 And I will make thy seed as the dust if the earth: so that if a man can
number the dust of the earth, then shallthy seedalsobe numbered.136

This passage, and a similar one in Genesis 15, place additional weight
against the interpolated verses of Genesis 17. Throughout history there
have been far fewerJews than Arabs, the descendants of Ishmael, so that
the appellation 'dust of the earth' cannot be used to describe only them.
History compels us to view the expulsion of Ishmael from God's Covenant
as a deliberate distortion fuelled by prejudice.

9. Conclusion

In the numerous centuries that lapsed between Moses' ascent to Mount
Sinai and the eventual standardisation of a Hebrew text, by nothing short
of a miracle could the text have been preserved free of errors, alterations,
and interpolations. Indeed, every facet of Jewish history seems to proclaim
that there never was any such miracle. We can easilyobserve that the political
situation in Palestine, even during the presence of a united Jewish state,
was not at all favourable for the proper and sanctified propagation of the
O'T; rarely did a king bestow any affection or devotion on it, with the
majority erecting idols instead and some even carrying out pagan rituals
of child sacrifice etc. On top of all this the text itself disappeared repeatedly,
and for centuries at a time.

The foundations ofJewish literary and religious culture were themselves
derivative of other societies, causing further infiltration into the O'T from

136 Genesis 13:14-16; emphasis added. Seealso Genesis 15:3-5.
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the very outset of Israelite history. For example: (a) the Hebrew language
was borrowed from the Phoenicians; (b) the Jews did not develop their
own script, appropriating it instead from the Aramaic and the Assyrians;
(c) the diacritical system of the Hebrew Torah was borrowed from the
Arabic; (d) the Book of the Covenant (roughly Exodus 20:22-23: 19) was
possibly adapted from the Code of Hammurabi, and so on.

The text itself remained fluid till the 10th century C.E., nearly 2300
years after Moses' death: fluid in that it remained open to alterations
given sufficient doctrinal justification. And once the change was complete,
the original became 'defective' and was destroyed, eliminating all traces of
a trail which might otherwise have led back to something older and more
intact.

Turning our attention towards the Qur'an, we note the verse:

•• J Jj;. ll" -\]1" II J J "II -: II J., .r-"'" J., ->, I$" (j.., ')7

137£ I 2'':11'
'{ J , 'J.J-'

Those who flllow the Messenger, the unlettered Prophet, whom they find
mentioned in their own [Scriptures], in the Torah. andthe Gospel.:

which explicitly states that even the corrupted texts of the Old and New
Testaments contained clear references to the forthcoming prophet. Such
references were seen by many of the Prophet's Companions and successors.!"
but have since then been largely cleansed. 139

I will end this chapter with two interesting quotes:

The central myth of classicalJudaism is the belief that the ancient
Scriptures constituted divine revelation, but only a part of it. At Sinai
God had handed down a dual revelation: the written part known to
one and all, but also the oral part preserved by the great scriptural
heroes, passed on by prophets to various ancestors in the obscure past,
and finally and most openly handed down to the rabbis who created
the Palestinian and Babylonian Talmuds.U"

With [the Qumran] material at their disposal, experts concerned with
the study of the text... are in a position to prove that it has remained
virtually unchanged for the last two thousand years.141

137 Qur'an 7:157.
138 For details see Ibn Kathu, TafsTr, iii:229-234.
139 Though there are still a few traces left. See YusufAli, Translation qf Holy Qyr'an,

footnote of 48:29.
140 J. Neusner, The WiD' of Torah, p. 81.
141 GezaVermes, The Dead Sea Scrolls inEnglish, Pelican Books, 2nd edition, 1965, p. 12.







CHAPTER SIXTEEN

EARLY HISTORY OF CHRISTIANITY: A BRIEF LOOK

The Trinitarian believes a virgin to be the mother of a son who is her
maker.'

Proving the existence of a historicalJesus is almost impossible; there are
Christian theologians who are now content with a Jesus based on faith
rather than an actual historical figure." So I will start this chapter with the
question, didJesus exist? And if so, what evidence do we have from non­
Christian sources (the same 'revisionist' criterion that is invoked byJudeo­
Christian scholars against Islam)? What do some of the Christians say
aboutjesus? This will shed considerable light on how little is known about
him and on the confusion that reigned in early Christian circles. Also, what
was his original message? Was it irretrievably lost in its early stages or was
it preserved intact in an inspired book? These are some of the questions
and topics I hope to cover in this chapter.

1. DidJesus Exist?

The first fundamental issue we must pose is whetherJesus truly was a real­
life figure. Muslims unequivocally believe inJesus' existence, of his birth
from the Virgin Mary and his role as one of the most sublime prophets to
the Jewish people. Some Christian scholars though are much more hesitant
ofJesus' historicity.

During the past thirty years theologians have come increasingly to
admit that it is no longer possible to write a biography of (Jesus], since
documents earlier than the gospels tell us next to nothing of his life, while
the gospels present the 'Kerygma' or proclamation of faith, not theJcsus
of history. 3

! B. Montagu (ed.), The H70rks of Francis Bacon, William Pickering, London, 1831,
vii:4-10.

2 Bultmann as quoted by G.A. Wells, DidJesus exist?, 2nd edition, Pemberton, London,
1986, p. 9.

3 G.A. Wells, DUlJesus exist?, p. 1.
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i. References toJesus in Non-Christian Books from the First Century

The writings of thejewish historianjosephus (c. 100 C.E.), which cover the
period up to 73 C.E., do indeed contain two passages aboutjesus the Christ.
The longer of these is quite obviously a Christian interpolation, for it is "a
glowing description which no orthodoxJew could have written.?" The second
passage has been scrutinised by Schuror, Zahn, von Dobschutz,juster and
other scholars, and they regard the words "the brother of jesus, him called
Christ" as a further interpolation.t The lone pagan reference that is still
commonly cited is Tacitus' statement,

that Christians 'derive their name and origin from Christ, who, in the
reign of Tiberius, had suffereddeath by the sentence of the procurator
PontiusPilate.' Tacituswrote this about A.D. 120, and by then Christians
had themselves come to believe that]esus had died in this way. I tried
to show... that there are good reasons for supposing that Tacitus was
simplyrepeating what was then the Christian view, and that he is there­
fore not an independent witness.6

ii. The Historical Christ in Christian Circles

So we see that proving jesus as a historical figure using primary sources is
impossible. Assuming that he did walk the earth, and was a central figure
in the God-head, then it seems only natural that the Christian community
must have preserved all information regarding him. Like a modern day
sports figure or international movie star, all titbits relating to him must
have been collected, preserved, perused and treasured. The reality was quite
to the contrary.

A. THE LIFE OF JESUS: SECONDARY SOURCES

The influence of jesus Christ on Western civilisation is incalculable, and so
collecting materials about his life and teachings is nothing short of essential
for the modern scholar. But this undertaking is wrought with difficulties.
Source material is limited to the New Testament (NT), and more specifically
to the four gospels. Because they were primarily written to convert unbe­
lievers and strengthen the resolve of the faithful, these gospels fail to provide
much of the crucial historical information sought by biographers. The works

4 ibid, p. 10.

5 ibid, p. 11.
6 ibid, p. 13.
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therefore open themselves up to interpretation, and interpreters often commit
the mistake of seeing the texts through the filter of their own beliefs regarding
Jesus, finding in the texts exactly what they set out to discover in the first
place."

These canonical sources, four gospels and other NT writings, are so
meagre that they do not allow the objective compilation of a full biography.
The life ofJesus was in fact relevant only insofar as it furthered Christian
dogma; with only a handful of gospel passages ever emphasised in congre­
gations (as noted by Maurice Bucaille)," interest in the historicalJesus was
at best merely subsidiary.

Hermann Reimarus, Professor of Oriental Languages in Hamburg during
the 1700s, was the first to attempt a historical reconstruction ofJesus' Iife.?
Before Reimarus, "the only life of Jesus ... which has any interest for us
was composed by aJesuit in the Persian language" .10 It was written in the
latter half of the 1500s and tailored specifically for the use of Akbar, the
Moghul Emperor. This biography is,

a skilful falsification of the lifeof Jesus in which the omissions,and the
additions taken from the Apocrypha, are inspired by the sole purpose
of presenting to the open-minded ruler a gloriousJesus, in whom there
should be nothing to offend him.11

The dubious nature of this work did not stop it from being translated
into Latin a century later, by a theologian of the Reformed Church who
wanted to discredit Catholicism. 12 And so the Erst attempt at a biography,
written a full sixteen centuries after Jesus walked the winding alleys of
Jerusalem, was nothing more than a historically invalid missionary text
which became another pawn in the doctrinal wars between Catholics and
Protestants. Even subsequent scholars failed to compose a viable biography.
After the loss of the original gospel," no successful effort appears to have
been made in the two thousand years of Christianity to compile a historical
overview of Jesus. Robert Funk describes the case as follows:

7 Dictionary ofthe Bible, p. 477.
8 Maurice Bucaille, TheBible, The Qyr'an andScience, AmericanTrust Publications,

Indianapolis, Indiana, 1978.
9 AlbertSchweitzer, TheQyest ofthe HistoricalJesus, CollierBooks, 1968,p. 13.Cited

thereafteras Schweitzer.
10 ibid, p. 13.
11 ibid, p. 14.
12 ibid, p. 14.
13 i.e. the disciples' own writings concerning the teachings of Jesus. See this work

pp.279-80.
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So far as I have been able to discover, no one had ever compiled [a]
list of all the words attributed to Jesus in the first three hundred years
following his death ... Among the many scholarly books written on
Jesus in the last century and more ... I could find no critical list of
sayings and deeds ... [Among my colleagues] no one had compiled a
raw list ... [even though] most of them lecture or write about Jesus
nearly every day.14

After twenty centuries the historical material remains so scant that even
the sketching of a basic outline is problematic, unless one chooses to forsake
historicity and rely instead on the jesus of faith' as portrayed in the NT.15

iii. Christ and His Mother-Tongue

This lack of information is so broad that we are kept in ignorance of many
of Jesus' most fundamental attributes. If a full list of his sayings has never
been known to his followers, have scholars at least agreed on what tongue
these sayings may have been uttered in? The gospels, as well as Christian
writers from past and present, have failed to provide any answer with cer­
tainty. Among the guesswork of early scholars in this regard, we have: a
Galilaean dialect of Chaldaic OJ. Scaliger); Syriac (Claude Saumaise); the
dialect of Onkelos andJonathan (Brian Walton); Greek (Vossius); Hebrew
(Delitzsch and Resch); Aramaic (Meyer);and even Latin. (Inchofer, for "the
Lord cannot have used any other language upon earth, since this is the
language of the saints in heaven").16

iv. Christ: the Moral Attributes of God?

Christ is said to be one in three in the God-head. Anyone entering a church,
any traditionally recognised church, will immediately discern the complete
absence of two-thirds of this God-head however, with the sole figure on
display being that ofJesus. The Father and the Holy Spirit have been for­
gotten almost totally, andJesus Christ has instead acquired prominence.
Despite this elevated role his treatment at the hands of some Christian writers
leaveshis legacy riddled with black spots, so much so that it becomes difficult

14 R.W Funk, B.B.Scott andJ.R. Butts,The Parables ofJeS11S: Redutter Edison, Polebridge
Press, Sonoma, California, 1988, p. xi.

15 Bultmann, as referred to by G.A. Wells,DidJesusexist?, p. 9.
16 Schweitzer, pp. 271, 275.
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Matthew 26 (Contemporary English Vi!rsion)
20-21 WhenJesus was eating [the PassoverMeal] with his twelvedisciples
that evening, he said, "One of you will surely hand me over to my
enemies."
22 The disciples were very sad, and each one said to Jesus, "Lord, you
can't mean me!"
23 He answered, "One of you men who has eaten with me from this
dish will betray me." ...
25Judas said, "Teacher, you surely don't mean me!" "That's what you
say!"Jesus replied. But later, Judas did betray him.
31 Jesus said to his disciples, "During this very night, all of you will
reject me, as the Scriptures say,

'I will strike down
the shepherd,
and the sheep
will be scattered.'

32 But after 1 am raised to life, 1 will go to Galilee ahead of you."
33 Peter spoke up, "Even if all the others reject you, 1 never will!"
34 Jesus replied, "I promise you that before a rooster crows tonight,
you will say three times that you don't know me."
35 But Peter said, "Even if 1 have to die with you, 1 will never say 1
don't know you." All the others said the same thing.

36 Jesus went with his disciples to a place called Gethsemane. When
they got there, he told them, "Sit here while 1 go over there and pray."
37 Jesus took along Peter and the two brothers, James andJohn. He
was very sad and troubled,
38 and he said to them, "I am so sad that 1 feel as if 1 am dying. Stay
here and keep awake with me."
39 Jesus walked on a little way. Then he knelt with his face to the
ground and prayed, "My Father, if it is possible, don't make me suffer
by having me drink from this cup. But do what you want, and not what
1 want."
40 He came back and found his disciples sleeping. So he said to Peter,
"Can't any of you stay awake with me for just one hour?
41 Stay awake and pray that you won't be tested. You want to do what
is right, but you are weak."
42 AgainJesus went to pray and said, "My Father, if there is no other
way, and 1 must suffer, 1 will still do what you want."
43Jesus came back and found them sleeping again. They simply could
not keep their eyes open.
44 He left them and prayed the same prayer once more.
45 Finally, Jesus returned to his disciples and said, "Are you still
sleeping and resting? The time has come for the Son of Man to be
handed over to sinners." ...
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47 Jesus was still speaking, when Judas the betrayer came up. He was
one of the twelve disciples, and a large mob armed with swords and
clubs was with him. They had been sent by the chief priests and the
nation's leaders.
48 Judas had told them ahead of time, 'Arrest the man 1 greet with a
kiss."
49 Judas walked right up to Jesus and said, "Hello, teacher." Then
Judas kissed him.
50 Jesus replied, "My friend, why are you here?" The men grabbed
Jesus and arrested him.
51 One of Jesus' followers pulled out a sword. He struck the servant
of the high priest and cut off his ear.
52 But Jesus told him, "Put your sword away. Anyone who lives by
fighting will die by fighting." ...
55Jesus said to the mob, "Why do you come with swords and clubs to
arrest me like a criminal? Day after day 1 sat and taught in the temple,
and you didn't arrest me.
56 But all this happened, so that what the prophets wrote would come
true." All of Jesus' disciples left him and ran away.

57 MterJesus had been arrested, he was led off to the house of Caia­
phas the high priest...
58 But Peter followed along at a distance and came to the courtyard
of the high priest's palace. He went in and sat down with the guards
to see what was going to happen.
69 While Peter was sitting out in the courtyard, a servant girl came up
to him and said, "You were with Jesus from Galilee."
70 But in front of everyone Peter said, "That isn't so! 1 don't know
what you are talking about!"
71 When Peter had gone out to the gate, another servant girl saw him
and said to some people there, "This man was withJesus from Nazareth."
72 Again Peter denied it, and this time he swore, "1 don't even know
that man!"
73 A little while later some people standing there walked over to Peter
and said, "We know that you are one of them. We can tell it because
you talk like someone from Galilee."
74 Peter began to curse and swear, "1 don't know that man!" Right
then a rooster crowed,
75 and Peter remembered thatJesus had said, "Before a rooster crows,
you will say three times that you don't know me." Then Peter went out
and cried hard.
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i. Some Remarks on the Twelve Disciples

There are two points worth recounting here:
I. The twelve disciplesdid receive special teaching and training, asJesus

was probably preparing leaders to carryon in his stead. In Mark,
however, the twelve hardly understand anything they are taught."

2. The picture painted by the four gospels of Jesus' disciples shows
several instances of cowardice and ill fortitude, casting doubt on how
successfully they, his first followers, modelled their lives on his.

If we take these four gospels as an honest depiction of Jesus' life and
the events surrounding his death, then what we read regarding his disciples
serves only to undermine the reader's faith in the text, this being a portrait
of Christianity's first line of teachers. I must note that there ismuch external
evidence to challenge the gospel accounts;" this has immediate bearing
on whether the portrayal of the disciples is inaccurate or otherwise. "Which­
ever view one subscribes to, that the disciples were indeed incompetent
(suggesting thatJesus' teachings were compromised in the earliest stages),
or that they were competent but depicted dishonestly by succeeding writers,
the end result is to cast doubt on the gospels' accuracy and hence, their
collective creed.

3. Jesus andhisMessage: Repent,for the Kingdom if Heaven is at Hand

All sources for the teachings of Jesus emanate from anonymous authors.
As noted earlier, Hermann Reimarus (1694-1768) was the first to attempt
a historical modelling ofJesus. In this he drew a distinction between what
lies written in the gospels and what Jesus himself proclaimed during his
lifetime, concluding that his actual teachings can be summed up,

in two phrases of identical meaning, 'Repent, andbelieve the Gospel,' or, as
it is put elsewhere, 'Repent,fir theKingdom qf Heaven is at hand.'22

Because he never went on to explain either of these phrases, Reimarus
argues that Jesus was working and preaching within a wholly Jewish frame­
work, content with having his audience understand 'the Kingdom of Heaven'
in the Jewish context. Namely, that he was the Deliverer of Israel. The
intention of setting up a new religion never existed.P

20 B.M. Metzger and M.D. Coogan (ed.), The Oxford Companion to the Bible, Oxford
Univ. Press, 1993, p. 783. Cited thereafter as The Oxford Companion tothe Bible.

21 See Chapter 17.
22 Schweitzer, p. 16. Italics added.
23 ibid, pp. 16-18.
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i.Jesus and the Scope of his Message

By aiming his teachings at aJewish audience and expressing concepts from
within a strictly Judaic framework, Jesus was clearly limiting his message
to that sector of society. This is clear from Jesus' statement as recorded in
Matthew 10:5-6:

5 These twelve [disciples] Jesus sent forth, and commanded them,
saying, Go not into the way of the Gentiles, and into any city of the
Samaritans enter ye not:
6 But go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.

It is also plainly stated in the Qur'an:

244 1..f'l -.' '1("'1 J n I ..!' ...il, i:,"-:II' i:..b.LI'
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AndAlliih will teach [Jesus] the Book andWisdom, the Law andthe Gospel,
and[appoint him]a messenger to the Children qf Israel ...

Some modern Christian scholars also acknowledge this; as Helmut
Koester notes:

It is a simple historical fact thatJesus was an Israelite from Galilee, and
that he understood himself to be nothing else but a prophet in Israel
and for Israel- a venerable tradition, and he was not the first of these
prophets of Israel who was rejected and persecuted.P

Koester is not alone. 'jesus certainly thought of himself as a prophet
(Mark 6.4; Luke 13.33) but there was a final quality about his message
and work that entitles us to conclude that he thought of himself as God's
final, definitive emissary to Israel."26Luther, Voltaire, Rousseau, and Bult­
mann are all of the same opinion.

ii. Christian Creeds

AsJesus never personally defined a message beyond that he was the De­
liverer, the Messiah, so he did not define a specific creed either, and within

24 Qur'an 3:48-9.

25 Helmet Koester, "Historic Mistakes Haunt the Relationship of Christianity and
Judaism", Biblical Archaeology Review, vol. 21, no. 2, MarlApr 1995, p. 26. Koester, a
Lutheran pastor, isJohn H. Morrison Professor of New Testament Studies and Winn
Professor of Ecclesiastical History at Harvard Divinity School.

26 The Oxford Companion to the Bible, p. 360.
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a few decades this resulted in chaos. The early Eastern Creeds include "1.
Epistola Apostolorum. II. The Old Creed of Alexandria. m. The Shorter Creed
of the Egyptian Church Order. Iv. The Marcosian Creed. V. The Early Creed
of Africa, VI. The Profession of the 'Presbyters' at Smyma.'?" The earliest
of these is worth quoting for its shortness and simplicity:

Epistola Apostolorum
(Faith)
In God the Father Almighty;
In Jesus Christ, our Saviour;
And in the Spirit, the Holy, the Paraclete;
Holy Church;
Forgiveness of sinS.28

Compare this to the highly verbose Nicene Creed from the fourth century:

I believe in one God
the Father Almighty,
Maker of heaven and earth,
And of all things visible and invisible:
And in one LordJesus Christ,
the only-begotten Son of God,
Begotten of his Father
before all worlds,
God of God,
Light of Light,
Very God of very God,
Begotten, not made,
Being of one substance with the Father,
By whom all things were made:
Who for us men,
and for our salvation
came down from heaven (Gk. theheavens),
And was incarnate
by (Gk. of! the Holy Ghost
qf(Gk. and) the VIrgin Mary,
And was made man,
And was crucified also for us
under Pontius Pilate.
He (no and) suffered
and was buried,
And the third day he rose again

27 FJ. Badcock, The History qf the Creeds, 2nd edition, London, 1938, p. 24.
28 ibid, p. 24.
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according to the Scriptures,
And ascended into heaven (Gk. the heavens)
And sitteth
on the right hand of the Father.
And he shall come (Gk. cometh) again with glory
to judge both the quick and the dead:
Whose kingdom shall have (Gk. of whose kingdom there shallbe) no end.
And I believe in the Holy Ghost,
the Lord and (Gk. the) giver of life,
Who proceedeth from the Father and the Son,
Who with the Father and the Son
together is worshipped and glorified,
Who spake by the Prophets.
And I believe one
Catholick and Apostolick Church.
I acknowledge one Baptism
for the remission of sins.
And Ilook for the Resurrection of the dead,
And the life of the world to come.
Amen.f''

These two vastly divergent creeds testify thatJesus never truly defmed
his message, or that it suffered distortion in myriad ways, for otherwise a
simple statement of faith would not have become inflated into a prodigious
sermon. The earliest creed lacks any Trinitarian reference, whereas the
Nicene incorporates Son of God, God of God, and Begotten, all of which
attests to the ever-changing Christian beliefs regardingJesus during Chris­
tianity's formative days.

iii. The Implications of the Term 'Christian' in the Early Days

In fact, it appears likely that the term 'Christian' was merely an invention
of Roman propaganda, for in the early days,

the name 'Christian' was associated with all kinds of detestable crime
- this, too, is a common feature of the political propaganda, and the
author of 1 Peter... admonishes his readers not to suffer for the things
which for the populace were implied in the name 'Christian,' (4:15)
e.g. as "a murderer, thief, wrongdoer [better malicious magician], or
mischief-maker.T'''

29 ibid, pp. 220-1. Badcock has italicised differencesfrom the Greek text.
30 Dictionary of the Bible, p. 138.
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The early church busied itself with fighting this 'Christian' appellation,
which in Roman minds was equated with a breed of criminals. Examining
the origins of this terminology implies that it was the Romans, and not
the earliest Christians, who were eager to distinguish followers of the new
religion from ancient Israelite tradition."

4. The Persecution qf Early Christians

Whilst Judaism was seen as an annoyance, its sporadic efforts at political
independence invariably crushed, it was nevertheless tolerated by the Romans
so long as there was no call for a revolt. Christians suffered a different fate,
for while proclaiming their loyalty to the emperor they "would not par­
ticipate in the worship in the temples of the gods and were accused qf being
atheists".32 Imperial and public persecution was never more than a step
away. The intellectual classes even derided Christianity as a superstition.
They were viewed as a threat to the Greco-Roman way of life, given their
separation from the rest of society, and because they mainly worshipped
in secret, "the report was current that in their conventicles Christians en­
gaged in sexual promiscuity't.P Still, Christianity had taken root in most
of the provinces of the Roman Empire by the middle of the 3rd century,
despite recurrent local persecution and the widespread antagonism of the
populace.

Local persecution eventually matured into Imperial policy. The Roman
Empire was tangibly in decline by the latter half of the 3rd century, and an
Imperial edict in 249 sought to counteract this by commanding all Roman
subjects to sacrifice to the gods. Stringent policies were adopted against
the Christians, who refused to abide by this edict, to the point where all
attendees of church services were threatened with death. The capture of
Emperor Valerian by the Persians in 260 brought to an end this round of
persecutions, and for the next four decades the Church flourished. But in
303 the tide turned again, with a level of persecution far harsher than any
the Christians had known before. Hundreds, if not thousands, perished.
It was the conversion to Christianity of Constantine, an aspirant to the
throne, which finally secured Roman toleration in 312 and encouraged
Christianity's rapid spread."

31 In fact, the early church was content to designate the new religion simply as the
Way, as in the 'Way of the Lord,' the 'Way of Truth,' the 'Way of Salvation,' and the
'Way of Righteousness.' [See Dictionary if the Bible, p. 139]

32 K.S. Latourette, Christianiry through the Ages, Harper & Row, Publishers, New York,
1965, p. 32; italics added.

33 ibid, p. 35.
34 ibid, pp. 32-36.
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5. Practices andBelief in Early Christianity anditsAftermath

Confusion regarding the exact teachings of Jesus, coupled with the con­
tinuous persecution of Christians until the early 4th century, resulted in
a multitudinous array of practices set up under the umbrella of Christianity.
Quoting Ehrman:

[T]herewere,of course, Christians whobelieved in onlyone God; others,
however, claimed that there were two Gods; yet others subscribed to
30, or 365, or more... Some Christians believedthat Christ was some­
how both a man and God; others said that he wasa man, but not God;
others claimed that he was God, but not a man; others insisted that he
was a man who had been temporarily inhabited by God. Some Chris­
tians believed that Christ's death had brought about the salvation of
the world;others claimed that this death had no bearing on salvation;

35
yet others alleged that he had never even died.

Q, the original collection of Jesus' teachings, was drowned by other
competing influences while the new religion was still in its infancy." The
texts that subsequently emerged in Christian circles, seeking to fill this void,
began to acquire the status of Scripture. As the staggeringly dissolute reams
of theology attempted to discover the basis for their beliefsin these Scriptures,
various sects - holding vastly different views on the life of Christ - played
their parts in mending and moulding the text, each aiming to achieve its
own particular theological vision.

The Orthodox Church, being the sect which eventually established su­
premacy over all the others, stood in fervent opposition to various ideas
('heresies') which were in circulation. These included Adoptionism (the
notion that Jesus was not God, but a man); Docetism (the opposite view,
that he was God and not man); and Separationism (that the divine and
human elements ofJesus Christs were two separate beings). In each case
this sect, the one that would rise to become the Orthodox Church, delib­
erately corrupted the Scriptures so as to reflect its own theological visions
of Christ, while demolishing that of all rival sects."

35 BartD. Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption if Scripture, OxfordUniv. Press, 1993, p.
3. Cited thereafter as The Orthodox Corruption if Scripture.

36 BurtonL. Mack, The LostGospel: The Book if Q& Christian Origins, Harper San
Francisco, 1993, p. 1. The moniker Qis derived from the German Qyelle, for source.
Additional details will be covered in Chapter 17.

37 The Orthodox Corruption if Scripture, p. xii.
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6. Conclusions

Consider these points: that the disciples ofJesus, according to the Bible,
were students of an uncertain quality; that Q, the original gospel of Jesus,
was out-competed by other ideas during the earliest stages of Christianity;
that a one-time simple declaration of faith was greatly inflated to encom­
pass new theological notions centuries later, prompted by the lack of any
distinct creed; that the great diversity of views concerning the nature of
God-head resulted in the corruption of available texts for theological aims;
and that, on top of this theological chaos, the first three centuries of Christian
history were imbued with persecution. Such a volatile atmosphere could
not possibly have been conducive to the transmission and preservation of
Christian Scripture.
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4. TheByzantine Text
Working in Syria during the early 4th century, Lucian of Antioch
compared various readings of the NT to produce a revised, critical
form of the text. For this he relied consistently more on the Western
than the Alexandrian text type, and resorted to harmonisation and
interpolation as needed. The end result soon achieved great popu­
larity throughout the Mediterranean, becoming the favoured text
of the Greek Orthodox Church; it underwent further revisions for
the next four centuries until it was standardised."

So the most widespread of these, the Byzantine, relied heavily on what
is acknowledged to be the least trustworthy of the four, the Western. It
seems inevitable that Lucian must have incorporated into his text at least
some of the interpolations, from traditional and non-biblical sources, which
form a hallmark of the Western type. In fact the overall influence of this
Western text is baffiing; even the originator of the Caesarean text adul­
terated the relative purity of the Alexandrian with popular elements from
the Western, though ostensibly aware of the latter's inferiority.

ii. Dates of Recensions

Recension is the process of scrutinising all available forms of a document,
and selecting the most trustworthy among these as the basis for a critically­
revised text. Naturally the later the date of the first attempted recension,
the more likely that the manuscripts being collated willharbour corruptions.
George D. Kilpatrick of Queen's College, Oxford "declares that by about
A.D. 200 the great majority of the deliberate changes had been introduced
into the [NT] textual stream, and that thereafter scribes transmitted the
several forms of text with great fIdelity."27 Modern scholars agree that
there is no substantial evidence to prove any recensions even during the
3rd century." As this indicates that the vast majority of theological alter­
ations slipped into the text before any attempt at recension.t? we can say
that many of these changes have lodged themselves permanently into the
NT. And as we shall see in the case of the Comma ]ohanneum, a deliberate
and major theological corruption was to take place even as late as the
16th century.30

26 Comfort, pp. 13-14.

27 Metzger, p. 177.
28 Comfort, p. 9.
29 ibid, p. 15.
30 See this work pp. 290-1.



THE NEW TESTAMENT: AUTHORSHIP AND CORRUPTION 285

5. Textual Corruption

i. Variant Readings in the New Testament

Greek handwriting in antiquity consisted of two styles.The first was cursive,
written rapidly and used for everyday affairs.The second, much more formal,
was called uncial."

Figure 17.1: Example if Greek Uncial script. Note that the text lacks dividers
between adjacent words. Source: Metzget; The Text of the New Testament)

p. 10. Reprinted with the copyright holder's kindpermission.

In time the uncial script began to deteriorate, necessitating a script­
writing reform during the 9th century C.E. The resulting style was labelled
minuscule.V There are approximately 2800 fragmentary pieces of the NT
written in miniscule, and about one-tenth as many in uncial, but if we
limit ourselves to manuscripts containing the entire NT then the number
plummets dramatically: 58 in minuscule, and only one in uncial." These
figures are a cause for wonder; the number of complete copies in miniscule

31 Metzger, pp. 8-9.
32 ibid, p. 9.
33 ibid, pp. 262-3.
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Trinity, nothing in the former supports any such notion (see Figure 17.3).
In fact the literal translation is 'a unique God', though it is never given as
such."

Figure 17.3: Manuscript 75 (Bodmer Papyrus XIV-xTj written in uncial script,
slwwingJohn 1:16-33.linefivefromthe wp can be translated aseither "the On[y One,
God" or"God, the on[y begotten". Printed liJitlz Bihliotheca Bodmenana's kindpermission.

Additional divergence came about through intentional and unintentional
alterations in the text, creating variants in some particularly sensitivepassages.
Examples include:

• John 1:18. The line an on[y One, God (or its alternate reading God, the
onlY begotten) has a variant, the onlY begotten Son. 37

• John 1:34. The Son if God also has the variant the chosen One ofGod.38

• John 7:53-8:11. The entire story ofJesus and the adulteress woman
is,with a single exception, not present in any Greek manuscript until
the ninth century - but is now included in all versions of the New
Testament due to its fame, though generally ending in a cautionary
footnote."

36 Comfort, p. 105.
37 ibid, p. 105.
38 ibid, p. 107.

39 ibid,p. 115.
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• John 8:16. The phrase the Father who sentmehas a variant, hewho sent
me.40

• John 9:35.Jesus' appellation the Son qf God has a variant of greater
documentary evidence, the Son of man (a surrogate term for Messiah)."!
Mark 16:9-20. The concluding twelve verses of Mark are replaced
by a much shorter ending in several manuscripts, negating any ref­
erence to Jesus' reappearance to his disciples and his subsequent
ascension.f
Luke3:22. You are my beloved Son in whom I am wellpleased has a variant,
You are my Son; this dqy I have begottenyou.43

Luke23:34. AndJesus said, "Fatha.forgioe them,ftr they do notknowwhat
they are doing.» This passage is omitted in several diverse manuscripts,
the earliest of these from c. 200 C.E. This verse was most likely never
part of Luke's original autograph, and was inserted subsequently
from an oral tradition. But the phrase has proven so popular that
translators are unwilling to excise it, resorting instead to a footnote
about its absence in various manuscripts.r'
Luke24:6and 24:12. Heisnothere butisrisen and all of verse 12(where
Peter discoversJesus' burial clothes but no body) are excluded from
a few older manuscripts.f
Luke 24:51 and 24:52. And Oesus} was carried up into heaven and they
worshipped him are not present in certain early manuscripts."

ii. Scribal Alterations

I will suffice with these examples and turn now to the categories of deliberate
and unintentional scribal alterations, as classified by NT scholars. This will
provide us with a flavour for the range of errors which must be confronted.

In explaining away unintentional changes, scholars use psychology most
skilfully in retracing the mental workings of scribes who died well over
ten centuries ago. Astigmatism is blamed for the manuscript in which similar
Greek letters are often transposed; a momentary wandering of the eye
explains the deletion or repetition of an entire passage. Confusion when

40 ibid, p. 117.
41 ibid,p.118.
42 See this work pp. 297-8.

43 Comfort, p. 89.

44 ibid,p. 101.
45 ibid, p. 102.
46 ibid,pp. 103-4.
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copying from dictation, mental distractions that cause a change in the
sequence of words, and even sheer stupidity, are all invoked in solving
how these blunders came to beY

Aswith the OT, however, it is the deliberate alterations which are most
troubling. P.\Y. Comfort divides these into seven categories:

1. Material taken from oral traditions (such as the passage concerning
the adulteress inJohn 7:53-8:11).

u. Additions meant for liturgical use.
tu. Additions due to the spread of asceticism (such as the insertion of

'and fasting' after 'prayer' in Mark 9:29).
ui The tamperings of certain sects. (The Adoptionists for example, be­

lieving thatJesus became the Son of God at the moment of baptism,
changed Luke 3:22 from "this is my beloved Son in whom I am well
pleased" to "this is my Son; this day I have begotten you".)

v. Alterations due to doctrinal prejudices, particularly as relating to
the Spirit.

VI. Harmonisation.
mi. Changes incorporated by scribes who feared that readers might

get the 'wrong' impression about jesus.t"
It is hardly surprising that the textual critic Origen, speaking in the 3rd

century, complains about the discrepancy between manuscripts resulting,

either through the negligence of certain copyists, or the perverse aud­
acity shown by some in correcting the text, or through the fault of
those who, playing the part of correctors, lengthen or shorten it as
they please.t?

As discussed previously'" the Orthodox Church played its own part in
creating deliberate alterations, with a view to countering the advance of
certain sects which harboured rival notions about the nature of Jesus (such
as the Adoptionism, Docetism, Separationism, and Patripassianismi." Every
group was widely suspected of changing passages to make them champion
its own theological stance." and with every new variant created they hurled
the original further and further into obscurity.

47 Metzger, pp. 186-195.
48 Comfort, p. 8. For a detailed study of intentional corruption, see: B.D. Ehrman,

The Orthodox Corruption ofScripture.
49 Comfort, p. 8.
50 Seethis work p. 277.
5\ The Orthodox Corruption ofScripture, p. xii.
52 ibid, p. 279.
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6. The Erasmus Bible and the Comma Johanneum

Erasmus published his first Greek NT in 1516 and the second edition three
years later. Among the most serious criticisms levelled at this Bible was that
it lacked the Trinitarian statement at the end of 1John, which reads that
the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost are three in one (1 John 5:7). In­
sisting that he had yet to fInd these words in any of the Greek manuscripts
he had examined, he nevertheless buckled to pressure and agreed to add
the CommaJohanneum (as it is known) if a single Greek manuscript with this
passage could be found. Shortly afterwards such a manuscript was indeed
given to him. In all1ike1ihood it was a fabrication, written by a Franciscan
friar in Oxford around 1520. Though Erasmus remained true to his word
and inserted the passage in his third edition, he felt it necessary to append
a lengthy footnote, expressing his suspicion that the manuscript was a
forgery.53

Since the time of Erasmus only three Greek manuscripts have been found
to contain the CommaJohanneum; the earliest of these is from the 12th century,
but has the passage inserted in the margin by a 17th century hand." This
Trinitarian statement in 1John is of immense theological significance; its
interpolation into Greek manuscripts so late in history (during the Renais­
sance) is indicative of an alarming fluidity in the text. And what was the
fate of these spurious verses? In the English language they found their way
into the Authorised King James Version, printed in 1611; no critical revisions
to this popular translation were attempted until 1881. The edition in my
library (Authorised Version © 1983) still contains this passage:

6 This is he that came by water and blood, even Jesus Christ; not by
water only, but by water and blood. And it is the Spirit that beareth
witness, because the Spirit is truth.
7 For there are three that bear record in heaven, the Father, the Word,
and the Holy Ghost: and these three are one.
8 And there are three that bear witness in earth, the spirit, and the
water, and the blood: and these three agree in one.55

Interestingly the Revised Standard Version (RSV) - which is the 1946 revision
of the 1901 American version of the 1881 revised edition of the 1611 King
James Version (KJV) - omits some crucial words:

6 This is he who came by water and blood, Jesus Christ, not with the
water only but with the water and the blood.

53 Metzger, pp. 101-2.
54 ibid, p. 102.
55 1John 5:6-8.
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7 And the Spirit is the witness, because the Spirit is the truth.
8 There are three witnesses, the Spirit, the water, and the blood; and
these three agree.56

The exact chronologies of these various editions are confusing. Never­
theless we can surmise that English translations of the Bible waited at least
three centuries, if not more, before removing a spurious passage which had
been inserted as late as the 16th century.

7. Contemporary Corruption qf the 'Text

Thus far I have limited myself to briefly discussing the corruption of the
NT in Greek manuscripts. Perhaps there are those who will argue that,
beginning with the Revised King James Version in 1881, every mainstream
edition has sought to purity the Biblical text through critical examination
of early manuscripts; in other words, that these successive editions are
approaching closer to the original Biblical text, rather than moving away
from it through intentional or unintentional corruptions. This is not uni­
versally the case. Every translation is the labour of a specific time and place,
and will undoubtedly be affected by whatever social or political issues are
current in the translator's psyche. Regardless of whether critical study of
manuscripts is employed, concern over such issuesmay be sufficient to push
the final product even further from the original text.

In an article entitled "The Contemporary English Version: Inaccurate
Translation Tries to Soften Anti-Judaic Sentiment," Joseph Blenkinsopp
discusses just such an example:

The Contemporary EnglishVersion of the Bible (CEV), publishedlast
yearby the AmericanBible Society... isbeingactively sponsored by the
American Interfaith Institute... as the first Bible to contain no anti­
Judaism. The claim is presumably based on the retranslating, or in
some cases the paraphrasing or simplyomitting, of certain prejudicial
allusions toJews in the New Testament."

He goes on to cite examples where 'theJews' has been changed to 'the
people', 'a great crowd of the Jews' to 'a lot of people', and so on, as well
as the watering down of 'Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!'58

56 RSV, ThomasNelson & Sons, 1952, 1John 5:6-8.
57 Bible Review, vol. xii, no. 5, Oct. 1996, p. 42. Italics added.
58 This is as it appears in the Revised Standard Version, Matthew 23.
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like to the whoredoms of the house of Ahab, and also hast slain
thy brethren of thy father's house, which were better than thyself

Both the RSVand the New VVorld Translatiod" provide roughly the
same meaning ("unfaithfulness" and "immoral intercourse" respec­
tively). I consulted these because the CEV rendering struck me as
being so different:

11Jehoram even built local shrines in the hillsof Judah and let
the people sin against the Lord by worshiping foreign gods.
12 One day, Jehoram received a letter from Elijah the prophet
that said: I have a message for you from the Lord God your
ancestor David worshiped. He knowsthat you have not followed
the example of Jehoshaphat yourfather or Asayour grandfather.
13 Instead you have acted like those sinful kings of Israel and
have encouraged the people of Judah to stop worshiping the
Lord, just as Ahab and his descendants did. Youeven murdered
your own brothers, who were better men than you.

Omitting the specific references to fornication and whoredom
seems to have no basis, aside from keeping the reader's opinion of
public morality during the time of the Divided Kingdoms from
slipping too far into the negative.
Here are two verses from Isaiah, taken from the KJV:

(36: 11) Then said Eliakim and Shebna and Joah unto
Rab-shakeh, Speak, I pray thee, unto thy servants in the
Syrian language; for we understand it: and speak not to us
in theJews' language, in the ears of thc people that are on
the wall.
(36: 13) Then Rab-shakeh stood, and cried with a loud

voice in theJews' language, and said, Hear ye the words
of tile great king, the king of Assyria.

This same phrase of 'the Jew's language' (or 'the language of
Canaan') can also be found in Isaiah 19:18,2 Kings 18:26, and 2
Ch 32: 18; that none of these five verses specifically refers to 'the
Jew's language' as Hebrew seems more than mere coincidence.v'
Both the New l10rld Translation and the RSVfollow roughly the same

63 New T¥orld Translation if the Holy Scriptures, Watchtower Bible and Tract Society of
New York, Inc., 1984.

64 A topic covered previously in 232-4.



294 THE HISTORY OF THE QUR'ANIe TEXT

phraseology. The CEVhowever renders all five instances as Hebrew;
without further annotation. Of course the CEV is meant for easy
verbal reading and not textual study, but that does not excuse in­
correct renditions and assumptions (especially when the correct
phrase is just as simple).
In the Gospel ofJohn we find:

(9:22) [The blind man's] parents said this because they feared
the Jews, for the Jews had already agreed that if anyone
should confess [Jesus] to be Christ, he was to be put out of the
synagogue.

This is according to the RSV; in the CEVwe read:

(9:22-23) The man's parents said this because they were afraid
of their leaders. The leaders had already agreed that no one
was to have anything to do with anyone who saidJesus was the
Messiah.

Surely if anyone is creating a false image here, it is the translators
who omit the reference to being 'put out of the synagogue', making
the passage sound as though theJewish leaders were slightly peeved
and ready to rap a few knuckles.

These examples were stumbled upon accidentally in the course of writing
earlier portions of thisbook, and naturally anyone given the inclination and
the time would be able to fmd many additional verses where the translators
have fostered new false impressions. The CEVisonly a recent test case; over
forty English translations alone are in print, each bearing its own pecu­
liarities.For example many evangelistsdeemed initial editions of the Revised
Standard Version too liberal; the New 'Testament inModern English contains
unusual wording; the Liuing Bible mixes text with interpretation, inserting
words which make the text conform to a fundamentalist viewpoint. Most
Bibles adopt a distinct theological view ofJesus Christ by choosing certain
readings over others: "a young woman shall conceive" for "a virgin shall
conceive" (Isaiah 7:14),"the only Son" for "only begotten Son" (john 1:14,
18), 'Jesus Christ" for 'Jesus Christ, the Son of God" (Mark I: I), and so
on. The diversity of theological implications and meanings found in these
Bibles - resulting from insertions, substitutions, or omissions, let alone selec­
tive use of variants - can only be labelled as a corruption of the original
text.



THE NEW TESTAMENT: AUTHORSHIP AND CORRUPTION 295

8. Early Manuscripts Negates the Prevalent Christian Doctrines

Whether through ongoing corruptions or the elimination of impurities which
had previously infiltrated the text, the NT as it now stands is often a sharp
antagonist of the very Christian doctrines it purportedly supports. To begin
with, the majority of Christians are only familiar with the few select pass­
ages that are regularly read or commented on during sermons. As Maurice
Bucaille notes, "With the exception of the Protestants, it was not customary
for Christians to read the Gospels in their entirety... At a Roman Catholic
school I had copies of the works of Virgil and Plato, but I did not have
the New Testament. "65 Now we discover that many of these choice passages,
traditional favouritesof evangelists and the bedrock of the average Christian's
knowledge of his own religion, are in fact spurious or at best unreliable,
and have either been weakened through cautionary footnotes in contem­
porary Bibles, or altogether omitted. These passages touch the very essence
of Christian doctrine.

The Trinity.
We have already discussed at length the 16th century interpolation
of the Comma]ohanneum into 1John 5:7, the statement of Trinity
concerning "the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost: and these
three are one." So well-acknowledged is this interpolation that I
am unaware of any Bible, save the original 1611 AuthorizedKmg]ames
Venion, which still includes this passage. The sole remaining Trini­
tarian passage of any clarity is Matthew 28:19, "Go therefore and
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to
observe all that I have commanded you" .66 Accordingly,

This late post-resurrection saying, not found in any other Gospel
or anywhere else in the NT, has been viewed by some scholars
as an interpolation into Matthew. It has also been pointed out

65 Maurice Bucaille, TheBible, TheQyr'an and Science, pp. 44-45. Even though the Bible
as a whole is available in 286 languages (at last count), in this era of mass publishing
it has achieved the status of a best-seller that very few actually care to read. Despite
its ubiquitous presence in supermarkets, hotels, on tape, and in pop culture generally,
only an estimated fifteen percent of those who possess a Bible actually read it. [M.
Abu Layla, "The Qur'an: Nature, Authenticity,Authority and Influence on the Muslim
Mind", The Islamic Qyarterly, 4th Quarter 1992, vol. xxxvi, no. 4, p. 235. The author
quotes Manfred Barthel, WhatDoes the Bible Really Say?, England. Souvenir Press Ltd.,
1982.]

66 RSV, Matthew 28:19-20.







298 THE HISTORY OF THE QUR'ANIC TEXT

situation of having to provide both an extended and an abbreviated
ending," The end result is that not a single verse explicitly citing the
Ascension has survived textual scrutiny in the four gospels."

9. Conclusion

There are other examples besides, but the point is clear enough: some of
the very foundations of Christian doctrine, supposedly derived from Biblical
accounts of Christ's life, have either wayward or almost no support in the
textually revised modern editions of the four gospels. Given the multitude
of essential and highly favoured passages thrown out from the Kjv, what
then is the basis of this new, theologically weakened Christianity? And what
are the basic doctrines and principles to which the Church can still adhere
to today with tenacity?

Previously we observed that the history of the Jewish political situation
was wholly unfavourable for the preservation of the OT, with most of the
Jewish rulers encouraging polytheism on a wide scale. The text repeatedly
disappeared, and after its fmal discovery (from whatever sources) in the
5th century B.C. it was continuously subjected to alterations.

Now we see that history has been no more kind towards the NT. The
very fount of Christianity, Jesus, is a figure whose historical existence is
impossible to prove through primary sources. Some of his original teachings
found their way into Q, only for Q to suffer interpolations within a few
decades and eventually disappear, under the weight of all sorts of Jesus
mythologies which soon took hold of Christian circles. Towards the end
of the first century a few biographical works appeared; the authors were
anonymous, none had any first-hand knowledge of Jesus' life, and none
disclosed their sources of information. Rival sects emerged, each bearing
no scruples in altering the necessary verses to strengthen its unique vision
of Christ. Text types developed, diverged, gave birth to new ones, became
popularised. Recensions commenced, interpolations continued, textual
analysis began casting out many significant passages. And to this day each
Bible can carefully choose its variants, its wording, and so arrive at a slightly
different Jesus.

77 In RSV Mark 16:9-20 have been moved to footnote with a cautionary note.
While in CEVit is placed between the following two notes (respectively) "ONE OLD
ENDING TO MARK'S GOSPEL" and OLD ENDING TO MARK'S
GOSPEL".

78 The Qur'an however isexplicit concerning the ascension (4:158), and so Muslims
believe that]esus-though never crucified-did indeed ascend.
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Those who argue that some of Jesus' teachings are still present in the
gospel accounts miss the point; namely, that these words may be present
in letter but not in spirit. Of what use are edicts concerning charity and love,
when the entire religion itself has been subverted fromJesus' original in­
tentions (as witnessed in Q) to that of the worship ofJesus Christ as the
Son of God and of salvation through the belief that he was crucified for
the sins of all mankind?

\,ye have come very far indeed from the world of isniids, reading certif­
icates, the law of witness, personal contact, the 'Uthman's Mushaf,
and a holy text that has remained unequivocally pure for over fourteen
centuries. The disparity is midday sunshine versus the darkest shades of
night, and this contrast fuels the efforts of those who are accustomed to
the Biblical Scriptures, and who find it inconceivable that another Book
received far greater care from the Almighty and successfully escaped the
pitfalls of time.





III

An Appraisal of Orientalist Research





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

THE ORIENTALIST AND THE QUR'AN

The controversies surrounding Arabic palaeography and Ibn Mas cud's
Mushaf having already been dealt with, we now turn our attention to the
broad spectrum of Orientalist attacks against the Qur'an in their numerous
other forms, offeringa taste of some of the Western effortsaimed at defaming
the Qur'an's textual purity through the use of profane sources and simple
deceit.

1. The Necessity rifProving Distortions in the ()y-r'an

Intent on proving the West's moral and theological superiority Bergstrasser,
Jeffery, Mingana, Pretzl, Tisdall, and many others dedicated their lives to
finding within the Qur'an all the evils of textual corruption uncovered in
the course of Biblical scholarship. As is apparent from the previous chapter,
countless variations flood the passages of the Bible: "Cette masse enorme
depasse ce dont on dispose pour n'importe quel texte antique; elle a fourni
quelque 200,000 variantes. La plupart sont des variantes insignifiantes ...
Deja Westcott et Hort, en dormant ce chiffre, constataient que les sept
huitiernes du texte etaient assures ... II y en a pourtant".' Taken together
they weaken core issues of theology and raise many concerns about spur­
ious episodes interpolated into the text through populist influences. While
the urgency of proving a similar outcome for the Qur'an has gained fresh
momentum in the last few years because of the Middle East's shifting
political landscape, efforts in this field have largely predated these concerns.
Among the historical works are: (1)A. Mingana and A. Smith (eds.),Leaves
from ThreeAncient Qyrans, Possibly Pre- 'Othmdnia witha listif their Variants, Cam-

1 A. Robert and A. Feuillet (eds.), Introduction it la Bible, tome I (Introduction
Generale, Ancien Testament), Dcsclee & Cie, 1959, p. Ill. Roughly, the New Testament
has some 200,000 variants, most of which are insignificant (such as variations of
spellings).Westcott and Hart, while giving this number, noted that seven eighth of the
text were assured; yet there are very important variants as well. Interestingly the figure
of 200,000 variants was reduced to 150,000 in the English translation of the above
work [A. Robert and A. Feuillet, Interpreting the Scriptures, translated by P.W. Skehan et
al, Desclee Company, l'-i""Y, 1969, p. 115]. See this work pp. 285-90.
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bridge, 1914;(2) G. Bergstrasser; "Plan eines Apparatus Criticus zum Koran",
Sit:::;ungsberichte Bayer: Akad., Munchen, 1930, Heft 7; (3)O. Pretzl, "Die Fort­
fuhrung des Apparatus Criticus zum Koran", Sit:::;ungsberichte Beyer. Akad.,
Munchen, 1934, Heft 5; and (4)A.Jeffery, TheQyr'an asScripture, R.E Moore
Company, Inc., New York, 1952.

Jeffery has probably exerted the most effort on this subject.

2. Orientalist Criticism of the Qyr'an's Compilation

There are numerous gateways for an assault on the Qur'anic text, one of
which is to question its recording and compilation.? It is in this spirit that
Orientalists enquire why, if the Qur'an was indeed recorded during the
Prophet's lifetime, did 'Umar fear the death of the bziffG::;; on the Yamama
battlefields, informing Abu Bakr that much of the Book might disappear
with them." Furthermore, why was the recorded material not kept in the
Prophet's own custody? And if it was, why did Zaid bin Thabit fail to
utilise it in preparing the $ubzif? Reported by al-Bukhari and accepted by
Muslims, these details imply to Orientalists that the claims of early dictation
and recording are false.

A lack of knowledge, intentional ignorance or a disregard for
Muslim educational policies are the central problems here. Let us first
assume that there was a copy of the Qjir'an in the Prophet's possession;
why did he neglect to make it available for the perusal and benefit of his
Companions? Most likely out of a concern that any abrogations, fresh
revelations, or shifts in verse sequences would not be reflected in this copy.
In such a case he would be furnishing incorrect information and doing a
disservice to his people, its pitfalls outweighing the benefits. If this copy
existed, however, why did Zaid b. Thabit neglect it as a resource during
the reign of Abu Bakr? Earlier I pointed out that, for a document to acquire
legitimacy, a pupil must act as an eyewitness and receive it from his teacher
in person. 'Where no element of bearing witnesswas present, coming across
a deceased scholar's book for example, then the value of the text was nullified.
So it was with Zaid b. Thabit, In dictating verses to his Companions the
Prophet was instituting viable transmission routes based on direct teacher­
pupil contact; conversely, because he never lent any written materials to
his pupils, no element of witness existed in these parchments and neither

2 InJefTery's words, "the Western scholars do not consent that the arrangement of
the text of the Qur'an which is in our hands now is the work of the Prophet"
Introduction, p. 5]. HereJefTery is referring to the arrangement of both siiras and verses.

3 See this work p. 78.
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"And whatever [wrong) any human commits rests upon himselfalone; and
no bearer qf burdens shall be made to bear another's burden."

The Trinity and salvation through Christ, the very essences of Christian
doctrine, find only outright dismissal in the Qur'an, while the Biblical stories
present therein are more a matter of history than ideology.

"Say: He is Allah, the One and Only; Allah, the Eternal, Absolute; He
begets not, nor is He begotten; and there is none like unto Him."

So where exactly does this counterfeiting manifest itself? And con­
cerning appropriations from the OT (as alleged by Wansbrough, Noldeke,
and others), why should the Prophet seek to emulate a Scripture portraying
Yahweh as a tribal God, affiliated not even with the Samaritans or Edomites
but solely with Israel? At the very opening of the Book we find:

OJ
"In the Name qf Allah, Most Gracious, MostMerciful. Praise be to Allah,
the Cherisher andSustainer qf the JIVorlds."

A universal invocation to Allah, transcending tribes and races and based
only on the precepts of faith. One cannot pluck such a rich mango from
the prickly arms of a parched cactus.

5. Deliberate Distortion qf the Qy.r'an

A fourth gateway is the falsification of the Holy Book itself We have already
critically examined Goldziher and Arthur Jeffery's theories on variants,
but there are other notables as well.

i. Flugel's Attempted Distortion of the Qur'an

Printing the concordance of the Qur'an in 1847, Flugel also tried his hand
at an Arabic text of the Qur'an and succeeded in conjuring up a product

15 Qur'an 6:164.
16 Qjir'an 112:1-4.
17 Qur'an 1:1-2.
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that is unacceptable to any reciter. There is a concurrence among Muslims
to recite the Qur'an according to the inflections of any of the seven most
distinguished reciters," all of whom follow the 'Uthmani skeleton and the
sunna of qiritat, the clifferences manifesting themselves mostly in a few altered
diacritical marks which bear no weight on the content of these verses. Every
printed Mushaf is based on one or another of these seven qirii'iit, following
it uniformly from beginning to end. Flugel however used all seven, arbitrarily
choosing one qirii'athere and another there (without any attempt at justifi­
cation), creating a mishmash of no validity or value. EvenJeffrey (no friend
to Islamic tradition) commented,

Flugel's edition which has been so widely used and so often reprinted,

is really a very poor text, for it neither represents anyone pure type of
Oriental text tradition, nor is the eclectic text he prints formed on any
ascertainable scientific basis.!"

ii. Blachere's Attempted Distortion of the Qur'an

In translating the meaning of the Qur'an into French (I.e Coran, 1949),
Regis Blachere not only changes the sura order in the Qur'an but adds
two fictitious verses into the body of the text. He bases this on a spurious
narration in which Satan made his own 'revelations' to the Prophet, who
was apparently too inept to distinguish between the Words of Allah and
the polytheistic mumblings mentioned in the account. None of the trans­
mission channels for recitation and none of the 250,000 extant Qjir'anic
manuscripts contain these two verseswhich, by themselves,wholly contradict
everything preceding them and following them, and in fact the very essence
of the Qur'an."

Labelled '20 bis' and '20 ter', the fake verses are a call to Muslims to
glorify the idols of pre-Islamic Makkah.21 See Figure 18.1.

This fraudulent report has proven too charming for Orientalists to pass
up. Rev. Guillaume's translation of Sirat Ibn Ishiiq (an early and definitive
biography of the Prophet) has been published continuously in Muslim

18 Refer to this work pp. 153-5.

19 A. Jeffery, Materials, p. 4.

20 For a detailed discussion on this see 'Urwah b. az-Zubair, al-Maghiizl, pp. 106­
110, in particular the footnotes.

21 Counterfeit verses aside, Blachere (and others such as Rodwell and Richard Bell)
alter the order of stiras in their translations, challenging again the holiness of the text
in a convenient way given the Western views regarding the supposed sura arrangement
in Ibn Mas'nd's Mushaf
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iii. Mingana's Attempted Distortion of the Qur'an
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Prof. Rev. Mingana, held by some as 'a great scholar of Arabic'," has in
fact a shaky grasp of the subject at best. Publishing An Important Manuscript
qf the Traditions qf Bukhari24 he commits, in copying only a handful of lines,
the following blunders: incorrect transcription of J (which he
transcribes as <i-"..1:>-J); .:.r. J..aill y.l read as .,.ohl\ y.1; omission of such words
as inability to read partial words such as ;jb:-! (which he conveniently
drops altogether); addition of an extra J ; erroneous translation of the terms
G and [;1, and so on, in a series of errors that can only be classified as
incompetence.

Figure 18.2: One of the palimpsest leaves used by Mingana. Source: Mingana &
Lewis (eds.), Leaves from Three Ancient Qurans, Plate Qyran B.

23 Ibn Warraq (ed.), Origins of theKoran, p. 410.
24 Cambridge, 1936.
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The Traditions rif Bukhiirfis of course a &adith compilation, and I use this
simply as a test case. Returning to textual variants in the Qjir'an we fmd
that here too Mingana leaves behind a legacy, publishing a work entitled
Leaoesfrom Three Ancient Qyrans, Possibly Pre- 'Othmanu: with a list rif their Variants. 25

The original manuscript ispalimpsest in vellum: originally containing verses
of the Qur'an, the ink was subsequently washed off and written over by
a Christian Arab." Making out the initial text is certainly demanding, so
Mingana showers three pages with infrared light to increase contrast."
See Figure 18.2 above.

Analysing the leaves, Mingana lists the Qur'anic variants in this manu­
script along with an English translation. It is not difficult to detect his
incredible dishonesty in this regard, aimed especially at readers with little
knowledge of Arabic. The following four variants will clarify:

1. Mingana writes:

"Unless (or means blow,jist, boxing, it is an obscure
word. The sentence of the [printed] Qur'an is as follows: J r-f'1
L:"..;, .ill!<f \-",", 'They will not take the place of Allah in any­
thing, for thee (Muhammad).' Our text is:
w::... (or <f \-",",J r-f'1 'In derision, they will not take
the place of a blow, for thee.' If this sense is rejected, the real
meaning of this substantive would be problematic. The Kiimiis
has simply: ti..lll) pl!\ ..y\.t y raJl. The abstract substantive

in its tri-literal form instead of the form is not much
used in the post-Qur'anic compositions, but the adjective
is found in good writers."28 .

Notes: So much linguistic gymnastics, and all for a mute point.
Keeping in mind his inability to read even the lucid manuscripts of
al-Bukhari, not to speak of palimpsests, Mingana's translation here
is wholly incorrect because the ending makes no conceivable sense
in this context. The word squarely belongs in the boxing arena,
not the Qur'an, and the most charitable rendering I can give is, 'Out
of wickedness they will not protect you from the punch [sic]'. That
the fmal two words are due to scribal error is glaringly obvious (what
scribe would deliberately try to alter this verse by inserting such
absurdities?), but Mingana refuses to give up.

25 Cambridge, 1914.
26 The two writings (the Qur'an and the Christian text) are perpendicular to one

another. This type of writing is called palimpsest.
27 Mingana and Smith (eds.), Leaoesfrom Three Ancient OYrdns, plate Quran B.
28 ibid, p. xxxvii.
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Qjir'an's completion by the first century of Hijra, a solid refutation
against the many non-Muslim scholars who claim that it was not
completed until the early third century.

2. Muslims possess no proof that the complete Mushaf has existed
since 'Uthman's reign; good faith is their sole buttress.

Most of Puin's claims have been dealt with: the defective writing of alif

was covered extensively in Chapters 10 and 11; his 'greatest' triumph, the
fragment where sura 26 is followed by sura 37, is not the least bit unique
as I have shown from other partial Mushafs, see pp. 73-76. As regards mis­
placement of some ayah separators, incongruities in this area have already
been noted and catalogued by early Muslim scholars. The one claim that
we have not elaborated on is discussed next.

i. Are the San'a' Fragments the Only Proof of thc
Qur'an's Completion by the First Century?

Puin makes two intertwining assertions. He pulls the date for the Qjir'an's
completion from the third century to the first but then, by refraining from
anything more specific than 'first century', he subtly opens up a wide
timeframe within which to work.

Not all Orientalists allege that the Qur'an was completed in the early
third century. There are some, e.g. Rev. Mingana, who argue that it was
completed by the first, and yet others, e.g. Muir, who hold that the present
Mushaf is identical to the text given by the Prophet. Then there is al-I:Iajjaj
(d. 95 A.H.), to whom many Western scholars give credit for the Qur'an's
final recording. All these dates belong to the first century, and Puin's im­
precision leaves the door open for assigning any date within this period.
Precision is a key element of serious scholarship, however, and one we
must abide by. With the Prophet's passing in early 11 A.H. the revelations
arrived at their natural end; they were compiled into their external form
during the reign of Abu Bakr (d. 13 A.H.), and their spelling standardised
and copies dispatched by 'Uthman (25-30 A.H.). That is the Muslim view.
Never have Muslims alleged that the complete Qur'an did not materialise
until 'Uthman, and if Puin claims this then he certainly does not speak
on behalf of any Muslim tongue.

Several dozen first-century manuscripts of the Qur'an exist in various
libraries around the world;" my personal guess is that, worldwide, there

37 Interestingly, there are approximately 2,327 copies of al-Bukhiiri world­
wide, as mentioned in the catalogue al-Fihris as-Shiimil li at-Turiith al-'Arabial-Isldmial­
Makhiiu: al-Hadith an-Nabaioi ash-Sharifwa 'Uliimahu waRijiiluhu [Ai al-Bait Foundation,
'Amman, 1991, i:493-56.'i]. In view of this vast number (though the catalogue is neither
very accurate nor comprehensive), it is quite safe to assume that the number of Mushaf
manuscripts is many folds this number.
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that many complete (and semi-complete)Mushafs have survived from Islam's
earliest days, and among them may well be ones predating 'Uthman's

Though certainly a great treasure containing a wealth of orthographic
oddities, the Mushafs in San 'a' do not add anything new or substantial to
the body of proof which already demonstrates the Qur'an's completion
within the first decades of Islam.

7. Conclusion

Schacht, Wansbrough, Noldeke, Hirschfeld,Jeffrey, Flugel, Blachere, Guil­
laume, Mingana, and Puin are not alone in their schemes; all Orientalists
must, to varying extents, practice dishonesty if they are to successfully
distort the Qur'an, whether by transmutation, deliberate mistranslation,
wilful ignorance, use of spurious references, or other means. Prof. James
Bellamy recently composed a few articles to 'amend' certain scribal errors
found in the text,42 and in this endeavour he is by no means a lone figure;
the recent past has witnessed a rising chorus of Orientalists demanding
a systematic revision of the Qur'an. Hans Kung, a Roman Catholic theo­
logian who found discourse with Islam to be at an impasse, advised Muslims
in the late 1980s to admit to the element of human authorship in their
Holy Book.43

Likewise Kenneth Cragg, an Anglican bishop, urged Muslims to re­
think the traditional Islamic concept of wal!J!, "probably as a concession
by Muslims in the current pluralist spirit of interfaith dialogue" .44 In a
later piece entitled "The Historical Geography of the Qur'an", he proposed
abrogating the Madani verses (with their political and legal emphases) in
favour of their Makkan counterparts, which are generally more concerned
with basic issues of monotheistic faith, implying that politicised Islam de­
serves no shelter in a world of secular democracies and Roman Law. This

42 See "Al-Raqirn or al-Ruqud? A note on Surah 18:9",]AOS, vol. cxi (1991), pp.
115-17; "Fa-Ummuhu Hawiyah: A Note on Surah 10l:9",]AOS, vol. cxii (1992), pp.
485-87; "Some Proposed Emendations to the Text of the Koran", ]AOS, vol. cxiii
(1993), pp. 562-73; and "More Proposed Emendations to the Text of the Koran",
]AOS, vol. cxvi (1996), pp. 196-204.

43 Peter Ford, "The Qur'an as Sacred Scripture," Muslim IiVorld, vol. lxxxiii, no. 2,
April 1993, p. 156.

44 A. Saeed, "Rethinking 'Revelation' as a Precondition for Reinterpreting the Qur'an:
A Qur'a.nic Perspective",]Q,S, i:93, quoting K. Cragg, Troubled by Truth, Pentland Press,
1992, p. 3.
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abrogation, he ventured, can be imposed by appealing to the consensus
of like-minded laymen and simplybypassingthe opinion of Muslim scholars."

The Qur'an states:

Jryt'!...,r -t 'YJ'

"J;Ve have revealed unto you the Remembrance [the Qyr)anL thatyou may
explain to humanity thatwhich has been revealedfir them andin order that
they maygive thought."

The Prophet will forever remain the only sanctioned expounder of the
Holy Book, his sunna a practical guide to its implementation and the
reference point as to which exegetical threads are permissible and which
are not. In seeking to divorce the two, let alone to divorce one half of the
Qur'an from the other, Orientalists thoroughly ignore the myriad rules
which govern the interpretation of all laws and statutes, and which pre­
vent even the majority of the learned [rom dipping their fingers into this
business, to say nothing of the uninformed layman. Their theories imply
that everyone is welcome to dethrone the Commands of Allah even if
meddling with secular state law remains firmly out of the question.

With Scriptural corruptions taken for granted as the norm, many scholars
feel impelled to dip the Qur'an into the same muddied cauldron without
realising that the ideal they wish to discredit, one of certainty and flawless
preservation, can and really does exist. In this regard Hartmut Bobzin
writes,

Christian polemics against the Koran or Islam as a whole is of much
more interest for European 'Geistsgeschichte' than for Islamic studies
in the stricter sense. Many of the topicswhichwere handed over again
and again had nothing to do with real IslamY

He draws an analogy to the Guardi brothers who, in 18th century Italy,
devised a series of 'Turkish paintings' by mimicking contemporary Turkish
artists in a particular way.

Thus, 'Oriental sujets' as painted by the Guardis are mostlyexamples
of their own imagination as to how the Orient must be conceived.48

What the Guardis' intended is not so different from the portraits that
Orientalism paints of Islam; a small wonder then that so much of Orientalist

45 ibid, i:81-92.
46 Qur'an 16:44.

47 H. Bobzin, Treasury of Heresies", in S.Wild(ed.), The Qyr'an as Text, p. 174.
48 ibid, p. 174. Italics added.
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was himself of partly Jewish origin." His view on the OT was, however,
singularly unsympathetic:

The Old Testament is full of all kinds of deceptions: a veritable hodge­
podge of erroneous, incredible, undependable figures, including those
of Biblicalchronology; a veritable maze of falseportrayals, misleading
reworkings, revisions and transpositions, together with anachronisms;
a never-ending jumble of contradictory details and entire narratives,
unhistorical inventions, legends and folktales, in short a book full of
intentional and unintentional deceptions, in part self-deceptions, a
very dangerous book, in the use of which the greatest care is necessary"

Repeatedly denounced as anti-Semitic, Delitzsch just as repeatedly de­
nied it.

But in view of certain of his remarks (e.g., ... where he calls the Jews
'a fearful danger of which the German people must be warned'), the
accusation seems justificd.!

Of Delitzsch's work on the OT, Die Grosse Tiiuschung, John Bright con­
cludes,

Seldom has the Old Testament been subjected to more vicious abuse
than in this book. It is really a very bad book (I should say a 'sick
book.V

Bearing open hostility towards the OT and desiring strongly to disassociate
Christianity from it, Delitzsch wrote in a vein which now disqualifies his
book and casts his repute into serious question because of his anti-Semitism.

ii. Can an Anti:Judaic Scholar be Impartial
When Dealing with aJewish Theme?

John Strugnell, a Harvard professor, ascended to the post of chief editor
of the official Dead Sea Scroll editorial team in 1987but received a highly
publicised dismissal three years later. His problems began with an interview
he gave to Israeli journalist Avi Katzman (published in Ha'arete, 9 November

2 John Bright, The Authority of the Old Testament, Abingdon Press, Nashville, 1967,
pp.65-66.

3 ibid, p. 66, quoting FriedrichDelitzsch, Die Grosse Tiiuschung (1920).
4 ibid, p. 67, footnote 21.
5 ibid. p. 65.
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1990), in which, suffering from manic-depression, he expressed certain anti­
Judaic sentiments. Among these was a reference toJudaism as "a horrible
religion", statements to the effect that theJewish problem was best solved
through mass conversion to Christianity, and that Judaism was initially
racist. Though he pointed out at the interview's start that he did not intend
his comments to be taken as anti-Semitic, Katzman ignored the request
and critiqued them in no uncertain terms; Strugnell suspects that,

behind Mr. Katzman [lava worry] whether Christian scholarshipcould
deal impartially with the nature of the scrolls, being documents of a
Jewish sect... I'm amused when I hear people like Schiffman [of New
York University] saying how sad it is that Jewish scholars have not
been working on these texts."

By dint of the article he was discharged. Years later he continued to deny
anti-Semitic leanings, insisting on the term 'anti-judaist' instead: a person
not antagonistic to Jews as individuals or masses, but to the Jewish religion
alone.

But I'm not really concerned whether I dislike or like the religion of
Judaism. I want more things for the religion of Christians. I want the
reign of Christ to be more glorious, which it would be certainly by
having 20 million moreJews on board."

In retaining Christian beliefs Prof Strugnell must have sensed the theo­
logical significance of the Dead Sea Scrolls, otherwise attaining the post
of chief editor would have been a hopeless dream. His dismissal was not
the result of incompetence, or for that matter disbelief in, or denigration
of, the manuscripts he was supervising. As he observed, it stemmed entirely
fromJewish fears of his subjectivity in examining a document of Jewish
nature, given among other things his fervour for Christ. This religious rivalry
proved sufficient grounds for barring him, irrespective of his credentials.

iii. Are Jewish Scholars Free to StudyJewish Topics?

So far we have cited two cases where accusations of anti-Semitism dis­
qualified exceptional scholars from researching Jewish themes. But what

6 H. Shanks, "Ousted Chief Scroll EditorMakes His Case:An Interview withJohn
Strugnell", Biblical Archaeology Review, July!Aug. 94, vol. 20, no. 4, pp. 41-42.

7 ibid, p. 43. One interesting claim he makes is that the "Cardinal Archbishop of
Paris is aJew and he getson perfectly well with his archdiocese, which is notJewish"
[p, 43].
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author of several highly acclaimed books on the Dead Sea Scrolls,
including the widely used Penguin edition, TheDead Sea Scrolls inEnglish,
now in its third edition. The Scientific American interviewer was incred­
ulous: 'A full professor at Oxford, incompetent?' So were we all.,,13

The incredulity is well placed, for the real issue here is not competence
but rather the willingness to tow the line on a 'definitive interpretation'.
Following this scheme from the outset and fiercely guarding the Scrolls
from general academia, the team has shown no regard or recognition for
any sort of scholarship - Jewish or otherwise - except that which furthers a
specific intent. What clearer example of inbred subjectivity can there

These three examples, and in fact dozens of others from post-war Europe
and America alone, illustrate a recurring theme of unseating all scholars
(if alive,physically, and if dead, academically) who happen to display ideo­
logical rivalry in the course of working on sensitiveJewish issues. Whether
the scholars in question are allegedly renowned or outstanding bears no
relevance; ideological incompatibility alone is weighed in disqualifying
them. To what extent does this thinking hold true for Muslims?

2. The Muslim Counterpoint

i. Israeli Suppression of Palestinian History

Keith Whitelam, Professor of Religious Studies at the University of Stirling
(Scotland), is author of a paper which stirred great controversy in many
Bible circles, asserting as it did a conspiracy by Biblical scholars and arch­
aeologists, particularly Zionists, to shapeJewish history into a mould that
denies the history of those who settled the land long before the Israelites,
i.e. the ancient Palestinians." Since 1948 the stance of Israeli scholarship

13 ibid, p. xiv.
14 Note that all the previous quotes are from the first printing, they were altogether

omitted from the second (and perhaps in subsequent) printings. The Biblical Archaeo­
logical Society successfullypublished A Facsimile Edition qf the DeadSea Scrolls in 1991,
amid much praise (along with bitter condemnation from the Scroll editors). To my
horror, I discovered that in the second printing of this set Hershel Shank's original
foreword has shrunk from 36 pages to just two. No substantial note was given for this
omission.

15 H. Shanks, "Scholar Claims Palestinian History isSuppressed in Favor of Israelites",
BiblicalArchaeology Review, MarchiApril 96, vol. 22, no. 2, p. 54. "Whitelam's paper was
considered so significant that it was delivered in one of the very few sessions sponsored
jointly by the Society of Biblical Literature, the American Academy of Religion and
the American Schools of Oriental Research." [ibid, p. 54.]
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But who was Snouck Hurgronje? An Orientalist whose agenda was to
deceive the Muslim masses of Indonesia into accepting the Dutch govern­
ment's colonialist exploitation: "Islam is the religion of peace," he preached,
"and the duty of the Muslims according to the Sharl'a is to follow the
order of the [Dutch] rulers - and not to disobey and commit violence.r"?
Travelling to Makkah to further this mantra, he alleged himself a Muslim
to -WID broader popularity without sacrificing the full scope of his ambitions.
Edward Said notes the "close cooperation between scholarship and direct
military colonial conquest" inherent in "the case of the revered Dutch
Orientalist C. Snouck Hurgronje, who used the confidence he had won
from Muslims to plan and execute the brutal Dutch war against the
Atjeyhnese people of Sumatra."?'

And after all this he is considered a Western pioneer of Islamic Law.
The point is clear. While those accused of unfavourable remarks towards
Judaism are roundly denounced, ostracised and dismissed,the very members
of Jewish intelligentsia who condemn Strugnell's prejudices are them­
selves apathetic to Israeli bigotry against Muslim culture and Muslim
artefacts. Meanwhile the far greater prejudice of Hurgronje and a host
of other colonialist agents and clergymen - manifesting itself not simply
in words, but in deception and direct military subjugation - is casually
overlooked, and their status in Western spheres as 'Orientalist pioneers'
remains untouched.

3. Searehingfor Impartiality

i. A Historical Perspective: Jews, Christians, and Romans

All Orientalist scholarship is built on the premise of the more enlightened
outsider being free of biases, but has Western orJudea-Christian tradition
ever allowed room for this supposed objectivity? Where are these jewels of
wise discourse in the subjective and vulgar catalogue of historic Western
writings? Vulgar, I say, because anyone can compare the reverence with
which Muslim scholars treatJesus, the Virgin Mary, Moses, Aaron, Isaac,
Abraham, David, Solomon, Lot etc., to the crude and wrathful ranting of
Jews against Christians, of Christians against Jews, of Catholics against
Protestants, and of ancient Romans against everyone. Here I will quote at
length Adrian Ree1and, Professor of the Oriental Tongues at the University

20 See Isma'tl al-'Uthmani, Monthly al-Mishkiii, Waydah, Morocco, viii, 1419 A.H.,

pp.28-9.
21 Edward Said, Covering Islam, Pantheon Books, New York, 1981, p. xvii.
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of Utrecht, who in 1705 composed a unique work in Latin, subsequently

translated and published in London under the title, Four Treatises Concerning
the Doctrine, Discipline and Worship if the Mahometans (1712).

The Jewish People, tho they had the holiest Institutes and Laws that
ever were ... could not escape the Spite of wicked Men, who charg'd
many things upon them which were absolutely false. Tacitus himself,
who wanted not Opportunitys of consulting the Jews in their own
Affairs, writes that they ... were expel'd Egypt for the Scab; and that
they consecrated the Image of an Ass, which had taught them to expel
their Thirst, and cease from their Wanderings. Plutarch relates ... that
the Feast of Tabernacles was celebrated in Honour of Bacchus; nay,
that the very Sabbath was consecrated to that Divinity. ... Rutilius
[called] the Jewish Sabbaths, Cold Sabbaths, and said their Hearts
were colder than their Religion; for this reason, that many of the Jews
'" did not kindle Fire upon the Sabbath-day -'

But when the Christians left the Jews, and set up a distinct Worship
... what an ugly Representation was there made of our Religion by
the Heathens? ... The Heathens charg'd it on the Christians, That
their God was hoof'd like an Ass; that they worship'd the Genitals of
a Priest; that they feasted those who were to be initiated, on a young
Child cover'd over with Flower; that, after having ended their solemn
Feasts, and put out the Lights, the Men and "Vomen embrac'd one
another as Chance guided them; that they threaten'd the Destruction
of the whole World by Fire.... The very Doctrine of worshipping one
God laid them under the Imputation of Atheism... , And to sum up
all in the words of Tertullian, in his Apology, They were counted Murderers,
Incestuous, Sacrilegious, publick Enemys of Mankind, guilty cf all Wickedness,
and therifore Enemys qf the Gods, qf Emperors, of Morality, andqf Universal
Nature. 23

But if we carry our Thought down to our own Times, we shall fmd
Mankind is not a whit more just in this respect .... What did not the
Church of Rome charge us with, when we departed from her... ? They
assert in their Books, that we hold good Works in detestation; that we
affirm God to be the Author of Evil; that we despise Mary the Mother
of Christ, Angels, and the Memory of the Saints; ... that we are
divided into a hundred and twenty six abominable Sects, the Names
of which cannot be read without Laughter; ... that Luther convers'd
familiarly with the Devil, and ended his Days with a String; that Calvin
was guilty of horrible Wickedness, and dy'd of an Ulcer in his Privities,
that was inflicted by Heaven, despairing of Salvation; ... that Luther's
Name, in Hebrew Lulter, express'd the number of Antichrist 666 [and]

22 H. Reland, Four Treatises Concerning the Doctrine, Discipline andVt0rship if the Mahometans,
London, 1712, pp. 5-6.

23 ibid, pp. 6-7.
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Wasn't it true that Silvestre de Sacy, Edward Lane, Ernest Renan,
Hamilton Gibb, and Louis Massignon were learned, objective scholars,
and isn't it true that following upon all sorts of advances in twentieth­
century sociology, anthropology, linguistics, and history, American
scholars who teach the Middle East and Islam in places like Princeton,
Harvard, and Chicago are therefore unbiased and free of special
pleading in what they do? The answer is no. 34

Everything about the study of Islam today remains drenched in political
expediency and pressure; articles, reviews, and books drip with political im­
portance even while their authors bury their ill feelings beneath a jargon
of 'scientific impartiality' and use their university tides to dismissany ulterior
motivea"

4. Pressures andMotives

Orientalist theories are born not in a vacuum, but in a world of pressing
political needs which mould and colour everything about them; let us
inspect how these needs have shifted over time.

i. Colonialism and the Demoralisation of Muslims

Grasping Western motives necessitates that we draw a line through 1948.
Prior to that the main thrust was to expose Muhammad as a false prophet,
the Qur'an as an amateurish and dreadful counterfeit, the hadiths as spur­
ious, and Islamic Law as a poor salad appropriated from many cultures.
In short, findings which sought to demoralise Muslims (particularly the
ruling classes,which were the likeliestto fall victim), and to assistthe colonial
powers in producing a crop of loyal subjects by crushing any notions of
a regal Islamic history or distinguished Muslim identity.

With almost all Muslim territories ravaged by some form of colonialism,
the Ottoman Caliphate included, the time was ripe for an onslaught on
people's everyday affairs. The legitimate Muslim scholars ('ulamiij were
placed under extreme political constraints; most endowments, a rich source
of support for Islamic scholarship, were abolished or confiscated." Islamic
Law was phased out and abolished. Colonial language and colonial script

34 ibid, p. 23.
35 ibid, pp. xvii, 23.
36 A practice which continues to this day.
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gained precedence over all else, a decree which effectively thrust entire
nations into institutionalised illiteracy. Their lack of proficiency in European
languages further marginalised the 'ulamii'; the retorts they issued were mostly
in their vernacular and went unheeded. Orientalism was not interested in
debating with the 'ulamii' however, much less noting their criticisms; its
sole aim was to use colonial resources in partnership with foreign ministries"
to influence the new breed of Western-educated Muslim elites." By casting
these elites into a secularist mould and convincing them that adherence
to the Qur'an was futile, they longed to undermine all current and future
prospects of Muslim political strength.

'Proving' all manner of vice in Muhammad and all manner of theft
from the Scriptures in the Qur'an, Geiger, Tisdall and others helped to
cement this scheme; all eyes then turned to the Prophet's sunna, and the
honour of demolishing this went to Goldziher (1850-1921), the highest
ranking Orientalist of his time. InProf Humphreys' assessment, his Muham­
medanische Studien successfully

demonstrated that a vast number of hadlths accepted even in the most
rigorously critical Muslim collections were outright forgeries from the
late 2nd/8th and 3rd/9th centuries - and as a consequence, that met­

iculous isniids which supported them were utterly fictitious.F'

Joseph Schacht pursued his mentor's conclusion further: isnad in his
view was a remnant of the Abbasid revolution, in the mid second century.
The more perfect isndds were the ones most likely to be fabrications. So
highly esteemed was his theory that his Origins ifMuhammadan Jurisprudence
became an Orientalist bible, beyond refutation or reproach, of which Gibb
predicted that it would "become the foundation for all future study of Islamic

37 One quick example of this is an 1805 article in Asiatic AnnualRegister by]. Gilchrist
entitled, "Observation on the policy of forming an oriental establishment, for the pur­
pose of furnishing a regular supply of properly qualified diplomatic agents, interpreters,
&c., for facilitating and improving the direct intercourse between Great Britain and
the nations of Asia, in imitation of a similar institution in France." [See WHo Behn,
Index Islamicus: 1665-1905, Adiyok, Millersville PA, 1989, p. I.]

38 Orientalist efforts to eliminate the inviolability of the Qur'an have sadly garnered
some support among Turkey's secularist elite. President Demirel even went on record
[Daily ar-Riyad, issue 27.8.1420 A.H.l5.11.1999] with the contradictory statement
that modern Islam is fully compatible with secularisation, adding that roughly 330
verses from the Qur'an "are no longer practicable" and should be excised. The 76
year-old president faced a veritable tempest of public and journalistic fury following
his statement, while his bid to organise a 'religious reformation' was rejected by Turkey's
High Court for Islamic Affairs.

39 R.S. Humphreys, Islamic History, p. 83.
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that changed the world, the world of hatred. "Let's builda world without
nations, without classes, without religion, a world without a Lord, thatcallsfOr the
hatred if other people."49

Jean-Paul Sartre, the existentialistauthor who wasJewish from hismother's
side, argued along these same lines: reason had to displace religion as the
core solution to life'sconcerns. For Sartre the continuation of religion meant
a chronic persecution of Jewry, and its elimination became the key to cur­
tailing anti-Semitism.t"

While perusing a booklet entitled Great Confrontations inJewish History."
I happened across a seminar called 'Modernity andjudaism' delivered by
Dr. Hertzberg, rabbi and Adjunct Professor of History at Columbia Uni­
versity-? Examining the attitudes of prominentJewish thinkers about their
own religion, Hertzberg concentrates most notably on Marx and Sigmund
Freud. The young Marx, he finds, viewed the Jew in DieJudenftage as the
proto-capitalist, a victim of the myriad tensions hatched by monetary
systems and the economic machinery. To solve the Jewish question was
to destroy economic and class hierarchies, to emancipate Christians and
Jews alike by toppling the traditional practices of capitalism. Freud on the
other hand viewed religion as an infantile obsession with authority figures,
as essentially a sickness which every person had to transcend to achieve
mental health and maturity'"

This iconoclastic attitude, this rebellious urge to overthrow historical
norms, was by no means limited to Marx and Freud; the great 'outsiders'
of Jewish thought adopted this stance routinely. Why? Hertzberg sees it
as a eall for liberation: that by divoreingJews from every element of their
past in Medieval Europe, they could start afresh on an equal footing with
gentiles. This, he says,was the beginning ofJewish modernity. Establishing
a sturdy foothold in Western culture entailed burying Europe's past, laden
as it was with Christian mythology and beliefs, such that all men rising
from the ashes of this charred history would work together as comrades
in the new age.54

49 Talking withDavid Frost: Shimon Peres. Aired in US on Public Broadcasting System
(PBS), 29 March 1996. Transcript #53, p. 5; emphasis added.

50 M. Qurb, al-Mustashriqiin waal-Isldm, Maktabat Wahba, Cairo, 1999, p. 309. This
idea is found in Sartre's Anti-Semite and]ew (English translation), Schocken Books Inc.,
New York, 1995.

51 This is an anthology of lectures published by the Dept. of History, University of
Denver, and edited by Stanley M. Wagner and Allen D. Breck.

52 He is Rabbi at Temple Emanuel, Englewood, NewJersey. In addition to his rab­
binical role he has taught at Rutgers University, Princeton University, and the Hebrew
University in jerusalem.

53 Wagner and Breck (eds.), Great Confrontations inJewish History, pp. 127-8.
54 ibid, pp. 128-9.
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In Hertzberg's assessment this anti-nationalist, pro-universalist Reform
Jew is not that different from the contemporary nationalist who prides
himself on being a Zionist. While both behave antithetically they vie for
the same thing. To 19th century ReformJews religion was the shackle they
had to crush to win their equality. By comparison, contemporary Zionism
asserts that religion is no longer adequate as a unifying force.

Except for religious faction, the majority of Zionists, political as well
as cultural, are secularists who begin with the presumption that the
Jewish religion can no longer serve as the basis for Jewish unity and
that therefore Jewish survivalist policy has to be founded on some
other premise... Thegreatest cammandment is no langer tasuffer martyrdomfor
the sanctification if the Divine Name, but rather tofightfOr the rebuilding if the
land.55

What Peres, Hertzberg, Sartre, Marx, Freud and others appear to be
saying is thatJewish intelligentsia demands a global society that is devoid
of God, of religion, and of history-the complete antithesis of theJewish
claim that their right to Palestine is based on the promise of Yahweh."
Their desired integration into a wider society entails razing the past: the
erasure of history and the fabrication of a substitute. To this effect Well­
hausen and others began the task of chipping away at the OT's integrity,
opening the way for an assault on the NT and, from thence, the Qur'an.

In the bleak years of the Second World War, Jews undoubtedly bore
their share of the tragedy and suffering which inflamed humanity. In
acknowledging their pains the victorious Allies chose to compensate them
through the generous bestowment of a 'homeland' on territory which be­
longed neither to this party nor to that, in the process forcing millions of
the land's original inhabitants to endure the desolate existence of a refugee.
By then the efforts to secularise Christianity andjudaism, to convert them
into mere symbols of little import in daily life, had made considerable
headway. But removing God, religion, and history from Muslim minds
proved to be a greater challenge: even where secularisation did seep in,
Muslims could not tolerate Israel. Success in this field now meant proving
that all references to Jews or to Palestine within Islamic texts were out-

55 ibid, p. 131. Emphasis added.
56 Because (in the words of Rabbi Hertzberg) the majority of Zionists no longer

believe inJudaism as a unifying factor, and look to a secularised notion of 'rebuilding
the land' to fulfil their need for a rallying point.
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right forgeries." and to follow the lead of the NT58 in cleansing the Qur'an
of allpassages which were perceived as anti-Semitic.

So long as Muslims hold fast to the Qur'an as Allah's unalterable Word,
this issue of cleansing remains beyond their reach; in this regard Wans­
brough set out to 'prove' that the present Qur'an is no longer solely the
'handiwork of Muhammad,' but in fact of many communities scattered
throughout the Muslim world which developed the text over the course
of two hundred years. 59 Quoting Humphreys:

Wansbrough hopes to establish two major points:
• Islamic scripture - not merely hadith but the Qur'an itself - was

generated in the course of sectarian controversy over a period of
more than two centuries, and then fictitiously projected back onto
an invented Arabian point of origin.

• That Islamic doctrine generally, and even the figure of Muhammad,
were modelled on Rabbinic Jewish prototype.!"

To this we can append the contemporary work of Yehuda Nevo and
J. Koren, who apply their own revisionist approach to Islamic studies with
the most startling results. Describing archaeological surveys ofJordan and
the Arabian Peninsula, they say that although Hellenistic, Nabataean,
Roman, and Byzantine artefacts have been uncovered, there are no in­
dications of a local Arab culture in the 6th and early 7th centuries C.E.

In particular, no sixth or seventh-century Jahili pagan sites, and no
pagan sanctuaries such as the Muslim sources describe, have been

57 Shortly after Israel's creation, Rev. Prof. Guillaume 'proved' that the al-Masjid
al-Aqsii which Muslims seemed so attached to was in fact in a tiny village on the out­
skirts of Makkah, so very far from Jerusalem! [A. Guillaume, "Where was al-Masyid
al-Aqsa", al-Andalus, Madrid, 1953, pp. 323-336.]

58 See Holy Bible, Contemporary English Version, American Bible Society, New York,
I 995;Joseph Blenkinsopp "The Contemporary EnglishVersion:Inaccurate Translation
Tries to Soften Anti:Judaic Sentiment," Bible Review, vol. xii, no. 5, Oct. 1996, p. 42.
In the same issue: Barclay Newman, "CEV's Chief Translator: We Were Faithful to
the Intention of the Text," ibid, p. 43. The extent of these changes ismore far-reaching
than these articles imply; for examples refer to the full discussionin this work pp. 291-4.

59 Prof. Norman Calder later joined this bandwagon, showing that the literary
works of that period - and not only the Qur'an - were authored by the Muslim
community as a whole. He theorised that the very famous literary works of late 2nd
and 3rd century scholars such as Muioatta' of Imam Malik, al-Mudawwana of Sahnun,
al-Um of ash-Shafi't, al-Kharqj by Abu Yusuf and so on, were scholastic texts not
authored by any single person. [Norman Calder, Studies in EarlyMuslimJurisprudence,
Oxford Univ. Press, 1993].

60 R.S. Humphreys, Islamic History, p. 84.
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5. Conclusion

Most Muslim countries surrounding Israel have been made to understand
the urgency of changing their school curriculum, to eliminate any point
which arouses passions that are distasteful to Jews. 63 But the Qur'an re­
mains an obstacle: a Book that frequently cites Jewish intransigence and
disobedience, and whose verses wet the lips of schoolchildren, of con­
gregations in mosques, of the penitent Muslim at night with his Mushaf,
and in almost every aspect of life. Understanding the motives that drive
the present research on the Qur'an is a must, that the products of such
research may not catch the reader unawares.

Strugnell and Delitzsch's research onJewish themes is now considered
void because of allegations of anti-Semitism. The Israel Antiquities Depart­
ment judges qualifications based on its vision of ideological compatibility.
Yet every Christian, Jew and atheist who engages in wilful lies to under­
mine the precepts, elegance, history, and future prospects of Islam is
allowed to consider himself a sheikh, to believe that Muslims are beholden
to his objectivity and obliged to accept his findings. This is indefensible.
Why are the academic dismissals they unleash against anti-Semites." not
applicable to those who distort Islam for ulterior gains? Why should non­
Muslims be deemed authorities to the exclusion of practising Muslims?
Why should men of the Church - Mingana, Guillaume, Watt, Anderson,
Lammanse, and a horde of others who wish nothing more heartily than to
see their religion eclipse Islam- be regarded as the standard in 'unbiased'
Islamic research? Why should Muir be considered an authority on the
Prophet's life, when he writes that the Qur'an is among "the most stubborn
enemies of Civilisation, Liberty, and the Truth which the World has yet
known'Y'"

63 As a case in point - based on my information from Jordan - Israel recently asked
some of its neighbouring Arab countries (as part of the peace process package) to
eliminate all curriculum references to the Crusades, Salahuddm al-Ayyul»(Saladdin),
and his re-conquering of al-Quds Gerusalem).

64 The term 'anti-Semite' itself isa conscious misrepresentation for anti:Judaic, since
the overwhelming majority of Semites for the past fourteen centuries have been Muslims!

65 As quoted in M. Broomhall, Islam in China, New Impression, London, 1987, p. 2.
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merits." But as to individuals who clearly hail from outside the community,
their motives concealed behind a slender facade of sincerity, we can only
meet them with rejection. Neither can we make them sheikhs of Islam," nor
can we accept their claims to that title.

In news coverage of President Clinton's impeachment trial a few years
ago, I cannot once recall a tennis player or theatre critic being asked for his
or her legal opinion on this case, even though copies of the United States
Constitution are available for all to read. Legal discussions were rightfully
limited to lawyers, professors of constitutional law; and so forth. Neither
did professors of law from elsewhere participate, since this was an internal
predicament for the United States. Sadly,this is far from how Islam istreated.
Can a film reviewer, having read the Constitution and listened to lawyers
during news coverage, expect his legal opinion to carry scholarly weight?
No, but people from outside relevant academic circles, such as Toby Lester,
voice their opinions in articles which then gain scholarly status. Does the
German professor of law have the clout to appear on television and instruct
the American people on how to run theirjudicial system? No, but Western
scholars feel obliged to instruct Muslims as to how they must interpret their
own religion.

Allah remains supreme whether we live in the first, twenty-first or last
century, and whoever seeks to dethrone Him, however self-assuredly, burns
only himself without touching a single fibre of His Glory. No one can be
forced to believe in the Qur'an's sanctity; people must settle on their own
paths as they alone will bear the future consequences of their deeds. But
here, in this life, no outsider addressing Muslims and passing judgment
on their faith and scholarship should find his words falling on attentive
ears. If such is not the case today then Muslims must take their fair share
of the blame.

2 Even non-Muslims seeking to learn about Islam should begin by reading the
Muslim literature. When university students wish to study socialism for instance, they
always start with the essential manifestos to comprehend the general subject before,
perhaps, moving on to critiques of socialist theory. The same scheme applies to Biblical
studies. So for students of Islamic studies to begin and end their field of knowledge with
Western writings, to almost completely ignore the traditional Muslim sources and simply
expand on what Western revisionism is teaching, is wholly absurd.

3 Back in the early 90's while teaching at Princeton University, an incident led me
to rediscover the importance of Ibn 8mn's statement. The head of the Dept. of Religious
Studies, Prof. L. Udovich, aJewish scholar well-versed in Arabic and Islamicjurispru­
dence (and a colleague with whom I was on good terms), told me jokingly, "I know
Arabic andfiqh so I am a sheikh:" This disturbed me considerably; I did not know how
to get out of such a possible scenario of non-Muslims deliveringfiziwas(legal opinions)
in the future. After a few days' search I stumbled upon this golden rule, and have grate­
fully remembered it since.
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minuscule script, 285
al-Miqdad bin 'Amr, 32
miracles of the Qur'an, 48
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368 INDEX

Miriam, 217
Mishna, 226, 236-8
Islamic influence, 250-1
al-MizzI,]amal ad-Din, 176
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al-Mu'arrij as-Sadusi, 89
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Muslim bin Mishkam, 192
Muslim state, stability of, 164
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in non-Qur'anic script, 145-8
See also orthography

paleo-Hebrew, 232
Palestine

spread of Qur'an to, 85
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migration to Madinah, 30
miracles preceding his prophethood,

25
preaching openly, 26-27
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of Qur'an, 45-47
Orientalist theories on, 53
suitability of the Arabic language, 164

revisionism, 3-9, 327
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Shaiba ibn Hashim. See 'Abdul-Muttalib
ash-Shaibani, 202
Shaibani, Muhammad, 178
Shammai, 237
Shanks, H., 253, 324, 326
Shapham, 223
ash-Sharq al-Awsat, 4
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Starcky,j., 115
stone tablets, 216-7
Strack, H., 333
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entrusted to Hafsa bint 'Umar, 86

Sulaim (tribe), 36
Sulaiman (Solomon), 41, 219
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Western criticism of, 11
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Ta'if (city), 18, 126
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Tall)a bin 'Ubaidullah, 26, 59
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alteration of text, 235
Islamic influence, 250- 1
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Palestinian Talmud
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Ten Commandments forgotten, 54
terminus datum of Qumran, 252-6
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Tolstov,7
tombstone of al-Hajrl, 125-6
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tombstone of Filir, 118
Topkapi Sarayi, 105
Torah

delivered to Levites, 228
history according to modern scholars,
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Jewish sources of, 235
loss and rediscovery of, 228-30
See also Old Testament, Talmud;
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translations of the Qur'an, 10
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CommaJohanneum, 284, 29{}-1, 295
contradicts oneness of God, 41
in Greek manuscripts, 286-8
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gospel, 279, 296
introduction into creed, 274--5
as proof that the Qur'an is not

counterfeit, 307--8
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attempts to replace the Qur'an, 10
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hadith of the seven dialects, 153
mushaf of; 72,195,201,203
on placement of verses, 71
reciting Qur'an to the Prophet, 52
spelling conventions, 90
as teacher of the Companions, 62-63

Ubulla (city), 36
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'Umar bin Shabba, 90
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uncial script, 285
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'Uqba bin Nafi' al-Fihri, 105
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Usaid bin Hudair, 57
Usul al-Fiqh, 251
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Bayt al-Qaratis, 166
conversion of, 59
hadith on learning the Qur'an, 56
how isnad system was introduced, 168
independent copy of mushaf
instructions concerning mushafs,

96-97
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diacritical marks, 139-41
dotting schemes, 135-9
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YaJ.:1ya bin Ya'rnar, 140, 145
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Yathrib. See Madinah
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